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even now.

    by quietferality

      Summary

      After divorce and retirement, Ilya Rozanov finds himself back in Shane Hollander's orbit. It's been thirteen years since they've spoken.

Ilya finds ways to stay.

Shane finds ways to let him.

Or.

Pathetic Divorced Man Ilya Rozanov spends an increasing amount of time with his ex.

title from even now by william fitzsimmons



      Notes

        i haven't written anything since i was like 16, but these boys have had a stranglehold on me for???? months???? at this point and i cannot get them outta my head.

and after reading more fan fiction over the past month than i'm willing to admit i've provided myself with the confidence of a man in thinking 'hey, i can do that too.'

pls be kind.

i have no idea how long this will be. but it will be.

edit July 22 2026
i'm genuinely sobbing at the response i've gotten on this story. i wrote it as a practice to see if i could get into writing again and bc i was (avoiding) dealing with some grief. (i still am).
this has been truly healing. i appreciate every single comment and kudos and all of it.

thank you.

also i'm on threads now???? idk how it works. same username though. if you'd like to see me spiraling on a daily basis.




  






      

  












      Chapter 1
  



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  “Hello,” Ilya says to the woman at the front desk. “I’m hoping you will be able to help me.”
She’s close in age to Ilya, perhaps a bit younger. She has an open and friendly smile that immediately endears Ilya to her.
“Oh my goodness,” she brightens immediately. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”
Ilya accepts the handshake while introducing himself easily, “Ilya. Rozanov.”
Recognition flashes across her face, “Of course! So glad you can be here. We were just devastated that Mr. Hunter wouldn’t be able to make it.”
Ilya smiles, biting back the old joke that bubbles to his lips. “I am very happy to help. Anything for the kids,” he gestures to the boxes he carried with him. “I brought items for the auction.”
“Alright, well let me just grab some paperwork and we’ll get you in to see Shane.”
The name cuts through Ilya’s easy confidence. Hockey rink. Charity. Ontario. Shane. The pieces shift and move through his brain and he wants to laugh, because there’s just no way. It can’t possibly be.
Shane Hollander steps into the space from an open door at the end of the hall. Ilya is momentarily stunned. This is not the boy who ran from Ilya's home all those years ago.
He’s broader. No longer the body built by and for hockey. This is a body that has grown.
For a brief moment, Ilya is seventeen again–outside an arena in Regina, as Shane Hollander approaches while Ilya struggles to light a cigarette.
It’s still Shane. Even if it’s no longer his Shane.
The years have changed him, softened some edges while broadening others, but there are still pieces of that boy woven through this man. The freckles scattered across his nose cause something warm and familiar to bloom in Ilya’s chest. His eyes are the same too, though now framed by fine lines that speak to years spent smiling. Ilya’s not sure why the physical evidence of Shane’s happiness unsettles him, but something sharp twists in his stomach anyway.
He has grey hair near his temples.
He looks different.
He looks good.
“Shane!” Ellie calls, harshly reminding Ilya that they aren’t seventeen, and they aren’t alone. “Perfect timing, Mr. uh,” her eyes scan the document, “Rozanov is here to see you. He’s covering for Scott Hunter for the charity auction.”
Shane’s mouth opens without sound for a moment. Apparently, this is as much of a surprise for him.
Good. Ilya thinks, grateful that he isn’t the only one absolutely at a loss for words.
Shane quickly adjusts his expression to cool neutrality before saying in a voice far steadier than Ilya expects, “Hey.”
“Hi,” Ilya returns. The greeting feels wrong—too small for the moment—but he can’t think of anything else to choke out.
They stand staring at each other for a moment too long before Ellie clears her throat, causing Shane’s eyes to abandon Ilya’s face in favour of hers. “If you’re good to go over the schedule with him for tomorrow, I’ll get the paperwork together for the donations all settled.”
“Of course,” Shane says easily, his eyes flickering between Ellie and Ilya before turning back towards the door he had emerged from. “Come with me.”
Somehow, Ilya gets himself together enough to follow Shane through the open door. His vision tunnels briefly as he struggles to organize his thoughts before he has to look into those dark eyes. Stare at those freckles.
It’s been over a decade.
He quickly counts the years and comes to thirteen. Thirteen years since he’s seen Shane, other than the old clips from any career retrospectives that reference him only in terms of Ilya’s career. A rivalry from Ilya’s younger years in the league.
A footnote in his story. As if that’s all Shane ever was.
He steps into Shane’s office. It’s modest, but deftly organized. It looks like every office in every arena Ilya’s been to throughout his life.
With one small difference.
Ilya’s eyes immediately catch on the few pops of color in the otherwise bland room. He tries not to let the surprise register in his expression as he notes a small rainbow flag hanging out of a pencil cup. Another, with the phrase “All Are Welcome,” is pinned to the wall behind Shane’s head. And finally, a small rainbow pin sits on the collar of Shane’s shirt.
“Hollander,” Ilya says with an easy smile, closing the distance without hesitation, like he’d never left it.
“Rozanov,” Shane nods in acknowledgement before turning back to his computer. “Glad you were able to make it. Shame Hunter had to back out.”
“I imagine it’s difficult to travel at his age,” Ilya laughs.
He reaches forward and thumbs at a small rainbow flag that hangs from his desk. A quiet confirmation that he has witnessed these public markers. Ilya’s attention holds on Shane’s face, so he catches the moment Shane’s eyes dart to his hand ever so briefly before returning to the computer monitor in front of him.
“I’m sure,” Shane responds without lifting his eyes. “Ellie should just about be finished with that paperwork. She can show you around and show you where you can store your gear, if you brought any.”
Ilya struggles to keep the smile in place as Shane appears to view Ilya as little more than a clerical inconvenience.
“What? Too busy to tour me yourself?” Ilya tilts his head and smirks in the way that used to get Shane to drop damn near anything and come to his hotel room.
Shane’s eyes drift up to Ilya’s and he expects to see anger in them, maybe even an edge of sadness. The indifference is somehow worse.
“Yes,” Shane responds to the question Ilya almost forgot that he asked. “I’m up to my neck in scheduling issues, Hunter’s missing the first few days, I have to find coverage for him. And it’s just not a good time.”
Ilya leans forward on Shane’s desk, purposefully letting his eyes drop to Shane’s lips before slowly bringing them back to his dark brown eyes.
“I think you can find time for me,” Ilya all but purrs, desperate to see a break in Shane’s defenses. Some proof that this is the man Ilya spent countless nights in hotel rooms with.
Shane's expression remains unchanged. “Today isn’t good, Rozanov, but I assure you, Ellie will be able to answer any and all questions you have. Your schedule,” Shane gestures towards a page on his desk near Ilya’s hand.
For half a second, Ilya is back in his living room on that day. Staring at the performatively calm face Shane presented as Ilya watched the panic dance behind his eyes before he darted out of Ilya’s house.
There’s no panic hiding behind Shane’s eyes now.
Ilya hears the implied dismissal, feeling rather self-conscious as he straightens his posture. An easy look of indifference slides into place on his face, matching Shane’s. “Sure, Hollander.”
He’s amazed his voice doesn’t crack as he turns towards the door.
__________________
Ilya's holding a stack of paperwork and a profound respect for Ellie's ability to converse with a wall. That's about as much conversation Ilya had been able to supply. He managed to drop off his hockey gear and get an idea of where he's supposed to be for the next two days.
Beyond that he's not even entirely certain how he found his way back to his rental car.
Ilya is listening to the ring while sitting with his forehead resting on the steering wheel of the embarrassingly reliable SUV he rented. As soon as it cuts to voicemail, he hangs up and redials.
“Were you going to tell either of us?” Ilya demands the second the call connects.
“Hello Rozanov,” Scott’s voice comes through the speaker, frustratingly calm. “My day’s going great, thanks for asking. How’s yours?”
“Cut the shit, Hunter.”
There’s a long sigh. “I take it you met the organizer?”
“Yes, I met the fucking organizer,” Ilya lets the anger drip off of each word.
“Okay,” Scott says easily, Ilya can almost hear the smug grin through the phone. “And what’s the problem?”
“You are an asshole,” Ilya says, but the heat is leaking out of his speech, the adrenaline from seeing Shane is slowly wearing off.
“Hey man,” Scott’s voice softens slightly. “If you really can’t do it, just drop off the shit for the auction and bail.” He takes a breath, “But I think you should stick around, at least for tonight.”
“Oh, do you?” Ilya asks sharply, but it’s still lacking the fire he usually reserves for Hunter.
Ilya can hear a hushed voice from the other line. Probably Kip hurrying Hunter along to their “previous engagements” which resulted in Ilya sitting in this damn parking lot.
“You understand me coming out to you. Me being honest with you, that wasn't so you could fuck me.”
“Sorry man,” Hunter’s voice is loud once more in his ear. “I’ve gotta run. Give Hollander my best, and seriously, just stick around for the night. They’re doing great things at that arena and could use your support.”
Ilya hangs up without saying goodbye, phone dropping from his hand and landing with a thump on his thigh before sliding into the crack between the console and the chair.
“Fuck,” he mutters, trying to slide his hand into the space.
It’s pointless. He groans loudly, throwing open the car door with more force than is strictly necessary. As he steps out of the car, almost magnetically, his eyes swing towards the arena.
Shane.
He’s walking towards the lot, thankfully away from Ilya and towards staff parking.
An easy smile is on Shane's face. Ilya watches his expression open and brighten as he laughs at something Ellie says. Ilya can’t breathe. His Shane only laughed that openly, that freely in the soft moments in those hotel rooms. Or in the quiet of their apartments. That was a laugh Ilya felt belonged to him. And he watched helplessly as Shane gave it freely away.
Fuck.
----------------
Ilya pulls into the parking lot of the hotel. It’s a far cry from the penthouse in Vegas, but will be good enough for the night he needs it.
Gathering the papers he received at the arena from the passenger seat, Ilya heads in for his first overnight stay at the best this small Ontario town has to offer.
He offers a wave and tight lipped smile to the receptionist at the front desk, the same one who'd checked him in earlier. There's an excitement in his expression and Ilya has to remind himself that he's in Canada now.
These people give a fuck about hockey.
And up until three years ago Ilya had been one of the biggest names in the sport. He may have been able to fly under the radar in most American cities, that wouldn't be the case here.
He should ask for dinner recommendations.
He drags himself to his room. Exhaustion clinging to him as he sorts through the day.
First objective truth, Scott Hunter is a fucker as well as a dinosaur.
Ilya hadn't seen any harm when, three years ago at a retirement party while drunk, he had revealed to Hunter not only his sexuality, but the details of his interactions with Hollander. Shane. Fuck.
They had talked about it more in depth the following day when Ilya had been more capable of standing without swaying, and Scott managed to wrestle the whole story out of Ilya. Though “wrestled” feels generous considering Ilya offered it up willingly and cried through half of it.
Ilya scrubs his callused hands over his face. Three years off the ice has done little to soften his hands. He can't get Shane's face out of his head.
He looks the same. He looks entirely different.
He looks fucking good.
Ilya unconsciously grips himself through his sweats. A flash of anger, or perhaps shame, that after all this time all it takes is a brief moment of eye contact for Shane to light his system up again.
Ilya had been sure all those years ago that he just needed to fuck Hollander out of his system. And maybe that's why his boring freckled face had haunted Ilya for so many years. He just hadn't finished getting him out of his system.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which dumb boys talk, but don't communicate.



    Chapter Notes
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  Morning arrives, sooner than it honestly has the right to. Ilya groans as he sits up, instinctively rolling his shoulders against the stiffness left by the hotel mattress.
At least it’s only one night.
The previous day plays through his head in flashes, and the next groan that leaves his mouth has little to do with the physical discomfort.
Shane.
The name crashes into his consciousness, followed immediately by freckles.
He sits with his hands on his knees while he tries to herd his thoughts into a marginally coherent order. 
Shane Hollander.
They haven’t seen each other since All Stars. Not in person.
The last time Ilya saw Hollander’s face, he’d been in Russia. A facetime call that lives rent free in his mind, even now. One that can still, embarrassingly, get his heart racing if he lets himself think about it for too long.
Not the point, he chastises himself, his mind wandering to flushed cheeks. Hollander’s flushed cheeks. The heavy breathing. The sweet smile.
Ilya physically shakes his head, trying to dislodge the images that seem intent on tormenting him.
“Fuck,” he spits out in Russian to the empty room.
He struggles to slow his heart, racing from either arousal or panic—he isn’t sure which.
He knows he needs a plan. A way to survive the next 24 hours and get on his plane tomorrow morning and finally leave this behind.
Brown eyes. A constellation of freckles.
Ilya sighs heavily, pushing off his knees and grunting at the sudden weight on his right leg. His first few steps are tentative before he feels reasonably confident he won’t end up on his ass.
Getting ready on autopilot, Ilya considers the opportunity that Scott-fucking-Hunter has given him. 
This doesn’t have to be a bad thing. 

The cold air hits him seconds before the smell does. Rubber, stale popcorn, ice—he swears there’s a smell to it—and the ever-present funk of sweat trapped in pads that never truly get cleaned. It’s awful. He loves it.
Ilya would never admit he came here with the hope of seeing someone specifically, but he’s gotten worse at lying to himself. They had offered the rink for him this morning if he wanted to skate before leaving for the auction. A peace offering, he thinks, for having him drive out here to bring the auction items. A job, he’s sure, could have been completed by anyone else. 
A job, he’s now convinced, Hunter hand picked him for.
Sadist.
Ilya pops his head into the office, offering an easy smile to Ellie while managing his disappointment in finding that Hollander is not in the building.
“It’s odd actually,” Ellie remarks. “He’s usually first in, but he called. He’s wanting to go straight from here to Ottawa this afternoon, so he had a few extra things to settle at home before coming in.”
Ilya keeps the pleasant expression on his face with some effort, “It is too bad. I had hoped to see him.”
“Right,” she laughs, the thought only just occurring to her. “You guys played against each other when Shane was still playing professionally. You had the whole ‘rivalry’ thing.” She laughs as if it’s nothing. Ilya supposes it is nothing. Now.
“Yes,” he laughs with manufactured ease. “Rivalry was good TV, but would be nice to catch up with him a bit.”
“He says he’ll be in around 11,” she offers, turning back to her work. “I can let him know to find you.”
“I’d appreciate it,” he says.
That gives him two hours until he can accidentally run into Hollander. Assuming Hollander isn’t actively avoiding him. Hopefully his knee cooperates.

Ilya follows the directions Ellie had provided the day before and finds himself in a locker room. The sweat soaked smell only strengthens and he finds he’s excited to get on the ice.
Pulling on his skates, he forgoes any padding, not as if he expects to be plowed into the boards, he thinks wryly. Clad only in his athletic wear, he grabs his stick, a few pucks, and makes his way onto the ice.
Every time he’s entered a rink since his retirement it has felt like a homecoming. He took some time away from the ice immediately after his retirement, after the surgery.
As soon as the blades hit the ice he’s no longer Ilya Rozanov, 39, retired NHL player. He’s just Ilya. He’s the kid who came to Canada to play in the Prospect Cup. The kid who still loves hockey.
He steps onto the ice, cautious as he starts, his body immediately strains to push, to go but Ilya’s not 18 anymore. Fuck, he’s not even 30. His physical therapist’s voice rings in his head to take it easy. Warming up is even more important than it was then.
The true test comes when he pushes off with his right leg a second later. A small twinge answers immediately. One he knows isn’t going anywhere. If anything, age will only make its voice louder.
He glides to centre ice and drops the pucks there, keeping the stick in hand. It always feels unnatural to be on the ice without it. 
He circles the rink once, then twice, feeling the muscles loosen slower than usual. Age, the drive here, the hotel mattress, his body has some words about that.
Even with the muscle tension reluctant to leave altogether, the familiar rhythm settles in quickly.
Push.
Glide.
Cross over.
Turn.
After a few laps, Ilya stops where he dropped the pucks, separating one from the pack easily. Stickhandling comes next, the puck moving with him as he keeps pushing himself to tighter turns on the ice. He ignores the feeling in his knee.
The movements happen before he thinks of them. Fifteen years of professional hockey carved too deeply into muscle memory to shake off now.
He’s pushing himself harder than is necessary.
Ilya runs through some shooting drills, muscle memory takes over even if his muscles protest quietly at some of the movements. His eyes snag on a familiar figure at the home bench.
Shane.
No, Hollander.
Ilya feels the easy grin he had on morph into the smirk he wore for years. He takes one last shot on goal, with more flourish than he might have a minute earlier, before taking a breath and turning towards Hollander standing at the home team’s bench.
Tearing down the ice towards Hollander feels dangerously familiar, a thought Ilya can’t quite banish quickly enough. He carves into a hard stop, snow spraying up around his skates. He tries not to let the grimace show.
“Do you think that was wise with your knee?” Hollander smirks.
Ilya smarts, “What do you mean?”
His knee injury hadn’t happened in a grand dramatic way. It was never reported on in the media. There’s genuinely no reason Hollander should know.
“Your knee, the right one,” he states. “You’re favouring your left. I assume there’s an injury, but I don’t remember hearing about one.”
“Keeping tabs on me, Hollander?” Ilya smiles. “You are worried about me.”
The faintest blush paints Shane’s cheeks. It’s muted and barely noticeable compared to the flush Ilya used to coax out of him.
But it’s something.
Proof. Ilya’s having an effect.
It would seem Shane isn’t quite as unaffected as Ilya had assumed.
“I’m not worried,” Hollander assures him. “Just can’t have you too injured to cart out in front of the donors.”
A smile warms Shane’s face at his own statement and Ilya just about passes out.
“So, that’s all I am,” he says quickly, hoping that Russians still do not blush, “a pretty face?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“No, of course not,” Ilya says with a wink, pleased that the blush seems to be holding onto Hollander’s cheeks, “I’m not the pretty one here.”
“Right,” the smile slips off Shane’s face and Ilya feels desperate to put it back.
There’s a beat of discomfort. Ilya is desperate to recover the easy back-and-forth they had been volleying a moment before. He can already see Hollander’s eyes shuttering, can see his version of Shane slipping back out of reach.
“Well,” Hollander breaks the silence, “I should go.”
“The drive to Ottawa,” Ilya is frantic to delay his departure.
Hollander’s brow furrows, obviously surprised by this change of topic, “Yeah?”
“You will drive me,” Ilya says simply.
“Yeah, I don’t think so,” Hollander scoffs. The half smile doesn’t have the easy amusement from a moment before. This is the smile he often wore at the start of their nights together. Before Shane had been relaxed by an orgasm, or two. This one came with a shake of the head. With a sense that he was exasperated with Ilya.
“Why not?” Ilya takes a gamble and reaches over to place his hand next to Shane’s, quirking his eyebrow up suggestively as he catches Hollander’s eye. “Don’t trust yourself alone with me?”
“My car’s full, Rozanov,” Hollander offers as an excuse, but his eyes shift from the intense stare he has been leveling Ilya with and seem to unfocus, looking past Ilya.
Shane lets his hand rest next to Ilya’s for a moment, not pulling back from the small contact Ilya makes with his thumb. And then, all too quickly, he’s lifting his hand to run his fingers through his hair. It’s longer than the last time they saw each other. 
It has been thirteen years.
There’s grey hair at his temples.
Ilya tries not to look pained at the removed contact. His eyes drift across those damn freckles, they pause at Shane’s plush lips. He unconsciously licks his own.
“You abandon me in this small town, Hollander,” Ilya states. Not an accusation, just an observation.
“You drove here from Ottawa,” Hollander points out. “I’m certain you can find your way back.”
Hollander starts to step back from the boards, his left hand reaches up to fiddle with his ear lobe. A movement Ilya came to know in the past. He’s nervous.
Good. The thought pushes through before Ilya can stop it.
He should not be this pleased by the effect he’s managing to have on Shane. Even if it’s a small effect. It’s something.
“Goodbye Rozanov,” Hollander says before turning when it’s clear Ilya won’t be the first to break the silence.
“Goodbye Hollander,” Ilya calls after him.
He waits by the boards until he can no longer hear the footsteps.
Shaking his head as he skates back to the net holding his pucks, Ilya does have to admit the sudden stop on the ice was both unnecessary and a mistake. Thankfully, Hollander is out of the rink, otherwise he would know for certain Ilya’s right knee is fucked.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which we get some Shane context, and Ilya Rozanov enters his (deeply) Pathetic Divorced Man era.
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  Early June, 2017
It’s June. Playoffs. And Shane is trapped in his bedroom with the lights off.
He should be on the ice. Not in his childhood bedroom.
The thought makes him exhale bitterly. Actually, given how the season went, he wouldn’t be on the ice regardless. Montreal had lost the first series after only four games. Two of them were shutouts. Without Shane at centre, they were hardly identifiable as two time Stanley Cup winners. Lost to fucking Ottawa.
He can’t even watch the games. He's still on strict instructions to avoid screens.
At least his collarbone is healing.
Traumatic brain injury.
The phrasing sounds so serious. 
He had realized just how much he relied on screens prior to the accident. His mom has been managing his screen time obsessively. Thankfully, he was able to remind his parents his twenty-sixth birthday had just passed, and them going out for one evening wouldn’t irreparably endanger his recovery.
Feeling every bit the child his parents are treating him as, Shane slips his phone out from under his pillow after he’s certain they’ve left. He unlocks it and winces, tilting it away so the light doesn’t hit his eyes as directly, turning the brightness down as far as it can go.
Even that brief moment of light has Shane grimacing as the sharp pain behind his eyes flares up. He really, probably shouldn’t be doing this, he thinks as he makes a second attempt at viewing the screen.
His headaches are getting worse. They had eased after the first few days and Shane had felt optimistic that, while out for the playoffs, he might be able to have a fairly standard summer. They came back angry earlier this week.
He doesn’t think it’s a good sign.
Shane navigates to the text thread with Lily.
Ilya had messaged him twice that day.
They had been scheduled to play against each other two nights later.
Shane never made it to that game.
 Lily



Apr 12 8:23 PM

Ilya: are you okay

Ilya: ignore phone call. just tell me you are okay



Ilya had called his phone once that day. The timestamp put it minutes after Shane had been taken off the ice.
There was no voicemail.
The text thread continues with a message Shane had carefully instructed and supervised Hayden in sending a few days after the accident. Once the pain management had started to wear off.
 Lily



Apr 12 8:23 PM

Ilya: are you okay

Ilya: ignore phone call. just tell me you are okay

Apr 16 4:38 PM

Jane:  hey lily, shane’s got a concussion and can’t text. he asked me to tell you he’s ok (this is hayden)

Read 5:12 PM



Shane scrolls and pauses at the three messages he's sent since.
 Lily



Apr 16 4:38 PM

Jane:  hey lily, shane’s got a concussion and can’t text. he asked me to tell you he’s ok (this is hayden)



May 11 2:17 PM

Jane:  I'm allowed on my phone again. At least for a little. I'm okay



May 16 9:42 PM

Jane:  Can't believe that penalty! You were robbed.



May 27 10:14 PM

Jane: Sorry about the loss. You played great. My mom thinks Hunter's getting the cup this year, so you really didn't have a chance 😜

Read 3:17 AM



His fingers hover over the keyboard.
Hey-
I miss-
You should come to my-
He deletes each one, locks the phone and slams it onto the bed next to him.
Fuck.
It had been a few days since Boston’s loss to New York, and while Shane understood Ilya was likely mourning the chance at a second cup, he expected something by now. Anything.
Sochi crashes back, unwelcome. His gut twists.
Rozanov. Cold. Ignoring Shane. Pushing Shane away.
Shane rubs the heels of his hands into his eyes until he sees stars and holds them there, ignoring the pin pricks of pain that start to take hold behind his eyes. He feels fairly confident this is not part of his recovery plan.
No.
No.
Shane will not, cannot, accept that they back slid this far. Not after All Stars. Not after Russia.
Ilya. Alone in Russia, reaching out to Shane. He reached out to Shane. Finally opening himself up, even if the words were Russian. Intimacy unlike any other they had shared in nameless hotel rooms.
And now. Silence.
He grabs the phone, types the message quickly and hits send before his brain can catch up.
 Lily



Jun 5 7:42 PM

Jane:  Hey, how are you?



He’ll let himself be embarrassed by the lack of response later.
Shane closes the conversation and tucks the phone beneath his pillow.
He tells himself, as he closes his eyes, it’s so his mom won’t notice when she inevitably checks in on him. It’s definitely not so he can feel the vibration of a notification that may never come.
__________________________________________
Present Day
Ilya shouldn’t have stayed on the ice as long as he had. He knows this. He knew it in the moment as well. Now he couldn’t comfortably bend his knee.
He managed to get back to his hotel, grab some ice, and collapse onto the wooden planks the hotel was unsuccessfully selling as a bed. He has about an hour before he has to leave.
He picks up his phone and flips through his messages. There’s nothing new. 
“Ilyusha,” Sveta greets, answering after the third ring. “My favourite ex-husband, how are you?”
“Hi, Sveta,” he sighs. “I am awful. Poor, sad divorced man with no Sveta to comfort him.”
She laughs brightly, “Seriously, how are you? You are, where, in Canada for hockey thing?” the vagueness of the statement makes him laugh.
“Oh, we get divorced and you no longer know my schedule?” he acts wounded.
“Da,” she says simply, he can hear her moving around. “Now, why have you called me, Ilyusha? We both know it’s not so I can guess at whatever hockey thing you’re filling your time with.”
“How’s Vera?” he asks, avoiding her question.
“Vera is fine, my love,” she answers, clearly exasperated, the sound of cupboards closing has Ilya imagine her in her kitchen at her new place. “Now speak up quickly, we have plans. You did not call to know about the woman who replaced you.”
“He’s here,” Ilya says quietly.
All sounds cease on the other line before, “Who?”
“Sveta,” he begs, do not make me say it.
“Hollander?” she demands, suddenly more present in the call. “Ilya Rozanov, do you mean you are in wherever the fuck Canada with Shane fucking Hollander?”
“Yes,” he says pathetically.
“Oh, sweetheart,” she coos, the tenderness in her voice threatening to undo him. “When can you leave?”
Ilya sighs loudly, his heart twists at the sympathy she extends to him. If anyone knows the state Ilya was in, especially in those early years, it was Sveta.
“I have to stay tonight,” he says, “Stupid fucking Hunter tricked me. I have to do auction, it’s for a good cause, I can’t back out.”
He shifts in the bed, his knee still stiff under the ice. Hopefully he’ll be fine for the auction. Something deep in Ilya needs to be able to do this auction for Shane.
“Okay, do the auction and then come home,” she demands.
“What if this is a chance?” he says quietly. Hating the vulnerability that seeps into his tone.
“A chance for what, Ilyusha?” she asks laughing, not unkindly, “A chance to get your heart broken again? No. Nyet. This is not happening. I cannot have it.”
“Maybe I just never got closure,” he suggests, shifting a bit in the bed and sliding the bag of ice off his knee. “Maybe we just need, I don’t know, a last time.”
“What closure do you need?” she asks sharply. She rarely uses this tone with Ilya.
Ilya flinches. “I can’t just walk away again,” his voice breaks a little.
“My love,” her voice softens. “I want you to be happy. If speaking with him, or spending that time with him will make you happy—happier than the sadness that will follow—then I want you to have that.”
They are silent for a moment. Their lifetime of friendship means she doesn’t have to say the next part of that thought out loud. But losing him again will destroy you.
“I know,” Ilya says to the unspoken statement.
A voice in the background breaks through the quiet, Sveta clearly puts her hand over the receiver while she responds to Vera. “Fuck, sorry Ilyusha, I have to go.”
“Of course,” he tries to brighten his voice. Cover up the hurt that’s settled into his chest since he laid eyes on Shane the day before. “I love you, Sveta. Give Vera love from your favourite husband.”
“I love you too,” she laughs at his statement. He knows she’s not convinced of his false happiness, and it’s implicit as she says, “Take care of yourself.”
—------------------------
Ilya pulls into the parking lot of the hotel in Ottawa after nearly 2 hours of driving. He may have driven a little slower than he normally would. He may have been delaying his arrival a little.
He steps out of the car, struggling only a little to put weight on his knee, the ice from earlier not having been nearly enough to take the edge off. He hopes he can push through it. 
Ilya walks up to the hotel they’re having the auction in, it’s nicer than the one he woke up in, at least that’s something. He grabs his overnight bag, leaving his skates behind in the car this time.
The lobby is cool, compared to the warm Ottawa evening. He walks across to the receptionist.
The woman checking him in is beautiful. A bit young, but she has a few light freckles dotting her cheeks that only serve to make him think of someone else as she brazenly flirts with him.
“You’re in 1221,” she tells him with a coy smile.
“Thank you,” he answers, his usual easy going smile is shuttered as the reality of the evening is starting to sink in.
A whole evening. With Hollander.
Hollander in a suit.
“A garment bag should have been delivered for me,” Ilya states, keeping his expression neutral.
The receptionist—Natalie, from her name tag—pulls back to click away at the computer for a moment before turning her eyes back to him and tucking a rogue piece of blonde hair behind her ear. “Yes, Mr. Rozanov, from what I can tell it was put in your room. Please give us a call if you have trouble finding it.”
Her smile is bright, she’s cute and clearly interested.
The Ilya of a few years ago briefly considers asking when she gets off work. The Ilya of today barely even considers it. After hours of discussions with his therapist, he knows this impulse for what it is—an unhealthy coping mechanism. A more destructive part of himself points out that his therapist isn’t here.
“What do you mean?” The voice cuts through any mistakes Ilya was poised to make.
His head swivels and immediately lands on Hollander across the lobby, speaking with someone who clearly works for the hotel in hushed tones. He could have been whispering and Ilya still would have heard him. He is so attuned to the man’s voice he swears he could pick it out in a crowded room.
He immediately forgets about Nadia—no, Natasha?—thanking her without looking back and moving towards Shane’s voice like a man possessed.
Hollander is talking to a gentleman who clearly works for the hotel, and who is clearly unaccustomed to being at the mercy of 100% of Hollander’s attention. Ilya feels for the guy. 
They are speaking in hushed tones, but from the stiffness in his body language, Ilya knows that something has gone off script for today.
“Hollander, you are okay?” Ilya can’t stop the words as he feels the stress rolling off Shane in waves.
Shane turns his attention to Ilya, who tries not to shy away from the tightening he notices at the corner of Hollander’s eyes as he takes in Ilya.
“There’s an issue with the booking,” he says, and it’s a credit to how stressed he is that he just immediately starts telling Ilya everything. “We are supposed to be in the larger banquet room tonight. With everything Hunter sent, and your additions, we have more to display than I originally anticipated. When I called, they assured me they could accommodate the change. This gentleman has now informed me that may not be the case.”
Ilya watches Shane’s eyes flit around as he, no doubt, cycles through contingency plan after contingency plan. Quickly considering each one before shaking his head in frustration as he realizes none are applicable.
“Okay,” Ilya responds, quickly falling into step and accepting the role he often took up with Shane. “How can we fix?”
“I don’t know,” Hollander says in a quick exhale, running his hand through his hair, causing it to stand up straight in such a way that Ilya absolutely does not find adorable.
“The room’s smaller than I planned for,” he continues, “I had everything mapped out and planned, and now there’s not enough room with the tables, it cuts off the flow of everything. I had checked. I double checked.”
He exhales sharply.
“This wasn’t supposed to happen. I didn’t expect it and I just don’t know how we’re going to get everything to fit. This wasn’t part of the plan and I hadn’t considered the possibility, and now everything is going to be different than it was supposed to be and I just don’t know what to do.”
The stream of consciousness hits Ilya directly, a cross check throwing him into the boards and making it hard to breathe. He’s not unfamiliar with Shane’s spirals, he’s seen a few. Caused a few too. He tries not to get stuck on the fact that his presence alone has been enough to set Hollander on a razor's edge, easily pushed off by a simple organizational error.
He feels the knife, which lodged in his chest yesterday when seeing Shane, twist deeper. He ignores it in favour of helping the panicked man in front of him.
“Hollander,” Ilya says in a level voice, cutting off Shane’s spiral. “Breathe.”
Shane’s immediate deep inhale is enough to bring Ilya to his knees. The way this man still instinctively follows Ilya’s commands after all these years is intoxicating. Something long dormant stirs low in Ilya’s stomach, warm and dangerous.
Nope. This is not the time.
“Show me room,” he tells Shane, not allowing the presence of a question to let Shane turn down his help.
“Show you-” Shane starts, seeming to realize who he’s talking to. “What do you mean, Rozanov? Go to your room, I’ll see you later tonight. I can handle this.”
The panic doesn’t leave his eyes, and Ilya can’t help but feel responsible for at least some of it.
“I know you can handle it,” Ilya promises, then continues. “Show me room. I will fix.”
Let me help you. Ilya all but begs with those three words.
Shane’s shoulders lower, just slightly, just enough for Ilya to notice, and he lets out a breath.
“This way,” he points towards the other side of the lobby, and he and Ilya leave the hotel manager behind to deal with the problem at hand. Ilya spares a glance back at him, and wants to laugh at the relief that comes over his features at being out of the spotlight of Shane’s attention.
Ilya spends the next hour moving tables in a room that is, admittedly, just a bit too small, at least for the scope of presentation Shane has in mind. And Ilya’s sole intention is to meet Shane’s expectations, if not exceed them.
Something dangerously close to happiness flickers through him each time Shane follows his direction without question. Only Shane’s accidental touches rival the feeling, brief brushes as they easily fall into a rhythm working together. Moving around each other in a way that feels all too familiar.
Even mid-spiral, Ilya can’t tear his eyes away from Hollander. Each moment he spends with him reveals a part of him that has changed, or, more devastatingly, the pieces that have stayed the same.
“No, Hollander,” Ilya says at one point, “tables should be facing other way, will give better movement, force donors to look at all the items.”
Shane nods immediately, clearly understanding Ilya’s vision and moving with him to execute it.
By the end, Shane’s hair looks like he’s been electrocuted and his left ear lobe is red from how often he’s been pulling at it, but it’s finished.
“Rozanov,” Shane calls him from across the room.
Ilya steps easily between the tables he’s just spent the better part of an hour setting up. 
Coming to Shane like a dog called home. 
“Yes, boss,” he smiles, knowing what comes next.
Hollander does not disappoint, his already flushed cheeks deepen in colour and it takes every fibre of his being not to reach across and feel the heat that’s building beneath his skin.
“Thank you,” he says with a small smile at Ilya’s chosen title for him.
Ilya tries, unsuccessfully, to not look too pleased about it.
“Of course.” I would do anything for you, he leaves unsaid.
Shane looks down at his watch, Rolex, of course. 
“Shit,” Hollander mutters, taking in both his own disheveled appearance alongside Ilya’s. “We need to get dressed.”
Ilya can’t help it, he lifts his eyebrow with a smirk.
“Fuck off,” Shane laughs, suddenly much more the shit-talking hockey rival, than the charity auction organizer—Ilya falters when he realizes he doesn’t know what Shane’s actual job is.
“I don’t think is what you want,” Ilya tries, stepping closer, mirroring a conversation they had long ago.
Hollander unconsciously shifts his weight back, away from Ilya, who immediately freezes his advance.
“What I meant,” Hollander clarifies, “is that both of us, separately, need to get ready for tonight. Ellie is coming with a few other people to lay out the auction items,” as if on cue, the doors to the right of them opened with Ellie’s smiling face on the other side.
“And you need to go make yourself presentable,” Shane says with a laugh, “so I can make some money.”
Shane turns away, Ilya might imagine it, but he seems to be moving a little quicker than is entirely necessary.
“What is your job?” Ilya calls out before he can stop himself.
Hollander freezes as Ellie continues past both of them with a nod, a man behind her pushing a cart loaded with various auction items.
He doesn’t turn when he answers, “I own the rink. I coach.”
Ah, Ilya thinks, Coach Hollander.
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  Ilya can't decide if it's the lighting in this hotel bathroom, the anxiety, or if he just actually looks terrible.
He's fairly sure it's not the last one.
He tucks a loose curl behind his ear, enjoying the more slicked back look it gives him. He reaches under his shirt and pulls his gold chain and cross to the front, unconsciously rubbing it between his fingers before letting it drop.
The suit is nice, he's grateful he packed and sent ahead one of his better suits. It's dark charcoal, expensive enough that Ilya would be embarrassed to tell anyone what he paid for it. And even more embarrassed by how much more he spent having it tailored. He turns to view himself from all angles. The tailoring was worth it. It hugs his body in a way that he hopes Hollander appreciates.
The suit is not the issue.
His body has changed since he left hockey. He's no longer training and conditioning throughout the entire year. He's also just not 26 anymore.
He's softer in some places and less filled out in others.
Most people wouldn't notice a massive change.
Hollander isn't most people.
He knows he looks good.
His body is not the issue.
The issue is that Shane Hollander is likely waiting for him downstairs already. And he will also be wearing a suit.
The image his brain supplies him is deeply unhelpful.
Shane in a suit.
Broad shoulders. Narrow waist. His hair probably still slightly fucked from stress.
Maybe a slight flush coloring his cheeks. Bringing attention to his freckles.
It's not as if Ilya hasn't seen Shane in a suit. In fact, Ilya thinks with a smile, he has some very positive memories of watching Hollander strip out of a suit for him.
Fuck.
He's getting hard in a suit that is leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.
Ilya closes his eyes, trying to consider how he's going to manage himself tonight. And he can manage this. 
Seeing Hollander in a suit should not be enough to undo him. They have hidden in plain sight with each other in suits countless times. 
But that was before.
Before the years passed between them.
Before the heartbreak.
Before he hurt Shane.
Before the voicemail that carried Ilya through many of those years.
Before seeing glimpses of the man Hollander has become. Competent. Steady. But still Shane.
Shaking off those thoughts, Ilya tries to refocus on the evening. Maybe what he had said to Svetlana had been right. Perhaps he does just need one last time. A final moment with Shane to truly get him out of Ilya's system. Prove to himself that what they had thirteen fucking years ago was not as good as he remembers. That he's only romanticized the experiences they had. Taken real moments and warped them into idealized, impossible experiences.
For fuck's sake, Ilya had more experiences under his belt than he could count since the last time he'd even seen Hollander.
Surely, it was just nostalgia.
Memory softening the edges and turning something that good—Ilya can admit that—into something that had been life altering.
Deep in his gut Ilya knows he's full of shit. On all counts.
He knows he isn't inflating the memories.
He knows Shane had been that good.
Knows it like he knows his own name. 
The only thing Ilya feels more certain of is the fact that there is no way in hell he could ever, ever, only want one more night with Shane Hollander.
He brings the cross to his lips, closing his eyes. Saying a prayer to his mother. For what? He's not certain.
—--------------------------------------------------
He stays in his room long enough to finish one drink from the mini bar, steeling his nerves before sliding on the version of himself most suited to the night.
The itemized schedule Shane had provided him informed Ilya that Shane would be giving opening remarks right at the start. 7:00pm.
Ilya timed his arrival for 7:03. 
Ever the organizational monster, Ilya felt vindicated when he slipped into the back of the banquet room and Shane was safely on the stage at the front. Well out of reach.
Which, unfortunately, was not nearly far enough away.
Because Ilya hadn't accounted for the impact of seeing Shane lit up by the stage lighting.
Or, Jesus Christ, the suit. 
Deep blue, perfectly tailored in a way that Ilya had to believe it had been made for him, and only him. He's not sure why he even dressed up. No one would be able to look at anyone but Shane tonight.
Ilya's eyes drift as Shane speaks. Caressing each curve of Hollander's body. Getting lost in the way his muscles move beneath the fabric. The line of his waist. His lips as he speaks.
Hungrily, Ilya wonders if Shane still tastes the same.
Ilya is very grateful everyone else is also captivated by the gorgeous man on stage.
"...felt steady and safe in a sport I love," Shane is saying.
There are notes in front of him on a small podium, but he barely glances down. 
"I started the Home Ice Initiative 10 years ago," Shane continues. "I know how important it is to find a place where you feel safe on the ice. Income, race, gender, sexuality—none of these things should determine whether or not someone gets to love this sport.” 
Pride swells in Ilya's chest at these words.
Of course this is what Shane has built.
Of course he would be working to make the sport kinder.
"Your donations allow us to support kids from all walks of life," Shane goes on. "This summer alone, we're sponsoring ten kids from low-income households, giving them a place at Home Ice. And sending them home with the equipment to make hockey a part of their life."
"We're also incredibly proud to be expanding our partnerships with Indigenous youth organizations in Northern Ontario, helping improve access to camps, equipment, and transportation for young players who just need the chance to get on the ice."
"And finally, we're happy to have the support of NHL Hall of Famer Scott Hunter and his foundation supporting LGBTQIA+ youth in sport."
Shane shifts, the earnest look on his face giving way to something more teasing.
"Unfortunately," Shane says dryly, "Scott couldn't make it tonight, so I suppose we'll have to settle for second line."
Ilya understands a second before the punch line lands.
"Ilya Rozanov is here."
There's quiet laughter at the acknowledgment of their long rivalry. A few people around him turn to smile at him warmly. He happily returns the smiles.
"And I'm sure," Hollander continues, "that he'll be happy to tell you a wide variety of reasons that Hunter couldn't make it."
Ilya can't help himself, and shouts from his place near the door, "He's old!" startling a few people around him.
Shane's head lifts and his eyes seek out Ilya in the crowd. Landing on him quickly.
And then—Shane smiles.
Not the polite, public smile he had been wearing moments before.
A real one.
One that, for a moment, belongs to Ilya.
—------------------------------------------------
They orbit each other throughout the night.
Watching with rapt attention as Shane floats through the attendees, Ilya is blown away by the man in front of him. He's managing conversations with ease, staying present in the interactions in a way Ilya's not sure he's ever seen from Hollander. 
Perhaps, if Ilya wasn't so attuned to him, and didn't notice the way Shane's eyes tighten as the night goes on, Ilya would be wary of a body switching situation. But no, as the night wears on Shane's smile gets thinner. His eyes dim. The effort he's exerting to hold himself together publicly becomes easier to spot.
Shane was still Shane.
Ilya can always feel Hollander's presence in the room. The earth to Ilya's moon. He always finds Shane in his direct line of sight. And somehow, they manage to miss each other for nearly the entire night.
It's unclear if it's purposeful, or just a cruel twist of fate, but each time Ilya notices Shane alone, he's trapped in a conversation with someone entirely inconsequential. And each time Ilya finds himself without a conversation mate, Shane is woefully captive by someone himself.
Finally, as the night is drawing to a close, Ilya is able to sidle up next to Shane at the bar.
"Gin and tonic, please," he's asking the bartender.
"What?" Ilya's lips turn up. "Are they out of ginger ale?"
Shane turns to him, surprise paints his features in a moment of unguarded reaction. "You remember that?"
"I remember things about you," Ilya says with a knowing smile.
I remember everything, he wants to say.
"Yeah well," Shane's eyes turn down, a blush starting to darken his cheeks. 
Each time it happens, something hungry shifts in Ilya's gut.
"And for you?" the bartender asks Ilya as he deposits Shane's drink.
"Vodka," Ilya requests, not having to specify the brand, Shane's bartenders seem to only have the Russian stuff.
They wait in silence as the bartender gets Ilya's drink. He's half expecting Shane to use the beat of silence to scurry away.
"You've been good?" Ilya asks, the lame question the only thing he can think to say after accepting his drink.
"Yeah," Shane's eyes lift back to Ilya's face, grateful for the safe question. "Busy with the foundation and the rink and everything, but it's good."
Ilya notices that Shane said very little about himself and more about his work.
"You're good too?" Shane returns. "How's retirement?"
Ilya shrugs, sipping his vodka slowly. "Retirement is fine. Boring, but I have no problem with boring."
He catches Shane's eye on that last word. And the small smile that creeps onto his face tells Ilya everything he needs to know.
Shane still remembers.
"I heard about this," Ilya reaches out and touches the rainbow pin attached to Shane's lapel. "Congrats on coming out."
The pin attached to Shane's lapel is small, but unmistakable. Gold outlined, polished enamel. Two crossed hockey sticks frame the shape, their blades curving beneath a small house set at the centre. Behind it sits the distinct spread of the Progress Pride flag—bright rainbow bands cut through by the chevron of black, brown, pink, pale blue, and white.
"Yeah," Shane says, no hint of the panicked boy who painfully came out to Ilya in that hotel room in Tampa to be found. "Jesus, it's gotta be over ten years now."
Ilya knew that. He remembers Marleau telling him. Ilya hadn't been able to see the post himself.
"You look good," Ilya says casually, knowing that the heated look he gives Shane, raking his eyes slowly up his body, before landing on his lips, is anything but casual.
"Thanks," Shane says. The warmth leaving his face is subtle, but Ilya still notices. "You look good too."
There's no heat in that response and Ilya feels like an idiot.
"Have a good night, Rozanov," Hollander says, exhaustion seeping into his tone. "Thanks for coming out. We really appreciate the support. I need to help clean up."
"Of course," Ilya says, panic washing through his nerves as he realizes Shane is leaving.
Hollander quickly drains his drink before offering Ilya his hand.
Shane's hand is softer now than it was thirteen years ago. The calluses from hockey long faded. Ilya doesn't imagine the spark he feels shoot straight through him.
All too soon, Hollander is turning away and leaving Ilya standing at the bar, feeling like an idiot.
—-------------------------------------------------
Ilya tries doors until one opens onto a stairwell. He follows it until he finds himself on the roof. This seems to be a theme on nights he’s forced into proximity with Hollander. It looks like a patio for the hotel restaurant. Luckily, with the late hour, Ilya has the space to himself.
He reaches into his suit pocket, chuckling darkly to himself as he imagines Hollander’s face, screwed up in disgust, at discovering Ilya still smokes.
Not often, he defends himself to imaginary Shane. In fact, it has been years since Ilya has even purchased a pack. He can probably count on one hand the cigarettes he’s smoked in the past 5 years. 
However, Ilya knew that seeing Hollander would kick up some old feelings. Call it nostalgia.
He bought the pack on his way back into Ottawa today.
The first drag calms his nerves.
Before he can suck in a second breath, he hears the door open again and doesn’t have to look back to know who it is. 
“Hollander,” the name is a greeting as much as it is a prayer, sent out to whatever higher being keeps setting this man in Ilya’s path.
“I’m not sure you’re supposed to smoke here,” he says with a smirk. 
Ilya almost laughs at the comment, mirroring the one Shane made to him, god, more than 20 years ago. Ilya doesn’t think he’ll ever get used to this more confident Shane. It’s good. It fits him.
“Okay,” Ilya is comfortable with this. He knows this script.
“I can’t believe you still smoke.”
“I don’t,” he says, putting his hands up in mock surrender. “I promise, officer. No smoking here.”
The statement is only slightly marred by the cigarette glowing between his fingers.
“Right,” Hollander laughs with a shake of his head.
Without speaking, Ilya extinguishes the cigarette, shoving the cooling butt into his pocket. He knows Shane can't stand the smell. The selfish part of him knows—Shane won't get any closer if the cigarette is still lit.
Silence sits heavily between them. Years of unspoken agreements. Disagreements. Heat. Maybe even hate, but Ilya doesn't think that's it. 
It's like every night they stole moments in quiet, hidden places. Only now, Shane isn't the closeted, scared hockey player, desperate to meet some imagined, self-imposed ideal of perfection. He's this. Strong, confident, a man in full possession of his identity. A man who knows his place in a room. A man who, it would seem, knows his worth.
And then there's Ilya. Now Ilya's a four-time cup winner. The last time they were together, he only had one.
Four cups.
A thought that usually brings deep satisfaction when Ilya looks back at his career now feels strangely empty.
Shane built a foundation. A community. A life.
Ilya collected rings. The realization sits heavily in his chest.
 “What are you doing up here?” Shane asks from near the door.
“Needed break,” he says simply, "What are you doing here, Hollander? I thought you needed to clean up?"
“I needed a break too,” Shane sighs, stepping closer to Ilya. "Long day."
Ilya watches him, notes each stride bringing them closer, until Shane is standing next to him, leaning against the railing. 
A perfect mimicry of their interaction in Vegas during their rookie year.
There’s a few additional years under both of their belts now, perhaps some resentment from Shane, but the nerves and excitement Ilya felt then are just as prevalent. He feels every bit the excited teen every time he glances over and steals a look at Hollander.
“You look great,” Ilya tries. He wishes he had a mint.
“Thanks,” he says, Ilya thinks he can see a blush creeping onto his cheeks.
Ilya leans back against the railing next to Shane, who leans forward on it, his elbows resting on the cool metal.
“I do like this,” Ilya reaches over and thumbs at the pride flag intercut with hockey sticks and the house Shane has pinned to his lapel. 
Pride thrums through Ilya’s chest at every public display Shane is able to make about his sexuality. He remembers the boy who sat, scared and guarded, in those hotel rooms. Who seemed to despise the very existence of his desire.
“Thanks,” he repeats. “I can get you one if you’d like, we've got lots for Home Ice," he pauses,  "but I don’t know if you’re…”
What word would finish that sentence? Out. Proud. Comfortable. 
Ilya’s not sure he’s any of those.
“I would love one,” any reason to continue this conversation.
They stand in silence.
“You do look good,” Shane returns, and there’s no doubt now that a blush has spread beneath the freckles. Ilya wants to touch them. Wants to map them as he did when he was younger.
“You like?” Ilya asks while straightening his suit jacket, using the opportunity to step closer to Shane and slide his hand closer along the rail.
“I like,” Shane says, his eyes slide away from the depressingly boring landscape and up to Ilya’s face, making a clear detour to hover over Ilya’s lips first before resting on his eyes.
Ilya takes a risk and moves closer to Shane. Not a massive movement, but enough to make his intentions clear.
"Was amazing seeing you on stage," Ilya offers the genuine compliment, "You seem different. Good."
Shane shifts forwards, almost unconsciously, eyes still oscillating between Ilya's eyes and his mouth.
"I mean, it has been a while," Shane jokes.
There's silence. There's heat. 
Ilya thinks there's invitation.
He reaches forward. His hand rests tentatively on Shane's hip.
Shane closes the last bit of distance between them. His forehead tilting toward the nape of Ilya's neck, making tentative contact there. Ilya feels drunk.
His grip tightens a bit and he hears a small gasp escape Shane's mouth.
Ilya moves his lips closer, letting Shane hear him breathe. Letting Shane hear the want. His other hand moves to touch Shane's cheek. Gently.
Ilya feels Shane's face shift, he's dragging his nose up along Ilya's shoulder. Ilya swears he feels the softest press of his lips at the collar of his shirt.
He's getting hard in his too tight suit pants, and he knows Shane can feel it. Hears the softest change in Shane's breathing in response.
"I have hotel room," Ilya speaks before his brain catches up, his voice thick with desire, his accent sounding far more present. He thinks, stupidly, desperately, that maybe Shane wants him too.
Shane's hands freeze as they had just started grabbing at Ilya's suit jacket.
Even his breathing stops.
Oh no.
"I should go," Shane coughs, pulling back and leaving Ilya cold, alone.
Fuck.
Ilya is left as Hollander retreats, feeling every bit a moron. Again. 
"Hollander," Ilya says quietly, holding his hands up, but staying exactly where he is.
"I'm sorry," Shane, ever the Canadian, apologizes as he backs away. "I shouldn't have-"
"Shane," Ilya tries. His first name feels uneasy in his mouth. 
"Bye Rozanov," Shane says before turning and basically sprinting for the door back into the hotel. The door slams closed behind him.
"Fuck," Ilya spits out, kicking at a patio chair.
Moron. He repeats in his head.
Ilya reaches to light a cigarette as he waits for his heart to calm down, waits for his body to realize the change of the night's trajectory.
He continually lights cigarettes as they extinguish, still leaning against the railing. One hand against his head as he tries to discern just exactly where he had gone wrong.
Shane had wanted him. He felt that much. 
Another cigarette burns out and he reaches into the pack to light another. He's not even smoking them at this point. The muscle memory of devastation is automatic. Out of his control.
Unsure of how much time has passed, Ilya's about to move his pity party back inside, as the evening air has cooled considerably, when he hears a voice. No, not a voice, his voice.
Head swiveling before Ilya can make a conscious choice, he sees Hollander in the parking lot.
He realizes, with a sinking feeling, that Shane is walking towards a man. 
Ilya can't hear the exact words Hollander is saying, can only hear the shape of them. He hears the relief that saturates every word. The tone that says "I'm home."
Jaw clenching even more than it already had been, Ilya decides he hasn't suffered nearly enough this evening and forces himself to watch. Feeling every bit the voyeur.
Ilya can only see the back of Shane's head from this point. The man he's walking towards is coming from the parking lot, facing Ilya directly. Instead of watching Hollander's expressions from a distance, Ilya gets the distinct pleasure of watching this man's face transform at seeing Shane.
Ilya feels every bit the fool he is.
Because of course. Of course, Shane has a person. Shane, who is gorgeous in a way that defies all logic. Shane, who has grown into a confident, self-assured man. Hollander. Whose heart and kindness had always been there, but who now felt safe enough to share it with others.
Of course this man has a partner. 
Ilya wants to hate him. That selfish, self-destructive part does hate him.
And as he watches them get closer, he sees it. A smile. A smile bursts forth from the man's face as he takes in Shane and Ilya can't hate the man for loving the person Ilya was foolish enough to lose.
The man laughs a warm laugh at whatever Shane has just said to him.
They're laughing at you.
Ilya imagines the conversation, "You'll never believe it babe, that guy I fucked forever ago tried to pick me up. Isn't that crazy?"
A deep sigh escapes Ilya as he pinches the bridge of his nose. He easily throws that assumption out. Ilya knows Shane too well. He is not an unkind man. He would not embarrass Ilya in that way. Ilya is plenty experienced at embarrassing himself.
He's taken. 
Ilya hadn't even asked. Had just assumed he could slide back into a role that hadn't belonged to him in over a decade. A role, which truthfully, had never really belonged to him at all. Not in the way that mattered.
Taking one last drag off the cigarette before stamping it out and putting it in his pocket to join the others, Ilya watches Shane hug the man before heading back into the hotel together.
Ilya gives himself 20 more minutes of silence on the rooftop, until he's sure Shane's made it to whatever room he's spending the night in, before going inside himself.
----



He undresses and places his suit back into the garment bag. It's going to need a heavy cleaning to get the smoke smell out of the fabric.
He drops the bag of ice he had collected from the machine onto the bed. Between skating this morning, and then standing all night, he's worried he won't be able to walk tomorrow.
While softer than the bed in the last hotel, Ilya feels as if the bed is made of bricks.
He adjusts the bag of ice onto his knee before reaching for his phone.
Ilya lays back in bed, opening his phone. Easily navigating to the folder within a folder he keeps inside of a locked folder. Inside are six photos, and two sound recordings. He’s had quite a few phones in the interim, but was careful to always transfer these. Knew he couldn’t lose them.
He ignores the photos tonight, the six he took during the award show all those years ago, god, Ilya can’t even place the year. Rather, his finger hovers over the second mp3 file.
He doesn't do this often. He doesn't often even think about these files.
Ilya's not sure whose benefit he's lying for.
“Hey,” Shane’s voice comes in after a pause, “uh, preseason starts tomorrow, so I figured you’re definitely home now, so uh-.” Another pause, Ilya can count the heartbeats it takes before, “What did I do wrong?” The words seem to spill out of Shane before he can stop them.
“I just-” he tries to start again before cutting off abruptly.
“I just thought-. I thought it was different this time,” the words come out quieter. “I lo-” a deep exhale before words come back in, “I care about you Ilya.” His voice breaks on Ilya’s name. Ilya thinks he might break a little too. 
“I know this year was hard. I get it. I do. I know you pull away, like after Sochi.” The words come faster now, he seems unable to stop them. “But you don’t have to pull away this time. I’m here. I want you.” He pauses once more. “Ilya,” the name comes out almost as a gasp, “I need you. Please. Just, if you hate me, tell me. I need you. I don’t know how to deal with all of this without you.” His words become harder to distinguish as he talks, it sounds like he’s fighting for air. 
Hollander, you are having panic attack, the words come unbidden into Ilya’s mind. It pains him that he couldn’t be there to soothe the panic.
“Fuck,” Shane spits out the word, thick with emotion, “I’m sorry,” the apology comes out broken. A clatter follows, hurried movements, frantic fumbling as Shane rushes to end the call before anything else can escape his typically controlled facade. 
A final breath catches before the line cuts out.
Ilya closes his eyes as the recording finishes. 
He's not a complete idiot. He knew that a voicemail left 13 years ago wasn't a declaration, wasn't a promise written in steel.
Still he kept this recording. A monument to a time when Ilya had been…cared for.
He can't let himself believe it meant anything else.
He let himself believe for months after receiving that voicemail that there was still a chance for them then.
Tonight, after thirteen years, Ilya lets that hope finally die.
He mourns it, alone, in a hotel room in Ottawa.
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  The headache that greets him the next morning has nothing to do with the additional vodka Ilya drank from the minibar after finishing the humiliation ritual of pining over his ex…whatever, thirteen years later.
Groaning, he turns in the bed and has to immediately stop as the pain in his knee shoots up his thigh.
Fuck.
Ilya's not sure if he should start tallying up all the ways he's fucked up in the past thirty-six hours. He's certain he won't be happy with the results.
He breathes through the pain. He wishes he had more ice.
Pulling himself to the edge of the bed, Ilya gingerly swings his legs off the bed. He slowly bends his knee, wincing at the pain. He grimaces as he prepares to put weight on it.
Fuck.
He grabs his toiletries bag, shaking out one of the three anti-inflammatory pills he brought. It feels like throwing a thimble of water on a bonfire.
Standing next to the small kitchenette, Ilya sighs. He's not sure what to do next.
Until he looks at the alarm clock on the bedside table.
6:13am.
He remembers the breakfast buffet that the hotel advertised. It runs from 6am until 9am.
He thinks about it for a second before ignoring the pain in his knee so he can quickly pull on some sweats, a hoodie, and get downstairs for breakfast.
Ilya knows an early riser who's likely to be at breakfast.
—---------------------------------------------------------------
The room smells of bacon and pancakes, and various other items Ilya can't help but think are not part of Shane's diet plan. Or, they weren't.
Shane is sitting alone in athletic wear, his hair is rumpled from the night's sleep. The circles under his eyes imply his sleep was just as restful as Ilya's had been. Ilya looks around the room with increased scrutiny before angling himself and his breakfast towards Hollander.
His flight leaves at 11am, and Ilya figures this might be the last chance he can push for some closure. Or at least apologize for the night before.
"You are drinking coffee now." It's not a question. Just the first observation he makes upon approaching Hollander.
His own coffee cup is held in his right hand, while his left balances a plate filled with pancakes and bacon, and even some rogue fruit, from the breakfast buffet.
Shane looks up at him, surprise flashing over his features before he settles into the careful neutrality Ilya had been met with that first day at the rink.
Okay, Ilya thinks, I can work with neutral.
"Yeah," Shane says, nodding to his cup. "Working with kids will do that to you."
"Do you mind?" Ilya asks, gesturing to the empty chair across from him. "Unless you are waiting for someone."
Ilya had looked around the entire restaurant area before even approaching Hollander, there had been no sign of the man from the night before.
"No, just me."
Shane waves his hand towards the empty seat in front of him before returning to his own breakfast of yogurt and berries. Perhaps the diet plan was not entirely abandoned.
"Last night went well," Ilya cringes as he thinks of them on the rooftop, "the auction, I mean. Seemed like most items sold."
Shane brightens at this, and Ilya tells himself he will nail his body to this chair if it means listening to Shane share about this thing that clearly means so much to him.
"I'm really happy about the funds we brought in," he says with a proud smile.
"How did you get started with this?" Ilya asks.
Shane's eyes dim for a moment when Ilya realizes what event led Shane to be sitting at this table with him now.
"After my retirement," Shane says carefully, Ilya doesn't miss how his eyes fall to his breakfast and don't return to Ilya's face. "I realized I needed something to do, I always felt othered growing up in hockey. Always felt like there was a big arrow pointing at me saying 'hey, he's different.'"
Ilya nods at this, he knows the comments that are made in locker rooms. Knows how Shane felt he had to push harder than most other guys on the ice. 
"And I also thought about why hockey can seem so exclusionary," he continues, his eyes leave their comfortable home on the yogurt, but seem to move around the room, never quite landing on Ilya for more than a second. "And money is a big part of that. Like, I'm sure there's tons of kids who never play hockey because they just can't afford it, you know?"
"Makes sense," Ilya nods. "It is good work. Important that everyone has a chance."
"Yeah," Shane agrees, his gaze locked back on his breakfast.
They sit in uncomfortable silence for a few minutes while they each eat their food.
It feels like there's a massive pile of shit on the table and they're waiting to see who will be the first to acknowledge it.
"I'm sor-" Ilya starts.
"You're mar-" Hollander starts at the same time.
Ilya smiles a bit, and nods to Shane, "You go first, please."
"Um," Hollander flushes and suddenly seems embarrassed before asking, "You're married, aren't you?"
Ilya hadn't been expecting that.
"No," he corrects Shane, lifting his hand to show the empty ring finger. "Divorced now. Have been for a few years. Maybe three."
He shrugs, looking at Shane while taking a bit of pancake. Shane's shoulders drop a fraction of an inch. And some tightness seems to leave his eyes.
Interesting.
It seems that's the extent of Shane's questions. His eyes revert to his breakfast, though he doesn't take another spoonful. Instead, Shane's bottom lip is pulled between his teeth and he's chewing on it, brow furrowed as if he's trying to solve a problem.
"I'm sorry," Ilya says before he can lose his nerve, hurrying to get the words out. Hoping Shane understands the depth of the apology. "I'm sorry for last night. I shouldn't have," he exhales, "It was wrong of me. I just got caught up. I don't know. I am sorry though, I did not know."
"Didn't know?" Of course Shane gets caught on that last bit.
"You are with someone," Ilya means for it to sound like a question. He does. Instead—it emerges from his mouth, closer to an accusation Ilya has no right to make.
Shane's eyes flip up to Ilya's, the surprise evident in them as he drops his bottom lip before responding.
"No," he tilts his head, seems confused why Ilya's asking. 
The words are out before Ilya can second guess himself, "The man you were with last night, he's not…?"
"Who?" Shane is momentarily stunned, face scrunching briefly before relaxing in realization. "You mean Mark?"
"You two seemed," Ilya pauses, searching for the word that seems to apply best, "close."
"Oh yeah," Hollander agrees easily. "I mean, Mark's great. And we did date for a while."
"Ah, you did?" Ilya tries to keep his voice easy going.
Ilya is not a moron, despite what the past day and a half have looked like, Ilya has eyes and a brain. Shane Hollander is a gorgeous man who anyone would be lucky to have in their life.
Not to mention the tiny detail of thirteen fucking years. He knew Shane wouldn't become a monk. Knew Shane would have had people, been with people. Been with other men.
It doesn't make the confirmation hurt less.
"Yeah," Hollander chuckles with aggravating familiarity. Ilya can almost see the reminiscing happen in real time as Shane's eyes glaze over momentarily. "It was a long time ago, maybe just over a decade? Right around when I came out."
Did Shane come out for Mark? The question enters his thoughts before he can stop it, and envy, ugly and violent, threatens to rip through Ilya.
"It didn't work out?" Ilya does not think his voice is casual anymore. He hopes Shane doesn't notice.
"No," Shane shakes his head, returning to moving his spoon around in his yogurt, but pointedly not eating any. "He was the first person I dated after," he pauses, "uh, after I had moved out here."
After you. Is what Shane meant to say.
It's Ilya's turn to avert his eyes. Staring down at the meal that suddenly tastes like cardboard.
"I'm glad you had someone," Ilya says to Shane, meaning every word. He coughs before adding. "Must have been hard moving back to Ottawa," he finishes lamely.
"Mark's great," Hollander continues. Neither man is looking at the other. "But no, it didn't work out long term. Just not compatible."
"Ah," Ilya responds lamely, before continuing. "So, you are single?"
Ilya knows some confusion slips into his voice. "It wasn't because of Mark," Hollander says quietly. "Why I didn't-"
He cuts off.
No, Ilya thinks bitterly, angry with himself for all the years of silence, of course it was not about Mark.
Ilya waits for Shane to finish his thought. He doesn't.
"I'm still sorry," Ilya apologizes for the night before. And every night prior that he had fucked up.
They both sit at the table, looking at their half finished meals, and saying nothing.
Neither is eating, but neither is leaving.
"You're flying out today?" Shane breaks the silence.
"Yeah," Ilya's grateful for the safe topic. "My flight's at 11am. I will leave soon. A little longer and I can stop bothering you."
Ilya tries to keep his tone light. Easy. 
Shane's brow comes together slightly. "You didn't bother me." He says it quietly.
Ilya can't think of a fitting response.
Shane leans back in his chair, appraising Ilya with his eyes. Ilya sits up a little straighter in his chair, suddenly self-conscious.
"This has been weird," Hollander says with a laugh, but there's warmth in his voice. 
"Weird," Ilya nods in agreement at the massive understatement. 
"It's been good too," Shane says after a minute. The warmth is still there, has even reached Shane's eyes. "Really good. To see you, I mean."
Ilya smiles, it's small. Shy. He can't seem to fight the blush that warms his cheeks.
"It's been good to see you too," he responds quietly.
There's so much more Ilya wants to say.
Thirteen years of silence sits heavily between them.
Ilya drinks in every bit of Shane he can see. He realizes with some amount of horror, that he could possibly never see the man again after this. His heart twists at the thought.
So, he takes extra time just memorizing the pattern of Shane's freckles.
When Ilya reaches Shane's eyes, he notices Shane doing the same. 
Both release a small chuckle, and shy smiles take up residency on their faces. Ilya feels himself flush at the scrutiny. He feels every bit the awkward teenager Hollander met all those years ago. An instinctive need to puff out his chest and put on a false bravado, pretend he's unaffected.
Ilya thinks he owes Shane this honesty.
He opens his mouth, quietly forming the words, "I mi-"
Shane interrupts him before he can finish, "I should go."
Ilya's not sure if Shane heard and chose to save Ilya the embarrassment by interrupting. Or if Shane just hadn't heard him at all. But the way he instinctively reaches up to tug on his ear lobe gives Ilya a hint.
Ilya's mouth hangs open for a moment. "Of course," he nods.
"It's just, the camps start tomorrow," he says, Ilya doesn't think he imagines the apologetic tone in Hollander's voice. "I've still got to get everything set up, I'm just glad Hunter's still going to be able to make it, even if he's missing the first few days. It's a lot of kids to manage myself."
"Right, yes," Ilya nods dumbly.
Shane stacks his dishes on the table. As he does, the clattering sounds of other people eating, the low hum of voices, all come crashing in as Hollander pops the bubble they had locked themselves in.
"Goodbye, Rozanov," Hollander says as he moves to walk past Ilya. 
Shane rests his hand on Ilya's shoulder and smiles down at him. "Take care of yourself."
Ilya does not imagine the warmth in that sentence.
"Goodbye, Hollander," he returns, reaching to place his hand overtop Shane's.
Ilya looks up at Shane, and for a moment everything freezes.
It's just them.
"Shane," a male voice reaches in and snaps the tension out of the moment.
Shane's eyes look up and past Ilya, towards the lobby. An easy smile, the first true one this morning, warms his face as he pulls his hand out of Ilya's grasp to wave at the intruder.
When Shane looks back at Ilya, his smile is smaller and slightly apologetic. Ilya hopes he's sad the moment broke too.
"Bye," Hollander says quietly before starting to walk away.
Ilya turns in his seat and quietly replies, "Bye, Shane."
Shane's steps falter momentarily at the sound of his name, but he doesn't turn. Continuing forward until he reaches his…friend. Mark.
Ilya hadn't been able to see much of Mark the night before. He can see him now.
The man is larger than Ilya expected. Taller than Shane by an inch or two, solidly built through the middle in a way that implies strength rather than neglect. A short, maintained beard is flecked with grey and frames a face that's softened by laugh lines. He looks warm.
He looks comfortable.
He looks safe.
Ilya watches as they near each other, Shane stepping into the man's reach to be enveloped by a hug. He sees Mark's keen eyes flash over Shane's shoulder and immediately land on Ilya. Brow furrowing while he says something into Shane's ear.
They pull away from each other, while still standing close.
Ilya can't see Hollander's face as he begins to answer the man, at least not until he turns to gesture towards Ilya.
Ilya, who's still twisted around in his chair staring at the two of them.
Shane flushes a deep red when he realizes Ilya's watching.
Ilya doesn't turn away, keeping his eyes on Mark to see how he registers Ilya's presence.
The easy smile falls from his face. The look replacing it seems…contemplative. Which Ilya supposes is better than anger.
The two men turn quickly, Mark handing Shane what must be his overnight bag before they walk towards the lobby doors that exit into the parking lot.
Two hours later he's sitting in the hotel parking lot.
He should leave. He's been sitting in the car for 15 minutes already.
He opens his phone to check directions to the airport.
Twenty-seven minutes.
His flight leaves at eleven.
He should go.
He needs to get home.
He has things waiting for him at home.
A house that was too large when Sveta was living there, but is an absolute affront now that she's moved out. Dinner plans with old teammates every few weeks, though they'll be further apart now that it's summer. Most of them are family men, retired or not, they spend the summers traveling with their wives and kids. Training sessions with some of the younger players who call him for advice before ignoring it. 
Sveta will probably call tonight.
She'll ask how the night went. Laugh at the version of events Ilya shares with her, the one where he comes off only looking like somewhat of a pathetic loser.
He can't possibly tell her the entire truth. Can't give her all that ammo to make fun of him.
There are dinners planned. A golf thing next week he already wishes he hadn't agreed to. Some media appearance the following week his agent set up that will pay him far too much for very little effort. He thinks he had tentative plans with a woman later this week.
There are errands. Obligations. Appointments on the calendar.
A life.
He has a life back in Boston.
Ilya taps his thumbs against the steering wheel.
The problem is none of it would fall apart if he weren't there.
If he missed his flight, no one would panic.
Hell, it may take even Sveta a day or two to notice, and even then she'd just shake her head and call him a fool.
Dinner could be moved. Or Ilya could just miss one. He's sure the boys wouldn't mind.
Golf could be rescheduled. Someone else would take the tee time.
The appearance could be canceled. He's sure there'd be a fee, but he's not exactly hurting for money.
The woman would get over missing him.
Nothing would happen. Life would move forward.
Retirement, Ilya realizes with a dull ache, has made his life strangely transient.
Full, yes.
But absolutely movable. Impermanent.
For nearly his entire adulthood, hockey had dictated the shape of everything.
Games.
Practices.
Training.
Schedules that couldn't be negotiated.
Even his marriage, which ended shortly after his retirement, had added and held shape in his life too. Quiet companionship. Someone waiting at home. Someone to tell when his flight landed.
Now?
Now Ilya wakes up whenever he wants, even if his body fights hard to maintain an early morning routine.
He travels when he wants.
Works when it best suits him.
He's gained a few hobbies.
Developed friendships that aren't centred around an ice rink.
He likes his life. He does.
Mostly.
But sitting alone in the parking lot outside the hotel, Ilya finds himself feeling oddly empty. After seeing a small glimpse of the home Shane has built in that small town, at the community he's developed with Home Ice, Ilya realizes something.
Shane has roots.
A place.
People waiting for him.
Kids who, no doubt, call for Coach Hollander across the rink.
He has a building of people who rely on him.
Purpose.
Ilya wonders what that feels like.
To be needed beyond being Ilya Rozanov, retired professional hockey player.
To build something.
To stay.
His mind drifts back to Hollander's camps.
They start tomorrow.
Shane had looked exhausted at breakfast. Ilya ignores the parts of it he was likely responsible for. Shane had said it himself, said how difficult it would be for him to manage the camps the first few days without Hunter.
And Hunter.
Ilya snorts quietly to himself.
Scott Hunter is old.
Useful, probably.
But old. He likely wouldn't be very much help to Hollander anyways.
Shane, tired and overwhelmed, would probably appreciate the help.
And Ilya—well, very few people understood the sport as well as he did. 
He's good with kids, good with the chaos they inevitably bring with them.
One extra set of hands would doubtlessly be appreciated.
What's an extra week in Canada?
He can shuffle his schedule back in Boston. Nothing is so pressing that he can't miss it.
Shane said it had been good to see him.
Really good.
And—
Ilya's grip tightens on the steering wheel as a moment from their discussion pushes into his thoughts.
You're married, aren't you?
Oh.
Shit.
Hollander had thought Ilya was married.
The rooftop replays in his head. It's suddenly, embarrassingly, clear.
Oh.
Shane leaning in.
The gasp.
Shane's lips on Ilya's collar.
And then, I should go.
Perhaps, not rejection.
Maybe just panic.
Hollander in any form wouldn't want to be dishonest. Wouldn't want to be the reason for dishonesty.
Oh.
Shane thought he was married.
One week.
Ilya can help Hollander for one week.
It'll give him a chance to apologize properly.
They can untangle whatever is left between them and finally lay it to rest.
Ilya can take one week to give both himself and Hollander closure.
It's just one week.
Then he'll leave.
Go back home to Boston.
He opens his phone and dials before the plan has fully formed.
"Hey," Hunter's gruff voice answers after the second ring. "Look, Rozanov, I am sorry. I guess I thought it would be good for you two to talk, but I understa-"
"You are doing camps what days?" Ilya demands, interrupting the man.
"Uh," Ilya hadn't realized it was still fairly early. Hunter sounds tired. "What? What do you mean?"
"Camps, Hunter," Ilya says impatiently. "The ones with Home Ice. You are helping with them, yes?"
"Yeah," Hunter answers, obviously still confused. "Yeah, I am. Uh, I'm stuck in New York for a little while longer, but will be there for Tuesday. I'm doing the first week. I think he's got a few other people lined up for the others."
"Cancel your flight," Ilya says, starting the rental car.
"Rozanov, what are you on about?"
"Cancel your flight, Hunter," Ilya repeats. "Have the years been so unkind to you? Your hearing is already gone? Put your child bride on the phone and I will tell him."
"Fuck off, Rozanov," Hunter says back, Ilya can practically hear him rolling his eyes. "You want me to cancel my flights?"
"It's a miracle," Ilya remarks. "The old man has regained his hearing. Yes, Hunter. The flight. Cancel. I will do first week of camp."
There's silence over the line.
"What, Hunter?" Ilya demands. "Is not what you wanted? Forcing me and Hollander together?"
"No, uh…" Hunter, blessedly, seems to be at a loss for words. His voice sounds more serious the next time he speaks. "Look, Roz, you're not fucking with him, right? Hollander's a good guy. He's doing a good thing in that town. If you're just gonna fuck with him, just…don't."
Ilya bristles at the implication. "You ask me not to fuck with him? Last I checked, I wasn't the one who sent me here."
"Rozanov," Hunter groans. "I'm sorry about that, honestly. I just, I don't know, I know you both. It felt like you both needed to talk to each other. But if you're gonna stay just to be a fucking headache-"
"You are fucking headache, Hunter," Ilya spits back at him. "Cancel your flights. I am better hockey player anyways. I will offer Hollander your apologies for bailing on him again."
Ilya can hear the starting sounds of indignation coming from the phone. He hangs up quickly and drops the phone on the passenger seat.
He finally starts the car, adjusting the GPS on the dash to redirect him back towards Home Ice.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya must reckon with his choices. And also Sveta. And his own mind.

Or.

Pathetic Divorced Man Ilya Rozanov is alone with his thoughts in a hotel room. And it's goes how you'd think. (poorly)
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  Ilya checks back into the hotel easily. The receptionist seems quite happy to accept Ilya's credit card when he tells the man he'll need the room for the week. The receptionist—Kevin, as per his name tag—excitedly tells Ilya about the breakfast options and other services they offer, now that Ilya would be here for a little while.
And it will be. Just a little while.
He also called to extend his rental car, even if it is painfully boring.
Ilya finds himself back in the room with only his small overnight bag.
He realizes, perhaps a little belatedly, that he has no additional clothes. He had planned to be gone from his place for 48 hours and packed accordingly.
He stares at his phone.
He could call Sveta. 
Ask her to ship him a few things.
He looks to the door.
He could go to the Wal-Mart he saw on his way into the town.
A phone call with Sveta will, no doubt, include a lecture.
The Wal-Mart will, no doubt, have a smell to it.
Ilya knows he sounds like a snob. He just hasn't bought his own clothes in years. Decades, really. And judging by the price tags on them, they are not purchased at a Wal-Mart.
Lecture.
Cheap itchy clothes.
He hates himself a little as he dials Sveta's number.
"Ilyusha," she answers after the first ring, her tone is one of concern. She knew he flew back today and must have been expecting the call.
"Hi Sveta," he responds, feeling a little bashful.
"Ilyusha," her tone is no longer coddling, she sounds both accusatory and disappointed.
"Um," he mumbles, dropping his head into his hands, even though she can't see him. He feels the need to hide from this.
"You are not in Boston," she states, anger begins to tint her words.
"No," he answers quietly, feeling about one foot tall.
"You are in Canada," she says the country's name like it's an infectious disease.
"I am in Canada," he admits.
"Ilyusha," she says his name like he's a dog who's just pissed on her favourite pair of shoes. "Please, my stupid, brainless ex-husband, please, tell me you got too drunk. Tell me you slept in. Tell me you just missed your flight."
"I guess I technically missed my flight," he answers, knowing it's not what she means.
The long string of Russian curse words that come out of her mouth would make anyone familiar with the language blush.
"Sveta," he interrupts her. "I need you to send me some clothes," he starts talking quickly before she can interrupt. "He is running these hockey camps, they are amazing. He helps kids who otherwise would not play. Helps them play. Hunter was supposed to be here for the first camp, but he's not coming," Ilya doesn't mention that he basically forced Hunter to cancel, it's not relevant. 
"I know there are dinners, and media engagements and whatever the fuck else," he says, stumbling over his words. "I can have my agent deal with it. Mariana will still go to my place to tidy."
"The charity just needs support for the first week of camps," he finishes. "Is just a week Sveta."
"Ah, is for the children," she sounds every bit the long suffering ex-wife that she is. "No other reason, noble Ilyusha must be there for the children. Sure, of course."
He can almost hear her eyebrows shoot up her face in a disbelieving expression.
He somehow manages to feel even smaller.
Ilya supposes he knew deep down that the reasons were bullshit. He just hadn't expected Sveta to catch onto it quite so quickly.
"You fucked him." Not a question.
Ilya would love to feel offended by her assumption, but he supposes his track record isn't exactly chaste.
Itchy clothes suddenly don't seem so bad.
"I did not fuck him," Ilya promises.
I mean, I did try to proposition him for a quick fuck in my hotel room, but he rejected me.
Ilya's not prepared for that lecture.
She makes a disapproving sound but doesn't say anything else for a moment, letting Ilya squirm under the scrutiny.
"Okay," she allows. "You did not fuck him. So, you are staying to fuck him."
Ilya can't find the words to defend himself.
Honestly, just washing the clothes probably would have gotten rid of a lot of the inherent itchiness.
"No," he says, frustrated. "I mean, I wanted—" he catches himself.
Her stony silence is evaluative. Judging. It seems she's choosing whether or not to interpret that half finished statement he left floating.
"You wanted what?" she demands, he knew she wouldn't ignore it.
Ilya lays back in the bed, sighing at the question. "I tried to," he pauses, unsure of how much he should share, "kiss him."
Ilya's face still flames red at the rejection.
"Love," she says patiently. "You tell me you wanted to kiss him. You tell me you didn't kiss him. But you tried. He turned you down."
Her voice isn't unkind, worse, she's pitying Ilya.
"I tried," he admits. "But Sveta, he thought we were still married."
It's the small beacon of hope Ilya's holding onto.
After a few seconds of silence, she speaks. "It's been years Ilyusha."
"Thirteen," he supplies pointlessly.
"Thirteen years," she repeats before her tone softens to one he doesn't often receive from her. "You hurt him, Ilyusha. And you both lived without each other."
"I know," he says quietly.
She seems to pause and consider her words, "You don't know him anymore."
The statement cuts to his core, and he feels his chest tighten in response. Logically, she is correct. Thirteen years is a lifetime. Enough time to become someone entirely unrecognizable. Ilya has considered this. 
He realizes quickly that he doesn't care.
Ilya is prepared for Shane to be someone wholly unrecognizable—though he knows pieces of his Shane are still in there. He expects Hollander to be the man that losing hockey—and Ilya, he cringes—has made him into. The man who stands confidently in front of a room of people, demanding that the sport he loves start loving people who look like him.
Hollander is different. Ilya is as well. 
"I have to try," he pleads. "I know I hurt him, Sveta. It's possible he'll see me tomorrow and ask me to leave, but I have to try."
"You cannot let it break you," she says. As though he's actually got a choice.
She takes a deep breath, "Ilyusha, you don't understand." She's nearly pleading. "You were broken after. You played hockey, you fucked, but there was an emptiness that scared me."
Ilya's breath catches and it feels like a vice is gripping his ribcage. They don't often talk about that time.
"I cannot lose you again so that you may torture yourself as some sick act of penance," he thinks he hears tears in her voice.
"It's just a week," the statement has become a mantra to Ilya. "Just one week. I promise, if it gets too hard I leave."
"Okay," she says, clearing her throat of the emotions that had briefly overtaken her. "I will send clothes. And," she stresses, "I will see you in one week."
"I'll also need, um," Ilya feels awkward that he even has them, worse still that Sveta knows. "Pills, Sveta. I need the antidepressants. I only brought a few."
"Of course," she says easily, he can practically hear her adding it to a list she's already compiling. "And the pain pills, for your knee?"
"No," he shakes his head even though she can't see him. "I don't want those with me."
"I don't know why you insist on suffering, but okay," he hears her getting her keys. "I will leave now. I will send express. I will threaten all the right people. It will be there tomorrow."
And, because it's Sveta, Ilya believes her.
Ilya spends the rest of the day in a daze. He flips through the channels, enjoying the novelty of cable tv. He mostly sticks to sports, but finds himself locked into a cooking show, getting far too intense considering the fact that they're making flan.
He eats dinner, a pasta dish from the small restaurant downstairs, while sitting at the small table near the window. It's distinctly lonely.
He stares at the empty seat across from him. Wondering how it would feel if it were filled.
His brain immediately supplies him with Shane's features. He pushes it down. He cannot allow himself to imagine that. 
Ilya has always struggled with a darkness, the same one that eventually took his mother, the one that he needs a pill for each day. Though the pill keeps it manageable, he still feels the dark cloud push down on him. Oppressive.
He's thirty-nine. Divorced. Retired. Alone in a hotel room eating mediocre pasta while sitting in a town hoping to talk to a guy he occasionally had sex with over a decade ago.
Perhaps he shouldn't list it out like that.
He feels an ache in his chest. The darkness impresses upon him the sense that he will always feel this loneliness. That he will not find a person to fill the seat across from him.
Maybe this is it for Ilya.
Divorced. Alone in a hotel room. Pathetic.
He closes his eyes and breathes in deeply.
He knows the intrusive thoughts for what they are. Doesn't mean they don't hurt.
He may fall in love. Someone may even love him in return. 
They would never stay.
Ilya had tried. Especially after the divorce when there were days his house felt impossibly too big for just himself.
God, he had tried.
There had been the woman in Boston—kind, funny, patient. He met her shortly after the divorce. Five months of dinners and half-hearted attempts, on Ilya's part, at being intimate in a way that didn't require the removal of clothes. Five months before she quietly told him over the phone that she just didn't see them working out. She wanted someone who could actually give her vulnerability. Someone who was willing to reciprocate softness in a way Ilya hadn't been able to muster.
Then there was the man in Prague last summer. He was sweet, adventurous, and earnest in a way that made Ilya squirm. Ilya spent three months visiting him in his apartment, inviting him to Ilya's hotel. He had wanted permanence. Spoke about future trips like they were inevitable. Had once reached across a table to ask Ilya to stay. His expression open and wanting, and Ilya could see the three words hiding behind it. 
Ilya had left two days later.
There had been others through the years. Good people. Attractive people. People he liked, some he even cared for.
He thought time would fix it. That eventually there would be someone who made him stop looking back. 
Someone who would feel right. Someone he would look for.
Instead, in those quiet moments—when he sat across from someone asking him for more—his mind would instinctively wander somewhere he couldn't seem to keep it from.
Freckles.
Dark eyes.
A laugh that Ilya had to earn.
Shane.
No.
Hollander.
Ilya suddenly isn't very hungry. He rubs his hands over his face.
Closure.
This week would give him closure, if nothing else.
If nothing else, perhaps he could leave this town at the end of the week having excised the part of himself that had never fully let go of Hollander.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya commits to his decision to, very casually, insert himself into the life of Shane Hollander. But it's just for, like, a week. Probably.

Or

Ilya Rozanov continues to be both Divorced and Pathetic. But we're absolutely getting more fluff this time around
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  Ilya is exhausted. His body is still recovering from the skating on Friday, the hours on his feet at the auction, and the hours in between he spent in the car. His brain couldn't manage to turn off for any substantial amount of time overnight. 
He tossed and turned throughout the night, the bed was bad enough on its own, firm in all the wrong places, and fundamentally unfamiliar.
Add in the scenes playing over in his head—rejection on the rooftop, Shane saying Really good, when talking of seeing Ilya.
He'd be lying if he said he wasn't excited.
He'd be lying if he said he wasn't fucking terrified.
The thirteen years hang over his head like a guillotine. He knows Sveta's right. It's been too long. Too many years. 
There's no doubt in Ilya's mind that he hurt Shane. Hurt him deeply in a way that was not fair. 
I was hurt too, Ilya feels the thought curl through his brain.
Ilya has to forcibly remind himself that the only person to blame for that hurt was himself.
His clothing choices are incredibly limited, and after a quick smell test, he decides to go with his travel clothes. The athletic clothes he wore to the rink on Friday stink from that day's skate. He'll be glad when his clothes are delivered.
He glimpses the bedside clock. 
5:43am.
Fuck.
The comprehensive schedule he had been handed on Friday had information about the start of camps, as the paperwork had been meant for Hunter. Ilya knows the camps start at nine.
Ilya also knows Shane. He's anticipating Shane showing up for the 9am camps at 7am.
Shane always needed time to adjust and move into new spaces, new mindsets. It was an ongoing joke that Hollander would always be first on the ice for warm ups or games. Ilya feels fairly confident that this facet of Shane's personality won't have changed.
That still leaves him with over an hour to waste until he can leave.
He falls back dramatically on the bed, reaching for the remote and turning on the TV so there's at least sound in the room.
He briefly considers calling Sveta, if only to hear a familiar voice. 
He smiles, thinking of the words Sveta would have for him if he called her before 6am while he was in the midst of actively ignoring her advice.
Instead, he opens his phone, scrolls through instagram, liking a few images, chuckling at a few videos. 
He checks the time.
5:57am
This would be a long morning.
He decides to make coffee.
 
Eventually, Ilya can no longer stay in the hotel room alone. He's finished the shitty coffee in the kitchenette and decides to leave a little early.
He feels vulnerable showing up to the arena empty handed. Feels like he needs something to immediately offer Shane.
He decides to stop for coffee. Because that is what Ilya needs more of this morning. While waiting in the drive through, Ilya realizes he doesn't know if Shane always drinks coffee in the morning. Maybe only on weekends. 
Ilya gets two kinds of tea along with the coffee.
He also gets milk and cream and two kinds of sweeteners. 
He gets a donut too. That's just for him though, based on the yogurt and fruit breakfast, Ilya feels confident that Shane hasn't changed his perspective on the kinds of breakfast Ilya used to eat. 
Ilya finally pulls into the arena parking lot with more beverage choices than is strictly reasonable and checks the clock.
6:53am
Ilya feels like he could vibrate out of his skin.
His decision to counteract his exhaustion with more coffee than was likely recommended for a man his size is beginning to feel like a mistake.
Closer to seven, Ilya gets out of his car, placing the drink tray on the hood of his car as he waits and unconsciously dusting the crumbs from his donut off his hoodie.
He stands, shifting from foot to foot. Moving his knee to make sure the pain would be manageable today. He should have asked Sveta to send his knee brace.
At almost exactly 7am, Ilya sees a familiar, boring, SUV pull into the parking lot.
Ilya knows it's Shane before he sees his face through the windshield.
He's walking towards Hollander before his car is in park.
Hollander appears to go through all five stages of grief when his eyes land on Ilya walking towards him.
He can see Shane mouth the words what the fuck.
Shane steps out of the car without turning it off. He slams the door and meets Ilya at the hood of his car.
"Rozanov," he seems shocked to even be saying the name. "What are you doing here?"
He can see Shane running through all the possibilities.
"You need help," he says, wincing as it comes out. "I mean—"
"Did you miss your flight?" Hollander interrupts him, clearly searching for a reason Ilya's still even in the country. "I can help you rebook."
The confusion on Hollander's face is adorable. Ilya smirks, "Yes, Hollander, I am poor, dumb immigrant. I need strong Hollander to book my flights."
"Shut the fuck up," Shane says, but there's a small smile starting to push at his lips.
"You said you needed help," Ilya tries again. "Uh, yesterday. You said Hunter wouldn't be here for first days of camp because he's terrible."
"Okay," Shane is still confused how the statements connect to Ilya standing in front of him.
"Well, Hunter is terrible, and old," Ilya shrugs awkwardly. "He, uh, called to say he's no longer to travel outside of New York City, his bones may dissolve."
Shane rolls his eyes, "Cut the shit Rozanov."
"No shit to cut," Ilya says. "You said you need help for hockey camps. I play hockey. I am here."
He shrugs like it's the most obvious answer. "Let me help you, Shane."
Shane's eyes finally glance up and lock onto Ilya's. Deep and dark. Gorgeous.
"Why are you doing this?" Shane asks quietly, and for a moment they are not in a parking lot outside of a small town rink. They are back in the quiet of a hotel room. One of the few places they had been able to be honest with each other about what they actually wanted.
"Is good cause," Ilya answers with the same lie he's been telling himself. "Retirement is," he sighs, "different. I think I can be asset to you here."
"I don't know," Shane is still guarded. "We couldn't—" he cuts off, flushing, "I just mean, um…"
"I have no ulterior motives," Ilya promises him. "See, I bring peace offering."
Ilya proffers the tray of drinks to Shane.
Shane reaches for it while Ilya explains, "You said you drink coffee, but I wasn't sure how you took it," Ilya reaches into his hoodie pocket for the paper bag full of add ons, "I have cream and sugar. But I wasn't sure if you wanted tea. Or what kind of tea."
Ilya is suddenly very self-conscious of the three additional drinks he has in the tray.
"I'm good with the coffee," Shane tells him, smiling at the tray of drinks in Ilya's hand. "I just take it black."
"Ah," Ilya responds. Staring at the over abundance of beverages he has to work through this morning.
The two men stand in the early morning sun staring at each other. There's softness to the looks they share, and so much more.
"Is just for the week," Ilya says. Repeating the mantra aloud for Shane.
Shane sighs, turning away from Ilya, sipping his coffee and looking at the arena.
"You still have your skates with you?" Shane asks.
Ilya feels himself perk up like a dog about to get a treat.
"Yes," he gestures to the bag hanging off his shoulder. "I have skates."
Shane doesn't seem to be able to believe what he's saying as he sighs and looks back at Ilya, "Then c'mon. We've got lots to set up before the kids get here."
Shane starts towards the arena without turning back.
Ilya follows behind him.
—---------------------------------------------
Shane unlocks the door, and Ilya's not sure if it's the exhaustion or the fact that it's Shane, but he feels intensely attracted to the way Shane is in control of the space. 
Ilya follows behind as Shane runs through his morning routine, turning on lights, unlocking doors. Sipping his coffee the entire time.
Trailing behind Shane brings a smile to Ilya's face.
"We need to get the equipment out," Shane's business-like tone cuts through Ilya's thoughts. "Lots of the kids today won't have much, or anything."
"Okay," Ilya nods. "Right."
Shane turns, continuing to walk without turning to look where he's going. He's very clearly comfortable in this building.
Duh, he owns it. Ilya remembers.
"This week is 10 - 12 year olds," Shane smiles as they approach the offices, turning to unlock the door once they reach it.
"Ellie likes tea," Shane offers over his shoulder as he moves past the desk of the woman in question. He peeks over his shoulder. "If you leave one on her desk, you'll get in her good books."
Ilya smiles knowingly at Shane. Grateful to be able to unload at least one of the additional drinks. He's been slowly sipping at his own coffee, but knows he has no chance of finishing all three of them. Especially not on top of the two cups he already had at the hotel.
"The kids today are mostly lower income," Shane explains, opening the door to his own office and gesturing for Ilya to go in ahead of him. "So, they won't have much in terms of equipment, and some of them haven't even skated much before."
"Really?" Ilya seems shocked by this, wasn't skating a mandatory requirement to be Canadian?
"Yes," Shane answers, "as shocking as it might seem, not all people in Canada are born just knowing how to skate."
Ilya would like to hate that Shane is already anticipating his thoughts.
"Additionally, many of the kids aren't even Canadian-born," Shane continues. "Some are immigrants, others are refugees. We have a few Indigenous kids coming in from the local communities. The town isn't big, but we managed to get a bus that'll pick up the kids from the surrounding area who can't get a ride here on their own."
Ilya is struck again by what a good idea and what a kindness this initiative is.
"What is plan for the day, Coach Hollander?" Ilya tries the name on with a small smirk and is treated to a gorgeous reddening of Shane's cheeks, drawing even more attention to his freckles.
"The morning is largely going to be getting them all set up with skates and some padding," though blushing, Shane easily takes on the serious tone that Ilya assumes must go along with the Coach Hollander persona.
"Aye, aye, Captain," Ilya says, saluting Shane.
"Shut the fuck up," Shane says, shaking his head. "And the rest of the morning will be just getting them on the ice," he looks down at a list in front of him. "A few of the kids are more local, they'll be able to help out as well, I know their comfort levels on the ice."
"You have teams during normal season?" Ilya asks.
Shane nods, sipping his coffee while he pauses before answering, "We've got a few different age levels, right down to Timbits, and up to some beer leagues. There's lots of traveling involved, obviously, we don't quite have enough kids to have more than one or two teams right here in town."
"Timbits?" Ilya knows the word from the coffee place around the corner. "You have small donuts on the ice?"
Shane laughs and Ilya feels like he could get high on the feeling it gives him.
"No," he says when he stops laughing, "sorry, I always forget it's different here. Timbits are just what we call the hockey league for the little guys. Like five and six years old. It's silly."
Ilya cannot help but to imagine the kids as round little donut holes, ripping around the ice. He smiles at the image.
"This is best name."
They review how the morning will go, discussing Ilya's role in the camp—he will be leading drills and supporting Shane. They briefly bicker over who should lead what drill. It's playful though and Ilya has to stop himself from reaching over to touch Shane multiple times.
The conversation feels easy, natural. As if no time has elapsed since they had seen each other last.
Shane brings Ilya to his meticulously organized equipment room. Leave it to Hollander to have the single most organized hockey arena in North America.
—-----------------------------------------------------------------
"Coach Shane!" a loud voice calls from across the rink as Ilya and Shane get the last few pylons placed around the ice.
Both of their heads swivel to the far side of the rink, Shane's landing on a kid waving wildly, while Ilya's continue and land on Shane.
He's grinning with a comfortable familiarity. He raises a hand to wave, not nearly as enthusiastically, but the warmth there could have knocked Ilya on his ass. Shane rolls his eyes as the kid keeps shouting his name, intercut with a few hi's. The kid seems to take on a physical embodiment of the excited anxiety Ilya had felt this morning.
Coach Shane.
"Let's go," Shane says with a smile, nodding his head in that direction.
They're still in their running shoes, so they carefully do a mixture of sliding and stepping to get over to the boards.
—------------------------------------------------------
Shane leans back in his desk chair, a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding all day finally leaves his lungs and his body relaxes.
What a fucking day.
He finally allows himself the space to really look at what happened this morning.
Rozanov. Ilya.
The first name still feels like barbed wire on his tongue. Sharp. Unforgiving.
He looks good, Shane can't help but thinking.
He's changed, obviously. They both have. But the years look good on Rozanov. His body has filled out and seems to have only expanded on his embodiment of the term masculinity.
Shane had gotten used to seeing the man only from afar, on the few nights through the years he had been weak enough to open an incognito browser and typed his name into the search. He accidentally kept up with Rozanov's career that way. Though he managed to often be too busy to watch hockey on the nights Boston played, his late night searches kept him aware of the career Ilya had.
A great career. One Shane might have had. If things had been different.
He tries not to be bitter about it, and finds that he isn't, not really.
Shane's life in southern Ontario has been good. Really good.
He rubs his hand over his face, his fingers landing unconsciously on his ear lobe, rolling the soft skin between his fingers and giving a small tug. A nervous habit he had never quite quit.
Shane tries to actively shift his thinking to more pressing items. 
The first day of camp had gone well, and he can, begrudgingly, admit that it was due largely to Ilya's help. It was unsettling how easily they had slipped back into a comfortable rhythm. They moved with each other like they were both keyed into the same choreography, almost perfectly in step.
He hated how easy it always was with Rozanov. Resented it.
Regardless of what Rozanov said about his intentions, Shane didn't trust him. Shane also didn't trust himself, not with Ilya. He was far too weak to spend this time with him. Not without getting himself hurt.
Ugh.
He forces himself back to camp logistics.
After fifteen minutes getting absolutely nowhere, the paperwork in front of him entirely ignored in favour of letting his mind wander to the Russian shitstorm that had blown through this town, Shane decides to go home.
It's not late, still relatively early, but he needs to be somewhere Ilya hasn't been, he's resolute on going home. Not to his cottage, no, he won't be spending much of this week there with how much he has to do for camps. Just to the small apartment he has in town.
Ellie's already gone home, there wasn't much to do administratively and Shane had sent her home soon after the kids left. Shane shuts off the lights in the office.
He starts making his routine rounds through the building, checking to make sure none of the caretakers are in the rooms before shutting off lights and locking doors.
He always leaves the rink for last. It feels like truly putting the building to rest when the massive overhead lights shut off.
Shane pauses as he opens the access door. There are voices.
He peaks in through the door and can't quite see them from where he's standing, but he would know that voice cloaked in a Russian accent anywhere. The responding voice, he thinks, belongs to Beti.
Rooted to the spot, Shane listens carefully as the two speak.
"I just don't get why I'm so bad at this," Beti complains.
"Oh, I know why," Ilya says, like it's obvious. A part of Shane wants to move over there quickly, to make sure Rozanov isn't going to say anything that could hurt Beti's confidence.
His feet are nailed in place.
"Why?" she asks, and Shane can imagine the pout that often adorns the girl's face.
"Is because hockey is hard," he says simply. "Hockey is hard and you are still learning. Everyone learns. I was also very bad at hockey at one point."
She sniffles and a small laugh comes next, "No, you weren't. You were, like, the best player ever."
Shane can't help but roll his eyes at that, Rozanov must be loving this.
"No, tiny one," Ilya says. "I was not best right away," he laughs warmly, "was very quick, yes, only took me maybe two days to become best." Beti laughs at this. "But those two days before I was best,"  Ilya blows air out, "worst days of my life."
She's fully laughing now.
Shane's head hits the door frame. 
He takes in a deep breath before quietly moving towards the sound of Ilya and the girl, sitting on a bench. Ilya's back is to Shane, and Beti's so wrapped up in Rozanov she doesn't notice him.
Shane knows what it feels like to be at the centre of that attention.
Ilya is kneeling at Beti's feet and, even the way he's doing that, even kneeling Shane immediately clocks the way Ilya is leaning with most of his weight on his left leg. That fucking knee. He still hasn't gotten Rozanov to tell him what happened. Even the incognito searches he'd done after seeing Ilya skate on Saturday hadn't brought him any answers.
He can see tension in Rozanov's shoulders. Can tell the knee is bothering him. Shane wants to tell him to ice it. Wants to ask about pain killers. But he won't.
Rozanov seems to be helping Beti with the fit of her skates, fidgeting with her laces as she sits above him. The trust in her eyes is amazing. Amazing that Rozanov can build that sort of bond in only a day.
Amazing, but not shocking.
"And is not so important to be the best," Ilya continues his gentle pep talk with the girl. "Look at Coach Shane, he is always second best to me, and you still like him just fine."
She laughs uproariously at this, her chin tilting up and she sees Shane. She immediately blushes and smacks Ilya's shoulder conspiratorially. 
Shane's fairly certain that Rozanov already knows he's there though, the man is nothing without an audience, and he generally only chirps Shane when he's in the room to appreciate it.
Still, he gets that same warmth at seeing Rozanov shift more weight to his left leg, peering over his shoulder.
"Ah, the man himself," Rozanov smirks at Shane.
Shane clears his throat, working to maintain the mask he's been unconsciously drawing up over himself since the moment Rozanov had stepped into the rink the previous Friday.
"I'm closing things down, Rozanov," Shane tells him.
"You will not argue?" Rozanov raises his eyebrow, accustomed to Shane's retorts. "See, Beti," he turns back to the girl, "even Coach Shane agrees with me."
Shane wants to hate the way Rozanov says his name. 
"I'm serious, Roz," Shane continues, sighing. "I've gotta get home. And I'm sure Beti's parents are waiting up for her."
As Shane says it, he's not actually certain that is the reality. Beti has lots of siblings and parents working back to back shifts to care for their kids. She's almost always one of the last at the rink. 
Beti nods, eyes widening a little, and the smile she had on before has dropped. She looks between the two men and seems to sense some tension.
Some kids are just better at sensing that kind of tension between adults. Shane tries to not let himself think about that too deeply right now.
"Yeah, I should go," she says, nodding. She bends forward to finish untying her laces, kicking off the skates before lifting them, with her backpack, over her shoulder. "Bye Mr. R. See ya, Coach."
She scurries out of the rink and through one of the back exits, it puts her on a better path to her home than the front. 
"Thanks for today," Shane says to Rozanov.
"Of course," Shane sees the wince that briefly passes over Rozanov's face, and Shane finds himself asking before he can stop himself. "Uh, do you need a knee brace? I'm sure we've got some here somewhere."
"Is no problem," he insists.
Shane sighs, used to the bravado of hockey players that doesn't allow them to ask for help. "I'm serious Roz, it seems like you need something. I can't have you blowing your knee at my camps," he shrugs. "It's bad press."
Ilya smiles at that, "I know, Hollander, I would never do this to you. I have knee brace. Is being sent from Boston with some of my other stuff. Should be at hotel right now."
Shane nods, still mystified by the presence of this goddamn Russian. Another piece slides into place.
They stand, staring at each other for a beat before Ilya says, "Goodnight, Hollander."
"Goodnight, Rozanov," Shane says. 
He had to have someone send him stuff from Boston. 
He hadn't originally planned to stay.
Two questions enter his mind nearly simultaneously. He's unwilling to admit which came first.
Why had Ilya decided to stay?
Who had sent Ilya his things? Who has access to his home? Who does Ilya trust in his home?
Okay, so maybe that was more than two questions. And maybe Shane is embarrassed by the one that bothers him most.
Shane exhales heavily, watching Ilya leave with his skate bag slung over his shoulder.
It's just a week.
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  Ilya is early each day. He arrives shortly before 7am and has a coffee ready for Shane when he pulls in at exactly 7am.
Shane gives him a bemused look on Tuesday, but seems to have expected him to some extent.
By Thursday, Shane's reaching for the coffee before he's fully out of his SUV.
On Friday, Ilya's late by a few minutes.
Shane's standing outside his car when he pulls up, looking deeply unimpressed.
"You're late," Shane points out.
Ilya checks the clock on his dash, "It is 3 minutes."
"I have become accustomed to a certain standard of coffee delivery," Shane says dryly. "I can't believe you'd let me down."
"Oh, I have truly failed you," Ilya responds sarcastically, his indignation somewhat ruined by the coffee he deposits into Shane's waiting hand. 
Ilya is enamoured by the rapport Shane has built with the kids who are regulars at the rink. He easily jokes with them, teases them, and very clearly loves them.
On Tuesday, Mateo, a gifted boy who knows he's good, begins to show some personality on the ice. 
Hollander has the groups divided between himself and Ilya, with Ilya doing passing drills while Shane works on shooting.
Near centre ice, Ilya notices Mateo start angling towards Jayden, a smaller Cree boy who struggles with confidence. 
Before Ilya can open his mouth, Shane barks from the other side of the rink, "Mateo." 
Mateo freezes, his stick reaching towards Jayden before letting his arm drop.
"What?"
"Try that again," Shane warns, turning to level him with a stare, not raising his voice, but the intense eye contact he makes with the kid is enough to deflate him. "Go on and try it again. See how it works out for you."
Mateo rolls his eyes, but skates away from the other boy.
—
"What's that for?" Mariam asks, pointing at Ilya's knee brace.
"Is to help me play hockey," Ilya answers. He's not looking to get into the intricacies of his physical therapy at 9:30am on a Tuesday.
"So when does it start working?" Shane asks as he skates past them. 
The chorus of "ooooooohs," from the kids is comical.
"I will be better as soon as you are not boring," Ilya counters, eliciting another round of "ooooohs" from the spectating children.
—
On Wednesday, Hana, a quiet girl who's struggling to keep up with the other kids, falls onto the ice. Her feet go out from beneath her and she lands hard on her backside. Shane is next to her in a second. Ilya continues to have the others running through stick handling practice.
"Hey, Hana," Shane says quietly, kneeling down to where she's sitting on the ice. Ilya skates closer so he can hear. "Are you hurt or are you surprised?"
Ilya has never heard someone approach a hurt child like that before.
Hana's crying slows as she seems to consider his question.
"Surprised," she answers through tears, sniffling a little.
"Okay," he nods. "That's fair, falling like that can feel pretty shocking. Do you want to join us again, or do you need a break?"
There's still tears pooling in her eyes when she answers, "I need a break."
"Okay," he answers easily. "Go get a drink of water, take a moment on the bench if you need, and I'll see you back out there in a few."
Shane stands up, offering his hands to her and making sure she's stable before letting her skate towards the bench while he turns back towards Ilya and the other kids.
A few minutes later, Beti slips while doing a more advanced turn and ends up splayed on the ice, laughing.
Shane stops near her and looks down with a fond smile. "Hey, Bet, first time?"
Without getting up, she lifts her head from the ice and looks at him with a confused quirk of her brow. "First time falling? No."
"First time skating," Shane clarifies as he pushes off, skating away from her backwards. "Because it really looked like it."
She cackles at that, "Coooooach," a bit of attitude slipping into her voice. "That's so rude! Maybe be nice next time."
"I'll start being nice when you start skating better," the smile on his face softens the words and Beti's resulting laughter makes it clear that no feelings are hurt.
Shane knows which kids to check in on in the morning, who's likely to have skipped breakfast and needs a granola bar. There's something grounding in the calm steadiness of him, the way even the rowdiest kids settle in his orbit without thinking.
Ilya watches Shane butt heads with Mateo repeatedly. Ilya has a few run-ins with him as well. The kid is an incredible player, but an absolute problem. 
On Thursday, towards the end of the day, during a scrimmage, Noor misses a pass from Mateo and squanders a perfect opportunity for a goal. Mateo lets a curse fly out of his mouth and throws his stick.
"Hey," Shane calls. He never yells, only raises his voice enough to cut through the din of the rink.
Mateo is red-faced and frustrated when he looks at Shane, "Coach c'mon, she's useless! She can't do anything."
"Bench. Now."
Mateo mutters something under his breath, skating past Ilya and going to the bench. Shane skates over, picking up Mateo's stick before meeting the kid on the bench.
"Have them work on some shooting. Maybe a game of HORSE," Shane says.
Ilya gives the instructions to the other kids, and pretty quickly the others are laughing and having a great time making increasingly complicated shots on net.
"What's going on?" Ilya hears Shane ask.
"She can't pass," Mateo says in an elevated tone.
"Ah," Shane stops him. "Big breath, buddy. Yep. Again. That's not a tone I'm willing to have a conversation with. Try again."
"She can't pass," this time his tone is more even. He sounds frustrated instead of mad. "We should have got that goal."
"I understand you're frustrated," Shane says.
"It's not fair," Mateo sniffles, tears coming on at his frustration.
Shane gives the kid the space to have his feelings before speaking again. "Have you connected with every pass that's been sent to you?" Mateo shakes his head. "No, neither have I. No one has."
Mateo huffs out a breath.
"Would you like it if I threw my stick every time you miss a pass?" Another head shake. "Can you understand why that might have been upsetting for her?"
"I guess," Mateo admits.
"So, how can we move forward?" Shane asks. 
There's a loud crash as two kids collide on the far side of the ice and Ilya has to turn and hustle over to make sure no one's hurt.
A few minutes later Mateo joins the group again, stopping first to offer a quiet apology to Noor.
—
Ilya can't help but be impressed. Shane has high expectations for how the kids need to behave, sets boundaries that could be stifling if he didn't balance it with a warmth in each of his interactions with them.
No matter how he pushes and argues with the kids, at the end of each day they leave the rink with smiles plastered on their faces. Each kid leaves with a, "Goodbye Coach!" yelled over their shoulder.
Ilya catches himself a few times when frustration nearly gets the best of him. He struggles not to match the experiences he had growing up in hockey.
Screaming. Put downs. Threats.
He prefers the way Shane does it. The kids still learn. And at the end of the day they leave smiling.
Some of them hug Shane, which makes Ilya laugh at the stiffness in Shane's body as he accepts the hugs.
The man was never one for casual physical touch.
It only takes a day before the kids are including him in their end of day hugs and wishing Ilya a goodnight before they leave.
—
Not only did Shane know the kids instinctively, it was startling how easily he began to anticipate Ilya's needs. 
Ilya's standing on the ice towards the end of the week. His knee is aching under his weight, the brace is doing fuck all today. Shane comes over and hands him a gatorade.
"Go have a seat, Roz," he says. "The kids are just fucking around right now."
"I am fine," Ilya responds stubbornly.
"You are barely putting any of your weight on your right leg," Shane points out. "You need a rest. We can survive out here without you. You can even practice true coaching by sitting on the bench, not moving and just running your mouth."
Ilya smiles a bit at that.
"Fine," he concedes. "I will go to bench, take silly break."
He starts to push off before turning dramatically and raising his voice loudly enough so the kids can hear him, "Do not get too comfortable, Hollander," he calls dramatically. "I return shortly to continue embarrassing you in front of children."
Shane just rolls his eyes and shakes his head as the kids giggle at the exchange.
—
By the end of the week, Ilya is absolutely exhausted. Like end of a cup run exhausted. The kids have boundless energy and keep pushing him for more each day, and he wants to give them as much as he can.
The knee brace doesn't solve all of the problems, and Ilya still has to tape his knee and ice it extensively when he gets back to the hotel each night, but it is marginally better. 
After the last kid has gone home, they're standing outside of the rink, leaning against the wall and debriefing. Discussing what drills worked, which didn't.
"It was nice having you here this week," Shane admits towards the end of Friday.
"Was nice to be here," and Ilya means it. Beyond just getting to settle in the warmth of Shane's umbra, Ilya had loved being around the kids. 
"We work well together," Shane says, and it feels like there's a part of him that wishes it weren't true.
"Yes," Ilya agrees. "The kids were great."
The small smile on Shane's face is quietly proud.
Shane leans over and bumps shoulders with Ilya, like it's the easiest thing to do, like they do it all the time. A zing of pleasure moves through Ilya's body at the casual, comfortable contact Shane is willing to have with him. "You've given Barrett a hell of a standard to live up to next week."
The joy at the casual contact is muted by the reminder that Ilya's just one week mantra was nearing its expiry date.
He speaks before he can think, "What if I didn't?"
Shane's face scrunches in confusion, "Didn't what?"
"Didn't leave," Ilya shrugs, like it's the easiest thing in the world. Like he isn't suddenly holding his breath for an answer he isn't sure he can survive.
Shane's head tilts in further confusion, and he turns to look at Ilya. "Well, Troy will be here," he says, obviously. "We're still only going to have 10 kids, I just don't think I see us needing 3 coaches for that."
Ilya wants to scream.
Hollander can be so obtuse at times, he'd hate it if it weren't so cute.
Instead, he settles for rolling his eyes, "Ugh, Hollander, you are so slow," he smiles. "Obviously, if you have greatest centre who ever lives, you will have no use for completely okay winger."
"Ah," Shane breathes, his face unreadable for a moment before settling into the neutrality he'd slowly abandoned through the week. He leans back against the building, no longer looking at Ilya. 
"I mean," Ilya shifts uncomfortably in the silence. "Barrett has family with his husband, yes? I have," he pauses, "nothing going on in Boston for another week."
They sit in further silence as Shane chews on this proposal. Ilya gives him the space to think about it.
"You're sure?" Shane checks and Ilya swears he could pass out where he's standing.
"Yeah," he answers with a noncommittal shrug. "I mean, would be better way to spend summer than just being in Boston."
"You're not going back to Russia?" Shane asks quietly, Ilya sees Shane's head drop to stare at his hands.
Ilya knows what it costs Shane to ask that. Knows that he associates Ilya's time in Russia with Ilya's silence.
"I haven't been back since 2017," Ilya answers, just as quietly.
Neither says anything. The heaviness of the moment sits on them as they both recognize the chasm that lies between them, the one they have been avoiding.
"I mean, I'd have to talk to Barrett," Shane coughs, clearing his throat and quickly dismantling the tense moment, there's still hesitance in his voice as he continues. "I guess I can see if he doesn't mind losing the week to you."
"No," Ilya says immediately, shaking his head. "Let me talk to Barrett."
Shane lifts his head and turns to Ilya. Ilya turns to meet Shane's eyes.
Shane is looking at Ilya appraisingly, trying to figure out what Ilya's plan is. Ilya is just staring at Shane, taking in each moment for the gift that it is. Knowing this could be the end.
Whatever Shane sees on Ilya's face seems to comfort him, or at least it doesn't scare him off.
"Okay," he nods slowly. "Sure, you can talk to Barrett. Tell him to call me if he's got any questions. I'll send him an email to confirm."
Shane pushes away from the wall and starts to walk towards the parking lot before pausing and turning back. "You're sure about this?"
"Yes, Hollander," Ilya nods emphatically. "Kids are great. Is fun to skate circles around you again. Is win-win."
"Fuck you," Shane laughs and waves once before going to his car.
—-----------------------------
Ilya's dialing the phone before he puts the key card into his hotel room door. He knows Barrett, has met him at Hunter's bar in New York City. He's a nice guy, now at least, quiet. Ilya wouldn't call them friendly, he doesn't think he's spoken to the man since his retirement. 
Ilya feels confident he can convince Barrett to stay elsewhere next week.
"Hello," Barrett's voice is confused, likely unsure why Ilya's calling him, he probably doesn't even have Ilya's number saved.
"You are staying in Ottawa next week," Ilya's not asking. He starts unpacking the take out he picked up on his way back to the hotel.
"Roz, what the fuck are you talking about?" Ilya can hear shouts in the background, can hear dogs barking before a door opening and closing and then quiet. "Why are you calling?"
"Next week," Ilya clarifies. "You are supposed to do camp with Hollander, yes?"
"Yeah," Barrett answers. If Ilya's not wrong, it sounds like there's an undercurrent of amusement in his tone.
"You are no longer needed," Ilya tells him. "Boo hoo, so sad for you. You cannot disappoint kids with rapid loss of skills since retirement."
"Shit," he laughs. "I guess I owe Hunter some money."
Ilya stops putting together his dinner. "What?" he says flatly.
"Hunter called me on Monday," he chuckles. "Told me to expect a call from you. Said you'd ask me—no, sorry—tell me that I couldn't do the camp next week."
Ilya narrows his eyes. 
Fucking Hunter.
"I didn't believe him," Barrett continues. "He insisted though, said you'd kind of be a dick about it. I mean, that part didn't surprise me."
Ilya rolls his eyes even if the other man can't see him.
"How much was the bet?" he asks. "No. Whatever," he says flatly. "You are not coming. You will not coach."
"Alright," Barrett says easily. "But am I staying gone for both weeks?"
Ilya pauses, "You were supposed to come for two weeks?"
"Yep," he answers, popping the final p sound, sounding utterly pleased at this turn of events.
Ilya pauses, trying to ignore Sveta's unimpressed face that immediately comes to mind.
Maybe he just doesn't tell her. 
"Two weeks," Ilya tries out the change to his mantra. "I can do two weeks."
"Alright Roz," Barrett still sounds disbelieving. "I'll stay gone. Give me a call if anything changes. I'm close by and can still make it on short notice."
Barrett seems slightly bewildered by the situation, at least Hunter hasn't been spilling all Ilya's secrets.
"You will not be needed," Ilya states. "Goodbye, Barrett."
"Goodby-" Ilya hangs up before the entire farewell is spoken.
Okay, Ilya thinks, looking around the room that had just become his home for the foreseeable future. He tried not to let that part depress him too much.
Two weeks.
It's just two more weeks.
And then he'll leave.
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  Ilya is there, again, at 6:58am on the following Monday, and every day after that. 
They find an easy pattern to working together. Shane is entirely schedule and organization. Ilya helps brace for the moments when things don't go directly to plan and they need to make adjustments on the fly.
There's push and pull.
Shane's face starts opening more to Ilya halfway through the second week. It's not a massive change, and someone who wasn't watching Hollander like a hawk might have missed it.
He checked on Ilya a little more often. Had ibuprofen in his pocket, and allowed himself small moments to touch Ilya in casual ways that wouldn't have been noteworthy for literally anyone else.
Each small touch set Ilya's nerves on fire.
The new batch of kids are unfamiliar to both Shane and Ilya, so they are able to build up a good dynamic while they all get to know each other. They're a little older than the first group, so Ilya is excited to be able to push them a little harder. He thinks a few have real potential.
On the Friday of the second week, after the kids have dispersed, Shane turns to Ilya and smiles. It's small. It makes Ilya dizzy.
"Will I see you next week?" Shane asks, and Ilya thinks there's more hope in his tone than exasperation. 
Ilya nods, "Silly Barrett. Can't make it next week either."
They both know he's lying. Neither calls him on it.
Ilya shifts unconsciously and lifts an arm, covertly smelling the fabric of his compression shirt.
"There is laundromat in this town?" Ilya asks Shane.
Shane scrunches his nose in disgust, "I mean, there is."
"Okay," Ilya says with a fond laugh. "Will you tell me where it is? I, uh, didn't think I'd stay so long. Seems easier to wash clothes than get more sent."
Something flashes across Shane's face. It's there and gone before Ilya can identify the feeling it implies.
"I just," Shane visibly squirms. "I don't know, cleaning your clothes in a machine a bunch of people have used. You don't know how gross their clothes were."
Ilya sighs, "Okay, Hollander. Not all of us are so fancy that we have laundry in our hotel."
Shane seems to freeze for a moment. Thinking. Ilya lets him.
"I have a washer and dryer in my apartment," he seems to struggle to get the words out.
When he doesn't say anything else, Ilya laughs and says, "Well congratulations, Hollander, want to tell me about full sized fridge you have too? I also only have microwave in hotel. Will you brag about your stove?"
Shane laughs, the small amount of panic that seemed to have entered him leaves.
"You could come over," he offers quietly, and then louder, "just for laundry, of course."
"Of course," Ilya says seriously, even though he would love nothing more than to climb on top of Shane.
The small touches through the week have not been nearly enough to sustain Ilya.
But he will not push Shane. Not after the rooftop.
"Can I come by tonight?" Ilya asks, trying to keep his expression neutral.
"Sure," Hollander agrees. Shane seems to be psyching himself up for the next part, so Ilya waits. "I can make you dinner."
Ilya raises his eyebrows at this, and smiles a little as Shane starts to spiral a little at what he's said,
"I mean," and he's off, "I just know you've been having take out, like every night. And it's not good for you, and you're working so hard on the ice with the kids, you really ought to have better food. I see what you bring for lunches. And, I mean, I have extra at home. I can easily make you a portion. And, honestly Rozanov, you're not in your twenties anymore, you really should start eating-"
"Okay," Ilya stops the spiral, Shane had started pulling at his ear and getting flushed. He puts the man out of his misery. "I come for dinner. I bring clothes, do laundry, and eat your food, yes?"
"Yes," Shane says with a sigh.
"Give me address."
—
Ilya has a large duffel of clothes clutched to his chest as he hits the buzzer at a very understated apartment building.
Shane lets him in and Ilya climbs the stairs to the fourth floor. There's no elevator.
He knocks on the door he was instructed to, and the speed with which Shane answers the door tells Ilya he was standing next to it. 
As the door opens, it's clear Shane is incredibly nervous about this. He's not able to meet Ilya's eyes. He's nearly bounding on the balls of his feet. 
Ilya gives him the kindness of looking at the apartment and not the ball of nerves masquerading as a man.
The apartment is nice. It's not large. He takes his shoes off, fucking Canadians, and steps immediately into the kitchen, which opens into a living room. 
"Did you manage to spend all your money, Hollander?" Ilya jokes.
"Fuck off," Shane responds with a laugh. Ilya can see him relax slightly as they slip into a familiar script. "I'm only here on weekdays, and truthfully, I spend most of my time at the rink," he shrugs. "I have my cottage for the weekends, I don't need a lot else."
Ah yes, the elusive cottage Shane flits off to each weekend. While Ilya explores the small town or drives to Ottawa out of boredom.
Weekends had been his least favourite part of the town so far. No Shane.
Shane shows him where the washing machine is, a much nicer appliance than ought to be in this building, but Ilya isn't complaining.
While he's putting his clothes in, ignoring the way Shane winces as Ilya shoves everything in together, "You want me to segregate clothes? Hollander, that is terrible."
"It's bad for the clothes though," Shane whines.
"Hollander," Ilya says patiently, standing and kicking the door of the washing machine closed without looking. "I am millionaire. Shirt dies, I buy new shirt."
By the time Ilya's started the machine, watching the water start to flood his clothes, he realizes it's going to take well over an hour before his laundry is fully finished. He's going to be in Hollander's apartment with him, alone, for over an hour. 
And unless Hollander had suddenly changed his tune, they wouldn't be having sex. 
Ilya grasps his cross, closes his eyes and sends out a tiny prayer that he can survive the night without being half hard the whole time.
"Dinner'll be ready right away," Shane calls. "I figure we can watch something while we wait for your clothes."
Please, let whatever they watch be aggressively non-sexual.
Luckily, they end up watching one of the food competition shows Ilya has become particularly fond of during his endless evenings in the hotel.
Unluckily, Shane is, well, Shane. And even more unluckily, Ilya is entirely himself—a version of himself who hasn't been touched in weeks. The small accidental contact from Shane as he gets off the couch to grab them drinks only makes it worse. 
And Shane looks so good.
Ilya's glad his pants are doing their best to conceal his situation when Shane brushes past him for a third time to grab something from the kitchen.
Jesus Christ.
When it's finally time for Ilya to get up and move his clothes into the dryer, he has to take a few grounding breaths, begging his cock to get itself under control.
By the time his laundry is finished, and folded, Shane refuses to let him just shove the nicely clean and dry clothes back into the duffle bag without folding them, Ilya is desperate to be in his hotel room alone.
Somewhere he can stop thinking about the warmth of this evening. About dinner made for him. About jokes traded over how to properly fold t-shirts. About the casual ease of it all.
Or, preferably, somewhere he can stop imagining what it might feel like if Shane ever stopped holding himself back.
Even if Ilya doesn't deserve that.
—
By the end of the third week, Ilya's not sure how he can extend his stay beyond what he already has. He doesn't know the guy filling in for the other weeks well enough to harass him. Admittedly, it's mostly that Ilya doesn't have the guy's phone number.
But Ilya doesn't even have to make any more calls. Apparently, Hunter must take care of it, and by Thursday morning of the third week Shane has a concerned look on his face.
"This is the weirdest thing," he remarks, Ilya hands him his coffee as he steps out of his car. "The final 3 weeks after this I was meant to have Wyatt Hayes come in from Ottawa."
"What?" Ilya chuckles to himself, "You hadn't wanted Pike? Was Montreal's most okayest player too busy."
At the mention of Pike's name, Shane's jaw noticeably clenches, his body tenses.
"We're not close anymore," he says through tight lips.
"No?" Ilya genuinely had no idea. "What happened?"
Ilya cringes, and adds, "You do not have to tell if you do not want to."
"No, it's fine," Shane says, but his expression says otherwise. "So, I came out to my parents the fall after my accident," Shane momentarily gets stuck on that thought before shaking it off, "and I was still hoping to play again. So I thought it would be smart to get a sense of reactions."
"I came out to Hayden and it was like a switch flipped," Shane laughs once. "He never said it outright, but he just couldn't get comfortable with the idea that the entire time he had known me I had been gay. He couldn't talk to me about relationship shit, not without making it weird, it's like he couldn't get over the fact that I had sex with men. Eventually I stopped reaching out. He never made an effort to bridge the gap, so I gave up."
"I'm sorry," Ilya means it. He knows how important Hayden had been to Shane.
"It's no big deal," Shane says. "I still talk to Jackie and the kids every once in a while, sometimes I even see them if I happen to visit Montreal, but Hayden always has something else going on when I'm out there."
Shane sits with the thought for a second before shaking it off and continuing, "Anyways, it was going to be Hayes, but he had to cancel."
He looks at Ilya expectantly. Whatever shadow had crossed Shane's face at the mention of Pike was gone now, tucked neatly back where Shane seemed to hold things he felt scared to carry.
Ilya has enough class to at least pretend to be shocked by this development.
"Is that so," he says, noncommittally. 
"It is," Shane turns to him as they get close to the offices. He levels Ilya with his gaze. "You wouldn't have anything to do with that, would you?"
"Of course not," Ilya says innocently, then looks thoughtful. "It would seem though, that you may need someone to cover those weeks. If only you had a four-time Stanley Cup winner at your disposal."
Shane just shakes his head. They both know Ilya's lying, but neither seems willing to point it out. They both know the second they do, they'll have to talk about it.
And if they talk about it, they'll have to deal with all of it.
And it's much easier to just ignore it for now.
"I mean," Ilya starts, as if the idea has just come to him. "I suppose I could stay. If you need the help."
"I guess I'll see you on Friday night to do more laundry," Shane says, smiling at Ilya.
It's just laundry, but it feels so much bigger. Shane hadn't asked if Ilya wanted to come over. Hadn't even framed it as an invitation.
Ilya had simply become part of Shane's routine.
"I guess you will."
Okay. 
Just three more weeks.
—---------------------------------------
Shane is running through checklists. It's the second last day of camps and he's feeling anxious, and being able to sort through checklists helps. He likes to make sure everything is where it should be, likes the quiet certainty of knowing all the moving pieces are accounted for. Likes to believe that might help him avoid disasters.
He's coming around the corner into the locker room when he hears Ilya's voice and pauses.
It's been weird hearing the voice again over the past month and a half. Shane honestly wonders if his brain somehow got rattled again and he's just been hallucinating it all. Honestly, on some level, that seems more believable to him than Ilya Rozanov deciding to stay in Ontario all summer. With Shane.
Thankfully, the nature of the camps has left Shane very little time to actually dwell on the implications. He would be lying if he said some of his trepidation over camps ending wasn't the fact that it meant Ilya had no good reason to stick around.
They hadn't talked about it. Just as they hadn't talked about a lot of things. They probably should have. They definitely could have. Beyond their Friday evenings—where Shane got to watch the horrors of Ilya doing laundry—they were also often having dinner together at least one other night a week. Consistently enough that it felt like something, but always spontaneous enough that they could both pretend it was coincidence.
But Shane had just wanted to appreciate the ease of it all. He knew if they started poking at that wound, nothing but years of hurt would come out. At least from him.
"-camps have been great," Ilya says, and there's silence where a response must come from a phone. "Yes, I am being careful with my knee," Shane smiles a little, imagining the exact look of exasperation that usually accompanies that tone.
"Of course, I am always good," his voice taking on a faux indignant tone. "I will be home soon, Sveta," the name sends ice through Shane's body. The familiarity in his tone makes it even worse.
Sveta. Svetlana. Ilya's ex-wife.
He knows he should leave. Shouldn't subject himself to this. 
He can't though. He has to hear, has to know.
Has to hurt his own feelings too, apparently.
"Yes, yes," Ilya chuckles, "Always so greedy, my love." 
Shane thinks he might throw up. He still can't move.
Ilya is silent long enough that Shane thinks he must have hung up.
Shane realizes that he's lurking.
"I understand," Ilya's quiet voice is more somber now. "No, truly, Sveta. I know. I miss you too."
Another pause.
"Yes, yes," Shane can hear the smile in Ilya's voice. "I love you too, Sveta. Be good."
Shane is able to frantically get out of the locker room before being seen.
Shane feels his face flame as he rushes back to his office. Locking the door behind him. 
Idiot.
He is a fucking idiot.
His heart is racing as if he's just run a marathon.
Hundreds of small moments from the past six weeks flood his mind. Ilya crouched beside nervous kids, speaking softly until their shoulders loosened. Loud laughter echoing through the rink as he chirped the older ones into pushing themselves. The dramatic gasp whenever he let a kid beat him in a drill. The stupid way he'd grin when Shane arrived each morning.
The infuriating way he did his laundry, always winking at Shane as he stuffed all his clothes into one haphazard load.
Ilya in Shane's apartment.
Fuck.
Why did he have to invite the man into his fucking home?
Shane knew better, should have known better. As if the thirteen fucking years of silence hadn't taught him a single lesson.
Because the Ilya he had seen in the past six weeks was the same one he'd seen in hotel rooms. To his credit, Ilya had managed to maintain it for longer than the few hours he had held it together in the past, but Shane knew. He knew this version of Ilya was always fleeting. The one who cared, the one who bought ginger ale for Shane. This wasn't permanent. 
No matter what, he'd always be Rozanov. Rozanov, who always had someone in each city. Ilya, who was always looking to fill out any empty spaces on his roster. 
I think I will find someone. Ilya had said it to Shane years ago. Had told him exactly how easy it was for him to replace someone who no longer fulfilled what Rozanov needed them for.
Fuck. Had he just come back to fuck Shane and leave? Had he not left enough carnage last time?
And had Shane been considering it? 
Thirteen fucking years, and Shane is just as stupid as he was in his 20's when it came to this fucking man.
Shane closes his eyes and collapses into his desk chair. He drops his head onto the desk and brings his hands up to the side of his head. 
He starts breathing deeply. Ilya is still out there. He will want to say goodbye to Shane before he leaves. He always does. 
Shane refuses to let Ilya see him like this.
—
Ilya hangs up with Sveta, a weight in his stomach. He's running out of excuses for staying here. The camps are ending and he and Shane haven't even spoken to each other about—well, fuck—about anything.
She wants him home on the soonest flight out of Ottawa after camps tomorrow. She had already purchased him a ticket leaving at 9pm the next day.
Ilya can't leave until he's spoken with Shane.
He also knows Shane. Knows it won't be fair to spring this conversation on Shane on the second last day of camps, when they still have to show up and be professional tomorrow.
Maybe he can just start the conversation today. At least, a plan to talk.
He sets off to find Shane.
"Hollander," Ilya calls into the rink, knowing Shane had wanted to make sure all the kid's skates were sharpened for tomorrow. Shane likes to end the camps with the kids gear done up as nicely as he can.
The skates are where they should be, ready to go. Shane is not.
Ilya heads right for Shane's office, where he usually finishes any stray paperwork before going home.
Ilya smiles to himself. Smiles at the way their routines have synced up again. At least for a little.
As he steps into the office area, something feels off. Shane's office door is closed, something Ilya hasn't seen since he's been here.
He walks over and knocks gently, "Hollander? Are you there?"
Ilya can hear shuffling around and then a "Yeah, hold on."
The words are clipped.
Something is wrong.
The thought tears through Ilya a second before the door opens.
This hypothesis is only confirmed when Shane finally opens the door and Ilya takes in his face. Ilya is suddenly shoved back in time six weeks.
The calm, cool face of neutrality is back.
"What did you need?" There's nothing inherently rude in how he says it, but the empty look in his eyes is wrong. Ilya unconsciously takes a step back from this man.
No, he thinks, we've gone backwards.
Ilya is face to face with Hollander. He's built walls higher than Ilya can reach, and there's no sign that Ilya will be thrown a rope.
"Hollander," Ilya reaches a concerned hand out to touch his arm, a touch Ilya knows is okay. One he has done many times in the past few weeks.
Shane flinches back from Ilya, forcing the man to pause with his hand hanging in the air. Unwilling to make contact with Shane if he does not want it. He drops his hand.
"Please," Ilya says it quieter. "Please, what is wrong?"
"Nothing," Shane stares directly into Ilya's eyes when he answers. Those deep brown eyes, usually endless pools of warmth, are now frigid. 
Ilya starts scanning through the past hour. He had spoken to Shane, what, 30 minutes ago?
Shane had made a joke about Ilya's shitty plans for dinner. They had exchanged chirps about each other's eating habits. It was normal.
Shane's jaw is tense. Ilya can see flickers of the real emotion hidden behind the practiced, cool exterior.
Hurt. Shane is hurt.
"Shane. Hollander," Ilya switches names when he sees Shane visibly shy away from the sound of his own name. The switch tears Ilya open. The response tells him everything he needs to know.
This is Ilya's fault.
There's no familiar flush painting the skin beneath Shane's freckles.
He looks pale.
Empty.
"Please," Ilya's voice breaks, "what happened? What did I do?"
Something flickers across Shane's face.
For one awful second Ilya thinks Shane might actually give him an answer.
He doesn't.
"Nothing," Shane says, emotionless. "You've done nothing."
Ilya can feel something ugly sitting beneath those words, deep enough to pull him under.
He just can't understand what it is.
Frozen in place, Ilya can do nothing but watch as Shane pushes past him.
"Close the door behind you when you leave," the words are cold as he tosses them over his shoulder without looking back. "Everything's already locked."
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    Chapter Summary

    In which we see a wedding from two points of view.

Or,

Ilya got married. Shane found out while buying shampoo.
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  Late June, 2018
Shane’s holding a bottle of shampoo the moment his heart breaks for the last time.
“Ilya Rozanov marries long time girlfriend,” is on the cover of a magazine with a paparazzi photo of Ilya and a woman leaving a club. His hand is placed casually, protectively, on her lower back as he leads her toward a waiting car.
The picture seems to mock him.
Svetlana. The name comes to him with embarrassing speed. He doesn’t need to read it to discover the who portion of his heartbreak.
He still picks it up, because he hasn’t quite hit his quota for hurting his own feelings yet today. 
He tries not to feel embarrassed purchasing the trashy magazine—which promises photos and details—and his shampoo.
He knows it shouldn’t still hurt. It’s been over a year since his accident, over a year since he’d even heard Ilya’s voice for the last time, whispering secrets in Russian Shane will never learn the meaning of. 
Jesus. He realizes with a start. It’s been almost a year and a half since he last saw Rozanov at the All Stars weekend.
The crushing feeling in his chest feels like an affront to that fact. 
It shouldn’t still hurt this badly.
Shane’s grinding his teeth as he pays at the register. Desperate to get out of the store and back home so he can figure out what this means.
For a sobering moment he’s not even sure why he’s so upset, not sure he could articulate it in a way that doesn’t leave him feeling mortified at the reality that he’s—what? Upset his ex…hookup? former rival? whatever the fuck Ilya had been? got married a year and a half after the last time they had sex?
Tears are threatening to spill over as Shane throws the magazine into the passenger side of his car before starting it.
He hates that Rozanov is still doing this to him, still eliciting this kind of heartbreak after so long. 
It’s not fair, he thinks stubbornly, feeling every bit the only child he is.
Well, Shane has learned plenty of times over the past year how little life cares for fairness.
Instead of making the half hour trek back to his cottage from the small town he purchased his groceries in, Shane makes the executive choice to find an empty parking lot and calm down before he winds up in a ditch.
Wouldn’t that be a perfect resolution to this story.
The day after news of Rozanov’s wedding breaks, all across sports media, “Shane Hollander, retired hockey player, dies in a ditch in small town Ontario with a magazine of his arch rival on the seat next to him.” He laughs darkly in spite of himself.
He finds a parking lot for a church that clearly wasn't holding services on a Wednesday afternoon.
Shane sits in the silent car. Hands tight on the wheel. Something to keep himself grounded.
Looking over at the magazine, he’s struck by how good Ilya looks. His hair’s longer, like it was in Vegas that one year. Shane briefly lets his cheeks flame red at thoughts of that night. Putting on a show for Ilya. He hates how his cock instinctively reacts to the memory.
Fuck. Why does he have to look so fucking good?
He throws his head back against the headrest and lets himself cry silently for about a minute before starting the breathing exercises he’s been working on with Dr. Morrison.
Once his heart rate has slowed, and the tears have dried, he allows himself to pick the magazine up with shaking hands.
Flipping to the page indicated on the cover, Shane’s eyes scan over the words.
Svetlana Vetrova…eloped…long time friends…excited for the new chapter… with reports from ‘inside sources’ that the couple seems to be very happy.
Shane thinks he might vomit.
The accompanying pictures do nothing to help his heartbreak. Just one from the actual wedding, it looks like Vegas, he scoffs to himself at the irony.
It’s a selfie that Rozanov obviously took moments after the ceremony. An actual Elvis impersonator is standing behind them, but the actual focus of the image is Svetlana’s smiling big to the camera, her curls are topped by a small novelty veil, her smile is breathtaking. Shane wishes he could find fault in her, but it’s not her fault Ilya chose her.
Ilya—who broke his heart—is pressing the biggest kiss against Svetlana’s cheek. He looks flushed and happy in a way Shane only remembers seeing in the quiet of hotel rooms.
Shane is sure to stop by the dumpster behind the church before starting his drive home.
--------------------------------
One week earlier
“Are you ready to talk about it?” Sveta demands from the opposite side of the bed.
They’ve just finished celebrating Ilya’s absolute lack of wins at the MLH awards. He's not even sure why he was invited this year. Ilya’s having a cigarette and mentally accepting the additional charge the hotel will levy against him. Sveta is flipping through the channels, wearing one of his shirts.
“Talk about what?” he says around the cigarette.
She turns to him sharply, “Ilyusha, don’t bullshit me. This past season has been the worst you’ve ever played. You barely made an impact on the scoring race. You are either always at the club or refusing to leave your house,” she exhales loudly, reaching for the cigarette, “you’ve been a ghost.”
"You scared me," she admits quietly. 
He hands her the cigarette and scrubs his face roughly with his hands. “I don’t know, Sveta.”
Freckles. Dumb, boring fucking freckles flash in his mind, unwelcome.
He feels her hand on his cheek and opens his eyes to find her wide, gorgeous hazel eyes staring back at him. Probing. Knowing. Too goddamn knowing.
Why couldn’t he just love her the way he ought to? He thinks helplessly. His life would be so much easier.
“Is it,” she pauses, hand still cradling his cheek. She seems to hesitate before pushing forward, “Jane?” 
She says the name quietly. Ilya wishes he could disappear into the bed and never emerge. 
The name’s wrong. The false one Ilya had brilliantly devised to keep their phone conversations as private as possible. Ilya thinks helplessly of the text thread he hasn’t deleted, even though no message he’s sent has made it to the intended recipient. 
He closes his eyes, pained at the memories that suddenly assault him.
Freckles. Soft kisses.
He nods. “There was someone,” he admits. "A man."
“Hollander,” she says easily, like she’s telling the weather.
His eyes fly open, in a second his heart is racing and he feels dizzy. She can’t know. Shane would kill him.
The panic must be clearly written across his face.
“Shhh,” she soothes him, pulling him into her chest and laying his head on her lap. “Relax Ilyusha. I’ve known for a while. I have not said anything. I will never.”
Her hand runs through his hair, and she leans down to press a kiss onto his forehead.
“How did you-” she puts her hand up to cut him off.
“Ilyusha, my sweet, simple man,” she says, taking on a rather maternal tone, considering he had his cock inside her within the past hour. “You are many things, amazing hockey player, fantastic lover,” she pauses, “probably other things too. You are not subtle though.”
He has no choice but to laugh at the face she pulls.
She waits until he’s quieted before asking, “Do you want to talk about it?”
“No,” he says quickly before thinking and adding, “not tonight.”
She nods and kisses him once more, agreeing, “Not tonight. But soon Ilyusha. I hate to see you like this.”
He rolls so he’s facing her, “Do you want to get drunk?”
Without speaking they make the choice to stay in the penthouse suite, and Ilya tries not to think of the nights he usually spent in Vegas after the MLH awards in years passed.
They raid the mini bar and order more vodka from room service when they quickly finish the vodka available.
Well past midnight they are lying on the bed, Ilya has Svetlana’s feet in his hands, rubbing the soles of her feet. She insists the heels she wore to the award show had ruined her arch, and since she was there only for him, it was his responsibility to fix it. The moan that leaves her mouth as he digs in is pornographic.
“You are too good to me, Ilyusha,” she says, giving him an over the top sultry look. “Honestly, I should save us both and just marry you.”
Ilya laughs for a second before the sound dies on his tongue. Dead seriously, he says, “You should.”
Sveta laughs loudly with a deeply affectionate look on her face. “Ilyusha, be serious.”
“I am,” he says, his mind sobering up quickly. “Sveta, we could just get married. You become my WAG. You move in with me,” he pauses, thinking of the last person who shared his bed with him, “or we move into a new home. You design however you like. I know you do not need it, but I have more money than I know what to do with. Citizenship becomes easier for me. We can take care of each other.”
Her eyes soften as the last words leave his mouth, and he has to look away, Sveta knows him too well.
“I appreciate the confidence that you could satisfy me,” she says kindly, choosing humour to avoid the wound he’s accidentally revealed.
“Sveta, would be our marriage,” he points out. “We continue as we are. We have separate bedrooms, when your usual paramours aren’t satisfying you, join me in my bed, or I go to you. Otherwise, you are free to fulfill your needs. I am free to fulfill mine. We don’t have to worry about any other entanglements.”
Sveta is kind enough not to remark on the implication of his final statement. Instead, she looks at him with those calculating eyes. “Keep rubbing my feet and we’ll see.”
—-----------------------------------------
Ilya groans, sitting up in the plush penthouse bed.
How much did they drink?
Well, if the empty bottles on the bedside table are any indication, he’s probably feeling better than he deserves.
“Good morning, Ilyusha,” a too bright voice welcomes him to the day.
He rolls over, pulling the pillow over his head.
“Fuck off,” he grumbles at her.
“He says this to the woman who brings him gifts,” he feels her weight land on the bed to his right.
The smell of coffee hits him a moment later. He pushes the pillow off his face enough to look at her with a discerning eye.
“Coffee?” he asks, the sound is muffled.
“Only if you come out," she promises, and follows through when he pops his head out.
He props himself up, eyes squinting against the light that is creeping through the curtains, sipping his coffee carefully.
"You are very chipper this morning," he remarks. 
"We need to talk," she says.
Ilya groans, "Why, Sveta? Have I not suffered enough?"
"Not quite," she laughs, and holds forth a gaudy costume ring. "First, to fulfill your quota of Russian suffering, you must make me an honest woman."
He pauses, the coffee cup halfway to his mouth, remembering their discussion the night before.
"Sveta," he warns, unsure if she's being serious. Unsure, honestly, if he was being serious the previous night.
"I know," she laughs, not putting down the ring. "Is a terrible idea, right?"
"Absolutely awful," Ilya laughs, shaking his head.
"Couldn't even consider it," she continues.
"No, definitely not."
"You need somebody," she says, her tone sobering. 
Ilya drops his eyes from the awful ring in her hand. "I can't, I shouldn't. You deserve better."
"Oh, Ilyusha, wait till they hear," she puts the hand holding the ring over her heart. "The way you force me to be WAG to best player in the league. The way you let me buy house, and decorate it however I want. You are cruel, terrible man."
Ilya can't help but laugh at her expression.
She smiles at him kindly. "You don't have to be alone."
"Sveta," Ilya is dead serious. "I can't ask you to do that."
"You're not," as if it's that simple. "I am offering."
Ilya stares at the coffee that is rapidly cooling in his hands.
"We take care of each other, my love," she says quietly, pulling one hand to her and slipping the awful ring onto his ring finger. "Like we always have. This time, I just also get access to your credit cards."
Ilya hits his future bride in the face with a pillow, aghast at how willingly she would use him.
And how willingly she would protect him.
He kisses her noisily on the cheek.
"Let's go find something stupid to wear," he suggests, smiling, though it doesn't quite reach his eyes.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya finally (mostly) faces the depths to which he has fucked up.
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Shane asks a question. Ilya hates the answer.
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  Ilya lays on his shitty bed in his shitty hotel room.
He wants to cry, but feels so shell-shocked that no tears come.
If he's honest with himself, the coldness from Shane is well deserved.
It's understandable.
That's somehow worse.
Ilya can't expect a few weeks together to even start to repair years of silence. He knows this. Knows it in the rational part of his brain that has been forcibly filing anything Shane Hollander-related away into the category of things I no longer deserve.
But they had been making progress. Shane had let Ilya into routines.
Into his life.
Coffee in the mornings.
Lunches in his office.
Laundry.
Dinner.
Shane had let Ilya into his apartment. Into the small, quiet parts of his life that Ilya knew he held tightly. Places that Shane didn't let people into casually.
Ilya had been stupid enough to actually start believing—
No.
He rubs both hands over his face hard enough to sting.
He had not been stupid.
Ilya knew Shane like he knew his own shadow.
He'd been hopeful. Reckless, with both their feelings. But he hadn't been stupid.
Shane had softened. 
Shane had offered physical touch, small though it may have been, and that was not nothing.
Ilya thinks of the shoulder bump outside the rink. The ibuprofen in Shane's pocket. The way Shane looked at him when he was making a fool of himself to get a laugh out of the kids.
Fuck.
Ilya squeezes his eyes shut.
Ilya can't get the look in Shane's eyes out of his mind.
Beneath the protective layer of neutrality was heartbreak. 
A look, he's certain, that Ilya has caused many times in the past thirteen years.
He thinks of the unanswered texts. The voicemails.
How many times had Shane reached out to Ilya?
He had told himself over and over that summer that Shane deserved better.
That the silence was a mercy.
He had convinced himself that the space would allow Shane to realize he deserved better. Deserved someone who could love him in the sunlight. Someone Shane could love without the additional stigma of fucking his arch rival on top of him beginning to reckon with his sexuality.
But he has to wonder, lying in this shit bed in Ontario, if maybe Shane had wanted the chance to decide that for himself.
The thought causes Ilya to recoil. It's followed by thoughts of what-ifs. And Ilya can't let himself believe they would have figured it out back then. 
They couldn't have.
His instinct is to run.
To leave.
To find the first flight back to Boston—fuck—even just drive back himself in the shitty rental car; he's made the journey before. He'd probably have to pay fines. He can't find it in himself to care.
It would be easier.
Cleaner.
Familiar.
But he's not the same man he was thirteen years ago. He's not the man who left Shane. 
Or at least he desperately wants to believe he isn't.
And is willing to put in the work to make sure he doesn't become that man again.
There's still one day left of camps.
One more chance.
If Shane will let him have it.
—------------------------
Ilya still shows up at the rink just before 7am.
He still buys coffee for Shane.
He still waits.
And waits.
7am comes and goes. Shane has still not arrived.
He continues to wait. Eventually, he gets back into his car because his knee starts bothering him. 
The coffee is cold.
He's still waiting. 
Ilya starts to really worry at 8:30am.
Kids start showing up at 8:45am.
Ilya can only shrug, tell them he doesn't have a key, but that Coach Hollander should be here any second.
He's not sure if he's lying to them.
Shane pulls into the lot at 8:50am.
Ilya struggles to get out of the car quickly, hoping to catch Shane before he can get into the building.
Shane strides past him without so much as a glance.
Ilya's chest tightens.
He carries the two cold coffees into the building, pausing briefly before he steps through the door. 
Ilya thinks he might be able to catch Shane in his office, before they have to go on the ice. He needs to talk to him. 
Shane's already leaving his office.
"Hey," Ilya says quietly, "Coffee? Is a little co-"
"I'm fine," Shane says, not breaking stride as he shoulders past Ilya.
He's not mean.
Not even rude.
Worse.
Professional.
Closing his eyes, Ilya tries not to panic. He can't lose the ground they've gained these past six weeks.
Ilya stops by the bathroom to dump out both coffees. Finds he's suddenly sickened by the taste.
The sharp sound of a whistle cuts through the air. Shane's already on the ice.
Ilya closes his eyes, trying to calm himself before he has to slip into skates and be a coach for a few hours when all he really wants is to lie prostrate before Shane and beg his forgiveness.
Shane immediately splits the kids into two groups, even though every morning they'd started altogether for stretching. He doesn't even look at Ilya as he calls the kids' names and sends half to Ilya's side of the ice.
Ilya feels like he's trapped underwater. The air is heavy between them.
The groups come together for a scrimmage before lunch. Two of the older boys crash into each other and there's a busted lip. Shane immediately goes to them to make sure they won't need to send anyone for stitches.
Ilya skates over to the bench to grab the first aid kit. He brings it to Shane, their hands brush, and Ilya feels Shane pull away.
"Thanks," Shane says without lifting his eyes.
Ilya almost wishes Shane spent the day being cruel to him. Wishes that he would cuss Ilya out in front of all the kids. 
Shane doesn't.
The cool apathy he directs towards Ilya is worse.
So much worse.
He stops by the office, foolishly thinking he might be able to trap Shane for lunch. 
His office door is closed. It's locked.
Ilya nearly humiliates himself by knocking, but he knows Shane won't answer.
Ellie is sitting at her desk eating her own sandwich. Her keen eyes look between Ilya and the closed door.
Over the last few weeks, Ilya has come to really enjoy Ellie. She clearly cares for Shane and loves the work she does at the rink. She's also very observant.
"What did you do?" she asks with a raised eyebrow. "He's been pissy all morning, he never locks his door." 
"I don't know," Ilya says. It's only partially a lie.
"Well, fix it," she says, as if it's the simplest thing in the world. 
"I will try."
He and Shane had started eating together in his office a few weeks ago.
The first day they had just gotten caught up talking while grabbing their lunches. Then Shane had started waiting for him. Then Shane had started expecting him.
It had quietly become routine.
Now Shane is eating behind a closed office door. 
Ilya eats his lunch in his car.
The afternoon is more of the same.
Shane is cordial. 
Shane is not kind.
—
On the last day of each week, Ilya and Shane split up the groups, geared up, and joined opposite sides for a scrimmage.
Ilya feels heavy as he walks towards the rink, uncertain what will happen.
A small spark of joy flickers to life for a second when he sees Shane geared up and on the ice.
The spark extinguishes as soon as Ilya gets his own gear and steps onto the ice himself.
Usually, it was fun.
A little competitive, sure. He and Shane couldn't do much without their need for competition flaring up.
It was an excuse to show off for the kids. They'd chirp at each other across the ice. Shane would roll his eyes when Ilya got dramatic with his team after scoring. Ilya would make a show of complaining whenever Shane managed to strip him of the puck.
It had become routine.
Another quiet moment that belonged to them.
Today is different.
Shane still plays hard. Still won't make eye contact with Ilya.
Any playfulness they had developed over the past six weeks seems to have vanished.
There are no chirps across the ice. No smaller comments whispered between them when they ended up shoulder to shoulder against the boards. No lingering between plays while the kids argue over penalties.
Shane plays well. Textbook.
A little harder than necessary.
Or perhaps it only feels that way because Shane never looks at him after any interaction on the ice.
Doesn't say anything. 
Just skates away, setting up for the next play.
The distance between the men is palpable.
Even the kids seem to notice.
Beti is back for this last week. Shane sponsored her so she could attend the first and last week. She skates up to him at one point during a pause in play while Shane explains a call to some of the younger players.
"So," she says slowly, looking between the two men. "Are you like, fighting or something?"
"No," Ilya's answer comes too quickly.
"Right," she says, raising her eyebrow in response, her tone rife with doubt. "Sure."
—
Ilya rushes the kids out of the arena at the end of the day. He figures he only has a moment.
Ellie left earlier, after making Ilya promise to fix whatever happened. He couldn't promise it.
Ilya gets to the office to see Shane frantically shoving his few things into his backpack. Shane stops moving when he notices Ilya crowding the doorway.
"Hollander," Ilya croaks out. The first words he's been able to direct at Shane in hours. "We need to talk."
Shane drops the backpack on his chair, turning to Ilya.
There are dark circles under his eyes. His face is blank.
"So, talk," he says, voice still detached.
Ilya meets his stony gaze, hoping to see something, anything, in them.
"I just-," Ilya's suddenly at a loss for words. "Are you okay?" he finishes lamely.
"I told you," Shane says, exasperated. "I am fine."
Ilya can't help the snark that escapes his mouth, "Right, sure. You are fine. This," he gestures at Shane, "is clearly man who is fine."
"I'm sorry," Shane's voice is laden with sarcasm. "Is there something wrong with not being honest?"
This pulls Ilya up short, "Hollander, what are you talking about?" he demands. "I have not been honest?"
Ilya quickly sorts through the previous days, hell, he looks through the previous weeks and can't think of an instance where he lied to Shane.
He steps closer to Shane, closing the door behind him. He doesn't want to trap Shane, but he also knows Shane will want this conversation to feel private.
"Just fucking tell me," Ilya pleads. 
"Forget it," he says, turning to his backpack.
"Shane."
The man's shoulders go rigid.
"Please," Ilya says quietly. "Tell me what I did wrong."
"What you did wrong?" he repeats softly. Ilya barely hears him.
The single laugh Shane coughs out is cold. Lifeless.
"That's fucking rich."
Ilya feels himself go cold.
"Hollander-"
"You're married, Ilya."
The words stop him short.
"Divorced," he corrects him. "Hollander, I did not lie. I am not married. Sveta and I are close, yes, but we are not together. She's just a friend."
"Right," Shane says flatly. "The same way you were 'just friends' before."
Oh.
Oh.
Ilya suddenly understands.
Of course, Shane would remember mentions of Svetlana only in the context of being the friend he fucked. The one other consistent person in his life.
Fuck.
Last night.
The phone call. 
Shane must have heard.
He and Shane had been joking around. Shane left to tidy up and get the skates ready for the next day. Ilya stayed back to clean the locker room. Sveta had called. Briefly.
She wanted him home. Wanted to make sure Ilya actually planned to return to Boston instead of disappearing into Canada indefinitely. Wanted to make sure he'd be there in time for her wedding. With a sizable gift. Emotional damages for the stress he's apparently caused her this summer.
Shane wouldn't have heard any of that.
Just the softness. The familiarity.
I love you too, Sveta.
Of course Shane would assume the worst.
How else was he supposed to interpret that? 
"Shane, you don't understand," Ilya tries frantically, and regrets using Shane's name as soon as he says it. Ilya watches his eyes cool from hurt to nothing.
"I understand plenty," Hollander responds. "I'm not doing this with you, Rozanov."
The use of his last name cuts Ilya to his core.
"Hollander, please." Panic starts clawing its way up Ilya's throat. "You have to give me a chance to explain."
"A chance?" Shane asks.
His voice is quiet. Lethal.
"I'm supposed to give you a chance, Rozanov? A chance for what?"
The words are cutting and something inside Ilya starts to unravel. He doesn't know what to say. He shakes his head.
"I don't know," Ilya answers quietly.
"I gave you an entire summer of chances," he points out. "You had thirteen years of chances."
"I know." Ilya's voice breaks.
"Did you think the last six weeks undid the past thirteen years?" Shane demands.
Ilya is shamefaced. Staring helplessly at the man currently crushing his heart in his hand.
He deserves it.
"What did you expect?" Shane asks. His calm, quiet voice cuts Ilya like knives.
He wishes Shane would scream.
"That I'd just be exactly where you left me?" Shane continues, and for the first time Ilya can see the emotions behind the numbness.
Hurt.
Humiliation.
Anger.
"Did you really think I'd just wait for you?"
Yes.
The answer enters his mind before he can pull the wool over even his own eyes. Before he can settle into the comfortable truth he has always held at this centre. That abandonment is inevitable, that love doesn't mean staying. Before he can properly filter this moment through that familiar lens, that yes sneaks through. It steals his breath.
There's a beat of silence where Ilya really should have opened his mouth to speak, to defend himself. But he's still reeling from this awful revelation. 
Shane takes his silence as the answer.
"I can't do this with you," Shane says simply, as if Ilya is little more than a bit of inconvenient paperwork. "Take care, Rozanov." 
Ilya is frozen, unable to speak. Shane steps away from him, seemingly shaking off the interaction, slipping back into this Shane. The one that belongs entirely to himself, and not at all to Ilya. He pushes past Ilya, opening the door to his office and leaving at a brisk pace.
Ilya is momentarily dragged back to that day in 2016, another moment of watching Shane leave, letting Shane push him away.
Ilya is left in the silence of that room with multiple realizations assaulting him from all sides, each fighting to crush him as one awful truth settles in.
Because yes, Ilya had expected Shane to wait, just as he had every other time.
Shane always waited.
Ilya had pushed him away repeatedly. Ignored him. Treated him poorly. Rejected him.
But Shane always responded to the next text.
He always arrived at whatever hotel room Ilya summoned him to.
Some horrible, selfish part of Ilya believed that he would be able to leave Shane in that hospital bed, leave Shane on read all summer, ignore the fucking voicemails, and Shane would still invite Ilya into his bed in the fall.
That even if Ilya couldn't ever offer Shane all that he deserved, he could still steal small pieces of his time.
That no matter what, they could have those quiet moments. Secret. Only theirs.
The realization crashes into him, nearly causing him to physically stumble as he pushes out of the office and, with his ears ringing, rushes out of the building towards his rental car in the parking lot.
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  October 2017
Boston is finally in Montreal for their first game of the season. They had played against Montreal in the preseason, but the game had been in Boston.
Ilya knew—and definitely only in the way a competitor would—that Hollander hadn't been fit to play yet in the preseason. He knew Shane was still out because of his injury, and wouldn't have flown with Montreal to Boston for preseason.
But they were in Montreal now.
If Ilya were to believe the latest reports, Shane was unlikely to even be at the game tonight. Montreal was fairly tightlipped about it, but it seemed Shane's TBI was causing chronic headaches. Ilya didn't see a loud hockey arena being the best place for him. 
He should be in the city though.
Ilya knew, knew, he should have responded to Shane over the summer. Knew he should have reached out after the hospital.
He hadn't. 
Ilya had put his American phone into the bottom of his backpack in Russia and ignored it. 
Almost ignored it.
Well, really only checked the messages every other week. And also the weeks in between.
And spent a miserable, and hopefully final summer in Russia.
He felt his reasoning for the silence was sound.
Things had gotten too close in All Stars. Ilya had been on the verge of revealing too much during his trip to Russia for his father's funeral.
They needed space. They needed distance and space and separation.
That way they could go back to how things were.
Ilya thinks of Shane's body in the hospital bed. Broken. He grips his phone tightly. 
There's still a voicemail from Shane he hasn't heard. Won't listen to.
Ilya had needed and taken space.
And now he is entirely sick of that space.
He opens his texts. Scrolls to the thread with Jane and tries not to think too hard about the unanswered texts.
hey
Too casual. But he can't conjure any words. He doesn't think there are any words that could help. 
The message goes through. Blue.
No Delivered beneath it.
Ilya stares at the screen. Something must be wrong.
Maybe bad reception.
Maybe Shane turned off his phone.
Maybe—
No.
He doesn't let himself second-guess the action before pressing call.
He barely gets the phone to his ear before hearing it ring once and go to voicemail.
Ilya thinks he must have made a mistake. Or maybe Shane is already on the phone.
He waits five minutes before calling again.
One ring. Voicemail.
No.
His breath quickens.
It feels like someone has reached into his chest and is crushing his heart.
He calls again.
One ring. Voicemail.
He tries again.
Same thing.
Tears are threatening to fall by the time he tries once more. He hangs up the second the robotic voice starts walking him through leaving a voicemail that will never be heard.
He throws his phone down on his bed.
He feels like he might pass out.
Shane won't be answering Ilya's calls. He blocked Ilya.
Ilya had waited too long.
He finally listens to the unheard voicemail from Shane.
Ilya plays the worst game of his career against Montreal that night.
—
It's a month before he starts leaving messages. Logically, he knows he's blocked. Understands that Shane will never receive the messages. But he can't stop himself.
He's also very drunk.
"You gotta answer, Shane." His accent is thicker when he's this drunk. He hangs up.
Ilya had been out with the team after a loss. Ilya had played like shit. He'd been playing like shit in every game since Montreal. Ilya might just be a shit player now.
He drowned his sorrows with the team out at a bar. He turned down offers to go home with a few different girls.
Couldn't get the thought of freckles out of his mind.
Drank enough so they faded.
And now he is home. Dialing a number he knows won't answer. Wanting to speak to the man who is slowly tearing him apart.
Ilya feels it is deserved. He does deserve this.
He definitely doesn't deserve Shane. 
Hollander.
Whatever.
He calls again.
One ring. Voicemail.
"Ya tebya lyublyu," Ilya mumbles in Russian. Not even brave enough to say the words in English into the void. Or wherever the fuck these messages are going. He hangs up.
—
One ring. Voicemail.
"Montreal is playing like shit without you." He's lying on his couch watching the game.
There's a bottle open on the table. 
There's takeout from last week on the floor.
"I am playing like shit without you," he says, quieter this time.
He hangs up.
—
Shane announces his retirement shortly after All-Stars.
Ilya gets drunk. He plays the next day hungover. He's not even fully aware of who they are playing. Not even sure what city he's in.
Ilya gets benched halfway through after taking a third needless penalty. He doesn't blame his coaches. Honestly, he's shocked they're still putting him on the ice.
He knows what's being said about him. Knows the theories commentators are putting forward to explain his decline.
If only they knew.
After the game, Ilya is in his hotel room.
Hungover. 
Angry.
Tired.
So tired.
One ring. Voicemail.
"I can't believe you, Hollander," Ilya says. "You retire. You give me no chance to fix anything. Fuck you."
—
Sveta finds him one night. She had plans with Ilya to have dinner. Planned to use the occasion to ambush him and force him to open up about what had been happening to him.
Boston had just won at home, despite Ilya's performance on the ice for the few minutes he had been on the ice. The win, however, should be cause to celebrate. 
Ilya is playing the worst hockey of his career.
Svetlana isn't sure how he's kept the C this season. She doesn't think he'll have it in the fall.
Not sure Boston won't make moves to offload the clearly broken Russian man.
She half hopes it's drugs. She can handle drugs. Ilya can handle rehab.
Deep in her gut she knows that's not it.
Knows that it's worse.
"Ilya," she calls.
There's a silence to the house that scares her. Reminds her of the silence Ilya carried with him after his mother died.
She walks down the hall until she passes through the kitchen.
The kitchen is a disaster. Bottles line the counters. His sink is overflowing with dishes. Half eaten meals are littered throughout.
She steps over clothes dropped haphazardly.
He must have canceled the cleaning service.
She pushes on toward the living room.
All the lights are off.
The air feels too still.
Her stomach drops.
And then she hears it. A quiet voice. Raw and ragged.
She lets out a breath of relief she hadn't realized she was holding.
Stepping into the living room, Svetlana feels the relief die in her chest. Ilya is sitting on the couch. He seems hardly aware of his surroundings.
A ghost of the boy she grew up alongside.
He's silent now. He's staring down at something in his hands like it might devour him alive.
She thinks it already has.
"Ilyusha," she tries quietly.
He doesn't look up. Doesn't even flinch at the sound.
Svetlana can see tears in his eyes. See them falling into his lap as he hangs his head.
He looks terrible. He's still wearing his suit from the game. Tie loosened. Jacket abandoned on the floor next to him.
She steps closer, moving slowly, feeling like she is approaching a wild animal. 
He lets out a shuddering breath before looking up at her.
What she sees terrifies her.
She could manage sadness, could find a way to deal with grief or anger or hurt or any of those easier emotions.
No, the hazel eyes staring at her are empty.
Blank.
Svetlana is suddenly twelve years old, Ilya, standing outside his mother's funeral.
A boy who was too young to feel the weight of that loss.
She feels just as helpless when faced with the obvious pain hanging over him now.
"I've ruined it," he says in a voice laced with so much anguish it tears into Svetlana's heart.
Svetlana isn't sure what it is, and knows now isn't the time to ask.
"I waited too long," he chokes out before folding in on himself.
She rushes forward to him and he collapses into her arms.
Dropping the item from his hands. His phone. Still open to the log of recent calls.
She only sees one name.
Jane.
Ah.
His whole body seems to shudder as he lets the tears fall from his face. She places a hand on his back. Rubs circles into it, like she had when they were kids.
He doesn't cling to her, doesn't seem to be clinging to anything. He just collapses as if he couldn't bear to hold the weight of whatever it is he's been carrying.
—
Ilya never deletes Shane's number. 
He doesn't call constantly.
Just once in a while.
Just to check.
He stops leaving messages that will reach no one.
Mostly.
He's not sure what he'd do if the call ever connected.
It's always the same.
One ring. Voicemail.
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  The first place Ilya tries is Shane's apartment. As soon as he pulls up he instinctively looks to the top floor. It's only four floors, so it's not far.
The lights are out.
Fuck.
Though, he didn't expect Shane to be quite so easy to find.
He gets back in his car.
He opens his phone. 
He's got so many unanswered texts.
From Marley. From St. Simon. From Hunter. From some of the rookies he was mentoring.
He hasn't been able to answer many. Hadn't been able to figure out how to explain to any of his friends in Boston why he'd decided to take a summer vacation in southern Ontario to do hockey camps with Hollander. Marley would have seen through it.
And honestly, Ilya hadn't wanted to lie about it.
After so many years of silence, and now six weeks of the closeness he'd been craving all that time—he's finally feeling absolutely fed up when it comes to lying about Hollander.
He thinks he knows where Hollander has fled. Shane would want to be somewhere he felt safe. And somewhere Ilya, theoretically, can't find him.
Ilya scrolls through his contacts and sees Jane. 
He wishes he could call.
Wishes it were that simple.
He hadn't needed to be able to call Shane all summer. They had their routines and if Ilya showed up at the rink at 7am, Shane would be there. They made plans for those weekly dinners and Friday laundry at the rink. 
Ilya had been too scared to broach the topic. Didn't want to remind Shane that Ilya really didn't deserve access to his life.
He scrolls back up and finds Ellie's number.
She had given it to him when she realized how poorly he'd been eating in his hotel room. She'd wanted to help him. Wanted to feed him.
She answers on the second ring.
—
Shane's not sure what he expected.
He had hoped they would be able to finish out this week without incident. Say goodbye, and with it repair the goodbye they hadn't properly gotten all those years ago.
It could have provided him closure.
Let him try to actually develop a permanent relationship with another man that can last more than a few months before Shane checks out.
Allow himself to find happiness outside of the hotel rooms of his early twenties.
He had been an idiot.
Ilya would always be a soft spot for him.
Giving Ilya access to Shane had been a mistake.
The hold Ilya had on Shane all those years ago feels embarrassing to an extent now. He would have done anything for Ilya. Would have been anything to Ilya if it meant staying in the warmth of the Russian's proximity.
Ilya had been the first man Shane had ever been intimate with. And the best, if he's honest with himself. Though part of him hopes that notion only comes down to nostalgia and memory. Hopes the best sexual experiences hadn't been the ones he bumbled through as an inexperienced twenty-something.
Ilya had also been the first person Shane had…loved.
And it had been love. 
He knows this now.
Part of him knew it then.
It wouldn't have hurt so much had it not been love.
He doesn't think it's love anymore. But the tenderness is still there. The Ilya-shaped hole in his heart has somehow not scarred over, just stopped bleeding.
Shane had been given the softness Ilya most often kept beneath his snarky, asshole exterior. Had allowed Shane into the more vulnerable parts of his life. 
Had called Shane after his father's funeral.
He had forced himself to move on. After it became clear that Rozanov wasn't coming back, Shane had to push himself forward.
It was the hardest year of his life.
His recovery was initially fairly standard. The collarbone sucked, but healed on time. Initially, the same could be said of the concussion.
And then the headaches came back.
The nausea.
Dizziness.
He saw specialist after specialist. Had scan after scan.
Initially it was the same thing, just rest. Give it time. Because brain injuries can be unpredictable.
Shane had known though. Had felt it as soon as the headaches came back. 
The MRI confirmed it. 
Diffuse axonal injury. Mild, they said. 
But a brain injury is never truly mild.
We can't guarantee another hit won't worsen this permanently.
Permanently.
And Shane couldn't guarantee he wouldn't get another bad hit.
He held the diagnosis for a while. Saw more specialists. It always came back to the same.
No guarantee. 
Another hit.
Permanently.
His retirement was announced on a Tuesday.
He hadn't cried.
He had wished he could call Ilya.
And now Ilya is in fucking Ontario. And Shane isn't sure how to deal with it.
After Shane spent that first year trying to tear the man out of him by the roots. 
He sits heavily on the couch in his cottage. He's holding his head in his hands.
His whole body feels wrung out and raw. 
Did you think I'd wait?
The question he had hurled at Ilya.
The one he hated to ask. 
Because he knows his own answer. Hates it a little. Can't let it become true, because Shane isn't sure he'd survive losing Ilya to the silence again.
I would have waited.
He hates himself for it.
Hates that if Ilya had made it clear to him there was a chance he could have a small piece of the man in Shane's life, that he would have gone running. Would have jumped through hoops.
He needed to be able to make Ilya a villain. Not that Ilya needed very much help, considering it seems like he's still close with his ex-wife. One of the few people in Ilya's life whom Shane felt genuinely jealous of. And all the while, he was still trying for closeness with Shane.
He hadn't imagined it.
He's not sure if Ilya has stayed all these weeks purely because there's a part of him that feels guilty for ditching Shane, and sees this as an act of penance. A way to gain forgiveness.
Oh god.
Maybe that's all this had been. Ilya had felt bad. Ilya was trying to make up for past mistakes and he'd lost it on him about talking to someone Shane has no business caring about.
No.
The logical part of his brain stops that spiral before he can get lost in it.
He forces himself to consider the concrete facts. Moments he can point to. He thinks about the way Ilya had been looking at Shane while he explained the correct way to fold his laundry to avoid wrinkles. 
Or the quiet chirps said against the boards. Or the way Ilya would linger at Shane's touch. Would almost shiver at it.
Coffee every morning.
Ilya bringing snacks he knew Shane would like.
Shane had mentioned offhandedly one day how happy he was that there were Rainier cherries for sale. They were available for such a short seasonal window, and Shane wanted to get some over the weekend.
Ilya handed him a container of them the next day at lunch. Each was perfect. Each had the stem removed.
Ilya must have gone through and removed any of the squishy ones. He knew Shane would hate to touch one, much less eat it.
Ilya cared. Cares.
He's not sure which tense applies right now.
"Fuck," he mutters it aloud to no one.
His parents are at their cottage. He could call them.
He won't.
The camps are over now. Shane has to assume that Ilya has taken him at his word and is probably headed to Ottawa to catch the first flight out of the country.
That's what Ilya did.
He left.
—
There's a knock on the door. It's loud. Two strong raps and then silence.
Shane gets up from his place on the couch, dragging his feet as he goes. He reaches over and unconsciously dims the lights on his way over.
He has a headache.
They've been better for quite a few years now. Less severe. Less common.
He could go most months without a flare up.
Provided he avoids stress.
As he turns to face the front door he almost trips over his own feet.
Ilya.
Here.
At Shane's cottage.
Shane steps forward to open the door. Trying desperately to use the last shreds of his energy to pull back on the mask that would let him survive this. The one who didn't care.
"What do you want, Roz—"
"Please," Ilya cuts him off.
The word comes out rough.
Wrong.
Desperate.
Ilya drags a hand through his hair hard enough to pull at it.
"Just—" he exhales sharply, visibly trying to calm himself. "Fuck. Please. Let me talk before you throw me out."
This isn't what Shane had expected.
Shane has a brief out of body experience as he realizes that Ilya is at his cottage.
And that Ilya is beautiful.
Even upset, panicked and clearly falling apart, Ilya is beautiful.
He stands in front of the massive windows that overlook the lake. The orange light from the sunset pours around him, creating something unreal.
It's infuriating.
"How did you even find-"
"Ellie," Ilya answers the unfinished question. "I ask her, she gives me address. She says 'hi'."
"Ilya—"
"No." The word is firmer this time, but still ragged. "Please. You have to let me talk."
Shane hates how quickly he quiets. Seeing Ilya like this is so disorienting. The man is always so careful. So practiced at how he is seen publicly. 
Ilya looks terrible. Had looked terrible all day.
Like he hasn't slept.
Like he's spent the past few hours they've been apart swinging from angry to devastated.
"Fine," Shane says tightly. "Talk."
Ilya nods. The movement jerky and panicked.
He seems shocked Shane has let him speak. His shoulders drop a bit.
"Okay," he seems to be speaking to himself. "I am not married to Sveta."
"Yeah," Shane snorts, he can't help interjecting. "But you were."
Shane struggles to maintain the cool facade. Struggles to keep the hurt from his voice.
"Yes," Ilya confirms. "Listen. I said I was married. I did not say I was in love."
He rubs a hand over his face. Suddenly looking very tired.
"I did not say I was happy," his voice breaks on the final statement.
The words sit heavily between them as they stare at each other.
"But you were married for-"
"Years," Ilya says easily, waving them off like those years were nothing. "Yes, Hollander. I was married for years. I think you'll find many marriages can last for much longer without being in love."
"Listen," he demands, as Shane's eyes drift from his face. "I married Sveta, sure, after I couldn't stop thinking of you. I spent nearly a decade married to her. I was never in love with her. She was safe. She was protection."
Protection?
Shane wants to ask from what, but can't seem to find the words.
"If I was married to her," he continues, "then I could never get close to any of the people I saw outside of her. Was open marriage. I could probably count the number of times we fucked after the wedding on one hand."
The reality of it being an open marriage, that Ilya continued to sleep with other people, shouldn't comfort Shane.
But it does.
"You aren't in love with her?"
Ilya chuckles lightly, "I think her fiancee would be quite disappointed if I was."
"Fiancee?" Shane clarifies.
"Yes," Ilya nods. "They're getting married soon, in Boston. I am best man."
The fight leaves Shane a little.
He hadn't expected that.
Hadn't expected any of this.
Shane can't look at him.
"Shane," Ilya's voice cracks on his name. "You scared me. You would not talk to me. You would not even look at me. I did not know what was happening."
Shane is still.
A part of him is desperate to cave. Wants to stop holding himself up and away from Ilya, as he has been all summer. 
He's just so tired. He wants to let his body finally fold into Ilya the way it naturally wants to.
Just wants to comfort the man. Wants to forget all of it and just let himself have a taste of the poison that Ilya is.
The other part, thankfully the stronger part, is angry. So mad that Ilya can just wander in, spend six weeks with him and utterly change the fabric of Shane's life.
"Funny, coming from you," Shane can't stand the hypocrisy.
His voice cracks.
"I know I've fucked up," he says.
The words sound dragged out of him.
"I know that nothing I say can take back those years."
A beat.
"But I am here now."
Shane wishes this isn't what he wanted.
That he hadn't spent months, years dreaming of this very thing.
Ilya coming after him.
"Why, Ilya?" Shane allows himself a moment of vulnerability. "Why are you here?"
Shane's not sure if he's asking why Ilya's here in his cottage now, or why Ilya's been here all summer.
"I can't leave like this," Ilya says immediately, the pain clear in his voice. "I can't leave with you thinking that. With you hating me."
And then softer, "I don't want to spend another thirteen years regretting this."
Shane closes his eyes.
Shane opens his eyes and sees softness in Ilya. 
Realizes the implication.
Of course.
Ilya wants closure.
One last conversation.
A clean ending.
"Okay," Shane nods. He can allow this truth. He can avoid the others for the sake of goodbye.
Because it will be goodbye. Camps are over. Ilya has no good reason to be here anymore. He has a life in Boston to return to.
Shane can say goodbye.
The realization takes the last bit of adrenaline out of his body. 
The last bit of fire he's holding to keep himself warm.
"Okay," he repeats.
The tension leaves the room and Shane is exhausted.
Ilya also looks absolutely drained. The wind has gone out of his sails. His eyes look painfully tired.
"Do you want a drink?" Shane offers.
"Yes," Ilya nods, he seems just as tired.
Shane gets a bottle of vodka from his freezer. Pours some for himself and Ilya, who raises his eyebrow at the drink choice.
"What?" he asks. "No ginger ale?"
"Doesn't exactly feel like a ginger ale moment."
Ilya shrugs, clearly unable to argue with the point.
Shane gestures towards the large doors that lead to his deck.
The two men walk out onto the deck. The late summer air is cool as the sun is setting. Shane leads them toward the seating area.
Ilya grimaces as he lowers himself onto the adirondack chair.
"Your knee?"
He nods, rubbing his hand into the joint.
"Yeah, I definitely put it through more in the last few weeks than I have since retirement."
"I've got ibuprofen inside," Shane offers. "And ice or heating pads, if you want."
Shane curses himself a little, he doesn't need to make Ilya too comfortable.
He isn't sure what the man's end game is here tonight.
Shane's not even certain of his own end game. He just knows he wants to ease their goodbye.
"Ibuprofen would be good," Ilya admits, and Shane knows it's bad for Ilya to accept even that.
He moves to get up.
"No, no," Ilya waves him back. "You are comfortable, I will get. Just tell me where."
"I think there's a travel bottle in the first drawer when you enter the kitchen."
Ilya nods and gets up to poke around Shane's kitchen.
He takes a moment to think about how insane that is.
—
Ilya cannot believe he's in Shane's home. Because he felt it the moment he stepped into the cottage. This was Shane's home.
It had the personal touches that were missing from Shane's apartment in town. Photographs hang on the wall of Shane with his loved ones.
Shane with Mark at a pride parade, Ilya tries not to hate that one. Knows he doesn't have the right to.
Shane with two people who Ilya recognizes as his parents. 
Mostly, Ilya can't believe Shane let him in. He can't believe Shane is willing to talk to him. Willing to let Ilya be here. 
He wants to absorb every detail. Hold onto every moment.
Ilya knows he has to go home eventually. Knows that Boston is calling, and he can't keep shirking his responsibilities.
But Ilya is finally here. In Shane's home.
He finds the drawer Shane referenced, it might be the most organized junk drawer Ilya has ever seen.
The promised travel size ibuprofen bottle, a few batteries organized by size, a pair of scissors, and a few other odds and ends. Items that don't quite have a home anywhere else.
Ilya grabs the bottle and as he does he nudges a few take out menus—Ilya would be chirping Shane about those—something gets pushed out from beneath them.
It's metal. 
Familiar.
There's no fucking way.
His hand grazes the recognizable curved edges of the lighter. Pulls it out from underneath the menus.
He holds it, turning it to be sure.
His finger naturally catches the texture of the engraving on the bottom.
It's his name. In Russian.
This is Ilya's lighter.
The one he lost in the hospital.
Shane had kept it.
After all these years. Shane, who kept nothing that didn't have a clear, defined place in his life, had kept Ilya's lighter. The one he had accidentally left in Montreal thirteen years ago.
Ilya realizes when he hears the deck door that he's been staring at the lighter for far too long.
"Roz?" Shane calls. 
Ilya turns silently, holding up the lighter.
"You kept it?" he asks softly. "My lighter. You kept it."
Shane's face flames at the words.
"Yeah," Shane shrugs. "I think I found it in my backpack a million years ago. Must have gotten mixed into my things after we saw each other in Tampa. At All-Stars."
"You kept it," Ilya repeats. 
"Yeah," Shane's blushing, he looks embarrassed. "I saw the engraving. Figured it was yours. It was nice. I thought maybe, eventually-"
He stops and closes his eyes. The anguish on Shane's face kills Ilya.
"I did not lose it at All-Stars," Ilya says, almost disbelieving. "I lost it in April of that year."
Shane narrows his eyes, "April?" he clarifies. "But, Ilya, we didn't see each other in April? I had my accident. I didn't play in the game against Boston that month, I was in the hospital. It had to have been All-Stars."
"No," Ilya says simply. "Was April. I remember."
Time seems to freeze. Ilya watches confusion transform into understanding.
"You came?" Shane asks, sounding utterly shocked. "To the hospital."
"Yes," Ilya answers, refusing to look Shane in the eye.
"You didn't stay," this is not a question.
Ilya shakes his head in response. Keeping his expression closed.
"Why?" the vulnerability, the years of hurt, the desperation in that single word is devastating to Ilya. 
Why didn't you stay?
Why did you even come?
Ilya's not sure which he's asking.
He shakes his head again. Doesn't trust his voice not to crack, not to break. He also doesn't like the answer. Doesn't want to give Shane another reason against them. A reason that goes beyond the ones that no longer apply. A reason against Ilya himself.
"Ilya, why?" Shane fights dirty. The use of Ilya's name in that heartbroken tone, the sound of tears thick on his lips. "Why didn't you stay?"
Ilya keeps his eyes away from Hollander's face. Need at least that distance.
"You were closeted, we both were," deciding to give Shane the easier answer. "I had no way to stay. I had no reason to even be in Montreal, let alone in that hospital. I couldn't stay."
"But you came," Shane says quietly, pausing, the thought occurring to him. "When?"
"Hmm?" Ilya knows he's avoiding that answer.
"When did you come to the hospital, Ilya?" Shane asks directly.
"Um, the same night," he coughs, looking away from Shane. "Or I guess, morning after. I got there after 2am. Had driven all night."
"How-" Shane's voice cracks. "How does that turn into ignoring me?"
What he says next comes out as a whisper, barely audible. "I was not good enough for you, Shane," Ilya says, closing his eyes to maintain some level of dignity as he tears his heart from his chest and shows Shane all the tender parts. "I did not deserve the time I had already taken from you. I couldn't keep holding you back. I couldn't give you what you deserved."
They both sit in silence, the size of Ilya's words taking the air out of the room.
"I left after they started arriving."
"Who?" Shane asks, confused.
"Everyone," Ilya laughs once softly, maybe a little bitterly. "Friends. Teammates. Your parents. You were so loved. You didn't need grumpy Russian in the way."
"That was stupid."
"I know."
They sit back down outside after both men take an ibuprofen. The drinks sit largely untouched.
"You should have let me decide," Shane says after some silence.
Ilya nods, hanging his head. "I know this now."
"I'm sorry." 
The two words are both too big and too small to contain all the implications and feelings Ilya would like to say. He doesn't know what else to say.
Shane exhales loudly. 
"This summer was still good," Shane says. "I'm glad we got this opportunity."
It sounds like goodbye.
"Me too."
"It was nice to play against you again," Shane smiles as he says it.
The sun has just started to dip below the horizon. 
"I should go," Ilya states. "It's getting late."
He moves to stand, and Shane moves to follow. He places his hand on Shane's shoulder stopping him.
"Don't," Ilya nearly begs. He can't do a goodbye at the door. "I will leave. You have headache. Rest."
His hand moves from Shane's shoulder to briefly graze against his cheek. Lets his thumb pass over the freckles that are going to haunt him if he can't find a reason to stick around.
Shane seems to momentarily melt into the touch, eyes closing. 
Ilya begrudgingly removes his hand. Watches Shane's eyes open. Dark. Warm. Scared.
"Goodnight, Shane," Rozanov chooses his words carefully. Hopes Shane understands.
"Bye, Ilya."
As Ilya passes through the kitchen to get to the front door, he reaches into his pocket, extracting the lighter.
He leaves it on the counter before closing the front door behind himself and driving back to his hotel.
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  April 2017
Ilya can’t breathe. He’s not sure he’s been able to take in a full breath since Hollander hit the ice. 
He drove recklessly here. He knows it.
His eyes flicker over the clock on the dashboard.
2:23am. 
Shit. 
He hadn’t considered this when he got into his car 5 hours ago. How the fuck was he going to get into the hospital room. Yes, we are active enemies. But please, let me see him. Let me hold him.
After abandoning his car in what he hopes is the appropriate parking area, but what’s the parking spot for my rival who I also fuck is in hospital and I need to touch him to know he’s okay? Ilya feels fairly certain this is a first. Figures there isn’t a precedent.
Focus. He forces his mind to the task at hand. He spent the last 5 hours spiraling as he drove north out of Boston, refreshing every sports news outlet with one hand while he steered with the other.
His confidence wavers as he enters the hospital and realizes that he doesn’t speak French. 
To be fair, Ilya has known this fact for most of his life, he just forgot how big of an issue it can be in Montreal. 
He’d heard teammates bitch about trying to get service without attitude from the haughty Québécois. Ilya never had anything to add. Other than the one night he went to a club and had his heart broken by Hollander, he spent every night in Montreal with Shane. He never had reason to bristle against the fucking language.
“Do you need help, sir?” a kind voice comes, blessedly, in English. He must have a look about him.
He frantically turns towards it, and his eyes meet a warm face, her brow furrowed in concern.
Ilya can’t imagine how he looks. He hadn’t put much thought beyond be clothed before left his house. He's been running his hands through his hair for the past 5 hours and he knows his eyes must be tinged with sadness.
“Please,” he chokes out.
“Do you know what unit you’re looking for?” she asks, leading him over to the information desk a few feet away.
“Um,” he pauses, thinking quickly. Where did they usually take the players after they were hurt? Where would they take Shane after a hit like that?
“Hollander,” he manages. “Shane Hollander. He was brought here.”
It comes as a statement. And he pauses briefly. Ilya had only searched ‘montreal hospital’ and found whichever was closest to the arena. Cold washes through his body as he realizes Shane may not even be in this building.
“Are you family?” she asks. He thinks the fact that she's asking is a good sign.
“Teammate,” he says. It's the first thing he can think of. The first that makes sense. The only reason a man would be visiting Shane at night.
Her brow furrows. “Let me make a call and I’ll see what I can do.”
She gestures for Ilya to take a seat on a nearby bench. He does and immediately drops his head into his hands. He’s exhausted.
“Excuse me, sir,” a new voice, female, this one edged with the Quebecquois accent he’s come to expect in this city. 
As he raises his head he hears a soft gasp.
“Ilya Rozanov,” perfect, a hockey fan.
Ilya turns on the most charming smile he can manage, considering he just spent the past 5 hours driving like a maniac across the border, he thinks he does pretty well.
Unfortunately, this woman does not look like she's about to be charmed by Ilya.
"Yes," he says warmly, at least that's what he tries for. "Hello, what's your name?"
"Vivienne," she answers with a small smile. "I thought… uh, you are not a teammate?"
Ilya closes his eyes. Fuck. He can't think. He's too tired, his body is finally crashing from the injection of adrenaline that came upon seeing Shane laying on the ice.
"Uh," he is trying desperately to think. "I just," he figures honesty, some level of honesty, might be best, "I need to see him."
His voice breaks on the last word and shame floods his system. He can feel tears welling up at the edge of his vision.
Vivienne takes a hard look at him. Ilya is both praying that she understands, and that she remains entirely ignorant of what he's implying. She's making a decision, staring closely at Ilya's face. Like she's trying to peel back his walls and find whatever he's hiding at his centre.
Ilya feels naked standing in front of her. Laid absolutely bare in the lobby of this Montreal Hospital.
She must see something in Ilya's face. She gives him a tight nod and gestures towards a back hallway.
"I can give you a few minutes," she says quickly, leading him through hall after hall, the turns she takes feel entirely random. 
Eventually they come to an elevator. It looks like a freight elevator.
She brings him up to a collection of private rooms. Ilya isn't sure what unit they're on. Isn't sure he wants to know.
She brings him to the room Shane is in.
He stops her before she opens the door.
"He's—" he cuts off, steels himself before continuing. "He's okay? Yes?"
Vivienne stares at him with such empathy that Ilya feels confident she knows. Understands what he's asking.
He hopes for their sake she respects her vow of patient confidentiality.
She reaches for him, patting his arm.
"He will be," she says. "I can't say much else. I already shouldn't be letting you in here. But…" she looks at him hard, "I think he'd want you there?"
She says the last part as a question.
Ilya nods. And then hesitates. "I think so."
"His parents are coming back in the morning," she tells him quietly. "I'll tell the other nurses not to bug you, just stay out of their way if they come into the room."
"Of course," he agrees immediately. "Is there any way I can thank you?"
"I can't ask you to throw a game, can I?" she jokes, of course, a Montreal fan.
Ilya laughs, his first genuine laugh in hours.
She reaches up and pats his cheek maternally. "Take care of him," she says, knowingly.
Ilya stands with his hand on the door.
Something inside of him is telling him to run. To leave. Whatever is behind that door cannot hurt him if he never faces it.
Shane.
On the ice.
Motionless.
He needs to know Shane's okay.
He opens and steps through the door before he can think too deeply about the implications of his choice.
The lights are mostly off. A lamp next to Shane's bed and the machines attached to him off the majority of light.
Shane looks small in the hospital bed.
Fragile.
Ilya momentarily feels stuck to the door. Scared to step closer.
Shane makes a small sound as he rolls over.
"Ilya," the voice is quiet. Barely there.
"Hey," he says quietly. The sound of Shane's voice frees him from his place against the door.
"You're here," he mumbles. Ilya has to strain to catch the words. 
Shane's eyes are nearly closed. It barely seems like he sees Ilya.
"Yes," Ilya says, his voice thick with emotion. "Hi, Shane."
With the energy he's able to muster, Shane reaches a hand out to Ilya.
Ilya walks quietly across the room to take Shane's hand in his own. Careful not to fuck with any of the wires connected to the man.
"Missed you," he says, his lips hardly open.
Ilya feels his heart shatter.
Is this all they can have?
What if Shane had been seriously injured? Would Ilya have to come up with some bullshit reason to get in and see him?
Stolen moments.
The darkness of the room suddenly feels oppressive. Ilya can only care for Shane—can only love Shane in the darkness and in the silence when no one else can see them. 
Ilya has known it was love for a while. Had felt it for even longer than he knew it.
And standing here, over the broken body of the man he loves, not able to know what had happened to him medically. Not able to stay once the sun rises. All of this seals Ilya's fate.
He cannot keep doing this to them. Cannot keep doing this to Shane.
"Stay," Shane pleads.
Ilya decides he can give Shane what he wants one last time.
He steps away, briefly releasing Shane's hand, which earns him a soft protest, pulls a chair over to Shane's bed and sits next to him.
After a while, Ilya reaches into his pocket and starts absentmindedly fidgeting with his lighter. Opening the lid and clicking it closed. He doesn't realize he's doing it until a gentle hand lands over his. Pulling the lighter from his fingers.
"Stop," Shane mumbles, a smile on his face. He places the lighter on the bedside table. Near Shane's phone.
His eyes are fully closed now, but he's clearly still awake enough to reprimand Ilya.
Ilya stops.
—
"Sir," Ilya is shaken awake. 
Fuck.
Light is starting to stream in between the curtains.
He fell asleep next to Hollander, and woke still holding the man's hand.
His eyes focus on the panicked face of Vivienne. 
"His parents are here," she says, her rushed voice is much harder for Ilya to translate, especially this early.
"Okay," he mumbles, standing and trying to get his head organized.
"They are talking to the doctor, then heading here," she says, leading him out of the room. 
Ilya finally realizes the gravity of the situation as he's stepping through the door.
Fuck.
His parents. 
They will know Ilya on sight. They cannot see him.
He takes one quick glance back at Shane. 
He shouldn't have.
His face is peaceful in sleep. Pretty.
He wants to turn back and kiss the freckles that decorate Shane's cheeks.
Steal one more moment.
Vivienne deposits Ilya by the freight elevator. He hurriedly gives her his number. He owes her.
As he waits for the elevator, he hears a brisk voice that must belong to Shane's mother. 
He steps into the elevator quickly when it arrives.
As the doors close he lets himself look back, and sees not only Shane's parents, but his teammates, his friends. The people allowed to love Shane publicly.
As Ilya steps into the cool, Montreal morning, he instinctively reaches for a cigarette.
Placing it between his lips he pats his pockets before he remembers Shane reprimanding him for fidgeting with it, and then placing it on his bedside table.
Fuck.
At least his engraved name was in Cyrillic characters. No one would know.
It'd probably just get thrown out.
—---------
Present Day
Ilya is bone tired by the time he drags himself back to the hotel.
He feels emotionally depleted in ways he hasn't for years.
The worst part of it all, he thinks, is the small piece of optimism that has found its way into his heart.
He finally saw a crack. A crack he could find a way into.
Ilya was prepared to keep showing up.
He was prepared to keep undoing his mistakes for as long as Shane will let him.
Ilya is just slipping back into some sweats after a shower, he's been back at the hotel for about 20 minutes, when there's a knock at his door.
He checks the clock.
10:39pm.
Must be a mistake.
It couldn't be anyone else.
Ilya opens the door.
Shane is standing there. Flushed.
His eyes are frantic in a way Ilya assumes his were earlier in the night.
He also looks shocked to be standing in front of Ilya. Despite the fact that he must have spent an hour and a half driving here.
"Hi," he says simply, eyes finally meeting Ilya's.
"Hello," Ilya says, suddenly very conscious of his shirtless ensemble.
Shane holds his hand out to Ilya, "You forgot this."
He holds the lighter out to Ilya.
Shane's eyes flick to Ilya's lips.
Back to his eyes.
Ilya can see the fight happening in Shane's head.
Shane opens his mouth.
Closes it.
"Fuck," Shane mutters.
Before Ilya can find a response or take the lighter, Shane is on him.
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  He barely has time to keep himself from falling over as Shane puts both hands on either side of Ilya's face, holding him in place while he devours his mouth.
Ilya makes a herculean effort to pull away from Shane, groaning at the way Shane chases after his lips.
The man looks wrecked. His hair is absolutely fucked, he clearly spent the drive over here with his hand carding through it endlessly. Ilya even notices the red, irritated ear lobe.
"Shane," Ilya pants. It takes everything in him to pause. "What are you doing? Are you sure?"
"I want this," Shane promises. His eyes are dark with desire. He looks down at Ilya's lips, licks his own. "I want you."
And who was Ilya to deny the man?
He slides the lighter into the pocket of his pants, reaching to place his hands on Shane's hips. He uses his strength to pull Shane flush against his body. Earning him the smallest moan, which Ilya devours happily.
Ilya's mouth moves to his neck as Shane tilts his head eagerly, easily offering access. Ilya kisses and bites his way from the crook between shoulder and neck until he reaches his ear. Kissing the soft skin there, tasting Shane, earns him another deep sound of need.
He brings their mouths back together. Breathing Shane in, lapping him up, like he's the answer to everything.
Ilya intends to earn many things from Shane tonight. He's hungry for it in a way he hasn't experienced since 2017.
It feels like six weeks, no, thirteen years of pent-up desire is being released and Ilya is giddy with it. 
Ilya can feel Shane's hardness against his own. Feels Shane's hands start to slip down along Ilya's body and reach for his waistband.
No.
Ilya reaches down to grab Shane's hands.
"Nuh uh," Ilya chuckles quietly against Shane's mouth.
The sound of indignation that slips out of Shane is adorable. So sweet.
But Ilya has other intentions.
He will not be seeing Shane on his knees tonight.
Instead, Ilya sinks to his knees in front of him and there's only one word that seems appropriate for his movements as he touches Shane.
Worship.
Ilya slowly plants kisses along Shane's hips. His tongue darts out to taste the salt on his skin, relishing the quiet sounds that escape Shane's lips. 
Ilya chances a look up and his breath gets caught in his throat. Shane's dark eyes, nearly entirely pupils, are already heavy with desire. His hand coming up from his side, tentatively, brushes along Ilya's cheek in a movement so tender Ilya nearly falls apart. 
There's warmth in his eyes as he takes in the visual of the Russian man on his knees. There's also something more. An aching in the look.
Ilya's own hands skim up along Shane's legs, resting on the band of his pants. 
Ilya plants one last reverent kiss to the skin at the crease of his hip. His fingers tuck into the waistband and he looks up at Shane. Asking silently. For permission. 
A shuddering breath leaves Shane and he nods.
Ilya accepts the permission and continues his careful journey in mapping this body which is as familiar to him as his own, and also entirely alien. He pulls Shane's pants down, helping him step out of them.
Shane is wearing black boxer briefs which, at this point, do little to hide his arousal.
His cock is a clear outline beneath them, and with a familiar thrill, Ilya notes just how wet Shane is already. Precum leaking from his cock.
The sight causes Ilya's already distractingly hard cock to twitch in his pants.
He ignores it for now.
As Shane moves his hand into Ilya's hair, Ilya leans forward, close enough that he can smell the musk and Shane-ness of the space between them. On his exhale his breath hits the wet patch on Shane's underwear, cooling the skin beneath and sending a shudder through Shane's body.
"Please," it's the first word out of Shane's mouth since saying he wants this and Ilya has to remind his own cock that they would very much like to last long enough to fuck Shane tonight. 
He's not twenty anymore. He's not sure he can manage two orgasms in a night and he wants his while he's buried deep inside the gorgeous man in front of him.
"Tell me what you want, Hollander," his voice is husky with desire.
Shane's hips flex forward, his cock twitching under the fabric towards Ilya's mouth as a desperate sound escapes. Ilya holds his hips still. Keeps his mouth just out of reach.
Ilya keeps his eyes on Shane's face. Makes sure the man is looking right into Ilya's eyes, and licks his lips. The involuntary moan that rips from Shane goes directly to Ilya's dick and he employs some very careful breathing to bring him back from the edge.
He will not come in his pants like a teenager. 
"Tell me," Ilya commands. 
He needs to hear it.
"I want you to suck my dick," Shane manages, though the words are shaky, Shane's fingers find purchase and tug at Ilya's hair.
Ilya leans forward and kisses and licks at the wet fabric directly next to the head of Shane's cock. A whine comes from Hollander.
"Mmm," Ilya puts on a thoughtful look. "Maybe ask nicely." He smirks, resting his cheek against Shane's thigh. Ilya's hands shift to grip Shane's still very plump ass.
"Rozanov," his name comes out of Shane's mouth. It feels like both a prayer and an expletive. "Please. Please suck my dick."
Ilya's hands slide quickly to the waistband of Shane's underwear, quickly dropping them to his feet. He sits back on his heels and takes a mere second to appreciate the image before him.
Shane.
Hair messy from Ilya's hands. His eyes blown wide with desire. Cheeks stained red and flushed, with the freckles barely visible through the color. The flush extends to his chest, which is expanding and contracting quickly as Shane stares right back at Ilya, with an intensity that no one else had ever matched. And finally Ilya's eyes land on his prize. Shane's cock bobs in front of his mouth. Precum beading at the tip. 
He missed this.
"Mine." The word escapes Ilya's mouth before he can think. Before he can consider the implications. A flash of tightness crosses Shane's face, there and gone so quickly, he can believe it didn't happen.
Ilya exercises a great amount of self control as he shifts forward and gently laps up the bead of liquid from Shane's tip, relishing the gasp that accompanies it. 
He tastes good. Familiar. 
Ilya, never one to waste a moment, sucks the head of Shane's cock into his mouth. 
Shane's hips flex, both hands are now on Ilya's head, pulling him forward.
Ilya smiles around Shane's cock, sliding his hands back to Shane's thigh with a low chuckle that sends vibrations through Shane.
"So eager," he says darkly, his accent seems to emerge stronger as desire clouds his thoughts.
"Please," it comes out as a strangled whine.
"Since you ask nicely," Ilya says with a shrug and sinks onto Shane's cock, taking him nearly to the hilt and relishing the feeling of Shane, heavy on his tongue.
"Fuck," is all Shane can manage as Ilya pulls off him, dragging his tongue along the length of his cock before sinking back down.
Shane's hands are desperate in his hair, trying to set a rhythm and Ilya cannot help but smile slightly, turning his eyes back up to the man's face.
Eyes screwed tightly closed, his mouth agape. A relic of pleasure.
"Look at me," Ilya says in a breath between strokes. He tries for commanding, fears it comes out desperate. Finds he doesn't care either way.
Dark brown eyes, the color almost entirely overtaken by the blackness of his pupils, find him. Need is written across his features as he stares down at Ilya. A softness is in his eyes as he brushes his thumb along his cheek while Ilya's mouth is stretched full. He groans softly.
"I want to fuck you," Ilya pulls off Shane after a moment, after he starts to feel Shane's legs quake beneath him.
Shane nods. 
"I need to hear you, Hollander." 
Shane, always so quick to follow Ilya's lead when he gets like this, immediately complies. "Please fuck me."
"Good boy," the words leave Ilya's lips in the same breath that he stands. His hands stay on Shane's hips, sliding easily to his ass and he lifts Shane all in one moment. 
He ignores the pain that flashes in his knee.
"Your knee," Shane protests. "Put me down."
"No," Ilya says simply, kissing him and swallowing any complaints that were about to form on his lips. "Knee is fine."
Ilya slowly lays him out on the bed, advancing as Shane pulls himself back towards the pillows. The kisses are reverent. Ilya would worship the ground he walks on if given a chance.
He intends to be given that chance.
Ilya pulls back momentarily, ridding himself of the last of his clothing. Feeling only the smallest bit of self-consciousness as he stands before Shane. His body has changed since leaving hockey. He's no longer exercising daily. He's aged. 
Shane's eyes are ravenous as they greedily take him in from head to foot. 
Ilya tries not to be embarrassed by the way his cock twitches at the attention.
He moves slowly towards the bed, licking his lips as he takes in the vision in front of him.
Shane.
His own body has been changed by the years but is every bit as perfect. He can see the skin of Shane's stomach glistening from the precum as he unconsciously spreads his bent legs, making a space for Ilya.
It's like coming home.
He kisses up Shane's body, landing on his mouth and feeling Shane groan as their cocks slide against each other, slicked only by Shane's desire.
"Want you," Shane manages to say.
"Mmm," is all Ilya can respond before he moves back down Shane's body, hitching his legs up, impressed that even now the yoga is doing its work as Shane's legs are easily pushed to his chest.
Ilya is rewarded with one of his favourite sights. Shane spread out, hard and waiting.
"What?" Shane says, his flush somehow deepening with embarrassment at Ilya's attention.
"Nothing," Ilya says with a shrug that is far too casual for the way he's staring at Shane. "I just missed this."
Shane closes his eyes at this, instead of responding reaching up to pull Ilya to him. Kissing him with renewed vigor. Need.
Ilya pulls away, planting gentle kisses down Shane's jaw and along his neck, relishing the moans that Shane willingly gifts Ilya.
Ilya sinks further down along Shane's body, leaving a trail of kisses as he works his way towards his ultimate goal. He wants every piece of Shane tonight.
His hands grasp Shane's thighs, pushing them a little more to steal a whine from his throat.
Ilya smiles as Shane's hands reach down to grip his own thighs, leaving Ilya's hands free to journey down and allowing his thumb to brush over Shane's hole. The resulting gasp is nearly enough to push Ilya over the edge.
He growls before dipping his head in to lay his tongue and lick from his hole up towards Shane's cock.
He had missed the responsiveness Shane provides. Every lick and caress elicits an intoxicating sound that Ilya cannot get enough of. He wants to spend the night cloaked in those sounds. Will steal as many as he can get his greedy hands on.
Slowly he opens Shane. The muscles loosen under Ilya's attention. He slowly works one finger in and Shane shudders.
"Fuck, please."
Shane's desperation is mounting and Ilya can't get inside of him quickly enough. 
He continues moving his hand in conjunction with his mouth, gently moving his finger in and out of Shane's body until the man is quivering.
He pushes another finger past Shane's opening, he crooks his fingers, searching.
"Ah," Shane arches off the bed. 
Ilya finds a rhythm with his fingers, his mouth licking up towards Shane's balls. Lapping up the whimpers and moans falling out of his mouth.
"No," he pants. "Please, I'm gonna-"
Ilya pulls his mouth away quickly.
"No, you won't," he states.
Muscles tense in Shane's thighs and stomach as he seems to force himself back from the edge.
"Please."
"Please, what?" Ilya's shocked by the composure his voice manages.
Waiting. He needs to hear it.
"Say it," he commands.
"Please fuck me, Ilya."
His vision whites out at the sound of his name, whispered through lips that feel wholly familiar and alien.
Ilya carefully removes his fingers from Shane, smiling at the whine he releases at the sudden feeling of emptiness.
Reaching into the bag next to the bed, the one he always uses for travel, Ilya pulls out a condom. He deposits it next to himself before grabbing a bottle of lube from the bedside table he'd been using with increasing frequency as the weeks in close proximity with Shane had worn on.
Once he has both, he moves quickly, uncapping the lube and slicking his fingers before sliding them back inside of Shane, slipping a third in as Shane's muscles continue to relax. He sits up on his knees, one hand inside Shane, the other reaching down to grip his own cock. He keeps his eyes on Shane, hunger fully clouding his vision. 
After a few moments working Shane up with three fingers inside of him, Ilya knows Shane is ready. Knows the man's body better than he knows his own.
Still.
He rushes to slide a condom onto his cock, slicking himself with more lube, as well as Shane, before lining himself up. He nudges at Shane's hole, leaning forward to steal a few more desperate kisses. Soaking up the way Shane's eyes flutter at the contact.
He pushes against Shane gently, chuckling at Shane trying to push down on him at the contact.
"What do you want?" Ilya drawls, his voice ragged with want.
"You," Shane pants. "I want you to fuck me."
He growls. Pushing into Shane slowly. 
Mine.
The thought hits him square in the chest. The possessiveness is heady. 
Pausing at the initial contact, panting and resting his forehead against Shane's, Ilya wills himself to last. He screws his eyes shut. Breathes deeply.
The man who fucked his way through Boston trying to get Shane out of his system, isn't going to be able to last more than a minute now that he's finally got his hands on him.
Soft kisses, loving, gentle, pull Ilya's eyes open.
"Ilya," Shane breathes the name.
He looks deeply into Shane's dark eyes and sees safety. 
"Shane," he gasps in return, pushing into Shane inch by inch until they're hip to hip.
He groans at the sensation of Shane everywhere. Surrounding each of his senses. He feels absolutely drunk with it.
Shane shifts his hips, trying to fuck himself against Ilya, not realizing the religious experience Ilya is currently in the midst of.
"Greedy boy," Ilya growls before flexing his hips, drawing a gasp from Shane.
"Fuck me," no longer the breathy request, Shane offers a growl himself, his hands back in Ilya's hair and giving a sharp tug to communicate his want.
Ilya lives to please. He pulls himself out of Shane and sinks back in. Feeling the warmth spread from his cock throughout his body. 
A piece of Ilya that has been missing clicks into place. He feels peace. Feels at ease.
He wants to weep at the realization that it wasn't the rose-coloured lenses of memory. Shane had been different. He had been better. Always better.
Is different. Is better.
Ilya tries to savour every moment. Enjoying the way each thrust has Shane fall more and more apart. He rests his forehead against him, panting as he continues to drive into him with an increasing frenzy.
All too soon, he can feel himself racing towards the finish.
"Are you going to come for me?" Ilya manages to pant.
"Ye—yeah," he gasps.
Ilya fights to maintain his pace, wanting to see Shane come without touching his cock.
He only has to wait a moment longer before Shane has exploded over his own chest, and Ilya buries himself deep and moans as his own release finds him.
They stay intertwined for a few moments. Ilya feels the unique pleasure of softening inside of Shane. He wants to stay buried in this man for as long as he's allowed.
Ilya places a gentle hand on Shane's cheeks. Coaxing the man's eyes open.
"Okay?" Ilya asks him.
Shane mumbles something that sounds like assent. He's thrown an arm over his face, but Ilya can see a small smile on his lips.
Ilya carefully pulls out of Shane, who gasps quietly. Ilya peppers his cheeks with kisses.
"Stay," he says, though Shane doesn't look like he'll be moving any time soon.
Tossing the condom in the garbage, Ilya wets a face cloth, and returns to Shane.
He hasn't moved. His arm still over his face. One leg is straightened, the other bent with the foot tucked behind the first. His spent cock is softening on his stomach alongside the mess he'd made. The flush slowly creeping back from his chest. His breathing starting to slow.
He looks well fucked.
He looks beautiful.
Ilya approaches, sitting next to him, using the washcloth to clean Shane, eliciting a whine as his stomach muscles contract at the contact.
While Ilya is cleaning him, a quiet litany of praise, a mixture of Russian and English, falls out of his mouth. He leaves kisses in the places he cleans. He tosses the cloth back toward the bathroom before coaxing Shane under the covers.
"Ilya," he whispers.
"Yes?" Ilya slips into the bed next to Shane, pulling the tired body against his own. Fitting them together like puzzle pieces.
"Am tired," Shane's voice is garbled, exhausted. It sounds like each word costs him an unreal amount of energy.
"Sleep," Ilya purrs. 
"Mmmkay."
Ilya buries his face into Shane's neck, loving the smell he finds there.
He falls asleep. 
Realizing as he fades into unconsciousness that this is only the second time he's slept next to Shane. And the first that they've spent in a bed together.
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  Small streams of sunlight are coming in through the breaks in the curtains. 
And Ilya is warm.
He can smell the lingering scent of sweat and musk that sits in the air of the hotel room. He rolls over and feels a weight in the bed next to him. Slips his arms around the form, gently, unwilling to spoil the moment. Nuzzles into the soft place where neck meets shoulder.
And Ilya is warm.
Part of him is scared to open his eyes as memories of the night before wiggle into his awareness.
Shane.
He's scared that it will all have been a sick dream. Brought on by the intense wishful thinking Ilya's been embroiled in all summer long. Like his dreams have taken on corporeal form and are mocking him.
But the warmth.
There's just no way he could be imagining that warmth.
The sound of a small groan, ever familiar to him, encourages Ilya's eyelids to open.
Ilya wishes he could freeze the moment, the sight before him, and live in it forever.
Shane, still half asleep.
Ilya pushes himself up a little to take in the man before him. His face is relaxed, making him look years younger than the nearly forty year old man he is. The freckles paint a mosaic across Shane's nose and onto his cheeks. Ilya would happily lose a day, a week even, just to map them. Chart each of the exact locations.
He's gorgeous. 
He's here.
He stayed.
Ilya would like to leave him alone, allow Shane the chance to wake on his own. He had looked so tired the night before. However, Ilya cannot help but nuzzle back in and press soft kisses to Shane's neck.
He continues, nipping gently at the skin as he moves from shoulder to ear, mapping a pathway he was once more familiar with than his own body. There's a shift in the body next to him, and Shane's eyes squint, he groans, and gently tries to slap Ilya away. 
"Good morning," Ilya's voice rumbles against Shane's neck.
Shane stills when he hears Ilya's voice.
Pulling away from his neck, Ilya looks at Shane's face.
Shane retreats from him, putting a few inches between them, though the chasm feels much larger, before rolling to face Ilya.
"Hey," Ilya says quietly. He can feel the panic coming off of Shane in waves. Feels the panic start to open in his own body.
Shane's eyes focus on Ilya's face and Ilya feels like someone has dumped ice over him.
The warmth is gone.
Ilya pulls back further.
"Shane?" 
He can feel Shane closing and releasing his fists repeatedly under the blanket.
His breathing has gotten shallow. Quick. He's trembling. 
He can't seem to catch his breath.
Ilya curses quietly in Russian, reaching forward to touch Shane's chin and coax Shane's eyes to meet his
"Shane." It's no longer a question. A firm command. "Look at me."
He responds, tension releasing as he's given a clear objective. 
"You are okay, but I need you to breathe," Ilya tells him, keeping hold of his chin. "You are having panic attack."
"I'm sorry," he manages to stutter out. "I'm sorry."
"Shhh," Ilya says, his other hand coming up to brush Shane's cheeks. "Is okay. Just breathe."
They stay like that for a few minutes before Shane seems to have calmed, though the tightness stays in his body.
Finally, Ilya releases his chin.
"Good?"
Shane nods without speaking.
Ilya looks over at the clock. 
8:29am
Still fairly early.
"Coffee?" Ilya offers, nodding over at the coffee machine. "It's bad," he chuckles, trying to ease tension, "but it's coffee."
"I just have to—" he pauses, taking in a breath. "I'll go to the bathroom and be right out."
"Okay," Ilya nods, his eyebrows knitting together with concern.
Shane quickly gets out of bed, barely letting Ilya appreciate the view before hurriedly grabbing his boxers and slipping them on as he nearly runs to the bathroom.
Ilya would like the nice warm feeling to come back.
He sits up on the side of the bed. His knee complains about his choice to carry Shane the night before, but he can't bring himself to care.
His main concern right now is Shane.
Shane, who had come to Ilya. Shane who had wanted this. Ilya made sure. He asked. He confirmed.
Fuck.
Shane wanted. Had said it himself.
A heaviness opens in his stomach.
Shane emerges from the bathroom only a few short moments later. 
He looks more composed, but there is an undercurrent of panic.
"I should—" Shane cuts off. "Um, I have to go."
"Oh."
"Yeah," Shane's hand goes through his hair, pushing it away from his face. "I forgot, I've got brunch with my, uh, parents. In Ottawa."
Shane won't meet his eyes.
Ilya feels like he might throw up.
"Brunch," he says flatly.
He's having flashbacks. He's already lived this fucking moment.
Shane. Scared. A bullshit excuse. Yeah. He's seen this show. Had front row tickets last time.
"I'm sorry," Shane says, reaching down to gather the rest of his clothes, abandoned last night as Ilya brought him to the bed.
"Shane," he doesn't try to keep the hurt out of his voice. 
Ilya is well past acting like this isn't fucking killing him.
"I have to go," he says simply and Ilya knows he won't be able to convince the man to stay.
"Okay," Ilya says, nodding. 
Perhaps it's just Shane. Sometimes he needs a moment. Last night hadn't exactly been planned. 
He needs time to process.
Sometimes Shane just needs time to process.
Shane seems surprised by Ilya's response, must have expected more of an argument.
"Go to brunch," he tells Shane, but isn't willing to leave his wants ambiguous. "We will talk later."
He doesn't offer it up as an option. They will talk later.
"You don't have a flight to catch?"
Ilya shrugs. "Missed it last night."
Shane looks confused by this.
"I can book another," Ilya says.
Shane's face returns to neutral. "Okay. Well, bye."
"See you later," Ilya says pointedly.
The silence in the room is overwhelming. The heaviness in Ilya's stomach threatens to consume him. 
Ilya drops back onto the bed.
It's cold.
It's not until after Shane leaves that he realizes they didn't make any concrete plans and he has no way to actually contact Shane.
Fuck.
—---------------------
Ilya stays in the bed for longer than is strictly necessary. Longer than is honestly comfortable.
Eventually, he gets up to shower, before immediately dropping back on the bed, likely ruining the shower he's just had as the bed still smells like them.
He rubs his face. 
His own panic is simmering just below the surface. He's trying to find a way to breathe through it. Keep it in check. He's struggling.
He needs to decide what all this fucking means.
Last night, he had been fully packed, bags at the door, prepared to finally check out of this awful hotel. But he kept replaying that conversation over in his head. 
"Did you really think I'd just wait for you?"
He hadn't been able to leave with that being their last conversation.
If he were being honest, a small headache would have been enough to convince him to stay.
He was tired of living with the weight of the assumption that Shane would wait. 
Ilya was every bit as capable of being patient. He had spent thirteen years waiting badly. Silently. Cowardly, maybe. But waiting all the same.
Even if he didn't see it as waiting at the time.
He drove out to Shane's cottage after getting the address from Ellie with a quiet warning of, "You had better fix whatever it is that you broke." And a knowing look to back it up.
He's not sure how much she's surmised from his and Shane's interactions, but something instinctual clenches at the implication. He has to forcibly remind himself that Shane is no longer a closeted hockey player. He doesn't have to protect that secret anymore.
Shane had looked so tired.
The lighter.
Ilya finds the pants he had worn last night, searches the pockets until he finds the familiar lighter.
He kept the fucking lighter.
Ilya's resolve is strengthened.
His decision is made.
He will stay.
He will wait.
And this time, he will let Shane decide what that means.
—------------------
Around 2pm, once Ilya can no longer stand being in the hotel alone, he decides to venture out, thinking he might be able to find Shane.
He follows the routes that have become familiar through the weeks. Thinks about stopping for coffee, but can't imagine his nerves need it.
His fingers are tapping against the steering wheel.
As he drives his usual route from the coffee place to the rink, he thinks about dropping by Shane's apartment. Assumes that brunch must be done by now, and maybe Shane went home.
His car is at the rink.
Ilya almost wants to roll his eyes at how predictable Shane can be.
He hadn't considered checking the rink for Shane. It had seemed too obvious.
Parking next to Shane, Ilya has to hold himself back from running into the building.
Instead, he walks around to the back, to the staff access door that Shane always opened first in the morning when it was just them getting in. Shane usually left it open. No one ever thought to check it.
It is painfully small-town Canadian in its blatant trust.
Ilya spares a moment to feel guilty at taking advantage of that trust to get to Shane.
He steps through the doors. Letting his eyes adjust from the bright summer day to the dark back hall of the building.
Listening, he can't hear anything in the building. Not yet.
It isn't until Ilya gets closer to the rink that he hears it.
The familiar sound of skates on ice. 
Of course.
Ilya quietly makes his way to the rink and finds Shane on the ice. At home.
This is not Shane Hollander, retired MLH player. Once in a generation talent.
This is quieter. 
No pads. No stick. Just skates and the same clothes he had fled the hotel room in this morning.
Ilya's not sure how long he's been on the ice, but he can see the red wash to his cheeks even from this distance.
Shane moves in long, even strides. One skate pushes out and back, blade biting into the ice before he shifts his weight to the other foot. Without a stick, his hands are loose at his sides, arms swinging lightly with each stride. There is no wasted motion.
Push.
Glide.
Push.
Glide.
Effortless.
As he approaches the corner, he drops lower into his knees, crossing one foot over the other, blades whispering as he carves around the net. His body tilts into the curve, controlled. Each crossover pulls him faster through the turn.
Old habits are visible in the movements. Shane still favours his left foot when he cuts too tightly. Still drops his right shoulder before a turn. Still holds tension in his hands when he's trying to look calm.
Ilya is frozen in place just watching him and, not for the first time, is pained at the loss of Shane's career.
No other player had ever come close to matching his grace on the ice. Not even Ilya. Ilya was power. And determination. He was blunt and violent.
Shane was, is, something else entirely.
Talented in a way that made Ilya ache.
Losing Shane as a competitor was almost just as painful as losing him personally.
Ilya's not sure he ever played as well as he had against Shane.
He realizes he could stand, hidden from Shane, for hours just watching the man dance around the ice. Gliding like his body was built for it.
That's not why he came here.
He takes a deep breath. Steps out from the doorway he's been standing in.
"Shane," he calls loudly. Doesn't want to surprise the man by just appearing at the boards. "Hollander."
Shouting the last name pains Ilya to an extent, but he knows that on the ice, often the last name can cut through the inner monologue that he knows is running through Shane's head as he skates seemingly endless circles around the ice.
The shout still catches him off guard, and he stumbles a bit through his last crossover. Coming to a stuttering halt across the ice from Ilya.
Ilya hates that Shane's shoulders seem to pull forward, almost as if he's pre-emptively guarding himself from whatever it is Ilya has come here for.
"Hey," Shane says as he approaches.
"I wanted to talk."
"Right," Shane's face is trying at the forced neutrality. But failing. Cracks have formed and Ilya can see glimpses of the emotions he's trying desperately to conceal.
Hurt.
Afraid.
Angry.
Suspicious.
The array of emotions, in such contrast to the ones Ilya had woken up with that morning, makes shame crawl up Ilya's throat. Realizing he and Shane had experienced their time together very differently.
How had he read the situation so wrong?
"Did I—" Ilya can barely bring himself to ask it, but he must know. "Did I hurt you?"
He's dropped his eyes to stare at the top of the boards between them. 
"Oh," Shane exhales, surprised by Ilya's first question. "No, oh fuck. No Ilya. You didn't hurt me."
Tension immediately leaves Ilya.
He cannot stand the thought that he had pushed Shane beyond what he had wanted physically. That in doing so, he had hurt Shane.
"Why did you leave?"
It's Shane's turn to avoid eye contact. His voice is rough when he answers, "What else was I going to do, Ilya?" he asks, like he genuinely has no idea. "Stay for breakfast?"
Ilya can't figure out why Shane says it like it's such a bizarre concept. Such an impossibility.
"Can you come off the ice?" Ilya asks. He doesn't want to do this while Shane uses the rink as a physical barrier between them.
Shane nods. "I'll get my stuff off. Meet me in my office."
"Promise you won't run?" Ilya means for it to sound joking. It comes out with an edge of desperation.
Shane does not laugh, "I wouldn't do that to you."
Ilya nods once silently, turning on his heel and walking to Shane's office without another word.
—
"What do you want to talk about?"
Both men are seated, and Ilya hadn't considered that Shane would be able to leverage the desk as a barrier as well.
Whatever.
He'll take what he can get.
Ilya is leaning forward, elbows resting on the arms of the chair. Shane is leaning back against his own chair, his hands in his lap. Ilya assumes they're flexing in and out of fists out of sight.
"You left, Shane," Ilya states the obvious.
"I had brunch," Shane says, shrugging, but not meeting Ilya's eyes.
Ilya shoots him a disbelieving look.
"I thought last night—" Ilya starts.
"Last night was nice," Shane says, but his eyes are distant, like he's commenting on the weather.
"Yeah, but—" Shane seems unwilling to let Ilya finish a thought.
"Did you enjoy it?"
"Yes," Ilya answers, emphatically. "Of course, I enjoyed it, but—"
"I don't know what else there is to say then," Shane says with a level expression.
Ilya can't help but scoff at that.
"Why can't you just leave it?" Shane asks, his voice on the edge of begging. "Last night was good. We can end on a good note."
"End?" Ilya is lost.
"Yes, Ilya," Shane sounds tired. "We can have closure. We don't have to spend any more time regretting how this ended."
Ilya hates hearing his words given back to him, the meaning twisted from what he intended.
"It doesn't have to end like this," Ilya starts. "I will st—"
"Stop," Shane says. The calm exterior is cracking faster. Shane is tired. "I can't do this with you, Ilya."
Shane stands and walks to the door. He places his hand on the handle and Ilya panics.
He can see it happening again. Shane. Leaving. Ilya standing helplessly, no, uselessly while Shane pushes him away and Ilya allowing it.
Ilya is not going down without a fight.
"I don't want to leave, Shane," Ilya says, standing to face Shane's back. Shane is frozen, one hand on the door handle. Prepared to send Ilya away.
"You have a life, Ilya," Shane points out, emotionlessly. "You have people in Boston waiting for you."
"But Shane," he can't stand the lack of responsiveness he's seeing from Shane.
"You need to go home," Shane starts to open the door.
You need to go.
The words tear through him. Nothing about them is cruel, but the finality that they imply threatens to break Ilya. Because this is the moment. The place where Ilya has always let Shane leave and told himself it was a mercy.
But you are home, he thinks before he can help himself.
Because it's true, Ilya has felt more grounded, more present in the last six weeks with Shane than he has in years. So many years.
The sound of the door opening tears through whatever composure Ilya has left.
He can't let Shane push him away.
No.
Shane doesn't understand.
He thinks Ilya is leaving.
Shane is trying to beat him to it.
"I lov—," Ilya tries to say.
"Stop," Shane says sharply, turning to face Ilya with a cool intensity. The words die on Ilya's tongue. "You don't get to say that now."
Shane's voice is cutting. Calm, but an underlying edge of incredulity haunts his tone.
Ilya regrets the words before he even finishes forming them. Knows that this was not the way. Not the time.
The air around them is charged.
"Please, listen—"
"No." The answer is simple and firm as it leaves Shane. "No, I don't think I will."
Ilya stands, frozen. Regret swarms his body, dark and toxic. 
Dread rises like bile in Ilya’s throat. This is not how this was supposed to happen.
"Please," he begs. 
"Please what, Rozanov?" Shane says, a cold return to Ilya’s last name. “I’m not going to stand here and listen to you try to undo thirteen years with three fucking words."
"But last night—"
"Was goodbye," Shane finishes his sentence, leveling him with an icy glare.
"I thought you were giving us a chance," Ilya's words are pained, torn from him. 
Ilya instinctively avoids this level of vulnerability in every facet of his life. 
But he's willing to flay himself open at this moment if it means getting another chance.
Shane shakes his head.
"Shane, I care about you."
"And you still left," Shane can't keep the hurt out of his voice any longer. His eyes are beginning to glisten. And then, quieter, "And you're still leaving."
"I'm sorry, Shane," Ilya apologizes. "But I don't have to—"
"I begged you," Shane interrupts, his voice breaking. "I begged you to give a fuck about me for that entire summer. I was already dealing with potentially losing hockey, the one thing I'd been working for my entire life. And you couldn't be fucked to answer me once."
"Shane," Ilya says quietly. No defense.
"What the fuck do you even want from me, Rozanov?" Shane spits out his last name with a bitterness that cuts Ilya deeply.
"I just want a chance."
Shane closes his eyes, unable to even look at Ilya when he says, "I humiliated myself that summer. I would have taken anything from you then. As long as it meant keeping you."
Ilya's mind flashes to the voicemail. The broken words. The ones Ilya had heard as promises, as proof.
Shane had experienced it as humiliation.
The cognitive dissonance between those experiences is dizzying.
"Please let me try."
"I would like you to leave."
The statement does not invite an answer. Shane has already turned from him.
Ilya's instinct is to argue. To reach for another excuse, another joke, another cheap attempt to stay.
Ilya's instincts have not led him well. 
This time, he does what Shane asks.
He leaves.
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  Late September 2017
"...don't know how to deal with all of this without you." Shane feels like he's chasing the words. His breath leaves him faster than he can form vowels. "Fuck," he spits out. He's losing the battle against his emotions. He can't stop them as they press hard against his ribs, threatening to break him open. "I'm sorry."
The phone slips from his hand before he can end the call. He's frantic. Searching for it.
His finger finally connects with the end call button as a sob rips out of his chest.
He tries to slow his breathing. Tries with every ounce of control he has left in his body to keep a tight hold on the emotions that are threatening to break through. His hands won’t stop shaking. 
Shane has been so careful all summer. Convincing himself repeatedly that the distance was Russia. Just Russia. Ilya would reach out once he was back in Boston.
Watching Ilya skate effortlessly in the game against Montreal last night, the first of the preseason, had snuffed the last bit of hope Shane was nurturing.
He should have been at that game. At least he could have looked into his eyes across centre ice and known where he stood.
As each of these truths mounts, Shane can no longer hold the door shut. Sobs rip from his chest. Shane momentarily feels a disconnect from his body. His phone flies from the bed and slams into the wall hard enough to make him jump. It takes a second to realize he’s thrown it.
His hands fist at his sides. He had been pacing in his room before making the call. He stands frozen in the centre while his life crashes around him.
Realistically, Shane knows he won’t be returning to the league. The doctors won’t say it outright. Montreal is hoping Shane can just muscle past this. Shane is desperate to hitch his hopes to their optimism. 
And now he gets to know that Ilya no longer has a need for him.
He’s been working all summer to be positive. To believe the steps they made before his injury meant something. 
Ilya’s silence has been deafening.
Suddenly, as if his strings have been cut, Shane drops to his knees. He’s only distantly aware of the sharp pain that shoots up his legs. His fisted hands find their way to his head and he cannot stop the sobbing. It is relentless in its pursuit to claw free from his body.
His hands drop to his legs. He grips the fabric of his sweatpants, knuckles pressing hard into his thighs. Then harder. His nails bite through the cotton, sharp enough that he barely registers the pain.
His hands freeze where they're clenched, and distantly he's aware of voices surrounding him.
Mom.
Dad.
A soft hand on his back.
Hands encircle his wrists, easing his grip loose before he can tear at himself any further. 
“You’re okay,” his mom’s calm voice finally cuts through. “You’re okay, baby.”
His head falls forward, and he’s allowed to drop his chest down to his thighs. The hands on his wrists appear to trust that he won’t hurt himself again. He closes in on himself in some mockery of the child’s pose he’s done countless times in yoga.
“I just—” the words escape his throat before he can think. “He won’t call.”
There’s warmth surrounding Shane. He’s vaguely aware of his mom laying herself over his back, pushing her weight into him like she did when he was young. The compression feels safe.
“I don’t know why he doesn’t want me,” he chokes out.
“Shh, you’re okay, buddy,” his dad says, voice deep and calm. His hands stay on Shane, reminding him of his presence.
“I’m sorry,” he says, quieter now that the sobs have slowly subsided.
His mom slowly lets up, and then he’s surrounded on either side by both parents, pulled into a group hug he’s not sure he’s experienced since before puberty.
As his eyes flutter open he notices the midday light is gone.
He’s been here for hours.
—
He's wrapped in a blanket, a mug of tea in his hands. Sitting on the couch with his mom sitting next to him, and his dad on a chair to his other side.
“You don’t have to tell us anything,” his mom promises, her eyes scared, as if he might come apart again. 
“I kinda feel like I do,” he laughs without humour. “I feel like I already did.”
“You understand that we love you, right bud?” his dad promises.
“Of course,” Shane agrees, and realizes it’s true.
“There was someone. A man.”
And they’re right. They love him.
They listen as Shane apologizes for not being honest, though they reject every apology as it comes. They listen as he tells them what has been happening for the last few months. Well, last few years.
He tells them about the gentleness. He tells them about what it felt like to be cared for. He doesn’t call it love, but he feels they make that connection themselves, even if he still struggles to name it that. He tells them of the silence. The heartbreak he’s experiencing and how it’s compounding with losing hockey.
He doesn’t tell them who. They ask. He won’t elaborate.
That’s still not his secret to tell.
—-------------------------------------------------
Present Day
Shane didn't sleep.
Or at least, he didn't sleep well.
He thinks he might have managed a fitful hour or two.
Instead, he's left heavy. Pained.
And disgusted with himself.
And absolutely heartbroken, if he's honest.
But he doesn't feel like being honest.
He made it only to his apartment.
He thinks he might drive to Ottawa. 
Thinks maybe his cottage might be better.
If he goes to Ottawa, he'll go to his parents' house.
He can't see them.
They'll know something is wrong.
They'll pick at it.
He'll tell them. 
They'll know it's Ilya.
They know Ilya's been here for camps. They'll connect the dots.
Shane calls Mark.
He briefly forgets it's 6am.
"What the fuck," the gravelly voice comes through the speaker. He had clearly been sleeping.
Most people would be at 6am on a Sunday.
Shane isn't.
"Mark?" Shane's voice is raw.
"Fuck," Mark mutters, and Shane can hear him sitting up in bed. He can imagine the man running his hand through his hair, with the same exasperated look he gets every time they discuss this topic.
"What happened?"
"I'm an idiot," Shane croaks. He hadn't realized how tight his throat had become.
"Probably," Mark laughs kindly. 
Shane can hear a low voice in the background, and hear Mark respond, softer and farther away, "Go back to sleep, it's just Shane."
Mark's attention returns to Shane. "Do you want me to come over?"
"How's Ben?" Shane feels bad to interrupt their morning.
"He's fine," Mark sighs. "Don't change the subject. Where are you?"
"The apartment," Shane answers.
"Stay there," he says. "I'll come to you."
"Mark," Shane sighs. "You don't have to."
"I know," he says, and Shane can practically hear him rolling his eyes. "I'm offering. Accept the offer."
"Okay," Shane says quietly. Hating that he needs the support.
"I'd ask if you've eaten," Mark starts, "but I know you better than that. I'll bring breakfast. And you'll eat."
"Just, no fast food," Shane says.
"It's gonna be fast food," Mark says with a laugh.
Shane sighs.
"Oh nooo," Mark's tone is mocking. "My wonderful ex-boyfriend is dropping everything, including morning sex, to come and bring me breakfast and let me complain about some guy."
"We weren't going to have sex," Ben's voice comes quietly from somewhere away from the phone.
Shane barks out a laugh at that.
"Shut up," Mark says in an exaggerated stage whisper. "He doesn't need to know that."
"Give my apologies to Ben," Shane tells him. "I feel awful for stealing you."
There's a pang in that statement. A truth. Shane does feel bad for pulling Mark away from his husband on a Sunday morning.
"Stop it, Shane," Mark says, and Shane can hear the man getting out of bed. "Stop overthinking this. You're my friend. I care about you. I'm on my way."
Closing his eyes, Shane lets out a breath he didn't know he was holding in. "See you soon."
"Bye."
—
Just under two hours later Shane is letting Mark into his apartment.
The kitchen Mark steps into is spotless. Beyond spotless. Shane spent the time waiting for Mark cleaning the already obsessively tidied room. He pulled out appliances. He emptied perfectly organized drawers and reorganized them.
Mark clocks this immediately, raising an eyebrow at Shane but, blessedly, saying nothing.
Shane smiles instinctively at the large man. Mark's a little taller than him, broad in a way that has nothing to do with gym mirrors and professional sport. He looks built for hauling things. Fixing things. Practical work. His smile is warm and forgiving.
It was the calm that Shane had seen as implicit in the man that first attracted him. A protector. 
And even if they hadn't been compatible romantically, Mark always made sure to look out for Shane.
He holds out a bag that smells of grease and something unnameable.
Part of Shane instinctively shies away from it. He hasn't rid himself of all the unhealthy responses he has to certain foods. It's daily. Constant work.
Shane takes the bag with a grateful smile, nodding for Mark to follow him in.
They deposit the empty bag and drink tray in the kitchen before continuing into Shane's living room to eat.
Shane can't help but think of the past few Fridays spent with Ilya in the same room. Harassing him for how he did his laundry, being told that he was far too obsessive with clothes. Eating dinner together while watching terrible cooking competition shows while Ilya made increasingly insane claims of being able to do better than the competitors.
A week before, those moments had brought warmth through Shane's body.
Now they sat in his gut like lead.
"Alright, Shane," Mark says after they've made small talk over breakfast. "What happened?"
Shane drops the food wrapper on the coffee table, instead of bringing it immediately to the garbage, a move which earns him a surprised look from Mark.
"Ah," he says knowingly. "So it was bad."
Shane has to chuckle at that. He's known Mark for over a decade. He had been Shane's first real relationship. His first introduction to a queer identity that wasn't hidden behind layers and layers of internalized homophobia and self-hate.
Their romantic relationship had been doomed from the start, but Shane had gained a lifelong friend. A revelation that had been best for both of them.
And then Mark met Ben.
Ben has been part of Mark's life for over five years now. He has never seemed particularly bothered by Shane's presence, which Shane appreciates more than he knows how to say. Ben treats him less like Mark's ex and more like a foster dog who's accidentally become bonded to his husband. An occasional inconvenience, but mostly a lovable nuisance with some odd habits.
Shane was Mark's best man in the wedding three years ago.
He can't meet the man's eyes now.
"You fucked him." Mark says flatly. There's no condemnation in his voice, there's no judgement.
He can only nod in response. Hanging his head.
"Well, was it good?" Mark's joking tone has Shane snort once, lifting his head to look into the warm, honey-brown eyes of his friend. 
He nods again. Smiling ruefully.
Mark shrugs at that, "At least it was good."
Shane rolls his eyes.
"I'm just saying," Mark clarifies, "could you imagine the disappointment?"
Shane exhales a small chuckle.
Mark has been on this rollercoaster ride with Shane ever since he'd sent the SOS text the night of the auction. He'd asked Mark to spend the night in the hotel with him because Shane couldn't be trusted alone in a hotel with Ilya.
Shane could be an idiot in a lot of things. He had been self-aware enough to protect himself that night.
"Hey," Mark calls to him quietly, a gentleness in his voice that brings Shane's attention. "So you fucked him. We've all fucked an ex once or twice."
There's a twinkle in his eye, and Shane wants to laugh.
They had a few dumb hook-ups after their breakup.
"Shut up," Shane says it with no fire.
"Alright," Mark continues, "you fucked. It was good. And now we're sad. I'm gonna need you to connect some dots for me, Shane."
Mark's aware of their history, he saw Shane in the years shortly after, when he had merely been masquerading as a functional person, while slowly falling apart.
"I just–" Shane doesn't want to say it. "I'm an idiot. I can't believe I just...went to him. Like I couldn't help it."
"What happened with the ex?" Mark asks. Shane had called him after getting home when he'd overheard the phone call.
"I don't know," he mumbles. "It was…weird on Friday. I couldn't even look at him. And honestly, I'm so fucking mad that it pissed me off," Shane flops back on the couch, exasperated with himself. "I have no right to him. He owes me fucking nothing."
"Yeah, but he made it seem like he was available," Mark points out.
Shane cringes, "He says they're just friends. But the way they talked. He used to fuck her. He married her."
He can't keep the doubt out of his voice. Mark gives him a look.
"Okay," Shane concedes. "I understand, trust me. I know we're just friends. But you didn't hear him. He told her he loved her."
"Shane," Mark says in a warning tone. "I kissed you on the mouth like three months ago while we were out drinking. Ben clapped. And I fairly consistently tell you I love you."
It had been Shane's birthday. Mark had made a show about being the best kiss Shane had ever experienced. They were all quite drunk.
Shane has no comeback.
"Also," he continues, looking around, conspiratorially. "I'm fairly certain I've also been inside you. And we still manage friendship."
"Shut the fuck up," Shane laughs. They didn't often talk about their shared sexual history. It had been put entirely to bed when he met Ben.
"Well, we argued." Shane continues without responding to the comment. "I left. Drove to the cottage."
Mark looks at him expectantly. Because clearly that's not where the story ends.
Shane's jaw tenses, "He showed up there. We talked. He apologized. It seemed settled."
He remembers Ilya's face when finding the lighter.
"He, uh—" Shane isn't sure how to explain. He's never told anyone about that fucking lighter.
It felt like such a pathetic footnote in the story. Proof that Shane had never fully given up.
"I had his lighter," Shane admits quietly. "It's so dumb. I had it from years ago. I thought it'd ended up in my things after the last All-Stars we'd played together."
He had assumed that it somehow got mixed into his stuff during the last time they had seen each other. 
He had known it for what it was immediately, recognized it without having to see the engraving.
There were multiple times across the years when he'd considered just throwing it away. Being done with it. Every time he'd stand over the trash with it in his hand, he'd lose his nerve. 
Tucking it somewhere out of sight. But safe.
He hated himself each time he saw it.
Mark looks confused.
"He found the lighter," Shane's voice is a little choked. "He told me he hadn't lost it at All-Stars. But in April. Right after my accident."
Mark's brows have knit together, trying to figure out the timeline. The man isn't nearly as familiar with hockey schedules as most people in Shane's life through the years. And bless him for that.
"He was at the hospital," Shane whispers. "Fuck. He had shown up at the fucking hospital. Left his fucking lighter by accident. And I carried it for years."
"Holy shit," Mark's eyes widen dramatically. "No fucking way. I thought he had just called? And then ghosted?"
Shane wanted to believe Ilya had been lying. It would have made everything easier. Simpler.
But he had seen the man's eyes. Seen the heartache. The shock. The honesty.
Shane had never been great at reading most people. 
Ilya wasn't most people.
He had always been able to read the clear expressions on the Russian's face.
"That's what I thought," he nods. "He showed up after all. He still left, but he came."
They sit in silence while both men seem to process this new reality. A complete subversion of what Shane had always believed to be true.
"Did you ask why he didn't stay?"
This part was harder to admit. The heartbreaking earnest look on Ilya's face as he admitted that he wasn't good enough for Shane. As if it were an obvious fact. A foregone conclusion.
And the awful reality that Ilya couldn't have stayed. 
It would have ruined both of their careers.
Not that Shane's hadn't already been ruined at that point, he thinks.
He decides to share the portion that hurts less.
"He didn't want to out us," Shane says simply. "He, uh, thought he was doing me a favour."
"Ah," Mark exclaims. "So he's a moron."
Shane can't help but laugh.
"Anyways," he pushes forward. "He left. Said goodnight," Shane leaves out the hand on his face. The heat in Ilya's eyes. The way Shane's body had embarrassingly responded. "And he was gone."
"When I went to put our cups away," Shane remembers the shock, "he had left the lighter on the counter."
Mark smiles knowingly. "Ah."
"I don't know what came over me," Shane huffs. "Before I even knew what was happening, I was outside of his fucking hotel room," Ilya's shocked face. Shane, unable to hold himself back. "You can guess what happened next."
Mark stares at him slackjawed. "I mean, yeah, I can guess. But I'd love to get more about how this man is somehow a better lay than me." Mark places a hand on his chest, as if he's scandalized by the thought.
Shaking his head, all Shane offers is, "It was good."
"As good as you remember?" 
Fuck. Shane hates this answer most of all.
"Better."
Mark is beaming at that response. "Honestly? Love that for you."
"Mark," Shane groans. "No, we do not love that for me. Because it was perfect. A perfect way for things to end. Closure. Something to hold me over until I find someone new. And then he had to go and fuck it all up."
Eyebrow shooting up, Mark gestures for Shane to continue. He had, apparently, thought the sex was the end of the story. The main conflict.
"I left in the morning," Shane discloses, not mentioning the heartbreak that had been evident in Ilya's face, as if he'd expected him to stay. "Ended up at the rink. He showed up, because of course. Tries to make some fucking love declaration. Just fucking it all up."
Shane reaches up to pinch his earlobe. Wants to pull himself out of his own skin. He hates what Ilya can do to him. How stupid the man makes him.
"Why is that bad?" Mark asks. "I mean, don't get me wrong, I understand the upset. Thirteen years is a helluva time to ignore you. But, the I love you? Shane, isn't that, kind of ideal?"
"Shane, he's been showing up all summer," Mark points out gently. "Have you considered he's not fucking with you?"
"It doesn't matter either way," Shane declares.
"Shane," his voice has a warning. "How can you say that?"
"It doesn't. Whether or not he meant it is entirely irrelevant. He's gone now. He's back in Boston, he's back to his life. And I'm here. Still moaning about him in my apartment like I'm twenty-five again. Fuck, I really thought I would have grown out of this by this point in my life."
"You loved him," Mark uses the past tense, he's not sure Shane's willing to admit that the feeling exists in any other tense just yet.
"And he still left," Shane sniffles.
"I know," Mark reaches forward to place a comforting hand on Shane's arm. "Does he know how bad it was?"
Mark doesn't even know how bad it got. Shane had been too embarrassed to admit it to anyone outside of his parents.
"No," Shane says finally. "Not really."
Because Ilya knew Shane had called. Knew Shane had reached out. Knew Shane had wanted any response he could get.
Shane's not sure if he listened to the voicemails. Sometimes that makes it worse.
He didn't know about Shane on the floor.
He didn't know about Shane's parents having to hold him.
He didn't know how hard it was.
Shane swallows hard.
"But he knew I called," Shane says. "Knew I was reaching for him."
They sit with that between them.
"I can't keep letting him break my heart," Shane says, finally breaking the silence. "I haven't dated anyone seriously since that fucking accountant like five years ago."
"And he was awful."
"The worst," Shane agrees. "But even then, Ilya was always in the back of my mind."
"I know."
Shane shoots him an apologetic look. Mark knows he still feels bad about the state of mind he'd been in while trying to date Mark.
"I just want to be happy," Shane admits, humiliated that his greatest desire is horrifyingly simple and he still can't seem to attain it.
"I'm gonna be the bad guy for a second," Mark says, sitting forward. "Could he make you happy?"
Shane closes his eyes. Wills the tears to not fall. "I don't know. Probably. But he can't."
"Why can't he?" 
"He's fucking leaving, Mark," he answers, perhaps a bit more fire than is necessary in his response. "In fact, he's already gone. Likely back in fucking Boston."
"Do you wish he hadn't left?" Mark was always good about asking the questions Shane didn't want to answer.
Yes.
Shane hates the reality of his answer. Wishes he could just blindly hate Ilya. 
Instead, his mind brings him quiet moments from the past few weeks. Ilya comforting a kid who just crashed into the boards. Ilya bringing him coffee each morning. The sweet smile that he seemed to guard, like losing it to someone else would break him. The same smile he offered Shane freely. Constantly.
But Shane also remembers days spent in silence in his room. 
Scared. 
Alone.
Left behind.
Shane can feel his heart clench in his chest.
"I don't know," he lies to Mark. Instinctively protecting himself from the answer.
It doesn't matter either way.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane is surprised by an unlikely source of help.

Or

Ilya Rozanov volunteers at local ice rink.
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  Monday morning comes crashing in without much ceremony.
Shane has no choice but to face it.
He's going into the rink today. Has to tidy up the building. Get his shit together for the fall.
He starts making a mental list of everything that he'd like to get done today.
The list gets too big immediately. He needs to get moving.
Even with camps done, Shane heads into the building early.
It's routine. He prefers getting things done before anyone else arrives.
He showers and gets dressed, and leaves by seven. Only slightly behind schedule. He tries not to let it bother him.
He considers stopping for coffee. His chest tightens at the realization that no one will be waiting with a hot coffee.
He tells himself that the coffee machine in the staff kitchen will be fine.
He tries not to think about it. About him.
—
Shane's foot hits the brake harder than necessary as he pulls into the lot.
There's no way.
No fucking way.
There's another car in the lot.
There's a figure leaning against the nondescript hood of the boring SUV.
Shane pulls up beside it. Gets out and stares at the man in front of him.
He's holding two coffees.
He offers one to Shane.
Shane accepts it without thinking.
They stand there staring at each other in silence as Shane finds his voice.
"What—" he cuts off. "Why—"
Ilya keeps his expression carefully neutral. He gives Shane the space to figure out what exactly he wants to ask.
"How are you here?" Shane asks the worst question.
Ilya furrows his brow, processing the question. Likely finding the phrasing awkward and ill-formed.
"I did not leave," Ilya answers simply.
"You did not leave," Shane repeats dumbly.
Ilya stares at him expectantly, clearly waiting for whatever mental block Shane is currently experiencing to leave him.
"Why didn't you leave?" Shane knows his voice sounds desperate.
Ilya looks uncertain for a moment. "I did not think you meant for me to leave the country."
Shane can't respond.
He knows that he shouldn't trust this. Knows that this will likely end in heartbreak. Another decade lost to Ilya-shaped heartache.
And yet.
He is here.
He stayed.
He knows the look he's giving Ilya must be one of intensity and complicated emotions—at least if Ilya's expression is any indication.
The man in front of him, usually so calm and self assured, suddenly seems insecure. He shifts away ever so slightly under Shane's gaze.
Good.
Let him be nervous. Let him be uncertain of Shane's feelings for once.
"I can leave," he says quietly. His eyes have tightened. 
After a moment of silence, while Shane continues trying to decide how exactly to respond, Ilya takes a breath, seeming to steady himself.
"But I do not want to leave, Shane," Ilya affirms. His voice is sure, even if his posture betrays his nerves. "I will leave if you ask me to, I will not force my presence on you."
"Why?" Shane whispers. He needs to hear Ilya say it.
"I did not ask you when I left," Ilya says with conviction. "I did not consider your choice. And it—" his voice catches, "it was a mistake. I give you choice this time. If I leave, I leave for you. If I stay, I stay for you. And also for me."
He adds the last part almost as a second thought. 
Shane understands the implication. Ilya wants him to know that he wants this.
Shane has to look away from him. 
Ilya stayed.
"I know camps are over," Ilya adds, "I understand you do not need help. But I just thought," he shrugs. "Is big rink. You may still like help."
The open, vulnerable look on Ilya's face is enough to make Shane hope.
He knows he can't guarantee it'll work out. Can't guarantee this won't end with him more ragged and broken than he is now.
And he has to admit to himself that he is still a little broken. Still barely healed over from losing Ilya the first time.
Deep down, he can admit that there still lives a kernel of something that's dangerously close to love. A deep sense of caring, an affection, a bone deep need for this man who risked staying. 
Shane's not sure why he's stalling.
He knew what it was the second he saw the car in the lot.
"The rental skates need to be sorted," Shane says.
As soon as the words leave his mouth he is astonished to see the visceral change to Ilya's expression. The doubt that had crept onto his face recedes immediately. Naked relief quickly replaces it.
"I will do this," he says with a smile.
—
Shane is sitting in his office, staring at the coffee in front of him like it's a bomb that might explode at any second. Completely engulf him and leave him in tatters.
Or worse. Wake him from this dream his brain has cruelly placed him in.
He reaches forward and sips the coffee. 
It's mediocre, as it has been all summer. And yet, it still tastes better than any coffee Shane has ever had before.
Ilya stayed.
Ellie's face peeks into his office. Her kind face brightens when she sees him with the coffee.
"Did you boys make up?" she asks kindly.
His eyes flicker up to hers, before returning to the coffee. He's not sure how much she's guessed. The instinct to hide any implication of anything between himself and Ilya arises immediately, a reflex he hasn't unlearned yet.
He stares at her with his best flat expression.
"You gave him my address?" Shane asks with a raised eyebrow and a small smile. He's not genuinely upset. He knows Ellie wouldn't have done anything she didn't think was proper.
She flushes at being caught.
"Uh," she stammers, "yeah, I'm sorry Shane, really. He just seemed really broken up about it, and insisted he had to see you to apologize."
"It's okay, Ellie." He smiles at the kind woman.
"So," she prompts, "did you two make up?"
He can hear her purposefully not saying "kiss and make up".
"You must not have walked by the equipment room," Shane says conversationally.
It's where he had left Ilya about an hour and a half ago, after giving him the clear instructions and expectations for organizing and doing inventory for the skates the rink kept as rentals.
Her eyes widen.
Before he can say another word, she scurries away. And faintly, Shane hears the sound of her voice, surprised and kind. And the familiar, deep resonance of the response.
And with little warning, she's back at the door, only slightly out of breath.
If her eyebrows were able to, they'd be off her face.
"You have something to say?" Shane asks when she doesn't speak again. He keeps his eyes on the monitor in front of him.
"He's here." He can hear the implied question.
"He's here." Shane confirms with a nod.
She bites her lip. Narrows her eyes at him. "He stayed for you."
It's not an accusation, exactly, but it also kind of is.
"I think so," Shane admits, looking down at his hands, which have frozen on his keyboard.
"Am I ever going to get that back story?" she inquires. "Because I would really like it, please."
"Go to work, Ellie," he laughs.
—
At midday, there's a light knock at his door.
He usually kept it open, but Ellie hadn't been able to stop peeking in and casually trying to get more information out of Shane.
He checks the clock. He rolls his neck.
"What do you need, Ellie?" Shane calls, expecting her to have some elaborate reason to ask more about Ilya.
The door creaks open. Instead of Ellie, he sees golden curls. Hazel eyes.
"Hey," Ilya says, with a small, tentative smile on his face. Like he's not sure he's allowed to be there. "Can I come in?"
"Oh," Shane says, surprised to see him. "Yeah, of course."
Ilya steps through the doorway. There's something far more careful in the way that Ilya is conducting himself.
It's lunch time. Last week, and most of the other weeks, they had been having lunch. Shane thinks that Ilya is expecting them to fall back into the lunch routine they had developed.
"I have almost finished getting all the skates matched up," he tells Shane. "Some are maybe not so good. Worn out. I set these skates aside."
"Wow, thanks," Shane says, genuinely impressed. He honestly wasn't sure if Ilya would have been able to stick through the, admittedly, boring task. 
"I will have lunch," Ilya states. "And then finish skates before I go back to hotel."
Shane nods. "Sounds good."
He's not sure what else to say. He had anticipated Ilya asking to have lunch with him, not that he was entirely confident in what his response would have been for that proposition, but still.
Ilya keeping his distance in this way, that's new.
One last smile and Ilya's out the door.
Shane's not sure what to do with this more reserved and careful man. This is uncharted territory when it comes to him and Ilya. He's used to Ilya leading. Demanding. Pushing.
I give you choice this time.
He wants Shane to choose this time. 
He's not sure if he wishes Ilya had asked him to have lunch with him. 
It's probably best that they didn't. Shane needs to at least try to keep a little distance between the two of them.
Ilya is still here. That means something. 
Even if Shane isn't quite sure what it means. He knows it means something.
—
At the end of the day, Shane's tired. Mentally exhausted trying to sort through setting up the rink schedule for the fall.
He stretches, getting up from the chair.
He really didn't need to finish the scheduling today. It just kept him in the office. There's an awareness that had Shane allowed himself to wander the building he would have naturally gravitated towards wherever Ilya was.
That's always how it was with them. If they're in the same space they will end up near one another. He's not sure if it's him that gets pulled towards Ilya, Ilya who can't stay away from him, or some mutually assured destruction.
The day's over though. He needs to check in and see how Ilya's fared in the skate rental room.
He can hear Ilya mumbling to himself in Russian as he approaches the open doors to the skate rental room.
Ilya's facing away from him, hands on his hips as he looks at the wall of skates, which have been very carefully organized. It gives Shane the opportunity to appreciate the view. He can be frustrated with the man and still know that he looks good.
His body has softened since leaving hockey. He's no longer a carefully sculpted hockey player, but his years long love affair with the sport is still evident in the muscles of his shoulders, through his legs. And, if Shane can give himself the grace to be a little crass, his ass.
Shane must lose track of time, because as his eyes scale back up Ilya's body he's embarrassed to see Ilya looking over his shoulder at Shane with his eyebrow raised.
"Can I help you, Hollander?" Ilya can't seem to help the smirk on his face.
Shane can feel the embarrassment flood his face, and can only imagine how red his face turns.
Ilya seems to pause, giving Shane a moment longer to appreciate the view before turning to face him directly.
Not that Shane exactly hates the view from the front either.
He scrubs his face with his hand. Willing his body not to betray the attraction he's feeling.
"Uh, sorry," Shane says, quite certain that his face is only getting redder.
Ilya just shrugs, accepting the ogling for the compliment it is.
Shane forces his eyes away from Ilya and takes in the work he's done. All the skates that had been used during the camps have been cleaned, put back in pairs, and organized on the wall by size.
"Some skates are worn," Ilya says, nodding to a small pile of skates off to the side. "They are no good. Should be replaced."
"Okay." Shane nods. "I'll take a look at them, but I trust your judgement on that."
"I do know skates," he admits.
"I'm gonna lock up," Shane tells him. He nods for Ilya to follow him, and leads him towards the staff door so they can lock up and head out.
Ilya waits behind him while Shane locks the door.
When he turns around, they wordlessly walk towards the empty staff parking lot. Ellie had left an hour ago.
They stop at their cars.
"So," Shane starts.
"So," Ilya responds.
"Thank you," Shane says. "Seriously, I appreciate the help."
"Of course," Ilya says simply. 
They stand in silence for a moment. Neither seems willing to be the first to leave or the first to say anything.
Until finally, Ilya speaks.
"Should I be here tomorrow?"
Shane's stomach flips. 
Part of him worried this was Ilya just apologizing. Or just a brief lapse in sanity.
Part of Shane was still bracing for Ilya to leave.
But Ilya is staying.
Not only is he staying, he's asking Shane's permission.
"Well, the equipment room is going to need to be sorted through," Shane offers another mundane activity. "I need to make sure we have enough stuff for the new season."
The smile that arrives on Ilya's face is not the smug, self important one he wore so often in front of cameras, even in front of Shane for so much of the early years. Instead, this smile is small. It's happy in a way Shane's not sure he's seen on the man's face very often.
"Yes," he says softly. "I suppose that would need to happen."
The two men stare at each other, neither saying what they should.
"Well," Shane says. "Goodnight, Ilya."
Ilya turns to get into his car.
"I'll see you tomorrow, Shane," he responds.
The difference in wording is tiny, minuscule, in the grand scheme of things.
To Shane, it is everything.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    we are in our rebuilding era.

i'm so shocked at how much i've written. I fully thought this would be like 16 cheeky lil chapters and that's it. (i'll be honest, based on my current plans, we're looking at closer to 30)

pls send comments and whatever. it helps me maintain a steady pace.

and genuinely, i appreciate the comments/kudos so so so much. i have never really let anyone read anything i've written (and i haven't written anything since i was like 16). so the sweet comments are unreal to me.

i've had a shit couple of weeks. i'm stuck in a weird grief place. this is my distraction. so i'm glad other people don't hate it. it's nice.


  


      

  












      Chapter 19
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane solves a settings issue in his phone.

Or.

Ilya organizes a storage room. Shane helps.
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  "Thanks," Shane says, accepting the coffee from Ilya the next morning.
Ilya only smiles in response.
"I think the big storage room will be next," Shane tells him.
He had gone over the vast list of things that would need to be done before practices start, and before they start having public skates.
"We have a massive amount of gear that needs basically the same treatment as the skates," Shane explains. "Sorting, organizing, and pulling out anything that can't be salvaged."
"Okay." Ilya nods while Shane starts opening up the staff door. 
"The gear's in the storage room next to the rental skates," Shane says, leading Ilya through to said storage room. "It's an absolute mess. Camps always end in an absolute mess, since there's hardly time to put things away between weeks."
Ilya was aware. He'd watched the room slowly devolve into total chaos after weeks of having to quickly toss things in between drills and activities.
"The shelves are labeled," Shane says as they come to a stop in front of said storage room. He unlocks the door and pushes it open. "So, it's a matter of making sure everything ends up back where it was before."
There are mini nets, more pylons than he thinks anyone could possibly use, pinnies thrown across in random spots, hockey sticks of various sizes, pucks, and more. It's all scattered throughout. 
"And if something is broken?" Ilya clarifies.
"Just set it aside," Shane says. "Make a pile and I can look through it later."
Ilya nods.
They're both standing in front of the storage room. Shane looks at Ilya and can't help but smile.
Ilya Rozanov. Star centre of the NHL. Multiple MVP award winner. Four time Stanley Cup winner.
Cleaning his storage room.
Because he stayed.
Shane thought maybe yesterday had been a fever dream or something maybe brought on by his TBI. Just super late onset hallucinations.
But no, Ilya was here again.
Honestly, if it is a hallucination, he hopes he can stick with it for a while.
Shane is staring at Ilya and feels himself being pulled forward. There must be something just intrinsically magnetic about the man. Shane almost can't help himself. Just wants to be enveloped and surrounded by the man.
"I'll be in the office," Shane coughs, purposefully stepping away from Ilya. "If you need anything, or just have any questions."
Ilya smiles at him. "I will be here."
Shane's not sure he'll get over the blissful relief he experiences at hearing those words. Hearing the way that Ilya says them and means them.
He watches Ilya turn away from him, opening up the second door to the storage room to give himself more room to move stuff.
Smiling to himself, Shane turns to leave Ilya to his job.
In the past, Shane has struggled with delegating work. Always convinced that in order for a job to be done well, or right, he had to do it himself. It took years, and Ellie showing him repeatedly that the earth didn't stop spinning when she took over tasks, for him to accept any support.
There's a pride he feels in walking away from Ilya, not instructing beyond pointing out the labels. He knows that Ilya can't actually fuck up tidying the storage room. If nothing else, Ilya has the ability to sort through and find the items that need to be thrown out.
—
Ellie pokes her head into Shane's office just as he's pinching the bridge of his nose, glasses lying on the desk in front of him. Trying to make sense of the sponsorship paperwork for all the grant applications he's completing is making his head spin.
"He's back," she remarks.
It takes Shane a moment before he realizes who she's talking about. He blushes, hopefully lightly so she doesn't notice.
"Um, yeah," he coughs. "He's helping out with the storage room stuff. You know I don't have time to do that, and it's easier than trying to find someone else to come in."
She nods in a way that tells Shane she's not buying his bullshit for even a second, but she's deciding to be kind and not point it out. At least not right now.
"So," she starts, implication heavy in her tone, "do you think he'll be here for a while?"
He puts his glasses back on to look at her seriously. It's a question Shane has wondered about, and he wants to tell her to go ask Ilya herself, but part of him is scared of the response. Ilya can't just…stay here forever. But he also doesn't appear to be making any effort to leave. 
"I'm not sure," Shane says honestly. "I think he might be."
The answer is scary. And, if he takes a moment to actually reflect on it, he knows that any answer is scary.
Ilya being here and staying here is scary. It means that Ilya wants to try again, and that there's a chance Shane could end up broken-hearted. Ilya being here for now and not intending to stay is also scary. Then it feels like his presence is facilitated only by the guilt he feels for hurting Shane all those years ago. 
He seems content to let Shane choose, and appears to want to leave everything entirely in Shane's hands, allowing Shane to set the pace and lead them toward wherever it is this will end up.
"Is that…good?" Ellie seems to be at a loss for how to approach this conversation.
Ellie is well aware of Shane's sexuality. So, what conclusions is she drawing about Ilya? Shane wonders.
It must be obvious that there's some sort of past between the two former hockey players. Shane knows that there's very little platonic about the way they sometimes look at each other.
"Yes," Shane says. He believes it too. He knows they need to talk. They still haven't really talked.
"You still need to tell me—" Ellie starts.
"No, thank you, Ellie," Shane says. 
The sigh she releases is monumental. 
"Guess I'll go do my job," she says, dramatically dragging her feet back to her desk.
—
When Ilya hasn't checked in with Shane by noon, he decides to go see how the storage room is coming along.
Both doors are still propped open, and Shane thinks every single piece of gear or equipment that was in the room is now lying out on the hallway floor in front of it.
With a very guilty looking Russian standing in the middle of it all.
"This looks bad," Ilya acknowledges, then pauses when he looks at Shane's face. 
"What?" Shane asks, suddenly self-conscious as Ilya's attention stays pinned to his face.
"I forgot about the glasses," Ilya says, forgetting himself for a moment, his voice getting a little rougher.
Shane instantly flushes thinking about the only other time Ilya had seen him in these glasses.
Ilya had been in Russia.
Shane had been home, when Montreal was home.
Ilya had quite the response to Shane's glasses.
"Uh, yeah." Shane smiles, running his hand through his hair nervously.
"Looks good," Ilya says quietly. There is heat in the way Ilya's looking at him, and Shane can't help the way the warm coil of desire in his gut comes to life.
"Thanks." Shane blushes deeper, looking away from Ilya and instead focusing on the absolute mess the man had been able to make. "Can you explain this, please?"
It's Ilya's turn to run his hand through his hair, and Shane can't get over the way Ilya's smile causes wrinkles to appear around his eyes. He looks great. Handsome in the same rugged way as always, but finely aged now.
"I start sorting hockey sticks," Ilya explains. "You had terrible system. I have better one. There's no room for all my piles. I bring them out," he chuckles, "and then I did that with basically everything else."
His brow furrows as if he's suddenly seeing the mess for the first time.
"Shit," he mutters. "Was not this bad in my head."
"Want to get lunch?" Shane asks before he fully registers the words leaving his mouth. "I mean, only if you'd like. I figure I owe you a lunch, considering all the work you've done."
"I could have lunch," Ilya smiles.
—
They get lunch at the local cafe. Ilya picks. Shane has a sneaking suspicion he chose it because there was a salad with chicken breast on the menu that Shane mentioned liking.
Shane pays, because realistically, there's probably something to be said about taking advantage of the unpaid labour of a foreign worker. Though, he thinks there's some leniency when said foreign worker is a millionaire.
They stay at the cafe to eat.
They don't talk about anything serious.
Shane jokes about the mess Ilya made at the rink. 
Ilya promises Shane will cower in awe when he sees the system he's devising. He refuses to elaborate on what that system will be.
It's quieter. There are longer beats of silence.
They return to the rink and Shane leaves Ilya to continue his work.                                 .
—------------------------------
Shane should go back to his office. Go back to the spreadsheets. The emails. Half finished grant applications. A schedule that still needs fixing.
Instead, he's sitting on an overturned bucket with a clipboard and a bin of brand new and half used rolls of tape in front of him. A variety of colors and styles fill the bin.
Realistically, there's no reason for Shane to be sitting here.
Other than the fact that he ran out of any other excuses to be near the storage room.
It's Thursday. Ilya has maintained the coffee routine each morning. And Shane's stomach does a little flip each time he sees him waiting in the lot.
"Why is this still in bucket?" Ilya asks, reaching past Shane to grab a roll that has only the thinnest strip of tape left. 
Ilya gets close to Shane when he reaches past him, but doesn't make contact. Each time Shane has been in the storage room over the past two days Ilya has made it a point not to initiate touch with Shane. 
Part of him is incredibly grateful to have Ilya respecting his boundaries. The other part wants the man to press him against the empty shelves and touch every inch of their bodies together.
"There's tape on it," Shane says, snatching it back from Ilya. 
"This is not tape, Hollander," Ilya says. "This is sadness, this is child needing tape and discovering that life is disappointment."
Shane chuckles at that, and lets Ilya grab the roll back from him and toss it in the garbage. 
"Look," Ilya says, a faux serious tone covering his voice. "If you cannot afford new tape, I purchase for you. Is benefit of being very wealthy, don't need to keep sad tape."
"I can afford new rolls," Shane clarifies. "I just prefer to use up whatever we have. And I usually let some of the kids keep the mostly finished rolls."
He looks down at the bin that is, admittedly, looking fairly thin.
"I think I'll have to order more," Shane says, jotting down the numbers on his clipboard. "Is there anything else I should add to the order? Anything we really need to replace?"
"Yes." Ilya nods, turning back to the chaotic system of organization that he promises Shane will make sense before the end of the week. "Laces, skate guards, mouthguards, and probably few other things."
"Text me the list," Shane tells him, not looking up. "I'll add it to my own."
Ilya freezes, his movements stopping so abruptly that Shane looks up and is surprised to see the expression on Ilya's face.
It is suddenly very, very guarded.
"I cannot text you," Ilya tells him simply.
"You deleted my number?" Shane asks. He's not surprised by that. "It's the same one as before. I can give it to you."
"No." Ilya's voice is quiet. "I still have your number."
Shane looks confused. "So, text me?"
"I, uh—" Ilya exhales a big breath of air. "I am blocked. I cannot text. Or call."
The roll of tape in Shane's hand drops back into the bucket. 
He had forgotten.
Somehow, impossibly, he had forgotten.
In the days after he came out to his parents, Rose had visited. They went to a hotel to get drunk and he told her everything. The night itself is blurry. He can't remember exactly what was said, but he remembers her telling him to delete the text threads, and to block and delete Ilya's number. 
He had blocked it, but had been unwilling to delete it. Just hiding the contact instead.
But that was years ago.
"Can you try?" Shane asks. "I'm sorry, I completely forgot. But that was so long ago. It might not still be blocked. I've had so many phones since then."
Ilya shakes his head. His eyes are downcast. He seems embarrassed. 
"Was still blocked," he whispers, "six months ago."
Shane's heart stops.
"Ilya," he says, trying to pull his attention back to Shane's face. "You tried to call me six months ago?"
If Shane wasn't looking closely, he would have missed the small nod.
"Why?" Shane asks quietly. 
Ilya shrugs. "I called a few times," he says, still not looking at Shane. His hands are fiddling with the lanyards hanging off the wall next to him. "More often in the beginning. Then less."
Shane can see what it costs Ilya to admit that. Can see the tension in his jaw, the flush to his cheeks.
Ilya's embarrassed.
"Why did you keep calling, Ilya?" 
When Ilya raises his eyes to Shane's, he looks pained. Uncomfortable with whatever answer he has to offer Shane.
Shane watches a battle happen across Ilya's face. The Ilya he once knew never would have answered the question with any sincerity. He would have cracked a shitty joke and just left Shane with more questions.
He waits for a response. He wants to give Ilya the space to decide how to respond.
"I hoped you would answer."
"Oh."
Silence. Not an uncomfortable silence. A contemplative silence.
Shane's trying to sort through this. Trying to process what he's just heard.
He wonders how soon after he blocked Ilya he had tried calling.
Without thinking, Shane slides his phone out of his pocket. Unlocks it.
He searches through the settings to find his blocked caller list. Unblocks Ilya.
"Try again."
Ilya swallows, turns on his own phone. Shane watches him tap on the screen a few times. Shane tries not to think about how few times he has to tap in order to trigger Shane's phone.
Lily calling…
He hadn't realized how strong the Pavlovian response that Ilya had programmed into him was. His stomach flipped. His palms started sweating, and his cock twitched ever so slightly in his pants.
He looks up from his phone screen to make a joke about Ilya still being in his phone as Lily, the silly code name Ilya had come up with so many years ago.
Ilya's staring at his own phone like he's just seen a ghost.
"It rang more than once," he laughs quietly, looking at Shane. "You will not answer?" he asks, his tone taking on a forced joking tone.
Shane smiles, accepting the call and holding his phone to his ear.
"Hi, Ilya," Shane says, smiling up at Ilya across the storage room.
"Hi, Shane," Ilya's voice is thick with emotion, and the smile that spreads across his face is drenched in relief.
Shane rolls his eyes, getting up from his spot on the bucket so he's standing closer to Ilya.
"Goodbye, Ilya."
"Bye, Shane."
He ends the call and they both bring their phones in front of them.
He laughs when he sees the contact is still in Ilya's phone as Jane. Ilya laughs too, looking at the contact labeled Lily.
"I guess we can change the names," Shane says with a smile.
"Yes," Ilya agrees. His fingers move across the screen, adjusting the name so it reads Shane.
Lily becomes Ilya just as quickly.
Something settles between them as they look at each other. A calm.
"Text me the list," Shane says, returning to their earlier conversation to break the tension. "Or text me whatever."
Ilya is looking down at the contact on his phone like it's the most valuable thing he's ever had in his hands.
There's warmth in his eyes when he looks back at Shane. Not heat, but warmth.
—
"I can't believe you finished." Shane laughs in disbelief.
The storage room, which still looked like a bomb had gone off yesterday when they left, was now organized. And organized well. Shane almost hated to admit that Ilya had done a better job than him, but he had.
"You have no faith," Ilya states, faux hurt. "You think I would fail?"
"Oh, c'mon." Shane rolls his eyes. "It was a fucking mess yesterday."
Ilya mutters something that sounds a lot like "no fucking faith."
"Explain the system, Ilya."
His face brightens as he gestures for Shane to follow him through the carefully organized storage room.
"Cones, pucks, clipboards, daily shit," Ilya starts, waving his hand towards the carefully grouped items he's listed. "All close to door. Easy to grab."
Ilya moves through the room carefully, pointing out the logic around each choice he's made and why. 
"...and down here are mini nets, and heavy bins." He seems very proud as he straightens from the crouch and grimaces.
Shane had been watching that knee all week.
"Your knee is fucked."
Ilya finishes getting upright. "Is not just knee. Back is kind of fucked too."
The smile he offers with that is more pained than funny.
"Bed sucks at hotel."
He doesn't allow himself a moment to rethink it before he says, "Do you want to stay with me?"
Fuck.
He shouldn't have said anything.
Staring at Shane, Ilya seems to turn the proposition over in his head while Shane stands there wishing the earth would swallow him whole.
"You have guest room." Ilya says it like a statement.
"Yes," Shane babbles. "Yes, absolutely. I have a guest room, it even has an ensuite. You'd have your own space. You can use my washing machine too. I mean, I don't know how much longer you're planning on being here."
Ilya's smile is kind as he watches Shane devolve into more babbling. 
"But really," he runs his hand through his hair, "you've been in that hotel for too long. I've got the space."
He seems to consider the offer, staring at Shane as he experiences a quiet panic at the thought of Ilya turning him down. Laughing in Shane's face and telling him he'll be headed back to Boston.
"You do not have to," Ilya tells him. "I will not impose only because you feel you must."
"That's not—" Shane pauses. "I want you to stay with me, Ilya."
He figures if Ilya is making an effort to be more honest, he can do the same.
"I would like that," he says softly. "Yes, if you are okay to have me. I will stay. With you."
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane gains a roommate. And is very chill about it.

Or

Ilya is the most well-behaved roommate ever. Truly. Shane could be better.
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  Ilya is standing over his open suitcase. He's going to stay at Shane's apartment. He needs to pack up before he can head over.
He can't say he's sad about getting out of this cardboard box of sadness. 
He's not sure if moving into Shane's guest room is the best choice.
Working in the storage room this past week has been great for Ilya. He was able to methodically work through each section. It kept his hands busy while he worked through what his plans were.
He's staying for now. For as long as Shane allows him to stay. 
I want you to stay with me, Ilya.
Shane had said it. He wants Ilya to be there. 
Ilya is not going to fuck this up.
He will be a fantastic house guest.
The most well-behaved house guest.
He thinks of Shane in his glasses.
Takes a deep, steadying breath.
He would be well-behaved.
Even if it killed him.
Luckily, as the result of so many years playing away games and treating hotel rooms like oasis pit stops in the desert, Ilya is well-practiced at packing up in a hurry and clearing out.
He knew where to look for things he had likely forgotten, knew to open drawers, shake out blankets, and to check all outlets. 
True, he had never spent quite as long in a hotel room in the past as he had here, but the lessons still applied.
Even with his long residency he hadn't settled into the space enough to find it difficult to leave. He had already, more or less, packed up all his clothes on a weekly basis to do laundry at Shane's. Even though, cards on the table, he didn't really need to do laundry weekly with the amount of clothes Sveta had sent him.
He should call her again.
He had called her once to let her know he had missed his flight.
She was vaguely disappointed, but Ilya heard the truth beneath the words. She was scared for him.
He had put her through hell in the beginning. He had let himself get dangerously close to total shutdown. Still remembers the fear in her eyes when she found him at home that one night.
Not fear of him, but fear for him.
She's in the last few weeks before her wedding, and he will be there for that. 
He throws his last duffle over his shoulder, takes one last glance through the bathroom to make sure he didn't leave any toiletries and is out the door. He's happy to hear the hotel room lock behind him, knowing he isn't returning later.
He calls Sveta once he's in the car.
"Lovely ex-husband," she says by way of greeting.
"Long suffering ex-wife," he says in return, smiling at their exchange.
"I see you're still committed to being a foolish man," she remarks.
He can hear another voice in the background.
"Is that Vera?" he asks. "Am I interrupting?"
"Yes, is Vera," Sveta confirms. "No, not interrupting. We are just putting away groceries for dinner. I will put you on speaker."
He hears the change in sound as she hits the button for speaker phone and places the phone on a surface nearby.
"Hello, Vera," he calls, louder than he probably needs to.
"Hi, Ilya," Vera's voice is calm. Steady.
The way he and Sveta are both storms, Vera is the coastline. Stable. Unmoving.
He tries not to find offense in the fact that she is his opposite in many ways.
"You are excited for wedding?" Ilya asks.
"Yes," both women answer in sync. It makes Ilya roll his eyes. Glad they can't see his expression.
"You'll be here, right?" Vera cuts straight to her most important point. 
"Vera," Sveta groans, but there is a deep sense of affection in her voice. "Leave him. He's called to be chastised by me. Not both of us."
"Of course, dear," Vera says, her voice taking on the softness that only seemed to be present when she spoke to Sveta.
The tone was much closer to exasperated older sister when she spoke to Ilya.
"Tell me your most recent mistakes, Ilyusha," she demands with a joking tone. "Or have you decided to finally return from war."
He's glad he's caught her in a good mood.
"I am still here," he laughs. "I have worked at the rink all week. It felt good. To do something."
Sveta makes an affirmative sound, encouraging him to continue speaking. She's aware that he's found retirement unfulfilling. 
"The hotel has been killing me," he continues. "Terrible bed. Terrible everything, at this point."
"I told you to rent something," she says, smugly. "I knew you would hate to stay there, and I fucking knew you'd end up staying."
Lovesick puppy is what she had called him. 
He figures he should just tear this bandaid right off.
"He asked me to stay with him."
Something clatters into a sink, Ilya thinks. And then there's silence.
"You will move in with him?" 
"Yes," he says simply.
"This is what you want?" she clarifies. "You think this will be best for you?"
"Yes."
"Oh, Ilyusha," she sighs. "I hope for your sake you are right. I want you happy my sweet man. You deserve it."
He knows she's thinking of the years he struggled.
"He's amazing, Sveta," he tells her quietly. "You were right, I did not know him like I knew him then. He's different, still same in so many ways, but is different in the best ways."
He smiles, thinking of the ways Hollander has grown in the time they spent separated.
He's no longer the nervous, insecure, closeted hockey player, holding himself so tightly to expectations he set forward himself. Expectations that even Ilya knew would be impossible to meet.
He's confident. He's kind. He's proud of who he is. Wears that little rainbow pin everywhere.
Even if Ilya had given up Russia, hadn't been back since the summer after his father's death, he still hadn't found reason to come out. Not publicly. Sure, he hooked up with men on occasion. Tried the odd repeat situation. But hadn't claimed anyone publicly in a way that required coming out.
He wonders if he would consider coming out so he could have Shane beside him in the light.
He knows that he would.
"I'm glad, Ilyusha," she says. He can still hear some apprehension in her voice. "Just don't stay for him if it starts to hurt you."
"And be back in time for the wedding," Vera's voice cuts through. Serious.
"Tell your fiancee that I will be at wedding," Ilya says, even though he knows Vera can still hear him. "I would not miss it for the world."
"Good." Her voice is kind, but firm. "Sveta has already threatened to drag you there herself. I'd rather not start our marriage with an international incident."
Ilya chuckles at that. Imagining Sveta dragging him by the ear back to Boston in her wedding dress.
"Will you need a plus one?" Sveta asks him suddenly.
His face flushes at the thought of asking Shane to join him in Boston for the wedding.
"Maybe."
When he arrives at Shane's apartment, he uses it as an excuse to bid a loving farewell to Sveta, promising both her and Vera that he will not, under any circumstances, miss their wedding.
Like the headstrong hockey player he is, Ilya attempts to bring all of his luggage up to Shane's apartment on his own. In one trip. 
Apparently, it hadn't crossed his mind that Shane's building is a walk-up.
Shane finds him in the stairwell, between the first and second floors, giving his knee a break.
"You are tracking me," Ilya says to Shane.
Shane's eyes flicker down to Ilya's knee. He takes in the man's grimace and shakes his head like he's disappointed.
"You should have called," Shane chides him.
A thrill shoots through Ilya.
He could have called.
That hadn't been an option even a week ago.
Shane had unblocked him. He hadn't seemed to realize entirely that Ilya had been blocked this whole time.
A part of him wonders what would have happened if Shane had answered Ilya's phone call six months ago. Or any of the phone calls he had made across the years.
"Could have," Ilya agrees. "I am strong hockey player, though. Don't need help."
"Retired hockey player," Shane points out, and Ilya pretends like it wounds him.
"I cannot believe that you say this about favourite player," Ilya accuses.
Shane levels him with a look, reaching down to pick up one of the duffles, the heavier one. He slaps Ilya's hand away when he tries to grab it.
"You aren't an active player," Shane rudely points out again. "You can't be my favourite."
Ilya grins at the implication. 
"And when I was active player?" Ilya asks. "Was I favourite, Hollander? You have my jersey? I can sign for you. Anything for biggest fan."
"Oh fuck off." Shane gently shoves him, clearly still mindful of Ilya's knee.
That's not a no. Ilya realizes with a wolfish grin. He doesn't say anything else though, reminding himself that he's meant to be on his best behaviour.
Shane keeps a tight grip on the heavier duffle bag, the one containing the majority of Ilya's clothes, which he haphazardly shoved in without packing.
It's possible he did it purposefully so he could see the horror on Shane's face when Ilya dumps it out to do laundry.
He would scrunch up his face. Try so very hard to say nothing until Ilya starts shoving the clothes into the washing machine with little regard for colour and fabric composition. He would blush, giving a gorgeous background to the freckles across his cheeks. Until he just couldn't take it, and finally had to make a comment. Or, even better, reached across Ilya and sorted out the clothes himself.
Okay. So, maybe Ilya wouldn't be a perfect house guest.
As soon as they step through the door to Shane's apartment, it's like a dam bursts and Hollander can't seem to hold back the tidal wave of information that comes falling from his mouth.
"The kitchen is pretty well stocked." And he's off before Ilya even has his shoes off and lined up neatly next to Shane's. "I just bought groceries the other day, but if there's something I don't have that you'd like, you can write it on the list," he gestures to the fridge, "and I can get it the next time I'm out. Please, eat whatever you'd like, but if you finish something—"
"Write on list?" Ilya finishes for him with a kind smile.
He loves Hollander like this, flushed, nervous, overcompensating because he's uncomfortable.
"Yeah," Shane laughs, running a hand through hair that already looks like it's been plenty fucked with in the past couple hours since they said bye at the rink.
Shane leads Ilya into the living room. "You already know this area, feel free to use the TV whenever you'd like, I've got gaming consoles below it with plenty of games."
Skipping over the washer and dryer, Shane points instead to the closet across. "Linen closet. Towels, extra blankets, sheets are all in there. Help yourself."
Ilya has never seen the bedrooms in the apartment, Shane had never offered to show him, and he had never pressed. Fully aware of the risk in having a bed in close proximity.
"This is the guest bedroom." Shane opens a door towards the end of the hall.
It's nice, modest in the way the rest of the apartment is, but it's nice. Large enough to fit a queen bed, simple wooden bedside tables on either side. There's a large window looking out onto the park that sits next to the building. Two doors are on the wall opposite the bed. The bathroom and a closet, Ilya assumes.
The linens are charcoal grey. Simple. Neutral.
Exactly what Ilya would expect to find in Shane's guest bedroom.
"I already put towels in the bathroom for you." Ilya's not sure how he hasn't passed out. He's not sure Shane's taken a breath.
"There's a toothbrush as well, and some other random bathroom stuff," Shane finishes. 
Ilya looks at the flushed, overly helpful Canadian man. 
"Thank you, Shane," Ilya says, smiling at him warmly.
I love you.
Ilya thinks the words. Ever since the words had nearly forced themselves from his mouth, he had come to the startling realization that it was true.
Even now. Even after all these years. Ilya still loves Shane. And he's been so grateful to realize that he doesn't love a ghost. Some simulacrum formed from the fondness of memory that doesn't actually match reality.
He loves this Shane.
But he won't say it. He will never utter the words first again. 
He needs Shane to choose this. To choose him.
He will wait.
For the first time in his life, Ilya will continue to be patient.
—------------------------------------------
Shane rolls over in his bed and looks at the clock.
5:32am
He's usually getting up around now. Starting his morning routine.
It's Saturday morning though, and Shane did not sleep well.
He lies on his back, pinching the bridge of his nose.
The logical part of him is quiet this morning. It reminds him that it's good that Ilya stayed in his room, even though Shane lay awake most of the night listening for him.
They need to maintain some control. That's part of their whole problem, they just fuck but never actually deal with anything.
It's good that Ilya didn't sneak into Shane's room, stare at him with those eyes, darkened with desire. 
In fact, it's preferable.
Shane appreciates that Ilya kept his distance during the entire evening, making no attempt to initiate physical contact at all.
It's good. Really.
He groans quietly, frustrated that while he can barely lie to himself, his cock has no interest in the bullshit he's selling.
Shane reaches down to grip himself through his boxers. There's already a damp patch. He thinks it's been there most of the night.
He is aching with want. 
He thinks of Ilya. Looking up at him in the hotel room. On his knees for Shane. 
He slides his hand down further, gently pulling on his balls. Enjoying the way the feeling flows through his body.
A part of him takes a second to chastise himself.
He has a house guest.
This is not proper host behaviour.
He's never had Ilya Rozanov as a house guest before.
He figures there must be an allowance for outstanding situations.
Thinking of the way Ilya carefully and gently took Shane apart that night, he slides his hand into his boxers. Gripping himself. Pretending for a moment that he's hoping his erection flags a bit and he can continue with his morning.
Sighing, he rolls over to the side table, pulling out the bottle of lube he keeps there.
He can make this quick. It doesn't have to be weird.
He's still in his own home.
Slicking his hand, Shane slides his boxers down and bites his lip to stifle the groan that threatens to rip through him as he gives himself one cursory stroke.
Fuck.
He shifts, pushing himself up a bit so he's leaning against the headboard more.
For a second his mind flashes to the dildo in his bedside table. No, this is merely maintenance. Anything more will take too long, and he can't guarantee his brain won't suggest just seeking out the real thing.
This is just to keep him sane.
He starts with only stroking his cock, enjoying the pleasure as it starts building. He squeezes as he gets to the base. Watching the way precum gathers at the tip, beading until it drips down his length.
Thinks about Ilya hungrily lapping it up.
His other hand moves down to massage his balls. He finds a pace that has him moving towards an edge, but not rocketing off.
Part of him likes the idea that this is happening across the hall from the object of his fantasies. Another part of him, equally as loud, is slightly ashamed of that fact.
Wrapped around his hard cock, his hand finds a steady rhythm. He plants his feet on the bed, shifting his hips ever so slightly. Using the slickness from a mixture of precum and lube that has trailed over and past his balls, Shane gently touches the tense muscle of his hole. Lightly pressing without breaching his body. Just teasing.
He thinks of Ilya's hands on him. Thinks of the hot, hard length of Ilya's cock pressing against him, splitting him open and filling all the empty spaces with himself.
"Fuck." The words are quiet when they leave his mouth, but Shane is quick to panic at the sound.
He knows the walls aren't soundproof.
Embarrassingly, the speed of his hand increases at the thought of Ilya hearing him.
Before he can give that a closer look, Shane lets out a mangled, hopefully quiet groan, and he shoots across his stomach.
Shane lies there for a second, breathing heavily.
He hears something clang in the kitchen. He's certain it's a mug.
He wishes he could sink into the bed and disappear.
Oh no. 
No.
Please, let him not have heard.
As Shane gets up to clean himself in the bathroom, moving through his usual morning routine, he can't help but feel mortified.
He's a grown man.
He couldn't keep his shit together for even one night. 
And now he has to go have breakfast with the man who may or may not be aware that Shane just masturbated thinking about him.
Perfect.
He's a terrible host.
—
Shane has to shower before he can leave his room.
He feels like there's a large sign across his forehead that reads, "I masturbated thinking about you this morning."
The flush will not leave his cheeks. 
He brushes his teeth twice.
Washes his hands three times.
He can do this.
He can be normal.
Once he has accepted that his breathing is never going to calm down to an acceptable level, Shane leaves his room to go out into the kitchen.
Ilya is standing in front of the coffee machine, staring at it as if he's trying to disarm a bomb.
And looking impossibly sexy.
His hair is rumpled from sleep, he's got on a pair of loose-fitting shorts and an old Boston t-shirt that fits tight across his chest. Barefoot and at ease in Shane's kitchen.
"Do you need help?" Shane hopes his voice doesn't give him away.
Is his voice different after he comes? Can Ilya tell?
"Coffee machine is impossible," Ilya declares without looking at Shane.
He won't make eye contact. Shane realizes Ilya must have heard.
No. He forces himself to behave normally. Ilya is behaving normally.
Shane walks over until he's in the direct vicinity of Ilya and can feel the heat off of his body.
"It's deceptively easy," Shane tells him, showing Ilya the simple controls on the machine.
"Did I wake you?" Ilya asks, reaching into the cupboard to grab a mug.
"No," Shane says quickly, not considering his words. "I was already up."
"Ah," Ilya says with no inflection, but Shane swears he sees the tiniest twitch of Ilya's lips.
No. He must have imagined it. Must have. Ilya would have made fun of him endlessly if he actually knew.
But he's certain he saw the lip twitch.
He would really like the floor to open and swallow him.
Before Shane can spiral too completely, Ilya continues talking.
"You want coffee?" he asks Shane. "I also make breakfast. As thank you. Will you eat eggs? Or do you need strange bird food breakfast?"
Shane laughs at the joke, willing his mind to shake off the embarrassment that Ilya might know.
"I can have eggs," he tells Ilya. "I can even have toast."
"Perfect." Ilya smiles at him.
The coffee machine starts to gurgle behind him. 
"Sit," Ilya instructs, and then seems to pause. "If you want. I will cook."
Shane smiles at the redirection. The small shift. 
Ilya is trying so hard to keep the power in Shane's hands.
Ilya stands in the centre of the kitchen. Shane moves to sit at the very rarely used bar stools. 
He could just go sit in the living room. Or find something else to do.
But there's something deeply domestic and healing about watching Ilya move around his kitchen.
When the coffee finishes brewing, Ilya pulls out Shane's favourite mug from the cupboard, pouring him a cup and placing it in front of him.
Shane smiles at the mug. He's never mentioned it to Ilya.
"Why this mug?" Shane asks him.
Ilya shrugs, turning back to get his own coffee. "Is good size, handle not too small," Ilya explains. "Nice weight. I like the colour."
Shane smiles down at the mug. He's listed the reasons for the mug being favoured.
"What the fuck is that?" Ilya's horrified tone forces Shane's eyes to him.
He's holding a bag. Filled with milk.
"Oh my god," Shane laughs. "It's milk, Ilya."
"Shane," Ilya says, deadpan. "This is crime. This is monstrosity."
"It's how milk is packaged here."
Ilya puts it back in the fridge, the look of distaste still evident on his face.
"Fucking bagged milk," he mutters under his breath. "No shoes in house, milk in bags. What the fuck is this country."
Shane just shakes his head.
"You get used to it," he says without thinking.
Ilya pauses, face still in the fridge, and says, "I suppose so."
For the first time today, Shane's face reddens not from embarrassment, but from happiness.
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  "You will not even put salt on eggs, Hollander." Ilya acts horrified.
"C'mon," Shane laughs, holding up his toast. "I'm having bread, aren't I?"
The stare Ilya sends his way is so distraught, Shane laughs.
"This—" Ilya shakes the bread at Shane. "—is not bread. This is bird seed forming together to create loaf of sadness."
"It's not that bad," Shane says defensively.
"Hollander." Ilya looks at him seriously.
"Rozanov," Shane answers, unable to keep the smile off his face.
"This bread," Ilya says without an ounce of humour, "is crime against humanity."
"Shut the fuck up and finish your breakfast, Roz," Shane says, turning back to his breakfast.
Ilya does eventually finish his eggs and toast, though it doesn't happen without complaint.
After they're finished breakfast, Ilya very pointedly turns to the fridge and, using the pen that's next to the notepad, writes real bread on the grocery list.
He pauses, then continues to write normal milk in normal container beneath it.
Shane snorts out a laugh at him, grabbing his mug and heading to the living room.
"Did you have any plans for today?" Shane calls over his shoulder.
Shane isn't sure what his own plans are for the day. Being in the apartment on the weekend is not something he often does. He usually goes to his cottage. However, he had to help Ilya get settled in this weekend. That's why he stayed.
To have his toast mocked, and be gently infuriated and turned on by his house guest.
He can hear a grunting sound as Ilya drags his larger duffle bag into the living room.
"I will do laundry," Ilya announces before unceremoniously lifting the bottom of his duffle bag and dumping a massive pile of unfolded laundry on the floor.
Shane knows his face tightens at the pile.
There seems to be a knowing smile on Ilya's face, as if he expected this response. Shane nods at Ilya and turns back towards the couch.
Ilya is across the room, in the space just before the hall where the closet door hides the washer and dryer. Shane can hear him moving around the piles of clothing.
He glances over in time to see Ilya grabbing fistfuls of clothes and shoving them into the washing machine. Shane swears there's a smug grin on his face as he does so, but can't get a full visual.
He clenches his jaw.
Ilya looks up at the liquid detergent and furrows his brows as if he hasn't done laundry here for a few weeks now, as if Shane hasn't explained exactly which detergent to use for which fabrics.
He dumps an entirely arbitrary amount of detergent directly into the drum of the washing machine, ignoring the detergent drawer. Ilya then seems to stare at the dial before shrugging and pushing start.
"Okay, what the fuck?" Shane can't stop the words.
Ilya looks at him innocently as the washing machine buzzes to life and water starts to fill the drum.
"What's the problem, Hollander?" 
"You can't honestly still be doing this shit," Shane says, putting his mug down on the coffee table and stomping over. "You're going to wreck your clothes."
Shane leans past Ilya, his arm brushing against the man's chest in the process, to hit the stop button on the machine. It slowly powers down, water still in the drum.
"And I told you, Hollander," Ilya says with an exasperated tone, but there seems to be a level of satisfaction in his words, a small smile at the contact between them. "I am rich. I can buy new clothes."
He knows, logically, that Ilya is baiting him. Unfortunately, Ilya knows him better than most people, knows exactly what buttons to push. And Shane can't help but take the bait.
"You have to know how wasteful that is," Shane says.
Ilya shrugs. "If one extra load of laundry is enough to damn world, perhaps world is already fucked."
Shane stares at him flatly. They're close enough that Shane can feel Ilya's breath, can smell coffee, warm skin, and something underneath that he's always associated with Ilya.
He takes a conscious step back, needing a small amount of distance between them. 
"Perhaps you can remind me how," Ilya says, his voice far more rough than it should be, considering they're discussing laundry.
"Uh," Shane coughs, his eyes struggling to focus anywhere but on Ilya's lips. "Yeah."
"I will bring clothes to couch," Ilya says, suddenly pulling away and breaking whatever spell had just overtaken the two of them. "We sort there."
Shane takes an additional moment to calm himself before turning back to the couch, where Ilya is dropping an armful of his dirty clothes.
—
A few hours later, Shane is relatively comfortable with the state of Ilya's laundry. They're both sitting side by side in comfortable silence while a stupid home renovation show plays quietly in the background.
They've folded mountains of laundry. Ilya slowly brought the piles into the guest bedroom. Shane stayed in the living room. Didn't feel it was wise to tempt fate. Or himself.
He blinks, rubbing his left eye. A quick pain flares.
"I think this is last pile," Ilya announces, dropping the last pile of freshly dried clothes.
Shane flinches away from the sound slightly.
Ilya plops down next to Shane with a smile.
"Can we watch cooking show now?" he asks.
"Sure." Shane's answer comes out more clipped than he intended.
"Are you okay?" Ilya asks, concern lacing his voice.
"Yep." Shane is trying to keep the attitude from his voice.
He reaches back, feeling a tightness in his shoulder.
"...anything, Hollander?" Shane only catches the last half of the question.
He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath.
No.
Fuck.
Not today.
"Can you turn off the light?" Shane asks quietly.
He feels the weight leave the couch, and can see the room darken through his eyelids as Ilya turns off the lights.
"Keep eyes closed." Ilya's voice is quiet but firm. 
Shane flinches when he hears the curtains being closed. It's not an offensive sound, but it sounds painfully loud to him right now.
Within seconds, it seems the apartment is cloaked in darkness. The tv has been silenced. He hears the faint sound of water running, but it's very faint. Must be in the guest bathroom.
"Open eyes, Hollander," Ilya whispers, his weight suddenly back on the couch next to him.
He can barely make out Ilya's form on the couch next to him. He's managed to entirely dim the apartment. He found the hidden blackout curtains on all the windows in the main room. He turned off the tv, and it looks like he even covered the small lights that are permanently lit on the router beside the tv.
Ilya's hand finds his in the dark, and he places a glass of water into his hand.
"I have ibuprofen," he tells Shane. "I don't know if you want, or if there's something better."
"Cupboard," Shane manages to say.
Ilya's gone again and Shane lowers himself onto the couch.
Fuck.
His migraines had been so good for most of the summer. Only small headaches every once in a while.
This one doesn't feel small. But hopefully he can get ahead of it.
Usually, if he can get ahead of it, he doesn't end up losing days to it.
Perfect. Just in time for Ilya to see how damaged he is. To see the reason returning to hockey was impossible.
From the corner of his eye, he can see a light flickering on and off in the kitchen. Ilya must be using his phone's flashlight to search the cupboards. And he must be exercising an enormous amount of restraint, as Shane can't hear any of the doors slamming shut.
He hears Ilya's quiet breathing as he returns. "I found two kinds of pills," Ilya says quietly. "One in foil, one is not. Both have names I cannot pronounce."
Shane would laugh at that if his head wasn't starting to feel like it might split open.
"Foil," Shane says. "Please."
He can hear a little exhale and can nearly imagine Ilya chuckling at his need for manners, even now.
Ilya sets down the other pills, gently removes the one from the foil and hands it to Shane.
He's grateful to the hulking Russian man who used to slam men into boards, goad people into fistfights, and just generally antagonize anyone around him. But who was here now, in Shane's pitch black apartment, handing him a pill and making sure he drank the entire glass of water.
"You need more?" Ilya asks him.
"No."
"What can I do?" Ilya's small voice sounds scared. Helpless.
Shane knows how that feels.
He takes a deep breath, preparing for the words he needs to say.
"Migraine," he explains. "Just need to lay down. Hopefully done in a few hours."
He can feel Ilya nod and get up from the couch, giving Shane space.
Shane lies down, turning onto his side.
"I will go," Ilya says quietly. "I can check on you in a little."
Shane's hand flies up blindly, grabbing Ilya's leg.
"No."
"No?"
"Please stay."
Ilya's hand snakes into Shane's, giving one quick squeeze before letting go.
"I will stay."
The couch dips beneath his weight where Shane's feet are. He instinctively pulls them away, but Ilya quietly clicks his tongue, grabbing the socked feet and putting them on his lap.
"I can read on phone?" he asks quietly.
"Yeah, just keep it dim."
"Of course."
—
He's not sure how long it's been. The typical time marker of the sun is still blocked entirely from view. The apartment is still bathed in darkness.
He can still feel the pressure, but the pain is dulled, no longer sharp behind his eyes.
His feet are still on Ilya's lap. Ilya's hand is absentmindedly looped around Shane's ankle, his thumb brushing gently over the bone.
He looks down to see Ilya's face softly illuminated by the glow from his phone. His face is serious. Contemplative. He's biting his lip as he reads whatever is on the screen.
Shane gives himself a few seconds to just appreciate the visual.
Appreciate the reality that Ilya had stayed. Had not only stayed but cared for Shane. 
Shane shifts slightly.
"Shane?" Ilya's voice is still hushed.
"Hey," he says in return.
Ilya drops Shane's ankle, and he can't help but feel resentful at the loss of contact.
He feels Ilya lean over his legs towards the coffee table, and a second later, a glass of water is being pressed into his hand.
He drinks it.
"Thank you," he says quietly.
"How are you?" Ilya asks him.
"Better," he responds honestly. "Not perfect, but better."
He hears the relief in Ilya's sigh.
"Can I get you anything?"
"No," Shane says. "I just have to pee."
"I cannot help you with that, Hollander," Ilya says with a joking tone.
"Fuck off." Shane wrinkles his nose. "No. I didn't mean that."
Ilya chuckles and helps Shane to his feet.
When Shane returns, grateful that he knows his apartment almost entirely by feel, he sees Ilya still gently lit up by his phone screen. As soon as he sees Shane, he turns the screen off.
"It's okay," Shane assures him, reaching for the lighting remote he keeps next to the couch. He turns on the lights to their dimmest setting. Just barely enough to make out the shape of Ilya on the couch.
"I can manage with some light now."
"I cannot do anything for you?" Ilya checks.
Shane sits back down. "Just sit with me."
He sees Ilya nod in the dark, and Shane brings his feet back onto the couch, leaning back against the arm. Since he's sitting up, his feet no longer reach Ilya.
Ilya stays against his side of the couch. 
Shane mourns the contact between them.
He half considers crawling down the couch and putting his head in Ilya's lap.
Thinks about how nice it would feel to have Ilya's fingers brush his hair back. Thinks about Ilya leaning down to kiss his forehead.
Fuck.
Shane closes his eyes. Focuses on the far more subdued thudding of his headache.
"Shane?" Ilya's voice is concerned. "Bad again?"
"No," Shane exhales. "No, I'm fine."
His eyes snap open quickly. Ilya has leaned forward a little, clearly worried that Shane's migraine is returning. Fortunately, Shane's only problem is the man who does genuinely seem to only want to care for him.
And Shane's resolve to keep him at arm's length is very quickly wavering.
—
Eventually, they're able to turn the lights up to what Shane would describe as a dim movie theatre. He could probably go brighter, but he wants to err on the side of caution. He's pushed his migraines too quickly before and ended up out of commission for a few days. 
He does not want to spend a few days in this state with Ilya here.
Ilya comes back into the living room after going to the kitchen to get Shane more water.
"You need food," Ilya tells Shane, his voice low. Something about the tone makes Shane's stomach tighten.
"Yeah," Shane sighs, moving to get up. Ilya quickly reaches over to lightly place his hand on Shane's shoulder, barely making contact.
Shane wishes there was more contact.
"Stay." Ilya's voice is firm. Shane hates what it does to him. "I make something boring for you."
Shane smiles at that, watching Ilya retreat to the kitchen.
—
He must have fallen asleep. Ilya is gently prodding him awake.
"Shane," he says, voice soft. "Wake up, solnyshko."
His eyes open slowly. His brain is still moving slowly.
"I have terrible, boring food."
A plate is placed onto the coffee table in front of Shane.
He smiles.
"See?" Ilya says with a smile in his voice. "I use terrible bread and everything. But I have saved it. Put cheese in. Made sandwich."
There's a grilled cheese sandwich and a small bowl of tomato soup. Apparently, there had been a can of it in the back of his cupboard.
The same sort of meal his dad would make for him when he stayed home sick as a kid.
"Thank you, Ilya." Shane smiles. "I appreciate it."
Sitting next to Shane, Ilya has his own plate of food. He turns to see Shane staring at him.
"Eat." He gestures at the plate.
They're eating for a few minutes in comfortable silence before Ilya speaks. Shane can tell he's been carefully considering his words, deciding how to approach the elephant in the room.
"This happens often?"
Shane sighs. He hates this topic. "Less than it used to. It was much worse right after," he explains. "More when I'm tired or stressed," he laughs without humour. "But honestly, bright lights can trigger it."
"Was from concussion?" Ilya clarifies.
"Yeah," Shane nods.
They're silent. They haven't talked about Shane's accident. Haven't really broached the topic of his early retirement at all.
"This is why you couldn't come back?"
Shane nods. He doesn't speak for a second.
His voice is flat when he responds. "It was tough to convince doctors to sign off on me playing professional hockey when a lamp being too bright could take me out for a few days."
"Ah."
"I couldn't risk taking another hit," he shrugs, like it wasn't the most devastating moment of his career.
Most days he's not bitter about it. Not anymore. He's worked through a lot of the resentment he had. He loves his life now. But when the migraines take the last of his patience, he can't help but feel a little ripped off.
He can't help but feel how different things would be if he'd been able to return to the ice.
"I am sorry," Ilya says sincerely.
"Not your fault."
"Still," Ilya says, turning to Shane.
"Most days are fine," Shane says. And it is true. "I know how to manage it."
Ilya nods, turning back to his meal. "Now I know too."
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  Shane's migraine has largely subsided by the morning. The clock next to his bed tells him it's close to 8am. He balks at that. He doesn't usually sleep in so late.
The curtains in his room are still pulled closed, so the light from the sunrise hadn't woken him up.
And, well, he figures he must have needed the sleep.
He gets up and pulls on some shorts before shuffling out of his bedroom.
As he moves to the kitchen, he sees Ilya standing there, also shirtless.
"Hey," Shane says quietly. Suddenly self conscious. He should have grabbed a shirt.
"Good morning," Ilya says with a smile. "You feel better, Hollander?"
"Yeah," Shane says, inching over until he sits on the bar stool across from Ilya.
"You want coffee?" Ilya offers. "And breakfast? I need to eat something."
"Hungry?"
"Yeah," Ilya nods, opening the fridge to peer inside. "But I also need to eat with my pill." He nods his head over to the pill bottle on the counter. "Otherwise my stomach will wage war."
Shane looks at the prescription pill bottle. He can't read the words on the label without his glasses.
"For your knee?" Shane guesses.
"No." Ilya shakes his head. He obviously wants to talk to Shane about it, though. "Um, is, uh, antidepressant."
"Okay," Shane says.
Ilya turns to Shane. "Okay?"
"Is it not okay?" Shane's brow furrows. He's uncertain how Ilya expects him to react or respond to this revelation.
Ilya lets out a breath. "I just haven't told many people. But I wanted you to know."
"Do you need me to know anything?" Shane asks seriously, thinking of side effects.
He shakes his head. "I am better now," Ilya promises. "Not fixed, will never really be fixed I think. But they help me stay better."
"Then I'm glad you have them," Shane says earnestly. "You can keep them in here. In the kitchen. Since you take them with breakfast."
Ilya's resulting smile is small and shy. And heartbreakingly cloaked in relief.
He had been scared to reveal this to Shane.
Shane feels the exchange for what it is. An olive branch. An equalizer. 
Ilya saw Shane vulnerable yesterday. This feels like him answering that trust with his own.
—
Ilya makes eggs again for them, finishing the last few in the carton, and loudly complaining about the bread the entire time.
"Get dressed," Shane calls to Ilya after tidying the dishes from breakfast.
Ilya is standing behind the couch, his sweatpants hanging low on his hips. Shane finds himself staring, his eyes trailing down the lines of his hips that disappear into the pants. Slowly, his eyes move north once more and land on hazel eyes. 
They're crinkled at the corners. Quietly amused by Shane's blatant display of desire.
"Something wrong, Hollander?" Ilya asks.
"No," he coughs, tearing his eyes away from Ilya's body.
He feels like a teenager having Ilya in his apartment. He can't keep himself under control.
"We should try and go to the grocery store," Shane continues. "You'll need a shirt for that."
Ilya walks over to him. Gets close. Shane forces his eyes to stay on Ilya's face.
"If I get dressed," Ilya starts, "you will buy me bread that is not eighty percent seeds?"
Shane rolls his eyes, unconsciously stepping back from Ilya.
"Yes, Ilya," he sighs. "If you get dressed, I will buy you different bread."
Ilya gives Shane one last grin before quickly going to his room to change.
—
"No fucking way, Roz," Shane laughs, putting the disgustingly sugary cereal back on the shelf.
"I was born in Russia," Ilya starts. "And somehow you are more oppressive overlord."
"Shut up."
Shane stops at the oatmeal. An adorable, very serious look crosses his face as he stares intently at two different boxes. His glasses are perched on his nose. He looks so good.
Ilya groans dramatically, but stands next to him.
Picking up the two boxes, Shane inspects the ingredients and nutritional information, even though Ilya cannot imagine how they could possibly differ in any substantial way.
Deciding that one is better than the other, Shane places the winning box into his cart before moving into the next section.
Ilya decides to peel off from Shane. He figures he can find at least three more items that will make Shane give him that look.
He lands on bringing back a box of poptarts. Shane will hate them.
As he approaches, he sees Shane very carefully comparing the prices between two types of yogurt.
"Hollander," Ilya says flatly. "If you struggle this much with money, please, let me pay for groceries."
"Fuck off," Shane says quietly with a smile. 
"I am serious," Ilya promises, placing the poptarts into the cart and hoping Shane doesn't notice. "You must have lost all NHL money. Lucky for you, I have much. I will pay. Get both yogurts."
"I just want to get a good deal," Shane laughs, selecting the one he's decided is the better deal and placing it in the cart.
"Coach!" A young voice calls from the other end of the aisle.
Before Ilya can turn towards the noise, a blur rushes past him and collides with Shane.
"Hey, Max." Shane is smiling. Shane. Smiling after an unexpected hug. Interesting.
The blur pulls away from Shane and Ilya sees a young kid, who couldn't be older than seven. He's bouncing on the balls of his feet, clearly ecstatic to be seeing Shane. Coach Shane.
"Sorry, Shane," Max's mother comes down the aisle at a much more reasonable speed, pushing a cart.
"It's no problem, Elaine," Shane assures her, reaching over to actually ruffle the child's hair. "It's nice to see you, Max. Are you ready for the new season?"
"Yes!" Max starts babbling. "I got new skates and pads, and I think mom's gonna get me my own new stick this year!"
"That's excellent," Shane smiles. "I can't wait to see your new gear."
"Sorry," the child's mother, Elaine, apologizes, stepping forward to address Ilya. "I don't believe I've met your friend."
There's a pause, and Ilya is also very interested to find out who he is in this context.
Shane says, "This is Ilya. He helped out with camps this summer." Yes, factual. "And he's staying with me for a bit."
That one is more than just factual.
The rink parents must know Shane's gay. 
Shane saying this isn't nothing. And that's proven when Elaine seems to nod along to that, a knowing smile on her face.
"Does he play hockey?" the kid asks, staring at Ilya.
The question seems ludicrous to Ilya for a moment. But if he's right about the child's age, it would mean he was four when Ilya retired. He supposes he can forgive the kid for not knowing him.
"Not anymore," Ilya says with a smile. "I won too many Stanley Cups, they kicked me out."
Max smiles at that, but shifts towards his mom. Clearly nervous at being addressed directly by Ilya.
"He got too bad at hockey," Shane jokes. "They kicked him out."
Ilya gives him a fond look at that comment.
"We'll leave you two," Elaine says. "It was lovely to meet you, Ilya, hopefully we see you around. Shane, we'll see you at the rink."
Once the mother and son have walked away, Ilya turns to look at Shane, who's immediately back to his grocery shopping list. 
Coach Shane. 
He can't help the smile that pushes onto his face. The comfort he has with the kids. The way they gravitate towards his cool and calm demeanor. 
Shane has built a life here. He nods at people in the store. Smiles at others. Even if he doesn't stop to talk to anyone else, Ilya can tell that Shane has become enmeshed in this community. It's not as simple as being the guy who runs the rink.
And Shane is including Ilya in this. Openly, in a way they had never been able to do before. Ilya cannot ignore the warmth that spreads through his chest.
Ilya spends the rest of the grocery trip either sneaking items into the cart or just watching Shane move through the motions of his life. He considers each item before placing it in the cart.
As they finally agree on a loaf of bread, after casually arguing over the number of seeds that are acceptable, they head towards the checkout.
A few different tills are open, and Shane reaches over to casually place a hand on Ilya's lower back to direct him towards the one he wants.
Shane's large hand is warm and sets Ilya's nerves on fire. He can't help but think of other places he'd like those hands.
"Shane, how are ya?" The older woman at the till is smiling brightly at Hollander.
"I'm great, Denise."
"You've got a friend with you today," she remarks, smiling at Ilya while they place their groceries on the conveyor belt.
"This is Ilya," he says easily.
Her smile drops for a second as recognition clicks into place. "Rozanov?"
"Yes," Ilya confirms with a smile, while covertly placing his poptarts behind the box of granola.
"Wow," she says. "I heard you'd come up for the camps with Shane, but I would have thought you'd be outta here by now."
"I am staying with Shane for a little," Ilya says demurely. He's not sure how to define his relationship with Shane. Or how to explain his presence in the town. He defaults to the explanation provided to Elaine earlier.
"Well, we're happy to have you," she says genuinely. 
"I am happy to be here," he responds, but his eyes stay on Shane while he says it.
They're loading the car with their bags. Shane tries to look disappointed when he finds the poptarts. Ilya is more disappointed when he realizes that Shane had managed to sneak just as many of Ilya's additions back onto the shelves without him noticing.
"I'm sorry if I put you on the spot," Shane says suddenly.
Ilya looks confused. "What spot?"
"We hadn't really talked about what to say," Shane grimaces, closing the trunk of his SUV. "I know you're not, uh, out. Or anything."
Shane looks incredibly stressed.
"I just," Shane pauses, steadying himself with a breath. "I am out. People know that. So, being told that you're staying with me might imply that—"
"Hollander," Ilya says, then louder, when Shane hasn't stopped. "Hollander."
Shane finally stops. 
"I don't care," Ilya tries, but finds the words harsh. "No, I do care. I am not out publicly. But I am not public person so much anymore."
Shane nods.
"And I do not mind," Ilya says shyly, looking down. "There are worse things than people thinking I have managed to land pretty, local hockey coach."
"Oh." Shane seems shocked. Ilya reminds himself to be brave. He can only become worthy of Shane if he's willing to put himself out there for the man.
"If people talk, they talk," he shrugs. "I would rather go with you to grocery store than worry about some idiots."
—
Their day at the store was torture. Shane looking serious with his glasses on. Reading through each package's label and very carefully selecting the better option. Comparing prices and putting things away he deems as 'entirely too expensive.' Even though Ilya reminds him multiple times that not only is Ilya a millionaire, so is Shane. Even if his career ended much earlier, Ilya feels fairly confident Shane's mom made sure to invest his millions.
Dinner is worse. The way Shane looks at him all night has slowly been wearing away at Ilya's self-control. Shane seems to find any excuse to brush against him, or gently place a hand on his arm. Or his back.
Shane is trying to kill him.
And Ilya has been on his best behaviour. He needs to show Shane he can be here with him without sex. He needs to show himself that they can be stable together without sex.
So, Ilya is going to be on his best behaviour. A perfectly respectable house guest.
Even if it kills him.
Even if he can't stop thinking about Shane in only his glasses.
They have just finished watching a show, keeping the lights low in the house still for Shane.
"Probably bed soon, I think," Shane says, yawning.
"Probably, I think so," Ilya agrees.
The two men start the simple routine of turning off the tv, Shane checking that the front door is locked, and Ilya bringing their empty cups into the kitchen.
They pause at the opening of the hallway. Shane's bedroom door is first.
They stand facing each other in silence for a moment.
Suddenly the air feels heavy. Ilya can feel his heart rate noticeably increase.
Shane appears to be affected himself, his lips part and he shifts towards Ilya a little.
Nope.
"Good night, Shane," Ilya says quickly. He turns and continues down the hall until he's at his room.
When he turns back, Shane is standing in the same spot, but he's turned to watch Ilya flee. He almost looks amused by Ilya nearly sprinting down the hall.
But there's heat in his gaze.
"I'll try not to wake you," Shane says softly, quiet enough that Ilya considers allowing himself the delusion that he didn't hear those words. He doesn't miss the smirk though. "Goodnight, Ilya."
Ilya cannot think of any response that won't end with him on his knees in front of Shane, and he is trying so hard to be good.
So, he nods quickly and closes the door. He stands with his hand on the door handle. His head thuds against the door. Loud enough he's sure Shane heard it.
He waits there, with a vice-like grip on the door handle until he hears Shane's door open. There seems to be a pause, almost as if Shane is waiting, before the door closes.
Ilya closes his eyes, pressing his head into the door. Willing his body to calm down.
Suddenly, without warning, Ilya is standing outside of Shane's bedroom yesterday morning.
He was walking by, hoping to sneak into the kitchen and make some coffee before Shane woke up. As he walked by, he heard an unmistakable sound.
Shane.
His breath shudders out of him.
Shane's voice, quiet. Husky. "Fuck."
In the past, Ilya would not have hesitated. Would have knocked. He wasn't a monster. He wouldn't have just barged into the room. 
Shane would have answered.
Shane. Flushed. Hard. Desperate.
Because Ilya knew Shane had to be feeling an edge of desperation to do that while knowing Ilya was in the house.
Ilya forced his feet to take him into the kitchen. Trying as hard as possible to be quiet.
He tells himself it's because he didn't want to embarrass Shane by letting him know he'd heard.
It absolutely was not because he wanted to hear anything he possibly could without feeling like a pervert standing in front of Shane's door with his mouth hanging open.
The primary bedroom shared a wall with the kitchen. 
Ilya was in the kitchen. Opening cupboards until he found the mugs. Bringing one over to the faucet to get some water so he could take his pill before Shane woke up.
He had the mug near the sink when he heard it.
A quiet, barely there, moan. He knows that sound.
He's very familiar with that sound.
The mug slipped out of his hand.
Ilya had to breathe very deeply so he could look entirely innocent when Shane had emerged a few minutes later, flushed and clearly embarrassed.
He was the perfect house guest.
Didn't say a word.
He can feel his cock growing hard in his pants at the thought.
His body has different feelings about it.
He is desperate to press himself against Shane. Feel the man open beneath his hands.
Ilya thumps his head against the door once more.
"Fuck," he mutters, adjusting himself before going into the ensuite.
He needs to deal with this. Knows he has to deal with this. 
Otherwise, there's very little chance he won't walk down the hall and knock on Shane's door.
And Shane would open.
He turns on the shower, figuring the water will keep any sound from carrying to Shane.
It'll just be quick. To take the edge off. Let him actually fall asleep.
He's soon standing naked under the stream of water from the fucking waterfall showerhead.
Of course, Hollander has a fucking waterfall showerhead in his guest bathroom.
He grips himself and hisses through his teeth. This is not a romantic moment. This is bodily maintenance.
He's trying to keep people alive.
Ilya doesn't need much to get him inspired. Just the echoing thought of Shane's words, his moans. His smirk.
"Fuck," he mutters quietly.
Desperate to be good, Ilya hadn't run after hearing Shane in his bedroom. He had made coffee.
He thinks of the sounds he heard. Thinks of the times he's been directly responsible for those sounds.
Ilya almost growls. He's hungry to rip more sounds from the man's throat. Wants to show Shane just how much he has been missed.
A better man would have been able to ignore Shane's suggestive words.
A worse man would have taken the invitation for what it was.
Ilya is comfortable being this man.
He thinks of Shane in his glasses. 
Shane placing a confident hand on Ilya's lower back.
He imagines Shane's face yesterday morning while Shane moaned alone in his bedroom.
Shane stepping closer in the hall. The clear want in the gaze he leveled at Ilya.
The way he paused. Wanting Ilya to go with him.
Ilya leans forward, his forearm braced against the wall while his head rests against it. He grips the base of his cock. Breathing deeply. 
Shane's face, flushed with desire, nearly leaning into him.
Shane had wanted Ilya. Craved him.
Fuck.
Growling quietly, Ilya feels the edge come quickly, barely noticing he's reached it before he's tumbling off it and watching his release go down the drain.
He's a terrible house guest if nothing else.
Leaning against the wall for a moment, he wants to laugh.
It's barely been 48 hours.
He has no idea how he's going to survive this living situation.
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      Chapter 23
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya finds ways to fit into Shane's routine, the lines get harder to see, and jealousy arrives right on schedule.

Or

They watch house hunters, almost talk about their feelings, and Ilya doesn't even care what Shane's doing out. At night. With someone else.



    Chapter Notes
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and i THINK it's for the last time. i have an end game. i have a full plan.

i know where we're ending up. (it might suck a little to get there.)
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  Monday morning, Shane offers to drive them in his boring SUV. 
There's no discussion about it. Ilya has a to-go cup waiting for him at the door. He holds it while watching Shane juggle his keys, his bag and a deep need to double check that the stove is off. Even though they hadn't used the stove that morning.
In the car, Ilya is annoying and changes the radio station every few seconds until Shane threatens to make him walk.
By Wednesday, Shane is already reaching for the coffee before Ilya's finished pouring it.
By Thursday, Ilya is already in the passenger seat before Shane remembers to ask if he wants a ride.
By Friday, neither of them bothers to say anything about it.
It's routine before they can have the sense to be alarmed by it.
At the rink, there's always something to do. Schedules to print. Storage rooms to reorganize. Equipment to inventory. Shane moves through it all with terrifying competence. Ilya follows behind, carrying clipboards and coffee and the occasional box of pucks. Before the end of the week Shane stops explaining where anything goes. He hands things to Ilya with complete trust that Ilya knows what to do. Ilya does know.
Ilya is glad for the sense of purpose. Has missed having a clear plan each day. A life that was entirely structured and dictated by hockey was intensely empty the moment the hockey disappeared.
He packs Shane lunch.
He loves it.
They eat together every day.
—
Ilya gets a phone call near the end of the first week, just as they're settling in for the evening.
Scott Hunter (old)
"Hello, Hunter," Ilya drawls. "I didn't know they let you keep your phone this late in the evening."
"Hey, Rozanov," Scott says, ignoring Ilya's dig. "Sorry, hope I'm not catching you at a bad time. Just wanted to call to check in."
"Check in?" Ilya scoffs. "Since when did I take place of your child bride? You do not check in on me, Hunter. Are you so senile you cannot remember what man took pity and married you?"
"Shut the fuck up," Scott says. "I mean about the camps. I know I kinda sprung that on you."
Ilya wants to laugh. Hunter's apologizing for the best thing that has happened to Ilya since the first day Hollander shook his hand and introduced himself.
"It was not very nice," Ilya says, trying to sound hurt. "Such an old wound."
"Yeah. I mean, I know you stayed all summer," he continues. "So, I guess it wasn't all bad? But yeah, I should've told you what I was doing."
Ilya opens his mouth to pour more salt into the wound Hunter has graciously opened for him.
"Do we need to pick up more bread tomorrow?" Shane calls from the kitchen.
Ilya cringes. Dammit. Ah well, joke's over.
"Was—" It sounds like Scott chokes on his own tongue. "Was that Hollander?"
"Who?" Ilya asks.
"Are you two playing house?" Scott sounds shocked.
"You have problem with two men living together?" Ilya accuses. "Hunter, you need to dismantle…what is it, uh, heteronormative thinking."
He's proud of that one. He heard it on a show a few days prior.
"Oh, fuck you, Roz, I'm the one who's been publicly out for years," Scott manages to say. "Well, I guess I'll keep my apology to myself."
"Yes, should keep most things to yourself." Ilya snaps back, possibly harsher than necessary.
"Look," Scott sighs. "I'm glad it worked out. I'm just sorry I wasn't honest."
"Apology accepted," Ilya says, the words somewhat strangled coming out. 
He really did have Hunter to thank for this.
Scott seems shocked. He's silent.
"Goodbye, Hunter," Ilya says.
"Goodb—" Ilya hangs up before the man can finish speaking.
Shane drops down onto the couch next to Ilya.
"Who was that?"
"No one." Ilya waves it off and drops his phone on the coffee table. "Just very old, confused man."
Shane smiles knowingly. "What did Hunter want?"
Ilya groans dramatically, "Old man was so confused. Called to apologize for forcing us to hang out."
"You were mean to him." Shane doesn't pose it as a question.
"Of course," Ilya says with a smile. 
"Aren't you glad he kinda set this up?" Shane asks.
Ilya looks scandalized. "Because senile old man fucked with my life? No. Obviously not."
"How'd he know?" Shane asks quietly, picking at the sleeve of his shirt. "About…you and me."
Ilya drops the dramatics immediately at Shane's tone. He lowers his hand to the couch next to him and leaves his palm facing up. An invitation.
Shane accepts it, reaching over easily to lace their fingers together. Neither hand is as rough as it was when they played professionally, but the scars and blemishes remain. Proof of everything their hands had survived.
"I told," Ilya admits. "I am sorry for that, Shane. I know I should not have said anything. But you were already out. I was drunk. And I stupidly thought Hunter's old brain would not remember."
"When was this?"
"My retirement."
"Oh."
Ilya can hear the confusion. The question in his voice.
"Hunter got me very drunk." He shifts to knock their knees together. "And took advantage of me."
"Is that right?" Shane laughs quietly. Ilya can hear the hurt underneath it. Shane wants the truth.
"No." Ilya takes a deep breath. Okay. Honesty. "Was bittersweet day. Glad to be done before my knee gave out. Glad to finally get to breathe. But also, was still an ending."
"I thought of you the whole time," Ilya admits. "How it should have been us. Together. Retiring."
Shane sits silently beside him. Impossible to read.
"Yeah," Shane agrees, his voice is rough.
"You were on my mind," Ilya says, trying to pull the pieces together. "I was drunk. Feeling—uh, like sad about moments that were good but over?"
"Nostalgic," Shane supplies.
"Nostalgic," Ilya agrees. "And Hunter was there. I told him."
"I'm glad there was someone," Shane says carefully. "That you had someone to talk to."
"I still should not have told." Ilya stares at their hands. "I'm sorry."
"It's okay."
Ilya narrows his eyes at Shane. "Very forgiving."
"Yeah, well," Shane shrugs. "I'm nice like that."
"Oh yes," Ilya jokes. "Very nice Canadian. Very manipulative."
Shane huffs a small laugh, and some of the tension that always bubbles up when they talk about the past eases. "Okay."
"Okay," Ilya repeats. 
For a while, they sit together on the couch in silence. Their hands remain tangled, Shane's thumb gentle across Ilya's knuckles.
Shane breaks the quiet. "So. Bread tomorrow?" 
Ilya groans, happy for the distraction. "This is what you take from me baring my soul to you? From very tragic retirement confession?"
"Yeah," Shane says, releasing Ilya's hand to reach for the remote. "That, and Hunter isn't quite as senile as you thought."
"Not very nice Canadian anymore," Ilya grumbles.
—
Ilya has been at Shane's for over two weeks now. His days have shifted and molded into the shape of Shane. He knows what's in each cupboard. Can cook an entire meal while talking to Shane, never having to double check where anything is.
They fall into an easy routine. Ilya usually makes dinner. Shane usually cleans up.
He hates the food mess, but has gloves to save him the full body tremors he gets when his fingers accidentally brush against the remnants of food in the sink.
Most nights they sit on the couch. They have decided, without discussion, which side of the couch belongs to whom. 
They watch a variety of shows. Dumb real estate programs, cooking competitions, and even some nature documentaries. The latter tend to put Ilya to sleep. He's woken up more than once on the couch with a blanket carefully tucked around him.
They are dancing around each other. Close. Always close. But never fully breaching some unspoken boundary. Hands occasionally skirt over arms, lower back, shoulders, but never linger.
His body is thrumming with need. He feels constantly on edge around Hollander. It doesn't matter how many times he masturbates like a shame-faced teen in the shower; he cannot shake this bone-deep need.
Ilya thinks he deserves an award for his restraint.
He knows Shane feels it too. Even though Ilya hasn't managed to catch a whisper of Shane indulging himself since the first time, he knows Shane.
Watches the man swallow a little too hard. Watches his eyes catch on Ilya's lips. Watches him touch Ilya's shoulder, his back, his arm. Long enough to send heat through Ilya, but never long enough to become anything more.
Always circling. Waiting for the other to move first.
This indeterminate stretch of time is unfamiliar terrain. They had spent so many years stealing hours between flights. Now that they are gluttons for time, things have frozen.
Neither is willing to burst the bubble.
So, instead, they play house.
—
By Thursday of the third week, Ilya has become dangerously settled into Shane's apartment.
They usually watch House Hunters. Ilya mocks the unrealistic demands of the home buyers. Shane points out all the ways the show is horrifically inaccurate.
"Hollander," Ilya complains loudly from his spot on the couch. "Please. Dishes are clean. Come watch show with me."
"Yeah, I'm coming." Ilya can hear the sound of rubber gloves being removed from Shane's hands and carefully placed in their hanging spot to dry. He waits for the fridge to open. It does, and a moment later it closes.
He turns expectantly to see Shane standing in the space between kitchen and living room, a ginger ale in one hand and a coke in the other.
"You want?" Shane asks, like they don't do this most nights.
Ilya nods impatiently, slapping the spot on the couch next to him.
Soon enough, they are exactly where they are supposed to be, sitting on the couch, closer than friends might sit, but Ilya hasn't fully pulled Shane into his lap.
He is desperate for Shane to crawl into his lap.
"Can we watch something else?" Shane yawns.
Ilya shakes his head. "No way, another episode of this."
"C'mon."
"No way," Ilya says smugly, holding the remote away from Shane. "I have remote. I am lord of tv."
"Ilya," Shane groans. "We've watched so much of this shit. Gimme a break."
"Lord of tv," Ilya repeats.
A glint of mischief passes through Shane's eyes as he looks at Ilya.
Ilya only has a second to react before Shane is diving across him to grab the remote.
The shock of having Shane's body pressed across him is enough for Shane to get the upper hand. He exploits Ilya's distraction immediately, grasping for the remote.
"Oh, we fight dirty now." It comes out as a growl, low and full of want. His lips are so close to Shane's ear. He's half tempted to lean in and suck the lobe into his mouth.
"You always fight dirty," Shane sounds out of breath.
They both stop struggling against each other. Ilya can feel Shane's body. Strong. Lean. And pressed against him from hips to chest.
Their faces turn, eyes lock. 
Everything is Shane. His smell. The press of his body. The sweet sound of his laboured breathing.
Ilya wants desperately to taste the man.
He licks his lips.
Shane's eyes flit from Ilya's lips and back.
Ilya is about to say Fuck it and push the boundary a little.
He promised not to initiate sex. A little kissing is probably fine.
He knows the lie for what it is.
Just as Ilya is about to toss his better judgement out the window in favour of feeling Shane tremble beneath his fingers, Shane's phone rings.
Shane pulls away suddenly, and the cool air that hits Ilya feels like a mockery.
He stays flopped back on the couch for a second, steadying his breathing.
Shane scrambles to grab his phone off the table to accept the call.
"Hey, how are you," Shane answers, getting off the couch and stepping into the kitchen. "You're here? You drove in?"
He hates the way Shane laughs at the unheard response.
Ilya goes still on the couch.
He shouldn't eavesdrop.
"Yeah," Shane answers a question Ilya doesn't get to hear. "No big plans tonight. I can come out."
Ilya bristles at that. He doesn't think their plan to watch House Hunters was groundbreaking or anything. But it had been almost a plan.
"Oh fuck off," Shane laughs again and Ilya grits his teeth at the sound. "Okay, I'll see you then."
Ilya takes great effort to adjust his expression into something believably neutral before Shane comes into the room.
"My friend's in town," Shane says when he comes into the room. He sounds excited. "Just for tonight, we're gonna grab a drink."
Ilya nods. "Okay."
"I'll just crash there if it ends up being too late," Shane says, turning towards his bedroom. Ostensibly to get ready.
"We'll take the day off tomorrow, we've done plenty at the rink," Shane yells from his room. "I probably won't be in any state to work. And then you and I can just hang out here."
Even willing to close down the rink for the sake of this man.
An hour later, Ilya has given himself a headache from clenching his jaw.
He's being ridiculous.
He can't expect Shane's social life to stop just because Ilya is here.
Especially when Ilya is here and refusing to initiate sex with Hollander.
It makes sense that he would look for it elsewhere.
With some fucking friend.
He starts his calming breaths over.
Shane seems to take some care in his appearance before leaving, which pisses off Ilya even more. He stops one final time, adjusting his hair in the mirror near the door before turning to Ilya.
Shane hesitates for a second, and Ilya reminds himself to pull his expression into something less stormy.
"Have fun," Ilya says. He forces a smile, only barely keeping his voice level.
"I will," Shane says, smiling like Ilya has given him permission.
Shane grabs his keys, pats his pockets to check for his wallet and phone, and then tosses, "Don't wait up," over his shoulder.
The second the door closes, Ilya melts further into the couch and reaches over to shut off the tv.
He sits in silence.
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      Chapter 24
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane's night out is not the problem. Dinner with friends, somehow, is worse.

Or

Ilya survives jealousy, Mark, and a dinner party. Mostly.



    Chapter Notes
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  Shane comes through the front door around 8am. A late morning by Hollander standards.
Ilya is sitting on the couch. He pointedly does not get up to greet Shane by the door. He is not a dog.
He is not angry at Shane for this. He has no right to be. But he also does not have to be some pathetic man, waiting at the door for Shane to return freshly fucked.
Shane peeks around the corner, and has the audacity to smile when he sees Ilya sitting on the couch, leaning against the arm and fiddling on his phone. Like Ilya hasn't just been sitting in this exact spot since 5am when he accepted that he was never going to fall asleep.
Shane looks tired. Happy, but tired. He's got an easy smile and a complete and utter lack of tension in his body.
Ilya is holding enough tension for both of them.
"Hey," he smiles, then walks over and sits on the edge of the couch, casually touching Ilya's foot. "How was your night?"
"Was fine," Ilya answers stiffly. 
"Did you watch any other episodes of House Hunters?"
"No." He had tried. But found they weren't nearly as fun to mock without Shane.
"Good night?" Ilya asks, hoping Shane won't elaborate.
A stupid grin brightens his face. Ilya feels sick.
"Yeah, it was great."
"Great." Ilya's words are abrupt. He hasn't really looked up at Shane's face but he can see that he has leveled those deep brown eyes onto Ilya. A quick glimpse tells him that Shane is biting his lip, and looks concerned.
"Are you okay?" Shane asks.
"I am fine, Hollander," Ilya says, voice cold. 
"Oookay." Shane is clearly not buying it. "Well, I am going to go have a shower and get changed."
Ilya bites back the retort he has ready to go. He cannot make Shane feel bad about this. This jealousy is Ilya's to deal with. Shane owes him nothing.
Shane pats Ilya's leg once before removing his hand and turning to head to his room.
"You could have asked me to go out," Ilya calls out, regretting the words almost immediately. "I mean, I would have gotten hotel."
Shane is frozen. His back to Ilya. He can't read his expression.
"What are you talking about?"
"Last night," Ilya explains. "This is your home. If you want to bring someone back, or have friend over, I can leave. So it is not weird."
Shane finally turns and looks absolutely lost.
"What are you talking about?" he repeats.
Ilya clenches his jaw, hating that Shane is forcing him to say it.
"You go out." He tries to keep his voice calm. Keep the hurt out of it. "You spend night with man. I know you prefer to be in your home. I can leave so you can have the apartment. It is your apartment."
"Ilya," Shane says slowly. His eyebrows come together like he's thinking back to the night before. "I could have sworn I mentioned it before I went out. I was with Rose Landry."
Ilya sits with his jaw hanging open.
"The actress," Shane continues, clearly thinking that Ilya's silence is because he doesn't understand. "I'm sorry, genuinely. I haven't seen her in ages and she drove out just for the night."
Shane rubs his hands over his face, and Ilya notices him press into his eyes. 
A woman.
The jealousy that had been brewing in Ilya's gut all night quickly retreats. Leaving Ilya feeling oddly empty, and fairly foolish.
A woman.
A woman Shane dated.
The smallest bead of jealousy holds on.
"Okay," Ilya says, his voice an odd mix of relief and embarrassment.
"She's a friend."
"Right," Ilya's jaw has tightened again. "I remember Rose."
She was a sore point for Ilya in the past. He remembers seeing Shane's face plastered across magazines, smiling. With her. 
"You dated her," Ilya states.
"Yeah," Shane says, he's still standing halfway to his room. He lets out a disbelieving laugh. "You're not jealous, are you? Of Rose?"
Ilya looks away from Shane. Staring instead at the blank tv screen.
"No."
Ilya doesn't even believe his answer.
Rose had not just been with Shane intimately. She had stayed. Her friendship with him had survived the past thirteen years.
"Ilya," Shane sighs, dropping his head back so he's staring at the ceiling. "I'm gay."
"I'm aware."
"Then why—"
"You were not so gay you could not fuck Rose Landry."
"You're being ridiculous." The words hurt, but Shane's tone is soft. 
Shane is absolutely correct. Which seems worse. Ilya can tell that he's being unreasonable. He knows that there's nothing to be jealous of.
But Rose had been physically intimate with Shane. And she had stayed in his life. Even if they haven't fucked since then…well, there are other ways to be intimate.
Old patterns are threatening to emerge. Ilya can feel the instinct to deflect. Minimize. Avoid.
Take the implicit hurt and tuck it far away so he doesn't have to deal with it.
Deflection has always been easier than honesty. Minimization is easier than admitting he needed anyone.
Old patterns never got him very far with Shane. They lost him thirteen years.
He closes his eyes to breathe. He is being ridiculous.
"Hey." The voice is quieter. And closer.
Shane has moved and is perched on the edge of the coffee table in front of Ilya.
"I know it's ridiculous," Ilya says quietly, looking past Shane. 
Shane reaches forward, then hesitates for a moment, his hand stopping in midair. He seems to be fighting his own instincts. He finally closes the distance to grasp the hand that is lying in Ilya's lap.
Shane doesn't say anything. He's giving Ilya the chance to explain himself. 
"I thought you were out," Ilya starts. "With a man."
"Oh," Shane nods, his hand squeezes Ilya's, urging him to keep talking.
"I know I have no right." Ilya stares at their entangled hands. "If you want to go out with a hundred men, I have no right. You are not…mine. I just did not like it."
Shane tenses at Ilya's words. 
Shane is quiet for a second. Then, gently, "I think a hundred men might be a few too many."
Ilya laughs despite himself before continuing.
"And Rose is good friend," Ilya sighs. "I'm glad she has stayed with you."
"Ah."
Ilya risks a glance at Shane's face. Sees the realization the moment it hits.
He will always struggle knowing he missed so many years.
They stay like that for a while. Fingers wrapped together.
"Just—" Shane is the first to break the silence. "Look, I'm not planning on sleeping with anyone else. Are you?"
A question that has never been broached. Even when they had been fucking for years. They had never claimed one another. Never asked for that kind of promise.
"I am not," Ilya promises. "No one else."
"Okay," Shane says, like it's the simplest thing in the world.
As if they've just agreed on what to have for dinner, and not that they've just committed to each other in a way Ilya never has with anyone else.
"Okay."
—
Later, after Shane has showered and changed, he finds Ilya still on the couch. "I'm going into Ottawa tomorrow night," Shane announces.
"See your parents?" Ilya guesses. He knows Shane is close to them.
"No," he says. "I mean, I might stop by, but it'll be to see Mark."
"Right," Ilya says, nodding despite the tension crawling back into his body. "Mark." He says the name like it tastes bad. "This is friend you dated?"
"Ilya," Shane says seriously. "Please let me finish."
"Okay," Ilya says, knowing he's been caught in his jealousy. "You cannot use gay excuse, Hollander. Fucking Mark would be very gay," he adds before he can stop himself.
Ilya's joking. Mostly.
Shane rolls his eyes, but chooses to otherwise ignore Ilya's comments.
"Mark and Ben are having a few people over for dinner," Shane continues. "I think Troy Barrett and his husband Harris will be there as well. They usually are."
Excellent. A whole room of men for Hollander to stare at.
"I'd like you to come with me."
Ilya is so caught up in his own petty thoughts that he nearly misses that.
"You want me—"
"To come with me, yes," Shane confirms. His gaze is unwavering and it makes Ilya want to cry.
"You're sure?" he checks. Ilya understands how important these people are to Shane. "You want me to meet your friends?"
Shane's expression softens. "Yeah, I do."
Ilya looks away first. It feels too big somehow. Dinner. Friends. People who know this Shane, not the one Ilya has been carrying around in his memory.
A chance to take whatever this was beyond the safety of the apartment. Beyond the controlled environment of the rink.
"What exactly am I supposed to be?" Ilya asks, aiming for light and missing by a mile. "Old rival? Charity case? Very handsome Russian house guest?"
Shane doesn't take Ilya's bait. He doesn't laugh. "Ilya."
Ilya rolls his eyes. "Yes, of course I am Ilya, Hollander. This is not answer."
"I know." Shane looks away this time. "I don't really know how to explain this. Or what word I'm supposed to use."
Oh.
Ilya wishes that didn't hurt.
"But I want you there," Shane says. "That's what matters. You can just be Ilya."
"This is potentially dangerous, Hollander," Ilya says, forcing his mouth into something like a smile. "I am very charming at dinner parties."
"Yeah, that's what I'm worried about."
Shane shakes his head, but there's a smile threatening at the corner of his mouth.
"I would like to go," Ilya finally says, realizing he hasn't actually answered. "I want to meet your friends."
—
Shane had not asked if he could bring Ilya Rozanov to dinner. 
He had told Mark he would be bringing him, which said every unspoken word.
Shane keeps every facet of his life carefully organized. Labeled. Tracked. He makes things fit into boxes and very rarely allows overlap. Rink stuff is one thing. His family is another. Friends are a third. And personal relationships are the most separate. 
Shane does not bring men over for dinner with his friends. At least, not since the awful accountant, and that was only because Mark had harassed him about it. Before the accountant, Shane had dated. Never very seriously.
"Babe, you have to relax," Ben laughs, grabbing Mark's hand.
He looks over at his long suffering husband. "I just don't know how we're supposed to react to this guy."
"We'll react however we need to when he gets here," Ben says, ever reasonable. "Shane was excited when he called, right? That must be a good sign."
Mark can agree with that. He also knows that excitement and panic can often take up the same emotional space for Shane. They're the same coin. Not even different sides.
"Shane is bringing someone," Mark stresses. Even saying it for the umpteenth time this hour has the words feeling odd in his mouth.
"C'mon, he's not that bad," Ben rolls his eyes. "Shane brings people."
"No," Mark says, shaking his head. "Shane attends things with people nearby. Different."
Ben doesn't have a retort. He knows Mark is right.
"The guy's supposed to be sort of a prick, right?" Ben asks.
Neither of them was ever massively into hockey, but like most people growing up in Canada, there was no way to avoid it entirely. So, Mark had a vague awareness of the name and the persona that accompanied it.
He'd even looked the man up when he first resurfaced in Shane's life at the start of summer.
"Yeah," Mark confirms. "It's kind of his schtick. Just being an asshole."
"Well, won't that be fun," Ben jokes.
His husband is being a great sport about all of this. He understands that Mark's apprehension has nothing to do with jealousy. In fact, Mark is beyond ready to see Shane happy with someone. 
But Ben hadn't met Shane when he first moved to the area. Hadn't seen the haunted look that showed up when he thought no one was watching. Hadn't seen the way Shane flinched if they went into a bar and a Boston game was on.
It wasn't until well after they'd broken up that Shane even mentioned that his ex had been a fellow player. Mark only found out it was Ilya fucking Rozanov at the start of summer when Shane called him in a panic.
Lights from a car pour through the front window. Mark's gut clenches. He looks at the time. Nearly 6pm on the dot. It's absolutely Shane.
Ben scurries over to the window to peek out at the car that's just pulled in. "It's them."
"What does he look like?" Mark had only seen the man from across the hotel the one time. Other than videos from his hockey career, he wasn't entirely familiar with the man.
Ben whistles low. "Holy shit. He's gorgeous."
Mark can't help the curiosity, and pushes to stand next to his husband. 
Shane is beautiful in a way few men are. His features are fine. His freckles are sweet. He looks ethereal in a way Mark hasn't seen many times before.
Ilya is every bit the masculine Russian hockey player Mark had expected him to be.
His hair is golden brown in the late light, short curls tucked away from his face.
He's a little taller than Shane and looks like he could get on the ice tomorrow and play competitively again. He's obviously worked to keep in shape.
It's possible he's even more striking in person.
Mark is immediately impressed by him standing at Shane's door, opening the passenger side for him. He leans on the hood while Shane gets his things from the back. The smile he gives Shane is genuine. Nothing like the cocky smirk that seemed permanently plastered on his face through his career.
They turn towards the house and both Mark and Ben suddenly dart away from the window so the two men don't see them staring.
"Do you think they saw us?" Ben laughs.
"No," Mark lies. "Definitely not."
A moment later the bell rings.
"If you wanted to stare at us a little longer, we could have stayed out there," Shane says when the door swings open, an easy smile on his face.
Ilya stands behind Shane's right shoulder. The easy smile he had on seconds ago is gone. His eyes are serious, his mouth set in a careful line.
"We were absolutely not staring," Ben smiles. "Come in, can I grab coats?"
Ilya allows his light jacket to be taken. He's wearing a dark green button-down with the sleeves rolled to his forearms and black pants. He looks every bit the Russian model he could have been. 
Ben takes their coats, hanging them in the front closet. Mark watches with a smile as both Shane and Ilya kick off their shoes, and Ilya takes a second to line them up against the wall with his foot.
"I brought dessert," Ilya says, proffering a white bakery box like a peace offering. "Shane wanted to bring wine. I thought dessert would be better."
"Well, you were right," Ben laughs.
Mark watches Ilya lightly kick the back of Shane's calf. A small secret smile shows up on Shane's face.
Interesting.
"It is medovik," Ilya explains, placing the box in Ben's waiting hands. "Honey cake. Is Russian dessert. Not as good as homemade. But is still good."
"Well, that sounds much better than wine," Ben smiles, peeking through the clear top of the box.
Ilya nods, giving a shy smile to Ben. It's not a look Mark thinks the Russian wears often.
"I'll go put this in the kitchen, you can show them to the living room." Ben gives Mark a pointed look, purposefully bumping his hips.
"C'mon," Mark says, probably a little more gruffly than necessary.
He beckons them to step out of the front foyer and into the living room.
They follow the short hallway into the spacious living room and stop behind the couches.
Once they're in the living room, they all stand there facing each other. No one seems comfortable.
Shane takes a deep breath before saying, "Ilya, this is Mark. He's a very good friend of mine. Mark, this is Ilya."
Mark doesn't miss that Shane doesn't add a qualifier to Ilya's introduction. He's just Ilya.
"Nice to finally meet you," Mark says, holding out his hand.
Ilya takes it. His grip is firm. His expression is polite. But there's a sharpness in his eyes that betrays the carefully polite aura he's trying for.
"Yes," Ilya says. There's something beneath the drawl. "I have heard much about you."
"Good things, I hope."
He sees the smirk nearly form on the man's lips before schooling his expression and simply saying, "Mostly."
"Why don't you two sit?" Mark offers, gesturing towards the couch and chairs at the centre of the living room. "Troy and Harris should be here any minute."
Ilya and Shane get settled on the couch. They sit closer than friends, but they seem to be very pointedly not making contact. Ilya's arm is slung around the back of the couch, a posture he thinks is meant to look relaxed. Mark can see the tension in his arms.
He's nervous.
Ilya Rozanov, former menace of the NHL is nervous.
"Can I get you anything to drink?" Mark asks, moving over to the small bar along one wall. Instinctively, he grabs a ginger ale for Shane, holding it up wordlessly. Shane nods.
Ilya watches this interaction like a hawk. 
"I will have ginger ale as well," Ilya says.
"You don't have to." Shane seems surprised by Ilya's choice. "He's got pretty much anything."
"I am good with ginger ale," Ilya affirms.
Mark thinks he's trying to be on his best behaviour.
"Do you prefer it in the can or a glass?" Mark asks Ilya.
"Both in can," Ilya says. "Is Shane's preference." 
"I know," Mark says, already preparing to hand Shane his can.
After handing the two men their ginger ales, he grabs a beer for himself before settling on the chair across from them.
It feels like an interview.
"You must know Troy," Ben says, returning to the living room and perching on the arm of Mark's chair.
"Yes," Ilya says, offering a small smile to Ben. "Not well, of course, but we played against each other. He was good."
"What team did you play for again?" Mark asks Ilya, even though he's well aware.
"Boston," Ilya answers without elaborating.
There's an awkward pause in conversation, and Shane looks like he's about to deploy one of his, very likely preplanned, safe conversation topics.
He's saved by the doorbell.
Ben hops up to answer it, disappearing down the short hall and leaving Mark alone with the two men again.
There's a stony silence.
Shortly after, they can hear two new voices join Ben's.
Ben returns with Harris and Troy behind him. Harris, ever the source of joy, is absolutely beaming, and Troy is, well, he at least doesn't look unhappy to be here.
Mark knows Troy didn't always have the best interactions with other hockey players, especially after coming out. But, when Mark called to ask him his opinion, Troy had nothing but nice things to say about Ilya. At least after he laughed and called him an asshole.
"Hey, Shane," Troy nods.
"Hi, Troy," Shane smiles in return. "We missed you at the camps."
"I'm sure you managed without me," Troy says with a knowing smile.
Shane blushes lightly at that, he leans ever so slightly closer to Ilya at the mention.
Troy nods at Ilya. "Rozanov."
"Barrett."
Ben looks between the two retired players. "Is that how hockey players flirt, or—"
"No," Shane says immediately.
Ilya's mouth twitches. "Sometimes."
Troy snorts quietly, and the tension in Shane's shoulders eases by a fraction.
—
Dinner helps.
Dinner gives everyone something to do with their hands, a direction to place their energy when conversations lull. Harris, though, seems constitutionally incapable of letting the table sit in anything closely resembling tense silence for more than three seconds.
"So," Harris says, reaching for the potatoes, "how were camps? Shane mentioned you were really popular with the kids."
Ilya's genuine surprise, dropping the careful mask he'd been wearing, makes him look years younger. "He said this?"
Harris nods. "He did."
Shane blushes at the mention, ducking his head. "I just said you were good with them. You were."
Then, quieter, he adds, "The younger kids especially."
"This is different than being very popular," Ilya points out, sipping his ginger ale, but there seems to be a light flush in his cheeks at Shane's words. "Did you say I was very popular with kids, Hollander? Or am I very good?"
The way his voice curls around Shane's last name is different from the way he barks out Troy's. There's familiarity in the name. Affection.
"I may have said you were popular," Shane concedes.
"I think this is worse option," Ilya nearly pouts. "They are very small. Easy to impress. I was best player in league. Present company included."
"Fuck off," Shane says, without any heat. In fact, there's some very genuine tenderness in the words.
"No retort, Barrett?" Ilya prods at him. "You agree? I am better player?"
"You were better at being a nightmare, sure."
"Thank you," Ilya smiles.
"That wasn't a compliment."
"Sounded like one to me."
Troy laughs at that. It's quiet, but the smile accompanying it is real. Shane seems to relax a little each time Ilya comes away from a conversation without incident.
Mark watches Ilya notice the easing in Shane's shoulders. Not in an overt way, but his eyes flick to Shane for half a second at the slight movement. Whatever joke he had been about to make softens before it reaches his mouth.
Interesting.
"You miss it?" Troy asks.
Ilya pulls a face. "Not really."
"Not even the applause?" Ben asks. "The packed arenas?"
"I can get applause anywhere," Ilya says simply.
Shane snorts into his drink.
Ilya looks at Shane, and his face notably softens at the sound. He seems pleased to have gotten a reaction out of the other man.
"I miss parts. The shape of it, I guess," Ilya concedes. "Knowing what to do every day."
"I get that," Troy says, nodding in understanding. He had retired the year before, and Mark knows he's been struggling with the sudden expanse of time.
Harris bumps Troy's shoulder. "He replaced hockey with dogs."
"Better team culture," Troy says simply. "Even if I have to scoop their shit."
The table quiets, except for requests for dishes to be passed or napkins to be handed over.
"So," Harris starts, never one to let silence just be, "are you in the area for a while? I thought the camps were over?"
Mark opens his mouth to say something. Ben shoots Harris a sharp look.
Shane visibly shrinks down in his chair a little. Mark notes the tension in Ilya's jaw, though he's uncertain if it's the result of the question or Shane's reaction.
Harris blinks, completely unaware of the minefield he's accidentally walked into. "What? That's a normal question."
"I am," Ilya says carefully. "For now."
It's not a real answer. 
Shane sets his drink down. "He's staying with me."
Mark had known that. Troy and Harris hadn't. The looks on their faces make that clear.
"Ah." Harris does an awful job hiding his surprise.
"There's gotta be an ethical issue with Shane importing a worker and having him live in his home," Ben laughs. Mark's grateful for his preternatural ability to soak up the tension in a room.
Ilya takes the easy out, putting on a forlorn face and saying, "I am very taken advantage of."
"You volunteered." Shane rolls his eyes, smiling at Ilya.
Oh.
Oh.
The look in Shane's eyes is unlike anything Mark has seen from the man who so often wears competence like armour. Shane has protected the softest parts of himself for as long as Mark has known him. Now he looks like he has opened his chest and offered them to a man who shattered him over a decade ago.
Fuck.
"Mark?"
He blinks.
Ben is looking at him from across the table, eyebrow raised, hand reaching toward him.
"You planning on keeping the salad hostage all night, or can the rest of us have some?"
"Right," he says. He hadn't noticed he was still holding onto the bowl.
He passes it to Ben's outstretched hand. "You good?" Ben asks, a knowing look in his eyes.
Mark nods without speaking, looking back at the others' faces. 
The conversation moves on, because of course it does.
—
"This might be the best cake I've ever had," Harris moans around a mouthful of the medovik.
Mark can admit, it's quite good.
Ilya looks quietly pleased the entire time everyone's eating the cake. 
"I'm surprised you're having any," Mark says to Shane.
He shrugs. "It's one of Ilya's favourites."
"He is good to try it," Ilya smirks. "Even if piece is size for child."
Ilya's body language has relaxed greatly since he first arrived. Not entirely, but enough that Mark can see how pleased he is, even just at the prospect of Shane eating a bit of cake.
"Shut up," Shane responds, but there's only affection in his tone.
Mark can't deny that Ilya is, at the very least, trying to be on his best behaviour. He's been observant, watching the evening unfold more than involving himself. He seems to have a bizarre sixth sense for Shane's needs. He's quick to replace Shane's ginger ale with his own when Shane's gets low.
He watches Shane at all times. Even when his eyes aren't on the other man, Ilya seems attuned to Shane's needs in a way that seems unnatural at times.
"Why don't we head back into the living room for some coffee or tea?" Ben offers.
Mark gets up to start clearing the dishes.
"I will help," Ilya says, standing to grab his and Shane's plates before following Mark into the kitchen.
They're silent as they bring the plates towards the sink.
"Thank you," Mark says, accepting the plates before Ilya goes back to grab the last few items.
Mark takes his time rinsing the plates.
Ilya returns moments later with the last of the cutlery left on the table. He hands them to Mark, hesitates, and then moves back toward the doorway into the dining room.
Fuck it. Mark thinks.
"You don't have to audition," he tells Ilya before he can exit. "There's no test at the end of the night."
He hears the man's footsteps stop.
"I am just trying to help," he says simply.
Mark exhales and grabs the hand towel, drying his hands as Ilya turns to face him.
"He doesn't bring people here," Mark tells him, hoping Ilya understands the implications.
The emotion that passes across Ilya's face is complicated.
"You don't like him to have boyfriends?" Ilya says, an edge to his voice.
"Fuck off," Mark snaps back quickly. "I want Shane to have someone. He deserves it."
"Yes," Ilya agrees, the edge dulling slightly. "He does."
"This means something," Mark insists. "Him bringing you here means something."
"I know." Ilya's quieter now. His eyes drop. 
"Do you?"
"What is your point?" Ilya says, exasperated. "Make it now, so I can get back to Shane."
"Look," Mark starts. "If you're trying to be here, good. Be here. But if you're not sure, if there's any chance of this being temporary for you, if it's just for the summer, or nostalgia, or guilt, then don't. Don't let him make room for you again."
It's the first time Ilya has genuinely looked mad this evening. The stare he sends Mark is cutting, and for the first time all evening, Mark gets a clear look at Rozanov: the man who played nearly twenty years of professional hockey.
"I am not here because of guilt." His voice is cold. Measured. "I have no interest in temporary."
"I didn't know him then, when you were in his life before," Mark says, pushing forward. "But I saw him after—"
"Enough." Ilya's voice has managed to become even more frigid. "You think I am not aware of what I did to him?"
His jaw is tight enough that Mark can see the muscle jump.
"I think you know what you lost." Mark is impressed with how calm his voice is. "You know how you dealt with it. I don't know if you know what he looked like after."
Ilya's mask cracks slightly at that. Mark can see the pain in his expression.
"You don't know my intentions."
"No," Mark agrees. "I don't, and I don't need to. He does, though."
They stand staring at each other, both men desperate to prove they have earned their place in Shane's life.
After a moment, Ilya takes a breath, and a bit of the posturing drops.
"I am glad," he says quietly. "That he has had you. You are a good friend to him."
"I am," Mark affirms. "We all are."
 
—
The drive back to the apartment is quiet. Contemplative.
Ilya seems especially thoughtful. Shane assumes he had an interesting discussion with Mark when they were in the kitchen after dessert. He expects Ilya to bring it up during the drive, but Ilya remains quiet, answering any questions in as few words as possible.
Shane enjoyed the night. He didn't often bring men from his private life into his circle of friends. None of those relationships had been serious. He wouldn't have even considered most of them relationships. He had never been willing to deal with the hassle for some guy who didn't seem permanent.
The realization brings him up short. 
Permanent.
He's starting to think of Ilya as permanent.
Or at least he's hoping for it.
Ilya had slotted into his life so nicely. Expanded into the gaps Shane hadn't wanted to admit were there.
"Thank you," Ilya says quietly when they're back in the apartment.
"For what?" Shane asks.
"Inviting me," Ilya clarifies. "Introducing me to your friends."
Shane can see the small internal battle that happens each time Ilya forces himself to be honest.
They're standing outside Shane's bedroom.
It feels like the end of a date, being walked to the door.
Shane smiles. "I liked having you there. I think they liked you."
"Ah, I am not so sure," Ilya says with a small chuckle.
Shane leans back against his bedroom doorframe.
"It made you happy, though." Ilya's eyes seem to search Shane's face.
"Yeah," Shane says softly.
Shane steps forward slightly. He licks his lips.
Ilya's eyes catch the movement. His lips quirk into a small smile. His body shifts forward a little too.
Shane reaches towards Ilya, placing a hand on his hip, and relishes the sound of Ilya's breath catching.
"Ilya," Shane breathes his name out like a prayer. One more step closes the distance. His other hand drifts up Ilya's torso until his fingers come to rest at Ilya's jaw.
He knows this has to be his choice. Ilya has been frustratingly set on not making a move until Shane initiates.
So, Shane initiates. He pulls Ilya's face to his and the first touch of their lips is chaste. Every bit the end of date kiss it is masquerading as. Until it isn't.
The contact between their mouths ignites something that has been simmering beneath the surface for the past three weeks. 
Ilya's hands go to Shane's face, cradling his jaw with impossible care, even as his mouth turns hungry. The dissonance between the actions is dizzying. 
Shane can feel himself getting hard, his cock pressing against the crotch of his jeans. He groans into Ilya's mouth and opens for him. Ilya takes the invitation immediately.
Ilya is everywhere. He steps forward, backing Shane against the closed bedroom door. He keeps his hands on Shane's face, not pushing beyond kissing.
Shane's hands drop from where they had crept over Ilya's chest to the waistband of his pants. Gripping the fabric there, he pulls Ilya flush against him, groaning when he feels Ilya's hardness press against his own.
Ilya presses a final deep kiss on Shane's mouth.
"Shane," Ilya pants.
"I want you," Shane says.
Ilya curses at the words, unconsciously flexing his hips forward and dragging a deep moan out of Shane. He leans forward, resting his forehead against Shane's.
"Not tonight," Ilya says. His eyes are closed tight.
"Why?" Shane hates how whiny the word comes out.
"Not like this," Ilya says, almost begging. "Not yet."
Shane's head drops to Ilya's chest. He can't focus on anything other than the way Ilya feels pressed against him.
"Not yet," he repeats, barely above a whisper.
Ilya lifts Shane's chin so he can look into his eyes.
Shane tries to keep his face from doing anything humiliating at being stopped.
He fails.
Tears burn behind his eyes.
"Shane," Ilya says softly, coaxing Shane's eyes back to his. "Solnyshko."
He forces himself to make eye contact with Ilya. Wills himself to keep the tears contained.
"Is not because I do not want," Ilya says, holding Shane's gaze. "I want. God, Shane, I want."
Shane swallows hard, pulling his hips away from Ilya.
"I want to do this right," Ilya says. "For once. For you." 
They stand there, staring at each other. Slowly, their breathing settles.
"You deserve romance," Ilya tells him. "I have never been able to give that to you. Let me give it to you now."
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  The following morning, Shane starts to learn what romance looks like to Ilya. And how seriously he takes it.
Not gracefully, necessarily. Not even smoothly. But seriously.
He wakes up later than usual to the sounds of Ilya existing in Shane's kitchen. He's clearly trying to be quiet, and failing. Shane lies still, listening to the soft Russian exclamations between the sound of pans being gently extricated from the cupboards.
He stays in bed for twenty minutes after waking up, just listening.
The night before is sitting in Shane's mind in snapshots. The gentle cradle of Ilya's hands on his face. Ilya's mouth on his. The hard line of Ilya's body pressing him into the bedroom door. The moans that slipped from Ilya's mouth. And then Ilya pulling himself back from the edge with visible effort before they could tumble over.
Not like this. Not yet.
You deserve romance.
Shane had barely slept.
Not because he was upset. Not exactly. He had left the interaction…frustrated, if nothing else. But the sexual frustration was secondary to the confusion. Because Shane doesn't know what to do with the tenderness of it. Wanting Ilya had always been the easy part, nearly second nature. Since meeting Ilya, and honestly before then, wanting him had been as intuitive as breathing to Shane.
The heat, the physicality—that was them. It was comfortable. This softness, this careful desire Ilya was presenting was something Shane didn't know how to survive.
Slowly, the smell of something burning reaches Shane after a string of what must be Russian expletives, and he decides to finally get up.
He puts on sweatpants and an old Montreal shirt.
He finds Ilya standing in front of the stove in sweatpants and a Boston shirt, frowning at Shane's toaster like it has personally betrayed him.
For a second, Shane thinks back to all the times they hid away in hotel rooms. Stealing hours or even just minutes. Lying to themselves that it was all just casual. Just sex.
Now Ilya is standing in Shane's kitchen, still wearing Boston across his chest, trying to make breakfast because he thinks Shane deserves more.
"Good morning, Shane," Ilya says, turning to him. He has his own mug of coffee in one hand, the other rests on his hip. 
Shane's favourite mug is already sitting in front of the bar stool, steaming.
He must have poured it when he heard Shane get out of bed.
"Morning," Shane says, stepping toward the counter, his hand slipping around the mug of coffee. "What died?"
Ilya shoots him a disparaging look. "Toast."
"You sure?" Shane laughs.
"Hey." Ilya points the butter knife at Shane. "You are being romanced. Be respectful. Not my fault your toaster hates me."
Shane can't help but laugh at the faux sincerity.
The expression that crosses Ilya's face is worth every bit of charred bread currently sitting on the counter. Soft. Pleased. Almost shy.
Shane's chest does something stupid in response.
"Romance is toast?" Shane asks, eyebrow raised.
"Hollander." He rolls his eyes and drops his head to look at the ceiling, full of manufactured exasperation. "Is not about the toast."
"Oh." Shane decides to play along. "Tell me then, Rozanov, what is romance?"
"Well, is not toast," Ilya says. "Obviously."
"Obviously," Shane agrees.
Ilya looks down at the blackened remnant of bread. Shane can see the joke forming on his tongue before he takes a breath and hesitates.
"I'm not sure I really know," Ilya says, sudden vulnerability shining through.
Shane doesn't speak. He's still not sure how to respond to this earnest version of Ilya.
"Maybe is just thought," Ilya says after thinking for a moment. The joking tone has evaporated. "I wake up and think of you. To want to do nice things for you. So, is not toast maybe. But is toast also."
"Oh."
They stand on either side of the breakfast bar and stare at each other. The heat from the night before has cooled considerably. Shane no longer feels like he's on the verge of being burned. The warm embers remain.
Shane puts down his mug of coffee, walks toward Ilya, and reaches past him to grab the least destroyed pieces of toast.
"Hollander, don't—" He looks horrified.
Shane bites down and immediately regrets it.
"Mmm," Shane says. He manages to chew through it. Swallows. Keeping his face straight is an act of heroic personal sacrifice. "Romance."
Ilya's eyes soften at the word. Reaching forward, Ilya brushes his knuckles against Shane's cheek.
He then turns away from Shane, quickly fills a glass of water, and hands it to him.
"Here, solnyshko," Ilya says softly. "Rinse the romance out of your mouth."
Shane has never been more appreciative of Ilya's thoughtfulness.
—
In the evening on Monday, they go to the store, and Ilya continues his mission to romance Shane with the single-mindedness of a professional athlete. 
"Hollander, you are not letting me romance you," Ilya jokes. They've just gotten out of the car. Ilya is standing with hands on his hips, clearly unimpressed that Shane has opened his own car door instead of waiting for Ilya to run around.
"I'm sorry," Shane laughs. "I'll try to be more romanceable."
"Good," Ilya says. "Get back in."
"You're kidding." Shane's voice drops, he's clearly exasperated.
Ilya sighs loudly, dropping his shoulders and turning away from the car. "Cannot romance anyone these days," he mutters as he walks away from Shane, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth.
"Come, Hollander," Ilya calls without turning. "I will try for romance in bread aisle."
—
On Tuesday, they take the day off from the rink because Ilya's knee had swollen after helping Shane move a stack of old rubber mats into storage the day before. 
Before leaving for a run, Shane leans down to lightly kiss Ilya on the cheek while he ices his knee on the couch.
The days feel hopeful. Gentle.
—
The real world finds them again on Wednesday morning.
It starts with Shane's phone buzzing on the coffee table while Ilya is in the shower. 
A message from Mark. Then one from his mom. Then a link.
Shane opens it without thinking.
—
Retired NHL Star, Ilya Rozanov, Spotted in Ottawa with Former Rival, Shane Hollander
Retired NHL star Ilya Rozanov was spotted in Ottawa with former longtime rival Shane Hollander, prompting questions about Rozanov's continued presence in Ontario weeks after his public involvement with Hollander's charity organization appeared to have ended.
A photograph posted online shows the two men leaving a bakery together on Saturday evening before getting into the same vehicle. 
Rozanov, 39, recently participated as a guest coach in youth hockey camps run through Hollander's charity organization, Home Ice, which works to expand access to hockey for children and families who have historically faced barriers in the sport.
Hollander, 39, once regarded as one of the league's defining talents, left the NHL in 2017 following a career-ending injury. He has since kept a relatively low public profile, focusing on charity work, local hockey programming, and the rink he owns in a small southern Ontario community. Hollander publicly came out as gay several years after his retirement. 
The charity camps concluded nearly a month ago, but Rozanov appears to have remained in the area. Locals say Rozanov and Hollander have been seen together several times since, including at Hollander’s rink, around town, and near Hollander’s private residence.
Rozanov was previously married to Svetlana Vetrova, daughter of famed Russian hockey player Sergei Vetrov. The couple divorced shortly after Rozanov’s retirement three years ago but are reportedly on good terms.
Neither Rozanov nor Hollander has publicly commented.
For two men once known for their fierce rivalry, Rozanov and Hollander now appear to be spending a considerable amount of time on the same side of the ice.
—
Shane is sitting on the couch. His mug of coffee is on the coffee table in front of him. Resting easily on a coaster. He can hear Ilya's shower running from his room.
A panic he hasn't experienced since his twenties washes through his body.
He's no longer a nearly forty year old man, comfortable and accepting of his identity for over a decade.
He's twenty-four. Standing outside of Ilya's hotel room, terrified that someone is going to catch him before Ilya can open the door. 
His heart is racing. He can't stop the physical reaction that comes, his body is experiencing the article before his mind can catch up.
Ilya isn't out.
It isn't like before. Ilya isn't twenty-four anymore either. He isn't one wrong rumour away from being sent back to a country that would punish him for this. Even just the implication of it.
But Ilya still isn't out.
He scrolls down to the photo. It's unmistakeable. Ilya is holding the door open to the Russian bakery and smiling at Shane. They're laughing about something. The look Ilya is giving Shane is devastating. Shane is looking away. There's a softness Shane has never seen on Ilya's face in a photo.
Under any other circumstance, Shane would be ecstatic to have that gaze photographed and documented. It's ruined by the cold dread that has curled around his chest, tightening and stealing his breath.
He hates the way they mention his sexuality. The implication is there without them saying it. The idea that just by association, Ilya is guilty of what? The horrific crime of homosexuality?
Fuck.
Ilya's going to be seen as guilty by association.
Shane's scared to search the article. Scared to search their names. Scared of the speculation that is undoubtedly already happening.
He doesn't register that Ilya's shower has turned off. Doesn't register how long he's been sitting, staring at his now blank phone screen. The only thing visible is his own frozen expression.
"Hollander." Ilya's voice is cautious as he approaches.
Shane turns to look at Ilya, and a tear drops on his phone screen. He hadn't realized he was crying.
"Hey." The voice is quieter. Ilya perches on the edge of the coffee table in front of Shane. Grabbing the phone from Shane's hand, Ilya places it on the table behind him. "Sweetheart, please. What's happened? Is someone hurt?"
Shane can't even let his heart clench at the sound of the endearment easily falling from Ilya's mouth. He's still too trapped in the panic.
"Not hurt." His voice sounds raw. He clears it before continuing. "Um, there was a photo."
"Photo of what?" he asks, turning to grab Shane's phone again. "Show."
Shane touches his thumb to the screen. It opens directly to the image and the title of the article.
"Shit," Ilya mumbles.
Shit.
Shane can feel the panic, white hot, burning up his throat and heating his chest and face. He can't catch his breath.
Ilya's eyes flit over the article quickly. He mutters something in Russian under his breath.
"Were you contacted for comment?" Ilya asks, eyes catching on that line of text.
Shane can only shake his head.
Ilya places the phone back down on the table. He must have seen enough. Then he reaches forward to grasp Shane's hands, stopping them from repetitively clenching.
"This is my fault," Shane says. "Fuck."
"What do you want to do?" Ilya asks, like Shane has any idea how to answer. Like there is still a version of this where they have any choice in what will happen next.
"I don't know," Shane answers honestly.
They sit in the heavy silence of the apartment. Shane has a sudden urge to pull all the curtains closed. Trap whatever they have left of their privacy within the walls of the apartment. Protect it for as long as he physically can.
It's too late, though. It's already out. This is no longer something that's safe. It exists beyond the apartment. Beyond the rink. Beyond just them.
He rapidly cycles through potential solutions, desperate to grasp at whatever control he can manage. 
"Maybe you should go home."
Ilya's hands, which had been gently stroking Shane's knuckles, freeze.
"Is what you want?" His voice shifts, careful in a way it hadn't been a moment before.
"You have to admit," Shane says. "It looks bad."
Ilya pulls his hands back, letting Shane's fall in his lap.
"It's not going to stop getting attention," Shane points out, giving voice to all of the darkest thoughts that have been assaulting him since he read the article. "If you stay, it'll only encourage people to talk about it more. Some morons might even start coming here."
"That would be bad." With the inflection of his voice, Shane can't tell if Ilya's making a statement or a question.
He agrees either way. "Yeah. It would be bad."
"The only way to stop it is to stop giving them anything to use," Shane says remembers the media training from his youth. "Contain it."
"Contain it," Ilya repeats.
"Yeah." Shane runs his hand through his hair, looking away from Ilya's piercing eyes. "It's getting attention. You don't want that. You have Svetlana's wedding soon anyway, right? Maybe you should just go home."
"You want me to leave?" Ilya clarifies.
"Yeah." Shane draws in a ragged breath. "I think it's probably for the best. Let this die down a little."
Ilya is staring at Shane with an unreadable look. He seems to be making a choice.
Ilya leans away and Shane can't help but mourn the closeness.
"You think it's for the best?" Ilya asks.
Shane stares at his hands, trying to keep himself from reaching for Ilya. He feels like any touch he could offer the man would mark him. Ruin him by association.
"Yes." 
Shane can see Ilya nod in his peripheral vision.
"Okay."
Ilya stands and returns to his room. Shane's guest room.
—
A few hours later Ilya's standing at the threshold of Shane's home. His bags are packed. There's a seat waiting for him on the next flight to Boston out of Ottawa.
He hasn't managed to say much to Shane other than clarifying logistics and asking him to grab Ilya's pills from the kitchen so he can pack them.
Shane has asked him to leave.
Maybe you should go home.
As if Boston has held a semblance of home for years. As if Ilya hadn't found home in the guest room at Shane's apartment.
He can't blame him. Shane hadn't chosen the injury that took him off the ice, but Ilya has seen the beautiful life he's managed to build in the aftermath. By stepping out of the public eye, Shane has been able to live a life of authenticity that Ilya had never approached himself.
That authenticity would have been actively dangerous before Ilya gained citizenship. After that, it had simply been easier not to reach for it. He had built a real life with Svetlana by then, safe and public and familiar, and there had been no one waiting on the other side of the truth. No reason that felt worth detonating the career he had spent his whole life building.
He's brought public attention back onto Shane.
There's no world in which they can exist together without people trying to turn this into something else. A reunion. A scandal. A rivalry renewed. Whatever is easiest for people to grab onto. Whatever they can use to strangle them.
Rivals. The word is all wrong. Obscene in its simplicity. Too small for what they were, what they are. A convenient lie that threatens to swallow and destroy everything Ilya has never let himself want.
"So," Shane starts lamely, shuffling his socked feet and refusing to meet Ilya's eyes.
"So," Ilya repeats.
"You should probably go," Shane continues, still avoiding Ilya's eyes.
Ilya would like to plead with him to at least look at Ilya. He is desperate to memorize the freckles before he leaves. While he knows this time won't be thirteen years of distance—he will not accept that—he doesn't know when they will get a chance to see each other again. Not if Shane wants to keep his privacy without Ilya's presence drawing attention to his quiet life.
"Yes," Ilya says. His voice is brittle. He wonders if Shane can hear how close he is to breaking.
"It was good to see you." Shane risks a glance at Ilya before looking down again.
He wants to laugh. Good to see you. As if the past summer hasn't shattered Ilya's life and put it back together in a shape that closely resembles the man standing before him.
"Yes, good to see you."
They feel like strangers.
"Hollander," Ilya says, needing to build some distance emotionally before they put a border between them.
At the name, Shane finally locks eyes with him.
Before he can talk himself out of it or remind himself that he's supposed to be following Shane's lead, Ilya steps forward, cupping Shane's jaw, and kisses him.
It is not the heated kiss that nearly sent Ilya diving back into the physicality that had always been as effortless as breathing for them. It's softer. 
It's worse. 
This kiss will kill him.
"I am going because you asked me to," Ilya breathes against Shane's mouth quietly. As if he's admitting the most tender, weakest parts of himself. "Not because I want to."
He can't stand to see the look Shane gives him. He kisses him once more on his forehead.
"Ya tebya lyublyu." He promised he wouldn't say it until Shane was ready. He can't leave without knowing he tried.
Ilya leans down, avoiding Shane's eyes, picking up his bags before turning to leave.
"Goodbye, Ilya."
Ilya stills at the sound of his own name, thinking of days when he would have given anything to hear Shane Hollander say his first name.
Now he wants to bury the sound somewhere no one can find it.
He clenches his jaw and closes the door behind him.
—
His phone is in his hand and he's started the call before the car is fully moving.
She answers on the third ring.
"Hello, my love," Sveta answers in a sweet voice.
"Sveta." His voice is unfamiliar leaving his mouth. He sounds broken. Ragged. Raw.
"Ilyusha." He hears her sit up and her voice drops. "What has happened?"
"I'm coming home." It's all he can say in response, putting the car into drive and pulling away from Shane's apartment building.
"Okay," she says without inflection. Not pity. Not judgement. He loves her more than he can say when she doesn't immediately pry, clearly sensing that he cannot talk about it. "When will you land?"
"I don't know," Ilya says, barely maintaining composure. "I just called and booked. I don't know."
"Send me the confirmation," she says. "I will check. I will be at the airport to pick you up."
"Thank you."
"Of course," she says. "Who else will look out for my silly ex-husband?" Her tone is light, forced into something joking.
No one. No one else will look out for him.
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hey friend.

remember, it's angst with a happy ending.
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nope.

today's my last day of work before the break.

so no more silly distractions from my REAL job. which is making these boys suffer and then making them be sweet.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane spends time at the cottage. Ilya spends time in Boston. And neither is very happy about it.

Or

Well, well, well, if it isn't the consequences of your own actions.



    Chapter Notes

      sad boys are sad.

as a celebration of my first day of summer vacation, here's a lot of words.

this ended up being WAY longer than anticipated. and i refuse to change my chapter count again. so we leave it all as one.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  By the afternoon Shane feels like he is going to crawl out of his skin in the silence of his newly empty apartment. The absence has its own presence. Dark. Oppressive. Suffocating.
The air feels wrong. He can hear his heartbeat.
The walls of his apartment might be closing in on him.
He goes for a run, stays out longer than he should. Until his legs are burning and he can't breathe.
He cleans the apartment, but leaves the guest room door closed. He doesn't stop moving until he's utterly exhausted and can honestly say that the baseboards of his home are cleaner than they ever have been before.
Falling asleep is fitful. His heart hurts. The apartment is too quiet. He wishes the day had ended differently.
He's not sure if he made a mistake.
—
When he wakes the next day, the first morning in weeks he knows he won't be seeing Ilya, the realization sits in his stomach like a brick.
The heaviness from the day before has not quieted. It has only expanded, filling every breath he takes. Making him feel sick.
He avoids the kitchen. Can only imagine Ilya standing by the coffee machine, arguing with Shane's toaster.
The living room feels similarly crowded with memories. The thought of turning on the tv and trying to casually watch something feels cheap. He perches on the couch. At a loss for anything else to do.
He checks his phone again. His mom has called twice. He ignores both and texts her that he's fine. Promises to call her later. 
Mark texted. So did Rose. He had spoken with her about Ilya. Red-faced and embarrassed, he told her how safe it had felt this time. How it seemed like they were building towards something.
It had been something.
He replies to Mark and Rose with the same useless reassurances: that he's fine, he promises.
He gets up and paces through the apartment, unable to find a square inch of the place that isn't coated in memories. Heavy with implications.
Stopping in the middle of the living room he feels utterly lost. 
There's only one thing he's absolutely certain of. He can't stay here.
He grabs his keys. He's going to the cottage.
—
Driving to the cottage is a mindless activity. A road he's driven countless times before. Usually alone. That aspect of the journey feels amplified in a way it never has before.
As soon as he arrives, he falls into the default motions he's done every time he arrives. He hasn't been back in a few weekends, choosing to stay at the apartment with Ilya instead. 
He forces himself into the moment. 
Check the sprinkler lines.
Sweep off the deck.
Look through the fridge for any leftover food.
It nearly works. Shane is almost able to delude himself into pretending the entire situation isn't absolutely fucked.
While he's moving, it falls away. He feels like it can't catch him. He can believe the lie he's trying to sell himself. That this was the correct choice, that he was doing a kindness to Ilya. Giving the man an out. 
Shane got to control when he came out. A simple instagram post. And very little media coverage. 
Ilya deserves the same dignity. 
Right?
He runs his hand through his hair.
The cottage has been a refuge for him since he had it built in his twenties. He rarely brought anyone here. It was just for him. A place he got to be in the sun. Somewhere that actually felt like home. 
It's not working this time.
He's horrified to realize that it's not a matter of place. Yes, Ilya was in every corner of his apartment and had barely spent any time in the cottage, but it doesn't matter. 
It's not the place, it's Shane. Ilya found his way into every corner of Shane. The loss feels like losing a limb. He's off balance. 
—
In the evening, after he's managed to choke down half a plate of pasta, he gives in and opens twitter and does something he hasn't done in years.
Searches his own last name.
Articles. Posts. Threads. Screenshots.
There are tons. Probably more is being written and spoken about him in the last twelve hours than was written in the last twelve years.
People are speculating. People are digging into Ilya and Svetlana, their history and relationship.
People are digging into his shared past with Ilya. Searching through old interviews. Old press releases. Old games.
Someone discovered Ilya missed the game immediately after Shane's injury. Shane hadn't known that. It sends people digging even harder.
Not only that, people are searching out any interactions Ilya has had with men. It makes Shane nauseous to realize how the simplest association with Shane immediately warps innocent interactions.
Many people read it as evidence of retired players sharing a professional interest. A part of Shane thinks they're the most willfully ignorant. 
The way Ilya is looking at Shane in that picture is anything but platonic.
Fuck.
He realizes he could spend the next twenty years locked away in his cottage, entirely celibate, never setting eyes on Ilya again and it wouldn't matter. That picture exists now. It cannot be argued with. It cannot be ignored.
It exists.
The moments surrounding it exist. Or at least, existed.
—
"Do you want to talk about it?" Svetlana asks him as he slides into the passenger side of her car after depositing his bags in the trunk.
Ilya shakes his head.
"Okay." Sveta drives him home in silence. She doesn't pry. 
She offers to let him stay in her guest room. He doesn't want to intrude. They're in the final week or so before her wedding. And he needs to be alone with this grief.
If all he has of Shane is grief, he needs to hold on to it. Experience it fully.
The roads through Boston, familiar, feel distant, even as he passes through them. There's an emptiness that wasn't present before.
They pull into his driveway faster than he's expecting. He must have zoned out at some point.
He blinks back into awareness to Sveta getting out of the car.
He gets out as well, drags his bags out and accepts her help in carrying them into his house.
She deposits the bag she's carrying just inside the entryway and stops, crossing her arms over her chest.
"How are you?" she asks. Her eyes search his face, seeking the truth, even if he won't say it.
"I'm tired." It's as honest as he's willing to be right now.
"Do you want me to stay?" She offers it, but he can see it in her eyes. The way they flit to her car. And down to her phone. It's the week before her wedding. Vera's waiting.
"No." He tries to offer a reassuring smile. He doesn't think it reaches his eyes. "I will be fine. I just need some sleep."
She nods, accepting his lie. She places a hand on his cheek. 
"Be good, Ilyusha. Call me if you need."
He promises he will.
As soon as the door closes behind her, he can no longer keep the tears at bay. He moves to sit on the couch, abandoning his bags near the door. He cries silently.
—
The first day passes in a blur. His bags haven't moved from the front door, except for when he pulls out his pills. There's nothing he wants from inside of them. Part of him is tempted to just throw out all of his clothes. He doesn't want to wear anything Shane saw him in. Touched him in. 
He can afford new clothes.
He gets out of bed only to manage his most basic needs. He cancels his cleaning service. Doesn't want to see anyone.
There's no food. Of course there isn't, he hasn't been here in over two months. He stands, staring into the fridge for longer than he realizes.
Part of him wants to ignore the gnawing in his stomach, use it as a way to punish himself. He's not sure what he's punishing himself for, though.
He did what he was supposed to do. He did what he promised he would do.
He followed Shane's lead. He did what had been asked of him. He was respecting Shane's boundaries. He listened. For the first fucking time he had listened to Shane and it still landed him alone. Back in Boston.
He orders groceries.
He eats an omelette that tastes like nothing.
He continues to exist.
He lies in bed. Not sleeping. 
He unconsciously thumbs at the cross around his neck.
He can't help but feel the crushing reality of loneliness.
He wishes he had someone who would stay.
Yes, it had been Ilya who walked away, but Shane had pushed him through the door.
Yet, it feels impossible to feel anything towards Shane resembling anger over the situation.
Ilya brings with him an entire world that Shane was pushed out of because of an injury. A world that would have pushed him out regardless because of his sexuality.
Shane has his rink. He has his town. His cottage. He has his life. Ilya would disrupt it. Had already disrupted part of it.
When they come together, it's impossible not to have eyes on them. 
He hasn't searched the article since reading it at Shane's. He doesn't need to. The photo was damning. The photo was taken before dark, outside of a bakery. Under normal circumstances it wouldn't have been worth batting an eye at. It was Ilya's fault.
There was nothing casual about how he was looking at Shane.
It would have been easier to explain if Ilya had been kissing Shane. A kiss could be explained, reduced to little more than physical impulse. Sex. It would become a scandal that burned through the media quickly.
There was no ignoring the look of pure adoration written across Ilya's features while he stared at Shane. This was the kind of thing people would speculate about. No one would believe it was a quick tryst developed over the summer.
Between the first article pointing out Shane's coming out all those years ago, the look on Ilya's face, and the indisputable fact that Ilya had set up in Ontario for two months, there was no other place for people to land.
And that had been too much for Shane.
He had been too much for Shane.
—
Days are passing unchecked and untracked.
Lying in bed, but not sleeping. Sleeping but not resting.
Groaning, Ilya rolls over in bed.
His phone is on the side table. He doesn't want to continue checking it for messages he's certain aren't there. He's heard it vibrate, but feels confident it's either texts from Sveta checking in, or Vera confirming that he won't flake on the wedding.
Sveta hasn't been by since she dropped him off. She's texted, but she's busy. The wedding is soon. This coming weekend. He thinks. He needs to check the date.
He is grateful for her relative silence. 
—
Someone has been knocking on the door for five minutes. Ilya tries ignoring it, staying in bed. The knocking hasn't given in at all. So he reluctantly goes to his front door.
He opens the door to Marleau. 
"Fucking finally," he says, pushing past Ilya without any other greeting.
Ilya groans. "Marley, I am not in the mood."
"I really don't give a fuck," he responds, continuing towards the living room.
Marleau doesn't stop walking until he's made it to the couch, dropping down in the middle of it with an expectant look on his face.
"What do you want?" Ilya asks.
Marleau finally seems to see Ilya. Ilya knows he looks like shit. He's been in bed, only getting out when absolutely necessary. He's not even sleeping well, just existing in between bouts of unconsciousness. None of it seems to help him shake the weariness that has settled into him.
"What do I want?" Marleau snaps back. "You're fucking kidding, right?"
"I'm really not in the mood," Ilya says, rubbing his eyes.
"You disappeared, dude," Marleau points out. "You didn't give anyone any heads up, I thought something happened to you. I had to call fucking Svetlana to even get any information about you."
Ilya's hand freezes on his face, and drops to his side. He finally looks at Marleau. The man who had first taken Ilya under his wing when he'd been a rookie. A mentor. A teammate. A friend.
Part of him wants to laugh. Another wants to cry. 
He has spent so much of his life anticipating when people will leave him, that he always forgets about those who have stubbornly stayed.
"I'm sorry," Ilya says with complete honesty.
Marleau leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "And then I see this article. I text you again. Still nothing. Can you please just talk to me."
Something in the way the words spill out of Marleau makes Ilya soften. He feels the tension fall out of his shoulders slightly, anxiety he hadn't realized he was holding seems to evaporate.
"I need to tell you something," Ilya admits.
The only other person in Ilya's life who knows all the intricacies of his relationship with Shane is Sveta. Sure, Scott got the bullet points. Knew they had hooked up, knew they had ended on bad terms, and knew that Ilya still held a torch for the guy. But, at its core, Ilya thinks that Scott setting him up for this summer was likely to just give them a chance for quick closure, or a quick fuck.
Once Ilya starts talking, he can't seem to stop.
It doesn't come out neatly, nothing is in order. He tells Marleau about the rink first, then the hotel rooms and stolen moments between games. He doubles back to the beginning because none of it matters without the context of Shane at seventeen, standing outside the rink in Regina, hand outstretched toward Ilya in greeting.
Marleau doesn't interrupt. That might be the worst part. He just sits there, elbows on his knees, listening while Ilya drags over twenty years of history out as some perverse show and tell.
Ilya's quieter when he tells him about the hospital. About driving through the night because Shane was hurt and Ilya could not make himself stay in Boston. About realizing Shane had blocked him, the retirement announcement. About what it did to him to know the door between them had been closed and locked without him noticing. Marleau shifts at that, like something has clicked into place.
That season, the 2017-2018 season, had been the worst of Ilya's career.
He tells Marleau about the article. The panic on Shane's face as he asked Ilya to leave.
He finally admits to someone without humour or deflection or anything else that he's bisexual and in love with Shane Hollander.
The second truth is the one that feels like it might kill him.
Because the love wasn't enough. Shane made that clear. Ilya would only bring scrutiny to the sweet, calm life Shane had perfected for himself.
"So you're—"
"Bisexual. Yes."
Marleau looks thoughtful for a second. He nods to himself, something must be aligning in his mind as the revelation settles into place. "Okay." He shrugs. "That's no big deal."
Ilya releases a breath he hadn't realized he was holding. "Yeah?"
Marleau has the decency to look offended. "Did you think I would care? C'mon Rozy. You must know me better than that."
Shoulders sagging under the statement, Ilya is embarrassed. Ashamed. And honestly upset that he ever thought Marleau would be anything but supportive.
"That's not the part I'm surprised by," Marleau continues. "Hollander?"
Ilya purses his lips, nodding.
Marleau nods, eyebrows raised, looking thoughtful. "Nice."
Ilya snorts.
"So you are, or were…" Marleau pauses, struggling to find the words, "something with Hollander?"
Ilya just nods. He's exhausted. Dragging out all the pieces of their relationship was heavy. It weighed on Ilya almost constantly. A weight that threatened to drown him if he weren't careful. He feels lighter for having shared it with Marleau. Still tired, but lighter.
"You love him, eh?" Marleau checks.
"Yes," Ilya says, too tired to lie or coat the truth in something less likely to cut Ilya open on the way down.
"And he sent you home?"
He nods in response.
"Did you try to argue with him?"
Ilya shakes his head.
"And why the fuck not?" Marleau demands. There's an edge to his voice.
Ilya's shocked. He walks over to drop down in the chair opposite Marleau.
"He told me," Ilya starts, the words having to be pulled out of him like barbs, "that he thought this was best."
Marleau pointedly looks Ilya up and down, taking in the ragged sweatpants, the circles around his eyes, the ratty shirt he hasn't bothered to change.
"This is the best?"
Ilya shrugs. "I ignored him before. I ignored him and what he wanted, what he needed. I did not give him a chance last time. I will not repeat that."
"Did you communicate any of this with him?" Marleau asks, looking proud. He's gone to therapy since leaving hockey. Apparently, problem solving everything with blunt force isn't the best approach to conflict resolution in a marriage.
"I told him I was leaving because he asked," Ilya says. "I told him it was not what I wanted."
"What'd he say back?"
Ilya freezes.
Marleau's brows pull together. "Roz…"
"I told him right before I left," he admits, looking at his hands. "I did not want to hear his response. Did not want to be told, again, to leave."
"You didn't let him answer?" His tone is flat again. Disappointed. Disbelieving. You fucking idiot is the part he doesn't say aloud.
Ilya runs his hands through his hair and leans back in the chair, looking towards the ceiling so he doesn't have to see the reaction to this answer.
Avoidance is sometimes even easier than breathing.
"No."
"Roz…"
"He said goodbye," Ilya says quietly as a final defense. "I said it, and he still said goodbye."
Marleau sighs, shifting forward on the couch toward Ilya. "You were standing at the door with your bags packed. What else was he supposed to say? Maybe he didn't know there was another option."
The silence that follows is long. Too long. Long enough that Ilya wonders if he made up Marleau being there and if any of it is true. 
Finally, "Call him."
Ilya is shaking his head before the sentence is out. "No, I have to give him space. I—"
"What?"
"I'm scared that I push too hard with him." Ilya leans forward now, looking at his hands in his lap. "That I am the one who has chosen the trajectory each step of the way. I chose to stop responding. I chose to stay at the camps. I chose to stay in Ontario."
"You want him to choose you."
"I want him to choose us."
Marleau whistles low. "It's serious."
"Serious," Ilya agrees. "For me, yes."
—
Cleanliness had never been a real problem at any place Shane spent time in. He enjoys when things are organized and easy to manage.
After nearly a week at the cottage, he has taken apart the home piece by piece, cleaned behind it, and then put it all back together. 
He checks the dock boards for loose screws. He pulls weeds from between patio stones in the backyard. He reorganizes the, admittedly, already impressively clean shed. He coils and uncoils the hose repeatedly until it sits just right. He wipes down the outdoor furniture. He washes linens that haven't been used. He checks each door, opening and closing, to find hinges that squeak. He takes apart the couch to clean every inch of them. He cleans the gutters. He inventories every towel, organizes the linen closet by size, use and color. He relabels storage containers. He cleans the coffee maker, pulls apart each piece to get every possible stain.
Eventually, he's just inventing problems. Pre-emptively changing bulbs. A hinge that barely squeaks. A stack of firewood that can't seem to sit straight. Windows that reveal streaks only in the late evening light.
He makes a list of every single chore he completes, attaches a date to each so he knows when it was last completed. He rewrites the list when he makes a mistake part way through.
He's not sleeping well. He's only sleeping insofar as he's collapsing after working himself beyond the point of exhaustion.
If he stops moving he'll have time to think. If he has time to think he'll be forced to reckon with the fact that he had pushed Ilya away.
He hadn't protected either of them, if the online speculation is anything to go by. Not saved.
He locks the door to his cottage and drives toward the only place he can think to go.
—
"Hi, mom." She opens the door and her surprise gives way to concern.
"Shane?" 
"Can I come in?"
She steps aside, welcoming him in.
Shane drags his feet towards the couch. Collapses on it before looking back at his mom. She calls out for his dad. Announces Shane's arrival.
His mom spent most of his life managing Shane's career, and then managing the financial side of his charity up until a couple years ago when his dad had finally convinced her to step away. They were attempting retirement, only an attempt, as she still found plenty of reasons to drop by and help when she ran out of projects at home.
He looks at the woman who pushed him to greatness. She's grayer than she once had been. She still has the shrewd look in her eyes that seems to naturally cut through all bullshit and see to the core of the problem.
Shane hadn't spent any time with his parents this summer. Blamed it on the camps. Made endless excuses.
He knew she would immediately sense the difference.
She would have known before Shane had been ready to know.
"How are you?" She's straight to it.
"I've been better," he laughs.
"Hey, bud." His dad enters the room, moving to sit next to Shane's mom.
He smiles at his dad. "You saw the article?"
His mom nods.
"Yeah," he swallows hard. Again, he's sent back in time, feeling like he's coming out all over again. "So, uh, Rozanov. Ilya. We have been…" he pauses, suddenly unsure how he can verbalize all that Ilya is to him, despite never having applied labels.
His parents wait, silently. Both of their expressions are open. Waiting. He thinks they already know.
"It was him," his mom says quietly. "All those years ago."
The way she says it, confident, tells him she had sorted this out days ago, but had allowed him the dignity to at least go to them on his own time.
Shane can only nod, his gaze dropping towards his hands.
His parents wait. He can tell they aren't even gesturing at each other. They know Shane. They give him time to process. Time to come to the conclusion he must in order to speak to them.
"I care about him." It's the only present tense emotion he's willing to apply to the situation.
"Is he still here?" his dad asks.
Shane shakes his head. "I told him to leave."
The words cut him for the first time, before the admission had felt like protection. Now it felt like torture. Self inflicted.
Silence. More space for Shane to reckon with what he's said. With what he's done.
"Why, Shane?" his mom asks when he makes no move to speak after a few minutes.
"I don't know," Shane admits, the tears that had welled in his eyes start to fall. "I thought it was better this way. I thought I was protecting him."
Protecting me.
The thought lands with enough force that he has to look away.
He had allowed fear, which had manifested the moment he realized he was attracted to men all those years ago, to root. It was like a weed, even if he had accepted himself after coming out and made peace with his sexuality he couldn't ignore the shame he had cloaked himself in for so long.
He had wrapped himself in that shame for so long that he forgot it was there. Was accustomed to the weight. A safety in its familiarity.
This wasn't entirely about Ilya. Of course, he was horrified at the prospect of Ilya being outed on Shane's account. He didn't want to see Ilya go through something like that. 
Shane was protecting himself. From Ilya.
Because this Ilya was infinitely more dangerous to him than the Ilya of his youth. The one who hadn't been able to fully open himself and commit to Shane. This one was promising commitment and promising more. More than Shane had ever truly considered an option for him. For them. And he wanted more. He wanted it so badly.
And that terrified him. Scared him right to his core, because if he opened himself this way, let Ilya in to see all the very best and the very worst of him, he would never survive it if Ilya left again.
So he pushed Ilya away. Distanced himself. 
And now Ilya was gone.
No one says much beyond that.
They both hug him, his mom placing a soft kiss on his cheek. 
They let him go to his room. It's changed more since his mom has retired, becoming a craft room of sorts, but his bed is still there, always made, just in case.
He lies there for a few hours, watching the early afternoon light shift as the sun passes overhead.
A soft knock on the door.
"Yeah?" he calls. He expects his mom, ready to coax him out for dinner.
His dad is standing at the door. He's smiling at Shane in a way that reminds him just how lucky he is to have the parents he has.
He gestures to the end of the bed, eyebrows raised in silent question. Shane sits up further so his back is against the headboard, nodding.
Quietly, his dad steps forward and takes a seat, the bed sinking under his weight.
"You love him?" It's the first time he's been faced with the word in reference to Ilya.
He finds himself unable to lie to his dad. He keeps his face up, but looks past his dad. Unable to make eye contact when he gives the stiffest and briefest of nods.
The admission drags against his skin. 
His dad stares into Shane's face and nods to himself, seeming to believe whatever he sees there.
"Your mother had a job offer in Vancouver before we got married. Did I ever tell you that?" 
Shane shakes his head, his eyes returning to his dad's face. 
"It was a good job too. Absolutely better than anything available here. There were opportunities for growth there. I told her to take it."
Shane furrows his brow. He doesn't know this part of his parents' history.
"I stepped back. Told her we didn't need to complicate things. " His dad chuckles at the memory. "I effectively took myself out of the decision making process. Indirectly making a choice for her."
Despite himself, Shane nearly smiles. He knows where this is going.
"She called me a fucking idiot," he laughs fondly. "And she was right. I took her choice away. I thought I was being kind. I was being a moron."
Shane's throat tightens.
"Your mom didn't need me to choose for her," he says softly. "She needed me to stand next to her and support her while she chose."
"I went after her two days later. No plan. No big gesture." He's smiling at the memory. "I didn't think she'd even open the door."
Shane looks down at his hands, clenched.
"She made me wait a while," he says. "But she did."
"He stopped speaking to you all those years ago," his dad keeps talking. "You didn't ask for that. He took that choice away from you."
Shane closes his eyes.
"Shane, are you letting him choose now?"
No. He wasn't.
Shane can't bring himself to move or answer in any meaningful way.
"You might just have to be brave enough to let him know he's still got a choice."
His dad stands then, reaching over to give Shane's shoulder a reassuring squeeze.
"Come down for some food soon."
—
Shane eats a small bowl of soup and fends off his mom's attempts to feed him anything more.
He tells them he has to figure out what to do next.
He's sitting in his car considering his choices.
Buying a plane ticket might be rash.
He opens their text thread. There's little in the chat since Ilya had confirmed he landed in Boston and made it home.
Shane places the phone on the passenger side seat. As he does, the sunlight hits something in the passenger side door.
Eyes narrowing, Shane leans over the centre console and stretches to grab the item, worried Ilya forgot something.
As soon as his fingers graze it, he knows what it is. He pushes himself further across and the familiar weight is clasped in his hand.
He sits back in the driver's side. His heart is racing.
Ilya's lighter.
Proof that Ilya had shown up.
Shane had given it back. Weeks ago. The night they had slept together.
Ilya had left it again. 
Ilya went.
He went to the hospital. Drove hours in the dead of night to get to Shane. Just to know he was okay.
He came to the camps.
He stayed beyond the camps.
Ilya has been showing up all fucking summer. He had shown up before too. It hadn't been perfect. Their timing had been absolutely fucked, and they had hurt each other so many times, even if unintentionally. But Ilya had kept showing up all summer.
Shane can't hold the past against Ilya. He doesn't. Not really. They were under unimaginable stress, compounded by the reality of what being outed would have meant for Ilya at the time.
If Shane spends all his time thinking about what they should have done and what wasn't done all those years ago, it takes away from who they are and what they could be now. It ruins any chance they have at a future. 
He can't keep letting the past decide for them.
Not anymore.
Not with Ilya.
So, Shane chooses the only thing that feels honest.
He chooses to show up.
Before he can consider whether it's a mistake or not, Shane is pulling onto the highway, headed south. Headed to Boston.
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  The sky is dark by the time Shane reaches the suburbs outside of Boston. Once he's come off of the highway, he realizes he has no idea where he's supposed to be going. He pulls into a gas station, turns off the car, and places his forehead on the steering wheel. He's exhausted.
It's after nine.
He has no idea where Ilya lives. Ilya had mentioned that he'd moved from the one house Shane had visited. Not that Shane thinks he could have found that address anyway.
He opens the text thread and stares at it.
Does he open this with just 'hey'?
Ilya

 9:17 PM
Shane: I'm in Boston
Ilya: What?
Shane:  Can I see you?
Ilya: Shane?
Ilya: Where are you?

The last message is an address. He enters it into his phone, relieved to find it's only twenty minutes away.
The closer he gets, the quieter everything becomes.
He's not sure what he expected, but this quiet, tree-lined neighbourhood is not quite it.
Eventually, he pulls onto a narrow street, shaded by trees old enough to have roots pushing at the sidewalks. 
This neighbourhood is quiet in its wealth. The kind of wealth that doesn't need to announce itself. It's far more understated than Shane had honestly expected of Ilya, which maybe only proves that there's plenty for them to still learn about each other.
He realizes he doesn't know this version of Ilya.
The retired hockey player.
The house is set farther back from the street than Shane expects, half hidden behind old trees and careful landscaping that promotes a sense of privacy. He was expecting something louder. More striking than understated.
But it's the correct address.
The structure is modern, with dark siding and wide panes of glass catching the warm light from inside. Clean lines. Low angles. Undoubtedly expensive, but somehow humble in the same breath.
Shane sits in the driveway for a few minutes with both hands on the steering wheel, trying to convince his body to start moving.
Eventually, he gets out.
He walks up the path. Warm lights line the path and lead him towards the door. It's large and made of dark wood. Intimidating, but not unwelcoming.
He nearly chickens out. 
He raises his hand to knock and the door opens before he can make contact.
Shane takes a step back without thinking.
Ilya stands in the doorway.
He looks like hell. 
He's pale, drawn tight around the eyes, his hair still wet from the shower. Shane imagines him having forced himself through the shower after receiving Shane's text, a small way to control an unexpected situation. Guilt twists through him. He hadn't given Ilya any time to prepare. 
"Hi." The greeting is too small, too insignificant.
"You're here," Ilya states, his tone disbelieving.
"Yes."
"What—" Ilya cuts off. He takes a breath. "Hollander, what are you doing here?"
"I drove here," Shane answers. His brain is worn thin from the drive, from the week of unending cleaning, from missing Ilya. 
"Yes, Hollander, that is obvious."
"Oh, right." Shane shuffles from foot to foot, reaching up to pull at his earlobe, no idea what else to do with his hand. Ilya stares at him, eyes moving over his face.
Shane shoves both hands into the pockets of his joggers. His fingers brush against the metal of the lighter, reminding him of the reason he's even standing on Ilya's doorstep at all.
Pulling the lighter from his pocket, he holds it up awkwardly toward Ilya. Shane tries for a smile as he holds the item, far heavier with implication than it has any right to be.
"I found this in my car."
Ilya goes still.
"Ah."
"You left it."
"Yes." Ilya nods. "And now you've returned it."
Ilya doesn't reach to take the lighter though. He only eyes it, like it's far more dangerous than the decade-old lighter that it is.
"So, this is why you've come here?" Ilya raises his eyebrow at Shane, one hand still firmly on the door, his body blocking the way inside.
"You left."
Ilya makes a small incredulous sound. "You asked me to leave."
"I know." Shane drops the hand holding the lighter, staring down at his hands as he fiddles with the lid.
"I only did what you asked."
The silence stretches between them. Taut. Pulled so tightly he fears any sudden movement will cause it to snap. Shane finally risks a glance upwards and he hates the look on Ilya's face.
"You look terrible," Ilya remarks.
"I drove seven hours."
"That explains some of it."
"You don't look much better," Shane points out.
Ilya drops his gaze. "No. I don't."
Shane can feel the distance between them. Everything they haven't said. Everything they should have said differently. He has no idea how they can even start to cross it.
Shane thinks of the last time he stood at a threshold with this lighter in his hand, trying to give it back like that would somehow solve everything. Like he could hand Ilya the proof of what they had been, the proof that Ilya had cared, and walk away. 
He had thought he was closing a door then.
Now he's standing at a different door, hoping like hell it's not too late to keep it from slamming in his face.
"I want to talk," Shane says, finally breaking the silence. "I know this is incredibly last minute. And I know you've got the wedding soon. I just needed to talk to you."
Ilya stares at Shane, the same look that has always made Shane squirm, like he's seeing past whatever Shane is using to hide his true feelings. Ilya had always looked at him like that. As if it didn't matter how many walls Shane built, Ilya could just peek around and see what was actually there. 
"You've got somewhere to stay tonight?" Ilya asks.
"Uh, no," Shane answers, flushing with embarrassment. "This wasn't exactly planned."
Ilya's eyebrows shoot up. "Shane Hollander made an unexpected international trip?" 
"We're just lucky I had my travel wallet in my car."
"Of course you have travel wallet."
"I'm organized, Ilya." Shane rolls his eyes.
"You drove seven hours with no plan," Ilya retorts flatly.
"I'm selectively organized," Shane says with a small smile.
"Okay, Mr. Organization." Ilya lets out a tired laugh. His face relaxes by a fraction, the first softness Shane has seen since the door opened. "Let's get you to bed."
Shane's eyes flash to Ilya's for a second.
"Guest room," he clarifies quickly.
"You don't—" Shane stops. "You don't want to talk?"
"Not tonight, solnyshko," Ilya says, not unkindly. "You are exhausted. I am exhausted. We sleep. We climb this mountain in the morning."
Ilya's shoulders have slumped since the door opened. Now Shane can see how utterly exhausted he looks. Worn down in a way Shane can't believe only took a week. 
A sharp pain cuts through his chest.
This was his fault.
Fuck. Would they ever stop hurting each other?
"Come in." Ilya finally holds the door open wider.
He steps inside and is immediately surprised by the warmth of it. He remembers Ilya's old place. Hard lines and cool colours. The modern edges are still there, but they've been softened somehow. Warmer tones. Softer light. Furniture that looks like someone actually sits in it.
Directly next to the doorway, pushed awkwardly out of the way, Shane sees Ilya's bags. Still packed. They look like they were abandoned the moment Ilya returned home. Untouched, even a week later.
His heart clenches at the sight.
Shane takes his shoes off, leaving them beside Ilya's own pair, carefully lined up by the door. 
"Are you hungry?" Ilya asks over his shoulder, leading Shane further into his home.
"No," Shane says. He hadn't been hungry in days. Eating has been maintenance, nothing more.
Ilya nods to himself, continuing to move down the hall.
As he follows Ilya down the hall, Shane continues to notice things he doesn't know what to do with. Dark wood floors. Warm light. Huge windows reflecting the night back at them. Everything is understated in the way only real wealth can be, expensive without ever seeming to announce itself.
But this house isn't staged, set up by some designer for Ilya to slot his life in comfortably around someone else's colour scheme and furniture choices.
There are photos on the walls. Ilya with Svetlana, Ilya and his team from his cup wins, one of Marleau laughing with his arm slung around Ilya. A throw blanket is folded over the back of the couch. A book, worn and battered, sits on the coffee table. Near one chair, half-hidden like it was kicked there and forgotten, is a resistance band.
It's different from the bachelor pad Shane had visited in the past. There are signs of permanence that hadn't been there before.
Eventually they come to a door. Ilya opens it and lets Shane walk through first.
The guest room is larger than Shane expects, because of course it is. A wide bed sits against one wall, made with pale sheets and a dark throw folded neatly across the end. There's a low dresser, a chair by the window, a lamp already glowing softly on the bedside table.
It looks comfortable. Expensive. Barely used.
"Bathroom is over there." Ilya gestures to a door on the far side of the room. "Do you need to go grab your bags?"
Shane reaches back to rub the nape of his neck, avoiding Ilya's eyes. "I, uh, don't have any bags."
Ilya's eyebrows shoot up.
"No bags?"
"I told you," he says, still refusing eye contact. "This wasn't planned."
"Wow," Ilya says mostly to himself, then louder. "There should be extra toothbrushes in the bathroom. Bottom drawer."
"Thank you," Shane says.
"Towels are in there as well," Ilya continues. "I, uh, can lend you some clothes."
Shane nods appreciatively. 
The day catches up with Shane all at once. The drive, the week of barely sleeping and trying to clean himself into numbness. Now that he's finally standing still, his body seems to realize it's allowed to stop. It needs to stop.
And there's Ilya, only a few feet away.
They haven't solved anything. Shane knows that. But some part of him that has been untethered all week long finally settles.
He's exhausted. 
Nothing looks better to him than the bed in front of him.
Shane turns back to look at Ilya. He looks like he's holding himself upright by force of will.
He wants nothing more than to reach out and touch Ilya, wrap himself around him and just sleep. Finally rest.
"Wait here," Ilya says, stepping out of the room.
Shane takes the moment to look around the room.
A large window takes up most of the wall opposite the bed, looking out over the dark shape of the backyard. Shane can't see much beyond the darkness of the tops of trees blowing gently in the late summer wind.
Moments later, Ilya returns with an armful of clothing for Shane.
"Here." He hands the pile to Shane. "Something to sleep in, and something for tomorrow."
Shane accepts the pile gratefully.
Ilya turns back to the doorway, pausing momentarily before leaving.
"Goodnight, Shane," he says, so quietly that Shane thinks he may have imagined it.
"Goodnight, Ilya."
Ilya nods to himself and leaves quickly, closing the door softly behind him.
—
Consciousness finds Shane slowly in the morning. His surroundings come into focus piece by piece. The bed is softer than his own. The sun is coming in at the wrong angle. The walls are the wrong colour.
He sits up in bed, staring out of the large window and into a completely unfamiliar setting.
His brain takes a moment to catch up.
He's in Boston.
He drove to Boston.
He groans and reaches for his phone, quickly sending an update to his parents so they don't worry.
It's nearly 10am.
He actually feels rested.
After a minute, he starts to hear movement elsewhere in the house. Ilya is awake. 
He gets out of bed, has a quick shower, brushes his teeth and puts on the clothes Ilya had left for him.
He snorts out a laugh at the Boston t-shirt. It's old, the neckline has worn through in some places, the black fabric faded closer to heathered grey. The design is still familiar though. It looks like a shirt Shane had seen Ilya in a lifetime ago. It's soft. Comfortable.
When he leaves the room, he's briefly very confused. Ilya had only led him through the house once, and Shane had been half-dead on his feet at the time.
He follows the sounds of life, finally emerging in a large kitchen.
Like the rest of the house, it's modern without feeling cold. Dark lower cabinets, pale stone counters, warm wood open shelving along one wall. A long island runs down the centre of the room, wide enough that Shane feels certain Ilya could probably host an entire team around it if he wanted. The side closest to Shane is lined with bar stools.
In front of one of them sits a mug of coffee.
Still steaming.
He can't keep the smile off his face.
"Hi," he says quietly, even though he's certain Ilya knows he's there.
"Good morning," Ilya responds, his voice carefully neutral.
Ilya keeps his back to Shane.
Shane walks over to the bar seat, resting his hands on the back of the chair, but not sitting.
"You want breakfast?" Ilya offers.
"Ilya," Shane says, softer than he means to. He needs Ilya to look at him.
Exhaling heavily, Ilya finally turns to Shane.
He looks better rested than he had the night before, but there is still a guardedness in his eyes that hurts Shane deeply. He wants to reach across and smooth the worry that's lining Ilya's face.
"What?" The response isn't harsh, but it nearly sounds pleading, like Ilya is asking him not to make this hurt more than it has to.
"I would love breakfast," Shane says, his voice careful. "And then, can we talk?"
It feels like they're circling each other with knives neither wants to use, waiting to see who will flinch first.
Ilya nods stiffly. 
"Don't get your hopes up though," Ilya says, a small smile threatening to break through his careful neutrality. "I have no trash bird bread. And my milk is in carton. Not stupid bags."
Shane can't help but laugh at the dig.
"The bread isn't that bad," he defends his carb choices.
Ilya shoots him a disparaging look. "Is not good, either."
Shane lifts the coffee mug to his lips, enjoying the weight of the mug, and the way his fingers fit into the handle. It feels similar to his own at home, which is a stupid thing to notice and an impossible thing not to.
—
They eat breakfast in relative silence, except for passing salt and pepper, Shane complimenting the eggs, and a few quick jabs about his bread choices.
Once they finish eating, neither seems keen to start the discussion. Both men wordlessly tidy the few dishes. Ilya loads them into the dishwasher before starting it.
Shane opens his mouth to speak as Ilya turns to him, drying his hands.
"No." Ilya stops Shane before he can get a word out. "We are not doing this with dishwasher humming about in the background. Come."
He tosses the hand towel onto the counter and leads the way towards the living room.
The living room is just off the kitchen, wide and open, with the same dark floors and warm light as the rest of the house. A low grey couch sits facing a pair of chairs, all arranged around a coffee table. There are books stacked neatly on one end of the table.
It feels lived in, but carefully.
Shane sits on one end of the couch. Ilya takes the chair across from him. He doesn't settle back. He perches on the edge of it, like he's prepared to leave quickly if he has to.
"Why are you here, Shane?" Ilya breaks the silence first. 
"I shouldn't have told you to leave," Shane admits.
"No, maybe not," Ilya agrees. "I understand though. You were scared. You've built such a good life. I know what this will do to you. To your life."
Shane frowns. "My life?"
"Yes, Shane," Ilya continues. "Your life. Your privacy. Your nice quiet life. It's been so separate from hockey, from the media, from all of this shit for so long. And one photo with me and it's blown up."
Shane goes cold all at once.
"No," he says, eyebrows drawn together in confusion. "I wasn't worried about me."
Ilya looks at him, the same confusion marring his features.
"Not my life," Shane clarifies. "Yours, Ilya."
Ilya shakes his head. "What do you mean?"
"You have a life," Shane says, the answer feeling obvious. "Here. In Boston. You're still so tightly connected to hockey and all the scrutiny that brings. You're not out. You've lived your life carefully, and even if you're retired, you've got a legacy to protect." He swallows. "I thought if I stayed close, it would only get worse. I spent my entire career terrified someone would find out. That someone would take away the option of coming out. I couldn't do that to you."
"So you sent me away," Ilya clarifies, "without asking me."
"I thought I was giving you an out," Shane says, looking down.
Ilya laughs at that. It's quiet and cold. "Of course you did."
Shane flinches from the sound, drawing into himself.
"No," Ilya says quickly, reaching a hand towards Shane before stopping himself. "Not because this is funny. Because we are idiots."
"What?" Shane blinks at him.
"This is exactly what I told myself," Ilya tells him. "At the hospital. I told myself I was doing you a kindness by leaving. That being present would only cause problems. I thought I was protecting you."
"That's what I thought too," Shane says, nodding. "I should have asked you."
"Yes," Ilya agrees. "I should have asked too."
The silence after that is different. Still fragile, but no longer suffocating. There's suddenly space to breathe now, even if neither of them knows what to do with it.
"You still have not answered," Ilya points out. "Why are you here, Shane? I know now why you sent me away. I do not know why you have come. Lighter could have been mailed."
"I want you," Shane says. It comes out before he can make it safer.
Ilya goes very still. For a moment, neither of them moves.
"I want us," Shane admits, quieter. "If there's still an us to want."
"Okay."
"Okay?"
"Is not okay?" Ilya asks.
"No," Shane sighs, exasperated by Ilya's simple answer. "It is okay. But, that's it?"
"You are looking for big dramatic moment, Hollander?" Ilya smirks. "I think you driving here is dramatic enough."
"Shut the fuck up," Shane says, genuinely laughing for the first time in over a week.
"I want you too," Ilya says. "I want us. But maybe we both agree not to try and protect the other like this anymore?"
Shane smiles, small but real. "Yeah, I can agree with that."
Something in Ilya's shoulders loosens, and Shane lets himself breathe too.
"So, what do we do now?" Ilya asks.
"Can I take you out for dinner tonight?"
"Rehearsal dinner is tonight, wedding is tomorrow," Ilya says, glancing at his phone like he needs to confirm the day has not disappeared completely.
"Oh shit, right. I'm sorry. I forgot what day it was. I'll stay out of your hair. We can talk after the wedding. I can even get a hotel so I'm out of the way." He says it too quickly, all of the words tumbling out before Ilya can mistake it for leaving.
"Come with me."
"What?"
"Dinner tonight. Come with me," Ilya says with a shrug. Like it's the easiest thing in the world.
"You're sure?"
"Absolutely."
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  "Absolutely," Ilya says, as if it's the easiest thing in the world. 
As if this entire interaction hasn't shaken him in a way he hadn't expected.
It takes his brain approximately three seconds to catch up to the words he's spoken.
Shane is in his home. Shane is in his home and wearing Ilya's clothes. Shane is in his home, wearing Ilya's clothes and has just admitted to wanting him. Wanting them.
There's something surreal about the experience.
Shane Hollander is in his home. 
He chose to come to Ilya.
He chose Ilya.
Ilya wants to kiss Shane. He wants to carry the man into his bedroom and take him apart every single way he knows how. He is desperate to see Shane come apart under his hands.
He takes a deep breath.
Now is not the time.
The rest of the morning moves slowly. The admission made between them has lessened the tension. Now, they're left deciding what to do in its aftermath. Figuring out what, exactly, any of this means for them, and how they can move forward now that everything is out. They've been laid bare and can no longer pretend the feelings they have are secret.
—
Around 1pm Ilya watches Shane start freaking out over logistics.
"I'm going to need to call Ellie," he starts. "I need to let her know what's happening. I need to figure out when I have to go home. I should go out and buy more clothes. I'm staying at least until tonight."
Ilya wants to laugh as he watches Shane's eyes widen. "Oh my god, tonight." Ah, the spiral continues. "I don't have any clothes to wear tonight."
Shane looks down at the ratty Boston shirt he has on, and that seems to send him deeper into the panic
Ilya is sitting at his kitchen island. Shane is on the other side, between the island and the cupboards, pacing back and forth.
Ilya is in love with this neurotic idiot.
He won't say it. He doesn't think Shane's ready to hear it just yet. Perhaps they spend a little while longer just settling into the idea that they want each other before they dive headfirst into love.
"Hollander," Ilya says softly. Shane is still running through lists of things he needs to figure out.
It's honestly shocking that he even made it out of Canada with so little planning.
"—and I have to talk to Mark, he's expecting me for dinner tomorrow," Shane continues. "Even if I leave tomorrow, I won't be up for dinner after the drive."
"Hollander," Ilya says, louder this time.
Shane freezes midstep. He's frantic. His hand is tugging at Ilya's old Boston shirt.
Ilya is momentarily distracted by Shane wearing his shirt. Something primal wakes up inside him. A need to claim Shane.
"Hollander." Ilya's voice is gentle now, but firm. "Stop. Breathe."
Shane immediately takes in a shuddering breath.
"You will call Ellie first," Ilya starts. "Tell her you will be back next week. Monday at earliest."
Shane nods, a breath slowly leaving his lungs. His eyes have lost the frantic edge they had moments earlier. He's watching Ilya with rapt attention.
"You do not need to buy new clothes," Ilya continues, mentally running through the items Shane had gone through. "I have clothes. More clothes than I need. Some of them are even quite nice. Absolutely appropriate for tonight."
Something in Ilya, long sleeping, perks up at the instant compliance, at the way Shane nods slowly, watching Ilya's mouth as he gives him an outline for how to survive the day.
"Call Mark if you must," Ilya says. "I think text is fine for him. Again, tell him earliest you are home is Monday evening."
"Monday?" Shane asks quietly. His eyes are still locked on Ilya's mouth and it takes everything in him not to drag him over the island and pull him apart bit by bit right there in the kitchen.
"Yes," Ilya agrees. "Monday. Earliest that's possible. Saturday is Sveta's wedding. Sunday we will need to recover. Monday is earliest we could drive back to Ontario."
"We?" Shane finally drops his eyes from Ilya's face down to his hands, pulling at the hem of the Boston shirt he's wearing.
"We," Ilya says, finality in his voice. "Yes. If you will have me."
Even without making eye contact, Ilya can see the shy smile that pulls at Shane's mouth. His chest feels like it might burst at the sight.
Shane nods, pulling his phone out of his pocket. He hits a few buttons before holding it to his ear.
"Hi, Ellie," Shane says. 
The same possessive feeling unfurls in Ilya's chest. Shane's quick compliance has always been an attribute that lights all of Ilya's nerves on fire.
"Yeah," Shane is still speaking on the phone. "I'm, uh…I'm in Boston."
Ilya is across the kitchen but can still hear Ellie's response.
"Boston!? No fucking way." Her tinny voice comes through the speaker on Shane's phone, presenting Ilya with one of his favourite sights. Shane's cheeks instantly deepen in colour, a flush blooming beneath his freckles.
"Uh." Shane's eyes are wide and embarrassed.
He turns away from Ilya, lowers the volume on his phone, and speaks more quietly. "Yeah, I'm in Boston…Yeah…You're good on your own?"
Ilya wishes he could still hear Ellie's response.
"The schedule's on my desk," he tells her. "I will be back on Monday at the earliest."
Ilya grins widely when Shane uses his words.
"Yes." Shane rolls his eyes at whatever Ellie says. "Yeah, you too. I'll see you then. Bye, Ellie…Bye, Ellie." The second farewell is louder, and a fresh flush comes across his cheeks.
Shane hangs up, but doesn't meet Ilya's eyes as he starts typing on his phone immediately.
"Okay," Shane says after a minute. "Called Ellie, texted Mark. Now what?"
Ilya tenses his jaw. The willingness of Shane to follow Ilya's lead is intoxicating. He is finding it harder and harder to hold himself back. He wants to devour Shane. 
But they still need time.
Ilya is still set on romance.
He needs Shane to know this has legs without sex.
"Clothes." The word comes out ragged. He has to clear his throat. "Uh, clothes. My closet. We will find something for tonight."
Shane nods willingly, and before Ilya can think better of it, he's leading him into his bedroom.
This was a mistake.
He should have just brought the clothes into the living room, because having Hollander walking into his bedroom with those fucking freckles and that sweet look on his face…
Fuck.
He prays his pants are able to hide his arousal.
He wants to fuck Shane.
"So…" Shane interrupts his thoughts. He's staring at Ilya with a blush creeping onto his cheeks, and Ilya fears he's staring at Shane like he wants to tear the man apart.
"Uh," Ilya clears his throat, shaking his head, trying to force himself back into the moment.
He nods towards the walk-in closet, instructing Shane to sit on the end of his bed.
Regretting that choice almost immediately.
He steps into his closet, immediately walks to the closest wall and places his forehead against it. He breathes in slowly five times.
Eventually, he's able to look through the hangers and pull a few choices.
"Here." He holds the suits out to Shane. "Try on."
Shane gets up and drops the sweatpants Ilya had lent him.
Ilya's mouth goes dry.
Of course Shane would just get changed here. Years upon years of changing in locker rooms, along with the fact that they are quite familiar with each other's bodies, mean Shane has very little reason to be bashful.
Ilya has to close his eyes and turn away.
"Are you okay?" Shane's voice is amused. 
Fucker. 
He knows what he's doing.
"I'm fine," Ilya bites out. "How's that one fit?"
"I'm not sure, what do you think?"
Ilya turns at the question.
Shane in his clothes.
Maybe, eventually it will stop making him flush with desire. But not today.
Ilya moves forward, in careful, measured steps. Once he's within arm's reach of Shane, he places his hands on the lapels. He flattens them on Shane's chest, trying to minimize any contact his hands make with Shane's body.
"Looks good." Ilya's voice is low with desire. "Perhaps not quite right in the shoulders. Try on the blue. You look good in blue."
Ilya steps away again, covertly adjusting himself while Shane drops his pants once more and turns to pick up the next suit from where he'd left it on Ilya's bed.
Ilya throws his head back. Covering his eyes with his fists.
Shane bending over to pick up the suit on Ilya's bed is too much.
He turns away, walking towards the window on the far side of the room, only turning back when Shane clears his throat.
Ilya turns.
"That's it," Ilya says without thinking. "You will wear this."
Shane looks down at himself, flattening wrinkles that don't exist. "Yeah?"
"Yes," Ilya says definitively. 
Shane looks up at him and everything around them freezes.
Their eyes lock, and Ilya's breath catches in his throat.
There's a heat in Shane's eyes that threatens to set Ilya on fire.
"Ilya." Shane's voice is quiet but thick with want.
"I…" Ilya is fighting every impulse in his body. He's very, very close to just saying fuck it.
No.
"Hang it up," Ilya manages to choke out. "Back in closet."
Ilya forces his legs to start moving and leaves the room at what feels like a sprint.
Shane finds him shortly after, sitting on the couch and staring intently at a book about historical goalie equipment.
"You okay?" Shane asks. Ilya can hear the laughter in his voice.
He looks up at Shane. "Yes. I am fine."
Shane's back in the Boston shirt. It doesn't help.
"Are you hungry?" Ilya asks.
His attempt to shift the topic probably should have used slightly different words.
Shane has the audacity to smirk.
"I can make lunch," Ilya says quickly before Shane can answer.
This only deepens the smirk.
"You're being an asshole," Ilya laughs. "Wait until I tell everyone. Shane Hollander is an asshole."
"I would love lunch," Shane says, choosing to ignore Ilya's dig.
They both go into the kitchen and Ilya tries to figure out what he can make for them with the few groceries he has.
Once they're both seated at the kitchen island, eating tuna melts, Ilya has managed to bring his body back under control. Barely.
"You're sure Svetlana will be fine with me coming to the rehearsal dinner?" Shane checks for the tenth time.
"Yes," Ilya assures him. "She has always said I could have plus one."
"Uh," Shane says nervously. He's fiddling with his napkin. "Had you planned to have a plus one?"
Ilya smiles. "Hollander, are you jealous?"
"No," Shane says quickly. "I was just…wondering."
"I planned to go alone," he says seriously. Before he might have liked to see Shane get riled up, with that adorable look of anger on his face. Right now he wants no risk that Shane could read anything other than want and devotion from him.
"Oh."
"I can call her," Ilya says. "To check that it is still okay for me to bring someone. If that will help."
"It would," Shane says quietly.
"Okay." Ilya nods, grabbing his phone from his pocket. "I will be right back."
Ilya leaves the kitchen to make the phone call in his office. He's not worried about how Sveta will respond. He's more worried how lovesick he's going to sound talking about Shane to her.
He dials her number, hoping she's not too busy to answer.
"Hello," she says over the phone, but he can hear the edge to her voice. "I know you are not calling me on the day before my wedding with any silly ex-husband problems."
"No problems," he promises with a laugh.
Somehow this still causes all sounds on the other end of the phone to cease as Sveta presumably freezes mid-task.
"You sound happy," she says flatly. 
"He's here."
"If you are lying to me—" she starts to threaten.
"No lies." 
"When? How?" The answers come rapid-fire from her now. "Why?"
"Last night," he answers in order, "he drove here, and because he…Sveta, he wants to try."
"You want him there tonight." It's not a question. Not even a request. 
"I was hoping he could be my plus one," Ilya admits.
"Fine," she sighs loudly. "I will be there in forty-five minutes."
"Uh." This is not the response he was anticipating from her. "What do you mean? The rehearsal dinner—"
"Is in a few hours, and Vera has everything under control," she finishes for him.
"But—"
"Ilyusha." Her voice is reprimanding. "You cannot expect me to meet this man who has tied you in knots for years at my rehearsal dinner. This is ultimate in ex-husband foolishness."
"Sveta," Ilya sputters. He hadn't foreseen this. He should have, though.
"Forty-five minutes," she says in a light voice. "Make sure you boys are decent."
The line is dead before he can find a retort.
Fuck.
He returns to the living room. Shane is investigating the framed photos on one of the bookshelves.
"So," Ilya starts. "Good news, bad news."
—
Forty-five minutes later, very nearly on the dot, which Ilya is sure endears her to Shane at least a little, Sveta is walking through his front door.
She knocks only once, clearly trusting that the warning was heeded and they would be decent, before opening the door with her key.
He really needs to get that back from her, though it had come in handy when he'd needed clothes sent to him.
"Ilyusha," she calls from the front door, the musical quality to her voice is unmistakeable.
He grips Shane's hand. They're sitting at the island in the kitchen, coffee cold in their cups. Ilya's surprised to see that, at least outwardly, Shane doesn't appear that nervous.
The tightness at the corners of his eyes implies that his nerves are present and accounted for, but he seems dead set on doing this for Ilya.
She steps into the kitchen, every bit the whirlwind woman she is. Her curls are carefully pinned on top of her head in a way that looks deceptively simple. However, having spent hours waiting for her to get ready for various events, Ilya knows better.
She's gorgeous, as always. Her keen, assessing eyes immediately zero in on their clasped hands, a small smile pulling at the corner of her mouth.
"Shane Hollander," she says. "It is nice to finally meet the man who's wrapped our Ilya around his finger."
Ilya groans.
"Nice to meet you as well," Shane says, letting go of Ilya to cross the kitchen and offer Sveta his hand.
Ilya can't help whatever look crosses his face when he watches Shane. The smirk that flashes over Sveta's face when she looks at him is confirmation that his expression is ridiculously lovesick.
"Ilya," Sveta says. "Out."
Ilya gawks at Sveta. "What."
"Leave," she says, waving her hand at him in a shooing motion. "Get out, or give us the office to speak in."
"I cannot be here?"
"No," Sveta says, like it's the most obvious thing in the world. "I speak with him alone. You leave."
"This is my house."
"Yes," she agrees, rolling her eyes. "Now, go stand somewhere else in it."
He opens his mouth to object, but the sharp look she gives him says it all. He has no chance of talking her out of this. He may as well keep some semblance of dignity rather than make her push him out of the room.
At least he manages to look indignant as he walks out of the room and loudly locks himself in his office. Part of him immediately wants to sneak out, but Sveta would hear him. He feels certain of that.
Ilya makes an attempt to listen at the door, but all he can hear is the low murmur of their voices, no distinct shape to their words.
He sits in the office chair, leaning back and spinning slowly. He checks his phone. It's been two minutes.
This is going to be awful.
He presses himself against the door again, still nothing distinct. 
He hears laughter at the five minute mark that sounds distinctly carefree. He narrows his eyes at that.
Then, silence. He can't even hear the murmur of voices anymore. 
He checks his phone. It's been seven minutes. Impossible. 
He drops the phone on his desk. His knee won't stop bouncing.
He picks up his phone. Opens to messages. Thinks about texting Marleau.
Puts the phone back down.
It feels like an eternity before he hears Sveta call for him from the living room. A stubborn part of him wants to remain in the office for a few minutes, just to prove he will not come to her beck and call.
He considers it for approximately two seconds before hurrying back into the living room.
Uncertain of what he thinks he'll find, carnage or evidence of torture, Ilya scans the room quickly and finds something far worse.
Shane is sitting on the couch, his entire body seems relaxed in a way Ilya knows is rare for him. Sveta is next to him, her hand resting on his knee, even though Shane doesn't usually like casual touch. A quick look at his face confirms to Ilya that Shane isn't uncomfortable with this.
They are laughing at something said a moment before Ilya entered the room.
If Shane looks relaxed in the current situation, Sveta looks smug.
That look on her face has never meant good things for Ilya.
"So…" he prompts. "We good here?"
The two conspirators glance at each other before laughing again.
Fuck.
He had been worried about what might happen if they hadn't gotten along. He hadn't considered the possibility that they would like each other.
Sveta lifts her hand to cup Shane's cheek. "Oh, Ilyusha, I love him." She says it without looking away from Shane's face.
He's flushed, but not uncomfortable with the contact. There's no tightness in his jaw.
"You have to bring him tonight," she demands. "And I will be happy to have him there tomorrow as well. We make space for him."
Ah. There's the tightness. Shane sputters at that. "Oh, no. I mean, it's your wedding, I don't want to—"
"You are not intruding," she says, slapping his cheek lightly twice before standing to walk over to Ilya. "You are very welcome guest." 
She leans over to kiss Ilya's cheek, grabbing his chin a little rougher than she had grabbed Shane.
"Dinner starts at six-thirty. Rehearsal is before that, and Ilya must be there," she says speaking directly to Shane. "But you don't have to watch us learn how to walk in a straight line. Look nice. Come to dinner."
"Okay," Shane says, nodding. "Thank you."
She smiles warmly at Shane before turning. "Walk me out, Ilyusha."
Sveta doesn't turn to check that Ilya's following her. He sighs loudly, shooting an exasperated look at Shane. "Excuse me."
He follows Sveta, she's standing with the door open, looking at her phone, and only glances up as he approaches.
The look on her face is heartbreakingly soft.
"He loves you," she says softly. 
Ilya can't fight the smile that breaks across his face. "Yes. I think so."
"Nyet," she cuts him off. "I do not think. He loves you. I can't wait to get to know him more."
Ilya just nods.
"I'll see you at the rehearsal," she says, stepping through the front door.
He watches her get into her car and peel out of the driveway, then walks back into the living room.
"She's nice," Shane says, smiling. His shoulders are entirely relaxed.
"She likes you."
—
The rehearsal itself is mercifully short and exactly as tedious as Ilya expected. He stands where Vera tells him to stand, walks when someone tells him to walk, and spends most of the time thinking about Shane alone in his house. Putting on Ilya's blue suit.
—
Shane spends more time than is strictly necessary adjusting the collar of the shirt he's borrowed from Ilya.
He's chosen to forgo the tie. It felt too formal, and sat too high on his throat. He was dead set on minimizing anything that might overload his senses.
He checks his phone. The car should be here shortly. Ilya has sent him a car so Shane won't have to worry about navigating the city.
He's grateful for Ilya's foresight because Shane feels ready to vibrate out of his skin.
When he arrives at the restaurant, Shane instinctively starts looking for Ilya.
He senses him before he sees him.
Shane smiles the moment they make eye contact. He moves toward Ilya without thinking. Ilya's gravitational pull is not something that Shane can ignore.
"You look amazing," Ilya tells Shane as he comes close. Ilya's eyes travel the full length of Shane's body, hungrily taking him in.
"You're not so bad yourself."
He's wearing a simple black suit and an open collared white shirt, the glint of his golden chain at his throat, but no tie. Simple. Classic. Devastating in a way Shane finds deeply unfair. The jacket sits perfectly across his shoulders, tapering at his trim waist, and his hair is pushed back from his face.
Next to Ilya, Shane sees Svetlana. She looks as gorgeous as she had earlier in the day. She's wearing a white satin dress, simple and elegant, cut close and falling to mid-calf, moving softly with her as she crosses the room. Had Shane not talked with her earlier, he would be feeling a distinct pang of jealousy at how perfect she looked. 
Vera, standing next to Svetlana, is not what Shane had expected. Though, he isn't entirely sure what he had expected. She's tall, composed, dark-haired with sharp cheekbones and eyes that are constantly scanning the room. Her suit should have made her look severe, but it didn't. Instead, the loose collar, the easy set of her shoulders, and the gentle circles her hand rubs into Sveta's back give her an undercurrent of warmth.
He can see the dynamic between the women as clear as day. Svetlana is the spark, the fire that threatens to burn. Vera, Shane thinks, is the hand around the match, keeping it lit.
"Shane." Svetlana says, smiling  warmly at him, and he gets the same sense he had earlier in the day. He feels safe with her instinctively. It's as if the connection they both have with Ilya has forged something undefinable between them.
"You look amazing," he says honestly as she leans forward to kiss his cheek.
"This is my Vera," she says, and there is something different in the way she says Vera's name, and something wholly unguarded in the way her eyes seek and find Vera.
Shane, regardless of what he had seen or been told about the relationship between Ilya and Svetlana, had always feared the connection they shared. They had so much shared history, a shared country, and even a shared sexual past. But the moment he heard Svetlana speak Vera's name and turn toward her bride-to-be, every fear in Shane settles.
He had seen that look of adoration in one other place recently.
He's certain he's never seen either Ilya or Svetlana look at each other like that, and he had seen plenty of pictures of them during their marriage when he felt like being particularly cruel to himself.
Even speaking with her that afternoon, the relationship between them felt far more familial than anything else.
"It's nice to meet you," Shane says, extending a hand to the other woman.
"I've heard a lot about you," Vera says, her voice like warm honey. Quiet. Commanding. Calm.
Shane flushes at that. "Hopefully only good things."
She doesn't respond, only smiles deeper.
"We should sit, solnyshko," Ilya whispers to Shane, pulling him towards the table.
Svetlana's eyes flash and her face breaks into a larger smile upon hearing that.
"You're next to Ilya," Svetlana says, pointing to the empty chair as if this had always been part of her plan
"Come," Ilya says.
He finds himself smiling as he slides into the seat next to Ilya. 
Over dinner, Shane is able to see the way Ilya exists within this circle of friends. A circle completely removed from hockey. One that is something else.
"We missed you this summer," a friend at the far end of the table says to Ilya. "You need to come over to see the kids. Ellis was expecting to have someone to play in the pool with him."
"I will see Ellis as soon as I can," Ilya promises. "I miss them too."
And most of all, Shane is ecstatic to discover that Svetlana and Vera's friends who are in attendance for the rehearsal dinner are not hockey fans.
Some seem to have a vague awareness of who Ilya is or was which makes sense, given that he played for Boston for nearly two decades. But no one bats an eye when Ilya introduces him as Shane.
"How long have you two known each other?" one of Vera's friends—he thinks her name is Naomi—asks, with no hidden undertone.
Shane has to stop, unsure how exactly to answer.
"About twenty years," Ilya answers for him, leaning over to place a hand on Shane's thigh. "We met when we were seventeen."
Shane spends most of dinner just watching Ilya. He loves to see the easy smile that settles on Ilya's face in the presence of these people.
"So, what do you do for work?" Another friend of the couple asks.
"I own and run a hockey rink," he says, taking a sip of water. "It's in a small town in Ontario. Canada."
"Oh, cool," the friend—Adrien maybe—smiles at him. 
"Do not let him be modest," Ilya says, turning to join the conversation. "Is not just the rink. He runs a charity. Home Ice. They are doing very important things."
Shane tries not to let the blush heating his face completely overtake him as he listens to Ilya list out the work he does with his charity. As if it's something noteworthy. As if Ilya is painfully proud of it.
Shane goes quiet toward the end of the night as they're having dessert. He feels Ilya's foot tap against his under the table, and Shane can't help but smile, thinking back to days giving press conferences. The small touches they used to communicate with each other.
He looks at Ilya's face. Ilya's eyebrow is raised. Silently asking Shane a question.
Without words, he understands what Ilya's offering.
Shane nods once. He is exhausted.
Shortly after, Ilya starts making their excuses, pulling Shane casually to his feet, and they both offer their congratulations to the couple.
"What time are you arriving, Ilyusha?" Sveta calls as they're leaving.
"I'm guessing before the wedding starts," he shouts back, a shit-eating grin on his face.
A sudden string of Russian comes out of Svetlana and Shane's eyes widen. She's not yelling, and he doesn't think she needs to. Her tone is cold, and it's clear she isn't messing around.
To no one's surprise, Ilya rolls his eyes and responds in quick, clipped Russian before turning away.
"I will be there at eleven," he calls back at her while Shane hurries to catch up with him. "I may even be dressed."
Stepping out of the restaurant they're hit by the cool evening air, and Shane lets out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding. His shoulders drop, and he realizes just how tired he is.
"You should have said something earlier," Ilya reprimands him. "You are exhausted. We could have left earlier."
Shane shakes his head. "No, really. I was fine. I loved that."
Ilya hits a few buttons on his phone. He turns to Shane, his expression softening. "You did?"
"Yes, it was amazing to see you with your friends. To see a bit of your life."
A car pulls up along the sidewalk, and Ilya opens the door for Shane to slide in first.
They sit close, finding no reason to give each other space.
When they arrive home, Shane once more allows himself to be led inside. Ilya drops both of their suit jackets on the couch before stopping in front of the guest bedroom.
The moment feels very familiar.
They are leaning in to each other before either can think better of it. Their kisses are not rushed. Soft. Gentle. 
Until they aren't. 
Ilya steps forward slightly, and Shane nearly loses his composure.
He pulls his mouth away from Ilya.
"We should sleep."
Ilya leans forward, resting his forehead on Shane's shoulder, and nods weakly.
"Yes," he says. "Sleep."
Shane smiles at the way he can still make Ilya come undone.
"Goodnight, Ilya."
"Goodnight, Shane."
They share one last kiss before Shane steps through the door to the guest bedroom, and Ilya continues down the hall to his own room.
—
Shane is wearing another of Ilya's suits as he steps out of the car Ilya sent and into the sunlight at an estate outside the city.
Ilya had laid the navy blue suit out for Shane to wear before he left that morning. When Shane asked about the colour, Ilya just shrugged, and told Shane it brought out his eyes. That was all the convincing Shane needed.
The venue for the wedding is gorgeous.
Gravel crunches under his feet as he walks toward the large stone building. Vines are growing along the sides of the building, softening the stone. Shane follows the slow trickle of people moving toward the backyard.
There's a garden behind the estate on a small stretch of lawn bordered by old stone and carefully trimmed hedges. Beautiful in a careful and effortless kind of way. A few rows of chairs are arranged on either side of a narrow aisle, the grass still soft beneath them, white flowers and dark foliage gathered loosely at the front where Svetlana and Vera will stand.
There is no altar, no massive archway or dramatic display. Just the garden, the late afternoon light filtering through the trees, and enough space carved out for two people to make promises to each other.
Beyond the gardens, he can see the glass walls of the solarium where Ilya had mentioned the reception would take place.
It's intimate in a way few weddings are. It's clear that the women have chosen to focus on love over extravagance.
He's arrived at a perfect time. People are slowly finding their seats, and quiet murmurs of small talk wash over him. He takes a seat on his own, offering tight smiles to some of the people he recognizes from the rehearsal dinner. He doesn't try to talk to anyone. He's not looking to be central to this day.
When the music starts, he looks at the aisle and sees Ilya walking down with a woman on his arm. Naomi, from last night. She must be Vera's maid of honour.
Ilya is wearing a deep green suit, dark enough that it could have looked black in any other lighting. Every time he moves, the green catches the light. The shirt beneath is ivory. The colours look rich against the pale flowers and the bright grass beneath his feet. His hair is carefully styled, the curls tucked back, only a few tumbling over his face.
Ilya looks out at the crowd, searching. He catches Shane's eye quickly and winks.
Shane blushes.
He's so wrapped up in just looking at Ilya, he nearly misses the cue to stand.
Vera comes down the aisle first. Her suit is perfectly tailored to her body, close in tone to Ilya's shirt. A soft ivory that feels at home in the garden setting. It looks softer than any suit Shane has ever seen. Wide-leg trousers that move with a graceful fluidity, and the jacket hangs open over a silk shirt unbuttoned at the throat.
She looks perfectly composed, right until Svetlana appears at the end of the aisle.
She's stunning. Her dress is white silk, its brightness perfectly contrasted against the warmth of Vera's ivory suit. It's devastating in its simplicity. It looks as if it were poured over her, catching each curve of her body.
Shane spares only the quickest glances for both women before his eyes return to Ilya. As Svetlana begins walking down the aisle, any concern that may have still lingered dissipates. There is nothing romantic or sexual about the look Ilya is giving her.
It is a loving look. Adoring and sweet. Shane can almost imagine them as children. It's a fondness with no hunger behind it. The look a brother would give a sister on her wedding day.
Ilya loves Svetlana, Shane has always known this on some level, even if he hasn't always been happy about it. But Shane feels confident that this love does not threaten his place in Ilya's life.
Once both women are in front of the officiant, there may as well be no one else in the garden. Their eyes are locked on each other with an intensity that makes Shane feel as though he's intruding on a private moment between them.
The officiant starts the ceremony, she says something quietly, something about love and witnesses and the life two people can build when they keep choosing each other. Shane barely hears any of it. His attention keeps slipping. To the way Svetlana's hand is grasped gently in Vera's. To the careful way Vera's thumb moves over Svetlana's knuckles. To Ilya, standing just behind them, holding Svetlana's bouquet like it's something precious.
Vera says her vows first.
Her voice is calm. Steady. The same warm, even voice Shane remembers from the night before, but softer now. Her words are only for Svetlana.
"I had a much more organized version of this," Vera says. "I swear, it was much better structured. I'd worked on it for months."
Svetlana's mouth curves up.
"But then you walked down the aisle," Vera continues, "and now I am having some difficulty remembering why I felt so attached to that structure."
Svetlana's face changes at her words. All her sharp edges soften into something unbearably delicate.
"You are the bravest person I know," she says. "And the most impossible. Sometimes all in the same breath."
Svetlana laughs then, sudden and wet, and a soft ripple of laughter moves through the crowd.
Ilya smiles too. Shane's eyes go to him at the movement. He sees the soft curve to Ilya's mouth, the way his eyes lower for a second.
"You feel everything honestly," Vera says. "Loudly, sometimes. Dramatically, usually. You have strong opinions about nearly everything, and I cannot wait to learn every single one."
"I want you when you are difficult," Vera says with a soft smile. "I want you when you are brilliant, and in every facet that makes you, you."
Ilya is still watching Svetlana, but his jaw has gone tight. His thumb moves once over the ribbon wrapped around the bouquet stems. He looks proud. He looks happy.
"I love your fire," she says. "I love our life. I choose you. I will always choose you."
"You are home, Svetlana" she says. "Not because it is always easy, not because you are predictable, but because wherever you are, I know I am meant to be there."
"I love you."
Svetlana takes a deep breath before speaking. Her voice is remarkably even.
"You are the calm in my storm," Svetlana says. "You are stubborn. Impossible when you think you are right, which is often. Insanity, since I am always right.
"You have never asked me to become smaller for you," Svetlana says. "Not quieter. Not easier. Never less. You let me be dramatic. Angry. Too much. Even more importantly, you give me space to be soft, to be weak when I feel I cannot be strong."
Svetlana blinks a few times, pulling herself back from the edge of breaking.
"I promise to listen," she continues. "To always love you first and question you later. You are my safety. My home. My family."
"You make me feel safe," she says. "Which is very rude, honestly. I was far more interesting before you."
Vera lets out a soft laugh at that.
"But I suppose that maybe this is better," Svetlana says softly. "To be known in the way you know me. To be chosen. Repeatedly. Without having to ask. To come home and find you there. Always there."
"I choose you, Vera." Her voice is close to breaking, tears have broken free and fall down her face. "I will always choose you. I love you."
Shane's eyes keep returning to Ilya. Ilya isn't even pretending to fight the tears that are falling down his face. There's no sadness. Just unadulterated joy. Happiness for the woman who's played such a key role in his life, now loved exactly the way she deserves.
—
They're standing outside the solarium as the sun slowly sets, and Shane can't take his eyes off Ilya. Ilya's undone a few additional buttons, and Shane desperately wants to press a line of kisses from his neck down his chest.
"Marley!" Ilya exclaims as Cliff Marleau comes barreling toward them.
"Rozy!" The man wraps Ilya in a hug and smiles at Shane over his shoulder. "Hollander! It's great to see you."
Ilya had mentioned to Shane that he'd told Marleau about them. Shane can't help the shy, nervous smile he presents the large man. 
"Nice to see you again, Marleau," Shane says, offering a hand.
Marleau knocks it out of the way and envelops Shane in a sudden, bone crushing hug as well. He can hear Ilya laughing.
Marleau pulls away and his smile is blinding.
"You look great," he says earnestly. "I hear you've got a charity set up there in Ontario."
"Yeah," Shane says with a genuine smile this time. "I'm really proud of it."
"Have Roz give you my email," he says, nudging Ilya. "I'd love to donate, either time or money. I like the message. I know my mom had a hard time getting me all the gear I needed as a kid. Can't imagine it's gotten much easier for most families."
While they're talking, Ilya easily moves closer to Shane, slipping a hand around his waist, and Shane finds it the most natural thing in the world to lean over and shift some of his weight into Ilya.
Cliff notices this and his smile deepens.
They talk about the charity for a little while before Cliff extricates himself, saying he should go find his wife.
"It was great to see you," Cliff says after giving both men a parting hug. "Seriously, text me, and we'll do dinner. You two with me and Sarah."
"Goodbye, Marley," Ilya calls out as he walks away.
They stand there, Ilya's hand slips up to the nape of Shane's neck, his thumb trailing small circles against Shane's skin.
"That was nice," Shane says softly.
"Hmm, yes," Ilya agrees. 
They move inside, and settle in for dinner. Shane and Ilya find their seats, near the brides' table. Shane feels a warmth through his chest when he sees a name card with his own name on it next to Ilya's.
—
The sun has long since set, and the solarium is lit gently, lights dispersed throughout the room. Windows are open, letting the evening breeze pass through. Music from a small four piece band plays softly. Most of the big wedding moments have taken place. Svetlana and Vera are gently swaying on the dance floor, a few other couples alongside them.
It's beautiful. It's perfect.
Shane and Ilya are seated at their table, Shane's chair shifted so he can rest his back against Ilya, whose arm is casually draped around his shoulders. Every once in a while, Shane can feel Ilya press a kiss against his neck.
It's perfect.
"Dance with me?" Ilya asks quietly.
Shane sits up and turns to face Ilya. "Here?"
"No, Hollander," Ilya rolls his eyes. "Outside behind the building. Yes. Here."
"You're sure?" Shane asks.
"I asked, didn't I?"
He reaches for Shane's hand, and Shane lets himself be led to the dance floor.
Nothing dramatic happens. No one even stops to look.
Svetlana smiles at him knowingly as she and her wife drift past.
It's beautiful.
—
They make their way through the front door of Ilya's home shortly after midnight. What would have been considered an early night for Ilya in his twenties now feels unbelievably late.
Neither man is drunk. They didn't have nearly enough to have anything but a buzz. They stop in front of the guest room.
Ilya crosses the distance first, reaching to brush his knuckles gently against Shane's freckled cheek. Shane closes his eyes at the contact, unconsciously leaning into the touch.
"Tonight was nice." Ilya's voice is low.
Shane nods, keeping his eyes closed as Ilya's hand drifts down to cup Shane's chin.
"Shane," Ilya says quietly, and Shane opens his eyes.
Ilya closes the last bit of distance, pressing a kiss against Shane's lips. It's not heated in the way their kisses have been in the past. Instead it's much safer. Shane doesn't fear being burned by this. They continue the kiss, but neither pushes further.
Eventually, Ilya breaks the kiss, resting his forehead against Shane's.
For a few moments, they stay like that.
"Goodnight, Ilya," Shane says quietly. He knows his self-control won't last much longer.
Ilya smiles. "Goodnight, solnyshko."
After pressing one last kiss to Shane's mouth, Ilya turns away and walks down the hall to his own room.
Both men step into their own rooms.
For once, the closed door doesn't feel like an ending.
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  They spend Sunday recovering. 
Neither of them is hungover in the traditional sense. Shane had barely drunk enough to warrant even a light buzz, let alone the heaviness behind his eyes. Ilya seems more quiet than miserable, moving through the house with the slow, careful energy of someone who's finally been given the chance to rest. By late morning, it feels like the past week of separation and the emotional overload of the past day have finally come home to roost.
After all the stress and excitement, Shane feels the warning signs of a migraine building at the base of his skull.
He mentions it offhandedly to Ilya and is thrown by how quickly and thoroughly Ilya responds.
Within minutes, Shane is settled back in the guest room, and Ilya is carefully closing the curtains, turning off the overhead light, and folding a towel to cut off the thin line of sunlight coming in from beneath the door. He brings Shane water, disappears to find pills—Shane hadn't brought any of his own—and returns with his phone brightness turned all the way down.
"You do not need to talk," Ilya says, voice low.
Shane just nods and relaxes back against the pillows.
Ilya stays.
He doesn't hover or fuss over Shane. Just settles in next to him, reading quietly on his phone. Eventually Shane rolls over so he's closer to Ilya, and he feels Ilya's hand casually settle on the nape of his neck, his thumb dragging slow circles over his skin.
Like it's exactly where he was always meant to be.
Luckily, it turns into little more than a headache, and Shane feels well enough by the evening to move into the living room, where they watch tv with the volume low and the lights dimmed.
And well enough to argue with Ilya over what to order for dinner.
—
On Monday morning, Shane can't think of any good reason to delay his return. The rec leagues are getting underway at the rink, and he has a fundraiser starting at the end of the month. He's got a life to get back to.
"I should probably head home today," he tells Ilya over coffee that morning. "There's a lot I need to do this week."
He can't bring himself to look at Ilya, so he stares at the mug in front of him, the same one he'd used the first morning. Shane knows Ilya said he'd come back to Ontario, but Shane also sees the full life Ilya has here. The people who would miss him.
"What time should we leave?" Ilya asks.
We.
Shane's eyes snap up to Ilya. "You want to come."
"Hollander," Ilya says, voice flat. "Has migraine also knocked out your memory? I told you I am going with you."
"Oh, right," Shane says softly.
He feels Ilya pull back at his response. When Ilya speaks next, his voice is quieter, uncertain. "Unless you would rather I did not."
"No," Shane says hurriedly. "I mean, yes. I want you to come."
Ilya's lips turn up in a deliciously devious way. "I think I would like this as well."
"Shut up," Shane laughs, heat turning his cheeks red. "You know what I mean."
Ilya's smile softens. "Yes, Hollander, I know."
They haven't spoken about the ever present heat between them since the night after the dinner party, when Ilya had promised Shane romance. Shane is still uncertain what that means, or how he's supposed to act, but he thinks he'll know when the time is right.
Even if he has been sporting a near constant erection in Ilya's presence, he understands why they have entered this unprecedented era of celibacy. Ilya—and honestly Shane too—needed to prove that they were something beyond sex. They had more than enough evidence that they connected physically. There was little needed to ensure they'd show up physically for each other. That had never been a problem for them.
Now, they needed more.
They needed romance. 
They needed connection that didn't end with them spent and panting.
"I should pack," Ilya says.
"Okay."
—
"You can't be packing a loaf of bread," Shane sighs.
"Funny, because I see bread with my stuff."
"Ilya, we have bread in Canada," Shane says.
He gasps. "And yet you have kept it from me. Cruel man."
"Shut the fuck up," Shane laughs.
"Come. Grab your bag and we will load car."
"I don't have a bag," he reminds Ilya.
Ilya looks confused. "Weird, because I see bag that is not mine. Check for me."
Loading up his arms with his own bags, an amount which concerns and excites Shane in the same breath, Ilya stalks out to the car.
Shaking his head, Shane walks over to the indicated bag. He opens it and finds the Boston shirt he'd worn the first night, the mug he'd been using each morning, and the suit he'd worn to Svetlana's wedding, carefully folded.
He's holding the ratty old shirt with thinly veiled tears in his eyes when Ilya comes back through the door.
He smiles when he sees Shane with the shirt. A small, devastating smile. "See? I told you. Yours."
Shane laughs, staring at Ilya when he responds, "Yeah. Mine."
Mine.
"Are you ready?" Ilya says, looking at his wrist as if checking a watch which doesn't exist. "We cannot wait all day."
As if he hadn't spent the past hour waiting while Ilya ran around like a chicken with its head cut off, trying to pack his entire home into Shane's modestly sized SUV.
Shane shakes his head and pushes the shirt back into the bag. He throws the bag over his shoulder and walks past Ilya toward the car.
"I'm ready," he says as he passes. "Are you?"
He tosses a look back at Ilya. He's standing at the door, looking inside and then back at Shane. 
"Yes, ready."
Ilya wordlessly gets into the driver's side, and Shane opens his mouth to object before realizing it makes more sense for Ilya, who knows the area better, to drive them out of the city.
"We can switch when you get tired," Shane says. "If you'd like."
"I didn't realize you were so versatile," Ilya says with that same trouble-making grin. "In fact, I always thought you were quite happy with me…in the driver's seat."
"Fuck off," Shane laughs when he realizes the implication.
As Shane slides into the passenger seat, he sets Ilya's lighter into the cup holder.
Ilya looks down at it and a small smile tugs at his lips. 
Shane pauses. "Oh, should I have left it inside? Did you want to keep it here?"
"No," Ilya says, reaching over to take Shane's hand and kiss his knuckles softly. "I think it is best to come with us."
Shane nods. 
"You have everything?" Shane asks, patting his own pockets to check for the essentials.
"I think so." Ilya's eyes unfocus for a moment, running through a list kept internally. His eyes turn to Shane and sharpen back into focus. "Yes, I have everything."
Ilya starts the car and takes a moment to connect his phone before he's pulling away from his home. They make it about five minutes before Ilya reaches for his phone while they're stopped at a light. He fiddles with it for a second, sets it down, and looks distinctly pleased with himself. A second later, something that sounds like a nightclub being raided by machinery comes through the speakers.
The bass hits first, hard enough Shane feels it through his chest. It's loud, somehow distinctly Russian, and violently electronic. Some man starts shouting over the beat in a tone Shane can only describe as legally threatening.
Shane tilts his head back against the headrest. He can see Ilya staring at him from his side of the car. The grin is unmistakable. He knows what he's doing.
"Hollander, you like?"
"What the hell is this?" Shane can't help himself. The infuriating man driving his car knows exactly how to elicit a reaction from Shane.
"Music," Ilya says simply, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel to the beat.
"It sounds like a man yelling over a malfunctioning washing machine."
Ilya gasps dramatically. "You are disrespecting my culture, Hollander. For that, we listen to it louder."
Ilya reaches for the volume dial and Shane catches his hand.
"You are distracting the driver," Ilya says seriously. "Keep it up and I will do citizen's arrest."
Shane keeps Ilya from increasing the volume, but otherwise leans back against his seat.
Ilya lets the music play for a minute longer before unlocking his phone and handing it to Shane.
"Pick your boring music, Hollander," Ilya tells him. "But be careful, if it is too boring I will crash and kill us both."
Shane smiles as he opens the music app and purposefully selects a Canadian artist since they seem to be aiming for national pride.
Ilya taps his foot along to the music, so Shane considers it a win.
—
They stop for the first time somewhere in New Hampshire.
"I wasn't even gone for five minutes," Shane says, staring at the mountain of snacks sitting on the passenger seat.
Ilya just shrugs. "We need snacks."
"Yes, some snacks, Ilya," Shane agrees. "But we don't need all of this."
"No," Ilya says, shaking his head seriously. "We do. We definitely need this."
"Two packs of licorice?" Shane says, holding up the offending packages.
"Well, they were on sale," Ilya says, like it's the most obvious thing.
"Three bags of chips?" Shane drops the licorice and points at the numerous bags.
"I wasn't sure which you'd like best," Ilya says.
Shane sighs loudly. "I'd like my opposition to this noted."
"Noted," Ilya says gleefully, getting into the car and transferring the snacks into the back seat.
Shane helps move the last few things before sitting in the now empty passenger seat. 
Ilya's lighter has been moved. One cup holder now has Ilya's Coke, and the other holds a blackberry ginger ale.
Ilya sees Shane notice it.
"They had different kind," he explains. "I thought maybe you would like to try." 
Before Shane can answer, Ilya reaches into the back seat, coming back with a regular ginger ale. "But I got you this, just in case you don't like it."
Shane smiles, reaching to grab the drink from Ilya. He's touched by the thoughtfulness. The opportunity to try something new, without the pressure to like it.
He does like it, though.
—
Ilya sees Shane look down at his phone and smile, typing a response and then placing the phone back on the centre console.
"Your parents?" Ilya asks.
"No," Shane says. "It was just Mark, checking in."
Ilya keeps his eyes straight ahead, focused solely on the road. "What happened with him? I mean, I am not complaining, but why didn't it work out?"
Shane sighs, but there's no heaviness in the sound, not even exasperation, just thoughtfulness.
"I met him in—" Shane pauses, thinking back. "I think in late 2018, maybe early 2019. I was out with Rose at a gay bar in Ottawa."
Ilya nods, but says nothing, to let Shane know he's listening.
"I thought he was good looking," Shane shrugs. "He came over to talk to me first, though. I think that helped. I wasn't like out out yet, it was more like I stopped hiding. If asked, I was honest. I only made the post about it so some fucking gossip site wouldn't be able to reveal it in some awful dramatic way."
"Not that anyone really cared by that point," Shane says, an edge of bitterness to his voice.
"I cared," Ilya says softly. "I couldn't see the post myself, some silly Canadian had blocked me, but Marleau showed me. I was very proud of you."
"Thanks." Shane smiles softly. "But yeah, he hit on me at the bar. I, uh, went home with him." 
Shane looks bashful at that, and Ilya can't help himself. He clicks his tongue. "So easy, Hollander, it took you years before you let me—"
"Anyways," Shane says loudly, interrupting Ilya. The blush creeping across his cheeks is perfect. "We continued seeing each other for a while. I did really like him."
Ilya tries not to let that hurt his feelings.
Shane sighs. "He broke up with me after we were together for nearly a year."
Ilya freezes. He hadn't realized their relationship had lasted so long.
"He broke up with you?" Ilya can't fathom why.
Shane's quiet laugh holds no humour. "He told me he cared about me, but couldn't be with me while I was still carrying someone else around."
Oh.
Ilya feels the words lodge somewhere under his ribs.
"I am sorry," Ilya says softly.
The three words are nowhere near large enough to carry the weight of everything they mean. Ilya can't think of any words in English or Russian to communicate the heaviness he still feels about everything they had put each other through.
"I forgive you," Shane says quietly. Sincerely. After a moment, he shrugs. "I won't lie and say it was fine. It wasn't. But I understand why you did it. Or felt you had to. I don't hold it against you. Not anymore. Honestly, probably not even then."
Shane had never actually said the words. It feels like a vise that was placed around his ribs over a decade ago has finally loosened enough for him to take a full breath.
—
They stop to use the bathroom near the border between New Hampshire and Vermont. 
When Shane returns to the car, he sees Ilya standing next to the driver's side door, checking his phone and stretching out his leg. He's very clearly grimacing.
"Why didn't you say anything?" Shane asks as he gets closer.
"Say what?" Ilya says.
"How long has your knee hurt?"
Ilya looks thoughtful for a moment. "Since 2022, I think."
Shane stares at him flatly.
"It is fine," Ilya says, dropping his phone into his pocket.
"You are not fine," Shane says, voice firm.
"It always hurts."
"You understand that's not helping your case, right?"
For a second, Ilya looks like he wants to argue. Shane can see him instinctively reaching for a joke, some sort of deflection that will end in him staying in the driver's seat. Then Ilya glances away, jaw tightening as he bends his knee again, carefully.
Shane hates it. He hates that Ilya still thinks pain is something he has to negotiate into an acceptable shape before he can be honest about it. So much of his worth is tied up in being functional. Useful.
He's certain Ilya has never had many chances to be loved without serving a function.
"You're getting in the passenger seat," Shane says, leaving no room for discussion.
Ilya's expression shifts, something resembling trouble moving across his face.
"Oh?" he says, smirking.
"I'm driving the rest of the way." 
"You are in charge now?"
"Ilya…"
Shane hears the warning in his own voice and watches Ilya hear it too. For once, Ilya does not immediately push back.
Instead, he leans back against the car, arms crossed over his chest. "Bossy."
"Caring."
"Very romantic."
"I'm serious."
"I know." Ilya's voice softens around the edges.
Ilya's gaze drops to his knee, frustration plain on his face.
"Do you need a minute?" Shane asks.
He doesn't answer, turning slightly so he's looking past the parking lot and into the trees surrounding the small rest area. The wind catches at his hair, pushing the curls out of place. For one second, Shane can feel the weight of all the years Ilya spent learning to say he was fine before anyone could ask.
"Maybe two minutes," Ilya concedes.
Shane nods and leans against the car next to Ilya. They don't say anything to each other. He just stands next to Ilya while he carefully stretches his knee, one hand braced against the car, his face turning away whenever the pain shows too clearly.
"Okay," Ilya says after a while.
"Passenger seat," Shane says.
"Yes, bossy."
Ilya starts around to the other side of the car while Shane gets into the driver's seat.
"There's ibuprofen in the glove box."
"Why? Do you have headache?" Ilya asks with a smirk.
Shane sighs loudly. "Can you please let me take care of you?"
Ilya rolls his eyes and sighs like Shane has asked him to do an impossible task.
But Shane sees the small curl of Ilya's lips, and the warmth behind his eyes as he opens the glove box to grab the ibuprofen.
Shane will take the wins whenever he can get them.
—
They're in Vermont, just south of the border, when Shane breaks the comfortable silence.
Ilya is mindlessly fiddling with the gold chain and cross he's worn for as long as Shane has known him.
"I can't believe you still have that," Shane says conversationally, gesturing to the chain.
Ilya stops and looks at it, and something undefinable crosses his face. The quiet stretches between them until Ilya seems to decide on something.
"It was my mother's," he says quietly, holding the cross reverently between his fingers, a move Shane feels certain has very little to do with religion.
Shane thinks back to a conversation they had in Tampa. Before.
"She died when you were young, right?" Shane says, though he knows he's right. He committed his conversations with Ilya to memory back then, hoarding any small piece of personal information Ilya had given him.
"Yes," Ilya says. His voice sounds fragile. He clears his throat and seems to gather some strength.
"My father always called it an accident," he says, his voice acerbic as he talks about his father. "I never understood how someone accidentally swallows an entire bottle of pills."
The admission sits like a brick between them. Shane isn't sure what to say.
Before he can manage to find an adequate response, Ilya continues, "I found her."
"How old were you?" It's the only question Shane can think to ask.
"Twelve."
Shane blinks back tears that immediately well up in his eyes. He takes a deep breath, gripping the steering wheel until the leather starts to bite into his hands, in a desperate bid to ground himself. He keeps his eyes trained on the road. He can see Ilya doing the same, eyes fixed on the road as he continues to speak.
"I understand better now. It was not about me." The words are quiet. Practiced.
Shane feels his chest tighten. The implication of the words. That Ilya spent part of his life feeling responsible for something no child should have to navigate.
He can imagine Ilya. Lighter blond curls, eyes bright with mischief. Carefree in a way Shane had never known him and would never get to know.
"What was her name?" It's the only gentle question he can find. His imagination starts constructing a visual of a woman who must have looked so much like her son.
"Irina," Ilya says.
"I don't want you to think badly of her." His voice is careful when he starts talking again. Protective. "She was amazing, she was just so sad. And my father was so hard on her…"
His mind flashes suddenly to the bottle of pills Ilya had stored in Shane's kitchen.
"I am sometimes scared I am like her," Ilya admits, like it's something he shouldn't give life to by speaking aloud. "But pills help. I do not want to leave like she did."
Shane reaches across the centre console and searches blindly for Ilya's hand. When they make contact, he clasps their hands together.
"Thank you for telling me." 
Shane sees Ilya nod out of the corner of his eye and discreetly wipe at his face. 
The quiet that falls over them is steady. Comfortable as both men process what's been shared.
Shane pulls Ilya's hand to his mouth so he can kiss each knuckle. He prays some amount of the love he holds for Ilya is transferred in the simple touch.
For the next twenty minutes, neither of them says much. Shane keeps one hand on the wheel and the other wrapped around Ilya's hand, and Ilya lets him.
By the time the signs for the border appear, Ilya has wiped his face dry and Shane has forced himself to stop thinking about all the ways life has betrayed Ilya.
"Remember," Shane says, voice still a little rough. "Do not say anything insane to the border officer."
Ilya turns to him slowly.
"Why would you say this to me?"
"Because I've met you."
Shane hates going through border crossings. There's always an irrational fear that he has somehow picked up a bomb, a large stash of weapons, or just a stowaway in his trunk.
Ilya's general nonchalance about it is even more worrying than Shane's made-up federal crimes.
"Hello, bonjour," the border agent says at their window.
Another agent is circling the car slowly, peeking in through the back windows.
"Hello," Shane greets her, signaling he'd rather have the discussion in English. He figures it's better if Ilya can understand the questions.
"Do you have travel documents?" she asks.
Shane hands her the passports he'd made Ilya dig out nearly an hour ago. Shane watches as she looks through both passports. He's grateful Ilya's passport is no longer Russian. He imagines that would have made this much more interesting.
"Where are you two from?"
"I'm from Ottawa," Shane says, and gestures to Ilya. "He's from Boston."
Watching her closely, Shane sees the moment her eyes seem to snag on Ilya's passport. On his name. Then her gaze quickly returns to Shane's, perhaps finally noting his name.
Ilya gives her a friendly wave, watching the interaction closely from the passenger seat.
"What's the purpose of your trip to Canada today, sir?" 
"I'm going home," Shane answers.
"Romance," Ilya answers with a smile.
Shane makes a strangled sound.
The border officer's lip turns up the smallest amount, otherwise maintaining a practiced neutral expression.
"Personal," Shane coughs out. "He's visiting, it's personal."
Shane swears he hears Ilya mutter, "Is that not same thing?"
He shoots Ilya a look, pleading with him to be quiet.
"Length of stay?"
Shane forgot about this question, they hadn't actually discussed it. Not really.
"A month," Ilya says before Shane has the chance to spiral over the answer.
He turns to Ilya. "A month?"
"Yes." Ilya nods, then directs the rest to the border agent. "I will stay with Shane for a month."
"Will you be working while in Canada?" she asks Ilya.
"No."
The officer pauses, looking over at her partner, who's finished checking their car and nods at her.
"Enjoy your visit, Mr. Rozanov," she says kindly, handing back their passports.
Ilya smiles. "Thank you."
"And welcome home, Mr. Hollander."
Shane feels his ears go hot.
He rolls up the window as he pulls away.
—
They stop in Montreal for dinner, but otherwise their drive from the border is focused. They're both tired and ready to be home. 
Shane's apartment. 
The sun has set, light just barely clinging to the horizon as they pull into the parking lot of Shane's building.
They're quiet while carrying the bags up from the car. Ilya complains about the lack of an elevator exactly twice.
Something settles into Ilya's chest when he walks through the door and back into the familiar apartment. He notices the way everything seems to be aggressively in place. 
"Shit," Shane mutters behind Ilya. "Ilya, I didn't clean the guest room."
Something catches in Ilya's throat.
Shane hadn't cleaned the guest room. It looks like he had taken a toothbrush to the spaces between the tiles in the kitchen.
But he hadn't cleaned the last place Ilya had been.
"No problem, I can change sheets," Ilya says. "Is only my mess. Unless you had some other visitor since I was here."
"Nope," Shane says, sadness crossing his face, likely thinking of the circumstances of Ilya leaving. "I wasn't here much either. I went to the cottage."
"Ah, vacation time once brooding Russian leaves," Ilya jokes, though it comes out lacking in humour.
"Something like that," Shane scoffs.
Ilya knows what his week was without Shane. He can imagine Shane didn't have a much easier time.
They carry the bags Ilya brought to the guest room, and when Ilya opens the door, his suspicions are confirmed. It looks exactly as Ilya had left it.
After setting down Ilya's bags, Shane leaves to grab sheets for the bed. Ilya waves off Shane's offers to help.
"Hollander, you are tired," Ilya says to the yawning man. "You have made ridiculous international trip twice in under a week. Go to sleep."
Shane nods and turns to head back to his room.
Ilya calls after him. "I would like to take you on a date."
Shane stops and turns slowly until he's facing Ilya again.
"If you would allow me."
"A date?"
"Yes," Ilya laughs quietly. "You've heard of the concept, yes? I pick you up. Take you for dinner. I flirt a little bit, you love it. I pay. You love that more because I am rich hockey player."
"Retired."
"I'm not so sure I want to go on date anymore," Ilya says flatly.
Shane just smirks.
Ilya pretends to think about it for a second. "Okay. I think I have found a way to forgive you."
"Thank god," Shane laughs, rolling his eyes.
Ilya takes a breath before stepping closer. He reaches for Shane's hand. Sincerity floods his expression.
"I am serious, Shane. I want to take you on a date. Proper date. And if I am charming enough, you let me get a little handsy at the end of the night."
"Oh yeah?"
Ilya snorts. "Figures that's what gets you interested."
Shane chooses to ignore that. "Where would we go?"
"Ottawa," Ilya says. "Nice restaurant. Somewhere open later than seven."
"Ask me." Shane looks down at their hands when he says it.
Ilya smiles. "Shane Hollander, will you go on a date with me?"
"Yes," Shane breathes. "I would like that."
"Okay."
"Okay."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    hey.
trust me.
i am also experiencing blue balls right along with them.
we are so close.
and then we get a lil smut. as a reward.
(probably not next chapter. but after that i promise i will awkwardly do my best to write medium-okay smut. pinky swear.)
but also dang. this was in my outline as a light and breezy lil road trip montage. alas, the boys had different plans.
AS ALWAYS leave me comments so i can feel good about myself (that's healthy, right?)


  


      

  












      Chapter 30
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya and Shane go on their first date.

Or

Ilya and Shane will always have at least two things in common: competition and a desperate horniness for each other.



    Chapter Notes

      look. go with me.

the vagueness of wherever the fuck shane is living currently is on PURPOSE.

i don't want it based on a real place.

i very likely had a different distance between it and ottawa before, and when i'm done i will (maybe) go back to solve logical inconsistencies. but for right now???

just go with me. trust. don't worry about how long it takes to drive places.

***spoiler

perhaps we get a little spice at the end of this chapter.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane spends the week in anticipation of Friday. Neither of them discusses the plans in-depth. Ilya just tells Shane to be ready by five-thirty, because they're going to make the drive into Ottawa. Shane is grateful that Ilya gives him a clear list of what he can expect. It lets him prepare for whatever they will do while still preserving the surprise.
"Dress nice," Ilya tells him on Wednesday. "But be comfortable."
"What do you mean by nice?" Shane asks. The phrasing is vague, vague enough for Shane to get lost in the minutiae of what it might imply.
Ilya answers without hesitating. "I will wear dark jeans," he tells Shane. "Comfortable to move in, but look nice for dinner. Not too fancy, but too nice for fast food. Shirt will be short sleeved, but you would be fine in long sleeves."
The clear visual helps.
"We will be active," Ilya tells him on Thursday evening. "Some movement, but shouldn't be sweating."
"What kind of shoes should I wear?" Shane asks. His mind goes to the one piece of his outfit he hasn't decided on.
"I will wear boots," Ilya says. "You do not need boots. Sneakers are appropriate."
Shane nods thoughtfully. 
Ilya's patience with his constant questions has always calmed Shane. It allows him to prepare himself. To control the parts of experiences that he can, which helps him manage his reactions to the parts he can't.
"Thank you," Shane says after Ilya specifies exactly what colours he will be wearing. Shane doesn't want to match. He thinks it will look silly.
"For what?" Ilya asks while carefully pouring Shane a cup of coffee on Friday morning.
"For answering," Shane says. "I know I ask a lot of questions."
He's quieter when he speaks next. There's embarrassment in each word. "For being nice to me."
Ilya suddenly lowers the coffee pot. His stare is so intense that Shane feels an instinctive need to hide.
"I am only answering questions," Ilya says seriously. "There is nothing special about this. You deserve to be treated well."
Shane ducks his head, unwilling to look at Ilya.
"Look at me," Ilya demands. 
Shane exhales and, dropping his shoulders, meets the quiet intensity of Ilya's hazel eyes.
"I am serious, Shane," he says. "You do not annoy. You do not bother. I care about you. Being nice is the bare minimum."
Shane can't explain the feeling that sits heavy in his stomach. He thinks of the times he's been snapped at through the years. Told he was being purposefully obtuse when he'd asked a third, fourth, or even fifth clarifying question.
Ilya seems to be waiting for some sort of response, so Shane just nods his head. At the nod, Ilya walks over to him, placing the mug of hot coffee in front of him and kissing his forehead. He mutters something under his breath in Russian as he walks away.
Shane sits there for a little while longer, staring at the coffee in front of him.
A few hours later, Ilya announces that he has to go out.
"Where are you going?" Shane asks, coming into the kitchen from the living room.
Ilya is standing near the front door, holding a small backpack and looking distinctly cagey.
"Errand," Ilya answers.
"What errand?" Shane says. He didn't think they had any errands that were this pressing.
"Secret errand, Hollander," he says dryly. 
"Rozanov." Shane's tone is flat.
He groans dramatically at Shane. "Hollander, why can't you let me romance you? Always so keen to ruin surprise."
Shane throws his hands up. "I didn't know this was part of the surprise. Sorry."
Ilya walks over to cup his cheek. He kisses Shane, lingering just enough to stoke the embers that have been waiting for weeks. 
"Be ready for five-thirty, solnyshko," Ilya says after pulling away. "First reservation is at six-thirty. Second reservation at seven-thirty."
Shane nods, his brain briefly scrambled by the kiss. Ilya chuckles softly, kisses him once more, thumb brushing over Shane's freckles, and then he's gone.
Shane appreciates the clear timeline. He does not appreciate the sudden disappearance of Ilya. He checks the clock on the stove.
3:00pm.
He tries to read on the couch.
He tries to do laundry.
He tries steaming the clothes he's planning to wear.
He tries to watch something mindless on tv.
Around 4:30 he decides to start getting ready, having a long, hot shower, taking extra care to clean himself in anticipation of the evening. 
He has an idea of where the night will end. Or at least, where he'd like it to end.
His phone tells him it's just before five when he gets out of the shower. He listens to the apartment while drying himself off. It doesn't sound like Ilya's back yet.
Shane moves through his post-shower routine.
The front door never opens.
He carefully selects dark jeans, and a pale blue button-down. He rolls the sleeves up and checks himself in the mirror. He unrolls them both and checks again. He rolls up only one. Comparing them on either arm. It looks slightly more formal with the sleeves down. He decides to roll both sleeves up, reassured that he can adjust them if the restaurant feels fancier than he's anticipating.
Comfortable, but not careless.
He runs through what Ilya had told him. He thinks he's met the expectations.
His heart starts really racing around 5:20 when Ilya still hasn't made a reappearance.
Shane starts running through the possibilities before he can redirect his mind.
Maybe he just lost track of time.
He probably got caught in traffic.
Or he was in a car accident.
Or he just got caught up in his 'errand'.
No, seriously, what if he was in a car accident? Shane briefly considers calling the local hospital.
Or he just got a flat tire.
He's not coming.
He didn't have an errand. The small bag he'd taken had held all his necessities.
He's probably on a plane back to Boston.
At 5:25, he's standing at the breakfast bar staring at the front door. An internal argument is taking place, one half insisting that everything is going to be fine, and Ilya might just be a little late for something perfectly reasonable. The other half, the louder half, is still shouting that Ilya is gone. He won't be returning for their date. He hates Shane.
A knock on the door at 5:29 pulls Shane out of his spiral. His stomach is in knots as he walks to the door.
Ilya is standing there, looking perfect in black jeans and deep green knit polo that makes Shane briefly reconsider every opinion he's ever had about collared shirts. Ilya has effortlessly mastered the art of looking insanely casual, while also looking like he's just stepped off a red carpet.
He's also holding a bouquet.
"Ilya." Shane exhales with pure relief. He feels the knots loosen and fall away at the sight.
Ilya looks him over once, slowly enough that Shane starts to feel self-conscious. 
"What?" Shane finally asks, just to break the silence.
"Nothing," Ilya says, a slow smile pulling at his mouth.
"Ilya."
"You just—" Ilya clears his throat. "You look very nice. I am trying to remind myself that we have reservations."
Shane's face starts heating. The hunger becomes more evident on Ilya's face as his eyes trail along Shane's body again. He swears he can feel the weight of that gaze every place it lands.
His cock twitches, unhelpfully.
Ilya closes his eyes, forcing out a deep breath.
The heat has cooled slightly when he opens them again, but it's still there.
"Flowers," he says, voice still rough. "For you."
"Thank you." Shane smiles, turning to the kitchen. "I'm not sure I have—"
"Above the stove."
Shane checks the cupboard above his stove and, sure enough, there's a vase there. Ilya must have bought it earlier in the week.
He fills it with water, arranges the flowers inside, and sets it on the breakfast bar.
"Come." Ilya gestures for Shane to take his hand.
Shane takes his hand, and they walk down the stairs together.
—
They're mostly quiet during the drive into Ottawa. The tension is there, a faint buzzing Shane can ignore if his mind is occupied, but the moment he stops long enough to notice it, it's deafening.
"Are you going to tell me where we're going?"
"On a date," Ilya says.
"Dinner?"
"Eventually."
Shane looks out the window when it becomes clear Ilya won't be saying anything more.
A ridiculous grin lights up Shane's face the moment he realizes where Ilya's taking him.
"Mini-golf?" he laughs.
"Yes," Ilya says seriously as he parks the car. 
He turns to Shane, keeping the serious look on his face. "This is okay?"
"You brought me to mini-golf."
"I did."
"You brought me to mini-golf for a date."
"Yes," Ilya says. His face softens when he realizes Shane's excited. "Very romantic, yes?"
—
Five minutes later, they're both holding clubs that are way too small and studying the scoresheet that Shane's certain no one else has ever used.
"Okay," Ilya says, standing at the starting tee. "If I win, I get to sleep in your bed tonight."
Shane can't help but laugh. "Yeah? And what do I get when I win?"
Ilya shrugs. "Same thing."
Shane shakes his head. "Just take your shot, Rozanov."
Ilya leans down to place his golf ball on the starting mark. He lines up his shot, looks over at Shane, and winks before hitting it directly into the hole.
"Lucky shot," Shane says, tight-lipped.
"No," Ilya disagrees. "Professional athlete. No luck, all skill."
Shane takes two strokes on the first hole. He gets the second in one.
The holes get progressively more difficult as they work their way through the eighteen holes. They approach mini-golf with the same intensity they bring to anything with a winner and a loser. Shane's sure they look ridiculous to anyone else. Two former NHL top draft picks arguing over mini-golf.
"That was three," Ilya insists.
"It was not. I saw you hit it twice behind that rock."
"We will get security video from owner." 
"Or I just write down four," Shane offers, "and you stop trying to cheat."
"This is prejudice against Russians."
"Fuck off."
As they approach the final hole, a single stroke separates them. The last hole has the windmill.
"I am going to win with most points," Ilya says with a grin.
"I've told you, we're aiming for fewest strokes." 
"Maybe you are," Ilya mutters with a devilish grin. "I personally try to last a little longer."
"Shut the fuck up," Shane laughs.
Ilya's ball bounces off the blades of the windmill. A stream of Russian curses leaves him.
The curses double when Shane gets by the windmill on his first try.
"You cheated," Ilya says to him as they leave, Shane holding the scorecard like sacred proof that he beat Ilya.
"I had fewer strokes," Shane argues.
"Well, you usually need fewer," Ilya says, a wicked grin on his face. "But my shot was also cooler. I think it gets bonus points for that. And I should win."
Shane flushes from the initial comment, but focuses on the more important issue. "That's not how mini-golf works."
Ilya tries to snatch the scorecard out of Shane's hand, and they wind up pushing and shoving each other, laughing the whole way to the car.
They're driving by 7:15, right on Ilya's schedule.
"Mini-golf before a nice dinner?" Shane is enjoying himself, but he hadn't expected this at all.
Ilya nods, his eyes focused on the mirrors as he backs out of the parking spot.
"You are more relaxed when we do something active," Ilya points out. "I thought it might help to start the evening."
Shane smiles, looking down at his hands. Ilya really did see him.
"Plus," Ilya says, carefully pulling back onto the road. "Winning usually makes you horny."
—
Shane heeds the warning look Ilya shoots him after they've parked in a lot near the restaurant. He stays seated until Ilya can rush around the hood to open Shane's door for him.
"Thank you." Shane smiles up at him.
Ilya shrugs. "Romance."
Shane laughs at the earnest look on Ilya's face.
Ilya offers Shane his hand, and they walk into the restaurant, fingers interlaced.
"Rozanov, for two," Ilya tells the host after she greets them.
She smiles and leads them to a table tucked along the wall. Intimate enough that Shane doesn't feel on display, but they are absolutely not hidden.
Shane glances around the restaurant. Low lighting with candles on each table. It's romantic. Couples seated all around them. There is no way for anyone to interpret this as anything other than a date. The idea both thrills and terrifies him.
He's so used to hiding with Ilya that it feels completely unnatural to be sitting openly in a restaurant. Together. On a date.
The other diners don't give them a second look, not even when Ilya slaps Shane's hand away so he can pull out the chair for him. Ilya is grinning widely as he pushes Shane's chair in. Then he takes his own seat and reaches across the table to hold Shane's hand.
"Romance?"
Ilya nods emphatically. 
"Solnyshko," Ilya says. "Thank you."
Shane raises his eyebrows. "For what?"
"For giving me another chance," Ilya says, holding Shane's gaze. "For letting me stay. For coming after me. For everything."
Shane smiles, his chest going tight.
He can feel the words that have been threatening to bubble out of his chest since he went to Boston. He's held them back, and still holds them back now. It's not right. Not quite the time.
"Good evening, gentlemen," their waiter says, arriving at their table. "My name is Nico, and I'll be taking care of you tonight. Can I start you with some still or sparkling water?"
"Still is fine," Shane says, not taking his eyes off Ilya.
"Still," Ilya agrees.
"Can I interest you in anything else to drink this evening?"
"I'm good with water for now," Shane says.
Ilya raises his eyebrow as a silent question.
"I'd like to keep my wits about me tonight," Shane says simply, his voice dropping slightly.
Shane is pleased to see Ilya's breathing hitch for a moment. His eyes darken and the corner of his mouth lifts.
"No drinks, thank you," Ilya says, not taking his eyes off Shane.
Charged silence fills the space between them.
Shane breaks it by shuffling his menu and looking at the options. 
"I checked before I made reservation," Ilya says quietly. "They have salmon. I think you would like it. Very healthy. Intensely boring."
"Shut up," Shane laughs. "I'm sure I can make an exception for tonight."
He reads through the dish Ilya referenced, and has to admit it does look good. 
Fuck. Part of him doesn't want to give Ilya the satisfaction by ordering it.
Shane does order the salmon. Ilya does look smug about it.
But the dish is also delicious, so Shane makes peace with it.
They're both laughing easily at some dumb comment Ilya made when a very apologetic looking man approaches the table shortly after their empty dishes have been cleared.
"Excuse me," the man says quietly, his hands already up in faux surrender. "I'm so sorry to interrupt. It's just—you're my son's favourite player. Could I bother you for a photo or an autograph?"
Shane immediately tries to drop Ilya's hand. Ilya doesn't let go.
"I'm so sorry," Ilya says kindly. "I can offer an autograph, but I'm on a date. No photos."
The hockey fan looks at Shane properly for the first time. His eyes flick between the two men's faces and snag on their entangled hands. Shane sees recognition dawn on his face. His stomach twists.
Ilya reaches for the paper and pen in the man's hand. He signs it quickly, offering it back.
"I'm sorry to intrude on your date, really, but uh—" the fan pauses before turning to Shane. "Would you sign it as well? I was always a big fan. That injury was awful. I can't believe you never got another cup."
Shane's hand moves without conscious thought. He can feel his cheeks heating at the attention. He signs it quickly, and after one more apology, the fan hurries back to his table across the restaurant.
Ilya is watching Shane carefully. Obviously worried about his reaction because there is no other way to interpret what Ilya said to that man. And the man had known both of them.
On a date.
Apprehension is written all over Ilya's face.
A burning heat blooms somewhere low in Shane. He feels his breathing go deeper.
"Would you like to see a dessert menu?" the waiter asks, interrupting the moment.
"No dessert," Shane says immediately.
Ilya looks at him.
Shane looks back.
"No dessert?" Ilya asks, very slowly, still uncertain.
"No."
Something shifts on Ilya's face. Understanding, and then heat.
"Okay," he says, his voice lowering. "Just the bill."
They walk back to the car in silence, still holding hands. Shane steps over to the passenger side, already expecting Ilya to follow and open the door for him.
"Kiss me," Shane says, the words come out breathy and desperate.
Even in the dim lighting of the parking lot, Shane sees hunger flash across Ilya's face. He takes two decisive steps forward and presses Shane up against the car. His hand goes to Shane's hip, gripping him there. His other hand reaches up to brush Shane's hair back from his face, before sliding along his jaw and cupping his cheek.
"Bozhe, kakoy ty krasivyy." The Russian words slip out of Ilya's mouth.
Shane doesn't understand them, but he understands the look Ilya gives him. 
Ilya kisses Shane, soft for only a moment before the hunger pulls them both in. The careful gentleness that has defined each kiss they've shared for the past week is gone. Shane parts his lips and feels Ilya's tongue accept the invitation, deepening the kiss.
Ilya crowds Shane harder against the car. The hand cupping his cheek moves to his hair, fingers threading through before gripping at the back of Shane's head, tugging his head back. Shane moans in response, opening for Ilya to taste him.
Shane's hands come up and pull Ilya in by his shirt, needing him as close as possible.
Ilya moves his thigh slightly, angling Shane so his quickly stiffening cock presses against Ilya's leg. Shane bites back a moan, his head tipping back as Ilya trails kisses and light bites at Shane's neck.
Shane starts rolling his hips against Ilya's thigh.
Ilya makes a low sound against Shane's ear.
"Get in the car," Ilya says, his voice rough.
Their surroundings suddenly come crashing in. Shane supposes being seen on a date is one thing, getting caught fucking in a parking lot has the potential to be a little more newsworthy.
Shane can only nod as Ilya pulls away from him. He's breathing hard as Ilya opens the passenger door for him, ever the gentleman. He presses one last kiss to Shane's mouth, chuckling as he slaps Shane's hands away when he reaches for Ilya's zipper.
—
Ilya is pulling onto the highway when Shane decides to start trouble.
"Hollander," Ilya says, warning clear in his voice.
He watches from the corner of his eye as Shane grips himself through his pants, a quiet needy sound leaving him.
"I want you," Shane says. He already looks wrecked. Hair fucked from Ilya's hands, eyes unfocused, and that telltale blush slowly taking over his face.
Ilya groans, and risks a look at Shane.
He shouldn't have looked.
Shane's expression is so far gone that Ilya has to force his eyes back to the road.
Ilya presses harder on the gas.
"Fuck, Shane," he hisses out. 
His hands are itching to reach across and grip Shane himself. Instead, he tightens his hold on the steering wheel.
Shane relaxes against the passenger seat.
Ilya bites the inside of his cheek hard enough to ground himself.
Shane's breathing hitches, and he presses a hand against himself.
"Look at you," Ilya says roughly. "So desperate after one date. So easy for me."
Shane moans, his hand lightly strokes along his fabric covered dick.
Ilya glances over at Shane and feels his own cock get harder at the small wet spot spreading across the front of Shane's jeans.
"Already?" Ilya asks, voice low. Dangerous. "I love how wet you get for me."
Shane keens at Ilya's words, his breathing ragged.
Fuck.
"What do you want, Shane?"
Ilya is certain in any other circumstance, Shane would be embarrassed by the sounds coming out of him. 
He clicks his tongue. "No, Shane. This will not do. Words."
Shane only manages a gasp.
"Hands off." The command is firm.
Shane's hand leaves his cock immediately, and he pants at the loss.
"If you are going to cause problems, Hollander," Ilya says darkly, "you must use your words for me. Words. Now. Tell me what you want."
"I want—" Shane cuts off, closing his eyes and dragging in a breath.
"Not so fast, solnyshko," Ilya says gently. "Eyes open. Let me see you."
Shane's eyes open slowly. He stares at Ilya, biting his lip.
"Tell me what you want."
"I want you to fuck me," Shane gasps out.
Ilya says a quiet prayer in Russian. 
He has to adjust his hands on the steering wheel, letting the leather bite into his hands and help keep them both on the road.
"Oh, yes," Ilya says, his voice almost soft despite the words. "I want this too. And I will give it to you just as soon as we are home."
Ilya can see Shane flexing his hands, forcing them to stay at his sides.
"What else?" Ilya asks, surprised at how level his voice sounds.
"I want to touch myself," Shane says, pleading.
"Of course you do." Ilya's voice drops. "My desperate Shane."
"Yours."
The word hits Ilya low and hard. He has to fight to keep his composure.
"Well." Ilya glances over at him, expectant. "Go ahead."
Shane's hands shake as he reaches for himself, sliding his hand beneath his boxers and moaning at the first contact. 
Ilya looks over quickly to see Shane wrapping his hand around his cock and slowly stroking himself. Ilya hisses out a breath at the sight.
"Good boy," Ilya says. The words come out before he can think better of it.
Based on the way Shane seems to tense at it, Ilya feels confident he doesn't mind the praise.
Fuck.
Ilya drives a little faster on the empty highway than he would under normal circumstances. He risks glances at Shane periodically, his jaw tensing each time. He watches Shane slowly work himself up, using his own pre-cum to ease the slide of his hand against his cock. It still wrecks him, the way Shane Hollander, always so careful and practiced, comes apart for Ilya so easily.
A small change in Shane's breathing draws Ilya's attention back to him.
"Stop."
Shane cries out, but pulls his hand away immediately. His boxers are pushed down, leaving him on display for Ilya. There's slickness on his palm from his own pre-cum, and Ilya's cock presses painfully against his zipper at the sight. He does his best to ignore it.
"I don't think you want to finish in the car," Ilya says, unable to keep the roughness out of his voice. "I think you'd prefer if I fuck you first, yes?"
He glances over in time to see the words land. Shane's eyes are shut, his head thrown back against the headrest. His cock twitches uselessly at Ilya's words.
"Cover yourself, Hollander," Ilya says, smirking. "No one else should get to see you like this."
Shane tucks himself back into his jeans, not bothering to zip them back up again. He keeps his eyes closed, breathing deeply.
After a few steadying breaths of his own, Ilya feels confident enough to reach over and grip Shane's thigh. Close, but also too far.
Shane lets out a shuddering breath at the contact, his eyes open now, but there's still a flush painting the background of his freckles. His eyes are dark and unfocused.
The look Shane gives him is hungry, wanting, but there's a softness beneath it that makes Ilya turn back to the road quickly. It's a vulnerability he's not certain Shane has ever trusted him with before.
He could get used to Shane looking at him like that.
The drive back to the apartment has never felt so far.
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      Chapter 31
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane and Ilya finally do something about it.

Or

They fuck. Like...a good amount. Probably not as much as they want to. But, c'mon, they're nearly forty.



    Chapter Notes
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  Whatever small amount of need had eased in the quiet of the car ride after Ilya stopped Shane is reignited the moment they park. Ilya is on Shane once they're both out of the vehicle. Hands desperate and seeking, everywhere. Shane spares a thought to his neighbours when Ilya slams him against a wall in the stairwell, but quickly finds he doesn't care when he feels Ilya's hand finally, finally, reach down and grasp him through his jeans.
He can barely unlock the door with Ilya standing behind him, his mouth on the sensitive skin below Shane's ear. Hands shaking, he drops the keys more than once. Ilya takes advantage of the moments he bends down to pick them up. Hands, gripping his hips, pressing against Shane.
"Please," he begs for a moment of respite, just to get the key in the fucking lock. "Ilya."
"What's wrong, Hollander?" Ilya's voice rumbles in Shane's ear. Not helping his shaking hands at all. "Your hands seemed to work just fine in the car."
Shane flushes at that. He can't believe how brazen he'd been in the car. The effect Ilya had on him really ought to be studied. He feels fairly confident he would never do anything similar for anyone else.
A well placed nip to the crease between his neck and shoulder makes Shane nearly fumble the keys again, but he is finally able to get the lock open and Ilya is rushing him through the door.
He finds his back against the door and Ilya crowding him before he can drop his keys on the table by the door. Instead, they just tumble out of his hands.
Ilya's eyes are dark. Weeks of patience, of restraint, are threatening to burst out of his pores.
He stands close enough that Shane can feel Ilya's desire pressed against his hip. He can feel the shuddering of his breath when Shane presses against him. Finally giving Ilya some relief.
They stand like that for a moment, eyes locked onto each other, the want sparking, nearly tangible, between them.
There is no pretending left in his face. Ilya's restraint seems to extend only insofar as he is waiting for the last confirmation. The last bit of permission from Shane.
"What do you want, Hollander?" Ilya asks him.
"You." Shane barely manages to get it out.
He sees Ilya's jaw tense at the admission.
"I want you," Shane affirms. "Please."
It's the plea that seems to do it. Their shoes are quickly discarded and Shane pushes against Ilya, willing him towards the bedroom. Ilya, of course, responds equally, pulling Shane closer. They crash through the apartment, mouths meeting, hands seeking. The desperation is no longer an undercurrent threatening to pull them below the surface. They are drowning.
Shane ends up pressed between his bedroom door and the solid wall of Ilya. Rough hands slip into Shane's boxers, pulling an embarrassing sound out of his throat as Ilya wraps his fingers around him.
"Fuck," Ilya says, his voice causing Shane to flex unintentionally.
Somehow, Shane is able to reach behind himself and open the bedroom door. As desperate as he is, he wants Ilya in bed.
In his bed.
They tumble through the doorway, nearly falling over, and Ilya's hand falls out of Shane's boxers. Shane wants to cry at the loss of sensation.
Ilya's hands come back to Shane's face, but he doesn't move in for a kiss, instead his gaze gets trapped on Shane's face. Seeking. Memorizing. Ilya brushes his thumb across Shane's lips, and Shane opens to suck it into his mouth. Wrapping his tongue around it and relishing the way Ilya swallows, eyes locked on Shane's mouth.
"On your knees." The command is quiet but there is nothing gentle in the way Ilya looks at Shane.
Shane gives one small nip at Ilya's thumb before releasing it and sinking to his knees. He can hear a hitch in Ilya's breathing. He's looking at Shane with a hunger that always seems to overtake him when Shane just turns off his brain and lets Ilya lead him.
He stares up at Ilya. He knows how wrecked he looks. He knows his cock is half out of his pants, dripping obscenely onto his boxers. And he knows how badly Ilya wants him.
"Moy khoroshiy." The Russian comes out of Ilya's mouth rough, like it's torn from his chest.
Shane lifts his hands to Ilya's jeans, undoing the button and zipper with shaking fingers. Ilya runs a hand through Shane's hair, looking at him with reverence.
Finally able to get the zipper undone, Shane pulls Ilya's jeans down to his ankles. His mouth waters as he stares at Ilya's arousal, barely concealed behind the black fabric of his boxers.
Before he can think, Shane is leaning forward, mouthing at the bulge through the fabric, shivering when he hears the sounds falling from Ilya's mouth.
He looks up at Ilya, already half-gone, and swears he could come apart just from the way Ilya is staring at him, thumb still brushing through Shane's hair.
"Please," Ilya begs. An unfamiliar sound from him.
Shane cannot ignore the need in his voice. He makes quick work of Ilya's underwear, helping him step out of them as Ilya tosses his shirt to the side.
The sight before him is breathtaking. Ilya's cock hangs heavy in front of his mouth, a small bead of precum at the tip making Shane ache with want. 
He leans forward and gently laps up the moisture, feeling Ilya's hand grip tighter in his hair at the sensation.
"Fuck." The word leaves Ilya's mouth like a prayer.
Shane wastes no time teasing him. They've spent weeks teasing each other. He leans in, taking the head of Ilya's cock into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it and moaning at the salty taste of him. 
He feels Ilya flex his hips forward and stop himself.
Shane looks up at Ilya. His expression is absolutely gorgeous, full of a reverence that makes Shane blush.
Shane places his hands on Ilya's thighs, letting his hands slip towards his ass, pulling him further into his mouth. He tries to communicate his consent by further loosening his throat and taking as much of Ilya into his mouth as he can.
Ilya gets the message. A moan leaves him as he pulls his hips back slightly before gently thrusting into Shane's open mouth. Shane hums his approval.
"Stay still," Ilya instructs.
Shane puts his weight back on his heels, relaxing his mouth but tightening his grip on Ilya's hips as he starts thrusting.
He can feel the drool start pooling at the corners of his mouth.
Ilya stares down at Shane, gripping his hair. 
"Good boy."
The praise lands deep in Shane, pulling a moan that sends vibrations straight through Ilya's cock.
One of Shane's hands drops from Ilya's hip and grips himself, stroking in time with Ilya's thrusts.
Finally, Ilya pulls Shane off, chuckling softly when Shane tries to lean forward and take Ilya's cock again.
"Hands off." 
Shane follows the command with a whine.
Ilya reaches down to bring Shane to his feet and immediately devours his mouth, tasting himself on Shane's lips.
"On the bed," Ilya rasps out. "Now."
Shane gets up on unsteady legs, scrambling onto the bed, kicking off his pants and underwear. He pauses only to shove them into his laundry basket. His shirt is the last to go, and by the time he pulls himself into a seated position against the headboard, Ilya has found the lube in the bedside table.
Looming over Shane, Ilya leans down to kiss Shane tenderly, far too tenderly.
"You still want?"
Shane nods.
Ilya grabs Shane's chin. Shane can feel Ilya's breath on his mouth when he speaks.
"Words, Hollander." Ilya's voice is desperate. "Use your words."
"Yes." Shane can't help how desperate he sounds. "I want you to fuck me. Please."
Ilya shifts onto the bed, moving between Shane's legs. Reaching up, he grips Shane's thighs pulling him down the bed.
Shane wants to hide himself as Ilya stares down at him, a small smile playing at his lips. Hunger is written into his features and he looks at Shane like he still cannot believe he is allowed to have him.
"So perfect for me," he says. His voice is rough with restraint.
Ilya lowers himself until Shane can feel the warmth from his mouth on his cock. He involuntarily shifts his hips up, seeking any friction, any relief. All he gets in return is Ilya's hand, pressing him back into the bed, and chuckling quietly.
"Need something?" Ilya asks.
Shane peers down at the man between his legs, his expression unfairly relaxed in contrast to the desperation Shane is experiencing. Shane's cock lies between them, flushed dark, heavy, and dripping precum onto his stomach in a steadily growing mess.
"Please." Perhaps that's Shane's word of the day.
Ilya smiles, dark and dangerous.
Before Shane can react, Ilya drops his mouth to suck one of Shane's balls into his mouth, and Shane's voice breaks on a sound he doesn't recognize.
Shane presses back into the bed, trying fruitlessly to lift his hips towards the sensation, held down by Ilya's hand at his midsection.
Ilya drops his mouth further, licking over the tight ring of muscle and up towards his balls. He makes quick work of Shane.
Ilya pours some lube onto his fingers, rubbing one against Shane's hole until he's able to slip it inside. A shuddering breath leaves Shane in response. Ilya's other hand reaches up to grip Shane's cock, but he doesn't stroke, clearly sensing that he is dangerously close to coming.
A second finger joins the first, and without Ilya's hand holding him down, Shane starts to shift his hips, fucking himself against Ilya's hand.
Ilya makes a quiet sound of approval.
Ilya crooks his finger just so, seeking, until he hits Shane's prostate.
"I'm gonna—" Shane cuts off as Ilya's eyes flash up to his.
"No." The word is final. "You will not."
Shane closes his eyes tightly, trying as hard as he can to claw away from the edge.
Ilya stills his hands, waiting while Shane forcibly pulls himself away from tipping over the edge.
After Ilya has worked a third finger into Shane, he leans down to lick at the precum leaking from Shane's cock, earning him a loud whine. Only then does he finally pull back.
Shane watches from behind heavy lids as Ilya opens a condom and rolls it onto himself. He shifts his hips up towards Ilya. He needs. He is desperate to have Ilya inside of him.
He very nearly comes undone just at the sensation of the blunt head of Ilya's cock pressing against him.
"Look at me." Ilya's voice is no longer controlled. He sounds utterly ruined.
Shane's eyes flutter open, seeking Ilya's face looming over him. His eyes are nearly black, pupils blown wide. Shane can imagine what he must look like to Ilya. Wrecked.
They lock eyes and it feels like Ilya is asking permission.
Shane responds by shifting his hips, pushing down against him.
A growl rips from Ilya's throat and Shane's eyes slowly close as he feels Ilya sink into him slowly. Too slowly. 
"Shane," Ilya rasps out, his voice a plea.
Shane's eyes fly open. He's not sure he'll ever get sick of Ilya saying his name when they fuck.
Ilya stares down at Shane with such reverence that he wants to hide himself. 
They're both panting, desperate not to let the moment end too quickly, both understanding there is no way they will last very long at this point. Not after weeks of foreplay.
Shane moves first, rolling his hips so he can feel the shifting pressure of Ilya inside of him.
The first time Ilya snaps his hips forward Shane has to bite his cheek to keep himself from coming.
Leaning forward, Ilya kisses him far too gently for the circumstances.
Ilya starts moving after the kiss, slow at first until Shane's nails dig into his shoulders and whatever restraint he has left finally breaks.
Ilya leans back on his heels, pulling Shane with him. Shane's back arches off the bed, his cock bouncing against his stomach as Ilya maintains a punishing pace. One slight shift of Ilya's hips sends his cock directly against Shane's prostate, a blinding sensation shooting through his body. He cries out loudly, his hands scrambling for purchase against the sheets.
Shane's body tenses.
"You going to come for me?" Ilya growls. 
The only response Shane is capable of is a broken moan as each thrust knocks the breath out of his lungs.
A moment later he finds himself tumbling over the edge with a strangled shout, his cock coating his chest in his release. He feels himself go boneless as Ilya moans loudly, thrusting into Shane, once, twice more before stilling, coming hard inside the condom.
There's a stillness in the room as they both fight to catch their breaths. Ilya's grip on Shane's hips has loosened, allowing him to relax into the bed. They stay connected, Ilya resting his forehead on Shane's while they silently come back into their bodies. Shane feels Ilya's softening cock slip out of him, and he groans at the change in pressure.
The sound seems to awaken something in Ilya, and he presses soft kisses across Shane's face, whispering something in Russian.
—
As the adrenaline fades from his body, Ilya finds himself exhausted. After weeks of building to this moment, the comedown feels impossibly quiet.
Ilya plants one final kiss on Shane's cheek, enjoying the unedited look of joy he sees on his face, then stands from the bed. His legs feel shaky as he walks towards the bathroom. He ties off the condom and drops it into the garbage. 
He gathers some washcloths, wets them in warm water and returns to Shane.
The sight in front of him is enough to send any man to his knees.
Shane Hollander, laid out. Wrecked. Properly fucked. 
The flush is beginning to recede from his chest, his breathing is low and slow, and there's a quickly cooling mess on his chest.
"Not so fast, solnyshko," Ilya whispers as he returns to the bed.
All that earns him is a soft exhalation of air. Barely a sound.
He kneels on the edge of the bed and gently brings the washcloth to Shane's skin. Shane flinches when the fabric makes contact with his stomach. He uses the first washcloth to tidy the mess from Shane's chest.
He uses the second washcloth to very carefully clean the tender flesh between Shane's legs, the contact finally pulling an actual sound out of him.
"You are okay?" Ilya asks quietly. 
Shane only grunts.
Ilya leans forward, placing a hand on the side of Shane's face. "Sweetheart." His chest flutters at the endearment. "Shane. I need words now. Are you okay?"
Shane takes a deep breath, as if he has to gather every possible ounce of strength in his body. His eyes slowly open, and Ilya gets lost in the depths of his brown eyes. 
"Ah," Ilya exhales. "There you are."
"mm'kay." Shane seems to have to force the words out.
Ilya smiles warmly at him.
"Good," Ilya says, brushing his thumb across Shane's freckles as Shane allows his eyes to droop closed again.
Ilya drops the washcloths in the laundry basket.
"Shane," he says quietly. "You have to get up to brush your teeth."
A low grunt in response.
"You'll be mad if you don't," Ilya points out. "Come. I help."
Slowly, Ilya is able to coax Shane out of bed, leading him to the bathroom. Shane's legs are shaky, but Ilya makes sure he's standing with some stability before turning to leave.
Shane makes a surprised sound, pulling his toothbrush out of his mouth. "Where are you going?"
"I need to get my toothbrush."
Shane spits toothpaste into the sink and manages to look bashful, despite Ilya having been inside of him less than an hour ago and the two of them still being naked.
"Will you—" he pauses. "Will you stay in here tonight?"
And Christ, Shane looks so painfully braced for the answer to hurt that Ilya wants to grab his face and make endless promises he's certain neither of them are ready for.
"Well," Ilya says, smiling. "I won mini-golf, so obviously I sleep in here."
Even absolutely wrecked and exhausted, Shane looks indignant at Ilya's slight adjustment of the facts.
"You didn't win," he says, wiping the remnants of toothpaste off his mouth. "I won."
"Fine," he sighs. "You won. I stay."
He steps back toward Shane, and kisses his minty fresh mouth.
"Get in bed, solnyshko, I will be there."
A few minutes later, after Ilya has finished brushing his teeth, he joins Shane in his bed, sliding next to him and fitting their bodies together.
Something inside of Ilya shifts.
Tears prick at his eyes. He wraps his arms tightly around Shane, pulling him back against him and burying his nose into the crook of his neck. He inhales deeply, grounding himself in the smell of Shane.
Shane makes a quiet, contented sound, and his body loosens entirely against Ilya.
They fall asleep tangled in each other.
—
Sometime before the sun has risen, Ilya wakes with the warmth of Shane pressed tightly against him. He can feel himself already hard, pressed against Shane's ass.
He shifts himself slightly, biting back a moan.
Shane stirs at the movement, inadvertently pressing himself back into Ilya.
He can't keep the sound from leaving his throat this time.
"Mmm." The sound leaves Shane soft and quiet.
Ilya kisses the crook of Shane's neck, gently.
Last night was a fire igniting after weeks of kindling. This feels like the embers still burning. Slowly. Softly. 
Shane moans, pressing his ass back into Ilya with more intention.
Ilya lets his hands slide down to Shane's hips, pulling them flush against each other, pressing himself against the cleft of Shane's ass.
He bites down gently on Shane's shoulder, a moan vibrating through his chest.
One of Ilya's hands slides forward, and he is unsurprised to find Shane's cock rigid against his body, the slickness of his precum already building.
Shane shifts his hips so Ilya's cock slips between his legs, allowing him to thrust forward between Shane's thighs, earning a hiss from Ilya.
Ilya lets go of Shane's cock, bringing his hand back and gently brushing over the already tender flesh. A question.
Shane answers by pushing back against him.
Ilya reaches over to pour lube on his fingers. Shane is still relaxed from earlier, opening easily under Ilya's careful fingers. Ilya takes his time anyway, refusing to be careless with the gift of Shane's body.
Once Shane is ready, Ilya presses his cock into him, feeling his body open slowly as the blunt head sinks inside. When he's buried entirely, he takes a breath, enjoying the sensation of being completely surrounded by Shane.
Shane moans when Ilya's hips are finally flush against his ass.
It's intoxicating. He fears he's becoming addicted to the sensation again.
He moves his hips slowly and lets Shane grind back on him. 
It's slow. Achingly slow.
There's no rush in either of their movements, the build toward the finish is gradual.
Ilya reaches around to take Shane in hand, stroking him in time with the lazy roll of his hips. Shane melts back against him, soft and pliant everywhere except where Ilya has him in his hand. For a while, the only sound comes from their breathing, the quiet shift of the sheets, and the slick drag of their flesh against one another.
Then Shane's body shifts. His breathing catches. His fingers curl weakly against Ilya's forearm, and he tightens around Ilya in a way that threatens to make Ilya fall apart without warning.
"Are you?" Ilya gasps out the question.
Shane nods, closing his eyes tightly.
Ilya shifts his hips, hunting for the spot until finally—Shane gasps loudly—yes. Ilya increases his speed, matching the pace of his hand, and feels Shane go still a second before his release coats Ilya's hand. Ilya follows closely behind, a strangled moan caught in his throat as he comes.
"The bed's all dirty." The first comprehensible words out of Shane's mouth are a complaint. Ilya wants to roll his eyes.
"We move to my bed," Ilya suggests. His voice is muffled with his face pressed against Shane's shoulder. He keeps his arms wrapped around Shane, unwilling to lose the sensation of him just yet.
After a minute, once Ilya has softened and slipped out of Shane, Ilya feels a tap on one of the arms he has wrapped around Shane.
"Ilya, please," Shane whines.
He knows the mess is distressing for Shane, so he grabs the condom and gets up.
Shane starts to get up behind him.
"Lay back down," Ilya instructs him. "I clean you and we go to my bed."
Shane nods sleepily, careful to lie only in the space free of mess.
After going through the same motions, Ilya returns to find Shane's eyes closed, his breathing soft. A gentle hand to Shane's cheek pulls him back from sleep.
Ilya is careful cleaning Shane, checking to make sure he isn't hurt.
Once they're both cleaned as best they can, Ilya coaxes Shane out of the bed and down the hall, tucking him in before finding his place next to him.
Shane is asleep before Ilya has the chance to get fully settled. His face goes slack and Ilya stops and just looks at him.
The worry, the stress, the constant need to perform normal—the mask Shane wears—falls away. He looks peaceful. He looks younger.
For a moment, Ilya feels the pull of memory, trying to drag him to a time so many years ago. He rejects it. He no longer needs the past to feel the completeness that fills his chest now. He has Shane, warm and real, in a way that's better than any of those hidden nights. Openly. Proudly.
More importantly, he knows Shane better than he ever did thirteen years ago. And Shane knows him, deeper than anyone, and he is still here.
He closes his eyes, comforted by the certainty that Shane will be there in the morning.
There are no flights to catch. No hotel room to vacate. No careful goodbye to navigate.
There is only Shane, warm and heavy against him.
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      Chapter 32
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya and Shane finally discover what happens in the quiet moments of the morning after.
Or
Ilya makes pancakes. Shane loves it.



    Chapter Notes
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  Shane wakes the next morning, uncertain where he is for a moment, until he feels Ilya shift next to him. Ilya wraps an arm possessively around Shane and lets out a deep breath, but otherwise doesn't stir.
Rolling over carefully, Shane takes a moment to look at Ilya like this. His face is completely relaxed and boyish. He can almost imagine Ilya, much younger, and not yet hardened from a world that demanded too much from him too soon.
Shane is desperate to protect this Ilya. The one who not only showed up, but stayed. Who allowed Shane to set their pace and showered him with romance in a way that he never even bothered to dream was possible for them.
Shane loves him. He knows this the way he has known it for most of his life.
Because that's the worst part of all the years they spent separated, exiled from one another by pure idiocy, Shane never stopped loving Ilya. Not really. 
He allows himself a moment to mourn the ghost of Ilya he has carried with him for years. The version of Ilya who's now grown into this Ilya. The one who only seemed to exist in hotel rooms, in the moments between, when he'd let down his guard just enough for Shane to see behind it.
While it hurts him to think of the years they lost, he can't find it in himself to resent Ilya. Even if they had tortured each other, it gave both of them time to grow, independent of each other, but somehow still moving in the same direction. Allowing them to finally meet each other without any pretense.
He's not sure he's ready to say it yet. There will always be a part of him that's scared Ilya won't be able to say it back or won't want to. But then he thinks of this frustrating and beautiful man, and the ways he's painstakingly shown up for Shane over and over again.
He leans forward, closing the small distance between them and lightly kisses Ilya's cheek, shivering at the warmth beneath his lips. He continues pressing his lips gently against Ilya's face and neck until there's movement.
"Good morning," Ilya says, his voice gravelly.
"Morning," Shane says. He stares into Ilya's hazel eyes and finds the openness is overwhelming. He closes his eyes and allows Ilya to pull him tightly into a hug while his hand starts drawing lazy circles on Shane's back.
They stay like that for a moment and Shane takes a moment to just be. To experience this moment of stillness in the morning. Neither needs to be anywhere else today. If they wanted, they could just stay in this bed and get lost in each other. The idea causes another part of him to perk up, pressed against Ilya's hip.
Shane's stomach takes that moment to wake up with a growl.
Ilya notices, and lets out a soft chuckle.
"Hungry?" Ilya asks.
"For?"
"For food, pervert."
Shane nods. He is hungry. He is no longer a high performance athlete and last night was exhausting, on top of all the other adjectives he could use to describe it.
This doesn't stop him from shifting his hips and pressing his hardening cock against Ilya.
"Hollander." Ilya's voice is soft but firm. "If you are hungry, I have to get up."
Shane's arms tighten for a moment, and he feels Ilya press a kiss to the top of his head. He loosens his hold, letting Ilya pull back slightly.
"Later," Ilya promises, his voice dropping. He presses himself into Shane for a moment as confirmation of the promise.
Part of him still fears that Ilya getting out of the bed will mean leaving Shane, as it has in the past.
But the look Ilya gives him, all unbound softness and love, settles him a little.
Ilya stands and looks back down at Shane in the bed.
"How do you feel?" Ilya asks, and Shane knows he's not currently concerned with Shane's emotions.
Shane moves around experimentally. There's a pull in muscles he doesn't often use and a distant soreness that makes his face warm, but none of it feels wrong. It feels like evidence that last night happened. That he and Ilya had finally met each other at the same place, at the same time.
"I'm sore." Shane is honest with Ilya. "But not hurt."
"Shower," Ilya tells him, leaning forward to kiss Shane again. "Nice, warm shower."
"Okay," Shane says, but his hands reach hungrily for Ilya, wanting to stay in bed and just get lost in him.
"Shane."
"Ilya."
"Get out of bed."
"Or—" Shane is prepared to negotiate. "—you could get back into bed."
Ilya swats Shane's hands away before turning and going into his own bathroom.
"Get up." He tosses the demand over his shoulder as he leaves the room.
Shane groans, but pushes himself up. He knows he'll feel better after he's cleaned himself, and that the warm water will help the soreness in his body. 
He's half tempted to follow Ilya and just shower with him. Water conservation is very important. But he knows they will get very little actually done and take far too long. He does need to eat.
Shane returns to his bedroom to get into his shower. He passes his bed, noting the rumpled and twisted blankets and sheets. He'll have to wash those and get another set on his bed.
He turns on the shower, letting the steam start filling the room before he steps in and starts cleaning himself. He can hear something just outside the door to his bathroom, and for a moment he is excited at the idea of Ilya sneaking into his shower. 
The bathroom door never opens and Shane just sighs, resigned to shower on his own.
He takes his time letting the warm water pour over him, soaking every inch. He feels relaxed in a way he's not sure he's experienced very often. He knows it's not just the shower. The calm is much deeper than that, far more complex. He allows himself the luxury of just staying under the stream of water and letting his body be steeped in this calm.
As he steps out of the shower, he's struck by the quiet domestic noises happening in his apartment. He can hear Ilya in the kitchen, moving things around while he makes breakfast. It's peaceful. They can have an easygoing Saturday where no one has to run. There's nothing awful hanging over their heads and they can just be together.
Shane steps back into his room to get dressed and notices that his bed is freshly made, with sheets that had been in the closet. They're pulled tightly at the corners, tucked in the way Shane would have done them.
Ilya must have already grabbed the soiled sheets in anticipation of Shane needing to wash them.
The domesticity of it threatens to break Shane.
He finally allows himself to imagine what their future could hold. What this might mean for them. Someone to come home to, someone to take care of stupid chores. Someone who stays. Someone to love.
Shane feels like he's floating when he walks into the kitchen, his heart fluttering stupidly at the sound of the washing machine running.
Ilya is standing in the centre of the kitchen, where he's been so many times over the summer, but it feels different now. He's got sweatpants on and they are hanging dangerously low on his hips. He hasn't bothered to put on a shirt, and his damp curls suggest he took a shower too. It must have been quick, considering he's already started a load of laundry and pulled out what looks to be a large collection of ingredients.
Shane takes his seat at the breakfast bar, mug of coffee ready for him.
The look Ilya gives him is tender. Loving. It is everything.
"Good morning, solnyshko," Ilya says, leaning over the counter to kiss Shane. "How was your shower?"
"Wet," Shane responds. "Lonely."
Ilya rolls his eyes, but the smile stays on his face.
"What are you making?" Shane asks.
"Pancakes."
"Pancakes?"
"Yes, Hollander." Ilya tries to sound exhausted by Shane. "I am making pancakes. But do not worry, they are high in protein, low in sugar, and nearly on the border of being boring."
Ilya gestures at the ingredients surrounding him. "See?"
Shane stares at the array of items. Berries, Greek yogurt, a lemon sitting next to the cutting board.
"When did you buy ricotta?" Shane knows it isn't something he keeps on hand. He knows for a fact several of these ingredients were not in his fridge.
Ilya doesn't turn to look at him. "Two days ago. I wanted to be ready."
"Ready?"
A loud groan. "Yes, Hollander. Ready. Romance? Remember? Is post-fucking breakfast. Lots of protein."
Shane laughs incredulously. "Was it that obvious I was gonna put out?"
Ilya just shrugs. "I wasn't sure, but I hoped." Any kidding or joking tone has left him. He's looking at Shane very seriously now. "And even if we didn't, I still hoped you'd let me make you breakfast."
Shane can't think of an adequate response. He thinks it's still going to take a while before he stops feeling some level of surprise every time Ilya confirms his intentions with Shane are serious this time. They still need to have the big discussions, the ones that will put words to what it is they're doing, but for the first time, Shane isn't scared of the outcome.
"Thank you."
"Is nothing." Ilya waves off Shane as if he hasn't just quietly remade the shape of Shane's life.
Shane watches Ilya in his kitchen. Every time he reaches for something, knowing exactly where it is, Shane finds it harder and harder to deny what he's feeling. Shane sips his coffee and contemplates ways he can freeze this moment and live in it forever.
His stomach flips when he remembers Ilya last night. So easily telling someone that they were on a date. 
They don't have to deny it anymore. They both know what is likely to come for them when the news breaks, and they both know they're willing to put up with it. For the other. For them.
Ilya pours batter into a pan and carefully watches each pancake as they brown. 
"I watched a video on this. Little bubbles show up when it is time to flip."
Shane smiles lovingly as Ilya announces the bubbles have arrived and is genuinely impressed to see perfectly browned pancakes once they've been flipped.
"See?" Ilya holds the pan out for Shane to inspect, clearly very proud of his work.
"I love you," Shane says. The words feel like an inevitability. They have been there for years, and finally find their moment to come out.
Ilya's expression freezes. He's still holding out the pan.
"You love me?" His voice sounds choked. 
Shane allows himself a second to panic.
—
"I love you," Shane says, his voice warm as he stares at Ilya in a terribly dangerous way. As if Ilya is worth the love. As if he's deserving of it.
"You love me?" He can't keep the shock out of his voice as he stands in front of Hollander with pancakes outstretched to show off his superior skills.
Panic briefly crosses Shane's face and Ilya realizes he hasn't exactly responded.
He quickly puts the pan back on the stove and hurries around the breakfast bar to Shane.
"It's okay if you don't—" Shane is already backtracking. "I mean, I know it's soon."
"Stop." Ilya reaches him and places a loving hand on his cheek. "I love you too. So much."
Relief, pure and devastating, takes over Shane's features and Ilya draws him in, holding him tightly against his chest.
For a moment, Ilya cannot do anything. He allows the words to sit between them, impossible and ordinary at the same time. Shane had said them first. Shane, who had started the summer with a cold indifference that had broken Ilya's heart more than if Shane had hated him. Now he stands in front of Ilya, willingly giving Ilya the most vulnerable parts of himself, and trusting that Ilya won't hurt him again.
"I love you," he repeats, intending the words to be a promise as much as a declaration.
Ilya will stay. Ilya will keep the promise for as long as Shane allows him.
The words have been hovering, always near the surface, and he'd fought them back for weeks. If he was honest, he'd fought them back for years. But he'd needed Shane to go first this time. Needed him to lead the moment the same way he'd been leading them physically. 
When he'd nearly said the words a few weeks ago, spitting them out in desperation thinking the door between them was closing, he knew he'd have to wait for Shane. He had been ready to put in the work and prove that he was deserving not even of hearing the words from Shane, but being lucky enough to say them himself.
And Shane had handed them to him over pancakes. Like it is already just a routine thing. Like he has not just given Ilya the most important gift he's ever received. 
He will work to always be worthy of the love Shane has for him. To be the person who loves Shane in the soft light of the morning, instead of the person who snuck out of the hospital.
He doesn't stop the tears when they come. It feels appropriate to not hide any of the swirl of emotions hitting him square in the chest.
Shane loves him.
"Is something burning?" Shane asks, wiping his eyes and looking worried over at the stove.
Fuck.
Ilya rushes over to the stove and pulls the pan off the heat.
"I may need to make more," he says, staring at the pan, chagrined.
"So much for your perfect pancake making skills," Shane says, smiling.
"Uh, no," Ilya disagrees. "Skills are perfect. You distracted me. Seduced me into failure."
"Oh, fuck off." Shane is laughing when he says it.
Ilya dumps the ruined pancakes into the garbage and sets about making more. It gives him a moment to appreciate the ease of it all.
They love each other and the sky hasn't fallen. They love each other and they're both still here. They love each other and have both been willing to admit it.
Ilya mixes more pancake batter.
Shane sips coffee, offering his thoughts on Ilya's technique every once in a while, but otherwise he's quiet. Thoughtful.
Ilya refills Shane's mug before it's completely empty.
Ilya reheats the pan.
Shane reminds Ilya to take his pill.
It's a morning that is painfully ordinary. Honestly, it probably mirrors mornings that people have experienced millions of times over, never once pausing and living in the silence between seconds. To Ilya it is everything.
He thinks he'll remember this morning for the rest of his life.
Eventually, Ilya slides pancakes onto two plates, taking extra care to place fresh blueberries on top of Shane's. He had already sorted through the blueberries to make sure there weren't any that were too squishy or otherwise a poor texture for Shane. He sets the maple syrup to the side.
Shane catches each of these small courtesies. Things he's told Ilya he feels burdensome for wanting, but also things Ilya derives great joy from doing for Shane.
After he's given Shane his plate, Ilya walks around to sit next to him. His blueberries are far more haphazardly dumped on his plate, with too much maple syrup drizzled over top.
"Thank you."
Ilya feels the thanks is far bigger than just breakfast.
He reaches over to squeeze Shane's hand.
"I love you," Ilya says simply. He feels it's just as good a response as any.
"I love you too."
He can't help but be exhilarated by the words each time he hears them. He's certain eventually they will become mundane. Ilya has no intention of letting any more days pass without saying or hearing them. But for now, they are still miraculous.
Shane takes his first bite and gapes at Ilya.
"This is so good," he says, shocked.
"Hollander, you wound me," Ilya says. "You think I cannot make nice post-fuck breakfast? Nonsense."
Shane laughs. Ilya wishes he could bottle the feeling that sound gives him. Keep it on hand for those darker days.
"The blueberries are perfect," Shane comments, spearing one with his fork. "Did you sort them?"
Ilya nods. "Some were awful. One touch and they squish."
Shane moves a blueberry around on his plate with his fork. He looks at Ilya's plate, likely noting the difference in care Ilya had put into each plate.
"You gave yourself the bad ones, didn't you?"
"I, fortunately, cannot have day ruined by gross blueberry." His voice has an edge of joking, but he picks up one of the less desirable blueberries with his fingers and pops it into his mouth to make a point. "I do not mind."
Shane turns back to his meal, blushing a little.
He tries not to be obvious as he watches Shane take the next bite. He feels a deep sense of accomplishment when a smile breaks out on Shane's face. There's something deeply gratifying about knowing he had planned a meal that Shane liked. He had planned carefully, accounting for Shane's need for something at least masquerading as healthy, and his particularities when it came to texture. He'd made a test batch when Shane was at work earlier in the week.
Ilya hardly tastes his own meal, far too wrapped up in watching Shane experience his own, too busy delighting in Shane's happiness.
After breakfast, Ilya tidies the kitchen while Shane goes to switch the sheets into the dryer, and Ilya lets himself enjoy the simple rhythm of it. By the time Shane returns, Ilya has refilled their mugs and claimed the couch. Shane tucks himself under Ilya's waiting arm.
"Wanna watch House Hunters?" Shane offers, already turning on the tv.
Ilya nods, nuzzling into Shane's neck. He kisses the sensitive skin there and feels intoxicated by the sound that comes out of Shane.
They make an honest attempt, watching some couple try to purchase a home in some nameless state. Shane criticizes the budget, Ilya criticizes everything else. Shane is kind enough not to point out all the articles he read about how the show is staged.
"Yes, obviously, Hollander," Ilya had said the first time Shane pointed out the problems. "But are we here for reality, or to mock silly people?"
Shane hasn't mentioned it since.
Shortly after the couple tours the second home, Shane's hand winds up on Ilya's thigh, drawing slow circles on the fabric of his sweatpants. Ilya is amazed at what that small touch can do to him.
They don't find out which house was picked.
"I'd like you to meet my parents," Shane says afterwards. They've tidied themselves up and Ilya is lying down on the couch with Shane tucked half on top of him.
"Hollander," Ilya says dryly. "Please tell me nothing we did made you think of parents."
He tries to make light, trying to hide how big this feels.
"Oh, fuck off," Shane says, reaching back to swat Ilya's arm. "I'm serious."
Ilya thinks of the severe woman who'd looked like Shane and the kind looking man who'd felt like Shane, both glimpsed over the years they spent playing against one another.
He's not scared of Shane's parents. It's not even fear that he's experiencing. It feels more akin to shock. Total surprise that Shane is willing to open this door to him. Allowing Ilya greater access to his life. Pulling Ilya out of the darkness of stolen moments, and into the centre of life, unmistakably his.
He thinks of his own mother. She would have loved Shane. He allows himself a beat to mourn that they will never meet.
"Besides," Shane continues. Ilya can see apprehension in Shane's expression. "I think it's important for my parents to meet my boyfriend."
The word blows through Ilya. He's not certain there's anything left of him in the aftermath. 
"Boyfriend?" Ilya checks. He doesn't want to have misheard.
"I mean, uh—" the same panic as before crosses Shane's face, the fear he's said too much, "—yeah, if you'd like to be?"
"We can start with boyfriend," Ilya says.
Ilya kisses the top of Shane's head.
"I would love to meet them, solnyshko," Ilya says, finally answering Shane's question.
They stay wrapped in each other on the couch. Eventually, they put on some stupid show that allows for easy distraction through the afternoon. For the first time in so many years, he feels at ease. He feels loved, and confident in that love.
"What do you want to do tomorrow?" Shane asks.
"Anything," Ilya answers honestly.
Shane nods and settles deeper into Ilya's arms, the mere suggestion of mutual plans is enough to calm him.
Outside life continues as it would on any other day, unaware of the permanent shift taking place inside this apartment. The sheets continue to warm in the dryer. The coffee cups sit abandoned on the counter. It's a Saturday just like any other.
A future finally starts to take form in front of Ilya. One he is finally ready to step into.
But for now, Ilya only tightens his arms around Shane and lets them live in this moment.
Together.
Home.
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      Chapter 33: Epilogue
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which we see what comes after "I love you."

Or

Ilya meets the in-laws, coaches alongside Shane, and spends Christmas in Canada.
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  Two Weeks Later
"You are certain," Ilya checks for the millionth time. "There is nothing else I can bring?"
The question would have punched a laugh out of his chest had Ilya not looked so painfully stressed and concerned. He is also holding a bottle of vodka more expensive than Shane's first phone, a bouquet that is far too big, a cake box from the Russian bakery, and a puzzle. The last was added after Shane mentioned his dad liked to do puzzles.
"Ilya," Shane says patiently. "You cannot carry anything else."
"You could have carried it," Ilya mutters petulantly.
Shane steps forward, reaching over the cake box in Ilya's arms so he can hold Ilya's face in both hands.
"They will love you," Shane promises. 
Ilya looks incredibly insecure. "I don't want them to hate me," Ilya mumbles, looking down and avoiding Shane's eyes.
Ilya had asked Shane, in preparation for tonight, how he'd come out to his parents. He had obviously wanted to gauge their reactions. Shane had told him, unflinchingly, how that final phone call he'd made to Ilya had been the catalyst. 
It hadn't been an easy conversation, but it had been necessary. 
"Hey." Shane tries to coax Ilya into looking at him. "I've spoken to them. I've explained. They just want to meet you."
"Okay," Ilya says. His eyes are still nervous.
—
Yuna Hollander is exactly as Ilya had expected. She is the intensity that sits behind Shane's eyes at all times. He feels her gaze immediately cut straight through him and he's distinctly aware that he won't be able to charm his way through this interaction.
David Hollander is the softening edge of his wife. The calm to her intensity. The apologetic smile after she's made a cutting observation. Ilya finds he doesn't want to charm his way through the interaction with any amount of insincerity with this man.
He suddenly feels embarrassingly overburdened with gifts.
"Oh, you really didn't have to," Yuna says, smiling. She accepts the cake box and the bouquet, while David looks equally happy to have the vodka as he is the puzzle.
The introductions are wholly unnecessary. Yuna is one of the few people to know hockey as well as Shane. 
"This is Ilya." 
Shane introduces him only using his first name, and for a second he feels like he's just someone being introduced to his boyfriend's parents. He doesn't have to be Ilya Rozanov, retired NHL Player, carrying all the baggage that comes with the title.
"It's nice to meet you, Mrs. Hollander." Ilya offers his hand to her first. He thinks she will be the tougher nut to crack.
"It's nice to meet you too," Yuna says, and Ilya discovers where Shane learned his careful tone of neutrality. She's not sold on him, likely remembering the state Ilya had left her son in so many years ago. "You can call me Yuna."
"Mr. Hollander." Ilya turns, offering his hand to Shane's dad.
"David, please. It's great to finally meet you."
David's hand is warm and the kind look he gives Ilya helps calm his nerves.
"What's for dinner?" Shane asks, casually walking past Ilya toward the kitchen.
"Yes, hello, Shane," Yuna says with an exasperated tone, but a fond smile. "Nice to see you too."
Ilya is directed to sit on the couch, and Shane settles next to him. Shane places a hand on Ilya's knee, stopping it from bouncing.
David and Yuna settle across from them on chairs.
"How have you been finding retirement, Ilya?" David breaks the silence. 
"It has been good," Ilya answers, grateful for the easy question. "A bit boring, but lately it's been a little better." He smiles at Shane at this.
David nods. He offers to get drinks for everyone, placing a glass of vodka in Ilya's unsteady hands.
They exchange small talk. They ask about Ilya's family. His answer is short and bleak, but they don't press him on it. He asks how they're filling their own retirement and is pleasantly surprised to see a spark of excitement as Yuna tells him about her most recent project, a quilt. She goes into detail explaining the pattern and techniques with the same careful intensity Shane uses when discussing hockey.
"You were married, weren't you?" Yuna asks at some point, and Ilya feels Shane tense beside him.
"Mom," Shane says quietly, a warning.
"What?" she responds. "I'm just asking."
"Yes," Ilya answers before Shane can comment again. "I was married to my good friend Svetlana. We were just friends. She helped me with citizenship. Was companionship more than anything. Shane and I went to her wedding last month."
"It was a really nice wedding," Shane interjects. "Her wife is amazing. Really sweet."
"Okay," she responds, sipping at the glass of wine David had brought her. She seems to still be dissecting Ilya, trying to determine if he's earned his way into the seat next to her son.
They have chicken parmesan for dinner, and Ilya's surprised and happy to see Shane eat a portion without a second thought.
It's delicious, and Ilya is certain to get the recipe from David. Especially if it's something Shane likes to eat.
After dinner, Ilya offers to clean the dishes. Just as he was unsurprised all those weeks ago to see Mark standing behind him the moment he was alone, he is similarly unsurprised to see Yuna.
"He was very hurt," Yuna says once he turns to look at her. He leans against the wet counter next to the sink, worried he'll fall under her intense glare.
"I know." He forces himself to maintain eye contact with her.
She needs to see that he recognizes the pain he caused, but that he's owning up to it. He isn't afraid to face his mistakes. Not if it means allowing him to take up the space next to Shane.
"Good," she says. "Then you understand what he's trusting you with."
Ilya nods.
Yuna stares at him with an intensity that makes Ilya feel as if she's seeing into the furthest depths of who he is, judging what she finds there.
She nods to herself, coming to a decision.
"Will you help me serve the…what kind of cake did you say this was?" Yuna asks. Her features have softened ever so slightly, and Ilya gets the strange sense that she's decided Shane may not be wrong to trust him.
"Medovik," he says, stepping forward to help unbox the cake. "Honey cake. Many layers. Sour cream frosting. Is not too sweet."
"What kind of tea would go well with it?" The question is an olive branch.
"Black tea," he says. "Something strong. No milk."
She nods thoughtfully. "The kettle's on the stove, would you mind starting it?"
Ilya moves to start the kettle, grateful for something to do with his hands.
 
A Month Later
Ilya isn't happy with how the first period played out. 
He mutters a few curses in Russian as he pushes his way into the locker room, where the team is waiting.
"Listen to me," he says as he enters the room. "Today is not about one person. It is not about who scores or who doesn't. Today is not about who gets their name cheered from the stands. This is not hockey."
"We are a team. Hockey is about all of you. We do not work as individual players. We work as a unit."
"You will be tired. Good. You will get frustrated. This is better. Use that. When your legs get tired, have your frustration push you on. When you fall, you get up. When your teammate falls, you help them and you get back into position."
"We do not go after puck like all other sense has left us. We hold our positions. Trust that the person next to you will have your back. Without all of us, there is none of us."
"We support each other. We communicate. We make the plays we've practiced. We protect our goalie. We show respect for the sweater."
"Now go out there and make them remember you."
There are screams, not quite the same as the ones he used to hear after his locker room speeches, but he likes these ones just as well.
"Ilya."
"Shane."
"They're Timbits," he reminds Ilya. 
"Yes," Ilya says, defensive. "I am aware they are Timbits."
"You cannot give a game seven speech to six-year-olds."
"Why not?" Ilya asks flatly. He sees nothing wrong with how he coaches.
"Because they're six."
Ilya shrugs. "So, they are six. Does not mean they are not winners."
Shane rubs the bridge of his nose. "Ilya. You're not even supposed to be coaching. You're just helping."
"Did I not help?" Ilya gestures towards the group of children who have moved onto the ice. Half of them have fallen, and the other half are, miraculously, slowly moving around the rink to warm up.
"They are ready to be warriors now."
"Six. Years. Old." Shane stresses each word. "Some are only five."
Ilya looks at him with distrust. "I'm not sure I know who you are. Shane Hollander wants to lose?"
Shane sighs loudly. "I didn't say that."
"Is what it sounds like," Ilya says, pushing past him to take his place at the bench.
The game is frustrating in a way any sport played by children is frustrating. The plays go out the window the moment the puck drops. The kids instantly turn into moths, following the puck like it's a light.
The goalie ends the game with a skate stuck in the net.
It's a mess.
Ilya loves every second of it.
After the game, Shane and Ilya are sitting with the kids waiting to be collected by their parents. Ilya has an arm around Shane's waist. It's easy. Casual. 
"Coach Ilya," Sam, one of the Timbits, calls him. "Will you be at the game next week?"
"Of course," Ilya says, with the same intensity he had brought to his pregame talk. "How else will you win? Who else will push you to greatness?"
"Ilya," Shane hisses, elbowing him.
He turns with a smile back to the child. "Coach Shane wants to remind you that it's okay to lose." He loudly whispers the next part. "But sometimes Coach Shane is wrong."
Ilya smiles widely at the small hockey player.
Sam's mom calls for her from the door. Sam scampers off, giggling at Ilya's comment, moving as fast as she can with the massive bag of gear dragging behind her.
"Thanks, coaches," her mom calls, waving at them.
They wave back. Ilya squeezes Shane's side.
They never publicly posted anything. There were a few more articles. They don't deny it when asked, but for the most part they're just happy to live their life as privately as they can.
The people in the community, their friends, Shane's family, the ones who matter, don't care.





Christmas, the same year
"I can't believe your mom had a stocking made for me." Ilya is awed at his first Christmas with the Hollanders. "And the sweater she knit for me is perfect."
"She loves you." Shane shrugs. "I'm starting to think she likes you better. She only got me socks and underwear."
"You only asked for socks and underwear," Ilya reminds him.
"That seems irrelevant." Shane laughs. 
They're at the cottage. Hockey at the rink has taken a break over Christmas, and Shane's learning to delegate more tasks to Ellie, allowing him a full week with Ilya at the cottage. Only interrupted by visiting with his parents to exchange gifts.
Ilya had gone above and beyond decorating the cottage for Christmas, excited to have a reason to really get into Christmas the Canadian way.
He got three trees after deciding one was simply not enough. He bought them matching stockings and hummed a Christmas song while he put them up. There was garland on every railing, lights interwoven through it, and a wreath on every single door. He had started building a Christmas village in the den, organizing it with a militant level of precision.
If Shane weren't totally in love with him, he might have found it annoying. Instead, all it did was endear him further. He felt a pang in his chest every time Ilya looked up from whatever silly project he was working on with nothing but joy written across his face.
Ilya's phone chimes, distracting them.
He checks his phone quickly.
"Ah, is just Natalie," Ilya says. "She has an interested buyer for my place in Boston."
Ilya is in the process of selling his home, he's planning instead to rent a small apartment in Boston while he still needs a home base in the States. He has spent the majority of their time either at Shane's apartment or at the cottage over the past few months.
"Are you sure this isn't too fast?" Shane asks, biting his lip. They'd been together officially since the end of summer, and their lives had fit in together so easily. 
He can't ignore the annoying voice in the back of his head that says they're racing toward disaster.
Ilya stares at him flatly. "Hollander. I met you twenty years ago. There is nothing fast about this."
Shane huffs out a small laugh. He has a point.
"I know," he concedes. "It's just—" He finds he can't actually think of a reason it's a bad idea.
They spent so many years wasting time. There was no reason to drag their feet now.
Immigration is going to be a headache. Ilya's still an American citizen, and can only be in Canada as a visitor for now. But Shane's prepared for whatever happens. He feels confident that no matter what they'll be side by side.
He turns back to look out towards the lake. His deck is glowing in the night. Ilya had spent hours untangling masses of lights and lining every possible surface he could.
"Do you think we did too much?" Shane laughs, looking at the extensive lighting.
"No," Ilya says, shaking his head immediately. "Not nearly enough."
"You've gotta be kidding," Shane scoffs. "This is insane. The hydro's gonna be ridiculous this month."
Ilya groans loudly. "Ughhhhh, Hollander. Why are you ruining Christmas? Lucky for you, you have very rich boyfriend. I will pay."
"It's still ridiculous."
"Nah." Ilya waves his hand. "This is nothing."
Ilya moves to stand behind Shane, fitting himself against his back perfectly, as if he were made to stand there. His hands slide around Shane's middle, tucking his face in and placing a few gentle kisses just below his ear.
They stand there. Quietly staring out over the obnoxiously lit deck and out toward the water.
"Wait until you see next year," he says between kisses. "Next year we go even bigger."
Shane pauses. "Next year?"
He hates that there's still insecurity in the way he asks it.
"Yes, Shane," Ilya says, sliding his hands to Shane's waist and turning him so they're facing each other.
His eyes are steady on Shane's. Sure.
"Next year."
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