

  Preface


  
    Totally Real Canadian Boyfriend™️

    Posted originally on the Archive of Our Own at https://archiveofourown.org/works/87060296.
  


  
    
          	Rating:

          	Teen And Up Audiences

          	Archive Warning:

          	No Archive Warnings Apply

          	Category:

          	M/M

          	Fandoms:

          	Heated Rivalry (TV), Game Changers Series - Rachel Reid

          	Relationship:

          	Shane Hollander/Ilya Rozanov

          	Characters:

          	Shane Hollander, Ilya Rozanov, Boston Bears | Boston Raiders Team Ensemble (Game Changers), Cliff Marlow | Cliff Marleau

          	Additional Tags:

          	Alternate Universe, Hockey Player Ilya Rozanov, College | University Student Shane Hollander, Long-Distance Relationship, Grindr, Texting, Group Chats, Misunderstandings, Crack Treated Seriously, Humor, Romantic Comedy, The Hockey is Squishy and Not Very Important, Oblivious Teammates, POV Ilya Rozanov, POV Outsider, Soft Ilya Rozanov, Canadian Boyfriend Trope, Fake Dating Vibes Without Fake Dating, Everyone Owes Ilya an Apology, Oops-I Accidentally Got Sap All Over My Bits, 5+1 Things


        	Language:

        	English


        	Series:

        	Part 1 of they haven't connected shit

        	Collections:

        	THE COTTAGE, Hockey Boyfriends, HollaNov fanfics I Love, No thoughts just gay hockey, The best pairings to bask in, TDH Game Changers / Heated Rivalry, Zulie's Best of Heated Rivalry, Lazer's Social Media fics, the peanut butter to my jelly, My Top Tier Hollanov Fics, Hollanov Fanfiction Archive 🏒, RainyBugs_Hollanov_Yay!

      	Stats:

      	
        Published: 2026-06-23
        Words: 17,633
        Chapters: 1/1
      

    

    








Totally Real Canadian Boyfriend™️

    by hermacology

      Summary

      Ilya Rozanov, captain of the Boston Raiders, has a boyfriend. A definitely real, suspiciously (and boringly) handsome, conveniently offline, consistently unable to meet up in real life boyfriend.

Who lives in Canada.

Unfortunately for him, absolutely no one believes him.

The more serious Ilya gets about his Totally Real Canadian Boyfriend™️, the more concerned his teammates become that someone either needs to call MTV and get him on the next episode of Catfish or that he's slowly losing his mind.

Shane Hollander is, fortunately, very real, very sarcastic, and increasingly delighted that an entire NHL locker room seems to think that he's a government psyop to distract Ilya from his game.



      Notes

        Justice for those who wanted more Ilya and a Part Two, I guess. So here's the official prequel to Pour Decisions--although they can be read in any order. You're not missing anything plotwise if you start here, but Pour Decisions was a hoot and a half, so I'd recommend going and checking it out if you haven't done so already.

FOR THE LOVE OF ALL THAT IS HOLY, PLEASE TURN ON CREATOR'S STYLE IF YOU CAN. I didn't slave over a hot HTML editor for it to be all for nothing. Texts are scrollable but I'm too tired/dumb to get that to work properly for the Grindr messages too.

Big ups to DesignatedGrape for How to Make Grindr Messages on AO3. I never would've been capable of figuring that one out on my own, and once I figured out the rough shape of this fic I knew there was only one way it could start.

EDIT 6/24: it has been brought to my attention that the photos are broken for people in the UK. I’ll try to fix it, but getting it to work properly in the first place was already a nightmare so no ETA on that.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






Totally Real Canadian Boyfriend™️

    
      1.


[image: Ilya's Grindr Profile: 2forRoughing]
[image: Shane's Grindr Profile: BluePaint24]
bluepaint24

6 kilometers away

November 15

bluepaint24: Hi

2forRoughing: oh hello pretty 😘

2forRoughing: what do I have to do to see freckles

2forRoughing: bio promises freckles at no cost but i cannot see face in photo

bluepaint24: I'll have to think about it.

bluepaint24: If I give up the freckles now, there's nothing to keep you responding to me

2forRoughing: hm okay

2forRoughing: hockey reference in profile name is crazy work

bluepaint24: And yet you still messaged me

bluepaint24: AND you're a hyprocrite, Mr. Two For Roughing

2forRoughing: well do you actually know puck or did you google 'hockey terms'

bluepaint24: I could ask you the same thing, you know.

2forRoughing: i am hockey player

2forRoughing: i google nothing

bluepaint24: I'm Canadian. I know hockey. I PLAYED hockey.

2forRoughing: okay? i still play

bluepaint24: Again, Canada. Everyone "still plays" hockey.

2forRoughing: you are very brave for someone whose profile says grad student

bluepaint24: What does that mean???

2forRoughing: means you look like you dont get enough sleep

2forRoughing: i could probably take you in fight maybe

2forRoughing: i am very big

2forRoughing: all over😏

bluepaint24: Absolutely not.

bluepaint24: I fight dirty.

2forRoughing: hot

bluepaint24: Jesus Christ.

 
 bluepaint24

8 kilometers away

March 17

2forRoughing: oh hello pretty 😘

bluepaint24: Is that just your go-to line, or...?

2forRoughing: no.

2forRoughing: but you are very pretty i feel it

bluepaint24: Okay, sure.

bluepaint24: I wasn't expecting to hear from you again, to be honest

2forRoughing: why not

bluepaint24: Well your profile says that you're looking for hookups, right?

bluepaint24: I guess I'm not opposed, but it's not really my thing I guess.

2forRoughing: ahhh

2forRoughing: i see

2forRoughing: mostly i am looking for hookups is true

2forRoughing: you are nice to talk to. i dont know

bluepaint24: Oh. Okay.

2forRoughing: okay?

bluepaint24: Yeah. I just... don't really know what to do with that.

2forRoughing: what do you want to do with it?

bluepaint24: I don't know.

bluepaint24: I haven't really been out long, and one night stands have never really been my thing.

bluepaint24: My best friend made me get this account to try to meet someone, but it hasn't really worked.

bluepaint24: That's why I'm still here I guess.

2forRoughing: this is shocking

2forRoughing: i do not even know what you look like and i find it hard to believe no one has snagged you up

bluepaint24: I'm pretty boring, according to most people.

bluepaint24: You're the first person to show back up in my DMs after a while honestly

2forRoughing: more for me then

bluepaint24: Yeah, I guess so.

 bluepaint24

200 meters away

April 21

bluepaint24: Wait, do you live in Boston?

bluepaint24: Okay, that might be a dumb question.

bluepaint24: I'm in Boston and I don't LIVE here.

bluepaint24: But are you at this game?

bluepaint24: It says you're like... on top of me

bluepaint24: Wait

bluepaint24: So when you said that you're a hockey player...

 
 bluepaint24

5 kilometers away

April 21

bluepaint24: So when you said that you're a hockey player...

April 22

2forRoughing: oh hello pretty 😘

2forRoughing: very surprised to see you here

2forRoughing: very far from montreal

bluepaint24:  I'm visiting a friend who goes to drama school here.

bluepaint24: My mom got us tickets while I'm in town.

2forRoughing: i could have given you ticket if you asked me

bluepaint24: When you said you were a hockey player, you didn't say that you were a PROFESSIONAL hockey player??

2forRoughing: oops

2forRoughing: oh well

2forRoughing: my mistake i suppose

2forRoughing: how long are you here

bluepaint24: I go home on Thursday. Why?

2forRoughing: i have much to celebrate

2forRoughing: beat the shit out of Montreal yes?

bluepaint24: How are you planning to celebrate?

2forRoughing: i can be patient

2forRoughing: maybe i start slow

2forRoughing: maybe i ask pretty canadian boy to meet me for celebratory drink

bluepaint24: I don't really drink

2forRoughing: do you eat?

bluepaint24: Yeah, I guess I do.

 
***
 
Ilya didn’t date. 
Hookups were easy enough. Hookups made sense. Hookups were easy to slot into the spaces between flights and practices and games and recovery periods. A single night—maybe two—and then everyone could move on with their lives from there. No one expected much of anything, and no one stayed long enough for things to get complicated. 
Generally, it’s how he preferred things. 
Or, at the very least, it’s what he’d always told himself that he preferred.
Bluepaint24 didn’t seem to want that. And, oddly, he had been enjoying the banter with him in Grindr—an app that he theoretically knew sometimes lent itself to actual dating, but was much more often used for a hookup here and there. 
At first, he assumed that Bluepaint24 was talking to him because he was bored. Curious, maybe. He didn’t make much of an effort to hide who he was—many users on Grindr were hiding secrets of their own. Hockey fans sometimes recognized him on the app and a few had tried to leverage that into something interesting for themselves, but the novelty usually wore off quickly once they realized that he spent far more time asleep on planes than he did actually going out partying in clubs. But the naps on planes didn’t make it onto PopSugar or TMZ, so it tracked that the public perception of him would seem that the only thing he did was take shots and dance. 
Bluepaint24 didn’t seem impressed enough by his general image to fit into that category—he wasn’t even sure if he had recognized him for sure before he’d realized that he was one of the players on the ice. Actually… now that he thought about it, he wasn’t sure if Bluepaint24 had even clocked who he was after realizing that he was a player. 
But talking to him had become weirdly addictive very quickly. He argued with him, teased him. Rolled his eyes at his ego instead of feeding into it. Any time they talked about hockey, it seemed like he genuinely understood the game instead of just the spectacle around it, which made sense if he really had been a player himself. Sometimes, he’d say things about the Raiders that made Ilya stare at his phone for a full minute afterward because he seemed to catch things that even Ilya hadn’t noticed. But he did that about all of the teams, it didn’t even seem like it was a forced attempt to draw attention to his knowledge about Ilya in particular. 
And the fact that bluepaint24 didn’t seem to be looking for anything from him was becoming increasingly apparent as he sat alone at a little table for two at a quiet Italian spot in the North End, staring at the condensation sliding down the side of his untouched water glass. 
The restaurant was small and dimly lit, all dark wood and flickering candles in old wine bottles and actual fucking table clothes. Couples filled most of the tables around him, leaning together over half eaten pizzas and probably Lady and the Tramping their fucking spaghetti. 
Ilya hated all of them just a little bit. 
For the first half hour, he’d chalked it up to traffic or just a general tardiness. But it was after the waiter had passed by again with that careful expression of someone trying not to look pitying that he’d realized that he probably wasn’t coming. 
He tried to ignore the waiter as he arrived for another drive by, glancing down at his phone for what felt like the tenth time in five minutes. Nothing. No missed messages, no explanations. Nothing at all. 
“Can I bring you another drink while you wait?”
Ilya glanced automatically toward the empty seat across from him before he forced his gaze back to the waiter. “No. Thank you.”
The waiter hesitated for just a half second too long before he nodded and drifted off toward the kitchen again.
He felt stupid. He knew that it was stupid to even feel stupid about this. He barely knew him at all. They’d exchanged messages in an app for a few months, had never met in person, and he hadn’t even seen a photo of the guy’s face yet. And here he was, sitting in a restaurant genuinely sad that he’d been stood up. 
Humiliating. 
Because somewhere in between the messages, he’d started wanting something more than just the messages. More than just little typing bubbles appearing on his phone late at night in anonymous hotel rooms. 
But Ilya did not date. 
And here he was, sitting alone in a restaurant. 
 
***
 
 bluepaint24

6 kilometers away

April 24

2forRoughing: can we talk about it or...

bluepaint24:  I'm sorry. Really, I am.

bluepaint24: I just wasn't expecting you to be Ilya Rozanov.

2forRoughing: i was not trying to be ilya rozanov 

2forRoughing: was trying to be just ilya for once

bluepaint24: I'm sorry. I got scared. 

bluepaint24: I just walked in and saw you and it was like... what the fuck am I doing. Like why do I think I have any business getting dinner with you?

2forRoughing: because i asked you??

2forRoughing: is not your job to decide if i want to get dinner with you

2forRoughing: is your job to decide if you want to get dinner with ME

bluepaint24: God, Ilya. I'm sorry. 

bluepaint24: I got anxious and got in my own head. I didn't even think about how it would make you feel for me to stand you up.

2forRoughing: it is okay

2forRoughing: is a lot to sign up for and you barely know me

bluepaint24: I think I might want to try to get to know you, if you're willing to given me another chance

2forRoughing: i said i can be patient

2forRoughing: is not something i do often but i can do

2forRoughing: how much longer are you in town? you leave today yes?

bluepaint24: Yeah, Rose is taking me to the airport soon. 

2forRoughing: then i ask you for three things

2forRoughing: what is your real name mister bluepaint24?

2forRoughing: can i see photo of you?

2forRoughing: can i text you outside of app?

bluepaint24: Shane. My name is Shane.

bluepaint24: ###-###-####

bluepaint24: [image: Screenshot 2026 05 25 at 8.03.27 PM]

2forRoughing: BARK BARK BARK

2forRoughing: and you have nerve to criticize me for calling you pretty????

2forRoughing: should be saying wow ilya you are psychic

2forRoughing: FUCK

 

contact name: Shane
 

sent: 
hi shane


received: 
Hi Ilya


received: 
I really am sorry.


received: 
Like... fuck. I'm honestly so embarrassed.


sent: 
is okay


sent: 
can you just help me understand


received: 
Yeah. Of course.


received: 
I just walked in, saw you, and immediately had like a full-blown crisis about what the hell I'm doing


received: 
Which is probably not really reassuring


sent: 
no not really


received: 
I know


received: 
I'm sorry


received: 
I know that was insanely shitty of me to do to you


received: 
Fuck


sent: 
are you okay?


received: 
no


received: 
yes?


received: 
I have no idea


sent: 
makes sense okay


received: 
You're a professional athlete. You're Ilya Fucking Rozanov


received: 
And I'm some guy you met on Grindr


sent: 
my middle name is grigoryevich


sent: 
people keep changing it on wikipedia i know


sent: 
but yes


sent: 
i am ilya rozanov


received: 
Incredibly helpful, thank you


sent: 
ofc


received: 
I just kept thinking about how this goes for you normally


sent: 
ah


received: 
I know how athletes are, Ilya


received: 
Like I know how this is going to go


sent: 
oh are YOU psychic now??


received: 
Obviously not.


received: 
But I know how this looks. And I know that sometimes I can get too intense about things too fast. I mean fuck, I liked you more than I probably should have just from messages on Grindr. I just really don't want to end up as a headline or someone else you get bored with


received: 
And I realized that if I walked in there and I sat down and ate dinner with you and I had a good time and THEN everything went badly for me, it would hurt a hell of a lot worse than it would if I just walked away now


sent: 
oh so you are chicken then


sent: 
bok bok


received: 
I am not a fucking chicken. I'm just trying to be careful


sent: 
instead of being careful maybe we can be brave?


sent: 
i want to get to know you shane


sent: 
and if that means we text for as long as it takes before we ever sit down together then thats what we do


received: 
Fuck.


received: 
Okay.


sent: 
thank you pretty


received: 
Why do you keep calling me that?


received: 
I'm not pretty!


sent: 
liar told you that



 


***
 
After the dinner disaster, he probably should have lost interest. Objectively, that’s probably what made the most sense. He was Ilya fucking Rozanov, and Shane had stood him up. 
But also, he was just Ilya. And Just Ilya was absolutely fascinated by this pretty boy with freckles and the oddest sense of humor that he’d ever encountered. 
They still hadn’t met in person. Most people would have taken the hint for what it was and moved on, and usually Ilya would have too. 
Instead, they’d started talking more. Texting Shane quickly became a structurally important part of his day, slipping in so gradually that he didn’t notice at first.
A text when he woke up for morning skate. 
Another while he sat on the training table getting his knee worked over by physios. 
Messages waiting after games, after flights, when he got back to his hotel room.  
Shane became threaded through every empty space of his days so naturally that after a while, Ilya stopped thinking about whether he expected the messages and simply started reaching for his phone automatically every time he had something that he wanted to say. 
It was a bit ridiculous. 
They still hadn’t met. 
And yet… 
It was stupid, honestly. Not even the flirting, although there was plenty of that. That part always came easily to Ilya. It was familiar enough—no one could ever accuse him of not knowing how to flirt or make people laugh and blush. 
But this was something else entirely. Shane remembered things. Little Things. Which teammates annoyed him, which reporters asked him stupid questions. Which injuries ached when it got cold outside, which games left him too wired to sleep afterward. 
And Ilya was starting to remember things back. 
Which of his professors in Montreal he hated the most, when he had exams scheduled. Which nights he stayed up late to close out the library, and which mornings he’d wake up early to run before classes. 
It started feeling incredibly domestic very quickly. 
Some nights they would talk until Ilya fell asleep with his phone still in his hand. Other nights Shane would send him photos of textbooks spread across a table in the library for Ilya to reply to in the morning with blurry shots of an empty arena. 
It felt oddly intimate, and he thought that might be part of why he craved it so much. He didn’t need to perform for once in his life. While Shane understood what he did for a living and was obviously aware that he was Ilya Fucking Rozanov, he wasn’t so blown away by Ilya’s celebrity that he lost the ability to chirp him or have a basic conversation with him. It felt a lot less like they were trying to seduce each other and a lot more like they were somehow building towards something a lot bigger. A much bigger Something that was absolutely terrifying given that Shane still lived in Montreal and Ilya had no idea what he was planning to do when he graduated. 
 

2.
The locker room was loud in the comfortable, familiar way that it always was after a big win. Music was booming from someone’s speakers loud enough that he was fairly certain he could hear his name plate rattling against his stall, half the team shouting at the top of their lungs at each other while equipment hit the floor in heavy clatters as they shed all of their layers. Someone was already replaying an ESPN slow motion replay of a blocked shot to a huddle of men who cheered every time the shot missed the goal. 
Ilya barely noticed any of it. He sat at his stall, one elbow braced on his knee as he stared down at his phone while his pulse slowly returned back to baseline. 
He was thrilled to find a text from Shane waiting for him. 
 

contact name: Shane
 

received: 
Those were two very stupid penalties to take during the third period.


sent: 
first one was bullshit


received: 
You punched Vaughn in the face directly in front of a referee


sent: 
ok but in my defense carter vaughn is very annoying you see


received: 
Incredible strategy. Could've been a shut out if you hadn't been trapped in the sin bin.


sent: 
2forRoughing in sin bin for fighting


sent: 
fork found in kitchen


sent: 
i would've been sinbin81 if someone hadnt stolen it from me


received: 
If the Admirals make it to the final round because of you I will never speak to you again.


sent: 
shane i will be so good for you i swear this


sent: 
another chance please please



 


A grin tugged at his face as he replied, absolutely thrilled that Shane had not only been watching the game, but had opinions about it. 
Across the room, Marleau narrowed his eyes, immediately clocking Ilya’s distraction from the post-game joy to focus on his phone instead. 
“Oh fuck off,” Marleau said, tossing a glove at him. “What’s that face?”
Ilya looked up slowly, blinking as he came back to his body—in the loud, reeking locker room—instead of the conversation with Shane. 
“What face, Marley? Is just my face, no?”
“That face,” Connors chimed in from nearby. “You’re making a face like you’re trying to climb through the phone and grope whoever is on the other end.”
“Okay, can we go like a single day without talking about Cap’s sex life?” one of the rookies asked, fidgeting slightly as he was forced to listen to the team interrogate their captain once again. 
“You know I’m right,” Connors said, rolling his eyes. 
Ilya rolled his eyes right back. 
“Are you meeting up with a girl tonight, Cap?”
“No, Marley. No girl. Not tonight.”
 
 

contact name: Shane
 

sent: 
team says i look lovesick


received: 
Do you?


sent: 
NO


received: 
Liar 🙂



 

 


His smile widened traitorously and he heard the ripples of it move through the locker room as his teammates kept their eyes on him. 
“Oh my god,” Marleau yelled, finger pointing directly at Ilya on the off-chance that someone had already forgotten what was going on in his stall. “There it is again!”
“Jesus Christ,” Carmichael muttered under his breath. “He’s giggling. Cap is actually fucking kicking his feet and giggling.”
“I do not giggle,” Ilya said automatically, not looking up from his phone. “Russians do not giggle.”
“You are giggling right now,” St-Simon informed him. 
“No. No. I am… smiling.”
“You are kicking your feet,” Connors added.
“I am not—” 
He looked down. Well shit. 
“Oh, he’s down bad,” Connors shouted, laughing loudly at his misfortune. 
Marleau leaned over, squinting suspiciously at his phone. “Who the fuck are you texting? Still want to claim there’s not a girl, dude?”
“No one.”
“Bullshit!” half the team cried at once. 
Ilya sighed dramatically, locking his phone and shoving it into his stall. “Is not a girl. Is boy.”
The room quieted immediately with the terrifying speed of sharks sensing blood in the water, or Boston drivers sensing an almost car-shaped gap they could shoot. 
Connors’ mouth fell open in shock. “A guy?”
“Just one singular guy?” Carmichael added. 
“Huh,” said St-Simon. “That’s new.”
Marleau looked absolutely offended. “Dude, I’m supposed to be your best friend. Since when do you willingly text the same person repeatedly if you’re not planning to go out to meet them?”
“You are all acting very strange,” Ilya said, knowing that they were perhaps a bit justified in their surprise. 
“You never stick around to talk to people like this. You once left a guy in Chicago asleep in your hotel room.”
“I left him water,” Ilya mumbled as if that helped his case at all. 
“That makes it worse dude, you get that, right?”
Marleau tossed a roll of tape at Ilya’s chest, snagging his attention. “Okay, seriously. Enough bullshit. Who is he?”
Ilya shrugged one shoulder. “His name is Shane.”
“Shane,” Connors repeated slowly. “That is the whitest name I’ve ever heard.”
“He is Asian. And Canadian. So his white part is the whitest that white people can be, I think.”
There was a moment of silence as the team took that in before Carmichael barked out a laugh so loudly that it echoed in the room. 
“Oh my fucking god, dude.”
“No!” Connors yelled, doubling over with the force of his laughter. 
Marleau dragged his hands down his face, looking absolutely exhausted. “Absolutely not. You’re not doing this.”
Ilya felt his brows knot together. Nothing that he’d said should have resulted in a reaction like this.
“You have a Canadian boyfriend?” Connors wheezed, clutching at his knees in a way that felt at least twenty percent more dramatic than the situation called for. 
“He is not my boyfriend. Yet.”
“Sure,” St-Simon said with faux solemnity. “Your Canadian not-boyfriend.”
Carmichael was still laughing. “Does he also go to another school? That’s why none of us know him?”
“He is student in Montreal, yes. How did you know?”
The laughter got louder. 
“I do not know what this means,” Ilya admitted, still confused about what was going on around him. 
“It means he’s fake, dude.”
Ilya stared at Marleau flatly. “Why would I invent Canadian man? I could have invented something much more exotic.”
“Because you’re lonely?” Connors offered, wiping tears off his face. 
“I am not lonely.”
“Okay, Cap. You’re talking to Shane from Montreal.”
“He is not from Montreal,” Ilya corrected automatically. “He is from Ottawa. He is just student in Montreal.”
“Oh my god,” St-Simon said, pointing at him dramatically. “Shane from Montreal by way of Ottawa has lore.”
“He’s getting defensive,” Carmichael whispered, nudging Marleau with his shoulder. 
“I am not getting defense,” Ilya snapped. Why were they all making this into some sort of giant joke?
“Okay,” Marleau said, leaning forward with his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Okay. Prove that he’s real.”
Ilya blinked once, not sure what they were hoping that would prove. “What?”
“Photo,” Marleau repeated. “C’mon then. Let’s see this mystery Canadian boyfriend.”
“He is not my boyfriend,” Ilya repeated, even as he unlocked his phone and started scrolling through the photos he’d received from Shane before turning the phone outward for them to inspect once he’d found one. 
The photo of Shane was one of his favorites—one of the rare ones he’d sent that actually showed his face. Shane still remained oddly self-conscious sometimes about the whole Ilya Fucking Rozanov of it all, which just meant that Ilya had a good excuse to shower him with praise and compliments every time that he did send one. 
The photo showed Shane sitting cross legged on the floor of what looked like a library, freckles scattered across his nose and cheeks under the frame of a pair of glasses, his smile wide as he grinned up at the person taking the photo. One sleeve of his university hoodie had ridden up his forearm, and Ilya had had thoughts about the strength that the tone of his arm implied. 
The team stared for a long moment before they seemed to step away in unison. 
“…  Fuck off,” Carmichael said finally.
“What?”
“That guy is not real.”
“Yes he is,” Ilya insisted. “He sent me that photo. Friend took it in library at school.”
“Exactly,” Connors said. “That is a stock photo of a grad student.”
“Is not a stock photo,” Ilya insisted, scrolling for other photos. Unfortunately, many of the other photos had worse lighting, or were taken to show off his muscular torso instead of his face, or were photo after photo of the library or his breakfast.
“Oh my god,” St-Simon choked out when Ilya didn’t immediately offer another photo. “This is the fakest man alive.”
“No he is not,” Ilya said. “He’s been to one of our games.”
“Did you meet up with him after?” Marleau asked, looking down at him in concern. 
“I—No. I waited at restaurant for him but he got nervous when he saw me and left. We have been talking since then.”
“Oh my god,” Marleau wheezed out, leaning against his stall. “You’re getting catfished.”
 
 
 

contact name: Shane
 

received: 
You vanished


received: 
Did you get arrested for assaulting Carter Vaughn on live television?


sent: 
locker room intervention


received: 
Oh no 😬


received: 
Required anger management courses?


sent: 
no


sent: 
team thinks you are fake


received: 
That's devastating


received: 
I'll have you know that I wished really, really hard to be a real boy


sent: 
they think you are stock photo of student


received: 
Honestly that's sort of fair


sent: 
NO


received: 
I look like someone drew a student from memory


received: 
I look like I run on three hours of sleep and ask people what the last book they read was


sent: 
you did ask me that


received: 
Exactly


received: 
I look like I was designed in a lab, Ilya. Generative AI couldn't make a better picture of "diverse looking Canadian student" if it used all the water in the world


sent: 
marley says i am getting catfished


received: 
Okay wait. That's actually really sad


sent: 
team is very concerned shane


received: 
To be fair, this whole thing does sound kind of insane from the outside


sent: 
you are real?


received: 
As far as I know, yes.


sent: 
they found it very funny that i have "canadian boyfriend"


sent: 
i do not know what was so funny


received: 
OH MY GOD


received: 
I can't breathe, that's so funny


sent: 
everyone is laughing and no one explains it to me


received: 
Okay.


received: 
So there's a stereotype where an American teenager lies about having a girlfriend by saying she lives in Canada? because that explains why no one can ever meet her


sent: 
shane that is so stupid


received: 
And unfortunately, here we are.


sent: 
you are not my girlfriend


received: 
I'd certainly hope not.


sent: 
not technically boyfriend yet either


received: 
Yet?


sent: 
yes


received: 
Wow. Very threatening.


sent: 
i am very serious man shane


received: 
Would you feel better if I facetime you when I get home from the library? I got a bit behind in what I wanted to do tonight since I had your game playing on my phone the whole time.


sent: 
facetime???


sent: 
yes please


sent: 
please please please


sent: 
with glasses?


sent: 
good lighting so i can see freckles?


sent: 
shane please


sent: 
i beg of you


sent: 
i beg


received: 
Good god, have some self respect. Yes, you absolute loon. I'll wear my glasses.


sent: 
nothing else maybe?


received: 
Okay, that's pushing it.



 

 


 
By the time that Ilya finished telling Shane about the catfishing allegations, most of the rest of team had finally returned from the showers. 
Connors was still laughing intermittently every time he looked at Ilya, and Carmichael was explaining the Canadian Girlfriend trope to every rookie within earshot, even though with each explanation it somehow got more and more insulting toward Ilya specifically. 
Marleau still looked genuinely worried for him. 
“You cannot seriously think I am getting catfished,” Ilya muttered, finally yanking his sweaty jersey over his head. 
“You waited alone in a restaurant for a man you’ve never met who conveniently said that he got scared the second he saw you. How do you know he was even in town?”
“Grindr shows distance away,” he said, stripping off his pants. “He was in arena.”
“Can’t you spoof that stuff? Like a VPN or whatever?”
“He said he had anxiety Marley. I believe him.”
“Oh my god,” Connors barked, still laughing nearby. “You’re defending him.”
“Of course I am defending him,” Ilya snapped. “There is nothing to defend him against.”
“You literally don’t know if this guy is who he says he is,” Carmichael said. 
“I know exactly who he is.”
“Cap,” Connors said carefully, finally no longer laughing. “You have never met this man in real life. Have you guys at least talked on the phone? Facetimed?”
“Ah, no,” Ilya admitted. “We text a lot. But tonight we’re facetiming. He just said so.”
Marleau just stared at him, clearly still skeptical. 
“Okay, fine. Then I want you to screenshot. Take one screenshot and send it to the group chat with both your faces visible on the screen. Then we’ll admit that you aren’t being catfished.”
“Okay,” Ilya said. “Yes. I do this. Then you will see—Shane is not catfish. He is real Canadian boy.”
 
***
3.
 

contact name: Shane
 

note: 
8:07 PM



sent: 
are you still at library


sent: 
shane?


note: 
10:42 PM



received: 
Holy SHIT you would not believe the night I've had


received: 
I am so sorry


received: 
Are you still awake?


sent: 
yes


sent: 
what happened


received: 
Some asshole slammed into me when I was leaving the library


received: 
I dropped my phone down the front steps of the library


received: 
Smashed my phone into absolute fucking pieces


received: 
And I don't have enough money in my stipend for this semester to buy another fucking phone


sent: 
how are you messaging me without phone


sent: 
blue ovals means iphone yes?


received: 
iMessage on my laptop


received: 
Luckily I won't be completely out of reach, but I won't be able to replace my phone until I start work over the summer unless my mom takes pity on me and buys me a new one


sent: 
can you do facetime on laptop?


sent: 
i wanted to see you tonight


received: 
No, I can't. This is my mom's old computer. It's barely good enough to run Word at this point and the webcam has been busted since Harper was PM


sent: 
oh


received: 
I know. I'm sorry.


received: 
I could probably borrow a friend's phone tomorrow?


sent: 
i want to say yes


sent: 
but i also don't want my cell phone number floating around montreal


received: 
I didn't even think about that


received: 
Fuck


sent: 
is okay


sent: 
i believe you


received: 
I wouldn't blame you if you didn't


received: 
I mean it IS suspicious


sent: 
have you ever lied to me


received: 
I don't think so??


sent: 
then i am not worried


sent: 
can i send you something to make up for your bad day


received: 
Like a photo?


sent: 
no


sent: 
but you can have that also


sent: 
[image: https://i.imgur.com/ETFWT27.jpeg]



sent: 
what is address


received: 
XXXX Bd de l'Acadie Montréal, QC H3N 2W2, Canada


received: 
Are you sending DoorDash or something?


sent: 
or something yes


sent: 
[image: https://i.imgur.com/9fqKcRZ.jpeg]



sent: 
[image: https://i.imgur.com/hh44kCE.png]



received: 
ILYA


received: 
You can't just DO that


sent: 
shane


sent: 
i am literal millionaire


sent: 
i promise that i can


received: 
You barely know me


sent: 
but i want to know you


sent: 
is point, yes?


received: 
I can't ask you to do that


sent: 
is funny


sent: 
i do not see where you ask


received: 
ILYA


sent: 
is me yes


sent: 
look


sent: 
phone is broken and you cannot afford new phone


sent: 
i do not want to talk to you only when you have laptop


sent: 
laptop is broken and is barely good enough for school


sent: 
no facetime


sent: 
i want to see you and talk to you and have you pass boring canadian college classes


received: 
It's university, not college


sent: 
is not the point


received: 
I don't want you to think that I'm only talking to you because I want you to buy me things


sent: 
seems very clear that you do not want me to buy you things


sent: 
too bad


sent: 
feels good


sent: 
idk might do something crazy


received: 
DO NOT


sent: 
mmmm will see



 

 


***
 
By the time Ilya arrived at the arena the next morning, he was already irritated. Partly because Shane had been pulling an all-nighter to finish a paper and he’d attempted to stay up with him to keep talking, but mostly because he realized that the universe itself was conspiring against him to make Shane look fake. 
He should have known the second that he stepped into the locker room that he was fucked. 
Connors looked up immediately from where he was jumping into his pants when Ilya shouldered the door to the locker room open. 
“There he is! Good morning, Cap!”
“Here we go,” Carmichael muttered, already grinning. 
Marleau was reaching out, hands grabbing for Ilya’s phone before the door had even closed behind him. “Screenshot. Now.”
Ilya stopped short, his bag hanging off one shoulder. “…Good morning?”
“Nah uh,” Connors said firmly. “No distractions out of you. Did your Totally Real Canadian Boyfriend answer the FaceTime or not?”
Several heads immediately turned toward him from around the room. Ilya sighed heavily through his nose and started stripping off layers. 
“We did not FaceTime last night, no.”
The room exploded with noise, and Ilya desperately wished that he’d been able to get a few more hours of sleep. He wasn’t rested enough to deal with this. 
Connors was doubled over against a stall laughing, and Carmichael was slapping a bench hard enough that a roll of tape bounced onto the floor and rolled off into the abyss of the room. Marleau, meanwhile, looked genuinely pained. 
“Buddy…”
“It was not his fault,” Ilya immediately snapped. 
“Sure thing, Cap,” St-Simons said. “What very real-person emergency did he suffer?”
“His phone broke,” Ilya said quietly. 
“Cap…”
Marleau looked up at the ceiling like he was asking God for strength. 
“No, listen—” Ilya continued. “Someone hit him outside library and he dropped it down stairs on his way home to FaceTime me.”
Connors stared at him blankly for a moment. “He dropped his phone?”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Is not so hard to believe. People drop phones. Happens all the time.”
“And that’s why you couldn’t FaceTime? Because he broke his phone right before you were supposed to video call?”
“Yes!”
“And let me guess,” Carmichael added. “The webcam on his laptop is broken too?”
Ilya narrowed his eyes suspiciously at Carmichael. “How did you know that part. I did not tell you that.”
Marleau covered his face with his hands, apparently having given up on God’s intervention. “Jesus Christ.”
“Cap,” St-Simon wheezed. “You are talking to a forty-seven year old man named Craig.”
“His name is Shane, not Craig. He is twenty-four. Is student.”
“What’s he study, Cap?” Connors asked, eyebrows furrowed. 
“Sports psychology. Why?”
“Now wait a damn minute…”
“Cap,” Carmichael said very slowly, like he wanted to make sure that Ilya understood every word out of his mouth. “This dude studies athlete psychology and somehow convinced you that he’s a broke grad student with no phone and a tragic backstory. He just gave you the perfect excuse for why you’ll never be able to talk to each other in any way except for text.”
“Not true,” Ilya said. “Is temporary.”
“Let me guess,” Connors jumped in. “He’s already ordered a new phone and it’s on the way.”
“Ah, no,” Ilya said, reaching for his skates. “Not quite”
“Cap…”
“Please tell me he didn’t ask you to buy him a new phone.”
“No, no,” Ilya said. He could practically taste his teammate’s relief in the air. “He didn’t want me to but I did it anyway. Computer, too. For school. He was very annoyed—was very cute.”
“Reverse psychology,” Carmichael said, nodding like that somehow explained everything. “It’s textbook.”
“What is this?”
Connors stared at him with dawning horror before turning to the rest of the room. “Guys—guys! He’s hunting our captain for sport.”
“Cap,” Marleau said. “Ilya. This man studies psychology.”
“Yes, yes. I have said this.”
“And now you’ve bought him thousands of dollars worth of electronics.”
“Yes…” Ilya said like it was obvious. “His old ones were all broken. Semester is ending soon—very inconvenient timing for him.”
“You don’t see how this looks?”
Ilya crossed his arms, annoyed with his team. “It looks like I want him to succeed in his studies. And like I want to talk to him. Win-win for Ilya Rozanov.”
Every one of his teammates made almost the exact same exhausted expression. 
“Oh my fucking god. He’s in love with the fake Canadian.”
“I am not in love,” Ilya said, tying the final knot in his laces.
“Yet?” St-Simon offered very unhelpfully.
Ilya ignored them completely, yanking his phone from his stall instead, irritation burning hot beneath his skin. They were all being absolutely ridiculous. Shane had explicitly not wanted him buying him stuff. He’d been very clear about that. 
“Get on the ice. I will be there soon.”
 

contact name: Shane
 

sent: 
team thinks you have manipulated me into buying phone and laptop


received: 
...


received: 
What.


sent: 
says because you study sports psychology you have used 'reverse psychology' on me


received: 
Oh my fucking god.


received: 
I literally told you that you shouldn't have bought them.


received: 
But I mean I guess I get it?


received: 
I mean you don't KNOW me


sent: 
you literally said no ilya don't do it


sent: 
they think you are fake still and they think I am dumb


received: 
You're not dumb.


received: 
I can return them when they arrive if you want.


sent: 
what


sent: 
no


sent: 
i bought them for you


received: 
I mean it


received: 
It already feels a little weird to accept them in the first place


received: 
I don't want you or your friends thinking I'm only talking to you because I want you to buy me expensive things


sent: 
they are stupid


sent: 
i do not care what they think


sent: 
only your opinion should matter yes?


sent: 
and mine.


received: 
They're your friends, Ilya


sent: 
and they are WRONG



 


***
 
 

contact name: Cool Raiders (NO CAP)
 

received: 
sent by: concon
so we all agree cap is being hunted like a dog


received: 
sent by: carmie
honestly I sort of feel bad for him


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
like at what point do we need to contact the police


sent: 
sent by: marley
THANK YOU


received: 
sent by: concon
he bought the Canadian Boyfriend a phone


received: 
I can't even get him to buy me a beer


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
AND A LAPTOP


received: 
sent by: carmie
that's the detail that changed the game for me


received: 
sent by: concon
so let's review:


received: 
attractive in a squeaky clean sort of way


received: 
long distance


received: 
evasive about meeting up


received: 
broken phone


received: 
broken webcam


sent: 
sent by: marley
broke in general, apparently


received: 
sent by: concon
"oh no ilya I don't want you buying me things 🥺"


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
so like KGB level manipulation


sent: 
sent by: marley
I genuinely don't think cap understands how much money normal people think a laptop costs


sent: 
like if this guy just sells those things, that's like a month of rent


received: 
sent by: carmie
right. like to cap that's just like buying lunch


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
which makes him like the perfect target for a scammer


sent: 
this is actually serious


sent: 
this could actually get ugly if this dude realizes that he could absolutely take cap to the cleaners with this


received: 
sent by: concon
do we think Shane is even his real name


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
no. of course not. Shane is fake as hell


received: 
sent by: carmie
like a hallmark movie white boy


sent: 
sent by: marley
or the token wasian in a hallmark movie so they can say they had diverse casting apparently


received: 
sent by: concon
assigned asian by the hallmark channel


sent: 
sent by: marley
he has NEVER done anything like this for a hookup before


received: 
sent by: carmie
not even a hookup.


received: 
THEY HAVE NOT MET, MIGHT I REMIND YOU


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
do we intervene


received: 
sent by: concon
what does an intervention for this even look like


sent: 
sent by: marley
"hey cap, we think your Canadian situationship might be an elaborate social engineering attack"


received: 
sent by: concon
SPORTS engineering attack


received: 
sent by: carmie
could it be a metro launching an elaborate prank


sent: 
sent by: marley
who on that team is smart enough to do that? gagnon? comeau? bsffr


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
what if the guy IS real and we're bullying cap's long distance boyfriend for no reason


received: 
sent by: concon
then why hasn't he facetimed


received: 
sent by: carmie
yeah the "phone" "broke" yesterday.


received: 
they could've FaceTimed by now for sure


sent: 
sent by: marley
I just don't want him gettinghhurt


received: 
sent by: concon
same


received: 
sent by: carmie
same


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
same


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
like imagine if this guy is real and cap kills us


sent: 
sent by: marley
at this point if he's real I'll personally buy him dinner


received: 
sent by: concon
you know what's scary


received: 
if he's real, he definitely knows all about us already


received: 
sent by: carmie
sick. love the possibility that some Canadian grad student already knows I pulled my groin trying to jump a parking meter last month


sent: 
sent by: marley
well if he's not real, then Craig from Cincinnati knows about it too


received: 
sent by: carmie
FUCK



 



 


4. 
The first time they actually spoke on the phone was an accident—or at least that was how Ilya would choose to remember it later. 
In reality, he had been staring at Shane’s texts on his screen for nearly five minutes before he pressed the call button. 
The Raiders had played Toronto that evening and lost in overtime, which meant Ilya was alone in a hotel room with a bit of adrenaline and regret still buzzing unpleasantly through his veins while his team tried to drown their sorrows at the bar or in someone they found there. 
Normally, he would’ve gone with them. But all he could think about after he shucked his sweaty gear was the absolute barrage of texts that had been waiting for him when he unlocked his phone—a series of rants about dirty calls and blind refs and a stolen goal. It had made his stomach swoop and made the loss feel a bit more tolerable. 
So instead of sticking with his team, he found himself sprawled out on the hotel bed—just a little too big to be in alone—with room service balanced precariously on his stomach while he stared at his phone instead of the cooling French fries. 
They were squabbling over his knee—Shane had noticed that he was slightly favoring his left over his right, which was something he was trying to hide from the team doctors until the playoffs were over. He had a slight overuse injury in his right knee, which led to him leaning on his left, which would make it ache and cause him to favor the right again, which would aggravate the injury. Rinse and repeat. 
And Shane had noticed it before anyone else. 
The PDFs that Shane had sent him for gentle stretches and mobility exercises had been favorited and saved on his phone and his iPad, and he was grateful that there was someone in the world who cared this much. 
He stared at the message for just a moment before his finger tapped the call button. He immediately regretted it and considered hanging up, but then the ringing stopped. 
“Ilya?”
The voice on the other end of the phone was softer than he’d expected—both in tone and volume. He hadn’t really given much thought to what Shane would sound like, and had certainly never imagined that the first word he’d ever hear him say would be his own name, but he found that the sound of his voice was his new favorite thing about him. 
“Hello? Did you mean to call?”
“Hi, Shane. Yes, sorry. I just… wow.”
Shane let out a quiet laugh, and Ilya could hear him shuffling around a bit. “Texting not doing it anymore? You should be lucky I’m in a private room—normally I would never answer the phone in the library.”
“Mmm,” Ilya hummed. “Still keeping up the scam? Pretending to be in library at… one o’clock in the morning?”
“Unfortunately,” Shane sighed. “I have a paper due Friday and I don’t feel like it’s quite ready. I’ll be leaving soon, though. They lock up at three.”
“You should get some sleep, probably.”
Shane sighed again, and Ilya could hear a soft sound that was likely him scrubbing his hands over his face. “Yeah, I know. I just… this professor is such a hardass, and I feel like I get nowhere with her no matter how many times I go to her office hours or stay late. Like, don’t get me wrong—she’s absolutely brilliant and completely right to run us ragged.”
“Oh?” Ilya asked, reaching for a French fry and just being happy to hear Shane talk.
“Yes. Oh my god, I’ve learned more from her this semester than I did in my entire undergrad, I swear. But disappointing her feels like kicking a puppy, and I know there’s something missing from this paper—I just can’t figure out what it is.”
“You are too hard on yourself, maybe. I am sure it is perfect.”
“That’s because you’re not in academia,” Shane scoffed. “Being terrified that your research is somehow critically deficient is part and parcel of the whole process. You get punched professionally—it’s a different skill set.”
Their conversation drifted after that. Not to anywhere important, and not a sort of clumsy getting to know you, but a direct continuation of all the conversations they’d already had. From professors to hockey, from hockey to travel. From travel to the truly baffling fact that Shane willingly drank coffee out of a vending machine in the basement of the library just because it was available twenty-four hours out of the day. 
Somewhere around two, Shane started reading sections of his paper out loud in a very dramatically serious voice. Somewhere around two-thirty, Ilya started grading him on incredibly arbitrary merits. 
By three, as Shane was walking back to his apartment, he was lying flat on his back staring at the ceiling while Shane complained about statistics. 
“Like, why does every sports psych professor think we all secretly want to become statisticians?”
“I… do not know what statistician is.”
“That’s because you’re pretty,” Shane said. “You don’t need to know.”
Ilya laughed down the line, grinning when he heard Shane chuckle in response. “So what is your excuse then? You are much prettier than I am.”
Ilya smiled into the empty room at the sound of Shane’s laughter. Neither of them acknowledged how long they stayed on the phone, just like they didn’t acknowledge that the conversation had lasted nearly three hours. 
Just like they didn’t acknowledge that neither wanted to be the one to hang up first. 
“I should go,” Shane said eventually, the exhaustion thick in his voice.
“Yes,” Ilya said quietly. “You probably should.”
There was a silence on the line, and neither of them made a move to hang up. 
“Ilya?”
“Hmm?”
“Good luck Thursday. Or… tomorrow, I guess.”
A ridiculous amount of warmth settled low in his chest, and he didn’t dare admit how much that quiet little good luck meant to him. 
“Thank you.”
“Night, Ilya.”
“Goodnight, pretty.”
“Jesus Christ,” Shane whispered just before the line disconnected. 
Ilya stared at the ceiling for another minute before he set the phone down beside him. Then he rolled over to reach for it again immediately. Just to make sure Shane had actually hung up. 
It was ridiculous. 
He was ridiculous. 
He slept better than he had in weeks.
They beat Toronto. 
 
***
 
His next argument with the team about Shane happened entirely because his friend Rose had a mean sense of humor—or maybe because Shane did.
The distinction was becoming harder and harder to make out the more stories he heard about the two of them together.
Practice wasn’t scheduled for another half hour, which meant that the locker room was only partially occupied. A few guys were already dressed and yammering on about something he couldn’t make out. Others were wandering in carrying coffee or breakfast sandwiches.
Ilya sat in front of his stall re-taping the blade of his stick.
When his phone buzzed, his attention immediately shifted as he thumbed open the message.
 
 

contact name: Shane
 

received: 
Rose wanted me to send you some proof of life


received: 
You know, since she managed to convince me to actually leave the library for once


received: 
Lucky for you that she's already back in town or who knows when I'd be outside during daylight again


received: 
[image: https://i.imgur.com/uwTkfGa.jpeg]



received: 
Personally I think she's being a little bit dramatic though



 


 
For a second, Ilya simply stared dumbly at the photo on his phone before he laughed. Unfortunately for him, it was his real laugh, and it immediately caught the attention of several of his teammates standing nearby.
The photo showed Shane on a park bench, likely somewhere in Montreal. Between his fingers was a hockey card—one of the ones that would’ve had a stick of chalky gum with it if he’d been ten years older.
But not just any card—one of his cards. And Shane was very clearly kissing it. Very clearly. His eyes were closed, his lips dramatically puckered.
It was perfect, and Ilya immediately saved it and considered changing both his lock screen and his home screen to show it.
Once it was saved, he allowed himself to zoom in. Mostly because Shane looked good in the photo—all black clothes and his dark hair falling into his face—but the kissing was nice too.
 

contact name: Shane
 

sent: 
oh my fucking god


received: 
That bad?


sent: 
NO


sent: 
never


sent: 
is perfect


received: 
Rose says thank you


sent: 
okay?


sent: 
was not a compliment for rose


received: 
Hey! She takes her work very seriously


sent: 
not seriously enough


sent: 
if she did she would quit school to follow you around with camera all day


sent: 
is this good enough evidence do you think


received: 
???


received: 
Evidence of what?


sent: 
that you are real boy


received: 
ILYA


received: 
Oh my god. PLEASE do not show them this photo. It's humiliating!


sent: 
how? why?


sent: 
you look so good? so pretty?


received: 
I am KISSING a HOCKEY CARD


sent: 
no no no


sent: 
you are kissing MY hockey card


sent: 
is different


received: 
Ilya please. I look insane


sent: 
you are insane


sent: 
kissing hockey card instead of real me


sent: 
is a pity


received: 
That is really not helping your case



 


 
Ilya barked out a laugh again, and Connors immediately took a step in his direction. Shit.
 
 
 

contact name: Shane
 

received: 
I am BRIGHT red


received: 
Rose is absolutely cackling at the thought of you showing them this


received: 
I think I'm having a panic attack


sent: 
so dramatic


sent: 
you are fine


sent: 
tell rose i love her work


received: 
No???


sent: 
ah


sent: 
i see


sent: 
coward. chicken.


sent: 
bok bok


received: 
???


received: 
Excuse me for not wanting the entire roster of the Raiders to see this?


sent: 
noooo


sent: 
is very cute


sent: 
you carry around little picture of me? in wallet maybe? pop me in your pocket like polly?


received: 
Fuck.


received: 
Yes. Okay? Yes. I've been carrying around one of your hockey cards since we exchanged phone numbers.


sent: 
if you had one i would carry it too


received: 
...oh.


sent: 
shane


sent: 
no one has ever done something like this for me before


sent: 
maybe is a little bit silly yes


sent: 
but i want to show people the pretty canadian boy who likes me enough to carry around my silly little card



 


 
 
He didn't see what Shane said next, because suddenly Connors was there, looming over him and blocking out the fluorescents, and Marleau and St-Simon weren’t far behind him.
“You’ve got the Shane face,” Connors said, poking him in the cheek as he settled down beside him.
“I do not have Shane face.”
“You absolutely do,” Marleau muttered, watching him carefully.
“No.”
“Yes.”
Several heads turned. Like sharks scenting his blood in the water, the lot of them. Or… like hockey players scenting a source of potential embarrassment.
Same thing, really.
“So what did Craig send this time?”
“He is not fake, Marly. His name is Shane.”
“Sure thing, Cap,” Marleau said, crossing his arms over his chest in clear disbelief.
Ilya looked down at the photo. Then back up at the team. Then… back down at the photo. A slow smile spread across his face. For once, he possessed irrefutable evidence that Shane wasn’t a scammer or a catfish.
“Fine,” Ilya said.
Connors brightened, and within thirty seconds half of the locker room had somehow clustered around his stall. Ilya held his phone out to them, waiting for one of them to take it.
“Evidence.”
“Of?” St-Simon asked, an eyebrow lifting.
“Shane.”
“Here we go,” Marleau muttered, but he took a step closer, regardless.
Connors took the phone first. He was silent, but his eyebrows flicked up before he handed the phone directed to St-Simon without saying a word. St-Simon looked too—blinking slowly—before he passed it to Marleau.
“… Dude. No.”
“What?” Ilya asked, frowning.
“No.”
“What do you mean no? I hear you, but you keep saying nothing.”
Marleau flipped the phone around, and the photo hadn’t changed. Shane. Bench. Hockey card. Kiss. Proof. Beautiful, obvious proof.
“Yes. Is Shane. What do you mean by no?”
Connors jabbed a finger at the screen, clumsily zooming in closer.
“The card, Cap.”
“…Yes…?”
“The card.”
“Yes, Connors,” Ilya snapped. “The card. Yes. Is me. My card. Me on the card.”
“Cap. The card.”
“Connors. If you keep saying card eventually I will hit you. What about card?”
“It… looks photoshopped?”
The room immediately exploded into noise around them.
“Oh my God!”
“So right, dude, you are so right.”
“Yes, absolutely yes.”
“There it is.”
Ilya stared at Connors, not having any idea what he was talking about.
“What?”
Carmichael snatched the phone away and immediately groaned. “Buddy. That card was edited in.”
Ilya looked from face to face, taking in every one of the teammates clustered around him. Every single one of them looked serious. Every last one.
“You think someone edited my hockey card into this photograph?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
There was a silence where no one spoke up, either because none of them had the answer or because he was the only one who didn’t.
“Cap, the perspective is weird. The shadows are weird. The angle is weird.”
“No…” Ilya said slowly, standing up to look at the phone upside down in Carmichael’s hand. “All looks normal. I have that card. You’ve all seen that photo. That is the card.”
Carmichael zoomed in again, looking at the image carefully.
“I think there was originally something else there. Like a coffee cup, maybe?”
“Why would someone replace coffee cup with hockey card?” Ilya asked, frustrated that they seemed willing to find every answer to this nonexistent question besides the correct one.
No one answered him. Marleau floated up next to him, still staring carefully. The longer he looked, the worse his expression became.
“Cap… who took this?”
“Rose,” Ilya said, shrugging.
“Who is Rose?” Marleau asked, eyes still locked on the photo on the screen.
“She is his friend. Drama major. Well, Drama major with a minor in photography, he says.”
The room erupted again, luckily this time a dull murmur instead of an absolute wave of noise.
“Cap,” St-Simon said. “If Rose is a real person, and she is really a photography student, she would know how to edit photos.”
“Yes,” Ilya said slowly. “Is very convenient. Color correct, balance light levels. He has told me all of this.”
“Jesus fucking Christ, I can’t with you, dude.”
Briefly, Ilya considered murder.
Then he remembered that they were in the middle of a cup run and getting ready to play Vancouver in their own barn.
Ilya changed his thoughts to planning to murder instead.
Across the room, one of the rookies spoke up. “If he’s fake, this is honestly sort of impressive.”
“Thank you,” Carmichael said, handing Ilya his phone back.
“Like… the production levels are crazy.”
“Thank you!”
Marleau was still looking at Ilya with a truly, deeply concerned look that was somehow worse than all the jokes.
“Ilya…”
“What.” he snapped, unable to tolerate much more of this when he had just been so excited to show them that Shane had started carrying his card around.
“You understand why we’re worried, right, man?”
“No,” Ilya said. “I really do not. He is real. We have talked.”
“On FaceTime?” Marleau shot back almost immediately.
“No, it was late. We were on the phone in Vancouver, we talked while he was studying.”
“Anyone can be anyone on a phone call. You don’t know this guy, man. ”
“Yes,” he said softly, his voice quiet when the weight of that accusation hit him. He did feel like he knew Shane—as well as he could for someone he’d never met in person. But they’d been talking almost nonstop since that failed date in Boston. Good morning and good night texts, conversations about school and hockey, about childhoods and future plans. “I do know him.”
“No, you really don’t,” Marleau said, just as softly.
“He is real,” Ilya said, sighing heavily and locking his phone, tossing it into his stall.
“Okay.”
“He is,” he repeated firmly.
“Okay.”
“He has my hockey card, and he wanted me to know that.”
Ilya hated every single one of them at least a little bit in that moment. Like, sure, he could vaguely understand why they were concerned. But he was extremely frustrated that they all seemed to view him as some sort of naïve child who could be lied to and scammed and conned out of his senses.
Why couldn’t any of them be happy for him?
His phone buzzed loudly in his stall, and everyone froze. Slowly, Ilya reached for it.
 
 

contact name: Shane
 

received: 
You showed them, didn't you.


sent: 
yes


received: 
How bad is it?


sent: 
worse than expected


sent: 
they are all lecturing me now


received: 
They think it's photoshopped, don't they?



 


 
When he looked up again, there were twenty pairs of eyes fixed on him. Still waiting. Still suspicious. Still ridiculous.
Fuck all of them.
 
 

contact name: Shane
 

sent: 
of course they do


received: 
Is it weird if I say I find that almost flattering?


received: 
I've been trying out some new skincare and I wasn't sure how well it was working. But if it's good enough that they think I can't POSSIBLY be real??



 


 
 
Despite himself, Ilya laughed, and the entire room started groaning again.
“Oh my God.”
“There it is again.”
“He’s doing the face, what did I tell you guys?”
Ilya didn’t bother defending himself—not that they’d listen to him anyway—but that was mostly only because Shane was still typing.
 
 

contact name: Shane
 

sent: 
cannot blame them


sent: 
too pretty to be real


sent: 
i have always thought so


received: 
Don't tell them how many boxes of cards I had to buy to find you


received: 
Now I have a bunch of singles I need to donate or try to sell on eBay


sent: 
was many?


sent: 
i can pay you back


received: 
Shut up. It's not like that.


received: 
Oh god.


received: 
Now I have to tell Rose that her art is unappreciated


sent: 
you can tell her it is very appreciated by ME


received: 
[image: https://i.imgur.com/IuhcaB0.jpeg]



sent: 
🚬😮‍💨



 


 
A smile tugged at his mouth, and he heard Connors mumble something that—while he couldn’t make it out—had some of his teammates snickering.
Maybe he did have a Shane face. But that wasn’t the important part.
The important part was that Shane was real. And eventually one of these idiots was going to figure that out.
 
***
 
 

contact name: Cool Raiders (NO CAP)
 

received: 
sent by: concon
so new evidence dropped


received: 
sent by: carmie
the card you mean?


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
allegedly photoshopped card


received: 
sent by: carmie
you misspelled 'defiantly'


sent: 
sent by: marley
YOU misspelled DEFINITELY


sent: 
and we don't KNOW that it's photoshopped.

received: 
sent by: concon
🚨marleau has been compromised🚨


sent: 
sent by: marley
shut up


sent: 
it doesn't look good though, that's for sure


received: 
sent by: carmie
no wait


received: 
i actually agree with marley


received: 
the card looked fake but i think the guy was real


received: 
sent by: concon
yeah, the real hot guy in a brochure who tells you its not a bad idea to take out $200,000 in student loans


sent: 
sent by: marley
so.... what do we think the gambit is then


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
its a real guy. probably not the one that cap is talking to, but a real guy out there somewhere


received: 
sent by: concon
ok. so someone stealing someone else's photos


sent: 
sent by: marley
maybe


sent: 
what's the deal with rose


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
the photographer?


received: 
sent by: concon
"""the photographer""""


received: 
listen to yourself


received: 
sent by: carmie
rose is either real and so is shane... or rose is craig and is the final boss of the scam


sent: 
sent by: marley
no, hold on


sent: 
say rose is real


received: 
sent by: concon
"rose is real"


sent: 
sent by: marley
and she's supposed his best friend or whatever right?


sent: 
who hears "my maybe boyfriend's team thinks I'm a catfish" and does a little shoot with his hockey card as proof


received: 
sent by: carmie
a drama major


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
a photographer


received: 
sent by: concon
a woman


sent: 
sent by: marley
the problem is that cap is eating this up


sent: 
like he looked so happy about it


sent: 
and I don't want us to be right, but like...


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
agreed. like I really don't like that he seems to be sending cap exactly the right evidence or providing the perfect answer every time


received: 
sent by: concon
yeah.


received: 
sent by: carmie
although


received: 
if he's real?


received: 
he's lowkey really fucking funny


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
what the fuck


received: 
sent by: carmie
no no no hear me out


received: 
buying hockey cards until he pulls cap and then giving it a lil smooch for the camera as a bit?


received: 
funny


sent: 
sent by: marley
or he's a little insane


received: 
sent by: concon
cap's type apparantly


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
his type used to be "available after midnight"


received: 
sent by: carmie
growth


sent: 
sent by: marley
we just need to be careful


sent: 
if he's fake, cap is going to get hurt


sent: 
if he's real and we keep calling him fake, cap is going to kill us


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
so what's our next move


sent: 
sent by: marley
nothing. we don't have one


sent: 
we do not interfere


received: 
sent by: concon
define interfering


sent: 
sent by: marley
connor connors


received: 
sent by: concon
what? just saying


received: 
someone should reverse image search the photo


received: 
sent by: carmie
already did


received: 
nothing


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
how did you do that


received: 
sent by: carmie
took a photo of the photo over con's shoulder


received: 
no results


received: 
so either its a real photo or its been flipped and flopped and altered enough to not show up


sent: 
sent by: marley
so that's some solid evidence that he's real then?


received: 
sent by: carmie
or that 'rose' is really fucking good at what she does


received: 
sent by: concon
fuck


received: 
sent by: his holiness st simon
fuck


sent: 
sent by: marley
Fuck.



 



 
 

 
5.
 
He’d stopped updating the team every time something changed in his relationship with Shane. Stopped checking his phone in the locker room—sometimes even going so far as to just leave it in the glove box of his car outside instead of even bringing it into the arena.
He knew that they thought they were being supportive, but he also knew for a fact that none of them had sat Hammersmith down to tell him that the woman he met at the bar after a game was secretly a puck bunny who had an eye on his wallet and wanted the social credit of becoming one of the puck bunnies—and she had been.
But the second he finds someone he’s excited about, they all seem to think he was too naive or unaware to figure out whether Shane was a real person or had an interest in him for anything besides who he was. He knew for a fact that Shane only cared about the fact that he was a hockey player because he had an opportunity to talk about games with someone else who cared about the sport as much as he did—even though there was a part of Ilya that was actually pretty sure that Shane cared about hockey far more than he ever had.
He knew Shane didn’t like that he not only had money but was perfectly willing to spend it on him without a care in the world.
So yeah. The team didn’t need to know anything more about Shane than they already did. It was none of their business that they not only were still talking on the phone, but that they were calling every day. Sometimes more than once.
And if the new phone meant that they were able to FaceTime each other whenever they wanted now?
The team didn’t need to know about that, either.
Marleau would probably try to claim that Shane was laying the groundwork for sextortion or something. That sounds like something Marleau would try, and sounds like something Shane wouldn’t.
Having Shane as something that was just his—without the judgment, the opinions, and the attention of the team—was becoming far more valuable, anyway. He’d always thought that he was never one for dating—honestly, he’d sort of figured that he would be a lifelong bachelor before settling down with someone scandalously young who was willing to tolerate him once he was past his prime.
But instead, he had Shane. And he found that he desperately, more than anything else in his life, wanted to keep him.
He was trying to focus on the tape review before their next game but found that he was unable to focus on anything besides the memory of Shane pressing that kiss to his hockey card. He’d revisited that photo more times than he wanted to admit. Hopefully, no one would ever ask.
Before he could give it much thought, he paused the game on the screen—Vancouver in a game against Anaheim from a few weeks prior—and reached for his phone, pressing the FaceTime button and waiting for it to connect.
Shane answered after only a beat, his eyes looking a bit tired, and glasses perched on his nose.
“Hello, pretty boy. What are you doing?”
Shane smiled softly at him, lifting a paperback book up and waving it in front of the camera.
“Now that classes are over, I finally have time to read something for fun. It’s about a boy named Rintaro who ends up alone in this old bookstore after his grandfather dies. There’s this talking cat who shows up, and they go on these adventures saving books from people who don’t appreciate them. I don’t know, it’s hard to describe. What are you doing?”
Ilya flipped the camera around, showing the screen of the TV before he flipped it back to the front-facing camera.
“Just reviewing tape. We are two to none, but that does not mean anything. Finals are anyone’s game until they are won. As much as I have tried to focus, I keep thinking about my pretty boy with freckles that I could be talking to instead.”
Shane smiled at him bashfully, his cheeks turning a bit pink. “If I’m a distraction, I can let you go. You need to be ready for the next game—I don’t want you off just because you’d rather be talking to me.”
Ilya shrugged, picking up the remote and making it clear that he was turning the TV off entirely. “If you are a distraction, you are the best one I have ever known. I am doing extra review. I have already reviewed with coach and team today. I always have time for you.”
Shane shuffled slightly on his couch, settling down and staring intently at the screen. “If that changes, just tell me. I don’t want to get you off your game. Game three tomorrow—it’s an important one. You could sweep the series.”
“Do not jinx us, Shane,” Ilya said, rolling his eyes and staring down at the tiny Shane on his screen.
“I’m not! I said you could, not that you will. And besides, I told you that you should probably be reviewing tape—obviously I don’t think you have this in the bag yet.”
“Even my Shane does not believe in me,” Ilya said with a sarcastic sigh.
“Your Shane?”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “I think so. I would like it if you were my Shane.”
Even if he’d wanted to, Ilya didn’t think Shane would have been able to hide the wide smile on his face at the sound of that.
“I would like to be your Shane, yeah. But how would that work? I mean, you’re in Boston, I’m in Montreal…”
“People move, Shane,” Ilya said with a shrug. “And sometimes they do not. Maybe you come to Boston after you graduate, maybe I ask to sign with Metros. I do not want to be Metro, but I would like to be with you. Maybe I use my money to fly you to see me whenever it is too hard to be apart. We can figure it out.”
Shane just stared at him for a moment. The wide smile that had spread on his face at the sound of my Shane eased somewhat—not gone, but softer and smaller. He looked almost startled, as if he expected Ilya to follow that up with a joke or something.
Or maybe like he’d thought the whole thing would stay suspended in this weird little bubble of phone calls and text messages.
“That sounds like a very simple solution to a pretty complicated problem,” Shane said after a few more moments of silence.
Ilya shrugged, watching him carefully and trying not to make it obvious exactly how gone he was for a man he had never met. But—knowing what he knew about Shane—he probably already knew. “It seems simple enough to me.”
“Sure,” Shane said, rolling his eyes not unkindly. “Because you aren’t the one who needs to figure out where you’re going to live and work after graduation.”
“No,” Ilya allowed. “I am not trying to figure out where I’m going to live. I am trying to figure out where you are going to live. My plan can come second. Shane—I am Ilya Rozanov. I can play for any team in the league.”
That got a genuine laugh out of him.
“Aren’t you supposed to be reviewing tape right now?”
“Yes, I was.”
Shane looked at him a bit fondly, giving him a soft, small smile. “And now you’re planning my future for me?”
“Yes, Shane. Of course.”
“That’s insane,” Shane said, smiling again.
“I thought it was romantic.”
“Insane, Ilya.”
The two of them just sat there, grinning at each other through the camera. For a few seconds, neither of them spoke. Ilya took the time to just watch him as Shane adjusted a blanket on his lap, tucking himself into the corner of the couch.
He really liked looking at Shane—nearly as much as he liked talking to him. It was becoming a consistent problem. Months of photographs and chatting hadn’t prepared him for the reality of being able to watch Shane exist. The fact that Shane was willing to even tolerate a conversation that offered the potential of them being able to exist in the same place… unfathomable.
Something warm and a bit dangerous feeling had started showing up more and more often whenever he looked at that smile. The sort of thing that made him start having thoughts he probably shouldn’t think yet. Have wants that he maybe hadn’t earned.
“I have an idea.”
Immediately suspicious, Shane’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Ilya through the screen.
“That never ends well with you. Last time you had an idea, I ended up with thousands of dollars of new electronics.”
“I think it ends very well. If not for my ideas, you couldn’t see me right now.”
“Sure. What is this new idea you have?”
He knew he should probably think this through a bit more before he said the words, but he also knew that if he spent too much time thinking about it, he might not have the courage to actually say it.
“You should come to Boston,” he said, watching Shane’s face for any sign of his reaction.
“You mean… after playoffs?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Now. Game three is tomorrow.”
“Oh.”
Shane’s answer was small and careful, and he suddenly felt incredibly nervous.
“You could come. I could… buy you a plane ticket. No one is using my tickets for the game. I could pick you up from airport? Or maybe you could take train. Canadians love trains, and apparently the Silver Line is running again. Easy transfer to Green Line, you could stay at my house—”
“Ilya.”
He stopped talking, fisting the hand not holding his phone into the fabric of his shirt and trying to swallow back the urge to vomit that he suddenly felt.
“You do not have to,” he said quietly, not quite willing to look at Shane’s face on the screen anymore.
“I want to,” he said quickly, calling Ilya’s attention back. “I do. I just don’t know if I can.”
“Okay,” he said quietly, knowing that the word came out more disappointed than he wanted it to. Shane’s expression immediately shifted and softened again.
“No, Ilya. Hey—”
“No, is okay. I understand.”
“No. You don’t. I mean it. I really want to. But flights are expensive, and it’s a whole thing crossing the border. And my summer classes are starting soon, and I don’t know details about what my schedule is going to look like.”
“I can get your flight, Shane. And you can even leave after we have a chance to actually see each other, if you want.”
“I don’t want you buying my ticket, Ilya,” he said, sighing. “Game tickets? Fine. It’s not like I could get a ticket to the game now on my own if I wanted to that hasn’t been scalped. But getting me a flight, too? That’s ridiculous.”
“Shane. I have money. You are a student.”
“Stop being rich at me, Ilya. I just… your team already feels weird about this whole thing. I know that’s not what this is, but I don’t want them to have another reason to think that I’m taking advantage of you.”
Ilya sighed, hating that he understood exactly what it was that Shane meant by that. It was one thing to know the truth of the situation—it was another thing entirely to have to constantly defend that truth against people who didn’t want to hear it.
“I’ll think about it, okay? I’ll think about it, and I’ll let you know. I just… I can’t say yes right now. You get that, right? It’s not that I don’t want to say yes, I just… I can’t.”
Ilya nodded, understanding. He hated it, but he understood.
“Probably best, anyway. Would be very distracting for me to know you were in the stands and not just watching on TV.”
“Distracting?” Shane asked, laughing a bit.
“Very. I would play worst game of my life. I would spend entire game looking for you and trying to tell if I could see your freckles from ice.”
“Are you actually serious?”
Ilya sat up, adjusting the phone to make sure that it showed all of his face. “Shane. If I knew you were in the same building as me, I do not think I could focus on anything else.”
Shane nodded slowly, his face sobering.
“Okay. Okay. How about this. Put me down for two of your tickets. One for game three, one for game four. I’ll even let you buy me a ticket for game five if you lose tomorrow. And I… I won’t tell you before if I can make it.”
“Yes,” Ilya said, a smile spreading quickly over his face. “Yes. Of course—yes. Okay.”
“Okay?”
“Yes.”
Ilya found himself hoping harder than he ever had that somehow, impossibly, Shane would figure out a way to come.
 
***
 
The first indication that something was wrong came when Connors nearly barrelled over an equipment staff manager trying to get back into the locker room after morning skate. He shouldered his way through the door hard enough that it bounced against the wall, drawing the attention of several of the occupants of the room and turning more than a few heads.
“You okay?” Carmichael asked, frozen in place as he stared at Connors, who looked around the room before waving over Marleau and St-Simon.
“Emergency.”
“Dude, what?”
Marleau looked up from where he was unlacing a skate. “Did someone die?”
“What?” Connors asked, apparently shocked out of his own chaos by the question. “No. What the hell?”
“Then it’s not an emergency,” Marleau shrugged, dropping the skates into his stall.
“It absolutely is,” Connors said, coming closer. “Guys, get over here. It’s about Cap.”
Marleau sighed, and St-Simon and Carmichael huddled in close. “What happened?”
Connors opened his mouth, then closed it again, clearly not sure where to start.
“Okay, so I heard Cap talking to ticketing.”
That got a little more attention from them.
“So?”
“So.”
Marleau waved his hand, as if encouraging him to get on with it.
“Tickets!”
“Yes bud,” Carmichael sighed. “We know what ticketing does.”
“Cap asked them to hold tickets for Games Three and Four. For Shane Hollander. And—and—he told them not to tell him if they get claimed or not.”
That did it. Those were the magic words that got them to listen and pay attention, apparently realizing that there was something actually to what he was saying.
“…What.” Marleau said, not even bothering to make it sound like a question.
“He doesn’t want to know,” Connors continued. “He specifically said he wanted to be surprised.”
For the first time, Marleau looked genuinely interested in what he had to say. 
“Like… surprised surprised?”
“Surprised surprised, yeah. He said he wants it to be a surprise if Shane is able to make it.”
The four of them stood there in their tight huddle, all of them thinking of the implications of that. It’s not that tickets would be particularly difficult for Ilya Rozanov of all people to get. It wasn’t unusual at all for players to leave tickets for family or friends or even for complete strangers who had the good fortune to be kind to a player on a game day.
But this implied hope or an expectation. The possibility that Ilya genuinely believed Shane might actually show up, tonight, or in two days.
“Ah, shit,” Carmichael muttered, slamming his open palm against Marleau’s stall.
“Exactly,” Connors said, pointing at him. “That’s the sort of reaction I’m looking for here.”
They were still talking, but Marleau ignored them. He suddenly felt sick. He wasn’t sure anymore whether Shane was fake or not—that actually wasn’t the biggest issue anymore. A month ago, when this had first started, it had been easy. He was some random guy from Grindr, and they hadn’t met, and it didn’t actually matter that Ilya was a professional hockey player with the self-preservation instincts of a lemming.
Easy.
But things weren’t quite that easy anymore. The phone calls, the photos, the hockey card of it all. Something about leaving tickets for him felt a little too much like Cap was making actual plans—even if he was going to claim that he ‘didn’t want to know’ if they were called for or not.
“Okay,” he said finally. “But we’re not doing this here.”
“What?” Connors said, blinking at him in confusion.
“This conversation,” Marleau continued. “We can’t do this here. Cap will come in off the ice any second, and if he walks back in and hears us talking about Shane again, he’s going to kill us.”
He watched the rest of them nod at him. “After this. My house. I’ll meet you all there.”
 
***
 
Three hours later, there were seven grown men crowded into Marleau’s living room. Someone had stopped at The Juicery for smoothies, someone else had somehow procured a plate of smoked salmon but no crackers.
One of the rookies had appeared despite not being invited, but no one had the energy to tell him to beat it.
Marleau sat on the arm of his own couch and surveyed the room. Finally, he cleared his throat and took no small amount of pleasure in watching a hush fall over the rest of them.
“Okay.”
Connors sat forward and opened his mouth before Marleau cut him off with a wave of his hand.
“No. You’re talked enough.”
Connors rolled his eyes before sitting back. “Fine, Alternate Captain Cliff Marleau. Then what’s the agenda?”
“The agenda,” Marleau said, “is figuring out whether we should be worried.”
“About Shane?” Carmichael asked around a mouthful of fish.
“About Cap. I don’t know Shane and I don’t really give a fuck about him. The only person we know who is involved in this is Cap, so that’s who we care about.”
“Okay,” St-Simon said, pulling obnoxiously on the straw of a smoothie that he knew good and well was already empty. “Scale of one to ten?”
“Ten.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“I don’t know if he’s fake anymore,” Marleau said, their eyes all flashing back to him.
“Then what’s the problem?”
“The problem is that Cap believes he’s real. The problem isn’t that there might be a scam, it’s that he’s invested. A few months ago, he was physically incapable of caring about someone long enough for any of this to even matter. Now he’s reserving tickets and smiling and his phone like an idiot.”
The silent part of that, the ‘if this all goes to hell’ part, went unspoken—but from the looks on everyone’s faces, they heard it anyway.
“Let’s work backwards,” Carmichael said eventually. “If Shane is fake… what’s the play?”
The rookie spoke up first. “Finals tickets. It’s gotta be, right? We had a good season—I know we were early shoo-ins even back in March. It wouldn’t be crazy to have started planting seeds for playoff tickets that far back.”
“That’s… not terrible,” St-Simon said, looking at the rookie consideringly.
“Okay,” Connors said, apparently incapable of staying quiet. “But Cap offered those.”
“Just like he offered the phone and the laptop?”
No one had anything to say about that.
The theory died almost immediately because it didn’t actually make much sense. Neither did any of the others. Every single explanation for Shane started to fall apart the moment someone poked it, like the laziest house of cards possible.
Money? He had argued against taking it and sounded genuinely upset about the big purchases based on Cap’s retelling of it.
Puck Bunny Chaser? He seemed to know more about hockey than some of the rookies, if his critiques and comments that Cap passed along had actually come from his own mouth instead of Cap using him as a convenient excuse to criticize the team while blaming someone else.
“Here’s the thing,” Hammersmith said, speaking for the first time since they’d assembled. “If this is a scam, this is the least profitable scam in human history. We are looking at months of investment—texting, phone calls, watching our games, weaving the most boring backstory and sending articles about recovery routines… and for what? One laptop? A couple of playoff tickets? It doesn’t make any sense.”
They all sat there, taking it in. No one had anything to use to knock over that theory, and they all recognized it.
Finally, Connors broke the silence.
“So, what’s the plan?”
Marleau laughed tiredly. “There is no plan.”
“What?”
“There is literally nothing we can do,” he said, looking around the room. “We either trust Cap, or we don’t.”
Nobody had a particularly good answer to that, and that was worse than every theory they’d come up with all night. Marleau was starting to suspect that the mystery wasn’t actually whether Shane existed. The real mystery was whether any of them were ready for what happened if he did and it didn’t work out for their captain.

+1.
 
He should have been more focused on the game.
It wasn’t that he wasn’t focused on it—there was a reason he was considered a generational talent, even when his brain was bouncing rapidly between the possibilities that Shane was either still in Montreal or somewhere in his barn. He played well. The team played well. He blocked shots, spent nearly thirty minutes on the ice, and helped drag the game into overtime before Boston finally found a way to put Vancouver away.
But there was still an irritatingly persistent part of his brain that kept circling back to the same thought.
He might be here.
It wasn’t constant and certainly wasn’t enough to actually throw him off, but it was just enough to be annoying. Every time he skated past the benches and caught sight of the crowd clamoring behind the class, every time play stopped and the camera lights swept the lower bowl.
Maybe he was there. Maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he couldn’t make it. Maybe his flight got delayed. Maybe his mother and Rose talked him into staying home instead of crossing international borders for someone he’d never met.
Maybe.
Maybe.
Maybe.
It was nearly enough to drive him insane. And the worst part of it all was that he couldn’t even ask. He’d been telling Shane the truth when he said that knowing for sure would be worse. Knowing that Shane was there and he wouldn’t be able to just stare at him and would instead have to do his actual fucking job? Nope. Knowing that Shane had chosen to stay home, and he had to carry on as normal despite his disappointment? No, thank you.
Shane had spent the last few days being maddeningly careful anytime he mentioned the game, not once mentioning the tickets or saying the word Boston out loud. That was probably enough to tell Ilya everything he needed to know, but he didn’t want to think about it. So he tried not to.
He failed.
But then Boston won. Three for three, no competition yet from Vancouver. He wasn’t stupid—he was well aware that a team hadn’t swept the finals since Detroit in ’98. He was no Yzerman, but it wasn’t 1998 anymore, and he was Ilya Rozanov, and the Raiders sure as hell weren’t something to be written off.
He tried not to think about it too much when Shane didn’t magically appear at his house after the game. Tried not to feel disappointed by it even though he knew Shane didn’t have his address and couldn’t have easily found it online even if he’d tried to.
They’d talked that night, on the phone instead of Facetime, and he had tried not to sound too disappointed by it because despite how he felt about not having Shane in his arms in his house he knew that this was exactly what he’d said he wanted.
Like a fucking idiot.
Game four was only marginally better. They were more focused on the potential to have the first finals clean sweep of the twenty-first century, and Vancouver had apparently had a fire lit under their asses by the close call in Game Three. Of course, the thoughts about Shane were still there, but he didn’t have as much time to hold on to them.
Until the moment the goal horn sounded for the last time that season, at least.
The goal horn sounded, the building erupted, and the crowd became a sheer wall of noise. For a moment, none of the rest of it mattered because this was exactly why they played—this feeling, this moment, this fucking team.
The other players around him were colliding into each other, gloves flying as that incredible and impossible rush of relief slammed into all of them at once.
They’d done it.
Four games.
Stanley Cup Champions.
For several moments, he didn’t think about Shane at all. But then the families started their climb down onto the ice—partners, parents, children, and friends. People were leaning over railings, gathering near the glass, waiting to celebrate with their loved ones.
That’s when he started to think about Shane again.
But he wasn’t going to do that to himself—he wasn’t seventeen again, spending every moment of celebration scanning seventeen thousand seats for a single person. He posed for the photos, talked to the reporters, and accepted the congratulations.
And all the while, a tiny, stupid part of him waited for a tap on the shoulder that never came.
He caught his teammates shooting him worried looks, and he made sure that he kept the manic grin plastered to his face. This was exactly why he hadn’t told them about the agreement he’d made with Shane.
Eventually, the crowd started thinning, and he was forced somewhere along the way to accept what was probably true. Shane hadn’t come.
It was more disappointing than he wanted to admit—even to himself—but it wasn’t catastrophic. There were dozens of reasons he might not have been able to make it. Summer school, work-study, money, timing, life… They’d talk tonight.
The realization settled into him slowly enough that by the time he’d reached the locker room, he was mostly at peace with it.
Mostly.
The celebrations were already well underway by the time he made it through the doors.
Music was thumping, men were yelling, and someone was spraying something expensive onto someone else.
Connors was entirely naked for reasons he didn’t want to ask about.
Ilya smiled when appropriate and accepted several damp hugs that he absolutely did not want before he eventually escaped toward his stall. The second he sat down, he reached for his phone, hand hovering over the screen to protect it from the champagne that someone sprayed in his general direction.
He was surprised that there were no new messages from Shane, but he knew that his mom had been planning a watch party and sometimes had strict rules about phone use.
He stared at the cursor blinking in the empty text box. He had a thousand things to say, but none of them felt right. No matter how many messages he drafted and deleted, not one of them actually summed up any of the things that he wanted to say to Shane—none of the things that he would say to Shane if he could. Because Shane knew all the things he wanted to could have said right then, anyway. He’d probably either watched the game or listened to it, or followed it online. Although maybe he’d been busy. Maybe something had come up, and that’s why he hadn’t heard from him yet. Maybe—
we swept.
Simple, safe. The noise kept swelling around him as someone shouted, someone laughed, and a bottle popped somewhere. He stared down at the message, about to hit send when something happened in the room that sent literal chills down his spine.
Unless someone was giving a speech, locker rooms were never quiet. There was always some low-level noise. Chattering teammates, roaring showers, the sound of zippers and metal and fabric.
When a room this size, full of this many people, falls silent, completely and totally and immediately, it is so far out of the ordinary that it is immediately noticed. He almost tried to ignore it—he had a message to send—but then he heard the sound of glass shattering. Connors had probably dropped it doing something incredibly stupid.
But even in the wake of the sound of breaking glass, no one spoke. Hell, no one even moved. If not for the quiet chatter on the TV mounted high on the wall, still recounting the final period, he might have even thought he’d gone deaf.
When he looked up, the first thing he noticed was that no one was looking in his direction. Every last one of them was staring past him, toward the doorway. All of them were completely silent. Just staring.
Confusion prickled up the back of his neck, and slowly he turned around—and forgot every single thing he’d been thinking about. Because Shane was standing in the doorway. For one impossible second, nothing connected properly. Because his brain knew Shane. His brain knew his face. Knew the shape of his smile, the way his glasses slid down his nose when he was tired, knew the sound of his laugh.
But only through a screen. Only through FaceTime windows and pictures and phone calls. His brain knew Shane. His body had never seen him before. That created a very bizarre and disorienting sensation where he felt simultaneously very familiar and like something brand new.
Shane shifted slightly beneath the weight of the eyes of twenty hockey players staring directly at him. In one hand was a bottle of vodka. In the other, several shot glasses were held tight in a white-knuckled grip.
His cheeks—those perfect freckled fucking cheeks—were flushed pink, although whether from embarrassment or excitement, Ilya couldn’t tell.
“Hi.”
The one word landed heavily in Ilya’s chest, and he didn’t know what to do about it.
“I figured if I was going to crash a locker room celebration, I should probably bring something.”
“You are here,” he breathed, unwilling to take his eyes away from Shane for even a moment, as if he might disappear if he blinked too slowly.
“Yeah,” he said, a soft smile on his face.
“You are actually really here?”
Shane laughed, leaning against the doorframe and watching Ilya just stare at him. “Last time I checked. You could’ve warned me about the tunnel closure. Leaving Logan was a nightmare.”
“You are here,” he repeated, knowing that he sounded stupid but almost unable to actually wrap his head around the whole thing.
“Ilya!” Shane said, shaking his head. “Yes. I’m here.”
He didn’t know when he’d stood, but he was definitely no longer sitting. He couldn’t remember making an active decision to stand up, but one second he was still in his stall staring dumbly and the next he was crossing the room on tired legs.
“Hello, pretty boy,” he said once he was close enough to reach out and cup Shane’s face in his palms.
“Hi,” Shane said again, his smile widening.
“You were at game?”
“Both of them, yeah.”
Ilya blinked back at him, trying to make the words compute. “Both?”
“Games three and four, yeah. I sat in your seats. Just like we talked about.”
“You watched me play?” Ilya asked, feeling his eyes mist up just enough that he was glad his back was to the team.
“Yeah, I did. I thought that was sort of the point.”
 Someone behind them made a strangled noise, but Ilya didn’t bother turning to see who. For months, Shane had only existed in pieces. Text messages sent from libraries and lecture halls and blurry FaceTime calls at two in the morning when both of them should have been asleep.
And now he was here, and his face was in Ilya’s hands. Standing close enough that Ilya could see the faint shadows under his eyes, could notice the way that he shifted his weight from side to side in nervousness. Close enough that he could see the freckles that the camera had never been able to capture in full.
“I think,” Shane said carefully, glancing around the room, “that your team might be having a collective medical emergency.”
That finally broke the intensity of Ilya’s stare, and a laugh escaped him. Suddenly, half the room started moving around again. Connors sat down heavily on the nearest bench, Carmichael covered his face with his hands.
Marleau looked as if he’d just discovered the existence of God, and he wasn’t particularly happy about it.
“You are all very rude,” Ilya informed them without looking away from Shane. “Not one of you is saying hello.”
“Hello,” Connors said automatically before immediately pointing at Shane. “What the fuck.”
Shane laughed, shrugging one shoulder. “I get that a lot, actually.”
“You’re real?”
“Last I checked, yes.”
“You’re here?”
“Ilya literally just asked that. He asked, and I answered.”
“Yeah,” the rookie said, taking a step towards them. “But like… I’ve been calling you Craig for months.”
Shane tilted his head, looking at him closely. “That’s actually kind of funny.”
“No, it’s really not,” Marleau bit out, shaking his head as he joined Connors on the bench.
Ilya was smiling so hard that his face was starting to hurt.  Months. It had been months of not having Shane in the same country, and now here he was. Months of wondering and imagining and wanting and defending, and now Shane had walked directly into the center of the circus without missing a beat.
“You brought me vodka?”
Ilya shook the bottle slightly, pointing it at him. “I did.”
“How?”
Shane looked astonishingly pleased with himself. “Well. Rose knows a guy. And that guy knew another guy. And then I made friends with a security guard.”
Ilya stared at him, and Shane stared back.
“I don’t think any of that makes me feel very good about the security of this arena.”
“Look, it worked out for you. According to the guy at the liquor store, this one’s hard to find stateside.”
Shane grinned up at him, and Ilya immediately crumbled. There was absolutely no defense against that smile in person. Absolutely none.
“You brought shot glasses, too?”
“Christ, Ilya. I’m not an animal.”
“Shane, you smuggled vodka into NHL arena. I am pretty sure you broke several league rules.”
“That doesn’t mean we need to be drinking vodka out of a paper cup.”
A helpless, almost wild laugh escaped him, and Shane’s smile softened immediately at the sound. The noise in the room slowly returned around them as conversations restarted, music resumed, and men started shedding gear again. But it all felt strangely distant to his ears. Muted.
“I changed my mind. You should have told me,” he said, the words slipping out of him before he could stop them.
“I know,” Shane said, his expression softening.
“Shane, I spent three hours convincing myself you weren’t here.”
A flicker of guilt crossed Shane’s face, and Ilya brushed his thumbs over Shane’s cheekbones to smooth away the expression.
“I am so, so happy you are here.”
“Me too,” Shane said, leaning forward and pressing his forehead against Ilya’s. “I am so fucking proud of you. Clean fucking sweep, Ilya. I am so proud of you.”
Suddenly, Ilya couldn’t take it anymore. Couldn’t tolerate another second or inch of distance. He shifted closer, closing the small gap between them.
“I would like to kiss you now,” he said quietly into the space between them, startling a laugh out of Shane.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.”
Neither of them moved, which was ridiculous.
“You know,” Shane said around another laugh, “for two people who have spent months flirting—”
“I know,” Ilya said, interrupting him.
“Great.”
They continued just staring at each other. Not moving, but just smiling at each other like idiots.
Eventually, Shane shook his head.
“Come here, then.”
Relief hit him so hard it was almost embarrassing, and Ilya closed the distance between them immediately. Shane, sweet Shane, met him halfway. Somewhere in between Shane’s hand fisting into the front of his jersey and Ilya’s hand landing on Shane’s jaw, the surrounding room erupted.
But Ilya didn’t care about that at all, because Shane was real and he was here and he was really here and he was smiling against his mouth.
When they pulled away, breathless and a little overwhelmed, Ilya realized that this was quite possibly the best day of his entire life.
“You know,” Shane said quietly. “I practiced something.”
“Oh?”
Shane straightened slightly, taking a breath before saying something that wasn’t English but certainly wasn’t any Russian that he knew.
Ilya burst into laughter at the sound—atrocious and catastrophe and probably a war crime against the Russian language and her people. He’d heard once that the Canadians were the reason the Geneva Convention even needed to exist, and whatever had just come out of Shane’s mouth seemed like evidence that was probably warranted.
“What did you just say?”
“Come on,” Shane said, cheeks flaring red. “It wasn’t that bad.”
“No, no. It was. Say it again. Please.”
“Not if you’re just going to laugh at me,” he said, burying his farm face into Ilya’s neck.
“No, say again. Please.”
Shane repeated the word again, slower enough that Ilya could tell that it was meant to be pozdravlyayu.
Congratulations.
“I am sorry, sweetheart. Thank you.”
“I practiced that for an entire week,” Shane mumbled into the skin of his throat.
“You wasted entire week, then.”
Shane stepped back a half-step, crossing his arms in front of his chest. Ilya tried not to notice what that did for his pecs and biceps. “I take it back, then.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
Shane’s smile returned—soft and warm and worth every second of the wait.
“No,” he said. “I don’t. Congratulations, Ilya.”
“Thank you, pretty boy,” he said, sweeping Shane back into his arms. “I can’t wait to open my prize.”
 
***
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          End Notes

          I don't want to hear a gd word from anyone about typos. I (very famously) don't use a beta and I absolutely hate proofreading. I did my best, but if there's any small mistakes that don’t make something genuinely indecipherable, I literally cannot put into words how uninterested I am in hearing about them.

Also, a TON of you on threads told me to post a half finished, unedited draft--so please maintain the energy of "I'm happy to read it in any form".

I hope you all enjoyed this, and that it's a worthy successor to Pour Decisions.

And, as always, please remember that fic writers are real people with real lifes and responsibilities and we do this purely for the love of the game. #1 rule of fic is "Don't Like, Don't Read". I do not have any interest in hearing how much you don't like what I did here.

Please, for the love of all that is holy, be kind to yourselves and each other.
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