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His Majesty, Shane Fucking Hollander

    by kurenohikari

      Summary

      "You signed with the LA Kings?" she demanded. "What were you thinking? You know the plan. We'd go to the draft, get first pick, and go to Montreal."

"What are you even talking about?" Shane shot back. "If I got first pick, I'd go to Boston, not Montreal. And I don't even want to go to Montreal."

"Why?" Mom asked immediately. "They're one of the best teams in the league. One of the Original Six."

Something inside him snapped, and before he even realized it, he switched to Japanese.

"I don't know," he said, his voice tight. "Maybe because they're full of racists and homophobes. Do you even understand what I'm saying? Or have you become so white you forgot your own language?"





  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Walking On Sunshine
  








  Yuna rushed after him. Shane had barely made it through the hotel room door before she and his dad were right behind him. He had wanted to slam it shut in their faces but stopped himself at the last second.
David stayed a step behind, silent, and watching them with concern, while his mom looked ready to tear into him. At least, that was how it felt to Shane.
"You signed with the LA Kings?" she demanded. "What were you thinking? You know the plan. We'd go to the draft, get first pick, and go to Montreal."
"What are you even talking about?" Shane shot back. "If I got first pick, I'd go to Boston, not Montreal. And I don't even want to go to Montreal."
"Why?" Mom asked immediately. "They're one of the best teams in the league. One of the Original Six."
Something inside him snapped, and before he even realized it, he switched to Japanese.
"I don't know," he said, his voice tight. "Maybe because they're full of racists and homophobes. Do you even understand what I'm saying? Or have you become so white you forgot your own language?"
His mom froze as if he'd slapped her, while his dad frowned in confusion.
"Son," he said carefully, glancing between them, "I may not understand Japanese, but I know my wife. And whatever you just said... it wasn't nice."
For a second, Shane almost felt bad.
Almost.
Then he collected himself again. If he backed down now, his mom would steamroll right over him. That, however, did not mean he had to be disrespectful to his dad. So, he switched back to English.
"Mom, I understand that, as an immigrant, you went through things I can't even imagine. At least I had a white dad and a Canadian last name. You had it harder. I know that. And I know your way of dealing with it was to focus on fitting in as much as you could. I'm not judging you for the choices you've made."
He took a breath.
"But you cut me off from half of my culture. Do you have any idea what that was like growing up? Every time we went to Japan, everyone expected me to speak Japanese the second I opened my mouth. They'd look at me, see my face, and assume I belonged. Then I'd stumble over my words, or not understand something, and suddenly I was the foreign kid. The Canadian cousin, who wasn't really Japanese."
By now he was ranting. Everything he had been keeping inside for so long was finally clawing its way out, years of frustration spilling over into anger.
"Then I'd go back to Canada, and it was the exact opposite. There I was the Asian kid. I got questions about where I was really from, people making assumptions before they even knew me. I spent my whole childhood feeling too Japanese for Canada and not Japanese enough for Japan."
"I never felt like I fit completely anywhere!" Shane huffed, throwing his hands into the air.
"Ojiichan and Obaachan tried so hard to give me that connection. They taught me the language, the customs, the history of our family, because they knew I was missing it. They shouldn't have had to carry all of that by themselves. You're my mom. Half of who I am comes from you, and you decided that part wasn't worth sharing with me."
He glared at her.
"You took that from me."
"And do not get me started with your precious Voyagers! You might prefer to claim ignorance, rather than to accept how horrible your favorite team really is. But I won’t let it slide, not this time. Not when I know exactly how signing with them would go. First, I would be teased about my lack of knowledge about music. Which is bullshit because it's not that I don't know a thing about it. I just don't like Western music. I listen to Japanese artists, and if you would start quizzing me right now about them, I would be able to answer every single question."
His words came out faster after that, a proper rant now.
“I love matcha and doing tea ceremonies with Obaachan. I’d rather get hazed by my teammates about the ‘bird food’ I eat than go out for fast food with them, just because I bring Japanese bentos. And kami-sama knows I’d rather speak Japanese than French.”
His voice wavered a little, but he didn’t slow down.
He couldn’t anymore.
"I had to find all of that on my own," he added, his voice breaking here. "And now you want to push me onto a team whose idea of being inclusive is drafting one Japanese kid? Are you fucking serious?"
Neither of his parents said anything. Even the swear word didn’t get a chastising "language" from them. They just looked at him like they've never seen him before
"I get it," Shane went on, but the anger had started to recede. "I really do. I love our home as it is, dad's pasta chicken Alfredo is my comfort food, and I'm grateful for everything you've given me."
Then it snapped back, sharper this time.
"But I want to be able to answer my phone in Japanese without getting laughed at in the locker room. And at the Eastern Conference, that's impossible. The West is different. There are more Latino players. More players of color. Hell, they have a few Asians, even if they're not on the best teams."
He paused, jaw tight from all the pent up frustration.
"And the LA Kings are not that bad. They're just rebuilding," he pointed it out with a shrug. "Maybe putting all of my eggs in one basket is foolish. But even if I fail, I won't regret it."
His voice dropped again, steadier now, almost quiet.
“Because even if I become a laughingstock for giving up on the golden ticket Montreal loves to wave around like I should be grateful just to be considered, at least I’ll know I failed while trying to help build something more accepting with the Kings.”
He finally looked at his parents properly, no longer hiding anything. "I'd rather have that than win Stanley Cups in a locker room that never feels like home."
Mom looked like she was about to cry.
The anger vanished so quickly it left Shane off balance. A minute ago, she had looked ready to argue with him until neither of them had anything left, and now she just looked hurt. Not angry but hurt.
His dad reached for her hand, and for a long moment none of them spoke.
Then Mom let out a small laugh that sounded suspiciously close to a sob. “Well,” she said, wiping at her eyes, “I guess that answers a lot of questions.”
Guilt twisted in Shane’s stomach. Hurting her had never been the point. He had just wanted her to understand, not to look at him like this. Like he had destroyed her. 
Mom drew in a slow breath before meeting his eyes again.
“You’re right.”
The words caught him so off guard he thought he had misheard her somehow.
“What?”
“You’re right,” she repeated. “About a lot of it.”
Her fingers tightened around Dad’s.
"When I came to Canada, I spent so much time trying to fit in that I stopped noticing how much of myself I was letting go. I wanted to become Canadian, to blend in, to make life easier for myself, and somewhere along the way I convinced myself that if I gave you that same life, it would be easier for you too. But I had no right to make that choice for you."
Shane remained silent as he heard his mom speak.
"My Japanese isn’t what it used to be," she continued with a small shake of her head. "Half the time my accent sounds strange, and every time I visit home, somebody points it out. It's quite embarrassing when it happens, and it only made me want to stop speaking Japanese and focus on my English and French instead."
Dad gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
“You didn’t do it maliciously.”
“No,” Shane agreed with a sad smile.
That had always been the problem. If she'd done it out of cruelty, this conversation would've been easy. He could've walked away, cut her out of his life, and never looked back. Instead, she'd done it because she loved him. She'd genuinely believed she was protecting him, giving him a better life than the one she'd had. That was what made it so hard to stay angry. Shane knew his mom wasn't a bad person. He also knew she could've done better.
Most of the time, he could live with it. There was Ojiichan and Obaachan. The Japanese Cultural Centre in Ottawa. Summer after summer in Kyoto, piecing together the parts of himself that could never exist back at home. It wasn't perfect, but it had always been enough to get by.
Then she'd tried to take the choice from him again.
Not just for his childhood this time, but for his future. She wanted him to build a career around the same idea that had shaped her own life: fit in, don't stand out, make yourself easier for everyone else. 
That was the straw that broke the camel's back.
“I am sorry," Mom swallowed hard, tears gathering in her eyes. “I am sorry for making those choices for you.”
Dad nodded, before adding: “And so am I.”
Shane looked at him in surprise, which only got him a sheepish smile in return.
“Your mother isn't the only parent in this family, son.”
A laugh escaped Shane before he could stop it.
“We should have listened more,” Dad continued.
“And asked more questions,” Mom agreed. “Instead of assuming we knew what was best.”
The knot that had been sitting in Shane’s chest for years loosened slightly. Not enough to disappear, but enough for him to finally be able to breathe around it.
Mom took another steadying breath.
“As for hockey...”
The tension immediately returned to his shoulders.
She noticed.
Of course she noticed.
But instead of pointing it out, she just smiled softly.
“If Los Angeles is where you want to go, then go.”
Shane stared at her incredulously.
“No conditions?”
“No conditions.”
“No lectures?”
“I reserve the right to lecture you about literally everything else,” Mom corrected with a smirk.
Dad barked out a laugh, and a reluctant smile tugged at Shane’s mouth. “That seems fair.”
Mom’s expression softened.
“You’re not a little boy anymore. You’re old enough to decide what kind of life you want, and if that life takes you farther away than Montreal ever would, then that’s something your father and I will learn to live with.”
“Even if it’s Los Angeles?”
“Even if it’s Los Angeles.”
“That’s far from Ottawa.”
“Trust me,” Dad said. “Your mother already looked up flights.”
Mom turned toward him scandalized.
“You were not supposed to tell him that.”
“You looked them up twenty minutes ago.”
“That’s not the point.”
Despite everything, Shane laughed.
The sound seemed to break whatever tension was left in the room.
Mom stepped forward first and wrapped her arms around him. He hesitated for a moment before hugging her back, feeling her hold on him a little tighter than usual.
“I am proud of you,” she said quietly.
The words landed harder than anything else she had said that night.
Not proud of his rankings.
Not proud of his hockey.
Not proud of where he might be drafted.
Proud of him.
His dad joined the hug a second later, because apparently personal space no longer existed.
"You'll be okay, son," Dad assured him.
For the first time since the argument had started, Shane found himself believing it. And maybe, just maybe, they would be okay too.
Moving to LA was an experience.
The city was strange and nothing like Ottawa.
It was crowded all the time, packed with traffic no matter the hour, and everyone always seemed to be rushing somewhere. The people were different too. Not rude, not the way he'd heard New Yorkers could be, but there was a hidden cruelty underneath their carpet ready smiles. As if life was a performance to every single one of them. 
And yet, somehow, Shane liked it.
For all its superficiality, LA was also the kind of city where nobody looked twice at him ordering a matcha smoothie for breakfast or spending half an hour comparing different brands of tofu in a grocery store. There were vegan restaurants everywhere, health food stores on every corner, entire menus built around ingredients that would've earned him endless teasing back home. Avocados, kale, açaí bowls... things his old teammates would've called rabbit food were practically their own food group here.
As ridiculous as it was, there's something comforting about it too.
More than anything, though, he liked how easy it was to disappear into the city. LA was more multicultural than Montreal, full of different communities and different languages. There were Japanese markets where he could find the same snacks his grandparents always kept stocked in Kyoto, Russian grocery stores tucked between strip malls, Korean restaurants open late into the night, and entire neighborhoods where English wasn't even the dominant language.
For the first time in a long time, he didn't feel like the odd one out.
The locker room helped too.
A lot.
There were players from everywhere, guys with different backgrounds and different stories, and nobody seemed particularly interested in forcing everyone into the same mold.
Ryan Price, one of the defensemen, was probably the biggest person Shane had ever met. The man looked like he could wrestle a bear and win, but he was also painfully shy. Most people seemed to mistake that for aloofness, but Shane recognized anxiety when he saw it.
Poor Ryan looked like he was thinking three conversations ahead, rehearsing every possible outcome before he open his mouth. Sometimes Shane wondered if there was something else there too, something Ryan was hiding as carefully as Shane hid parts of himself, but that wasn't his business unless Ryan decided to make it his business.
Then there was Wyatt.
Wyatt was strange in an entirely different way.
The goalie adored his wife with a level of devotion Shane had previously thought only existed in romance novels, and he somehow possessed an almost alarming amount of knowledge about superheroes. Shane couldn't have cared less about most of those movies, but he still found himself listening to Wyatt explain convoluted comic book timelines over lunch or rank fictional superheroes during road trips.
Mostly because he liked Wyatt Hayes.
Spending time with him was easy.
There was no pressure to go clubbing, no expectation that they had to spend every night chasing girls or getting drunk. Sometimes they just sat around talking about whatever random topic Wyatt had become obsessed with that week, and somehow that was enough.
For all its weirdness, LA was turning out to be a good start.
The city pushed him out of his comfort zone in ways he hadn't expected. Everything was bigger, louder, farther away, and more complicated than what he was used to. But at the same time, it allowed him to be himself without needing to compromise.
It was unfamiliar without feeling hostile.
And for now, that was enough.
But at the end of the day, the thing Shane loved most about Los Angeles was Rose Landry.
Rose was an up-and-coming actress from Detroit and, without a doubt, the best friend he could have asked for.
That conclusion had admittedly come after a disastrous three-week attempt at dating her.
In Shane's defense, he had genuinely thought it was worth trying. Rose was beautiful, funny, smart, and one of the few people who seemed completely unimpressed by his rising hockey career. If there was ever going to be a girl he could fall for, it should have been her.
Instead, three weeks into their relationship, Shane had found himself lying awake at night thinking about a Russian hockey player he had met in Saskatchewan.
Repeatedly.
At some point, Rose had finally looked at him across a diner table and asked, completely deadpan, whether he planned on talking about the mysterious Russian center for the entire date.
Shane had denied the accusation, nervously stumbling over his words, trying to piece together a good excuse. But Rose—bless her kind soul—had stopped him before he could embarrass himself any further, helping him come to terms with the fact that he was, indeed, gay and not attracted to any woman, not even one as wonderful as Rose Landry.
Looking back, he really should have figured it out sooner.
Rose certainly had.
In fact, Shane wasn't entirely convinced he had actually come out on his own. It felt more accurate to say that Rose had patiently guided him toward the conclusion like a teacher trying to help a particularly stubborn student solve an obvious math problem.
A very obvious math problem.
One that apparently everyone except Shane had already solved.
The final conversation had ended with Rose staring at him in complete disbelief while he tried to explain, for the fifth time, that constantly thinking about another man did not necessarily mean anything.
Then she had asked him whether he had spent a single date thinking about her as much as he thought about the Russian.
The answer had been no.
A very immediate no.
An embarrassingly immediate no.
And somehow that had been the moment everything finally clicked into place.
Rose still brought it up whenever she wanted to tease him. According to her, Shane's sexuality hadn't been discovered so much as aggressively pointed out to him.
According to Shane, she was an asshole.
According to Rose, she was an asshole who had been right.
Unfortunately, she had a point.
Shane could be a little slow sometimes.
All things considered, Shane's first season in Los Angeles had gone better than anyone could have expected.
The Kings had not won the Western Conference, but they had pushed San Francisco far harder than anyone thought they would. The series had gone longer than most analysts predicted, turning into a stubborn, exhausting battle before San Francisco finally managed to pull ahead.
It had hurt.
Of course it had.
Shane wasn't interested in pretending otherwise. Losing always sucked, and being told that his team had exceeded expectations in midst of a rebuild did very little to soften the sting.
Still, it had also been his first season in the NHL.
The constant travel alone had been an adjustment. Flying from one side of North America to the other every other week sounded glamorous when reporters talked about it, but in reality, it mostly meant weird sleep schedules, too many hotel rooms, and occasionally forgetting what city he had woken up in. There had been stretches where his body felt permanently stuck in the wrong time zone.
Now, for the first time in months, he could just breathe.
The extra free time was nice.
Unexpectedly nice.
When he had first arrived in Los Angeles, he had been convinced he would hate the weather. He was so sure that he would miss Canada’s snow. After all, nobody needed that much sunshine.
It felt unnatural.
And yet, somehow, he had grown used to it. The beaches were nice, the evenings were warm, and people spent more time outside, with barbecues happening year-round.
Like today.
The entire team had technically been invited, but only a handful of people had been able to make it over to Zane Boodram's house, where he and his wife, Cassie, were hosting.
Ryan, Wyatt and his wife, Lisa, had come.
Rose had come too, mostly because she had attended so many home games by now that she was practically considered part of the team.
The backyard was full of conversation and laughter, with half-empty glasses of lemonade scattered across tables while a television sat near the patio doors.
Technically, it belonged inside. But Wyatt and Ryan carried it outside so nobody would miss the Eastern Conference Final.
Shane thought that counted as a reasonable exception.
Especially because it allowed him to stand by the grill.
One thing Shane appreciated about Bood was that he paid attention. A few days before the barbecue, the left-wing had called to ask if there was anything specific Shane wanted to eat.
Not because he was picky.
Well.
Not only because he was picky.
Mostly because Bood had noticed that Shane tended to prefer Japanese food whenever the team went out together. As a result, the barbecue now consisted of two separate operations.
On one side, Bood was working through the more traditional menu of red meats and pork loins.
On the other, Shane was grilling seafood and making takoyaki.
Neither of them had much experience with the other's style of cooking, which mostly resulted in them hovering over the grill and offering increasingly questionable advice.
“That looks wrong,” Bood informed him. “You're cooking everything until it's dry.”
“That's called making sure it doesn't kill anyone,” Shane shot back without missing a beat. “Your side of the grill looks like a war crime,”
“You are such a dramatic little man,” Bood laughed. “You're just jealous because my food looks better.”
“Keep telling yourself that,” Shane scoffed. “Just wait until you taste my takoyaki. Ojiichan taught me and it will blow your socks off.”
Behind them, somebody groaned.
“Can you two stop flirting and finish cooking?”
The backyard erupted into laughter as Shane rolled his eyes and went back to the grill, while the game kept playing on the TV in the background.
Florida versus Boston.
The television volume wasn't particularly loud, but it didn't need to be. Everyone was paying enough attention that the sudden roar of the commentators immediately drew their eyes toward the screen.
“What happened?” Bood asked, taking his eyes from the grill.
“Fight,” Wyatt announced.
“Already?”
“Yep.”
Shane glanced up just in time to see a familiar figure throwing a punch.
A very familiar figure.
The camera zoomed in on Ilya Rozanov.
Of course it was Ilya Rozanov.
The entire backyard groaned.
“You know,” Rose leaned back in her chair. “I love hockey. I really do. But the one thing I've never enjoyed is when they start fighting.”
“Same,” Ryan agreed quietly. “Not really my thing either.”
“Of course it's not your thing,” Wyatt slapped him on the shoulder. “Nobody wants to start a fight with you, big man.”
Ryan looked mildly horrified by the mere suggestion of being involved in any sort of altercation, which only made everyone laugh harder.
Beside Shane, Bood shook his head.
“Honestly, we got lucky with our rookie.”
A chorus of agreement followed.
“Our perfect, polite Canadian boy.”
Shane felt his face grow warm.
“Don't start.”
“Oh, he's blushing.”
“He is totally blushing.”
“Guys!” Shane all but whined.
The laughter only grew.
Then Wyatt looked back toward the television and groaned. “Can you imagine if we'd drafted Rozanov instead?”
“God,” Bood muttered in horror. “It would have been a nightmare. That guy's a prick.”
The others mumbled agreements, which had Shane frowning.
“I met Rozanov.”
His confession had several heads turning toward him.
“He's not that bad.”
The silence that followed suggested nobody believed him.
“He's cocky and confident,” Shane added with a shrug. “He likes to get under people's skin. But that's just part of the game.”
The backyard remained silent as he spoke.
“At least he doesn’t go around using slurs or saying homophobic shit,” Shane continued. “Honestly, I’d rather deal with somebody who’s openly annoying because he’ll criticize your ability in hockey than half the guys playing in the Eastern Conference.”
Nobody said anything for a second.
Then Wyatt rubbed the back of his neck.
“Actually, you're right.”
A few others nodded.
“Sorry,” Bood apologized. “We were kind of unfair.”
“He can definitely be an asshole,” Wyatt said.
“But not a prick,” Bood finished.
“Exactly.”
The conversation moved on after that, while the game kept playing in the background. And as the sun started setting, Shane found himself smiling.
The barbecue ended up being a success.
By some miracle, neither Bood nor Shane had managed to ruin each other's food.
The takoyaki disappeared almost as quickly as he could make it, and the seafood he'd brought for the robatayaki grill had been picked clean long before the game ended. Even Rose, who had spent most of the afternoon wandering between conversations and stealing food directly from people's plates, had declared everything excellent before promptly stealing another skewer and disappearing again.
All in all, it had been a good day.
A surprisingly good one.
The only sour note came when Boston lost.
Nobody else seemed particularly invested. Once the final buzzer sounded, the conversation shifted almost immediately back to food, summer plans, and arguments about which movie Wyatt was going to force everyone to watch next.
For most of the team, the season was over.
If the Kings weren't playing, it didn't really matter who won. Shane understood the reasoning behind it. Still, a small part of him couldn't stop wondering.
Not just about Boston.
About what might have happened if he had gone through the draft after all.
The thought surfaced every now and then, usually when he was tired enough not to immediately push it away. What if he had followed the path everyone expected him to follow? What if he had actually kept his promise and met Ilya Rozanov again at the draft? What if he had ended up in Montreal?
The two of them would have met countless times already—everyone knew about the bitter rivalry between Montreal and Boston. Maybe whatever spark Shane had felt in Saskatchewan would have been given time to grow, to bloom into something real. Or maybe it would have just wilted under the toxicity of hockey.
The questions never lasted very long, anyway. Because at the end of the day, the answer was always the same.
He liked Los Angeles.
More than liked it, honestly.
A year ago, he would have laughed at the idea of feeling at home in a city where people wore sunglasses in December and treated avocado like a food group, yet somewhere between the endless sunshine, the beaches, Rose, and an accepting locker room, LA had quietly become his place.
He wouldn't trade it.
Not for Boston.
Not for Montreal.
Not for any version of his life that existed only in hypotheticals.
That didn’t stop him from feeling disappointed for Rozanov. At least, that’s what he told himself—until the competitive part of his brain took over. If Shane wasn’t winning the Stanley Cup, then he didn’t want Ilya winning it either.
It was definitely petty but that was just how he was wired. He wanted Rozanov to do well, sure, but not better than him. Not ahead of him. Not in a way that ended with Shane watching from his couch while Ilya lifted the Cup like it was inevitable.
Fortunately, San Francisco solved that problem for him.
Boston lost against Florida, who later lost against the Bulls, and the Cup went west.
And with the season officially over, attention shifted toward next year.
Which, as it turned out, was exactly what everyone in Los Angeles wanted to talk about.
A few days later, when the team gathered one last time before dispersing for the summer, the mood around the locker room felt strangely light. Nobody was pretending that losing to San Francisco hadn't hurt, but there was an unspoken understanding running through the room that they had accomplished something nobody had expected.
The Kings had entered the season as a rebuilding team.
They had finished it as contenders.
Somehow, despite all the holes in the roster and all the predictions that they were still years away, everything had clicked. Every player's strengths seemed to compensate for somebody else's weaknesses, creating a team that was far better than the individual pieces should have been on paper.
There was still work to do, there always would be, but after this excellent season, nobody doubted they were heading in the right direction.
That confidence was practically radiating off the team by the time the coach walked into the locker room.
Not that anyone was paying much attention to him at first.
Bood was trying and failing to explain something to Wyatt, who had somehow redirected the conversation toward superheroes again. Two stalls down, somebody was arguing that San Francisco had only won because they had gotten lucky with injuries. Someone else immediately called him an idiot.
In other words, business as usual.
The coach let it continue for a minute before clearing his throat.
Nobody noticed.
He did it again.
Still nothing.
Finally, he smacked a clipboard against the nearest locker, and the room jumped.
"Thank you," he said dryly. "Nice to know I still have your attention occasionally."
A few players laughed at the joke, as apologies were muttered with sheepish smiles.
"Now, before you all disappear for the summer and forget I exist, I want you to remember something."
The locker room gradually settled.
The coach looked around for a moment, taking in the group. A year ago, Shane doubted anyone would have expected this roster to look quite so comfortable together.
"A lot of people spent this season waiting for us to fail," the coach said. "Honestly, some of them are probably still waiting."
That got a few snorts.
"They looked at a rebuilding team, looked at our roster, and decided we'd need another three or four years before we were ready to compete." His eyes moved around the room. "Instead, you idiots almost gave me a heart attack by making it all the way to the Conference Finals."
That earned a louder laugh.
"I'm serious,” the coach shook his head. “We pushed the eventual Stanley Cup champions harder than almost anybody. Not because we were the most talented team in the league. Or because we were the biggest."
His expression softened slightly.
"We got there because you trusted each other."
The room grew quieter.
"Every time somebody made a mistake, somebody else covered for it. Every time somebody had a bad night, somebody else stepped up. That's not something you can teach. That's something you build."
Nobody interrupted.
Not even Wyatt.
"And that's why this one loss hurts so much."
The admission hung in the air.
"Because you're close enough now to see what's possible." A few heads nodded, as the coach continued to smile. "But I'd rather lose in the Conference Finals than finish thirtieth and try to convince myself we're rebuilding."
That got a much stronger reaction.
"Next year, though? Next year they’ll be expecting us."
Now the room was grinning.
“And next year,” the coach said over the noise, “we’re going for the Cup, and we’ll make them regret ever underestimating us.”
The locker room erupted in celebration.
A glove flew across the room, as somebody started banging a stick against the floor. Half the team was already talking over each other, arguing about who was buying drinks and which teams were about to make terrible offseason decisions.
Beside him, Ryan visibly tensed.
Most people probably wouldn't have noticed it. The slight stiffening of his shoulders, and how his jaw tightened as the room got too loud too quickly.
But Shane noticed.
Mostly because he did something similar whenever he was thrown into social situations, he was not comfortable with. Not to the same degree as Ryan, but enough to recognize it.
Without making a big deal out of it, he shifted a little closer until their shoulders were almost touching. Ryan glanced at him, and Shane just shrugged. This was his silent way of showing his support, making sure his teammate understood he was not alone.
Luckily, the message landed, and Shane noticed Ryan’s shoulders loosen slightly.
Up at the front of the room, the coach waited for the noise to die down, before he began speaking again. "All right, since none of you are capable of behaving like adults, let's move on."
That got many rumbustious cheers.
"Before you all disappear for the summer and spend three months backpacking through Europe or doing whatever the fuck hockey players do on vacation, we should probably talk about the NHL Awards."
That got everyone's attention considerably faster.
The coach nodded in satisfaction.
"Thought so."
A few players straightened in their seats, while others immediately started looking around the room, trying to guess who had been nominated.
"We've got two nominations this year."
The cheering started before he could continue.
"Let’s go!"
"We're kind of a big deal now."
"Hang the banner."
"We are not hanging a banner for nominations," the coach said.
"Coward."
The coach pointed toward the speaker.
"You are exactly why I drink."
The room laughed.
Then the coach looked directly at Shane.
Uh oh.
"First up, our Rookie of the Year finalist,” the grin spreading across the coach's face should have been illegal. "Hollywood."
The entire locker room exploded.
"HOLLYWOOD!"
"GET UP HERE!"
"Speech!"
"Oh my God, he's blushing."
"I am not!” Shane wanted the ground to open up and swallow him whole.
"You absolutely are."
That stupid nickname had started because of Rose.
Having an actress show up to games apparently meant he was no longer just an upcoming hockey player and instead some sort of celebrity.
Then the Reebok sponsorship happened.
His mom had somehow managed to secure it during his rookie season, and from that point onward the nickname had stuck, and it had become impossible to kill.
"Can we vote to send him to Hollywood permanently?" someone asked.
"No," Bood answered immediately. "Rose would just send him back."
"Correct," Shane said.
"Wow," another teammate said. "He admitted she controls him."
"I hate every single person in this room."
That only made everyone cheer louder.
The coach eventually raised a hand to silence them. "As entertaining as this is, I'd like to finish before next season starts."
The room settled again.
Mostly.
"Our second nomination."
This time the coach looked toward the other side of the room, a grin slowly spread across his face.
"The Vezina Trophy."
For a second, Wyatt simply stared.
Then he blinked.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
"The what?"
The room lost its mind.
"No way!"
"Our nerd got nominated?!"
"ABOUT TIME!"
Someone nearly tackled him out of his chair, as another player immediately jumped on top of that pile. Within seconds, half the team was crowding around Wyatt while he sat there looking completely overwhelmed.
Shane couldn't stop smiling.
Nobody deserved it more.
Wyatt wasn’t much older than him, but he’d spent years having to prove himself to the wrong people. Toronto had never seemed to know what to do with him. Maybe it was because he wasn't interested in fitting whatever image they wanted from their players. Maybe it was because he preferred comic books and quiet nights with Lisa over clubs and tabloid scandals.
Whatever the reason, they had underestimated him.
The Kings hadn't.
And now the entire league was being forced to acknowledge what Los Angeles had known all season.
Wyatt Hayes was one of the best goalies in the NHL.
And somehow that felt almost as good as the nominations themselves.






      

  












      Chapter 2: Congratulations
  








  By the time Shane got back to his apartment, Rose was already inside. Which was not unusual. At some point during the year, they had exchanged spare keys. Officially, it was for emergencies. Two young people living alone in Los Angeles meant they had to have each other's backs, and it helped knowing there was someone who could check in on them every now and then.
In practice, it mostly meant Rose broke into his apartment whenever she felt like it.
The front door had barely closed behind him before she launched herself across the room.
"Oh my God!"
Shane staggered backward as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, nearly knocking him into the wall.
"Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!"
"Hello to you too."
"You got nominated!" Rose was practically vibrating with excitement.
Shane finally managed to untangle himself long enough to drop his gym bag beside the door. "I got nominated."
"You're going to win!"
He kicked off his shoes and headed further into the apartment, already knowing she was going to follow him. "Let's all calm down."
"Shane Hollander!” Rose gasped, theatrically offended. “Future Rookie of the Year. Have some confidence."
"I have confidence."
"You just told me to calm down."
"Because you're acting like I already won."
"You will," Rose waved a hand as if the distinction didn't matter.
"Probably."
That cheeky reply startled a laugh from Rose.
"There he is."
"I mean, compared to everybody else?” Shane grinned despite himself. “Obviously."
"Obviously."
He opened the refrigerator and started pulling ingredients onto the counter.
"I do have competition, though."
Rose's smile slowly turned predatory.
"Oh?"
Shane already knew where this was going.
"Oh no."
"Oh yes."
That should have been his first warning sign, because Rose only got that tone of voice when she was about to become completely unbearable.
"Rose."
"We all know who you're talking about,” she leaned against the counter, looking entirely too pleased with herself.
"I'm not talking about anyone."
"Bestie, there's only one person you could possibly mean," Rose said with a mischievous smirk. "Ilya Rozanov."
Shane rolled his eyes so hard it physically hurt.
Meanwhile, Rose looked delighted.
"Look at that reaction."
"You're impossible."
"And yet I'm right."
"You are frequently wrong.”
“About many things,” she agreed shamelessly. "But not about this."
"Get out of my kitchen,” Shane shoved her shoulder as he walked past.
"You love me."
"Unfortunately."
Rose followed him anyway.
Because of course she did.
The conversation continued while Shane started preparing dinner. He moved comfortably through the familiar routine, measuring ingredients, setting bowls on the counter, and trying very hard not to acknowledge the smug expression Rose was still wearing.
Rose's eyes widened when she finally realized what he was making.
"Karaage?"
Shane glanced up from where he was seasoning the chicken.
"Yes."
"It looks like we're celebrating tonight."
"We're having dinner."
“Fried food is being cooked in the house of the biggest health nut I know,” Rose replied incredulously. “If that is not a clear sign of celebration, then I do not know what it is.”
"I'm frying it in a very healthy oil."
Rose nodded in mock seriousness.
"I'm completely sold on the lie."
Shane snorted and reached for another bowl.
A beat passed.
Then.
"So, tell me more about Ilya."
He nearly dropped it.
"Not this again," Shane groaned.
“You cannot blame me for being curious,” Rose looked entirely too pleased with herself. "You brought him up."
"No, I didn't."
"You absolutely did."
"I said I have competition."
"And immediately thought about the hot Russian center."
Shane pointed a chopstick at her threateningly. "You can say anything when we are in private Rose, but do not tease me about him outside of this apartment."
Rose raised both hands.
"Okay, okay."
"I'm serious."
That got a more genuine nod.
"I know."
Because she did know.
The teasing was fun, but being outed before he was ready wasn't.
Shane returned his attention to the chicken, focusing on coating each piece while he searched for the right words. "It's not even about that."
"Mmhm."
"He doesn't even know I exist."
"I’m pretty sure he knows you exist," Rose made a face. "You guys did meet in Saskatchewan. And don't you dare lie about it. You're the one who told me the story in the first place!"
"You know what I mean," Shane sighed. "We met once and, while I haven't been able to stop thinking about him, that doesn't mean it was the same for him. I'm pretty sure he forgot all about me the moment I walked away, and if he does remember me, then he's probably still pissed that I never showed up at the draft."
"I could hook you up with one of my actor friends?" Rose offered gently. For all of her teasing, she cared a lot about her best friend.
"You think I don't get offers?" Shane barked a humorless laugh. "I've had plenty. We live in LA, one of the queerest cities in the world. I might not be ready to go all the way, but I've hooked up with plenty of guys since moving here."
He raised an eyebrow when he caught Rose's stunned expression. "What? Surprised I've gotten some action?"
"Not at all. You're one hell of a snack," Rose chuckled after recovering. "I just didn't think you'd gotten to that point yet."
"After our talk, I decided to go for it," Shane shrugged, as if it had been no big deal. For him, though, it had been huge. "I might not be ready to come out, but that doesn't mean I can't experiment. Besides, it's a pretty great stress reliever between away games."
Rose looked at Shane in a new light. Who was this confident man sitting in front of her, and what had he done with her best friend?
Then Shane grew serious again.
"But even if Rozanov remembers me and doesn't punch me the moment we come face to face, we don't even know if he's gay. Hell, with how many times he ends up on the cover of TMZ, he most likely isn't. Plus, he's Russian."
"Fair," Rose snorted. "But just because he's on his way to sleeping with half of Boston doesn't mean he isn't into guys, too."
Shane stared at her.
Rose looked completely unapologetic.
"What?" she said with a shrug. "Bisexuality exists."
"I am aware."
"Good."
"I literally have the bi queen standing in my kitchen right now."
A radiant smile spread across Rose's face.
"Hand me my crown, baby."
Shane pointed at himself.
"Sorry. This household is only big enough for one royal."
"The audacity."
"The truth."
"The delusion."
The oil was finally hot enough, so Shane carefully lowered the first pieces of karaage into the pot, and soon the familiar sizzle filled the apartment.
Rose watched the process with the same fascination she always showed whenever he cooked. Shane suspected it was less about the food and more about the fact that she considered anything requiring patience to be witchcraft.
For a moment she simply stared at him.
Then her expression softened.
"You know," she said, "I still can't believe this."
"Can't believe what?" Shane asked her suspiciously.
"That this is the same Shane I met a year ago,” Rose leaned further across the counter. "You were so nervous."
"I was not."
"You absolutely were."
"I was reserved."
"You nearly had a panic attack asking me out."
"Well, not everyone is used to asking hot actresses on a date."
Rose burst out laughing.
"And now look at you."
Shane raised an eyebrow.
"Look at me what?"
"The Sassy King of Los Angeles."
He groaned, while Rose looked far too proud of herself.
Still, he couldn't stop smiling. "LA does that to people, apparently."
"Good for LA."
The conversation drifted after that.
The karaage came out golden and crisp, and Rose immediately stole a piece before it even reached the table.
Three seconds later she was fanning her mouth.
"It's hot!"
"I wonder why."
"You're a terrible friend."
"You stole my food."
"Our food."
"My food."
"Our food."
Shane didn't bother arguing. If there was one lesson he had learned from a year of friendship, it was that you could not win against a stubborn Landry. Instead, he carried the plates over to the table while Rose grabbed two ginger ales from the refrigerator.
Dinner stretched comfortably into conversation, wandering from one topic to another without either of them paying much attention. Rose talked about auditions, Shane complained about reporters, and somehow both subjects eventually circled back to hockey.
It was easy.
A year ago, he never would have expected to find something that felt this much like family in Los Angeles.
Now he couldn't really imagine the city without her in it.
By the time dinner was finished, Rose had promptly announced she was staying the night.
Not that Shane was surprised.
The guest room had technically started as a guest room. Somewhere during the last year, however, it had quietly become Rose's room. There were clothes hanging in the closet, books stacked on the nightstand, and enough skincare products in the bathroom to suggest she was conducting scientific research rather than washing her face.
Arguing otherwise felt pointless.
"Goodnight, loser," Rose called as she disappeared down the hallway.
Shane gathered the empty plates from the table and carried them toward the kitchen. "Goodnight, thief."
"I stole one piece of chicken."
"You stole six."
"Allegedly."
The bedroom door shut before he could answer.
A smile lingered on his face anyway.
The apartment settled into a comfortable silence as he finished cleaning up. Outside, Los Angeles was still glowing beneath the streetlights, warm even this late in the evening. It was strange how normal that felt now. A year ago, he had been convinced he'd never get used to the weather. Now he found himself complaining whenever the temperature dropped below what most Canadians would have considered perfectly reasonable.
Once the kitchen was clean, he grabbed his phone and settled onto the couch. His mom picked up almost instantly. The screen filled with Yuna's smiling face before Dad squeezed into view beside her.
"There he is,” Dad said.
"We're very proud of you," Mom announced before Shane could get a word in.
He laughed and leaned back into the cushions. "Hello to you too."
"No, really," she continued, smiling in a way that reminded him of every post-game call she'd made this season. "We're so proud of you."
Something warm settled in his chest.
Even after deciding that his career would not be directed by his parents, and that he would not regret his decisions no matter whether his mom agreed with them or not, hearing that they were proud of him, that they supported him, was a balm to Shane's bruised heart.
"Thanks."
"I have to say," Mom added, "going to Los Angeles was the right choice."
Shane blinked before a grin spread across his face.
"Damn. You actually admitted I was right. Should I write this down? I don't know if it'll ever happen again."
Dad burst out laughing, as Mom rolled her eyes.
"Oh, be quiet."
"I'm serious. Are you feeling okay? Do we need to call a doctor?"
"Shane."
"I'm just concerned."
"You are enjoying this far too much."
He probably was.
The funny thing was that a year ago he never would have made that joke. He would have thought it, maybe, but he wouldn't have said it out loud.
Mom pointed at him through the screen.
"You see? This is what I mean."
"What?"
"You're happier."
The teasing faded from his expression.
"Lately you’ve been smiling more,” Mom continued softly. “You're more confident and you actually look comfortable in your own skin."
"And a lot less stressed," Dad added.
"Exactly,” Mom nodded in agreement. "I like what Los Angeles has done for you." Then she narrowed her eyes. "I could have done without the attitude, though."
"Gomen nasai," Shane replied automatically.
The apology slipped out in Japanese before he even thought about it.
"Daijoubu,” Mom waved a hand dismissively.
The exchange felt so natural now that neither of them commented on it.
A year ago, most of their conversations had been in English. Since then, Mom had been making a conscious effort to use more Japanese, sometimes stumbling over words, often pausing to think through a sentence, but always making the effort.
Dad had started learning too.
Watching Yuna embrace her culture again, after spending years pushing that part of herself aside while trying to fit in as a Canadian, had made Obbachan determined to make sure it lasted, which meant David was getting Japanese lessons right alongside her.
Not that Dad minded. He had never considered learning the language before because Yuna herself had never cared much about speaking it. But now he understood how important it was to his son, and if learning Japanese helped Shane feel closer to that part of himself, then David was more than happy to stumble through vocabulary and grammar alongside his wife.
Shane loved seeing it. More than anything, he loved how happy it made Obbachan and Ojiisan. They had spent years quietly watching their daughter drift away from her culture, and now they finally got to watch her find her way back.
Dad was still laughing over Shane’s sass when he shook his head and looked toward Shane. "You know what your mother has been doing for the last few months?"
Mom groaned so loudly Shane almost laughed before Dad could continue.
"David."
"What?" he asked, looking entirely too innocent. "I'm proud of your dedication."
"David.”
Shane was already grinning. "Mom, what did you do?"
"I did nothing."
Dad looked straight into the camera. "She investigated Montreal."
"Kami-sama, save me." Yuna covered her face with one hand before looking up again, trying very hard to salvage what little dignity she had left. "It wasn't like that."
"There were notes."
"There were not notes."
"There were spreadsheets."
Shane nearly choked laughing. "There were spreadsheets?"
"There were not…"
"There were color-coded spreadsheets."
"David!"
At that point Shane was laughing too hard, and the offended look on his mother's face only made it worse. "Mom, who makes spreadsheets about hockey teams?"
"The same person who raised a boy that researches nutritional values for fun," she shot back without missing a beat.
Unfortunately, that was a very strong argument.
Dad waved at his wife dramatically. "See? This is why she wins most arguments."
"I know," Shane admitted.
"Thank you," Mom smirked smugly.
"The point," Dad continued before she could enjoy the victory for too long, "is that your mother decided to start digging."
Yuna sighed, the smugness slowly faded from her expression as she settled back into her chair. "I wanted to understand why you felt so strongly about the Voyagers. At first I thought maybe I was missing something, and then the more I looked, the less I liked what I found."
"The team's public image is very polished," she continued. "They're good at presenting themselves in a certain way. Family values, inclusion, tradition, all the things’ people want to hear. On the surface, everything looked perfect. But once I started digging, I kept finding stories that didn't match what they were selling."
Dad nodded beside her. "Let's just say your mother became increasingly unimpressed."
"Very unimpressed."
Shane leaned further into the couch, resting an arm across the back cushion. "Yeah, most fans easily buy what the Voyagers sell, but players hear things."
Yuna tilted her head slightly. "Even before the draft?"
"Especially before the draft," he said with a small shrug. "Everybody talks. Prospects are crossing paths with each other for years, and there are always coaches, scouts, agents, and older players in the mix. Things get passed around, even when nobody means for them to. By the time something actually becomes public, half the league has probably already heard about it."
For a moment Mom simply looked at him.
Then she sighed.
"I should have trusted you from the start."
Shane closed his eyes briefly.
There it was.
Her apologies hadn't stopped coming since he had lashed out.
"When you signed with Los Angeles, all I could think about was everything you were giving up," she said. "You'd be farther from home, taking a risk by joining a rebuilding team, and because I'm your mother, I convinced myself that I knew what was best."
Dad chuckled.
"You are being very generous to yourself."
Yuna glared at him.
"I'm trying to have a serious moment."
"You can have a serious moment and still admit you were stubborn."
"I wasn't stubborn."
Both Shane and Dad looked at her.
Mom lasted about three seconds before rolling her eyes.
"Fine. I was stubborn."
"Thank you."
"You're welcome."
Shane shook his head, smiling despite himself. Somehow his parents always managed to derail their own emotional conversations. Still, he could see the guilt lingering underneath the jokes, and honestly, he was tired of it.
"Mom, you've already apologized."
She opened her mouth.
"No." Shane pointed at the screen before she could interrupt. "You apologized when it happened. Then you apologized after my first month in LA."
A guilty expression crossed her face, as Dad started laughing.
"And then again at Christmas."
"That was a different apology."
"It was the same apology with festive decorations."
Dad nearly fell out of his chair.
Yuna looked deeply offended.
"It was not."
"It absolutely was."
"David! You are supposed to be on my side."
"I am on your side. He's just right."
For a second all three of them dissolved into laughter, and by the time it settled, the tension had mostly disappeared.
"Look, I know why you wanted me to choose Montreal," Shane said, still smiling. "You wanted me closer to home, on a successful team, with some stability. Those aren't bad things."
"And while you weren't exactly great at accepting me straying from our life plan," Shane went on, "you've spent the last year proving that even when I make decisions you don't agree with, you'll still support me. You came to games, watched every interview, and apparently spent months researching an organization I didn't even join."
"Investigating," Dad corrected.
"Researching," Mom corrected right back.
"Color-coded spreadsheets," David countered with a smirk.
Yuna groaned.
Shane laughed.
Dad laughed harder.
And just like that, the last of the tension disappeared completely.
For a few minutes they talked about nothing important at all. Dad complained about a neighbor, Mom complained about Dad, Shane complained about reporters, and somehow the conversation wandered through six unrelated topics before circling back to hockey.
Which, unfortunately, reminded Mom of something, as her eyes lit up.
Shane knew that look.
"Oh no."
"Oh yes."
"Mom."
"You were nominated for Rookie of the Year."
He dropped his head against the back of the couch. On the screen, his dad actually winced. They both knew where this was heading.
"What will you be wearing?"
"There it is," Dad muttered.
"You cannot show up to the NHL Awards looking like you got dressed five minutes beforehand."
"I always look fine."
Mom stared at him.
Dad stared at him.
Shane stared back.
Nobody said a word.
The silence spoke for itself.
"Anyway," Mom continued, already moving on, "I've been thinking about colors."
"Of course you have."
"And tailoring."
"Of course you have."
"And designers."
Dad slowly looked toward Shane through the screen.
Shane looked back.
There was a level of resignation that only the two of them could truly understand. Because once Yuna Hollander entered momager mode, the battle was already lost.
The next morning, Shane woke to the smell of breakfast.
For a brief, disoriented moment, he wondered if he'd somehow acquired a personal chef overnight.
Then he remembered Rose.
The apartment was quiet when he stepped into the kitchen. On the counter sat a plate of toast topped with avocado, a steaming cup of matcha tea, and a note written in Rose’s unmistakable handwriting.
Early shoot. Don't die without me.
Love, Rose.
A laugh escaped him before he could stop it.
For all her teasing about him being the sassy king of LA, she was the city's snarky queen.
Shane set the note aside and settled into a chair, scrolling through his phone while he ate. His notifications were already a disaster. Teammates, reporters, sponsors, teammates again, several messages from Wyatt, one from Ryan, and an alarming number from his mother. Given the amount of time, she'd spent talking about suits the night before, he was almost afraid to open them.
He was reaching to put his phone down when it started ringing again.
The smile appeared before he even accepted the call.
The screen lit up with the familiar kitchen in Kyoto, and the moment his grandparents appeared, the conversation slipped into Japanese so naturally that Shane didn't even notice the switch.
Obbachan looked delighted, while Ojiisan looked equally pleased, though in the quieter, steadier way he always had.
"We're very proud of you," Obbachan announced before he'd even managed a proper greeting, and Shane laughed because apparently everybody in his life had coordinated this conversation in advance.
"You too?"
"Of course, us too." She looked genuinely offended by the question. "Do you know what happened yesterday? Tanaka-san from the bakery came by."
That alone was enough to make Shane grin.
Of course, Tanaka-san had become involved.
According to Obbachan, the poor man had spent half the morning telling customers that the grandson of two of his favorite regulars had been nominated for Rookie of the Year. Apparently, his own grandson had started following hockey and was now proudly informing anyone who would listen that he had a connection to a professional player in North America.
"So… he's using me for social status. Great to know."
"He's proud of you."
"He's proud of having a story."
"Those things can both be true,” Ojiisan’s chuckle carried through the speakers, and just hearing it made Shane relax.
Kami-sama, he missed them.
The older he got, the more he realized how much of himself had been shaped by those summers in Kyoto. Not through one single thing, but through hundreds of little moments stitched together over the years.
Early mornings walking through neighborhood streets with his Ojiisan before the heat settled in, afternoons spent helping in the kitchen, evenings listening to family stories he could recite by heart, learning traditions by participating in them instead of being taught, absorbing the language until it felt as natural as breathing.
When people asked why he cared so much about being connected to his Japanese heritage, he never really knew how to explain it. Kyoto never felt like a vacation destination. It just felt like home.
Obbachan was saying something about the NHL Awards when Shane tuned back into the conversation.
"We're going to watch the award ceremony live."
He almost dropped his avocado toast.
"No."
"We are."
"Obaachan, absolutely not."
Ojiisan raised an amused eyebrow.
"We'll be watching."
"Do you know what time that is going to be in Kyoto?"
"Yes."
"It's an awful time."
Obbachan waved away the objection. "You only get nominated for Rookie of the Year once."
"You can watch the highlights."
"No."
"I am sure someone will upload a YouTube video the following day."
"No."
"Please be reasonable."
That earned him a look so offended that he already knew he had lost. "Your grandfather and I woke up at four in the morning to watch your first game with the LA Kings."
Shane groaned and dropped his head back against the chair.
"That is emotional manipulation."
"Well, it’s working,” Ojiisan sounded entirely too pleased with himself.
The worst part was that they were right. They had watched every game they could, no matter the time difference, and somehow managed to know details about his season that surprised even him.
"Fine," Shane surrendered.
“Good,” Obbachan smiled victoriously.
The conversation wandered after that, moving through neighbors, local festivals, and family gossip with the effortless rhythm it always had. One topic became another, then another, until somewhere in the middle of discussing a bakery renovation, his Obbachan paused and looked at him carefully.
"You seem happier."
Even after his mother had pointed it out yesterday, the observation still caught him off guard.
"I am."
His Ojiisan nodded.
"Los Angeles suits you."
A younger version of Shane would have laughed at that sentence.
For years he'd imagined Los Angeles as little more than traffic, celebrities, and endless sunshine. Instead, he'd found a city where nobody looked twice at someone speaking another language, where he could spend the morning at a Japanese market and the afternoon eating food from practically anywhere in the world. He'd found teammates he genuinely enjoyed spending time with, friendships that felt easy, and enough distance from everything he'd grown up with to figure out who he actually wanted to be.
Most importantly, he'd stopped feeling like he had to choose between different parts of himself.
"I think it does," he admitted.
Obbachan smiled softly.
"We're happy you chose it."
The words settled warmly in his chest.
Eventually Shane glanced at the clock and realized an idea had been forming in the back of his mind for a few minutes now. "When was the last time you visited Ottawa?"
Immediately, both grandparents looked suspicious.
"Why?"
"Answer the question."
Ojiisan thought for a moment, before answering. "Several years, I believe. Five… no, six."
Shane nodded, as his grandfather confirmed his suspicions.
"After the awards, I'm coming to Kyoto. And then maybe the three of us can fly back together."
"Together?"
"To Ottawa. My treat."
For a moment neither of them spoke.
Then his Obbachan’s eyes filled with tears, and even his Ojiisan looked emotional.
Truthfully, he'd been thinking about it for a while. His signing bonus was still sitting mostly untouched. Between hockey, training, sponsorship obligations, and the occasional shopping trip Rose dragged him on because she refused to be photographed beside a man dressed like he was permanently on his way to the gym, Shane hadn't spent much money. Most of it had gone into savings and investments while he figured out what he actually wanted to do long term.
And the answer had been staring him in the face all along.
He wanted more time with them.
The people who had spent years making sure he didn’t lose his connection to his culture, something that might have otherwise slipped away. The people who had shown him that being Canadian and being Japanese had never been mutually exclusive.
Obbachan finally wiped at her eyes and smiled.
"We're very proud of you."
Ojiisan nodded in agreement.
"Very proud."
For a second, Shane found himself blinking back tears. He looked down at the cup of matcha tea sitting beside his breakfast before glancing back at the screen. "Thank you. For everything."
Neither grandparent rushed to say anything, they simply smiled. And somehow that said more than words ever could.






      

  












      Chapter 3: Viva Las Vegas!
  








  In the end, Shane somehow managed to convince Mom not to fly all the way to Los Angeles and personally supervise his NHL Awards shopping.
It had taken far longer than it should have. There had been three phone calls, two follow-up calls, one dramatic speech from Shane about being a responsible adult capable of purchasing his own clothing, and a lengthy discussion about whether being legally an adult actually meant being capable of dressing like one.
Mom had eventually surrendered.
Mostly.
The compromise came in the form of Farah.
Which, honestly, wasn't much of a compromise at all. Farah took fashion almost as seriously as Yuna did.
Rose happily volunteered for the shopping trip, and somehow Wyatt and Lisa ended up involved too. Shane strongly suspected Rose had something to do with that. Wyatt certainly seemed to think so.
By the fourth store, Wyatt was carrying bags.
By the sixth, he had started asking employees where the nearest exit was.
Lisa found the whole thing hilarious. She walked beside him with her arm linked through his while he complained about the length of the expedition, reminding him that he had known perfectly well what he was signing up for. Wyatt disagreed immediately. According to him, he had agreed to buy a suit, not spend an entire day wandering through luxury boutiques while Rose and Farah debated fabrics, cuts, and colors as though the fate of the world depended on it.
"Those are two completely different activities," he informed them.
Rose, who had spent the last ten minutes examining jackets, nodded thoughtfully and agreed that he actually had a point. Farah ignored both of them.
By the time they hit the tenth store, Shane had already accepted that “quick suit shopping” was a lie people told themselves before reality set in. Wyatt, on the other hand, still looked like a man who had agreed to buy one suit and accidentally signed up for a full-day behavioral correction.
Shane had seen this before. Not the exact situation, but the pattern. The slow realization that shopping with women was not shopping. It was endurance. It was negotiation with forces that did not care what you thought you wanted because they had already decided what you needed.
Wyatt was in that phase where denial was still technically possible. He kept acting like there would be a point where this ended, like a final purchase would trigger a clean exit. Shane knew better. There was no exit. There was only Farah deciding you were done.
He watched Wyatt try to follow along anyway, which was honestly the funniest part. Not that Shane blamed him for it. He just recognized the slow, creeping dread of realization—because he had reacted the exact same way.
Not with Farah, but with Rose.
And Rose had gotten to him faster.
One month of friendship. That was all it had taken before she looked at his closet like it had personally offended her.
Ottawa Shane had been simple. Safe. Team-issued hoodie, gym shorts, random cap, whatever sneakers were clean enough. Everything said, “I play hockey and I am fine with being perceived exactly by only that.”
Rose had taken one look at that and decided it needed to die.
It had started small, which was the worst part. Casual comments that didn’t sound like instructions until they had already changed things. A pause in front of him like she was recalculating his entire life. Then came the quiet pressure of suggestion that wasn’t really suggestion at all.
Suddenly he had pants that weren’t athletic wear. Which, according to Rose, was apparently a category of clothing normal adults used daily. Straight-leg chinos first, like a trial run. Then proper jeans that actually fit instead of hanging off him like he had borrowed them from someone taller and less self-aware.
The first time she handed him a pair, she had looked at him like the answer should have been obvious already. Like he had simply failed a basic test of adulthood and she was correcting it out of necessity.
Then came the shirts.
Plain heavyweight tees instead of whatever promotional hoodie or team merch he had been cycling through like a uniform he didn’t realize he had chosen. Overshirts entered his life without warning, introduced with the casual certainty of something that had always belonged there. Suddenly he was layering clothes like a person who understood weather beyond “cold or not cold.”
The suede jacket had been the real breaking point. He had refused it on principle. It was just too much for him. Rose hadn’t argued. She just let him sit in his objection long enough that even he started to hear it like a kid throwing a tantrum. Eventually, he tried it on just to end the conversation.
He had never taken it off again.
Shoes went quietly after that. Clean sneakers replacing the well-worn cycle of running shoes that had seen too many airports and not enough self-respect. There was no ceremony to it. Just disappearance and replacement, like the old version of him had been phased out without a formal announcement.
And the colors were Rose’s favorite part; he made sure to lighten up his closet with a variety of them: navy, cream, forest green, charcoal, light blue, and tan.
“You can own pants that aren’t athletic wear, you know,” she had said once, completely calm, like it was basic physics.
He had not recovered from that.
Because the worst part was, she had been right.
So now, watching Wyatt suffer through the same process, Shane felt a very specific kind of recognition. Not sympathy exactly. More like memory with commentary. And maybe a bit of vindictive pleasure, because he hadn’t been the only one to suffer through this torture.
Wyatt still didn’t understand what was happening to him. He thought this was about a suit for one outfit.
What a poor unfortunate soul.
It wasn’t.
Because Shane knew exactly how this went when it came from Rose.
It started with one outfit. One polite request. One “this would look better.” Then it became “you’ll want this for later.” Then it became “you’re not wearing that in public.” And the strange part was that you stopped fighting it.
Not immediately. There was resistance at first, obvious and loud and very confident. Then there was negotiation. Then acceptance disguised as convenience. Then one day you looked in the mirror and realize that your entire wardrobe stopped belonging to you.
Wyatt was nowhere near that stage yet. He was still at the beginning, still thinking he could outlast the process. Still thinking there would be a point where Lisa would declare him finished and release him back into the world.
He didn’t understand that “finished” was not a thing. It was just “acceptable for photographs.”
By the time they hit fitting, the resistance had dropped anyway. Farah had made one comment about NHL Awards photos living forever on the internet, and suddenly everyone became very cooperative. It was impressive how quickly fear of public image could override personal opinion.
The fitting itself turned out to be surprisingly painless. Once Farah reminded both hockey players that every photograph from the NHL Awards would live on the internet forever, complaints became significantly less frequent.
Several hours later, Shane was standing in front of a mirror while a tailor adjusted the sleeve of a dark Dolce & Gabbana jacket. Across the room, another tailor was making similar adjustments to Wyatt's suit, and it wasn't until both men stepped away from their respective mirrors that Shane realized what had been Farah’s plan all along.
The suits weren't identical, but they were clearly coordinated to make them read as a pair the moment they stood side by side. Same deep navy fabric, same sharp Italian tailoring with structured shoulders and a clean, slightly tapered cut through the waist and leg. The jackets sat differently on each of them, shaped just enough to follow their builds without losing that restrained, formal edge.
On Shane, the dark fabric sharpened everything, his black hair, his brown eyes, and the scattered freckles across his nose, now more pronounced after months under LA’s bright sun. The suit made him look more defined, almost leaner, like the contrast between his features and the deep navy had been deliberately planned to pull attention to his face.
On Wyatt, the same suit softened into something almost luminous. The blond hair caught the light in a way that made the tailoring look warmer against him, his blue eyes easier to read, the faint dimples that appeared when he smiled breaking through the structure of it all.
Together, they didn't just match—they balanced each other, like the design had been built around the idea of them as a unit rather than two separate players.
Beside him, Wyatt had apparently reached the same conclusion.
"We match."
"We absolutely match," Shane agreed with resignation.
The horror on Wyatt's face had Rose laughing. "Oh, come on! You two look great."
"Why the fuck are we coordinated? We're hockey players, not models walking a catwalk."
Lisa was trying to hide her giggles behind her hand, while Farah looked entirely too pleased with herself. "You both play for the same team and were nominated, it only makes sense that you would attend the awards ceremony matching," Farah pointed out. "The world is not ending."
"It might be."
"It isn't."
"It could."
Rose looked between them and shook her head. "Honestly, the two of you are unbelievable. You're acting like somebody just told you to wear matching dresses."
That nearly sent Lisa into tears.
By the time they finished with the tailoring, Shane had stopped arguing. The suits looked good—too good to pretend otherwise—and Farah clearly knew it. There was no point fighting it anymore.
All he wanted at that point was food.
Unfortunately, that was when Rose discovered the perfume display near the entrance.
The sound that escaped her wasn't even a laugh at first—more like a squeak of delight. Shane looked over instinctively and immediately knew something terrible had happened. Rose only ever looked that giddy when she was about to ruin his day.
Lisa leaned in a second later to see what had caught her attention, and within seconds she was laughing too. When Farah wandered over, Shane knew he was doomed.
Whenever Rose, Lisa, and Farah all found the same thing funny, somebody else's life was about to become significantly more complicated.
"What?" He asked with mounting dread.
Rose couldn't answer right away because she was too busy laughing. Instead, she pointed toward the display. Shane followed her finger and froze when his eyes landed on the perfume bottle.
Beside him, Wyatt stopped too.
Displayed beneath a silver crown was a Dolce & Gabbana fragrance bottle, all clean glass lines and deep blue liquid. A small crown sat etched on the front, above a single letter printed in stark simplicity.
K.
For a few seconds nobody said anything.
Then Wyatt closed his eyes.
"Oh no."
"Oh yes," Rose replied immediately.
"The perfume is called K," Lisa added unnecessarily.
"We can read," Shane grumbled, pinching the bridge of his nose like that might reset the situation.
"And there's a crown," Rose continued, pointing at the detail like she was presenting evidence in court.
"We can see that too," Wyatt said this time, still not opening his eyes properly.
"You play for the Kings," Lisa went on, as if connecting the dots to anyone who had somehow missed the point.
"We know who we play for," Shane snapped now, the restraint finally starting to crack.
The problem wasn’t that they didn’t understand it. It was that they understood where this was going perfectly.
Farah folded her arms, looking far too amused. "I have to admit, that's funny."
"It is not."
"It really is."
"It absolutely is," Rose agreed with the agent. "This is the funniest thing that has happened all day."
Shane looked at Wyatt.
Wyatt looked back.
Neither of them needed to speak.
They both knew they had already lost.
Five minutes later, Rose and Lisa came back with matching bottles of K they had bought as gifts for their men. To the women, it was a thoughtful present, while Farah called it branding. Shane considered it proof that the entire situation had gone too far.
The photograph happened outside the store.
Not because Shane wanted one.
Not because Wyatt wanted one.
But because Rose, Lisa, and Farah had unanimously decided that two LA Kings players standing in matching Dolce & Gabbana suits while holding bottles of K was so aggressively over-the-top it was basically destined to end up on someone’s story with no context whatsoever.
The resulting photo was exactly as embarrassing as Shane expected.
Which was probably why it exploded online.
A few days later, the five of them were gathered in Shane's apartment when Farah suddenly stopped in the middle of scrolling through her phone. The change was subtle, but Shane had spent enough time around his agent to recognize it.
Something had happened.
"What is it?"
Farah looked up from the screen.
"Dolce & Gabbana reached out."
That got everyone's attention.
Even Wyatt looked up from the comic book he had been reading.
"The photo?" Rose asked with delight.
"The photo," Farah agreed, matching the actresses’ energy.
"I knew it!"
The agent ignored her, turning towards the hockey players in the living room. "They're interested in both of you for a campaign for K."
Lisa turned toward her husband with a beaming smile, looking so proud of Wyatt finally getting the recognition he had deserved for so long. Her poor husband, however, just looked shellshocked.
"Me too?"
The surprise on his face was so genuine that Shane couldn't help laughing. "Why are you shocked?"
"Because I'm a goalie."
He said it as though that explained everything.
Apparently, to Wyatt, it did.
“I’m serious,” he continued, sitting forward and gesturing with both hands. “Do you have any idea how hard it is for goalies to get sponsorships? Forwards score goals, defensemen throw hits. Everybody notices those guys. Half the time people pay attention to a goalie, is when they’re cursing us for not stopping a goal.”
Lisa patted his shoulder sympathetically. "Sweetheart, they're literally offering you a campaign."
"Which is why I'm confused."
That only made everyone laugh.
Once the amusement settled, Farah continued. The campaign was for both of them, but Dolce & Gabbana had also specifically asked about Shane. They were interested in discussing future modeling work involving the clothing line as well.
The moment those words left her mouth, Shane's excitement was immediately replaced by concern. He glanced toward Wyatt, wondering if his friend would feel left out.
Wyatt looked horrified by the very suggestion.
"Dude, don't."
"I didn't say anything."
"You were about to."
Shane had, in fact, been about to.
Wyatt knew him too well.
“I’m serious. The fragrance campaign alone is insane. Do you know how many goalies would kill for this? I am more than happy with just the perfume deal.”
"Just the perfume deal," Rose repeated, amused as hell.
"Yes."
"You say that like it's normal."
"It isn't normal. That's my point."
The room was filled with laughter once more.
Meanwhile Wyatt kept going, apparently unable to stop once he got started. The sponsorship was amazing, the exposure was amazing, the extra money was amazing, and honestly, if somebody wanted to pay him to stand around wearing a nice suit and smelling expensive, he wasn't about to complain.
"Think of the children."
"The what?" Shane asked incredulously.
"The children."
"You don't have children."
"I know."
"You aren't even trying to have children."
"I know."
"So, what children?"
"The hypothetical future children."
Rose buried her face in her hands, and Lisa looked ready to cry from laughter. Even Farah was smiling.
By the time Wyatt finished explaining how accepting a luxury fragrance campaign was apparently a responsible financial decision for children who did not exist, Shane's stomach hurt from laughing.
The whole thing still felt surreal.
One year.
That was all it had been.
One year in Los Angeles.
One year as a professional hockey player.
And somehow, he'd ended up with a Reebok sponsorship, a Rookie of the Year nomination, and now one of the biggest fashion houses in the world was interested in putting his face on advertisements.
But even that wasn’t the most unbelievable part.
It was the fact that none of it surprised him anymore. After all, his mom really was terrifyingly good at her job.
In the end, both Wyatt and Shane made it to the NHL Awards.
Unlike Shane, Wyatt had been there before. Not as a nominee, but at least he knew how the whole thing worked. He looked perfectly comfortable walking through the hotel, one hand resting against the small of Lisa's back as they moved through the crowd together. Lisa, meanwhile, seemed determined not to let her husband out of her sight for more than thirty seconds. Every time Shane looked over, the two of them were plastered to each other’s side.
They were disgustingly cute.
Shane tried not to think about it.
Tried being the key word.
The one who was supposed to be his date, was currently on the opposite side of the continent attending the premiere of her latest film. Rose had sent approximately seventeen messages already, most of them variations of you better win and if you lose, I'll sue the voters. The last one had included three crown emojis and a threat to leak the Dolce & Gabbana photos again.
His phone hadn't stopped vibrating all evening.
There were messages from Mom.
Messages from Dad.
Messages from his grandparents in Kyoto, who had apparently ignored his advice and decided to watch the ceremony live despite the absurd time difference.
There were even messages from Ryan, Bood, Cassie, and half the Kings’ locker room. At one point Wyatt glanced over and asked if his phone was having a medical emergency.
Shane hadn't even bothered to answer.
For all his complaints about the attention, he couldn't deny that it felt nice. He would go as far as to call it comforting. A year ago, he had been a prospect trying to convince everyone that signing with Los Angeles wasn't the biggest mistake of his career.
Now he was standing in Las Vegas as a Rookie of the Year nominee.
Life was weird.
The ceremony hadn't even started yet, and already Shane could feel the nerves creeping in. Not enough to ruin the evening, but enough that sitting still suddenly felt impossible. After making sure Wyatt and Lisa were happily occupied with each other, he slipped away from the crowd and followed the signs toward one of the rooftop terraces.
The desert air hit him the moment he stepped outside.
The first thing Shane realized was that it was quieter up on the rooftop. Not silent, because Las Vegas was probably incapable of silence, but quieter in a way that made the noise feel distant instead of constant. Below him, the city stretched out in a sea of light, so bright that it almost looked artificial, and Shane simply stood there for a few moments, finally able to breathe in peace.
Then he noticed he wasn't alone.
A figure leaned against the railing at the far end of the terrace, shoulders slightly hunched as he stared out at the skyline, the expensive suit doing nothing to disguise the familiar posture.
Painfully familiar.
For a second Shane genuinely wondered if his brain had made the whole thing up.
Because there was no way.
No fucking way.
And yet there he was.
Ilya Rozanov.
A year.
It had been a year since Saskatchewan.
A year since a cocky Russian prospect had gotten under his skin in the span of a single conversation and somehow never quite left his thoughts afterward.
The same broad shoulders that had occupied half of Shane’s wet dreams. Those blond curls he’d been obsessed with, the ones he’d caught himself thinking about too many times—whether they felt as soft as they looked, whether running his fingers through them would feel anything like what he’d imagined.
The way he carried himself like the entire world was a challenge waiting to happen.
And, apparently, still smoking.
Shane watched him take another drag from the cigarette, and the irritation rose before he could stop it—of course he was still smoking.
Some things never changed.
Before he could stop himself, the words slipped out in a rush of nostalgia. "You shouldn't be smoking."
The reaction was instant—so dramatic it almost looped back around into comedy. Ilya jolted like someone had triggered a jump scare in a horror game, cigarette flying out of his mouth in a perfect arc as if it had been launched by physics alone. A loud string of Russian followed, fast enough to qualify as a full emotional breakdown with subtitles Shane did not have access to, though the tone was doing all the translation work necessary.
Then Ilya spun around and the curse died mid-word.
For a moment neither of them moved. Ilya just stared like he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. The expression was so unexpected that Shane almost laughed.
Almost.
Because if Ilya looked shocked, it was nothing compared to the feeling of having the memory of what had happened a year ago come rushing back all at once.
The handshake in Saskatchewan.
The arguments that felt more like foreplay.
The heated smirks filled with unspoken intent.
The promise that they'd see each other again.
A promise neither of them had actually expected to take this long to be fulfilled.
Slowly, Ilya blinked.
Then blinked again.
"...Hollander?"
Shane felt himself grinning despite everything.
"Wow."
The Russian's eyebrows rose.
"Wow?"
"A whole year and that's the best you've got?"
For a second Ilya continued staring.
Then something shifted.
Surprise cracked through his shocked expression, and then a familiar smirk broke through. Just like that, it was Saskatchewan all over again.
"Hollander," Ilya repeated, shaking his head once. "I thought maybe I was hallucinating."
"You hallucinate me often?"
The smirk widened.
"More than is probably healthy."
Shane laughed before he could stop himself.
Somehow, after an entire year apart, they had managed to fall right back into the same rhythm.






      

  












      Chapter 4: Being Boring
  








  "More than is probably healthy."
The words slipped out before Ilya could stop them.
For a second, he wanted to grab them and shove them right back in.
What the hell was that?
He had spent an entire year and far too many daydreams imagining what he'd say when he saw Shane Hollander again, and the first thing out of his mouth was a confession.
Fucking brilliant.
Fortunately, Shane took it in stride and laughed.
Then again, what else was Ilya supposed to say after coming face to face with his Saskatchewan boy?
The last time they'd seen each other, they had both been prospects standing in the cold. Shane had been wearing a beanie pulled low over his ears, freckles bright against red cheeks, and had somehow decided that the Russian stranger smoking outside deserved both a handshake and a lecture.
Were Shane's freckles more pronounced now? Ilya could have sworn there hadn't been this many the last time they'd met. Or maybe there had. Maybe he'd just forgotten how unfairly pretty they were. Either way, they were entirely too distracting.
Most players barely acknowledged their rivals before games. Shane had introduced himself, shaken his hand like they were already friends, argued with him about cigarettes, and left Ilya thinking about him long after the tournament ended.
Back then, seeing each other again felt inevitable. The draft was coming and their careers were about to begin. There would be interviews and development camps and endless NHL events.
Hockey was a surprisingly small world.
Then Ilya went first overall to Boston.
Shane disappeared to Los Angeles.
And just like that, the everything changed.
The Eastern and Western Conferences might as well have been separate countries. Unless both teams managed to fight their way to the Stanley Cup Final, there was no reason for them to cross paths.
At the time, Ilya told himself it didn't matter.
Unfortunately, his feelings had no intention of listening to his common sense.
His first season in Boston had been everything he'd dreamed about and none of what he'd expected. The hockey was incredible.
The city itself was less so. It took some getting used to. English wasn't difficult exactly but speaking it every day was exhausting in a way Russian never would be. Every conversation required an extra second of thought, jokes arrived half a beat late, and sarcasm sometimes missed its target entirely.
Add unfamiliar food, different customs, and a locker room full of teammates who seemed determined to spend every free evening chasing clubs, parties, hookups, alcohol, or some combination of all four, and homesickness had a nasty habit of creeping in when he least expected it.
The strange thing was that he used to love going out and getting drunk. Picking up girls was always fun too. But after a while, everything started feeling overrated.
Maybe that was the real problem.
Everyone talked about adventure like it was the ultimate goal, while stability was treated like some tragic compromise. Ilya used to agree. These days, though, he found himself wanting something different. He wanted routine and familiarity. The comfort of waking up already knowing how the day was going to unfold.
Maybe it was his trauma rearing its ugly head again.
When he was younger, and even now on some occasions, Ilya never knew which version of his father would be waiting at home. The silent, distant man who barely acknowledged his existence, or the drunk and violent one who hit his mother before eventually turning that anger on him and his brother.
Alexei hadn't been any easier to predict. After getting involved with drugs, his brother became just as erratic as their father.
What Ilya wanted, what he needed is boring.
The word would've horrified his younger self. But now, he knew better. Because boring meant consistency. It meant somebody would still be there after the excitement wore off.
And for reasons that made absolutely no sense, Shane Hollander had somehow become tangled up in that idea, which was objectively ridiculous.
They had spent one afternoon together. Shared a few conversations, a handshake, and a promise to meet again. Any reasonable person would've forgotten about him after a month.
Instead, Ilya had become a complete idiot.
It started innocently enough. Shane signed with Los Angeles, the story exploded online, and curiosity got the better of him. He looked up an article, then another one, then an interview. Somewhere along the way he stopped paying attention to how often he was checking and started noticing that Shane seemed happier every time he appeared on his screen.
LA suited him.
The nervous prospect from Saskatchewan had slowly given way to someone far more confident. There were sponsorship campaigns, interviews, photographs from team events, beach days, charity appearances, and enough barbecue pictures to convince Ilya that Californians apparently considered grilling a personality trait.
There were teammates too. The giant defenseman who somehow looked mildly uncomfortable in every group photo, the goalie who collected comic books, and the left wing who hosted a barbecue at his house every couple of weeks.
And, of course, Rose Landry.
Always Rose Landry.
Rose at games.
Rose at team events.
Rose beside Shane often enough that the internet had already decided they were either dating or secretly engaged.
Jealousy burned somewhere deep inside him every time he saw those pictures, and Ilya hated himself for it. It wasn't because Rose seemed awful. Quite the opposite. Everything he had seen suggested she was funny, loyal, protective, and genuinely cared about Shane.
That only made it worse.
She was everything anyone could want in a partner, everything Ilya could never be for Shane.
He should have been happy for them. They were the picture-perfect couple.
Instead, the jealousy just kept burning.
Maybe that was how he'd ended up standing on a rooftop in Las Vegas after spending the better part of a year occasionally stalking a Canadian hockey player online.
And now said Canadian hockey player was standing a few feet away, laughing at him.
The photographs hadn’t prepared him for this. They didn’t smile back, didn’t tease him, didn’t make his pulse jump every time their eyes met.
God.
He was so screwed.
Trying to regain some measure of control over the situation, Ilya coughed lightly and crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back against the railing with what he hoped looked like confidence. The pose had always worked before. It broadened his shoulders, made his arms look bigger, and generally reminded people that he was six-foot-something and perfectly capable of being intimidating when he wanted to be.
The smirk he sent Shane's way only deepened when he caught the brief flicker of brown eyes dropping to his arms.
Well.
That was interesting.
Apparently, the trick still worked, even through an expensive suit.
"What?" he drawled. "Are you telling me I'm not allowed to smoke here?"
Shane was openly ogling him before he shook himself out of it, which left Ilya feeling strangely disappointed.
It was ridiculous.
Absolutely ridiculous.
He was a Russian hockey player standing on a rooftop before the NHL Awards, not a teenager hoping his crush would keep looking at him. The whole situation made him want to bang his head against the nearest wall.
Worse, he could actually feel himself pouting.
Pouting.
What the hell was wrong with him?
Russians did not pout.
Russians did not blush.
Russians certainly did not spend an entire year thinking about one Canadian boy only to get upset when said Canadian stopped staring at their arms.
Stupid boring Canadian.
The thought was so absurd that he almost missed Shane's answer.
"No, of course you can smoke here," Shane shrugged slightly, looking more amused than offended. "I just meant that as an athlete, you probably shouldn't be smoking. It's bad for your lungs."
And there it was again.
That thing.
That impossible, infuriating thing about Shane Hollander.
Ilya had spent the past year building him up into something almost mythical in his head, and somehow reality remained worse.
Or better.
He honestly couldn't decide.
Because Shane wasn't saying it to be self-righteous. There wasn't even a hint of judgment in his voice. He sounded genuinely concerned, as though Ilya's lungs were somehow his business despite the fact that they were technically rivals and practically strangers.
Most people didn't care about strangers.
Most people barely cared about their friends.
Yet Shane seemed physically incapable of ignoring someone who might need help. The worst part is that Ilya could not remember anyone treating him like that before.
Not really.
His teammates cared, of course.
His coaches cared when he scored.
His family cared in their own complicated ways.
Even Svetlana, who had been beside him for most of his life, had earned her place through years of friendship, arguments, loyalty, and shared history.
Nothing about that had happened by accident.
Nobody had ever looked at him the way Shane did after a single afternoon.
Nobody had ever decided he was worth worrying about before they even knew him.
The thought left him oddly unsettled.
And because Ilya had never handled uncomfortable emotions particularly well, he immediately changed the subject. "I didn't see you at the draft. What happened?"
For one horrifying second, he considered throwing himself off the roof.
Jesus Christ.
Could he sound any more bitter?
The words practically screamed “you promised.” He sounded like a kid throwing a tantrum after his parents promised him ice cream and took him to the dentist instead.
Shane, thankfully, didn't seem to notice.
Or maybe he noticed and was simply kind enough not to point it out.
"That was the plan," he admitted. "I didn't really lie to you. An opportunity opened up, and I had to take it."
A sheepish smile appeared on his face.
"I don't know how much you know about the Eastern Conference, but it isn't exactly the most welcoming place," the smile faded slightly. "The Western Conference is different. There are more people from different backgrounds, and significantly more players of color. Playing for LA was always going to be easier for me, compared to Montreal."
For a moment, Ilya didn’t say anything. Part of him wanted to tease Shane about indirectly admitting that Ilya would’ve gotten first pick, even with Shane as competition. But for all his asshole tendencies, he did have enough tact not to say it out loud.
Not after Shane opened up about his issues within the League for being half-Japanese.
Suddenly a lot of things clicked into place.
Most people didn't realize he was Russian until he opened his mouth. Then the accent appeared, and so did the assumptions. It could be annoying and frustrating at times, but it wasn't the same.
It wasn't even close to the things some players dealt with every day.
The comments.
The stares.
The constant reminders that they were different.
Ilya had seen enough of that during his first season to understand exactly what Shane meant. And if the stories floating around the league were even half true, the Eastern Conference had plenty of people who still treated diversity like a problem.
Boston was not bad about it, but he has heard some things about Toronto, Buffalo, and Montreal that made Ilya very glad that Shane was with the Kings.
Los Angeles had been good for him, that much was obvious. The confidence wasn't fake, and neither was the happiness. Ilya had seen enough interviews, photographs, and social media posts over the past year to recognize the difference.
The thought should have made him feel better.
Instead, it left him wondering what might have happened if Shane had stayed.
Wondering if Ilya would have enjoyed Boston more with Shane Hollander in it.
Wondering whether they would've become friends.
Wondering whether he would've gotten to see that smile in person instead of through a screen.
Dangerous thoughts.
Very dangerous thoughts.
Especially when Shane was standing in front of him.
Unfortunately, those dangerous thoughts also led him to remember Rose Landry. Which irritated him more than it should have. Because if Rose Landry really was Shane's girlfriend, then Shane had absolutely no business ogling him the way he'd been doing earlier.
Not that Ilya had minded.
But that wasn't the point.
Actually, he had no idea what the point was anymore.
His emotions had been taking turns beating each other up since he stepped onto this rooftop. Surprise had become relief. Relief had become embarrassment. Embarrassment had become jealousy. Somewhere along the way he'd also spent several minutes enjoying the fact that Shane Hollander appeared to find him attractive.
What a fucking disaster.
At least irritation was familiar territory.
"You're here alone," he said, tilting his head slightly. "Shouldn't your girlfriend be with you?"
Confusion flickered across Shane’s face so fast that Ilya almost regretted asking.
"Girlfriend?" For a moment Shane simply stared at him before realization clicked into place. "Wait. Rose?"
A laugh escaped him.
"You mean Rose?"
The sheer disbelief in his tone caught Ilya off guard.
"Gosh, don't tell me you actually believe the stuff TMZ publishes. I know you're from Russia, but trust me, TMZ is basically professional bullshit."
"I know what TMZ is."
"Then you should know better."
Shane Hollander, polite Canadian, was wearing a shit-eating smirk. Color Ilya shocked—and also turned on. It was surprisingly hot. Then again, Shane was always hot.
"Rosie is my friend,” Shane went on. “She was probably my first real friend outside the Kings after I moved to LA. She's great, but that's it."
His shoulders rose in a small shrug.
"Besides, I'm gay."
The words were delivered with such casual honesty that Ilya momentarily forgot how to breathe.
Rose wasn't Shane's girlfriend.
Rose had never been Shane's girlfriend.
The relief hit first—sharp, bright, and embarrassingly powerful—before another feeling followed close behind, harder to ignore and settling in with a slow, familiar weight.
Envy, not because Shane was single—though that certainly didn’t make anything easier—but because he could say it so simply, two words without hesitation: I’m gay. Ilya couldn’t imagine that kind of ease for himself, not with Russia hanging over his head or a career still balanced on a knife’s edge.
It stung more than he cared to admit.
"Okey then," he managed.
A smile tugged at Shane's mouth.
"Okay then?"
"Leave me alone."
That only made Shane laugh harder.
Unfortunately, the sound did strange things to Ilya's brain.
The conversation drifted toward safer topics after that. Hockey was easy, it would always be. They talked about how their first season went, about teammates, coaches, travel schedules, and the strange experience of suddenly being professional players instead of just prospects.
It turned out they had more in common than Ilya expected. The pressure of being watched all the time came up first, the feeling that every mistake or good game was being measured by people who didn’t know them at all. Then the attention that never really stopped, even when the games did. The constant travel followed after that, both of them talking about airports and hotels like they were becoming their actual homes rather than places they passed through.
After that, comparing cities just happened without much thought.
"I thought the heat would kill me," Shane admitted. "But honestly, after spending summers in Kyoto, California isn't that bad."
Ilya turned toward him in surprise. “You used to go to Japan a lot?”
The question earned him a puzzled look.
"Of course, my mom's Japanese."
"I know that."
"Then why are you surprised?"
Ilya shrugged.
"I thought she immigrated when she was young or something."
“No, she moved to Montreal for college, met my dad, and the rest was history,” Shane answered with a chuckle. “My grandparents still live there. I spent most summers with them growing up."
Did that mean Shane spoke Japanese too? God, he really was the perfect poster boy for hockey. English was hard enough for Ilya, and yet here was Hollander casually speaking three languages.
"My grandparents basically taught me half the stuff I know," Shane continued, a softer smile spreading through his face. "They were the ones to introduce me to my culture and nurture it. Not only the language, but our traditions and cuisine as well. They are part of my precious family."
A shadow crossed Shane's expression, as he shared. There was probably a story there. Several stories, if Ilya had to guess.
And wasn’t that a kick to the gut. Because everyone had complicated family histories. Ilya, for sure had his share. He could write entire psychological chapters about how messed up his family was.
So, he let the conversation move on without prodding.
And somewhere between talking about hockey, family, and the ridiculous California weather, Ilya realized that the version of Shane Hollander he'd spent months constructing in his head hadn't been entirely accurate.
The real one was somehow worse.
Worse because he was funnier.
Kinder.
More confident.
Worse, because the easy friendship Ilya had imagined between them seemed entirely possible now that they were actually talking.
Ilya thought that maybe his obsession came from Shane not fulfilling his promise to meet at the draft, and that now that they had met, he would lose interest once the conversation ended, though every passing minute made it harder to convince himself that the fascination would disappear after it.
A year apart should have killed whatever spark had been lit in Saskatchewan. Instead, standing on a rooftop in Las Vegas, listening to Shane laugh at one of his jokes, Ilya had the sinking feeling he was in considerably more trouble than he’d been before.
Later that night, when Shane Hollander's name was announced as Rookie of the Year, Ilya discovered that losing didn't sting nearly as much as it should have.
Normally it would've.
He hated losing.
Always had and always will.
The competitive part of him would probably wake up tomorrow and throw himself into training as to not lose against Hollander ever again, but sitting there in the audience, watching Shane rise from his seat, Ilya found himself clapping along with everyone else.
Because honestly?
He deserved it.
The season Shane had put together was ridiculous for a rookie, supported not just by the statistics and highlight reels, but by the players around the league who had seen it firsthand.
Looking across the room, Ilya's attention drifted toward the Kings' table and settled on Wyatt Hayes, who was cheering loudly enough for half the ballroom. The goalie hadn't won his own award yet somehow looked happier about Shane's victory than Shane did.
That, more than anything, told Ilya that Shane had made the right decision by going to LA. Because the Kings clearly had his back and cared about him.
It would've been easy for Wyatt to sit there disappointed. Easy to focus on the award that slipped away. Instead, he was grinning, applauding, and looking ready to drag Shane onto the stage himself if necessary.
The speech itself was short, which surprised nobody. Shane looked far more comfortable scoring goals than standing behind a microphone, though somehow, he still managed to thank his teammates, coaches, family, agent, and half the city of Los Angeles before escaping the stage with his trophy.
The rest of the evening passed in a blur of interviews, photographs, and media obligations. By the time everything finally ended, people were already migrating toward after-parties, bars, hotel lounges, and whatever other trouble professional athletes managed to find when left unsupervised.
Ilya had absolutely no intention of looking for Shane.
Unfortunately, his feet seemed to disagree.
He wandered through the hotel at a pace that he hoped looked casual, though he suspected he was fooling nobody.
Along the way he passed a group of Montreal players standing near one of the bars. Under normal circumstances he would've ignored them completely, but a familiar name drifted through the conversation and caught his attention.
"...should've gone to somebody else."
Another voice laughed.
"Apparently all you need now to win Rookie of the Year is a perfect media story."
"What the fuck is going on in the NHL?! Allowing all kinds of people onto teams is one thing, but letting a jap like Hollander win…”
The rest of what they were saying died mid-sentence, as it was cut off by the crash of glass.
A tower of champagne glasses—several levels high, carefully stacked, and very expensive—gave out all at once and came down directly onto the Montreal players. The sound swallowed the room, followed by shouts, sudden movement, and confusion as champagne exploded across polished shoes and designer suits.
A terrible tragedy. Truly.
Ilya didn’t even look back.
If someone had been standing too close to an unstable arrangement of glass while saying stupid things, that wasn’t really his problem.
His attention was occupied elsewhere.
Specifically, by the familiar head of black hair, he finally spotted near the elevators. Shane wasn't alone, though. Wyatt Hayes appeared to be leaning heavily against him while Lisa Hayes stood on the other side trying and failing to stop herself from laughing.
Apparently, the goalie had celebrated his teammate's victory with considerably more enthusiasm than wisdom.
Before he could think better of it, Ilya crossed the room.
"Need help?"
Lisa looked up first, recognition crossing her face.
"Oh!"
The surprise quickly softened into a smile.
"Actually, yes."
Between the three of them they managed to redistribute Wyatt's considerable weight. The goalie mumbled something unintelligible about glove saves and Stanley Cups before immediately forgetting what he'd been talking about.
"He's not usually this bad," Lisa said as they stepped into the elevator.
"That's a lie," Shane replied.
"It is not."
"You said the exact same thing at Christmas."
Lisa paused at that, then conceded with a small nod and an amused smile.
Wyatt pointed at absolutely nothing as he drunkingly announced.  "I love my wife!"
"I know, honey," Lisa sighed.
"I love Hollywood too!"
"Thanks buddy," Shane chuckled from the other side of the goalie.
Hollywood? Ilya wondered whether that nickname came from the dating rumors with Rose or the Rebook sponsorship. Either way, he made a mental note to tease Shane about it later.
The elevator doors closed before Wyatt could continue listing the people he loved.
Lisa shook her head fondly before turning to Ilya. "You know, even after Shane told me you weren't nearly as bad as the media makes you out to be, I still wasn't expecting you to be this helpful to a complete stranger. Sorry for judging you before I got the chance to know you."
Ilya probably should have been insulted. Then again, he barely cared what people thought of him, much less someone who had the courtesy to apologize for believing the reputation he had spent months carefully cultivating.
What really got his attention was something else.
"Hollander mentioned me to his team?"
He looked past Wyatt's shoulder toward Shane, who picked that exact moment to become intensely fascinated by the elevator floor.
How cute.
"What did he say?"
A faint flush crept up Shane's neck, somehow making him even more captivating.
"Oh, nothing bad," Lisa assured Ilya cheerfully. "Some of the guys were calling you a prick during one of the team barbecues."
The blush deepened.
"Lisa."
"What? It is true."
She turned back to Ilya.
"Shane told them that you might be an asshole, but you weren't a prick."
The Russian could hardly believe what he was hearing. The league's golden boy of sportsmanship and good manners had actually said that. Would Shane Hollander ever stop finding new ways to exceed his expectations?
"You called me an asshole?" Ilya laughed in delight.
The sound startled Shane into looking up. "You are kind of an asshole."
Beside him, Wyatt—always quick to back up his friends—nodded solemnly. "He's got you there."
That only made Ilya laugh harder. By the time the elevator reached the Hayeses' floor, he was still smiling.
Getting Wyatt into the room required teamwork, determination, and repeated assurances that the hallway was not, in fact, spinning.
Once the goalie had finally been deposited onto a mattress and Lisa assured them she could handle the rest, both men retreated back into the hallway.
Neither one moved, as the door clicked shut behind them.
Then Ilya cleared his throat. "Want to get a drink?"
"I should warn you that I'm not much of a drinker." Shane looked amused as he said it. "At least when it comes to Western alcohol."
That wasn't the answer Ilya had expected. "What's the difference?"
"I don't really like beer, wine isn't much better, and do not get me started on gin. It tastes like someone made a mistake and decided to bottle it."
Ilya barked out a laugh. "Fair enough. I hate American vodka, so I get it."
"But I do like sake," Shane's smile softened in nostalgia. "My grandparents sent me a bottle from Kyoto a few months ago. I've been saving it for something special."
His eyes met Ilya's as he asked. "Would you like to share it?"
The offer caught him completely off guard. Sharing a gift from family with someone who was, by all accounts, still a stranger felt oddly personal. Yet Ilya couldn't deny how touched it made him feel. There was something about Shane's thoughtfulness that always seemed to leave him momentarily speechless.
"Yeah," Ilya finally answered. He couldn't stop the smile that followed. "I'd like that."
Together they started down the hallway toward Shane's room, only a few doors away, while somewhere in the back of his mind Ilya wondered when exactly this evening had stopped feeling like an awards ceremony and started feeling like the beginning of something else.
The sake turned out to be far stronger than Ilya expected.
Not unpleasantly so.
The bottle itself looked exactly like something Shane would own: elegant without trying to be impressive, simple white ceramic decorated with dark brushstrokes and a few Japanese characters Ilya couldn't read.
The cups were even smaller, little ceramic things that barely seemed capable of holding anything at all. The first time Shane poured one, Ilya had almost laughed.
Then he'd tasted it and immediately understood. Sake wasn't really something you drank to get drunk.
At least not like vodka.
There was no rush to finish it, and no pressure to pour another. A sip here, another one several minutes later. The small cups forced you to slow down and savor each sip as though they were the first.
Drinking sake felt like a ceremony, Ilya thought as he watched the city glow beyond the windows. It felt like a private show unfolding between sips, Las Vegas glittering against the darkness like someone had scattered jewels across the desert.
For a while neither of them spoke, though the silence wasn’t awkward. That surprised him more than anything. Most silences in Ilya’s life felt heavy, like they demanded to be filled.
Then again, Ilya was never good with silence. It usually meant dark thoughts creeping in, leaving him paralyzed and unable to leave his bed for days. In his father’s presence, it was worse—silence was a punishment, a sign that he had done something wrong and that his father disapproved.
Tonight, though, the silence was not stifling; if anything, it felt almost welcoming in its ease. Ilya didn’t feel the need to fill it with empty words, not when its boring comfort felt like a warm embrace.
The sake passed between them, one small cup at a time, while they sat on the floor with their backs against the side of the bed, watching the lights outside.
After a while, Ilya found himself glancing toward the door. "Should we be worried about Lisa?"
"About what?" Shane looked over in confusion.
"Being alone with Wyatt, when he is so drunk."
Ilya knew he wasn’t being fair, comparing Wyatt to his father. The goalie didn’t deserve that, no one did. But Lisa was half the size of her husband, who was very drunk, and she was alone in a room with him.
He had seen what alcohol did to a marriage. His sweet mother had never really stood a chance against Grigori Rozanov, especially not after too many glasses of vodka.
Shane, meanwhile, seemed entirely unconcerned. “Worried? Not at all. Right now Wyatt is probably making her life harder by refusing to let go of her. He’s a clingy drunk.”
"A drunk what?" Ilya frowned.
There were different types of drunk? His father and brother were both angry, mean drunks. So, he couldn’t imagine an affectionate drunk, even after watching Wyatt spend the whole elevator ride proclaiming his love for his wife and friend.
"The guy becomes ridiculously affectionate when he's drunk," Shane chuckled fondly. "He's not really a throw-up-in-the-bathroom type either. Mostly he just follows Lisa around and spends the entire night talking about how pretty she is."
There hadn’t been a second hesitation from Shane as he answered Ilya. Not even the assumption that something bad might happen. The worst thing he could imagine was Wyatt throwing up on the floor and leaving Lisa to clean it up.
That was when Ilya realized how Shane had taken the question. Shane genuinely thought he was asking about Lisa being left to deal with vomit, not about Wyatt possibly getting violent with his wife. The possibility simply hadn’t crossed his mind.
Ilya wondered what it would feel like to live in Shane’s world, where a drunk husband meant someone cuddling his wife and telling her she was beautiful. He felt, unexpectedly, quite envious.
Still, the knot in his stomach loosened.
A little.
The silence returned after that. Another cup of sake passed between them, then another, while Ilya kept watching the lights outside.
He found himself thinking about alcohol.
For most of his life, he had drunk to forget how lonely he was. He used alcohol to muffle the dark thoughts that haunted him at night when he was alone in bed, staring unblinkingly at the ceiling.
 He could be out celebrating with his team or Sveta, and he would still not drink to enjoy the night. It could be good vodka or cheap vodka, and it wouldn’t matter. He would still take shot after shot to drown his sorrows.
This was different.
He was drinking just to enjoy the moment and savor the sake in good company. Maybe boring wasn’t such a terrible thing.
Maybe boring was underrated.
The thought made him laugh quietly into his cup.
"What?" Shane asked curiously.
"Nothing," Ilya answered shaking his head.
The smile lingered anyway.
A few minutes later Shane set his cup down beside him and stretched his legs out. "So what's next?"
The question sounded innocent enough. Unfortunately, it hit like a body check. Because Ilya already knew what came next, and he did not like it.
Russia.
The good mood that had followed him through most of the evening began to slip away. “I have to go home for the summer.”
Shane glanced over, noticing how Ilya’s mood had soured.
Of course he noticed.
Even to his own ears the answer sounded clipped.
Thankfully, he didn’t push the issue any further. He simply nodded once and said, “We’ll actually be pretty close then.”
Ilya turned toward him in confusion. "Close?"
“Yeah,” the smile returned to Shane’s face, softer this time. “I’m spending a few weeks in Kyoto with my grandparents. After that I’m bringing them back to Ottawa for a visit. They haven’t been to Canada in years.”
Kyoto, Japan.
For a moment, Ilya simply stared. Then Shane continued, blowing his mind even further. “If you ever want to visit, you’re welcome to.”
He said it nonchalantly, as though inviting someone you've only met twice across the world was the most normal thing imaginable.
“You barely know me,” was the only thing Ilya managed to say in return.
“That’s true,” Shane snorted, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.
“And you’re inviting me anyway?”
Another shrug.
“Sure.”
The ridiculous part was that Ilya could tell that Shane genuinely meant it.
"Maybe," he said eventually.
The non-committal answer still earned him a smile.
Ilya should have said no, he should have refused as it was too dangerous. Instead it felt dangerously tempting to say yes.
Before they parted ways, they exchanged numbers. Shane added his contact without ceremony, like it was the most natural thing in the world, while Ilya stared at the name in his phone longer than he should have before finally leaving.
The hallway was quiet; the elevator was quieter still. By the time he reached his room, the alcohol had left a warm trace under his skin without making him feel drunk. Standing at the window, he replayed the evening—the rooftop, the awards, the conversation, the sake, and most of all, Shane.
That was when it hit him. For a year he had told himself he was only interested in Shane because he was physically attractive. It was simple and safe to think of the other boy in those parameters.
Everything that happened that night proved Ilya wrong. Not once did he try to flirt or get into Shane’s pants. What was worse was that the thought of sex never even crossed his mind, he had been too busy enjoying Shane’s company.
He was truly and thoroughly fucked.






      

  












      Chapter 5: Lost in Japan
  








  Ilya's return to Russia lasted less than a week before he realized he had made a mistake.
The problem wasn't the city. It wasn't even the apartment he had grown up in. It was the daunting feeling that settled over him the moment he walked through the front door and understood that nothing had changed while he had been away.
His rookie season had been one of the most successful in recent memory, Boston had reached the finals, and he'd established himself as one of the league's brightest young stars.
But none of that mattered to his father. All he cared about was why he hadn’t won Rookie of the Year.
By the second day, Ilya found himself staring out the window of his childhood bedroom wondering why he had expected anything different. A year in Boston had changed him more than he'd realized. Living alone hadn't always been easy, but loneliness and misery turned out to be two very different things.
Back in Boston, his teammates congratulated him after games, while the coaches praised him when he played well. People laughed at his jokes, invited him to places, and remembered things about him. Somewhere along the way he'd gotten used to being treated like a person instead of a project that would never quite be good enough.
Which is why Ilya found himself spending the better part of the week trying to ignore the hurt and disappointment. He went out with Sveta and drank his way across Moscow. But it no longer worked like before. It was not enough to muffle his dark thoughts, or maybe it had never been good enough and he only just realized it.
As much as he loved Sveta and enjoyed spending time with her, drinking with her was nothing like that night in Las Vegas, passing a cup of sake back and forth between himself and Shane.
The final blow came when Sveta casually pointed out that, despite all the clubs they had visited, he hadn’t picked up a single girl. He hadn’t even made a move on her all week.
That was the moment it became impossible to keep pretending. Ilya knew he had to leave Moscow before he did something he would regret.
He couldn't return to Boston until training camp. Going back to the United States wasn't an option because of his visa status. That only left one place he actually wanted to be.
Which was how Ilya found himself boarding another flight, crossing the ocean, and standing outside a traditional house in Kyoto wondering whether he had completely lost his mind.
The trip had felt reasonable while he was planning it. Less reasonable while sitting on the plane. Standing in front of Shane Hollander's grandparents' house, however, made him questioned every decision that had led him there.
He barely knew Shane. They'd met twice, three times if one counted the hours spent drinking sake on a hotel floor in Las Vegas. And somehow that had been enough for him to abandon Russia and fly to Japan.
Before he could decide whether to knock or retreat with what remained of his dignity, the door slid open. The woman who greeted him was shorter than he'd expected, with soft features, kind eyes, and the sort of warm smile that made people feel welcome before she'd said a single word.
"Oh!" she exclaimed in flawless English. "You must be Ilya-chan. Shane-kun's friend, yes?"
Ilya barely had time to nod, before he was dragged inside.
"Come in, come in."
The next few minutes passed so quickly that he struggled to understand what was happening. One moment he was standing outside, suitcase in hand. The next he was leaving his shoes by the entrance and being ushered into a sitting room while Shane's grandmother moved around the house with effortless efficiency. Somehow a cup appeared in front of him, followed by an entire matcha preparation that looked less like making tea and more like a carefully practiced ceremony.
He watched in silence as she whisked the bright green liquid with precise movements, each step deliberate and unhurried. By the time the ceramic cup was placed in his hands, Ilya had become strangely fascinated by the process.
What the fuck am I doing here? He wondered as the matcha warmed his palms.
Looking across from him, Shane's grandmother sat comfortably, seemingly content to let him gather his thoughts. The patience somehow made him more nervous than if she'd started interrogating him.
Turning the bowl slightly in his hands, he cleared his throat.
"Sorry to intrude,” he began, wincing at how Russian he sounded. His accent always thickened when he felt uncomfortable. "But where's Shane?"
A smile so wide spread through her lips, that Ilya immediately knew he'd asked about her favorite person. "Oh, Shane-kun is at the rink."
"The rink?" Ilya repeated like an idiot.
"He helps with the children's hockey programs during the summer. Some of the younger players here absolutely adore him."  She explained with a fond expression. "He works very hard whenever he comes to Kyoto. Everyone is very proud of him."
For some reason, Ilya could clearly picture the scene: Shane surrounded by excited kids, patiently demonstrating drills, answering endless questions, and pretending he wasn't enjoying every second of the attention.
Of course he wasn't spending the summer celebrating his victory. Instead, Shane was helping children during his vacation.
He had expected to feel envious, after all, that is how he felt in Las Vegas when he realized that Shane had been brought up in a loving home. An upbringing in which acceptance and pride were not something one had to fight for, but it was expected.
However, sitting across from Shane's grandmother while sunlight filtered through the windows and matcha warmed his hands, he discovered that he wasn't jealous at all. He was simply happy.
Happy that somewhere in the world there was a place where Shane could walk through the front door and be welcomed with smiles instead of cold, indifferent silence.
Somehow, drinking tea with Shane's grandmother turned into helping her make lunch.
Ilya still wasn't entirely sure how it had happened.
One moment he'd been sitting politely at the table with a cup of matcha between his hands. The next, Shane's grandmother had recruited him into carrying ingredients, washing vegetables, and standing beside her while she explained various steps of a recipe, he was only half convinced he was following correctly.
Fortunately, she seemed completely unbothered by his lack of culinary expertise.
The kitchen smelled incredible. Soy sauce, broth, rice, and something frying in a pan filled the house with warmth. Shane’s grandmother moved confidently between the counters while explaining ingredients in English and occasionally slipping into Japanese when she forgot herself. Ilya understood approximately none of the Japanese, but her enthusiasm translated perfectly well on its own.
The conversation drifted naturally after that, moving from food to hockey to family history while they worked. At one point, after realizing Hollander almost certainly came from Shane's father, as it did not sound very Japanese, Ilya found himself asking about her surname.
"Sato," she answered. "My family name is Sato."
The information settled another piece of the puzzle he'd been unconsciously building since meeting Shane. By the time everything was ready, the table had been set and the house smelled so good that Ilya was genuinely beginning to understand why people in Japan wrote poetry about food.
Eventually Mrs. Sato pointed toward the finished dish with satisfaction.
"Katsudon."
The bowl looked deceptively simple. Rice formed the base, topped with breaded pork, egg, onions, and sauce that had soaked into everything beneath it.
"It is very popular before exams," Mrs. Sato explained while arranging bowls on a tray. "Or competitions."
"Why is that?" Ilya asked, as he glanced down at the food.
A mischievous smile played on her lips as she answered. "Because katsu sounds like the Japanese word for 'to win.' We even have a saying: 'Eat katsu and win.'"
For a moment he simply stared.
Then he laughed.
"That is ridiculous."
"It is."
"And people actually believe it helps?"
"Of course,” the smile widened as she continued. "Shane-kun always asks for it before important games."
That somehow made perfect sense.
Ilya shook his head while helping carry the dishes to the dining room. It was then that the front door opened before they could start eating, and a familiar voice echoed from the entrance.
"Ojiisan, I told you I can carry…"
The sentence stopped abruptly, and several seconds of silence followed before—
"Ilya?"
The surprise in Shane's voice was almost funny.
Looking up from his seat, Ilya found himself staring at a version of Shane that somehow looked even more relaxed than the one he'd met in Las Vegas. His hair was slightly messy from the humidity, his clothes were casual, and there was a faint flush across his cheeks that suggested he'd spent most of the day skating.
For a second, he simply stood there. Then a genuine grin spread across his face. Internally, Ilya noticed that Shane had inherited his smile from Mrs. Sato, the kind that reached all the way to the eyes.
"You actually came."
Something warm settled in Ilya's chest at the awe in Shane’s voice.
"You invited me."
Shane let out a quiet laugh, rubbing the back of his neck as though he still couldn't quite believe it himself. "Most people don't fly across the world when I invite them somewhere."
"Maybe your invitations are very convincing."
Shane laughed again, softer this time, the sound carrying the same easy warmth as his smile. He looked at Ilya for another second before giving a small shake of his head. "You're ridiculous."
Behind Shane, his grandfather entered carrying several bags and immediately greeted Ilya as though they'd known each other for years. Before long everyone was seated around the table, bowls distributed, drinks poured, and conversations flowing in three different directions at once.
It should have felt awkward.
Instead, it felt strangely natural.
Shane translated whenever necessary while the conversation moved easily around the table. His grandparents asked Ilya about Russia, and his grandfather answered with stories of Kyoto in return, while Mrs. Sato made sure everybody had enough food, seeming personally offended whenever someone's bowl became less than half full.
At some point, Ilya stopped feeling like a guest.
The realization crept up on him halfway through dinner, while Shane was unsuccessfully trying to convince his grandmother that he had, in fact, been taking proper care of himself in Los Angeles.
"You look thinner."
"I do not."
"You do."
"Obaachan."
"You definitely do."
Shane let out the long-suffering sigh of someone who had clearly been having variations of this conversation his entire life. "I am no longer a child, Obaachan. I play professional hockey and I know how to take care of myself."
"And yet somehow your face is thinner."
Across the table, Ilya snorted before he could stop himself. The laugh caught him completely off guard, and he nearly choked on his food trying to swallow it.
The entire table turned to look at him.
Mrs. Sato's expression lit up with unmistakable satisfaction.
"See?" she said, nodding toward him. "Ilya-chan agrees. You’ve outvoted Shane-kun."
Ilya quickly raised both hands in surrender when Shane turned to glare at him. The glare lingered for another second before Shane looked back at his grandmother with the tired resignation of a man who already knew he had lost before the discussion had even begun.
"I don't think that's how this works."
"It is now."
Nobody questioned her logic. The conversation simply rolled on as though she'd settled the matter beyond dispute. A moment later, while Shane was still protesting his innocence, his grandfather quietly reached across the table and stole a piece of pork from Shane's bowl.
Watching the entire exchange unfold, Ilya found himself struck by a simple thought.
This was bizarre.
Completely bizarre.
...and somehow, it already felt strangely normal.
He had flown halfway around the world to escape Russia. Less than twenty-four hours later, he was sitting at the Sato family’s dinner table, eating katsudon, listening to Shane argue with his grandmother, and watching his grandfather commit petty food crimes.
Somehow it felt normal.
Or at least normal enough that nobody seemed concerned by his presence.
That, more than anything else, was what unsettled him.
Because Shane Hollander's family was weird.
Not the bad kind of weird.
The kind of weird where people welcomed strangers into their home, fed them until they could barely move, and made room at the table as though they'd been expecting them all along.
And if Ilya was being honest with himself, it was exactly the kind of weird he'd been searching for when he boarded that plane.
Japan was healing in ways Ilya hadn't realized he needed.
At first, he'd assumed he was simply hiding. Hiding from Russia, from his father, and from the suffocating feeling that waited for him every time he returned home. Somewhere along the way, however, the trip stopped feeling like an escape and started feeling like a life.
A temporary one, perhaps, but a life nonetheless.
Shane insisted on showing him everything. Not because Ilya had asked, but mostly because Shane seemed personally offended by the possibility of someone visiting Japan and not seeing any of it.
Over the following two weeks, Ilya found himself dragged across Kyoto and several surrounding towns, checking off tourist attractions he never would've visited on his own. They walked through shrines and temples, wandered along rivers lined with traditional houses, and they even spent an afternoon feeding the deer, which Shane had confidently assured him were friendly.
That promise lasted all of thirty seconds before one marched straight up to Ilya, ignored the crackers in his hand entirely, and attempted to bite his fingers instead.
"You said they were polite!" Ilya complained as he pulled his hand back with an offended noise.
Shane looked from him to the deer, which appeared completely unapologetic. "They usually are."
"This one tried to bite me."
Shane glanced at the deer one more time before looking back at Ilya with perfect seriousness. "He sensed weakness."
The little traitor then proceeded to laugh for almost ten minutes.
The castle had been impressive too, even if Ilya couldn't remember whether it was called Nijo, Ninomaru, or something else entirely. By the end of the trip, he'd accepted that Shane possessed an endless supply of historical facts and that half of them would be delivered while enthusiastically pointing at a building that looked exactly like the previous one.
Still, it was nice.
Not because of the temples or the castles or the sightseeing itself.
It was nice because it was Shane.
Seeing Japan through Shane’s eyes was a deeply personal experience for Ilya. He would stop in front of a corner store without thinking, half-smiling as if he was remembering something from his past, or nod at a shopkeeper like they were an old family friend. And for all Ilya knew, maybe they were.
It felt less like tourism and more like Ilya going on a memory trip through Shane’s childhood, slowly and steadily gathering more pieces of the puzzle that was Shane Hollander.
Some mornings he accompanied Mrs. Sato on shopping trips, though they rarely seemed to get much shopping done at first. The market was only a short walk from the house, yet somehow the trip always stretched well beyond an hour because they never made it more than a few stalls before someone stopped to greet her.
Mrs. Sato never appeared surprised by it. She simply smiled, returned the greeting, and slipped effortlessly into conversation while Ilya stood quietly beside her carrying the shopping basket, listening to a language that still blended together more often than not. It didn't bother him nearly as much as he thought it would.
Whenever someone noticed him—which was almost always within the first minute—they would look curiously in his direction before asking Mrs. Sato something in rapid Japanese. She always answered first before turning toward him with the same patient smile.
"She wants to know if you're enjoying Kyoto."
Ilya nodded without hesitation. "Yeah. More than I expected."
Mrs. Sato translated his answer, making the woman behind the vegetable stand smile. She would then reach over to pick up one of the peaches Mrs. Sato had already weighed, looked at it for a second as though reconsidering something, then quietly exchanged it for another before adding a second one to the bag altogether.
Mrs. Sato noticed immediately.
"No, no," she protested gently in Japanese, reaching for her wallet.
The vendor laughed, shook her head, and pushed the older woman's hand away. They argued for another minute, neither sounding particularly serious, while Ilya shifted the basket onto his other arm and watched the exchange with growing curiosity.
"...What's happening?"
Mrs. Sato sighed, though the smile never quite left her face. "She says young men should eat more fruit."
"I've noticed that's becoming a recurring opinion,” Ilya said with a frown.
Did he really look that thin?
The older woman laughed softly.
"It is."
They continued down the street afterward, Mrs. Sato walking at the same unhurried pace she always did while Ilya carried the growing weight of the shopping basket beside her. Every now and then she pointed toward a storefront to tell him who made the best tofu, which bakery Shane always insisted on visiting whenever he came to Kyoto, or which fishmonger had been supplying the family for longer than Shane had been alive.
She never seemed concerned that Ilya couldn't keep up with the language around him, translating only when she thought he needed it and otherwise letting him simply exist beside her. Strangely enough, that made everything easier.
Nobody stared at him for being foreign or treated him like an outsider passing through. They smiled, greeted him with the same warmth they greeted Mrs. Sato, and before long he realized they weren't seeing him as the Russian who couldn't speak Japanese. As far as the neighborhood was concerned, he was simply the young man walking through the market with Mrs. Sato every Tuesday and Thursday morning.
Other afternoons were spent helping Mr. Sato maintain the garden, a task that mostly consisted of receiving instructions and pretending he understood what he was doing. The first afternoon, Ilya had expected little more than watering flowers and pulling weeds. Instead, Mr. Sato led him to a neatly trimmed satsuki azalea near the stone path, crouched beside it, and spent nearly a full minute simply looking at it.
He didn't touch the branches right away. He studied them, tilting his head slightly before gently spreading a few leaves apart with his fingers. Ilya stood beside him with the pruning shears tucked awkwardly under one arm, waiting for the lesson to begin. Eventually, the older man glanced up at him with a small smile.
"What do you see?"
Ilya looked at the shrub, then back at Mr. Sato.
"...It's healthy?"
"It is." The older man nodded approvingly. "Look a little closer."
Ilya crouched beside him and narrowed his eyes, as if that might somehow reveal what he was missing. After several long seconds, he shook his head. “I have no idea what I’m supposed to be finding.”
Mr. Sato chuckled softly before parting the branches again, this time letting Ilya look into the middle of the shrub. "See how many branches are crossing each other in here?"
Ilya leaned in another inch.
"...I think so."
"When they grow too close together, sunlight can't reach the center. After it rains, the moisture stays trapped longer too." He looked back at the shrub for another moment before pointing to a thin branch growing inward. “Most people think pruning is about making a plant smaller. It isn’t. You’re really just making room for light and air so the plant can grow bigger and healthier.”
Ilya looked between the branch Mr. Sato had indicated and the much thicker one beside it. "So, I cut this one?"
Mr. Sato smiled.
"You can."
"...That doesn't sound very reassuring."
"Because I'm waiting to see if you've been paying attention."
Ilya laughed under his breath before carefully positioning the shears around the thinner branch. "This one is growing toward the middle."
"Mm."
"The bigger one grows out."
"Good."
"So, I leave that one alone."
"Exactly."
Only after Mr. Sato stepped back did Ilya finally make the cut. The tiny branch fell into the moss below, and for several seconds he stared at the shrub, expecting it to look dramatically different.
It didn't.
"...That's it?"
Mr. Sato smiled.
"That's it."
"I thought there'd be more."
"Most days, there isn't."
They moved through the rest of the garden the same way. Mr. Sato never hurried from one task to another, stopping first to look before deciding whether anything actually needed to be done. Some afternoons they spent more time pulling tiny weeds from between the stepping stones than trimming plants, the older man explaining that if you waited until the weeds were conspicuous, you'd already waited too long.
Other days they checked the soil with their fingers before watering, because the garden didn't need water simply because it was Tuesday. It needed water when the soil told them it did. Whenever fallen maple leaves landed on the moss, Mr. Sato picked them up one by one instead of brushing them aside with the rake, explaining that leaving them there too long would keep the moss from breathing.
What surprised Ilya wasn't how much there was to learn. It was how much he wanted to learn it. Every afternoon he caught himself paying a little more attention than the day before, trying to notice the things Mr. Sato noticed before they were pointed out to him.
He found himself stopping in front of a shrub before reaching for the shears, asking himself the same question the older man always did. Does this plant actually need my help, or am I about to change it just because I think I should?
It demanded a kind of patience he'd never practiced before, one that left very little room for anything else. While he was studying the shape of the Japanese maple tree or deciding whether the soil still held enough moisture from the previous evening, the dark thoughts that usually crowded the back of his mind simply... didn't.
By the time they finished for the afternoon, and Mr. Sato suggested they sit on the engawa with a glass of cold barley tea before going inside, Ilya realized an hour had passed without him thinking about hockey, Russia, his father, or the future. He had spent the entire afternoon worrying about a single branch on an azalea, and somehow that felt like exactly what his mind had needed.
Occasionally, when nobody needed anything from him, he would sit on the engawa running along the side of the house with a popsicle in one hand and a cold drink in the other, staring into the garden while trying not to melt.
The heat was ridiculous.
Absolutely ridiculous.
Meanwhile, Shane wandered around perfectly comfortable, apparently immune to temperatures that should have qualified as a natural disaster.
"How are you not dying?"
Shane glanced up from where he was reading. “You realize I’ve spent every summer in Kyoto since I was a kid, right? I’m used to Japan’s heat.”
“Not fair! I’m Russian! Nobody prepared me for this kind of heat!”
Ilya’s whining earned him a full belly laugh from Shane.
By the time the second week arrived, the days blended together with an ease he hadn't experienced in years. Breakfast turned into lunch. Lunch turned into evening walks. Conversations stretched late into the night. Before he knew it, two weeks had vanished as though somebody had stolen them.
The strangest part was Shane.
Or rather, the way Ilya felt about Shane.
The attraction hadn't disappeared.
If anything, spending more time around him had made the problem worse. There were moments when Shane would smile at him across a dinner table or push his hair back after skating or laugh so hard he nearly choked on his drink, and Ilya would have to remind himself to keep his hands to himself.
The last thing he needed was to embarrass himself in front of Mrs. and Mr. Sato by ravishing their grandson after they had been kind enough to open their home to him.
Yet something had shifted.
A year ago, he probably would have tried to flirt his way into Shane’s bed. Now, the idea felt oddly unimportant—not because he didn’t want Shane.
God knew he did.
The problem was that he wanted everything else too: the conversations, the quiet afternoons, the feeling of safety that settled over him whenever he walked through the Satos’ front door.
For the first time in his life, he had something he didn't want to risk breaking. A fling would eventually end. The easy companionship that had grown between them felt far rarer, and Ilya found himself protecting it with a care he normally reserved for hockey.
Which was why, when Shane casually mentioned spending a weekend in Tokyo before returning to Canada, Ilya accepted before the question was even finished.
Tokyo, according to Shane, was completely different from Kyoto. Faster, louder, busier, and far more aligned with what most people imagined when they thought about modern Japan.
According to Shane, it would probably be more Ilya's style.
According to Ilya, Shane was completely wrong. He had learned to enjoy the safety of boring Kyoto. Big cities weren’t missing from his life—he had Boston, and if he needed more, there was always New York just a flight away.
The problem was that he would've followed Shane almost anywhere at that point, and the prospect of extending the trip for even a few more days sounded infinitely better than boarding a flight back to Russia.
So, when Shane asked, Ilya agreed without hesitation.
Whatever waited for him back home could wait a little longer.






      

  












      Chapter 6: SexyBack
  








  Tokyo hit Ilya like a sensory avalanche.
The Shibuya Scramble Crossing alone nearly broke his brain. Hundreds of people surging from every direction at once, a tidal wave of humanity that somehow never collided, never stumbled, never even brushed shoulders. Shane had to grab his elbow twice to keep him from walking directly into oncoming pedestrians while he gaped at the towering video screens wrapping the buildings above them.
“You’re going to get trampled,” Shane shouted over the noise.
“This is insane.”
“What else did you expect? It’s rush hour.”
Ilya turned in a slow circle, trying to track all seven crosswalks simultaneously. A businessman in a suit walked past while reading his phone. A woman in a kimono navigated through the crowd with a paper umbrella. Somewhere a megaphone was announcing something in Japanese that he couldn’t understand.
“Who designed this?”
“Urban planners.”
“Were they drunk?”
Shane’s laugh got swallowed by the noise. “Come on. We’re blocking traffic.”
The crush of bodies swept them forward before Ilya could respond. For a brief, disorienting moment, he lost track of which direction was which. Then Shane's hand found his sleeve again, tugging him through the chaos toward a side street where the crowd finally thinned enough to breathe.
As they slowed down, Shane released his grip and glanced back at him with an amused smile. "Congratulations, you survived."
Ilya took a deep breath, still trying to recover. "Barely."
Shane's grin only grew. "Wait until you see Shinjuku Station."
Ilya stared at him like he'd just suggested voluntary torture. "I don't want to see Shinjuku Station."
"Too bad." Shane shrugged, looking far too pleased with himself.
Sensō-ji Temple proved considerably calmer.
They walked beneath the massive red lantern of Kaminarimon Gate, past the statues of Fujin and Raijin guarding either side, and into Nakamise-dōri with its endless rows of souvenir shops and snack stalls.
Shane bought taiyaki shaped like fish and filled with red bean paste, pressing one into Ilya’s hands before he could protest. “You’ll like it.”
“What if I don’t?”
“Then you have terrible taste and I’ll eat yours too.”
The fish-shaped pastry was still warm. Ilya bit into it cautiously, discovered the filling was sweet without being overwhelming, and finished the entire thing before they’d walked halfway to the main hall.
Shane shot him a knowing look. “Told you.”
“Shut up.”
The temple itself rose above the crowds in tiered roofs and dark wood, incense smoke drifting through the air thick enough to taste. People lined up to toss coins into the offering boxes, bow twice, clap twice, then bow again. Ilya watched the ritual repeat itself across dozens of visitors while Shane quietly explained the significance, his voice carrying the same patient enthusiasm he'd brought to every other historical site.
When he finished, Shane glanced toward the offering hall before looking back at Ilya. "You should try it."
"I'm not religious," Ilya argued, still watching the steady line of visitors.
Shane glanced pointedly at the orthodox cross necklace resting on Ilya’s collarbone but did not comment on it. Instead, he said. "Neither are half the people here. It's about respect."
Which is why Ilya found himself standing before the offering box, coins cold in his palm, mimicking the movements of strangers while Shane watched from a respectful distance. The claps echoed oddly in the temple. His prayer, if it could even be called that, lasted all of three seconds and consisted mostly of hoping that the boring peace he had found in Japan would follow him back to Boston.
Beside him, an old woman finished her own prayers and shuffled away. A child threw coins with more enthusiasm than accuracy, all while the incense continued to burn.
“What did you pray for?” Shane asked when he returned.
Ilya looked at him for a moment before shaking his head. “If I tell you, it won’t come true.”
“That’s birthday candles,” Shane snorted.
“Same principle.”
Shane rolled his eyes but didn’t push.
TeamLab Planets was where Ilya’s brain finally stopped trying to make sense of things.
Water pooled around their ankles in the first room, warm and ankle-deep, while digital koi glided beneath the surface. They darted away whenever someone stepped too close, only to drift back a few moments later. Ilya spent several seconds following one particularly bright orange fish with his eyes before it disappeared through someone's legs, while children shrieked with delight somewhere behind him.
He looked down one more time before glancing over at Shane sounding unconvinced. "This is weird."
"Good weird?" Shane smiled, apparently taking that as a compliment.
Ilya watched another school of koi scatter around his ankles.
"I haven't decided yet."
The rooms blurred together after that. One surrounded them with hanging lights that changed color whenever someone moved beneath them. Another filled the space with enormous floating spheres that pulsed through shades Ilya didn't have the vocabulary for in English. Eventually they stepped into a mirrored room where flowers bloomed across every surface, washing over their reflections before climbing across Shane's arms and chest in projected petals.
Shane stood very still in the center of it all, watching flowers crawl across his hands. Meanwhile, Ilya watched Shane as the petals kept shifting, blooming and dying and being reborn in cycles that lasted only seconds.
It was breathtaking.
Shane glanced up, catching Ilya staring, and smiled. “You’ve got flowers on your face.”
Ilya blinked. “What?”
“Right here.” Shane reached up and tapped his own cheek. “Roses, I think.”
“There’s nothing on my face.”
“There’s everything on your face. Look down.”
He did. The projection had painted his arms in blossoms, petals cascading across his chest and stomach in patterns that shifted with every breath. “Okay,” he admitted finally. “This is good weird.”
Shane’s smile widened enough to crinkle the corners of his eyes.
“I knew you’d like it.”
They did Harajuku after that, because Shane insisted. They did Akihabara, because Ilya had heard rumors about arcades that took up entire buildings and needed to verify them personally. They did Shinjuku Gyoen National Garden, where they sat on a bench watching koi circle a pond while Ilya pretended not to notice how close their shoulders were.
They did everything Shane could think of and several things Ilya made up on the spot, and by the end of the third day, exhaustion had settled so deep into his bones that even thinking about moving felt impossible.
The tourist attractions were impressive, and the food was exceptional. The sheer scale of Tokyo made every other city he’d visited feel provincial by comparison. But none of it was what he’d remember most.
The thing that lodged itself beneath Ilya’s ribs and refused to leave wasn’t any particular location or experience. It was the anonymity. Nobody recognized them or cared about the top two raising rookie stars of the NHL.
In Boston, going anywhere meant preparation. Not because Ilya couldn't command the attention of an entire room if he wanted to—God knew he had enough front-page scandals to prove that—but because enjoying the spotlight on his own terms was very different from never being able to escape it. As much as he loved being the center of attention, there were days when he wanted to be left alone.
That meant hats pulled low, routes planned in advance, and restaurants chosen because they were quiet, private, or had staff who understood that certain customers didn't want to be bothered. Even then, it was never enough. Eventually someone always recognized him: a fan sitting a few tables away, a photographer waiting outside the arena, or a reporter who had somehow "just happened" to be eating at the same restaurant.
Here, he was nobody.
They walked through Shibuya at midnight without a single person glancing twice. They ate ramen at a counter seat in Shinjuku while salarymen ignored them completely. They wandered through neighborhoods where nobody spoke English and nobody expected them to be anyone important and nobody reached for their phones with that particular gleam of recognition that Ilya had learned to dread.
Standing in the middle of another crowded street, neon reflecting off wet pavement, Ilya realized he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so invisible.
It was freeing in ways he hadn’t anticipated.
The anonymity made things possible that would’ve been unthinkable anywhere else. Things like the club Shane had mentioned offhandedly three days ago. “There’s a place in Shinjuku Ni-chōme,” he’d said, not quite meeting Ilya’s eyes. “You probably wouldn’t be interested.”
“What kind of place?”
A pause. Shane’s ears had gone slightly pink.
“Just a club.”
“What kind of club?”
Another pause, longer this time. Then Shane had looked at him directly, something challenging flickering behind the casual expression. “The kind where men dance with men and nobody takes pictures.”
Ilya had felt his pulse quicken, though he'd kept his expression carefully neutral.
"Sounds boring."
Shane's mouth twitched, like he knew exactly what Ilya was doing. "Very boring."
"We should go."
The pink that had already started creeping across Shane's cheeks deepened. He looked at Ilya for a second, almost searching his face.
"Yeah?"
Ilya held his gaze. "Unless you're scared."
Shane let out a quiet scoff, the embarrassment giving way to amusement. "I'm not scared of a club."
"Good." A smile tugged at the corner of Ilya's mouth. "Neither am I."
Which was how Ilya found himself in a basement bar in Shinjuku Ni-chōme at eleven-thirty on a Friday night, bass vibrating through his chest, as colored lights sliced through the artificial fog, surrounded by men dancing with other men and not a single phone in sight.
The club was smaller than he'd expected. The low ceilings gave it an intimacy American nightclubs never seemed to achieve, and as Ilya looked around, his eyes drifted from the bar lined with bottles bearing Japanese labels to the DJ booth, almost disappearing behind a curtain of lights in the corner.
Ilya had stood near the entrance for nearly ten minutes, just watching. Processing the reality of what this place represented. Back in Boston, going to a gay bar would’ve been a calculated risk involving disguises and alibis and prayers that nobody recognized him. Back in Russia, the same action would’ve been genuinely dangerous. Yet here, in this basement in Tokyo, none of those calculations applied.
They were safe.
The realization had hit harder than expected. Something in his chest had loosened, a tension he’d been carrying so long he’d forgotten it was there. Standing in that doorway watching men dance with men while colored lights painted their faces in shades of blue and purple, Ilya had felt something dangerously close to exhilarating freedom.
Then Shane had tugged him toward the dance floor, and the crowd swallowed them.
They danced separately at first. Then closer. Then closer still, until somewhere between the fourth song and the fifth, Ilya found himself pressed against Shane’s back with his hands resting on his narrow hips and his mouth dangerously close to the curve of his ear.
As the bass dropped, Shane leaned back, pressing his ass directly against Ilya’s crotch.
The friction was deliberate. Unmistakably deliberate. Shane’s hips rolled in time with the music, grinding slow and teasing, and Ilya’s fingers tightened on his waist while every coherent thought in his head scattered like startled birds.
His body responded instantly, and the thin material of his pants did nothing to hide his reaction.
Shane had to feel it, had to know exactly what he was doing to him. But instead of pulling away, Shane reached back and hooked one hand behind Ilya’s neck, pulling him closer until his lips brushed the shell of Ilya’s ear.
“You’re tense,” Shane murmured.
“I wonder why.”
A soft laugh slipped out, as the music swallowed everything else.
Ilya’s hands slid lower, settling on Shane’s thighs possessively. The movement of their bodies together was obscene, a slow grind that had nothing to do with dancing and everything to do with the tension that had been building between them for weeks. Maybe longer. Maybe since that first handshake in Saskatchewan when Shane had looked at him with those warm brown eyes and smiled like he already knew all of Ilya’s secrets.
Ilya’s hips rolled forward, and Shane’s breath caught.
The song changed. Something slower, dirtier, bass rumbling low enough to feel in his teeth. Ilya pulled Shane closer, chest pressed to his back, one arm wrapping around his waist while the other stayed anchored on his hip. They moved together like they’d done this a hundred times before, like their bodies already knew the rhythm without needing to learn it.
Shane’s head fell back against Ilya’s shoulder.
His throat was exposed, pale skin and sharp lines, sweat glistening faintly in the shifting lights. Ilya wanted to put his mouth there. Wanted to trace the tendon running from jaw to collarbone with his tongue. Wanted to feel Shane’s pulse fluttering against his lips.
But he restrained himself.
Barely.
“We should get drinks,” Shane said eventually, voice rougher than before.
“Is that what you want?”
Shane’s hips kept moving, grinding and driving Ilya slowly out of his mind.
“It’s what I’m suggesting.”
“That’s not an answer.”
Shane turned in his arms, the movement fluid despite the press of bodies around them. Suddenly they were face to face, chest to chest, Shane’s hands resting on Ilya’s shoulders while Ilya’s remained firmly on his hips.
Brown eyes met his in the darkness.
“I’m thirsty,” Shane said, a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “And you’re buying.”
They found a booth near the back of the club, tucked into a corner where the music was slightly less overwhelming. Privacy, or as close to it as the club offered. Shane slid into one side while Ilya claimed the other, and within minutes a server appeared with a menu written entirely in Japanese.
Shane ordered for both of them without consulting him, and Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Presumptuous,” he said.
“Efficient.”
“What if I wanted something else?”
“You can’t even read the menu.”
True enough, Ilya conceded the point with a shrug and settled back against the booth, watching the crowd while they waited.
The server returned with a tray of drinks arranged in neat rows. Highballs first—whisky soda over ice, made with Suntory Kakubin, a light Japanese whisky—followed by lemon sours built on shochu and green tea highballs mixed the same way, simple and unsweetened. Between them sat tiny colorful bottles of Kleiner Feigling, the German fig liqueur that had somehow become a club staple here, lined up like toys.
Shane reached for one of the small bottles immediately, twisting off the cap and tossing it back without hesitation.
“Shots?” Ilya asked, surprised.
“What, you thought I couldn’t drink?”
“I thought you were boring.”
“That’s a dangerous assumption.”
Before Ilya could respond, Shane had already cracked open another bottle. The challenge in his expression was unmistakable. Whatever restraint he’d had earlier was gone now, replaced with something sharper, almost daring.
Ilya grinned.
“Oh, it’s like that?”
“It’s like whatever you want it to be like.”
“Dangerous words, Hollander.”
The first highball went down easily, cold and clean, nothing like the burn he expected. Then came the lemon sour, sharper and brighter in taste. Between rounds, they kept returning to the tiny bottles — Kleiner Feigling disappearing in quick, almost careless shots, like punctuation between drinks.
Two rounds became four. Four became six. The room blurred at the edges, the bass pressing into their ribs as they kept pace with each other. Somewhere around the eighth round, Ilya realized Shane wasn’t slowing down at all.
“You can actually drink,” he praised, genuinely impressed.
“I’m Canadian.”
“That means absolutely nothing. Canadians are boring.”
“It means I’ve been drinking legally since nineteen.”
“I’ve been drinking legally since never.”
Shane laughed at that, easier now, loosened by alcohol and the thrum of the bass beneath their feet. Watching him across the table—flushed, smiling, and slightly disheveled from dancing—left Ilya feeling like he might burst.
The server returned with another round, and this time, much to Ilya’s surprise, it was not a Japanese spirit.
“Tequila,” Shane announced, examining the bottle.
“Are you trying to kill us?”
“We’re already drinking. Might as well commit.”
“Since when do you drink tequila? I thought you only drank Japanese spirits,” Ilya commented, remembering their conversation weeks back in Las Vegas.
“Rose got me hooked on margaritas,” Shane answered with a shrug.
Ilya didn’t feel that old flicker of jealousy anymore when Shane mentioned Rose. Why would he? Shane was gay, and Rose was just a friend. So, he just shook his head and reached for a shot glass, refusing to back down from a clear challenge.
Salt came out first, then lime wedges, the ritual feeling familiar even in a Tokyo basement, like a universal language of bad decisions and good nights. Shane set everything down with careful precision while Ilya watched him, unexpectedly focused on how serious he looked doing something so simple.
Then Shane reached for the salt, but instead of his own hand, he took Ilya’s wrist. Turned it over, exposing the soft skin on the inside, and he bent his head to lick a stripe from wrist to palm.
Ilya stopped breathing, transfixed by the tantalizing scene before him.
The salt clung to Shane’s lips as he straightened, his gaze finding Ilya’s through the dim light. He threw back the tequila shot, bit into the lime, not once looking away from Ilya’s blue eyes once.
“Your turn,” he challenged.
Ilya found himself reaching for the salt without conscious decision, as he shook crystals onto his own wrist. They glittered in the colored lights, like tiny diamonds against pale skin. Shane watched every motion with an intensity that made the air feel thick.
The salt stung slightly where he’d licked, and the tequila burned going down, while the lime was sour enough to make his eyes water.
But not once did either of them look away.
They went back and forth several more times, the ritual repeating with increasing sloppiness. Salt on wrists. Salt on the backs of hands. Salt on the curve of a thumb where Shane’s tongue lingered a beat too long. The warmth spreading through Ilya’s chest had only partly to do with alcohol. The rest was something more dangerous.
And then Shane did something even more daring.
He poured salt directly onto his own neck.
The line traced from just below his ear, down the tendon, ending at the hollow of his throat. The invitation was unmistakable, white crystals standing out against his flushed skin. Shane’s eyes were dark with intent.
“Your turn,” he said, all but purring.
Ilya moved before the words fully registered.
The booth was suddenly too small, Shane suddenly too close. Salt glittered on his neck like a path waiting to be followed, and Ilya followed it without hesitation. His mouth found the tempting hollow of Shane’s neck, and the salt dissolved on his tongue as he traced upward in one motion.
The tendon flexed beneath his mouth as Shane swallowed hard. But Ilya did not stop, following the line all the way to his jaw, then higher, then higher still until he reached the corner of Shane’s mouth.
Only then did Shane finally move. Turning his head, so their lips could meet.
The kiss was nothing like the tentative encounters Ilya remembered from his teenage years. Nothing like the rushed, anonymous hookups he’d allowed himself during lonely nights on the road. This was something else entirely. This was Shane’s mouth opening beneath his, Shane’s hands fisting in his shirt, Shane’s body pressing forward until there was no space left between them.
Ilya kissed him like he’d been waiting years instead of months.
Shane kissed back the same way.
The taste of tequila and lime and salt lingered between them, sharp and sweet and perfect. One of Shane’s hands found the back of his neck, fingers threading through his hair and pulling just hard enough to make Ilya groan against his mouth. The sound seemed to embolden him, as his other hand slid beneath Ilya’s shirt, palm flat against his stomach, hot enough to burn.
Ilya pulled back just far enough to look at him.
Shane’s lips were red, his eyes dark, his breathing uneven in a way that had nothing to do with dancing.
“You’re drunk,” Ilya panted.
“Tipsy. There’s a difference.”
“Is there?”
In answer, Shane leaned forward and licked the salt from his own lips. The gesture was so knowing that Ilya felt his last thread of restraint begin to fray.
“Your turn,” Shane whispered.
He reached for the saltshaker and poured a line down his own throat, tilting his head back as he did, exposing everything again.
And Ilya, who had spent weeks pretending he didn’t want exactly this, who had convinced himself that friendship mattered more than whatever was burning between them, who had told himself over and over that some things weren’t worth risking—Ilya bent his head and followed the salt with his tongue while Shane’s fingers tightened in his hair and the club spun around them and somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice whispered that nothing would ever be the same after tonight.






      

  












      Chapter 7: Paparazzi
  








  @reebok
Welcome to the team, Shane Hollander.
From the rink to the runway.
We're proud to announce Los Angeles Kings rookie Shane Hollander as the newest face of Reebok.
#ReebokPartner #ShaneHollander #TeamReebok
[photos]
— Shane sitting on a wooden training box inside an empty gym, wearing a fitted black Reebok performance hoodie and tapered charcoal training joggers. His sleeves are pushed up to his forearms, revealing lean muscle, while bright arena light catches the freckles scattered across his cheeks and nose. His black hair is slightly messy from the shoot, and his brown eyes are fixed on the camera with a serious expression.
— Close-up portrait in a cream-colored Reebok quarter-zip training top with the zipper partially undone. The photo focuses almost entirely on his face: dark hair falling over his forehead, freckles visible across sun-kissed skin, long lashes, and warm brown eyes looking directly into the lens.
— Shane leaning against the boards of an empty hockey rink wearing a blue Reebok bomber jacket over a fitted white performance shirt and slim athletic pants. One hand rests casually in his pocket while the other holds his gloves. The bright white ice behind him makes his dark hair and warm complexion stand out even more, making him look less like a hockey player and more like somebody cast to play one in a movie.
— Candid photo taken between shots. Shane is laughing at something off camera while wearing a loose gray Reebok sweatshirt and black athletic shorts. His head is tilted back slightly, eyes nearly closed, freckles fully visible, and for the first time in the shoot he looks completely relaxed.
Comments:
@fashiongirly
WHO IS THIS MAN???
 
@runwayobsessed
New model unlocked.
 
@frecklelover97
THE FRECKLES.
THE FRECKLES.
THE FRECKLES.
 
@vogueaddict
Excuse me???
 
@beautyweekly
Those freckles deserve their own management team.
 
@starrynight
I'm starting a fan club dedicated exclusively to his freckles.
 
@frecklelover97
I volunteer as president.
 
@coldbrewqueen
This is genuinely one of the prettiest men I've ever seen.
 
@fashiontok
Wait is he an actor?
 
@runwayobsessed
I thought he was a model.
 
@victoriasangel
No because there's no way this man isn't professionally employed to look beautiful.
 
@sportsfan44
He's actually an NHL player.
 
@beautyweekly
WHAT.
 
@sportsfan44
Shane Hollander.
Rookie for the Los Angeles Kings.
 
@fashiontok
No.
 
@fashiontok
Respectfully.
No.
 
@runwayobsessed
You are lying.
 
@sportsfan44
I swear 😭
 
@hockeygirl88
Can confirm.
Dude is one of the biggest rookie prospects in hockey right now.
 
@frecklelover97
THAT MAN GETS HIT FOR A LIVING???
 
@coldbrewqueen
YOU'RE TELLING ME THIS MAN PLAYS HOCKEY???
 
@sportscenter
The same Shane Hollander who was nominated for Rookie of the Year.
 
@vogueaddict
I refuse to believe this.
 
@hockeygirl88
There are literally videos of him body-checking people.
 
@runwayobsessed
Body-checking???
With that face???
 
@beautyweekly
God really does have favorites.
 
@fashiontok
I'm googling him right now.
 
@fashiontok
OH MY GOD HE'S REAL.
 
@victoriasangel
HE HAS GAME HIGHLIGHTS.
 
@frecklelover97
HE'S EVEN HOTTER ON THE ICE???
 
@coldbrewqueen
The freckles survived professional sports.
Amazing.
 
@hockeyfan1998
Welcome to hockey Twitter everybody.
We've been trying to tell you.
 
@runwayobsessed
No because why does he look like a prince???
 
@losangeleskings
👑
 
@fashiongirly
OH MY GOD THE KINGS ACCOUNT.
 
@vogueaddict
Wait.
He plays for the Kings.
 
@frecklelover97
HE'S LITERALLY A KING.
 
@coldbrewqueen
His Majesty Shane Hollander.
 
@runwayobsessed
All hail.
 
@beautyweekly
Long may he reign.
 
@fashiontok
I, for one, welcome our new hockey king.
 
@vogueaddict
HAIL HIS MAJESTY.
 
@frecklelover97
HAIL THE FRECKLED KING.
 
@coldbrewqueen
KING OF LOS ANGELES.
 
@runwayobsessed
KING OF REEBOK.
KING OF FRECKLES.
KING OF MY HEART.
 
@hockeyfan1998
WTF?
You people discovered hockey players five minutes ago!
 
@fashiontok
And we are already emotionally invested.
 
@frecklelover97
The Shane Hollander Fan Club is now accepting applications.
 
@losangeleskings
We approve this message. 👑
 
@reebok
Looks like we found the right guy. 👀🏒👑

Posted by @PucksAndProblems • 11 hours ago
The 2010-2011 season was supposed to belong to Ilya Rozanov. Then Shane Hollander happened.
If you told me a year ago that we'd be ending this season talking more about Shane Hollander than the first overall pick, I would've laughed in your face.
Because let's be honest.
This season was supposed to be the Ilya Rozanov show.
The guy went first overall to Boston. He's ridiculously talented. He chirps so much on the ice that I'm convinced he's actually half bird. He gets into fights, talks trash to veterans twice his age, scores goals for fun, and every other week Boston tabloids are reporting another story about whatever woman he was seen leaving a club with.
The man generates headlines like it's his full-time job.
Then there was Shane Hollander.
Remember Shane?
The kid who disappeared after the Prospect Cup.
The kid everyone called crazy when he signed with a rebuilding Los Angeles Kings team instead of taking the "smart" route.
I still remember hockey analysts acting like he'd thrown his career into the Pacific Ocean.
"Too much pressure."
"Wasting his development."
"Should've gone somewhere more established."
"LA won't contend for years."
Turns out we were all idiots.
Because somehow Shane Hollander and the Kings came out of absolutely nowhere and punched the entire Western Conference in the mouth.
The Kings weren't just good.
They were terrifying.
They went from rebuilding project to legitimate contender almost overnight and ended up making a run all the way to the Western Conference Final before finally getting stopped by the eventual champions, the San Francisco Bulls.
And Shane was right in the middle of all of it.
Then, because apparently hockey wasn't enough:
— wins Rookie of the Year
— becomes one of the faces of Reebok
— suddenly every fashion magazine on Earth discovers he exists
— shows up at the NHL Awards looking like he walked out of a Dolce & Gabbana runway
— causes a small-scale societal collapse on Instagram
And now, there even is a Shane Hollander Fan Club in Los Angeles.
An actual fucking fan club.
I've seen the shirts.
I've seen the signs.
I've seen people referring to him as "His Majesty."
I thought it was a joke.
It was not a joke.
At this point I genuinely think we're watching two completely different rookie phenomena happen at the same time.
On one side you've got Ilya Rozanov.
The loudest rookie in hockey.
On the other side you've got Shane Hollander.
The guy who barely talks, accidentally became a fashion icon, and somehow convinced half the internet to join a cult dedicated to his freckles.
I have no idea what's going to happen next season.
But if you had told me in June that we'd finish the season arguing about whether the NHL's biggest rookie story was an unapologetic Russian menace or a freckled Japanese-Canadian king ruling Los Angeles, I would've assumed you were having a stroke.
What a season.
Comments:
@BruinsForever
The disrespect to Rozanov in this post is insane.
The guy had an incredible rookie year.
 
@PucksAndProblems
I literally said he was incredible.
 
@BruinsForever
You called him half bird.
 
@PucksAndProblems
Am I wrong?
 
@GoalHornGuy
No.
 
@BostonFaithful
People act like Ilya is some sort of villain because he likes to sleep around.
The dude is actually known for being one of the nicest players in Boston.
 
@SpokedB
I've met him twice.
Both times he stayed after games signing autographs for kids.
 
@BostonFaithful
Exactly.
Every waiter, hotel worker, and arena employee who talks about him says he's polite as hell.
 
@RussianMachine
The man being twenty years old and sleeping around does not make him a bad person.
It makes him twenty years old.
 
@BearDownBoston
People see one tabloid headline and act like he's committing war crimes.
The worst thing he's done is have too much fun.
 
@PastaAndPucks
Meanwhile he had 30+ goals as a rookie.
Maybe focus on that.
 
@BruinsForever
THANK YOU.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Counterpoint.
Freckles.
 
@BostonFaithful
Oh god they're here.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
We have always been here.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
The kingdom expands daily.
 
@BruinsForever
What kingdom???
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
His Majesty Shane Hollander of Los Angeles.
Long may he reign.
 
@BostonFaithful
I hate this subreddit.
 
@KingShane24
The Fan Club welcomes all new recruits.
 
@BruinsForever
STOP CALLING IT A FAN CLUB.
 
@KingShane24
That's exactly what someone outside the Fan Club would say.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The next meeting is on Thursday.
 
@PastaAndPucks
There are meetings???
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Mostly we watch highlights and discuss freckles.
 
@GoalHornGuy
This sounds fake.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
It is not.
 
@KingShane24
Attendance has doubled since the Dolce and Gabbana photos.
 
@NeutralHockeyFan
I'm crying.
One half of this thread is discussing advanced rookie metrics.
The other half is running a monarchy.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
A successful monarchy.
 
@KingShane24
A beautiful monarchy.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
An inclusive monarchy.
 
@BostonFaithful
Can we please talk about hockey again?
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Sure.
Did you know Shane Hollander is good at hockey?
 
@BostonFaithful
I'm logging off.

Dolce & Gabbana
[video]
The commercial opens inside a packed arena. The opposing team breaks through the neutral zone and fires a shot toward the Los Angeles net, but Wyatt Hayes throws himself into the shooting lane without hesitation. The puck ricochets off him and skips loose across the ice as the crowd erupts around them. Before anyone else can react, Shane Hollander reaches it first.
What follows is one of those plays that looks effortless until you realize nobody else on the ice can do it.
Shane turns up ice in a single smooth motion and suddenly there is open space in front of him. The camera follows as he accelerates through the neutral zone, weaving past one defender before another tries and fails to cut him off. Every stride seems to carry him farther ahead of everyone else. The music builds as he crosses the blue line, shifts the puck onto his forehand, and sends it into the back of the net.
The goal horn sounds, and the arena is suddenly replaced by an enormous marble hall.
A wide staircase rises toward a throne at the top, illuminated by golden light. Wyatt sits casually on the lower steps dressed in a perfectly tailored black Dolce & Gabbana suit, one arm resting across his knee as he smiles toward the camera. His blond curls are slightly unruly, his dimples visible, and despite the luxury surrounding him he somehow still looks approachable. Less like a king and more like the loyal champion who stands beside one.
A few steps above him stands Shane.
His suit is black from head to toe; cut so sharply it looks custom-made. The jacket hangs perfectly from his shoulders, the dark fabric drawing attention to the freckles scattered across his cheeks and nose. His black hair has been pushed back from his face, exposing warm brown eyes fixed directly on the camera. Unlike Wyatt, he doesn't smile. He simply stares forward with quiet confidence that somehow feels more intimidating than any challenge.
The camera slowly moves closer, but Shane never looks away.
The screen cuts to black.
K.
Made for Kings.
Comments:
@vogueobsessed
I fear Dolce & Gabbana understood the assignment.
 
@frecklelover97
The camera zooming in on Shane's freckles should qualify as a public health hazard.
 
@KingsFaithful
THE THRONE???
THEY ACTUALLY GAVE HIM A THRONE???
 
@fashionweekly
This wasn't a fragrance commercial.
This was a coronation.
 
@LosAngelesKings
👑
 
@goalieproblems
Can we talk about Wyatt for a second?
 
@hockeygirl88
THANK YOU.
Everybody is losing their minds over Shane and meanwhile Wyatt looks incredible.
 
@PuckTalkDaily
Wyatt Hayes has somehow become America's favorite supporting character.
 
@KingsFaithful
The dimples.
The curls.
The smile.
The fact that he looks genuinely happy to be there.
 
@vogueobsessed
He looks like the knight who would die defending the kingdom.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council agrees.
 
@NeutralFan
The Council is not a real thing.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council disagrees.
 
@sportsdaily
One of my favorite parts of this is how obvious it is that Wyatt and Shane genuinely care about each other.
 
@LAhockeygirl
Wyatt didn't win the Vezina Trophy and still spent the entire night celebrating Shane.
 
@goalieproblems
The photos of Wyatt looking happier than Shane after the announcement 😭
 
@KingsFaithful
No because Shane looked like he was in shock.
Wyatt looked ready to fight anyone who wasn't celebrating.
 
@PuckAndRoll
Golden retriever energy.
 
@sportscenter
The friendship between Wyatt Hayes and Shane Hollander has somehow become one of the most marketable things in hockey.
 
@hockeymom77
Every interview makes it sound like Wyatt adopted an introvert.
 
@KingsFaithful
Accurate.
 
@vogueobsessed
Meanwhile Shane spent this entire commercial staring into the camera like he was deciding whether I deserved rights.
 
@fashionweekly
The confidence is unreal.
 
@frecklelover97
Respectfully.
I would surrender the kingdom immediately.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
As would we all.
 
@NeutralFan
You people need help.
 
@KingShane24
We have help.
It's called the Fan Club.
 
@BruinsFaithful
There can only be one king.
 
@KingShane24
Correct.
 
@BruinsFaithful
I wasn't agreeing with you.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
His Majesty Shane Hollander of Los Angeles.
Long may he reign.
 
@BruinsFaithful
STOP.
 
@PuckAndRoll
I think we can compromise.
 
@KingsFaithful
Go on.
 
@PuckAndRoll
Shane is the king, and Wyatt is the knight sworn to protect him.
 
@goalieproblems
That is exactly the vibe of the commercial.
 
@hockeygirl88
Wyatt literally blocks a shot so Shane can score.
That's knight behavior.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council approves this interpretation.
 
@NeutralFan
WHY IS THERE A COUNCIL.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
The kingdom requires governance.
 
@sportsdaily
I can't believe we're discussing feudal structures under a fragrance ad.
 
@vogueobsessed
I'm still stuck on how beautiful Shane looked.
 
@fashionweekly
The black suit, those freckles, and the fucking eye contact!
The complete lack of a smile killed me!
 
@coldbrewqueen
The fact that he's twenty years old is insane.
 
@KingsFaithful
The fact that he still somehow acts like a shy hockey nerd in interviews is even crazier.
 
@goalieproblems
The duality of Shane Hollander:
— accidentally becomes fashion icon
— accidentally becomes internet king
— still gets excited talking about hockey sticks
 
@LosAngelesKings
Sounds about right.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
The kingdom continues to grow.
We welcome new members.
👑

@PuckUpdates
Can someone explain what's happening here?
[attached screenshot]
The screenshot shows a Japanese Twitter post with several photos attached.
— Shane kneeling on the ice tying the skate laces of a little boy no older than seven.
— Shane standing beside a group of children in full hockey gear, holding a stick while demonstrating something.
— Shane smiling awkwardly as several parents insist on taking pictures with him.
The original Japanese caption has over 40,000 likes.
Replies:
@NeutralFan
Translation please???
 
@KingsFaithful
I have no idea what's happening, but Shane looks adorable.
 
@coldbrewqueen
Who is the old man in the profile picture?
 
@PuckUpdates
According to the lovely translators over in the Council of Shane Hollander, this account belongs to a grandfather named Tanaka.
 
@fashiongirly
The WHAT.
 
@KingShane24
The Council.
Don't worry about it, I’ll introduce you to them later.
 
@fashiongirly
Why does it feel like a threat?
 
@KingShane24
It is a promise.
 
@fashiongirly
Mom, I’m scared!
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Do not worry, we just provide many valuable public services.
 
@NeutralFan
This is not one of them.
 
@PuckUpdates
Anyway.
Mr. Tanaka is apparently very proud because his grandson has been receiving skating lessons from Shane at a local rink.
 
@coldbrewqueen
WAIT.
SHANE IS PERSONALLY TEACHING KIDS???
 
@PuckUpdates
From what people are saying, yes.
 
@goalieproblems
Hold on.
Is Shane in Japan right now?
 
@KingsFaithful
Apparently.
 
@PuckUpdates
Kyoto specifically.
He's visiting his grandparents for the summer and occasionally helps out at a local rink.
 
@coldbrewqueen
HE'S VISITING HIS GRANDPARENTS???
 
@fashiongirly
I can't do this anymore.
 
@vogueobsessed
So let me get this straight.
This man wins Rookie of the Year.
Becomes a Reebok model.
Gets a Dolce & Gabbana campaign.
Then spends his summer teaching kids how to play hockey and visiting his grandparents.
 
@PuckUpdates
That appears to be correct.
 
@hockeygirl88
Does this man ever rest?
 
@sportsdaily
Seriously.
Most twenty-year-olds would be partying after the year he just had.
 
@KingsFaithful
Meanwhile Shane's vacation apparently consists of grandparents and community service.
 
@goalieproblems
How is he real?
 
@coldbrewqueen
Every time I learn something new about him, he somehow becomes more wholesome.
 
@fashiongirly
The bar was already impossibly high.
Now we're adding "helps children learn hockey."
 
@sportsdaily
One thing I've always appreciated is his sportsmanship.
For someone who has had this much success this fast, he's remarkably grounded.
 
@hockeymom77
The little kid in the photo is going to tell this story for the rest of his life.
 
@KingsFaithful
Imagine getting taught by the Rookie of the Year.
 
@goalieproblems
Imagine getting your skates tied by Shane Hollander.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The King cares for his people.
 
@NeutralFan
Please stop.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
No.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
His Majesty is gracious and benevolent.
 
@NeutralFan
I hate every single one of you.
 
@KingShane24
The Kingdom of Los Angeles believes strongly in youth hockey development.
 
@NeutralFan
WHY ARE YOU PEOPLE LIKE THIS?!
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
Our King sets an excellent example.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The children yearn for the kingdom.
 
@NeutralFan
THAT SENTENCE DOESN'T EVEN MEAN ANYTHING!
 
@KingsFaithful
Honestly my favorite part is that Shane would be horrified if he saw this thread.
 
@goalieproblems
Absolutely.
 
@hockeygirl88
He'd spend twenty minutes explaining that the local coaches did all the work and he just helped out.
 
@sportsdaily
Which is exactly why people like him.
 
@coldbrewqueen
The more famous he becomes, the more he acts like a normal person.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
A king of the people.
 
@NeutralFan
STOP MAKING HIM A MONARCH!
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
We cannot.
The evidence continues to accumulate.
👑






      

  












      Chapter 8: Bed Chem
  



    Chapter Notes

      Fair warning: This chapter is pure, unadulterated smut.
If that’s not your vibe, feel free to skip ahead. And for those of you who physically cannot resist clicking the second a notification drops… don't say I didn't warn you. If you end up hot and bothered at work, you are strictly banned from blaming me in the comments section this time 😏







  Shane’s breath caught on something that might have been Ilya’s name. The music swallowed the sound before Ilya could be sure. But the way Shane’s body arched toward him, his hips pressing forward seeking contact, and how his mouth found Ilya’s again with desperate, uncoordinated hunger—none of that was ambiguous.
Their hotel was only four blocks from the club.
Ilya didn't remember deciding to leave. One moment Shane's tongue was in his mouth, and his hand was under Shane's shirt, fingers splayed across the ridge of his ribs. The next they were stumbling through the emergency exit into an alley that smelled like garbage and rain, the door slamming shut behind them and cutting off the bass like a guillotine.
The silence outside was deafening.
Then again, silence was a poor way to describe the center of Tokyo. But compared to the bass pounding inside the club, the alley might as well have been silent.
Shane's back hit the alley wall. His mouth found Ilya's again before either of them could speak, hands fisting in the front of his shirt and pulling him closer. The brick was damp and somewhere above them, a neon sign buzzed and flickered, painting Shane's face in alternating shades of pink and blue.
"We need to stop," Ilya managed to gasp.
Shane's teeth grazed his jaw. "Do we?"
"Someone will see."
"Nobody will give a fuck."
The words were muffled against his throat. Shane's lips found the spot where his pulse hammered closest to the surface and pressed there, tongue flicking out to taste salt and sweat and whatever remained of the tequila. Ilya's head fell back as a low groan escaped him. His hips rolled forward without permission, grinding against Shane's thigh, and the friction through his pants was so good he nearly forgot his own name.
"Hotel," he gasped. "We need—"
"That's four blocks," Shane pouted, barely moving away, their lips brushing with every word.
"I know," Ilya replied, barely stopping himself from burying a hand in Shane's hair and pulling him into another heated kiss. "But at least there, we'll have a bed."
Shane drew back just enough for their eyes to meet. His lips were swollen and his pupils blown wide, leaving barely any trace of the warm brown beneath the black. His chest rose and fell in the same uneven rhythm as Ilya's, and for a long moment neither of them moved.
Then Shane smirked.
"Guess we'd better start walking."
The four blocks took fifteen minutes.
Every alley between the club and the hotel became a stopping point. Every shadowed doorway became an excuse. Shane's mouth was insatiable, finding Ilya's lips, his jaw, his throat, the hollow beneath his ear where the stubble was rough and the skin was sensitive. Ilya's hands mapped the geography of Shane's body through his clothes—the dip of his waist, the sharp jut of his hipbones, the curve of his ass that had been pressed against him on the dance floor for what felt like hours.
A businessman passed them in the third alley and didn't even glance their way.
Tokyo's indifference had never felt so much like a gift.
By the time they reached the hotel lobby, Ilya's shirt was untucked and Shane's hair was a disaster and the concierge behind the front desk looked up with an expression of such profound disinterest that Ilya almost laughed. They must have looked ridiculous. Two foreign men, rumpled and flushed and barely keeping their hands off each other, crossing the marble floor toward the elevators at one in the morning.
Still, nobody stopped them or even gave them a second glance.
Shane was on him the moment the elevator doors closed, pressing Ilya against the mirrored wall with surprising strength. It shouldn't have been surprising that a professional hockey player was strong, but Shane's build was deceptively lean. Yet another delightful surprise from Ilya's Saskatchewan boy.
The kiss was sloppier now, more teeth than tongue, urgency and alcohol replacing whatever finesse either of them had possessed earlier. Ilya's hands found Shane's ass and squeezed, pulling their hips together, and the sound Shane made—a high, desperate noise caught somewhere between a moan and a whimper—nearly undid him completely.
"You have no idea," Shane breathed against his mouth.
"No idea about what?" Ilya growled against the other’s lips.
"How long I've wanted this."
The admission hit harder than Ilya expected.
He'd known, of course.
Had suspected since that first handshake in Saskatchewan when Shane's eyes had lingered a beat too long. Had been certain since Las Vegas when they'd spent hours talking on a hotel floor and Shane had looked at him like he was something worth wanting. But hearing it spoken aloud, in Shane's voice, with Shane's body pressed against him and Shane's erection digging into his hip—that was different.
It was overwhelmingly terrifying.
"How long?" Ilya asked, though he already knew the answer.
Shane's forehead dropped to his shoulder. "Since Saskatchewan."
The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. But neither of them moved for several seconds.
Then Shane's hand found his, their fingers interlacing as he tugged Ilya into the hallway. Their rooms were on the same floor, connected by an adjoining door. The walk from the elevator to Ilya's room took approximately thirty seconds and felt like an eternity, Shane's thumb tracing circles against his palm while the carpet muffled their footsteps and the hallway lights buzzed at a frequency that made his teeth ache.
The key card took three tries. His hands wouldn't stop shaking, though he couldn't tell whether it was from wanting Shane so badly or from everything he'd had to drink. Most likely both.
Finally, the lock clicked green, and the door swung open and Shane was pulling him inside, kicking the door shut behind them, shoving him backward until his knees hit the edge of the bed and he sat down hard. The room was dark except for the city lights bleeding through the window, Tokyo's skyline stretching endlessly beyond the glass.
Shane slowly walked toward him, silhouetted against the glow, his chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. As he closed the distance between them, Ilya finally asked the question that had been lingering in the back of his mind since they left the alley.
"How much experience do you have?"
Shane's advance came to an abrupt halt. "What?"
"How much experience do you have with men?"
Shane paused, his weight shifted from one foot to the other, the first sign of uncertainty he'd shown since they entered the club. When he spoke, his voice was measured, as though he was choosing each word carefully.
"I've hooked up with guys in LA."
"Define 'hooked up,'" Ilya asked, bemused
"I've... you know." Shane's hand gestured vaguely in the darkness. "Done stuff."
"What kind of stuff?" Ilya asked, his amusement growing with every answer Shane gave.
The pause stretched long enough that Ilya began to regret his teasing. Then Shane sighed, shoulders dropping slightly, and when he answered his voice was quieter than before. "I’ve sucked a few guys off... No, wait, that’s a lie. I sucked so many dicks in LA I lost count. What can I say? I love it."
The admission was delivered without any ounce of shame. The same way Shane would deliver historical facts about Kyoto temples—straightforward and confident, like he'd long since made peace with it.
Why should he need to feel any shame? Ilya was the last one to slut-shame anyone; God knows that before meeting Shane again in Las Vegas, he had been well on his way to sleeping with half of Boston. Still, Ilya was grateful for the darkness, as it hid how his jaw tightened.
Before he could stop himself, a sickening wave of jealousy washed over him, making him physically sick to his stomach. He pictured faceless men in Los Angeles—strangers from bars, or whoever the hell Shane had found—pictured them with their hands in Shane's hair and their cocks in his mouth and their eyes rolling back while Shane did exactly what he'd just admitted to loving.
The images came fast and vivid, each one sharper than the last, and Ilya discovered that he hated them. Hated every single one. Hated that they'd touched Shane before he could, that the Shane who'd never even kissed a man in Saskatchewan no longer existed.
That version of Shane was gone.
Los Angeles had changed him.
The breath caught in his throat as it hit him. He was furious with jealousy, but at the exact same time, a strange wave of gratitude washed over him, taking the edge off the sting. Because the Shane standing before him now wasn't the nervous virgin who'd blushed at handshakes and avoided eye contact.
This Shane knew what he wanted. He had the experience to understand his own desires, the confidence to voice them, and a track record that proved he loved sucking cock and wasn't afraid to say so.
Ilya wouldn't have known what to do with a completely inexperienced partner. He’d never been anyone's first for anything, and he wouldn't have trusted himself to treat Shane the way he deserved.
Every encounter he’d allowed himself over the years had been rushed and anonymous—fumbling in dark rooms with men whose names he never learned, constantly terrified of getting caught. With women, he allowed himself more freedom, but he still always left before morning.
The idea of being someone's first—Shane's first—left him paralyzed. The sheer pressure to get everything right, to not screw it up, was suffocating. The jealousy still burned, but it was manageable now.
He could let it go.
"So," Ilya finally said, slowly as if testing the words, "you've given head. But you haven't..."
"No." Shane shook his head. "I haven't gone all the way. Didn't feel confident enough. With them, I mean. It didn't feel..." He trailed off, searching for the word. "Safe."
"And now?"
The silhouette moved closer. Shane's knees brushed his, and then he was sinking down, settling onto Ilya's lap with a leg on either side of his thighs. His weight was solid, warm, and impossibly real. His hands found Ilya's shoulders, thumbs pressing gently into the muscle.
"Now I feel safe," Shane admitted huskily.
A knot formed in Ilya's throat. "Shane..."
"I mean it."
"I know you do."
His hands found Shane's hips, settling there with the same possessive pressure they'd used on the dance floor. Shane's breath ghosted across his lips, warm and faintly sweet from the Kleiner Feigling shots, and the urge to close the distance between them was almost overwhelming.
"I want you to fuck me," Shane confessed.
The words were barely above a whisper.
"I've wanted it since Saskatchewan. Since before I even understood what I was asking for. I just didn't know how to say it then. I didn't know anything then." His fingers tightened on Ilya's shoulders. "But I know what I want now. And I want you to be my first."
The trust in those words was staggering.
Ilya had been trusted with things before, whether it was coaches counting on his goals, teammates relying on his plays, or fans waiting for him to perform. But this was different. This was Shane choosing Ilya. Offering something he'd never offered anyone else.
"We don't have to," Ilya heard himself say. "We can just—I can jerk you off. Or you can suck me. Whatever you want. We don't have to go all the way."
Shane laughed softly.
"Did you not hear what I just said? About loving to suck cock?"
"I heard."
"Then you know that's happening regardless."
The casual confidence in his voice sent a jolt straight to Ilya's groin. Shane shifted onto his lap, clearly feeling the effect his words had produced, and the smile that curved his lips was visible even in the dim light.
"But I also want more," he continued. "I want you inside me. I want you to be the one who—" He stopped, swallowing hard, then he started again. "I want it to be you. Only you. That's what I've always wanted."
"Since Saskatchewan," Ilya repeated, both in awe and disbelief.
"Since Saskatchewan."
Something cracked open in Ilya's chest.
He pulled Shane forward and kissed him.
It was gentler than the alley, slower than the elevator, sweeter than any kiss they'd shared so far. Shane melted into it with a soft sound, arms wrapping around Ilya's neck while his hips rocked forward in a slow, searching rhythm. The friction was maddening. The heat between them was building again, rising like a tide that threatened to sweep away whatever control Ilya still possessed.
Shane slid off his lap, dropping to his knees between Ilya’s thighs. He looked up through those ridiculous eyelashes with an expression equal parts nervous and determined. "Let me show you," he said breathlessly. "What I learned in LA."
Ilya's mouth went dry.
Shane’s fingers hit his belt. The buckle came undone with practiced efficiency, metal clinking softly in the quiet room. Button. Zipper. Each sound felt impossibly loud. Shane’s knuckles brushed his erection through his boxers; Ilya’s hips jerked involuntarily, a strangled sound escaping his throat before he could stop it.
"Shane—"
"Shh."
The command was gentle but firm. Shane hooked his fingers into Ilya's waistband and tugged, prompting Ilya to lift his hips so the fabric could slide down his thighs. His cock sprang free, hard and flushed and already leaking, and the cool air against his skin was a shock after being confined all night.
"God," Shane murmured. "You're..."
He didn't finish the sentence. Instead, he leaned forward and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the inside of Ilya's thigh, just below the crease of his hip. The contact was feather-light, barely there, but Ilya's entire body tensed like he'd been electrocuted.
Another kiss. Higher this time.
Another. Closer.
Shane's tongue traced a path along the sensitive skin where thigh met groin, and Ilya's hands fisted in the bedsheets because if he touched Shane right now, he was going to lose what remained of his mind. The anticipation was unbearable. Shane's breath was warm against his cock, his lips hovering just close enough to feel but not close enough to touch, and Ilya realized with distant horror that Shane was teasing him.
"Ilya," Shane whispered.
"What."
"Look at me."
He did. Shane's eyes were dark and glittering, mouth curved in a smile that held none of the nervousness from earlier. This was the Shane from the club. The one who'd ground against his cock on the dance floor and licked salt from his wrist and kissed him in an alley without caring who saw. The one who knew exactly what he wanted and went to get it.
"I've been thinking about what you'd taste like for months," Shane groaned. "How you'd feel against my tongue. Whether you'd be gentle or rough or somewhere in between."
"Shane—"
"And now I'm going to find out."
He didn't wait for a response.
His mouth closed around the head of Ilya's cock, and every coherent thought in Ilya's brain evaporated.
The heat was devastating. Shane's tongue pressed flat against the underside, tracing the ridge with slow strokes, and his lips sealed around the shaft with a suction that made Ilya's vision blur at the edges. There was no hesitation or uncertainty. Shane sucked cock like he'd been doing it his entire life, like it was his favorite thing in the world, like he'd meant every word he'd said in the darkness.
One hand wrapped around the base, stroking what his mouth couldn't reach. The other pressed flat against Ilya's stomach, fingers splayed and holding him in place. Ilya's head fell back, his jaw going slack as the dual sensation made thinking impossible. A sound that might have been a name or might have been a prayer fell from his lips, and Shane hummed around his cock in response, the vibration traveling straight up his spine.
"Fuck," Ilya gasped. "Fuck, Shane—"
Shane pulled off just long enough to speak, a breathless, mischievous grin tugging at his mouth.
"That's the idea."
Then he swallowed Ilya down again, deeper this time, and Ilya's hand flew to the back of his head before he could stop himself. His fingers tangled in Shane's hair—soft, still slightly damp from dancing—and Shane made an approving noise that sent another shockwave through his nervous system.
The rhythm built slowly. Shane's head bobbed with practiced ease, lips sliding up and down the shaft, tongue doing something complicated near the tip that made Ilya's toes curl inside his shoes. He was still wearing his shoes. They were both still half-dressed, clothes rumpled and askew, and the absurdity of the situation hit Ilya like a punch to the chest—Shane Hollander, professional hockey player, future Hall of Famer, on his knees in a Tokyo hotel room with his mouth full of cock and his eyes half-closed in bliss.
The sight was obscene.
The sight was perfect.
Shane's hand left Ilya's stomach and drifted lower, cupping his balls with gentle pressure. The touch was unexpected enough to draw a sharp gasp from Ilya's throat. Shane's eyes flicked upward, checking his reaction, and whatever he saw must have been encouraging because he did it again—massaging gently, fingers exploring the sensitive skin with careful attention.
"Good?" he asked teasingly, pulling off briefly.
"Fuck. Yes. Good. Very good."
The smile Shane gave him was devastating.
He bent his head again, but this time he didn't take Ilya into his mouth. Instead, he pressed kisses along the shaft, soft and wet and reverent, tracing veins and ridges with lips and tongue. One kiss near the base. Another on the underside. Another on the sensitive spot just below the head that made Ilya's hips buck involuntarily.
"Shane." His voice was strangled. "Shane, I'm going to—if you keep doing that—"
Shane pulled back, lips slick and swollen.
"Not yet," he said.
"What?"
"I do not want you to cum in my mouth."
The words took a moment to register.
When they did, Ilya’s breath caught. "You want—"
"I want you to come inside me."
Shane said it without hesitation or embarrassment. His cheeks were flushed and his lips were red and his cock was visibly straining against his pants, but his voice was certain. Like he'd never been surer of anything.
Ilya knew he was safe. He was religious about being careful; the last thing he needed was a surprise kid or an STD. He got tested every three months like clockwork, his last checkup falling just a week before Las Vegas. He got the same clean results as always, and he hadn't slept with anyone since.
He was clean, and so was Shane. Shane would never have offered to do this unprotected otherwise—he wasn't the type to risk someone else’s health. Ilya was certain of that. Still, bare for a first time felt reckless. Maybe he should say something. He should put on the brakes.
But then Shane opened his mouth, and all of Ilya’s self-control went straight out the window.
"I want you to fuck me, Ilya. I want you to be the first. I've waited since Saskatchewan, and I don't want to wait anymore."
Ilya pulled him up and kissed him hard.
Tasted himself on Shane's lips and didn't care, didn't care about anything except the man in his arms and the bed behind them and the night stretching ahead with no cameras and no phones and no fear. His hands found the hem of Shane's shirt and pulled it over his head, breaking the kiss just long enough to toss the fabric aside. Shane's chest was pale and lean, muscles shifting beneath the skin as he breathed, and Ilya's mouth found his collarbone without conscious thought.
"You're wearing too much," he muttered against Shane's throat.
"So are you."
"Fix it."
They undressed each other with clumsy urgency, buttons and zippers and fabric tangling in ways that should have been frustrating but somehow weren't. Shane's pants came off first, then Ilya's shirt, then Shane's boxers, then Ilya's shoes—finally, God, finally—and then they were naked and pressed together and the skin-to-skin contact was so overwhelming that Ilya had to stop moving for several seconds.
Shane's body was everything he'd imagined and nothing he'd expected.
The narrow hips he'd gripped on the dance floor. The sharp lines of his collarbones. The pale skin that flushed so easily, pink spreading across his chest and up his throat whenever Ilya's hands found a sensitive spot. And between his legs, hard and leaking and beautiful, was his cock—uncut, slightly curved, twitching visibly when Ilya's fingers brushed against it.
"Lie down," Ilya commanded.
And Shane obeyed.
The sheets rustled beneath him as he settled against the pillows, legs falling open with an invitation that needed no words. Ilya knelt between his thighs and simply looked for a moment—at the flush spreading across Shane's chest, at the rise and fall of his breathing, at the dark eyes watching him.
"You're sure," he said.
Not a question, but he needed to make sure.
"I'm sure."
"If you want to stop—"
"I won't."
"But if you do—"
"I'll tell you." Shane's hand found his and squeezed. "I promise. I'll tell you."
That was enough.
Ilya bent his head and pressed a kiss to Shane's stomach, just below the navel. Another kiss followed, lower, then another, tracing a path down the trail of hair that led between his hips. Shane's breathing quickened. His fingers found Ilya's hair again, threading through the curls.
"What are you—"
"Preparing you."
Shane's head lifted from the pillow. "With your—"
"Yeah. With my mouth."
Shane's eyes widened, then darkened, and his head fell back against the pillow with a breathless laugh. "I didn't know that was—"
"I want this to be good for you."
"It's already good."
"It's about to get better."
Ilya's hands slid beneath Shane's thighs, lifting them and spreading him wider. The position was vulnerable in ways that went beyond physical exposure. Shane's body was completely open to him, completely trusting, and the weight of that trust settled into Ilya's bones as he lowered his head.
His tongue found the entrance and the sound Shane made was inhuman.
"Fuck—Ilya—"
The taste was clean and slightly salty, skin and sweat and something underneath that was purely Shane. Ilya's tongue traced circles around the tight ring of muscle, gentle at first, then firmer when Shane's hips bucked upward. His hands spread Shane's cheeks wider, opening him further, and his tongue pressed inside.
Shane's back arched off the mattress, as his hand fisted in Ilya's hair hard enough to hurt. "Kami-sama, where did you—who taught you—"
Ilya pulled back just long enough to speak. "I had some experience. Before Boston."
"With who?"
"Doesn't matter."
Even Sasha did not matter. He had once. But right now, with Shane's body trembling beneath his mouth and Shane's cock leaking against his stomach and Shane's voice reduced to broken syllables, none of those faceless men from the past mattered at all. They were ghosts. Shadows. Irrelevant.
Shane was here.
Shane was real.
Ilya's tongue pressed deeper, working him open with patient thoroughness. The tight ring of muscle gradually relaxed, allowing more access, and Ilya took full advantage—licking and probing and exploring every sensitive spot he could find. Shane's reactions were a running commentary of gasps and moans and half-formed words, his hips rolling in rhythm with Ilya's tongue, his hand alternating between pulling Ilya's hair and fisting the sheets.
"Onegaishimasu," Shane gasped. "Please, Ilya, I'm ready, I can't—I need—"
Ilya pulled back.
"Need what?"
"You. Inside me. Now."
The demand was ragged and desperate and perfect. Ilya reached for the nightstand drawer where he'd put the supplies earlier—earlier, when he'd hoped but hadn't dared expect—and found the bottle of lube exactly where he'd left it. Shane watched him with hooded eyes, chest heaving, and legs still spread in invitation.
The lube was cool against his fingers. Ilya warmed it before pressing the first finger against Shane's entrance, circling gently, pushing inside with painstaking slowness. Shane's breath caught but he didn't tense—his body accepted the intrusion with surprising ease, muscles relaxing around Ilya's finger after only a few seconds.
"More," Shane demanded.
A second finger joined the first. The stretch was tighter now, Shane's body gripping him with incredible heat, and Ilya had to close his eyes for a moment and think about something—anything—other than how good it was going to feel when he was inside.
"Still, okay?"
"More than okay. Ilya, please—"
"Almost."
He scissored his fingers gently, stretching and preparing, watching Shane's face for any sign of discomfort. But Shane's expression held nothing but desperate need—lips parted, eyes glazed, and hips rocking against Ilya's hand in search of more friction.
A third finger, and Shane's head fell back.
"There," he gasped. "Right there—"
Ilya curled his fingers and found the spot that made Shane's entire body convulse. The reaction was immediate and devastating—Shane's back arched, his mouth opened on a silent scream, and his cock jerked against his stomach leaving a trail of pre-cum across his skin.
"Do that again."
Ilya did.
"Again."
He did.
"Ilya, if you don't fuck me right now, I'm going to lose my mind."
The laugh that escaped Ilya's throat was startled and genuine. He withdrew his fingers slowly, watching Shane's body clench around nothing. More lube, warming it with his palm before slicking himself, and then he was positioning himself between Shane's thighs with his cock pressed against the entrance he'd spent so long preparing.
Their eyes met, and something passed between them, a current of understanding that needed no translation. Shane's hand found his and their fingers interlaced against the mattress.
"Ready?" Ilya asked.
Shane nodded. "Ready."
The first press was excruciatingly slow.
Ilya's cock breached the tight ring of muscle, and Shane's body resisted for one agonizing moment before giving way. The heat was overwhelming and the pressure perfect. There was no condom to dull the edge of it this time, no thin layer of plastic between them. Every ridge and ripple of Shane’s body was right there against his skin, a raw, electric contact unlike anything Ilya had ever felt.
He pushed forward inch by inch, watching Shane's face and ready to stop at the first sign of pain. Shane’s eyes were squeezed shut, and his jaw locked tight as his hand gripped Ilya’s with crushing force.
"Breathe," Ilya murmured. "Breathe, Shane."
A shaky exhale. Then another. The tension in Shane's shoulders gradually eased, and his eyes opened—wet at the corners, but not from pain. "More," he whispered. "Don't stop."
Ilya didn't.
He sank deeper, sliding into Shane's body with a slowness that bordered on torture. Shane’s muscles fluttered desperately around his cock, tearing sounds from his throat that hovered somewhere between sobs and moans. When Ilya finally bottomed out, his hips pressed flush against Shane's ass, they both stopped breathing.
"Okay?" Ilya managed to gasp.
Shane's laugh was wet and shaky. "Yeah. Yeah, I'm—" He swallowed hard. "You're inside me."
"I am."
"You're really inside me."
"Is that okay?"
"It's—" Shane's voice broke. "It's everything."
Ilya leaned down and kissed him.
It was gentler than before, sweeter, lips moving together with the same slow rhythm as their joined bodies. Shane's free hand came up to cup his jaw, thumb tracing the line of his cheekbone with something that felt like reverence.
"You can move," Shane murmured against his mouth. "Please. Move."
Ilya pulled back and thrusted forward.
The feeling was indescribable. He set a slow rhythm at first, gentle and careful, still keeping an eye on Shane's face for any sign that he needed to stop. But Shane's expression was nothing but pleasure—eyes half-closed, lips parted, breath escaping in short gasps that matched the rhythm of Ilya's hips. His legs wrapped around Ilya's waist, heels pressing into the small of his back, pulling him deeper with every thrust.
"Faster," Shane breathed. "Ilya, faster—"
Shane’s wish was Ilya’s command. The rhythm picked up, the bed creaking beneath them under the sudden force.
The city lights continued their silent vigil beyond the window, Tokyo's skyline indifferent to what was happening inside this room. Ilya's world had narrowed to the man beneath him—the heat of his body, the sounds he was making, the way his nails were leaving crescents in Ilya's palm from how hard he was gripping.
"I wanted this," Shane gasped. "Wanted you. For so long—"
"I know."
"Since Saskatchewan—"
"I know, Shane."
"And now you're—fuck, right there, don't stop—"
Ilya angled his hips and thrust again, finding the spot that made Shane's voice crack. The reaction was immediate: Shane's back arched, his head pressed into the pillow, and his cock jerked against his stomach leaving another trail of moisture across his skin.
"You're perfect," Ilya heard himself say. "You're so fucking perfect."
Shane's response was lost in a moan.
Ilya's thrusts grew harder, faster, driven by a need that had been building for months, maybe years, maybe his entire life. Shane met every movement with a roll of his hips, their bodies finding a sync that felt practiced despite being brand new.
"I'm close," Shane warned. "Ilya, I'm—"
"Me too."
"Together?"
"Together."
Ilya's hand found Shane's cock, stroking in time with his thrusts. The added sensation made Shane cry out and then his body was clenching around Ilya's cock, muscles spasming in waves, and Shane was coming across his stomach and Ilya's hand with a sob that sounded like relief.
The sight was enough to push Ilya over the edge.
The orgasm hit like a freight train, a white-hot rush shorting out every conscious thought in his head. He drove himself as deep as he could go, burying his cock in Shane's heat and spilling inside him with a guttural groan torn right from his chest. His hips jerked helplessly through the aftershocks, pumping the fluid into him while Shane's hands clawed at his back, pulling him closer, and closer, and closer.
Time stopped.
Or stretched.
Or ceased to matter.
When Ilya came back to himself, he was collapsed on top of Shane, face pressed into the curve of his neck, breathing in the scent of sweat and sex and something that was purely Shane. Their bodies were still joined and their hands still linked as, outside the window, Tokyo glittered and hummed, oblivious.
"That," Shane panted eventually, voice hoarse, "was worth the wait."
Ilya's laugh vibrated against his throat.
"Only worth it?"
"Fine. It was perfect. Happy?"
"Happier."
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  The bath water had cooled from scalding to perfect, steam still curling lazily toward the ceiling in ghost-white tendrils. Ilya's back pressed against the smooth ceramic of the tub, his legs stretched out as far as the generous dimensions allowed, and Shane rested against his chest like he'd been designed to fit there. With Shane’s spine aligned against Ilya’s sternum and the back of his head cradled in the hollow of his shoulder, their bodies rose and fell together, effortlessly synchronized with each breath.
The hotel bathroom was absurdly luxurious, from the sleek marble countertops to the rainfall showerhead Ilya had already tested extensively. Right now, though, the focus was the lighting. It could be adjusted from clinical white to a warm, intimate glow, but they’d set it somewhere in between—dim enough to soften edges, yet bright enough to see the water beading on Shane's shoulders.
Ilya groaned, the sound rumbling from somewhere deep in his chest.
"Good?" Shane asked, voice lazy with contentment.
"If I died right now, I would have no complaints."
"That's dramatic."
"That's just me being honest."
The warmth seeped into muscles that had been abused in the best possible way. Ilya's thighs ached and his lower back registered a pleasant soreness that had nothing to do with hockey and everything to do with the hours they'd spent tangled together in bed. The bath was doing exactly what baths were supposed to do—unraveling knots he hadn't known existed, loosening tension that had become so familiar he'd stopped noticing it.
"I'm going to miss this," Ilya confessed, not thinking much about it. He was distracted by Shane's fingers tracing idle patterns on his knee where it breached the water's surface.
"The bath?"
"The baths. All of them. Every single one in this entire country."
Shane's laugh vibrated against his chest. "Japanese baths are superior. I've been saying this for years."
"You have been correct for years."
"I know."
Humble as always. Ilya snorted and flicked a drop of water at Shane's ear. Shane retaliated by pinching his thigh beneath the surface, which only made Ilya laugh harder, which made the water ripple around them, which made Shane grumble about maturity levels and professional athletes acting like children.
The bathroom smelled like the hotel's provided bath salts—something floral, maybe cherry blossom, maybe something else entirely. Ilya had stopped trying to identify it ten minutes ago. Whatever it was, it had turned his limbs into warm honey.
"This is one of the things I will miss most," he repeated, circling back to the thought with more intention. "Maybe I should have a Japanese bath built in my penthouse."
A pause.
Then Shane tilted his head back against Ilya's shoulder, brown eyes finding his face in the dim light. "Maybe you should just come back next summer."
The words were simple, delivered the same way Shane delivered everything—straightforward, unadorned, and utterly certain. Like it was obvious. Like there was no question to be asked because the answer had already been decided.
As always, they had an instant effect on Ilya, stalling the breath in his lungs and making his heart stutter.
"We could make it a yearly thing," Shane continued, apparently unaware that he'd just detonated something in Ilya's chest. "Kami-sama knows my grandparents would love to have you back. Obaachan has already started planning what she's going to cook for you next time. Let me tell you, finding a grocery list in my messages at five a.m. was not how I expected to wake up this morning."
"She has a list?"
"An itemized list. In English, at that. She's really been enjoying practicing her English with you these last couple of weeks."
Of course she had. Mrs. Sato, who had welcomed a complete stranger into her home and fed him until he couldn't move, was now compiling menus for a visit that hadn't even been discussed yet. The thought was so absurd, so impossibly kind, that Ilya felt something crack open behind his ribs.
Shane shifted in his arms, turning over in the water carefully to avoid flooding the bathroom. Suds clung to his shoulders, his hair was darker when wet, plastered to his forehead in a way that should have looked ridiculous but somehow didn't. Water streamed down his chest as he settled into a new position—straddling Ilya's lap, arms draping over his shoulders, his chin coming to rest against Ilya's collarbone.
Their faces were inches apart, when Shane's fingers found Ilya's hair.
It wasn't sexual. That was the strange part. Shane had been doing this for days now—reaching up to touch his curls without apparent thought, twisting strands around his fingers while they watched television at his grandparents' house, absently brushing hair off Ilya's forehead during meals. The gesture was casual and intimate and completely unconscious, like Shane's hands had decided independently that they belonged in Ilya's hair and his brain had simply never objected.
"You always do that," Ilya said.
Shane's fingers paused mid-twist. "Do what?"
"Play with my hair."
The pause stretched long enough that Ilya wondered if he'd said something wrong. Then Shane resumed the motion, slower this time, more deliberate. "I don't realize I'm doing it."
"But you are."
"Does it bother you?"
Ilya considered the question. The truth was that it didn't bother him at all. The truth was that he'd started leaning into the touch without thinking, tilting his head toward Shane's hand like a dog seeking attention. The truth was that nobody had touched his hair since his mother, and he'd forgotten what it felt like to be handled with such casual affection.
"No," he said. "It doesn't bother me."
"Good."
Shane's fingers continued their work, separating curls and letting them spring back, tracing the whorls at Ilya's crown with gentle pressure. The bath water lapped softly against the sides of the tub. Steam continued its slow ascent toward the ceiling.
Ilya's heart was still beating too fast.
He's speaking as if it's decided, Ilya thought. As if a return to Japan is a given, and this strange, fragile thing between them isn't strictly temporary.
The idea was terrifying.
Not because he didn't want it. God, he wanted it more than he'd wanted anything in his entire life. The Sato household was the safest he’d ever felt. Period. It gave him a sense of belonging he hadn't known before. There was nothing like walking through a door and just being welcomed, instead of evaluated.
But that was the problem, wasn't it?
Everyone Ilya had ever loved had left him.
His mother, first. Taken by illness when he had been too young to even understand the concept of death. His father, in every way that mattered, had been gone long before the physical distance made it official. His brother Alexei, who had looked at Ilya's success and seen only a resource to be drained. Teammates who were friendly during the year and strangers the moment contracts expired.
Love, in Ilya's experience, was a prelude to abandonment.
So, what happened when Shane inevitably left too?
The thought was cold despite the warm water. What happened when Shane realized that Ilya was too much work, too damaged, too Russian, too closeted, too scared? What happened when the novelty of Tokyo hookups wore off and the reality of maintaining a relationship across continents set in? What happened when Shane looked at him with those brown eyes and realized he'd made a mistake?
Ilya's throat tightened, as he defaulted to the only defense mechanism, he'd ever been able to rely on.
Humor.
"You know," he said, forcing levity into his voice, "if you keep playing with my hair, people are going to think you have a fetish."
Ilya knew the joke had landed wrong the instant Shane's fingers stilled.
The easy contentment that had softened his features moments ago faded into something else—not anger or hurt, but a quiet seriousness that made Ilya's stomach drop. The water around them seemed to grow colder.
"Ilya."
"Shane."
"Look at me."
He didn't want to. Looking at Shane meant seeing whatever expression was currently crossing his face, and Ilya was suddenly deeply certain that he didn't deserve to see it. But Shane's hand had moved from his hair to his jaw, gentle pressure tilting his chin up, and there was no avoiding it.
Shane's eyes were warm brown in the dim light, flecked with gold that Ilya had never noticed before this trip. His freckles stood out against his pale skin, scattered across his nose and cheekbones in patterns that Ilya had spent an embarrassing amount of time memorizing. There was a droplet of water clinging to his left temple and a strand of wet hair plastered to his forehead.
He was beautiful.
And he was also looking at Ilya with an expression that left no room for deflection. "Of course I love your hair," Shane admitted without an ounce of shame. "To be honest, I'm obsessed with your curls."
Ilya's breath caught, as his mind reeled with disbelief.
"They're so soft. Blond like wisps of gold." Shane's fingers resumed their movement, threading gently through the strands. "They make you look like an angel."
"An angel?" Ilya repeated incredulously.
"The kind from Renaissance paintings. The ones with the golden halos and the sad eyes."
"I don't have sad eyes,” Ilya tried to protest, completely overwhelmed by the praises.
"You do when you think no one is looking."
Ilya opened his mouth and then closed it, when he found that he had absolutely no response to that.
Shane's honesty had always been his most disarming quality. On the ice, it manifested as straightforward play—no tricks or cheap shots, just undeniable skill that left opponents frustrated and coaches impressed. Off the ice, it was this: unfiltered sincerity delivered without any of the embarrassment, apologies, or protective irony that Ilya had spent his entire life constructing.
"My angel," Shane continued, "that's what I call you in my head. I've been doing it for months. Since before Saskatchewan, actually. Since the first time I saw you play on television and thought you looked like something that didn't belong on earth."
"Shane—"
"I'm not done."
The words were firm but gentle. Shane's other hand came up to cup the back of Ilya's neck, thumb pressing into the muscle there with grounding pressure.
"You asked me about the hair. I'm telling you about the hair. And I'm telling you that I love it, and I love touching it, and I love the way it feels between my fingers, and I love the way you lean into my hand when I do this—" He demonstrated, and Ilya realized with distant embarrassment that he had indeed tilted his head into the touch, "—and none of that is a joke. Especially not to me. So, don’t you ever make a joke about it again. Got it?"
The bathroom had gone very quiet and the water had stopped moving.
Ilya couldn't look away from Shane's face, from the constellation of freckles scattered across his nose, from the steady brown eyes that held him in place with nothing but honesty.
He wanted this.
He wanted this so badly it felt like drowning.
He wanted lazy baths and casual touches and someone who looked at him like he mattered. He wanted summer visits to Kyoto and lists of things his grandmother planned to cook. He wanted Shane's fingers in his hair and Shane's voice in his ear and Shane's body pressed against his in the dark. He wanted it forever. He wanted it so completely that the wanting itself was terrifying.
Because if he wanted it this much, losing it would destroy him.
The thought crystallized with sudden, brutal clarity.
Half of him wanted to climb out of the bath right now. It would be so easy to pack his bag, call a cab to the airport, and board the first flight back to Moscow to return to a life that was miserable but familiar.
Russia was cold, but Ilya was used to the cold. He'd grown up in it and learned to survive it. In Moscow, he could drink his sorrows and fuck strangers and never worry about breaking anyone's heart because nobody in Moscow had ever offered him their heart to begin with.
Moscow was safe.
Not the good kind of safe, but the coward's kind of safe.
Because the truth—the truth he'd been avoiding since he first stepped off the plane in Boston—was that he hated Russia. He hated his father and the apartment where every conversation circled back to his failures. He hated the suffocating weight of expectations he could never meet. The only person in that entire country who had ever loved him unconditionally was buried in a cemetery he hadn't visited in years because his father said it was pointless.
Only his mother had been worth a damn.
And Shane was looking at him like his mother used to look at him. Like he was valuable. Like he was precious. Like he was something to be protected rather than something to be fixed.
The angel is you, Ilya thought, but the words wouldn't come. You're the one who doesn't belong on earth. Not me.
Despite the desperate urge to run, he didn't move as Shane’s gaze pinned him right in place.
He was trusting Ilya with something fragile. Ilya could see it in his suddenly set jaw and the tightening of his braced shoulders, his fingers going completely still where they were tangled in Ilya's hair as if waiting for a blow. Shane had offered his heart and was now holding his breath to see what Ilya would do with it.
The trust was staggering and the responsibility paralyzing.
Ilya did not know what he had done to deserve such a treasure. Hockey, maybe. Hockey had brought him to the Prospect Cup, which had brought him to Saskatchewan, which had brought him to Shane. But that felt like giving credit to the wrong thing. Shane wasn't a prize to be won, but a person who had chosen him, inexplicably and persistently, despite every wall Ilya had put up.
He would try to be worthy of Shane’s heart. That was the only thing he could offer. Not certainty or promises he might not be able to keep. But effort. Effort he could promise. Effort he had never given anyone except his mother, and she was gone, and maybe it was time to give it to someone who was still here.
Shane's smile softened.
Somehow, he seemed to understand everything Ilya hadn't said.
His fingers threaded deeper into Ilya's hair, and he pulled—gently, inexorably—until Ilya's face was pressed against the curve of his neck. The position was awkward in the bath, water sloshing around them, but Shane adjusted carefully. His thighs bracketed Ilya's hips and his arms wrapped around Ilya's shoulders, as he rocked them both slightly, the motion as soothing as a lullaby.
"It's okay," Shane murmured against his ear. "Everything's okay."
It was then that Ilya realized, with distant surprise, that he has started crying.
The tears came silently at first—heat spilling down his cheeks, dripping onto Shane's shoulder, before disappearing into the bath water. Then he choked on a breath, his chest heaving as the crying he’d spent years suppressing finally broke out of him.
"I'm sorry," he heard himself say. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm—"
"Stop apologizing."
"I can't—"
"Then keep apologizing. I don't care. Just breathe for me."
Shane rocked him like a child, and the sudden, gentle movement stirred a memory without warning. He was back at his mother's funeral, wearing a black dress shirt that was too tight across his shoulders. He could still feel the way his father had gripped his arm afterward, fingers digging into the muscle, and hissed: Stop crying. Crying is for sissies. You need to start acting like a man.
He'd been twelve.
He hadn't cried since.
Until now. Now he was sobbing into the neck of a man he'd known for barely a year, in a hotel bathroom in Tokyo, while the bath water grew cold around them and the steam dissipated into nothing. Now he was falling apart in the safest place he'd ever found, held together by someone who refused to let go.
God, why had he ever returned to Russia?
He had escaped. Been one of the few lucky to have gotten out. Boston had offered him a new life—freedom, success, and a career that most players could only dream of. And what had he done with it? He'd spent his entire rookie season looking over his shoulder. Never once had he applied for a green card or looked into permanent residency. Every break and chance he had, he crawled back to Moscow like a dog returning to its vomit.
What was wrong with him?
Why did he always go back to his asshole family?
Only his mom had been worth a damn. Only his mom had ever looked at him the way Shane was looking at him now. And she was gone, and his father was still there, and his brother was still there, and neither of them had ever seen him as anything except a resource to be used or a project that had failed.
The clarity that followed was cold and sharp and final.
He wasn't going back.
Even if things with Shane didn't work out—if the distance proved too much, and the pressure of secrecy tore them apart, even if everything went wrong—he wasn't going back to Russia. He would figure something out and build a life anywhere that wasn't Moscow.
Away from his father who only saw his shortcomings and not his virtues.
Away from Alexei.
Alexei, who called every few months with new demands disguised as requests. Alexei, who had never congratulated him on a single win but somehow always knew when his contract bonus had been deposited. Alexei, who would not receive another penny from Ilya's account.
Not a single fucking penny.
The tears were slowing now. Shane's hand was still moving through his hair, steady and rhythmic, and his voice was a low murmur against Ilya's ear. He couldn't make out the words, but it didn't matter. The tone was enough—soothing, patient, and blessedly without judgment.
"I'm sorry," Ilya said again, pulling back far enough to wipe his face.
Shane silenced him with a peck on the lips.
Not a kiss. A peck. Brief and chaste and so ridiculously tender that Ilya felt fresh tears threatening behind his eyes.
"Stop apologizing," Shane said. "I mean it. No more apologies."
"But I—"
"No." The word was final as Shane cupped his face, his thumbs brushing the remaining moisture from Ilya's cheeks. "Come on, let's get you dry. The water's starting to get cold."
He pulled Ilya out of the bath before he could protest.
The next few minutes passed in a blur of practical tasks as they dried off and tangled themselves into the hotel's plush white bathrobes. Shane looked ridiculous in his, the fabric far too large, with sleeves rolled up three times that still managed to fall past his wrists.
Ilya couldn't even remember when Shane had ordered room service—he must have done it while Ilya was still half-dissociated in the bath—but suddenly a knock came, and trays of food were covering the small table near the window.
Shane had ordered everything.
Ramen. Gyoza. Rice. Some kind of pickled vegetables that Ilya didn't recognize but had learned not to question. Green tea that steamed in ceramic cups. A small dish of something sweet that turned out to be mochi, soft and dusted with powder.
"You need to eat," Shane said, pressing chopsticks into his hand.
"I'm not—"
"You cried for ten minutes. You need sugar and carbohydrates."
Ilya ate.
The food, as Shane had said, did help to improve his mood. Warmth spread through his chest that had nothing to do with the bath and everything to do with the way Shane watched him across the table, making sure he finished everything on his plate. It was the same way Mrs. Sato had watched him during meals—that particular brand of Japanese hospitality that treated feeding someone as a moral imperative.
By the time they were done, exhaustion had settled into Ilya's bones like a physical weight. The emotional crash that followed crying was something he'd forgotten about, having avoided it for so long, and it left his limbs heavy and his eyes gritty. Even his chest ached, though in a way that was almost pleasant—like a muscle that had finally been allowed to relax.
"Bed," Shane announced, pulling Ilya back to the mattress they had fucked on only an hour ago.
Shane climbed in behind him.
And then—
Ilya found himself being pulled backward against a warm chest as Shane's arm wrapped around his waist, his nose pressing into the nape of Ilya's neck with a warm, even breath while their legs tangled together beneath the sheets.
The position was unfamiliar, as Ilya had never been the small spoon before.
Hell, he had never just slept with anyone before.
As a man, he was supposed to be the big spoon—the protector doing the holding, not the one being held—and the vulnerability of it brought his father's voice echoing right back into his head, telling him to act like a man.
But his father wasn't here.
His father was in Moscow, in an apartment full of disappointment, waiting for a son who was never coming back. His father had never held him like this. Had never touched him with anything except criticism and cold expectation. His father's definition of manhood had left Ilya unable to cry for eight years and unable to accept affection without flinching.
Fuck his father.
Ilya pressed back into Shane's embrace.
He immediately felt safe as Shane's arm tightened around his waist, his heartbeat steady against Ilya's spine in a rhythm that should have been unfamiliar but somehow wasn't. The warmth of his body seeped right through their bathrobes and the sheets, dissolving every barrier Ilya had ever constructed. He liked being held, being protected, being allowed to be vulnerable without punishment. He liked it so much it scared him, but for the first time, the fear didn't make him want to run.
"Shane?" he said into the darkness.
"Hm?"
"I'm not going back."
A pause. Shane's arm tightened slightly.
"You mean Russia?"
"Yeah, I'm done. The moment camp starts, I'm applying for residency."
"Okay," Shane said eventually.
"That's it? Okay?"
"What do you want me to say?"
"I don't know. Something. You always have something to say."
A pause. Then Shane's lips pressed against the back of his neck—not a kiss, exactly, just a point of contact that lingered. "I'm proud of you."
Ilya's throat tightened.
"Don't make me cry again."
"Then stop being worth crying over."
"Shane."
"Ilya."
They lay in silence for several minutes, as the city hummed beyond the window. Ilya could still feel Shane's heartbeat against his spine, steady as a metronome, grounding him in the present.
Then Shane spoke again.
"You're mine now."
Ilya's breath caught. "What?"
"You're mine. No take-backs."
"That's not—you can't just—"
"I just did."
The absurdity of it made Ilya laugh—a startled, genuine sound that seemed too loud in the dark room. Shane's arm tightened around his waist, pulling him closer, and Ilya could feel him smiling against his neck.
"It will be hard," Shane continued, as if he hadn't just detonated another bomb. "With me in LA, and you in Boston. The distance is going to suck."
"That's very romantic."
"I'm being realistic. But we can make it work with daily calls and visits during vacations. We will also have All-Star Weekends, there is no way we won’t be chosen. And when our teams are playing close to each other—" His voice dropped slightly. Mischievously. "We can sneak around."
Ilya turned in his arms, shifting until they were face to face on the pillow. Even in the darkness, he could see the outline of Shane's features—the sharp jaw, the sweep of his eyelashes, the freckles that were too faint to make out but that Ilya knew were there anyway.
"You've thought about this," Ilya hummed, his voice muffled against the pillow.
"I've been thinking about it since I got back from the rink and saw you helping Obaachan set the table."
"That's—"
"I know."
The smile Ilya pressed against Shane's chest felt like it might crack his face in half. Shane Hollander, professional hockey player, future Hall of Famer, had apparently spent weeks planning the logistics of a relationship that Ilya had been too scared to admit he wanted. The image was so absurd, so perfectly Shane, that Ilya didn't know whether to laugh or cry.
He did neither.
He just lay there, pressed against Shane's chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.
His contract with the Raiders was for three years, which meant he only had two more seasons in Boston before he either re-signed with the team that drafted him or became a free agent. The thought surfaced without permission, and Ilya immediately shoved it down. It was a presumptuous, overwhelming leap toward a future that might not even exist. But the idea had already taken root, and he knew it wouldn't leave.
The LA Kings were always looking for players.
Maybe. Someday. If this worked. If they worked…
But for now, he kept it to himself.
Shane's hand found Ilya's hair again, threading through the curls with the same absent tenderness as before. "Since you're not going back to Russia, would you want to come to Ottawa with us?"
Ilya lifted his head from Shane's chest. "What?"
"You already know I’m taking my grandparents to visit my parents before training camp starts," Shane explained, his voice dropping into a quieter, gentler cadence. "I want you to meet the rest of my family. If you want to."
The invitation hung in the darkness.
Ottawa. Shane's parents. The family that had produced someone as impossibly good as Shane Hollander. Ilya tried to imagine what they'd be like—supportive, probably. Kind, almost certainly. The kind of parents who bragged about their son's achievements instead of cataloging his failures. The kind of parents who had raised Shane to believe he was worth something.
And Shane wanted him to meet them.
"You don't have to." Shane's tone was careful now, the first hint of uncertainty creeping in. "If it's too much. If you need time. I understand. I just thought—"
"Yes."
The word came out faster than Ilya intended.
Shane's hand stilled in his hair. "Yes?"
"Yes. I'll come to Ottawa."
"You're sure?"
"Shane." Ilya pressed closer, forehead resting against Shane's collarbone. "There's no way I'm going back to Russia. Not after learning how warm Japan is."
A laugh rumbled through Shane's chest. "That's why you're coming to Canada? Because Japan is warm?"
"I'm finally getting used to scorching heat."
"Ottawa is not scorching in August."
"Then you'll have to keep me warm."
The implication hung between them. Shane's arms tightening around him, pulling him impossibly closer, and Ilya felt the smile against his hair. "I can do that."
"Good."
"Good."
They lay there in the darkness, tangled together in the enormous hotel bed, while Tokyo glittered beyond the curtains. Ilya's eyes grew heavy, as his breathing slowed. The steady rhythm of Shane's heartbeat beneath his ear was better than any lullaby.
Tomorrow they would check out of the hotel and return to Kyoto to Mrs. Sato's cooking and the engawa where Ilya had spent so many afternoons trying not to melt. Tomorrow the real world would creep back in, bringing with it questions about training camp and contracts and the impossible logistics of a relationship stretched across an entire continent.
But tonight—
Tonight Ilya was the small spoon.






      

  












      Chapter 10: Rivers and Roads
  








  The bullet train back to Kyoto was emptier than the one they'd taken to Tokyo.
Shane had secured them window seats on the mountain side, and within minutes of settling in, he'd produced two bentos from the station as though food simply materialized around him wherever he went.
It must be a Sato thing.
"You're going to make me fat," Ilya said, accepting his without protest.
"You're a professional athlete. You'll burn it off."
"This is how it starts. First the bentos. Then the katsudon. Then suddenly I cannot fit into my gear anymore."
Shane snorted. "You have approximately four percent body fat."
"Five."
"My apologies. Five percent."
The countryside was already beginning its transformation outside the window. Tokyo's dense urban sprawl had given way to suburbs, then smaller towns, and now patches of green that grew larger with every passing minute. Mountains loomed in the distance, their slopes softened by summer foliage and morning haze.
Ilya watched the landscape blur past in awe at the beauty of Japan.
Tokyo had been overwhelming in the best possible way—loud and bright and anonymous, a city where two hockey players could disappear into crowds so dense that nobody looked twice at them. He'd loved every chaotic second of it. Shibuya Crossing at midnight, when the scramble had felt less like pedestrian traffic and more like a living organism. Sensō-ji Temple in the early morning, incense smoke curling around ancient wood while Shane explained the history in a voice pitched low enough that only Ilya could hear. TeamLab Planets, where digital waterfalls had cascaded down walls and flowers had bloomed across Shane's face while Ilya pretended he wasn't staring.
The club.
The taste of salt and tequila and Shane's mouth.
Everything that had happened after.
But Kyoto was different. Kyoto had become something else entirely over the past two weeks—not a destination or a vacation spot, but a place where he'd started to recognize streets and faces and the particular way morning light hit the garden behind the Sato house. Going back felt less like returning from a trip and more like going home.
The thought should have terrified him. Three weeks ago, he'd been in Russia, suffocating slowly in his childhood bedroom, counting down the days until training camp gave him an excuse to leave. Now he was on a Japanese bullet train, eating a bento Shane had picked up from one of the station's trendy shops, looking forward to walking through a front door that wasn't even his.
"You're thinking loud," Shane said.
Ilya glanced over. Shane had finished his bento and was now slouched comfortably in his seat, head tilted against the headrest, watching Ilya with those brown eyes that never seemed to miss anything.
"Am I?"
"You get this crease right here." Shane reached over and pressed his thumb between Ilya's eyebrows. "Like you're solving complex math problems."
"Maybe I am."
Shane raised an eyebrow. "Solving math problems?"
"Very difficult ones."
"About?"
Ilya caught Shane's wrist before he could pull away, holding it loosely. The gesture was becoming familiar—this casual touching, the way Shane's hands always found their way to Ilya's hair or face or shoulders, the way Ilya had stopped flinching and started leaning into it.
"About how strange this is," Ilya said.
"This?"
"All of it. Russia. Japan. You." He released Shane's wrist, but Shane didn't pull back. His hand drifted down to rest on Ilya's knee instead, palm warm through the fabric of his jeans. "Three weeks ago, I was in Moscow, staring at my bedroom ceiling, wondering why I ever went back. Now I am on a train going to Kyoto with you, and your grandmother has already planned what she will cook for dinner, and your grandfather probably needs help with the garden tomorrow, and somehow I have opinions about Japanese train systems."
"What kind of opinions?"
"They are very good."
Shane's smile spread slowly, the way it always did when Ilya said something unexpectedly sincere. "That's your opinion?"
"High praise from a Russian. We are not easily impressed."
"I'll add it to your file."
"My file?” Ilya asked incredulously.
"The one I keep in my head. Likes: Japanese trains, katsudon, not being recognized in public. Dislikes: Buffalo, humidity, when I point out that he's blushing."
"Russians do not blush."
"You absolutely do. It's very cute when your ears go pink."
Ilya turned toward the window, which was a tactical error because the glass reflected his own face back at him, and his ears were indeed slightly pink. Behind him, Shane laughed—that bright, unguarded sound that Ilya had been hearing more and more over the past few days.
"I hate you," Ilya informed the window.
"No, you don't."
No. He really, really didn't.
They fell into comfortable silence after that. The train hummed beneath them, steady as a heartbeat, and outside the window the mountains grew closer. At some point Shane's hand slid from Ilya's knee to his hand, their fingers interlocking loosely on the seat between them. Nobody was watching. In Tokyo, anonymity had been a gift—the ability to exist in public without existing in anyone's awareness. On this train, it was simply the absence of scrutiny, and Ilya found himself grateful for both.
Ilya found himself reflecting on the trip—a whirlwind of temples, gardens, and nightlife that he and Shane had thrown themselves into with the enthusiasm of two people determined to wring every possible experience from their limited time together.
Harajuku had been chaos. Shane had dragged him through crowded streets lined with crepe stands and vintage clothing stores, pointing out fashion subcultures that Ilya couldn't name but found oddly fascinating. Teenagers in elaborate outfits had posed for photos while tourists gawked, and Shane had bought them both matching crepes filled with strawberries and whipped cream, insisting that it was a necessary cultural experience.
Akihabara had been even stranger. Shane had spent forty-five minutes in a retro gaming store, digging through cartridges while Ilya watched in bemusement. They'd visited a multi-story arcade where Shane had demonstrated surprising skill at rhythm games, his fingers flying over buttons while Ilya stood behind him and tried not to look as impressed as he felt. At some point they'd stumbled into one of the famous themed cafés, where a waitress dressed in elaborate costume had served them overly sweet drinks with elaborate latte art, and Ilya had laughed so hard he'd nearly choked.
But Shinjuku Gyoen had been different. The national garden had offered a pocket of stillness amid Tokyo's constant motion—carefully cultivated landscapes, ponds reflecting the sky, traditional tea houses tucked among ancient trees. They'd walked the paths in comfortable silence, shoulders occasionally brushing, and Ilya had found himself thinking that he could stay there forever. Just walking and being next to Shane without needing anything else.
Ilya's mind drifted back to their afternoon at Yoyogi Park, where they'd escaped Harajuku's crowds to sit beneath a massive ginkgo tree. The sunlight had filtered through the leaves, dappling Shane's face with shifting patterns of gold and green. A group of rockabilly dancers had been practicing nearby, their music drifting through the park, and Shane had laughed at the incongruity of it all—Japanese youth dressed like 1950s greasers, dancing with practiced precision beneath trees that had stood for centuries.
"I love this country," Shane had said, leaning back on his hands. "It doesn't make sense and it doesn't try to."
Ilya had watched the dancers spin. "Maybe that's why it works."
"Maybe."
And then the club, of all things. Ilya still couldn't quite believe that Shane had suggested it. But Tokyo's anonymity had made everything feel possible in a way that it never could in North America. There, they were professional athletes with reputations to protect, with fans who recognized them and cameras that captured every misstep. In Shinjuku Ni-chōme, they'd been just two men in a crowd of men, dancing together beneath colored lights while music throbbed through the floor.
The memory surfaced unbidden—Shane's back pressed against his chest, the heat of his body through thin fabric, the way he'd tilted his head to expose the column of his throat. Salt on skin. Tequila burning down his throat. Shane's fingers in his hair, pulling him closer, and the taste of lime and something deeper when their mouths had finally met.
Ilya shifted in his seat.
Beside him, Shane seemed to sense the direction of his thoughts. His fingers tightened around Ilya's, and when Ilya glanced over, Shane was watching him with an expression that was entirely too knowing.
"What?" Ilya asked.
"Nothing."
"You're looking at me."
"I do that sometimes."
"It's distracting."
Shane's smile turned mischievous. "Good."
The train emerged from a tunnel, and suddenly Mount Fuji was visible in the distance—a perfect cone rising above the clouds, its summit still capped with snow despite the summer heat. Ilya had seen it before, on the way to Tokyo, but something about the sight made him catch his breath anyway.
"I still can't believe you almost didn't come," Shane said quietly.
Ilya didn't answer immediately. The mountain held his attention, ancient and immovable, indifferent to the trains rushing past and the people inside them and the complicated machinery of human emotion.
"I almost didn't," he admitted. "I almost stayed in Moscow."
"What changed?"
What had changed? Everything. Nothing. The realization that returning to Russia meant returning to a life where he was never enough, never right, never the son his father wanted. The understanding that Boston had shown him what it felt like to be valued, and Japan had shown him what it felt like to belong.
"You did," Ilya said.
Shane went still beside him.
"I was sitting in my bedroom in Moscow, staring at the ceiling, and I kept thinking about what you said in Las Vegas. That I should come to Japan. That your grandmother would like me. That I would like the food." The memory of that night surfaced—sitting on the hotel floor, passing sake back and forth, Shane's voice warm and sincere in the darkness. "Nobody had ever invited me anywhere like that before. Just because they wanted me there. Not because I was useful or impressive or could do something for them."
"Ilya—"
"And I realized I wanted to go. Not just to leave Russia, but to be to you." He turned from the window, meeting Shane's eyes. "That was terrifying."
Shane's expression had softened into something that made Ilya's chest ache. "Was?"
"Is. It is terrifying. But I am here anyway."
The train curved around a mountainside, and Mount Fuji slipped out of view. Shane lifted their joined hands and pressed a kiss to Ilya's knuckles—quick and light, there and gone before anyone could notice.
"Thank you," Shane said.
"For what?"
"For being terrified and coming anyway."
Ilya's throat tightened. He looked back out the window, watched the countryside blur past, and didn't trust himself to speak.
Eventually the landscape began to shift again. Mountains gave way to hills, hills to towns, towns to the familiar outskirts of Kyoto. The announcement system chimed overhead, and Shane reluctantly released Ilya's hand to gather their things.
"Obaachan texted," he said, glancing at his phone. "She wants to know if you liked the station’s bento more than hers."
"Tell her that it cannot compare with hers."
"She'll be pleased. She's been experimenting with different pickling techniques lately." Shane smiled at his phone, as he typed a reply. "I think she's trying to impress you."
The idea was so absurd that Ilya laughed. Mrs. Sato, who had welcomed a complete stranger into her home and treated him like family from the first moment, was trying to impress him with pickled vegetables.
"Your grandmother," Ilya said as the train began to slow, "is the best person I have ever met."
Shane's smile was soft. "Yeah. She is."
The train pulled into Kyoto Station with a smooth deceleration that barely registered. They gathered their bags and stepped onto the platform, and Ilya was immediately struck by how different the air felt here—warmer and more humid than Tokyo, carrying the faint scent of temple incense and summer greenery. The station was busy, but it was a calmer kind of busy, tourists and locals moving at a pace that felt distinctly like Kyoto.
The cab ride to the Sato house took longer than usual due to summer traffic. Shane spent most of it translating his grandmother's increasingly detailed texts about dinner preparations while Ilya watched the familiar streets roll past—the convenience store where he'd bought his first Japanese popsicle, the temple gates he'd photographed for no reason other than they looked beautiful, the narrow street that led to the neighborhood where Shane had spent his summers in.
When they finally pulled up to the traditional house, the front door slid open before they'd even paid the driver.
Mrs. Sato emerged, wiping her hands on her apron, her face breaking into the warm smile that Ilya had come to associate with safety. "Welcome back!" she called, and the word—okaeri—hung in the air like an embrace.
The next few hours passed in the comfortable chaos of helping the Satos prepare for their trip to Canada.
Mrs. Sato had apparently been packing for days, which meant the house was currently in a state of organized disarray that only she could navigate. Suitcases occupied one corner of the sitting room, each one carefully labeled with handwritten tags. Stacks of gifts for Shane's parents—carefully wrapped boxes of Kyoto sweets, local teas, and small ceramics—covered the low table. Mr. Sato was in charge of the garden preparations, ensuring the plants would survive their absence, and within minutes of their arrival he'd recruited Ilya to help.
"Good timing," Mr. Sato said in his perfect English, pressing a watering can into Ilya's hands. "Very good timing."
The garden was just as Ilya remembered it. The moss required misting rather than direct watering. Certain plants had to be moved into shade while others needed more sun. Mr. Sato explained each task with patient gestures, demonstrating techniques that Ilya tried his best to replicate.
"You have good hands," Mr. Sato observed after watching Ilya carefully transplant a small fern.
"I've learned from the best." Ilya smirked at Mr. Sato, earning a cheerful laugh and a clap on the back.
They worked in companionable silence after that. Mr. Sato pruned a flowering bush with practiced precision while Ilya continued with the transplants, and the afternoon sun filtered through the maple tree that dominated the garden's center. Cicadas buzzed in the distance, their song rising and falling like breath.
At some point, Mrs. Sato joined them on the engawa, carrying a tray with cold barley tea and small rice crackers. She set it down before turning to her husband with a disapproving look. "You are working him too hard," she scolded. "Ilya-chan just returned from Tokyo. He should be resting."
"Ilya-chan is young and strong," Mr. Sato replied without looking up from his pruning. "Rest is for old men."
"You are an old man."
"And I am not resting."
Mrs. Sato made a sound of exasperation, but her eyes were fond as she turned her attention to Ilya. "You are hungry? Dinner will be ready soon. Shane-kun is helping me in the kitchen."
"I am always hungry."
"Good boy. Young men should eat more. You are all too thin."
She patted his cheek with the casual affection she'd been showing him since his first day in her home, and Ilya felt something warm settle behind his ribs. He accepted the tea and drank it while sitting on the edge of the engawa, his feet dangling over the side, watching Mr. Sato finish his pruning with the methodical patience of someone who had been tending this garden for decades.
"You like it here," Mr. Sato said. It wasn't a question.
"Yes."
"Good. You come back next summer, and we will garden together again."
Ilya stared at the old man's back. "You would do that?"
"Of course." Mr. Sato straightened, brushing dirt from his hands. "Family comes back. That is how it works."
The word landed somewhere in Ilya's chest and stayed there.
Family.
He finished his tea in silence while Mr. Sato gathered his tools and disappeared into the shed. The garden rustled around him, alive with the sounds of late summer. After dinner—which was, predictably, incredible, Mrs. Sato announced that they would be visiting the cemetery this evening.
"Obon," Shane explained, seeing Ilya's confused expression. "It's a Buddhist festivity. We honor our ancestors and welcome their spirits back to the world of the living."
Ilya had never been particularly religious. He wore his mother's cross around his neck out of habit more than faith, a piece of her he carried so he would never forget her. Still, the Satos had welcomed him so earnestly that refusing to join them for Obon, something that clearly meant a great deal to them, felt impossible.
The cemetery was located on a hillside overlooking the city. Lanterns lined the stone pathways, their warm glow pushing back the encroaching dusk, and the air smelled of incense and summer grass. Other families were already gathered at various graves, their murmured prayers drifting through the evening like smoke.
Ilya followed the Satos to a plot near the back of the cemetery, where weathered stone markers stood in neat rows beneath old pine trees. Shane's great-grandparents, he learned. Great-aunts and uncles. Ancestors whose names he couldn't pronounce but whose presence was palpably felt in the way the Satos greeted them with quiet reverence.
Mrs. Sato lit incense and placed it before the stone. Mr. Sato poured water over the grave markers with careful, practiced movements. Shane stood beside his grandmother; head bowed in a posture of prayer that looked natural on him.
"What do I do?" Ilya asked quietly.
"Whatever you want," Shane said. "There's no wrong way."
No wrong way. Ilya stood before the Sato family grave, watching incense smoke curl toward the darkening sky, and found himself reaching for the cross beneath his shirt. The metal was warm from his skin, worn smooth by years of unconscious touching.
He thought about his mother. Not the way he usually thought about her—the absence, the loss, the cold apartment in Moscow where her voice had once filled every room. He thought about her smile, and her hands combing his hair, and the way she'd looked at him like he was precious. The way she'd believed in something greater than herself, something she'd tried to pass on to him before she died.
Ilya didn't believe in much. But he believed his mother had loved him. And sitting here, in this cemetery on a hillside in Kyoto, surrounded by a family that had welcomed him without reservation, he found himself thinking that maybe she was still loving him. Maybe she was still looking after him, in whatever way such things were possible.
Thank you, he thought, pressing the cross against his chest. For guiding me here. For guiding me to him.
He didn't deserve Shane. He knew that with the certainty of someone who had spent his entire life being told he wasn't enough. Shane was kind and patient and so full of love that it spilled over onto everyone around him—his grandparents, his teammates, random children at hockey camps, a Russian disaster who'd shown up on his doorstep without warning.
Ilya didn't deserve him. But maybe his mother had intervened anyway. Maybe somewhere in whatever came after, she'd seen her son drowning and had nudged him toward the one person who could teach him how to swim.
I'm trying, Mama. He clutched the cross tighter. I'm trying to be worthy of him.
When he opened his eyes, the incense had burned down halfway. Shane was watching him from across the grave, his expression unreadable in the lantern light.
"You okay?" Shane mouthed.
Ilya nodded. And for the first time in a very long time, he meant it.
The walk back to the Sato house was quiet. Mrs. Sato walked arm-in-arm with her husband, speaking in soft Japanese, while Ilya and Shane followed a few steps behind. The evening had cooled slightly, carrying the promise of autumn somewhere in the distance, and the streets were quiet in the way Kyoto streets always seemed to be after dark.
"Thank you," Ilya said eventually. "For bringing me."
Shane turned his head to look at him, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "You didn't have to come."
"I wanted to."
The words settled between them for a moment before Shane spoke again.
"Did it help? The praying?"
Ilya's fingers drifted to the cross resting against his chest, still warm from where he'd held it. "I talked to my mother," he admitted quietly. "I haven't done that in a long time."
Shane's expression softened. "What did you tell her?"
Ilya looked out over the lanterns before answering. "That I miss her. That I'm trying." He paused, the words catching in his throat. "That I'm grateful."
Shane didn't ask the last question right away.
"For what?"
Ilya turned back to him.
"For her. For this. For you."
Shane's hand found his in the darkness, their fingers intertwining. They walked the rest of the way like that, the Sato house growing larger in the distance, its lights warm and welcoming through the windows.
The moment they stepped through the front door, something small and tan launched itself at Ilya's legs.
"What the—"
A high-pitched bark answered him. Ilya looked down to find a Shiba Inu puppy staring up at him with bright, curious eyes, its entire body wiggling with barely contained excitement. The puppy's ears were too big for its head, and its tail curled upward in the characteristic Shiba spiral.
"Ah," Mrs. Sato said from the doorway, looking entirely too pleased with herself. "They arrived."
Ilya knelt slowly, extending his hand for the puppy to sniff. The Shiba investigated his fingers with intense concentration before apparently deciding he was acceptable and attempting to climb into his lap.
"There's also a kitten," Shane said.
Ilya looked up to find that Shane had crouched near the sitting room entrance, where a small Japanese bobtail kitten was regarding him with the regal disdain that all cats seemed to possess from birth. The kitten was mostly white, with patches of calico fur and a stubby tail that twitched as she observed Shane's approach.
"You like cats," Ilya said.
Shane glanced up, his expression already soft with the particular tenderness he reserved for things smaller and more vulnerable than himself. "I like both. But yeah. I've always wanted a cat."
The puppy had successfully conquered Ilya's lap and was now attempting to lick his chin. Her fur was soft and she smelled like puppy shampoo, and Ilya found himself laughing at the sheer enthusiasm of her affection. The sound was startlingly genuine—not the defensive humor he'd used as armor for so many years, but real, uncomplicated joy.
Mrs. Sato settled herself on the floor beside them, her movements graceful despite her age, as Mr. Sato leaned against the doorframe, a smile softening his weathered features.
"We don't like you boys being alone in big cities," Mrs. Sato said. "We are happy you found good teams in Boston and Los Angeles, but you do not have family nearby. You need someone to come home to."
She reached out to scratch behind the puppy's ears, and the little Shiba leaned into her touch with the same wholehearted trust that Ilya had seen Shane display whenever his grandmother was near.
"So, we thought about getting you pets. Companions to remind you of family and your time in Kyoto."
Ilya's hand stilled on the puppy's fur.
The gift was so simple, but the meaning behind it was vast enough to swallow him whole. The Satos weren't just welcoming him for a summer. They were giving him something permanent. Something that would live with him in Boston, that would greet him at the door, that would serve as a living reminder that somewhere in Kyoto there were people who had chosen him.
Family. The word echoed again, louder this time.
He looked at Shane and found him already watching. Shane's eyes were suspiciously bright, and the kitten had deigned to allow him to stroke her head. She was purring—a tiny motor of contentment that vibrated through the quiet room.
"They're girls," Shane said. His voice came out rougher than usual. "We should name them."
Ilya looked down at the Shiba puppy on his lap, who had stopped trying to lick his chin and was now gazing up at him. Her eyes were dark and intelligent, her ears perked forward as though she understood exactly how important this moment was.
He thought about his mother. About the cross around his neck. About the way she'd said his name—Ilyusha—with a tenderness that no one else had ever matched.
And he thought about Shane, who was currently watching him with an expression that was trying very hard to be composed and failing entirely. Shane, who had brought him to Japan. Shane, who had held him while he cried. Shane, who was his.
"Jane," Ilya said.
Shane blinked. "Jane?"
"For the puppy. Her name is Jane."
Understanding dawned slowly across Shane's face. Jane. Shane. The resemblance wasn't perfect, but it was close enough—close enough that Ilya would think of him every time he called her name, every time she greeted him at the door, every time she reminded him that he belonged to someone and was no longer alone.
Shane's expression did something complicated. His jaw tightened, his eyes glistened, and for a moment Ilya thought he might actually cry.
"And the kitten?" Shane managed.
Ilya turned to look at the bobtail, who was now washing her face with the casual indifference of a creature who knew she would be adored regardless of her behavior. Her stubby tail twitched.
"Lily."
It took Shane a second. Then his breath caught.
Lily. Ilya. The wordplay wasn't quite as neat, but it didn't need to be. Ilya would have his personal Jane in Boston—a piece of Shane to keep him company during the long months between visits. And Shane would have his Lily in Los Angeles—a piece of Ilya, stubborn and independent and worthy of love despite her sharp edges.
"That way," Ilya said, "you will have me in LA. And I will have you in Boston."
The room fell silent.
Mrs. Sato was smiling; her hand pressed against her heart. Mr. Sato had pushed off from the doorframe and was now looking at the animals with something that might have been pride—in his wife's planning, in the way their gift had been received, in the two young men who were trying so hard to build something lasting across an impossible distance.
Shane rose from his crouch, dislodging a mildly offended Lily, and crossed the room in three strides. He knelt in front of Ilya—right there on the floor, in front of his grandparents, with a Shiba puppy squirming between them—and cupped Ilya's face in both hands.
"You," Shane said, his voice barely above a whisper, "are the most ridiculous person I have ever met."
"I know."
"You named our pets after us."
Shane kissed him.
It wasn't the desperate, tequila-fueled kiss from the club. Nor was it the tender, reassuring kiss from the bath. It was something else entirely—a kiss that said thank you and I see you and I can't believe you're real all at once. Chaste enough for grandparents to witness, but so full of emotion that Ilya felt it reverberate through his entire body.
When Shane pulled back, his eyes were definitely wet.
"I love them," he said. "I love the names. I love—"
He stopped. The word hung unspoken between them, heavy and terrifying and so close to the surface that Ilya could almost taste it.
"I know," Ilya said. "Me too."
Mrs. Sato made a small sound—not quite a sniffle, but close—and immediately busied herself with adjusting the kitten's water bowl. Mr. Sato coughed and announced that someone needed to check the garden before bed, though the garden had been thoroughly checked only hours ago.
Jane chose that moment to yip, offended that the attention had shifted away from her, and the tension dissolved into laughter.
Ilya sat on the floor of the Sato house, a Shiba Inu puppy in his lap and a Japanese bobtail kitten winding around Shane's ankles and felt something he hadn't felt since his mother died.
He felt loved.
Not admired for his hockey skills or tolerated for his contract value or criticized for his failures. Loved. Completely and unconditionally, by an elderly Japanese couple who had known him for less than a month and had already decided he was family.
Mrs. Sato was explaining the puppy's feeding schedule now, pulling out bags of specialty food and a folder of veterinary records that she'd apparently prepared in advance. Mr. Sato had produced a small toy mouse for Lily, which the kitten was batting across the floor with increasing enthusiasm. Shane was laughing at something his grandfather said, one hand absently stroking Jane's ears, and the light caught the remaining moisture in his eyes.
Ilya committed the scene to memory.
He would carry this with him to Boston. Through the long season ahead, through the games and the scrutiny and the loneliness of an empty penthouse, he would remember this moment. He would remember that somewhere in Kyoto there were people who had chosen him—not for what he could do, but simply for who he was.
Jane licked his chin.
"Okay," Ilya told her, scratching behind her oversized ears. "Okay. We're going to be friends, you and me."
She yipped agreement.
Across the room, Lily had climbed onto Shane's shoulder and was surveying her new domain with regal satisfaction. Shane looked up, met Ilya's eyes, and smiled—that bright, unguarded smile that Ilya had been chasing since Las Vegas.
Tomorrow they will finish packing. The day after, they would fly to Ottawa, and Ilya would meet Shane's parents, and eventually the summer would end, and they would return to their separate coasts and their separate teams. The distance would be hard. The secrecy would be harder.
But tonight, Ilya had a puppy named Jane and a boy named Shane and a family who had claim
Tonight, that was enough.






      

  












      Chapter 11: You Are The Best Thing
  



    Chapter Notes

      First of all, I just want to say that I love Yuna Hollander. She is the one and only Momager, and a queen in her own right. Nothing discussed in this chapter is meant as Yuna slander. We also need to remember that, as confident as Shane may seem in this AU, he still struggles with anxiety and puts an enormous amount of pressure on himself to be perfect. In the same way, Ilya continues to battle depression and a deeply ingrained sense of low self-worth. Being together early and in a happy, exclusive relationship isn't a magical fix for their mental health, nor does it make the expectations of being public figures disappear.







  Shane woke up before dawn.
Instead of a slow, gentle drift out of sleep, he woke with a jolt—the sudden, jarring alertness of a mind that had decided rest was optional and chosen to opt out entirely. The futon beneath him remained perfectly comfortable, the room stayed draped in shadow, and somewhere outside, a solitary bird was testing its voice against the silence. Beside him, Ilya breathed with the slow regularity of someone who had never met an anxiety he couldn't out-skate.
Bastard.
Shane turned his head on the pillow, careful not to disturb the arm draped across his waist. Ilya's face was slack with sleep, his mouth slightly open, one cheek pressed into the pillow in a way that made him look about twelve years old. The faint predawn light filtering through the window caught the edges of his blond curls, turning them into something that belonged in a Renaissance painting. Which was fitting, really. Shane had been calling him an angel in his head for months, and asleep like this—defenseless, unguarded, and utterly relaxed—he looked the part.
Today they were flying to Ottawa, a fact that dropped Shane's stomach like a stone.
He should have been happy, ecstatic, even, to introduce Ilya to the rest of his family. His grandparents already adored him, and Shane was certain his dad would adopt his boyfriend in a heartbeat. The issue was his mother.
His mother, who had once planned his entire life out on a spreadsheet, who had raged when he'd chosen Los Angeles over Montreal, who had spent the last year apologizing so many times that Shane had finally had to tell her to stop. His mother, who had been trying so hard to change, to loosen her grip, to accept that her son's life belonged to him and not to her expectations.
And now Shane was about to walk through her front door with Ilya Rozanov.
Not just a boyfriend. Not just another hockey player. But Ilya Fucking Rozanov. The same Ilya Rozanov whose name appeared in Boston gossip columns with the regularity of a sunrise. The same Ilya Rozanov who was currently drooling on the pillow beside him and making small snuffling sounds that were unfairly endearing.
Shane's mother was going to have questions.
Questions Shane wasn't entirely sure how to answer. How do you explain Ilya to someone who had once color-coded a timeline of your career milestones? How do you say: I know this isn't what you planned, but he makes me happier than anything ever has, and also, he cries in bathrooms and names puppies after me and looks at me like I'm the only solid thing in a spinning world?
The bird outside had been joined by a second. Their call-and-response threaded through the predawn quiet, and Shane closed his eyes, trying to let the sound anchor him. It didn't work. His mind kept circling back to the same worry: what if this was the thing that undid all his mother's progress? What if meeting Ilya sent her spiraling back into the control-freak tendencies she'd been fighting so hard to overcome?
What if she looked at Ilya and saw only complications?
Ilya shifted beside him, mumbling something in Russian that might have been words or might have been sleep-gibberish. His arm tightened around Shane's waist, pulling him closer, and Shane felt the tension in his shoulders ease slightly despite himself.
This was the problem with Ilya Rozanov. He made things better just by existing. He had walked into Shane's grandparents' house three weeks ago—a complete stranger, technically, despite the hours they'd spent drinking sake on a hotel floor—and within days he'd become so thoroughly woven into the fabric of the Sato household that Shane couldn't imagine it without him.
Seeing his grandmother fuss over Ilya’s food preferences, his grandfather teach him to prune the garden, and the way Ilya’s whole face transformed when he laughed—it was like watching a door open that had been locked for years.
Sunshine. That was what Ilya was. Blinding, unexpected sunshine after years of overcast skies. And Shane was terrified of losing him before they'd even properly begun.
Which was ridiculous, because Ilya had no intention of going anywhere.
Ilya had cried in his arms in a Tokyo hotel bathroom and told him he was never going back to Russia. He had named a kitten after himself, promised to visit Kyoto every summer, and looked at Shane to say me too when the word love had been too terrifying to speak aloud.
But fear wasn't rational. Fear was his mother's voice in the back of his head, cataloging all the ways this could go wrong. Fear was the memory of every argument they'd ever had about his career, his future, and his choices. Fear was the spreadsheet she'd made when he was sixteen, the one that had mapped out his entire path to the NHL with Montreal circled in red.
He'd broken her heart when he'd signed with LA. What if this broke it again?
Shane opened his eyes and looked at Ilya.
The Russian was still asleep, snuffling softly and holding onto Shane like he was afraid someone might try to steal him. His blond curls were a disaster—tangled and flat on one side, sticking up on the other. His mouth hung open, a tiny spot of drool dampening the pillow.
He was the most beautiful thing Shane had ever seen.
Fuck it, Shane thought. If I can't stop worrying, I can at least distract myself.
He slipped out from under Ilya's arm, replacing his body with a pillow that Ilya immediately grabbed and pulled against his chest. The Russian muttered something else—Shane caught what might have been his own name—and then settled back into deeper sleep.
Shane paused at the edge of the futon, watching him.
Then he grinned.
Mischief had always been his best defense against anxiety. It was hard to spiral into catastrophic thinking when you were focused on something else entirely. And there were few things Shane enjoyed focusing on more than Ilya Rozanov's body.
He lifted the covers carefully and slid beneath, finding the futon warm with their shared body heat. In the dark, Shane navigated purely by touch—running a hand over Ilya's chest, down his stomach, to the familiar line of his hip. The sheets smelled like both of them: a mix of skin, sleep, and the jasmine soap his Obaachan kept in the bathroom.
Ilya's morning wood was impossible to miss. All nine inches of it.
Shane had measured it once, in Tokyo, using the span of his hand and a great deal of delighted disbelief. No cock Shane had ever sucked—and he'd sucked his fair share in LA, enough that he'd genuinely lost count—could compare. It was monstrous in the best possible way, thick enough to stretch his jaw and long enough to test his gag reflex in ways that made his eyes water.
Shane loved it.
He wrapped his fingers around the base, feeling the heat of it against his palm, the velvet-soft skin over steel-hard flesh. Above him, through the layers of blanket, he heard Ilya's breathing hitch slightly. Not awake yet, but stirring.
Good. Half the fun is that Ilya is asleep.
He took the head into his mouth.
The taste was familiar now—clean skin and salt and something underneath that was simply Ilya. Shane closed his eyes and focused on the weight of it on his tongue, the way his lips stretched to accommodate the girth. He'd gotten good at this in LA. Practice, as his coach liked to say, made perfect. And Shane had practiced until his jaw ached and his throat was sore and his partners were reduced to incoherent babbling.
But none of them had been Ilya.
That was the difference. In LA, sucking cock had been fun—a physical pleasure, a skill to refine, and a way to feel desired without the complications of actual intimacy. With Ilya, it was something else entirely.
With Ilya, it felt like worship.
He sank lower, taking more of that impossible length into his mouth, and felt the familiar burn at the back of his throat. His eyes watered and his jaw protested, but he didn't care. Above him, Ilya's breathing had changed—faster now, more ragged, the first sounds of consciousness beginning to break through.
A hand fumbled under the blankets, finding Shane's hair.
"Shanya," Ilya groaned, his voice thick with sleep. "What—"
Shane hummed around his mouthful, and the vibration made Ilya's hips jerk involuntarily. The hand in his hair tightened. Shane pulled back until just the head was resting on his tongue, then sank down again, setting a rhythm that was designed to draw this out as long as possible.
"I'm dreaming," Ilya said, his accent thickened to near-incomprehensibility. "I must be dreaming."
Shane would have laughed if his mouth hadn't been otherwise occupied. Instead, he doubled his efforts, using his hand to stroke what he couldn't fit, twisting slightly on the upstroke in a way that he knew drove Ilya insane. The sounds coming from above the blanket were increasingly desperate—Russian curses mixed with Shane's name, broken syllables that didn't quite form words.
He didn't last long. Morning sensitivity, probably, or maybe just the shock of waking up to pleasure. Either way, Shane felt the telltale tension in Ilya's thighs, the way his hips started to stutter, and the tightening of his grip in Shane's hair.
"Shanya—" Ilya gasped, a breathless warning. But oh, how Shane loved the sound of that Russian diminutive slipping from his mouth. It caught him by the throat, driving him to double his efforts. "I'm going to—"
Shane swallowed him down to the root and held there.
The orgasm hit in pulses, hot and bitter against the back of his throat. Shane swallowed reflexively, working his tongue against the underside of Ilya's cock until the last tremor faded and the hand in his hair went slack. Only then did he pull back, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, grinning into the darkness beneath the covers.
When he emerged from under the blanket, Ilya was staring at him with an expression of dazed wonder.
"Good morning," Shane said.
"You—" Ilya blinked. His pupils were blown wide, his cheeks flushed, and his hair an absolute catastrophe. "You are going to kill me."
"Is that a complaint?"
"Get up here."
Ilya grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled him upward with the kind of strength that reminded Shane, suddenly and viscerally, that he was dating a professional athlete. Their mouths met in a kiss that was lazy and deep and tasted of salt. Ilya's tongue slid against his, and Shane felt the vibration of a groan that might have come from either of them.
"What did I do," Ilya murmured against his lips, "to deserve waking up like this?"
"Existed." Shane kissed the corner of his mouth. "Breathed." Another kiss, this one on his jaw. "Looked adorable while you were sleeping."
"I do not look adorable. I look—" Ilya yawned, which somewhat undermined whatever he'd been about to claim.
"Like a Renaissance angel with a drooling problem."
The sound Ilya made was halfway between a laugh and a groan. "There is no dignity in this relationship."
"None at all."
They kissed again, slower this time, the urgency fading into something softer. Shane could feel Ilya's heart beating against his chest, still elevated from his orgasm. The predawn light had brightened enough that he could make out the details of Ilya's face—the sharp cheekbones, the slight bump in his nose from an old break, and the way his eyelashes caught the light.
"I love you," Shane said.
The words slipped out before he could stop them, a sudden confession spoken straight into the space between their mouths.
Ilya went very still, making Shane's heart stutter.
Had he misread? Had the me too in the lantern light been about something else, had he pushed too fast, had he—
"Say it again."
The words were barely audible. Ilya's voice had gone rough in a way that had nothing to do with sleep.
"I love you," Shane repeated, and now that the seal was broken he couldn't seem to stop. "I love your stupid hair and your stupid accent and the way you drool on the pillow. I love how you are with my grandparents. I love that you came to Japan instead of staying in Russia. I love that I beat you for the Calder, but I'm not allowed to mention it. I love—"
Ilya kissed him.
A kiss that left no room for doubt—hungry and desperate and so full of emotion that Shane felt it reverberate through his entire body. Ilya's hands cupped his face, thumbs pressing against his cheekbones, and when they finally broke apart, they were both breathing like they'd just finished a shift.
"Ya tebya lyublyu," Ilya said. "I have loved you since Las Vegas. Maybe before. Maybe since the first time I saw you play and thought this one is going to ruin me."
They stared at each other.
Then Shane started laughing—bright, helpless laughter that shook his shoulders and made tears prick at the corners of his eyes. Ilya stared at him for a moment before joining in, and soon they were both giggling like teenagers, tangled together on the futon while the morning sun crept through the window.
"We are ridiculous," Ilya managed.
"We really are."
"The two best rookies in the league, acting like—"
"Like we just figured out something that should have been obvious?"
"Yes. That."
Shane pressed his forehead against Ilya's. "Obaachan knew. She's been planning our wedding menu since day three."
"Your grandmother is terrifying."
"She's efficient." Shane stole another kiss, quick and sweet. "We should get up. The flight leaves at eleven."
"Five more minutes."
Shane gave him seven.
The morning passed in the rushed, exhilarated blur of last-minute packing and final goodbyes. They took one last Japanese bath together—too rushed to be properly indulgent, but Shane still took the time to wash Ilya's back, working soap into the broad planes of muscle and watching the Russian melt beneath his hands. They dressed in travel clothes, Shane in jeans and a comfortable sweater, Ilya in the softest-looking hoodie Shane had ever seen.
Breakfast was waiting for them in the kitchen.
Obaachan had outdone herself with a full Japanese breakfast—grilled fish, miso soup, rice, tamagoyaki, pickled vegetables, natto that Shane ate with enthusiasm and Ilya eyed with deep suspicion. The spread covered most of the table, and Obaachan was already fussing over whether she'd made enough.
"Obaachan," Shane said, surveying the feast, "there’s only four of us."
"We are traveling. Travelers need energy."
"We're going to be sitting on a plane for fourteen hours."
"And plane food is terrible. Eat more fish."
Ilya, who had learned early in his stay not to argue with Obaachan about food, obediently added more fish to his plate. The smile she gave him was radiant enough to power the entire neighborhood.
The cab arrived at nine-thirty. Jane and Lily were in their carriers, Jane whining with the particular drama of a Shiba puppy who felt she was being unjustly confined, Lily observing the chaos with feline disdain. Both carriers had been specially approved for the flight, and Obaachan had prepared detailed care instructions despite the fact that the animals would be in a climate-controlled cargo hold with professional handlers.
"They will be fine," she assured Ilya, who had gone slightly pale at the sight of the carriers being loaded into a separate vehicle. "The airline is very good with animals. Shane-kun researched for weeks."
Ilya turned to Shane with an expression of betrayal. "You researched?"
"Of course. You think I'd put our pets on just any airline?"
"Our pets?" Ilya repeated with awe.
"Yes. Our pets, Jane and Lily. Who will be perfectly fine and waiting for us when we land." Shane squeezed Ilya's arm. "I promise."
Ilya's jaw tightened. His eyes, when he looked at the departing transport van, were suspiciously bright. "If anything happens to them—"
"Nothing will happen to them."
"But if it does—"
"Then I will personally fight every airline executive in North America."
The cab ride to the airport was quiet. Obaachan and Ojiichan sat in the back with Shane and Ilya, Obaachan holding her husband's hand with the easy intimacy of decades. Outside the window, Kyoto rolled past—temples and convenience stores, narrow streets and modern buildings, the city that had become as much a home to Shane as anywhere in Canada.
Ilya was staring out the window too.
"You okay?" Shane murmured.
"I am leaving." The words were barely audible. "I do not want to leave."
"We'll be back next summer."
"Next summer is very far away."
"I know." Shane's hand found his beneath the seat. "But we have Ottawa first. And then the season. And then—"
"And then Jane and Lily and phone calls and All-Star Weekends and sneaking around when our teams play close." Ilya's voice had steadied slightly. "I remember the plan."
"It's a good plan."
"It is a very good plan."
Shane lifted their joined hands and pressed a kiss to Ilya's knuckles. In the back seat, Obaachan let out a soft, affectionate little hum.
First class was the least Shane could offer his grandparents.
The seats were wide and comfortable, convertible into beds for the overnight portion of the flight, with privacy screens and noise-canceling headphones and a meal service that was genuinely impressive. Ojiichan had already discovered the complimentary sake and was looking deeply pleased with himself. Obaachan had produced a sudoku book from her carry-on and was working through it with methodical precision.
Shane and Ilya shared a row on the other side of the aisle.
The movie selection was decent. They'd settled on one of Rose's films—her latest thriller, the one where she'd played a detective who got kidnapped halfway through and spent the rest of the movie escaping her captors while solving the case via satellite phone. Rose had complained about it extensively during their last video call. She'd been kidnapped in her last three movies, apparently, and was threatening to fire her agent.
"Your friend Rose has terrible luck," Ilya observed as the on-screen Rose was shoved into yet another trunk.
"She says it's typecasting."
"It is definitely typecasting."
"She's very good at being kidnapped, though."
"She is excellent at being kidnapped. Very convincing."
The movie played on. Rose's character escaped, as she always did, and the villain was unmasked in a satisfying twist that Ilya had guessed halfway through. He'd spent the last act muttering predictions at the screen, most of which turned out to be correct.
"You're annoying," Shane told him.
"I am just observant."
"You're annoying and observant."
"That is what makes me excellent at hockey." Ilya paused the movie and turned toward him. "What is wrong?"
Shane blinked. "What?"
"You are fidgeting. You have been fidgeting for two hours. Your leg is bouncing, and you keep picking at your cuticles, which you only do when you are nervous." Ilya's expression softened. "You are worried about something. Tell me."
The observation was so accurate that Shane didn't even try to deny it. Ilya had been watching him—really watching him—and the realization made something warm bloom in his chest even as his stomach knotted with anxiety.
He sighed.
"My mom."
"What about her?"
"It's complicated." Shane turned in his seat, pulling one leg up beneath him. They were shielded from the rest of the cabin by the privacy screens, and his grandparents were too absorbed in sudoku and sake to overhear. "We had a difficult relationship for a while."
Ilya's expression shifted. The playfulness drained away, replaced by something sharper and more serious. "Was she abusive?"
The question was low, careful, and Shane's immediate instinct was to dismiss it. But Ilya's eyes held his with an intensity that demanded honesty, and Shane remembered what he'd recently learned about Ilya's father—the coldness, the criticism, and the grip that left bruises. The way Ilya hadn't cried for eight years because crying was for sissies.
"No," Shane answered. "No, not like that. Kami-sama, not like that." He ran a hand through his hair, searching for the right words. "My mom had it hard when she first moved to Canada. As an immigrant, she worked so hard to fit in. She turned away from her Japanese culture, letting go of the language and the traditions as she tried to blend seamlessly into Canada. And when I was born, she withheld our heritage entirely, convinced that fitting in was the only way to succeed.”
Ilya's brow furrowed. "That is ridiculous."
"Which part?"
"All of it. You are the most Japanese person I know."
"That is only thanks to my grandparents."
"Because of you." Ilya's voice had taken on an edge of frustration that Shane recognized—not anger at him, but anger on his behalf. "You slip Japanese words into conversation all the time. Not because you don't know the English words, but because you love speaking Japanese. You speak it the way someone speaks a language they love."
Shane's throat tightened.
"I have never seen anyone embrace a culture the way you do," Ilya continued. "You do tea ceremonies with your grandmother. You attended Obon. You know the names of every temple in Kyoto and the history behind half of them. You are more connected to your heritage than I have ever been to mine." He paused. "I know less about Russian traditions than you know about Japanese ones. It is difficult for me to imagine there was a time you were not connected to it."
"There was." The words came out quieter than Shane intended. "For a long time, keeping my Japanese heritage in Kyoto was enough. I'd spend summers with my grandparents, learn what I could, and then go back to Canada and be... Canadian. It worked until my mom pushed for me to sign with Montreal."
"Montreal?" Ilya's expression darkened. His voice dropped to something approaching a hiss. "Those assholes are as toxic as they come."
Shane laughed, though it came out sadder than he meant it to. "My mom knows that now. But back then, she was the biggest Montreal fan you've ever met. She had my whole career mapped out since I was sixteen—juniors, draft, Montreal, Stanley Cup. When I chose LA instead..." He trailed off. "It was bad..."
"But it is better now, right?"
"She apologized. A lot. Too much, honestly—I had to tell her to stop." Shane's fingers found the hem of his sweater and twisted. "She's been better. She's been trying so hard. But I'm worried that this—bringing you home, introducing you as my boyfriend—will be the thing that makes her go back to her old habits."
Ilya was quiet for a long moment. The movie played on silently behind them—Rose's character was giving an impassioned speech to her police captain, gesturing wildly with evidence she'd somehow gathered while locked in a basement.
"Your mother," Ilya said eventually, "was raised by Mrs. Sato and Mr. Sato."
"What does that—"
"So, she was raised by two people who are kind and patient and welcoming. Two people who accepted a complete stranger into their home and treated him like family from the first moment." Ilya's hand found Shane's, their fingers intertwining. "Someone raised with that much love can only be good. Despite the mistakes she's made—and the ones she'll probably keep making—the foundation is there."
Shane's eyes blurred. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear them. "You're being very wise right now."
"I am always wise."
"You're always something."
Ilya's smile was gentle. "If she reacts badly, we will handle it together. You are not alone in this. You have not been alone since you invited a Russian disaster to your grandparents' house."
"You're not a disaster."
"I am absolutely a disaster. I am just a disaster who loves you."
The word still hits Shane like a body check—unexpected, breath-stealing, and utterly wonderful. He leaned his head against Ilya's shoulder, feeling the solid warmth of him through the soft fabric of his hoodie.
"I wanted to kiss you just now," he admitted. "Honestly, I can barely stop myself."
"I know. I wanted to kiss you too."
"After Ottawa. After my parents know."
"After Ottawa." Ilya squeezed his hand. "Then we will kiss."
It sounded like a promise. Like the kind of future Shane had been too scared to imagine six months ago, when he was still sneaking into gay bars in Los Angeles and telling himself that anonymous hookups were enough.
They turned back to the movie. Rose was being kidnapped again—the villain had grabbed her from behind while she was distracted by the evidence board—and Ilya made a sound of deep exasperation.
"She literally just escaped."
"She is very kidnappable."
"This is terrible writing."
"Rose says the same thing."
"Why does she keep making these movies?"
"Because they pay extremely well and she gets to spend half the shoot tied to a chair, which she says is actually very relaxing."
Ilya considered this. "That is a good reason."
"I thought so."
The plane hummed around them, steady and soothing. Outside the window, the Pacific stretched endlessly beneath a sky so blue it hurt to look at. Shane's grandparents had fallen asleep—Obaachan’s sudoku book had slipped from her fingers, and Ojiichan was snoring softly with his head against the window.
Shane's anxiety hadn't disappeared. It was still there, a low hum beneath his thoughts, the familiar companion he'd been carrying since he was a child. But it felt smaller now, contained. Ilya's hand was warm in his, and somewhere in the cargo hold their pets were safe and cared for, and whatever happened in Ottawa, they would handle it together.
"You know," Ilya said, breaking the comfortable silence, "I have been thinking."
"Dangerous."
"Very dangerous. I have been thinking about Alexei."
Shane turned his head slightly, still resting against Ilya's shoulder. "Your brother?"
"He called me while we were in Tokyo. But I did not answer." Ilya's voice had gone flat in the way it always did when he talked about his family. "He left a voicemail. He needs money again. He always needs money."
"What did you do?"
"Nothing. I deleted it." A pause. "I told you in the bath that I was done. And I am no liar, I am done. Alexei is cut off for good, and my father will never get another visit. Russia is in my past."
Shane lifted his head, studying Ilya's profile. The sharp jaw, the slight tension around his eyes, and the way his fingers had tightened slightly on Shane's hand.
"That can't have been easy," Shane said. "Deleting the voicemail."
"It was surprisingly easy. That is what scares me." Ilya turned from the window, meeting Shane's eyes. "I spent my whole life trying to be good enough for them. And then I met your grandparents, and they just... accepted me. No expectations or conditions. They fed me and taught me to garden and took me to Obon and gave me a puppy." His voice cracked slightly. "I did not know it could be like that. I did not know family could be like that."
"Obaachan decided you were family the moment you walked through the door," Shane said. "She told me later. She said she could see it in your eyes—that you needed somewhere to belong."
"Your grandmother is a witch."
"A very kind witch."
"A very terrifying witch who makes excellent katsudon." Ilya's expression softened. "If your mother is anything like her, we will be fine."
"My mother is... a work in progress. Like all of us."
"Then we will work in progress together."
Shane couldn't help the laugh that escaped him. "That's not grammatically correct."
"English is my second language. I am allowed to be incorrect." Ilya shrugged. "My Russian is passable and my English is a disaster. You are dating an illiterate."
"You're not—" Shane gave up. "Fine. I'm dating an illiterate. It's very romantic."
"The most romantic." Ilya's smile was bright and genuine and slightly crooked. "Almost as romantic as naming pets after each other."
"That's going to be very hard to top."
"You have time,” Ilya teased. “I am sure you will think of something."
The flight attendant came by with dinner—teriyaki salmon that was surprisingly good for airplane food, though Shane knew better than to mention that within earshot of his grandmother. Obaachan had opinions about airplane food, and none of them were complimentary. She was still asleep, her head now resting on Ojiichan’s shoulder, and Shane felt a surge of affection so strong it made his chest ache.
The movie credits rolled. Rose's character had survived, of course—she always survived—and the final scene showed her walking away from the police station, battered but triumphant, the sun rising behind her.
Ilya's fingers were still intertwined with his.






      

  












      Chapter 12: O Canada
  








  The Ottawa airport was smaller than Shane remembered.
Or maybe it wasn't smaller. Maybe everything just felt different after three weeks in Japan. His grandparents walked ahead of him, Obaachan’s arm linked through Ojiichan’s, they looked entirely unfazed by the fourteen-hour flight, as though crossing the Pacific was simply another form of gardening—something you did with patience and acceptance rather than complaint.
Shane's back ached from the plane seat. His mouth tasted like recycled air and the vaguely citrusy toothpaste the airline provided. Beside him Ilya walked with the loose-limbed confidence of someone who hadn't just spent half a day in a metal tube hurtling through the stratosphere. His hoodie was rumpled and his blond curls were doing that thing where they stuck up in approximately seventeen different directions, but he looked unfairly good anyway. Shane had spent a significant portion of the flight cataloging the ways in which that was annoying.
"You're staring," Ilya said without turning his head.
"I'm glaring. There's a difference."
"Is there?"
"You look like you just woke up from a nap in a five-star hotel. It's disgusting."
Ilya's mouth curved into the particular smile that meant he was about to say something insufferable. "Some of us are simply blessed with natural—"
He froze.
His feet stopped moving too, which was more noticeable. Shane nearly walked into him before registering the sudden stillness in Ilya's body, the way his head had tilted upward and to the left.
"What?"
Ilya didn't answer. He was staring at something on the wall ahead of them, his expression shifting through several emotions too quickly for Shane to track. Surprise, maybe. Then recognition. Then something that looked a lot like the expression he'd worn in the club in Tokyo—heated and appreciative and entirely too pleased with himself.
Shane followed his gaze.
The moving walkway. The long, flat escalator thing that shuttled passengers between terminals. And mounted on the wall above it, spanning at least fifteen feet from end to end, was a billboard.
The billboard.
Shane's stomach dropped approximately eight stories.
It was the Speedo campaign. The one he'd shot in Los Angeles after the season had ended, after Las Vegas, and before Kyoto. He'd honestly forgotten about it—the photoshoot had been one of those contractual obligations that his mom had negotiated, and Shane had agreed to without thinking too hard about the implications. Speedo wanted Shane Hollander, Rookie of the Year, sitting beneath a striped beach umbrella in bright red swim trunks with sunglasses hanging from the collar of a plain white T-shirt draped over one shoulder.
The trunks were very red. They were also very short. And the photographer had insisted on a pose that Shane now realized was less "athletic" and more "come hither."
The billboard version was somehow worse than the magazine spreads. Larger and more detailed. Every line of his abdomen picked out in sharp relief, every shadow emphasized, the red of the trunks practically glowing against the white sand background. His smile had been captured at exactly the right angle to look both inviting and challenging, as though he was daring the viewer to look away.
"You," Ilya said slowly, "have been holding out on me."
Shane felt heat crawl up the back of his neck. "It's just a campaign."
"I can see that."
"It's not—it's not a big deal."
Ilya finally turned to look at him. His expression had settled into something that could only be described as a shit-eating smirk, the kind of smile that promised extensive and merciless teasing for the foreseeable future. His eyes were very bright and very focused, and Shane had the distinct impression of being a puck that Ilya was about to absolutely demolish.
"Not a big deal," Ilya repeated.
"It's just a swimsuit ad."
"You are wearing red swim trunks that are approximately the size of a postage stamp."
"They're normal size."
"They are normal if you want me to have a heart attack in the middle of the Ottawa airport."
Shane's grandparents had noticed they'd stopped. Obaachan turned back with a questioning look, but Ojiichan—who had apparently been following the direction of Ilya's gaze—let out a soft chuckle and tugged his wife's arm. They continued walking, leaving Shane and Ilya standing in the middle of the terminal like two idiots, one of whom was still staring at the billboard with the intensity of someone examining game footage.
"I cannot believe you did not tell me about this," Ilya accused.
"I forgot."
"You forgot that you are plastered across an airport wall looking like that?"
"Looking like what?" The question came out more defensive than Shane intended. "I'm just sitting under an umbrella."
"You are sitting under an umbrella like you are waiting for someone to come and unwrap you." Ilya's voice had grown noticeably huskier. “The photographer knew exactly what he was doing."
"His name was Marcus, and he said the concept was 'effortless summer masculinity.'"
"Marcus is a genius," Ilya's smirk widened as he finally tore his gaze away from the billboard and fixed it on Shane. "I am going to take a picture of this."
"Don't you dare."
"For personal use only."
"Ilya."
"So, when I am back in Boston and missing you, I can look at this billboard and remember that my boyfriend is the hottest man in professional hockey."
The word boyfriend still landed strangely in Shane's chest—a small, warm detonation that he hadn't gotten used to yet.
"I hate you," Shane mumbled, the words coming out too soft to be convincing.
"No, you don't." Ilya pulled out his phone. "Smile."
"I am not smiling for your creepy billboard photo."
"Then do not smile. Look brooding. You are very good at brooding."
Shane grabbed Ilya's wrist before he could raise the phone. "If you're going to take a picture of the billboard, at least let me be in it with you."
Something flickered across Ilya's face. The teasing confidence wavered, replaced by an expression that was almost tender. "You want a photo together?"
"Not in front of the billboard. Just... a photo. Our first photo in Canada."
They hadn't taken any pictures together in Tokyo. There hadn't been time, or maybe there had been and they'd simply been too absorbed in each other to think about documentation. The club had been a no-phones zone. The hotel room had felt too private. Kyoto had been filled with moments that Shane wanted to remember but hadn't wanted to interrupt with a camera.
But they were in Canada now. Shane's country and his family waiting just outside the terminal. And suddenly he wanted proof—something he could look at later, when the distance between Boston and Los Angeles felt insurmountable, when he needed to remind himself that this summer had actually happened.
Ilya seemed to understand without him saying any of it. He pocketed his phone and stepped closer, close enough that Shane could smell the faint trace of the airline soap still clinging to his skin.
"Later," Ilya said. "At your parents' house, with our girls."
"With our girls," Shane agreed.
"Jane will probably photobomb."
"That would make it better."
Ilya's hand brushed against his—a quick touch that was there and gone before anyone could notice. "Come on. Your grandparents are leaving us behind."
They caught up with Obaachan and Ojiichan near the baggage claim, where Obaachan was already directing Ojiichan toward the correct carousel with the same efficient authority she'd used to organize Shane's childhood summers. The pets, they learned from an airline representative, had been unloaded and were waiting in a specialized area for animal transport.
"We should get them first," Shane suggested.
Ilya nodded, already orienting himself toward the signs for animal handling, and Shane want to kiss him in the middle of baggage claim.
He didn't, obviously. The Ottawa airport was not a gay club in Shinjuku. There were families and business travelers and, presumably, at least a few people who might recognize two NHL players. But the wanting was there, a low hum beneath his ribs, and he let himself feel it without pushing it away.
The animal handling area was quiet compared to the main terminal. Jane spotted them immediately from inside her carrier and launched into a frenzy of yipping that made the attendant smile. Lily, by contrast, regarded them with the same regal disdain she'd displayed since birth, her stubby tail twitching once in what might have been acknowledgment.
"There you are," Ilya murmured, crouching beside Jane's carrier. The puppy's entire body was wiggling with excitement, her oversized ears perked forward, her dark eyes bright with what Shane could only describe as joy. "Did you have a good flight? Were you brave?"
Jane yipped affirmatively. She was clearly lying—her water dish was empty and her blanket was rumpled—but Shane appreciated the effort.
"She's going to need to pee," he said.
"I will take her outside after I get to the rental car. You take care of your grandparents."
Shane raised an eyebrow. "You're giving me orders now?"
"I am being efficient." Ilya straightened from the carrier, and Jane immediately protested the loss of attention with a series of indignant barks. "Your grandparents are tired. They need to sit. You are the Canadian, you know where everything is. I am the Russian, I am good at carrying heavy things."
"I'm also good at carrying heavy things."
"Yes, but you are small."
"I am five-foot-ten."
"Exactly,” Ilya teased with a smirk. “Small."
Shane opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. Ilya was looking at him with that particular combination of fondness and mischief that had become familiar over the past three weeks, and Shane realized with some surprise that he didn't actually want to argue. He wanted to let Ilya take care of things. He wanted to trust someone else to carry the weight for a while.
"Fine," he said. "But I'm choosing the car."
"You are not choosing the car. I am choosing the car."
"It's my country."
Ilya made a sound of exasperation, but his eyes were warm. "Go get your grandparents settled. I will meet you outside."
They split up at the terminal exit. Shane guided Obaachan and Ojiichan toward the seating area near the arrivals gate while Ilya disappeared in the direction of the rental car counters. Jane and Lily went with him—the carriers stacked neatly on a luggage cart, Jane still yipping occasional protests, Lily observing the proceedings with the patience of a creature who had already accepted that humans were ridiculous.
The seating area was crowded. Shane found a bench near the windows and helped Obaachan settle onto it. Ojiichan sat beside her with a sigh of relief that he would never have admitted to but that his body clearly needed. They looked, Shane thought, exactly like what they were—two elderly Japanese tourists who had just completed a very long journey and were now waiting patiently for the next part of the adventure.
"I'm going to find a bathroom," Shane said, switching to Japanese now that Ilya was not around. "Will you be okay for a few minutes?"
Obaachan waved him away. "We are not children. Go."
He went.
The bathroom was empty except for a teenager washing his hands with the particular thoroughness of someone who had been lectured about hygiene. Shane used the urinal, washed his own hands with considerably less attention to detail, and was on his way back to the seating area when the first person recognized him.
"Hey—you're Shane Hollander, right?"
The voice belonged to a man in his mid-twenties, wearing a Senators jersey and holding a coffee travel mug that said WORLD'S BEST DAD in fading letters. He had the slightly dazed expression of someone who had been traveling for too long and was now confronted with an unexpected celebrity sighting.
Shane smiled. The media training kicked in automatically—eye contact, friendly but not too familiar, posture open but not inviting. "That's me."
"Holy shit." The man's face split into a grin. "My kid is going to lose his mind. He's a huge fan. We watched all your games last season."
"I appreciate that."
"Could I—would you mind—" The man fumbled for his phone. "Just a quick photo? My son's name is Tyler. He's eight and wears your jersey for every game."
Something warm bloomed in Shane's chest. "Of course. What's Tyler's favorite team?"
"The Kings, obviously. He made me paint his bedroom black and silver."
"Sounds like a great kid."
The photo was taken, and then another because the first one was blurry, and then a third because the man's wife had appeared with Tyler in tow—a small, freckled boy whose eyes went impossibly wide when he realized who was standing in front of him. Tyler was wearing a Kings hoodie that was slightly too big for him, the sleeves hanging over his hands.
"You're Shane Hollander," Tyler said.
"I am."
"You scored sixty-three goals last season."
" Sixty-seven, actually."
"Sixty-seven." Tyler's voice was reverent. "That's the most."
"It's a lot," Shane agreed. "You play hockey?"
Tyler nodded so hard his hood fell back. "Center, just like you."
"Then you know the most important thing about being a center, right?"
"What?"
Shane crouched down to Tyler's level. "Always be ready for the pass. Even when you think it's not coming. Especially when you think it's not coming. Because the best passes are the ones you don't expect."
Tyler's eyes were enormous. "Okay."
"Promise?"
"Promise."
Shane signed Tyler's hoodie with a pen the father produced from somewhere, and then signed a napkin for good measure, and then posed for one more photo with the whole family. By the time they left, Tyler was walking backward to keep staring at Shane, and his mother was mouthing "thank you" over his head, and Shane felt the distinct satisfaction that came from making a kid's day just by being present.
When he turned around, Obaachan and Ojiichan were watching him with identical expressions of pride.
"Sorry," Shane said in Japanese, settling back onto the bench. "That happens sometimes."
"Do not apologize." Obaachan's voice was firm. "You made the kid’s day."
"It was just a photo."
"It was not just a photo." She reached over and patted his cheek gently. "You gave him a memory he will remember for the rest of his life."
Shane's throat tightened. He looked away, scanning the crowd, and spotted another person approaching—a woman this time, probably in her forties, wearing a LA Kings hat and holding a program from last year's playoff series.
"Excuse me," she called. "Are you Shane Hollander?"
He was.
And he was Shane Hollander for the next twenty minutes, while the arrivals gate became an impromptu meet-and-greet. A girl who played defense on her high school team. A man who had driven up from Kingston to pick up his sister and couldn't believe his luck. A grandmother whose grandson was apparently "obsessed" with Shane and who needed photographic evidence to prove she'd met him. Shane signed jerseys and programs and one woman's cast—her wrist was broken from a skiing accident, she explained, and she'd been so bored at home watching hockey that she'd become a Kings fan by accident.
Through it all, Obaachan and Ojiichan sat on their bench and watched. Obaachan’s smile grew wider with every interaction, while Ojiichan produced a small bag of rice crackers from somewhere, munching on them like someone watching a movie with a bucket of popcorn.
By the time the crowd dispersed, Shane's hand was cramping and his cheeks ached from smiling. He slumped onto the bench beside his grandparents.
"Sorry," he apologized again.
Ojiichan offered him a rice cracker. "You work too hard."
"That wasn't work."
"You were working," Obaachan refuted. "But it was good work. You were making people happy." She paused. "Ilya-chan texted. He has the car and is waiting outside."
The text had arrived fifteen minutes ago, according to the timestamp. Shane felt a small pang of guilt—he'd been so absorbed with the fans that he hadn't checked his phone. But when he opened the message, it was simply a pin with their location and a photo of Jane pressed against the window of what looked like a very expensive vehicle.
We are ready when you are, the message said. No rush.
Shane helped his grandparents gather their things and guided them toward the exit. The automatic doors slid open, and a rush of Ottawa air instantly replaced the sterile airport breeze. It was sharper than anything he’d breathed in Tokyo or Kyoto, carrying the unmistakable, earthy bite of a home-soil summer heading into its final, cool days. Outside, the pickup lane was crowded with cars and taxis and families reuniting after long journeys.
And there, parked illegally in the loading zone with the hazards on, was a Range Rover.
It wasn't just any Range Rover. It was sleek, polished black, with tinted windows and tires built to handle ice as easily as pavement. Ilya was leaning against the driver’s side door with his arms crossed, but he straightened the moment he saw them.
Further down the lane sat his parents’ car—a practical Honda Odyssey that had survived years of hockey tournaments and was now waiting to haul them all home. His mother was already out, waiting by the passenger door, while his father climbed out from the driver’s side, his face instantly breaking into the broad grin Shane had inherited.
"Okaasan! Otousan!" Shane's mother called, her Japanese crisp and warm as she hurried toward her parents.
The reunion was everything Shane had hoped for. His mum wrapped Obaachan and Ojiichan in a warm hug, her eyes crinkling with genuine happiness. Instantly, they all began talking over each other in a rapid-fire blur of excited Japanese.
Shane hung back, watching. His mother looked good. Tired—there were shadows under her eyes that suggested she hadn't been sleeping well—but good. Her hands moved constantly as she talked, gesturing toward the car and her parents' luggage, and Shane could see Obaachan in her in a way he'd never fully appreciated before.
"Shane-kun." His mother's voice shifted to English as she turned toward him. "You look thin. Have you been eating?"
"I've been eating constantly. Obaachan wouldn't let me stop."
"Good. She knows what's best."
She pulled him into a hug that was fierce and brief, it was a hug that said I missed you and I'm still figuring out how to show it and please be patient with me all at once. Shane hugged her back with equal intensity and then stepped away before either of them could get emotional. His father's hug was simpler. A clap on the back and a muttered "good to see you, son."
The good mood did not last, as his mom frowned when she saw Shane reach for his duffel instead of following everyone toward the Honda. "Where are you going?"
"I'll meet you at the house."
"In what?"
"I'm riding with a friend."
Shane gestured toward the Range Rover waiting a short distance away. Luckily, Ilya was already inside, so he was blocked from his parents’ view.
Her brows knit together. "A friend?"
"Yeah."
"What friend?"
Shane could already feel the familiar knot tightening in his stomach. "Mom..."
"You flew all the way from Kyoto and you're not riding home with your family?"
Before Shane could answer, David rested a hand lightly on Yuna's arm. "Yuna," he said gently. "He said he'll meet us at the house."
"But—"
"He's twenty,” his dad pointed out. "You need to let the boy breathe."
"I'm not—"
"You are." His voice was gentle but firm. "They just got off a fourteen-hour flight. They have animals to take care of. Shane said he'll meet us at the house. That's reasonable."
His mother's jaw tightened and then relaxed. She looked at her husband, then at her parents, then at Shane. The analytical expression softened into something closer to resignation.
"Fine," she said. "But I expect a proper introduction when you get to the house. No hiding in the car."
"No hiding," Shane agreed. "Promise."
He didn't wait for her to change her mind. He hugged his grandparents one more time, promised Obaachan he'd see her within the hour, and then turned and walked toward the Range Rover.
Ilya was watching him through the windshield. When Shane opened the passenger door, he was struck by how nice the interior was. The seats were wrapped in flawless leather, the layout was incredibly clean and modern, and it lacked any of the usual wear and tear you'd expect from a rental.
 The second thing he noticed was Jane, who had been released from her carrier and was now sitting in the back seat with her paws on the center console, vibrating with the effort of not launching herself at Shane's face.
"Nice car," Shane said, climbing in.
"I was going to get a sports car," Ilya admitted. "But Jane needed space, and Lily prefers a smooth ride."
"A smooth ride?" Shane repeated incredulously.
"She gets carsick."
"How do you know she gets carsick?"
"She has thrown up twice since we left the rental lot."
Shane twisted in his seat to look at Lily, who was curled in her carrier with the expression of a cat who had been deeply wronged by the universe. A small amount of what appeared to be cat vomit was visible on the edge of her blanket.
"Oh, baby," Shane murmured. "I'm sorry."
Lily's tail twitched. She did not accept his apology.
"She will be fine," Ilya said. "I drove very slowly. She only threw up when I turned corners."
Shane laughed. He couldn't help it. The absurdity of the situation—the expensive car, the carsick kitten, the Shiba Inu who was now attempting to climb into the front seat, and the Russian hockey player who had somehow become one of Shane’s favorite people—all of it hit him at once, and he laughed until his eyes watered and his stomach ached.
Ilya watched him with a small, pleased smile. "What?"
"Nothing. Everything." Shane wiped his eyes. "I am about to introduce you to my mother and she's going to have approximately four hundred questions when we get to the house."
"And you are laughing about this?"
"Because it's absurd. All of it. Three weeks ago, I was in Los Angeles, and now I'm sitting in a Range Rover with my boyfriend and our pets, about to drive to my parents' house so you can meet my entire family."
Ilya's smile widened. "I like being called your boyfriend."
"I like calling you my boyfriend," Shane reached over and took Ilya's hand. "Thank you for getting the car. And the pets. And for not making me do this alone."
"You are never doing anything alone again." Ilya's tone was matter-of-fact, as though he was stating an obvious truth rather than making a promise. "Now. Directions to your parents' house. I assume you know the way."
With Shane giving directions, the drive was smooth, punctuated only by Jane's occasional whines and the soft, steady rumble of the engine. Outside, Ottawa blurred past the windows—familiar street corners giving way to glimpses of the canal and the distant, stony outline of Parliament Hill against the sky.
When they pulled into the driveway, Shane felt his stomach drop. His parents' house looked exactly the same. The same porch, the same garden his mother tended obsessively, the same garage door with the scratch from when he'd been practicing stickhandling in the driveway and lost control.
The front door opened before they even killed the engine. Shane's mother stepped out, followed by his father, and then Obaachan and Ojiichan appeared behind them.
"Here we go," Shane muttered.
Ilya squeezed his hand once before letting go. "It will be fine."
They climbed out. Ilya rounded the car, and Shane watched his mother's expression shift from curiosity to recognition to something that looked almost like relief.
"Mom," Shane started nervously. "This is my boyfriend, Ilya Rozanov."
Yuna stepped forward. And then she did something Shane never expected—she pulled Ilya into a hug. "It is so nice to finally meet you," she said, her voice warm. "Okaasan has told me many wonderful things."
Shane's brain short-circuited. "Wait, what?"
Obaachan shrugged from the doorway. "If you had wanted to keep Ilya-chan a secret, you should have told me."
"I—you—" Shane sputtered.
Shane’s dad chose that exact moment—right in the middle of his son’s meltdown—to chime in. "The chicken alfredo is ready. We should all eat before it gets cold."
"I love pasta," Ilya said smoothly, flashing Shane's parents his most charming smile.
The bastard had never used that smile on him. Shane knew he should probably feel insulted, but he was too completely stunned to do anything but gape.
Shane watched his boyfriend being herded inside by his parents, Jane already wiggling at their heels. Obaachan caught his eye and shrugged again, unrepentant. And despite everything—the travel, the worry, the fear of this exact moment—Shane laughed.
He had spent days fretting about Ilya meeting his parents. But Ilya was apparently Hollander catnip.






      

  












      Chapter 13: The Beaver Bump
  








  The chicken alfredo tasted like childhood.
Shane hadn't realized how much he'd missed it until the first forkful hit his tongue. Four weeks of his Obaachan’s cooking—which was objectively superior by every culinary metric—had somehow left a David Hollander-shaped hole in his appetite. The pasta was exactly as he remembered: creamy without being heavy, the chicken seasoned with whatever blend his father refused to disclose, the sauce clinging to the fettuccine in that perfect ratio that had taken years to master.
Across the table, Ilya was making sounds that bordered on indecent.
"This is incredible," he said, fork already loaded with another bite. "Mr. Hollander, I have to say, you've been holding out. Shanya never mentioned how great your cooking is."
David smiled, the particular smile of a man who received compliments the way other people received mail—politely, with mild surprise that anyone had bothered. "It's a family recipe."
Shane watched the exchange with a warmth spreading through his chest. His dad had always been the quieter parent, the one who expressed affection through actions rather than words—the extra hour spent practicing slapshots in the driveway, the thermos of hot chocolate that appeared during winter games, the alfredo sauce that showed up on every important occasion. Watching him accept Ilya's praise with that familiar, slightly embarrassed nod felt like watching two separate parts of Shane's life click together.
His mom, meanwhile, had shifted into full interrogation mode.
"I don't know much about Boston's roster this year," Yuna said, her tone a little too casual—the universal sign that she’d spent the afternoon googling them. "How’s the team looking?"
Ilya swallowed a mouthful of pasta, considering. "We are young. Very young. Our average age is..." He paused, looking at Shane for backup. "What is the word? For when you are a baby? Infantile?"
"An infant," Shane corrected, shaking his head. "Infantile means you act like a toddler."
"Then we are both."
Shane choked a laugh into his water glass. Even Yuna’s lips twitched—the absolute maximum allowance for a dinner table joke—before she pressed on, drilling him about their defensive pairings.
But Ilya didn't miss a beat. He tore through his dinner while casually dissecting his teammates, managing to be brutally honest without sounding mean.
"Cliff Marleau's pickup lines are tragic, but his slapshot is beautiful," Ilya shrugged. Then there was the veteran defenseman who'd taken him under his wing: "He yells at me constantly. I think this means he loves me." And, of course, the coach, who had apparently learned to swear in Russian just for Ilya.
David paused his fork halfway to his mouth. "The coach learned Russian?"
"Only the bad words. He is very proud of himself."
"That seems... highly impractical," David commented.
"No, it is extremely practical," Ilya insisted, deadpan. "Now I know exactly when I am about to be benched."
The conversation drifted toward how Ilya was adjusting to the States. The brutal Boston winter. The specific, quiet misery of being twenty, living alone, and barely speaking the language. Yuna listened with an intensity that made Shane shift in his seat—it was the exact same laser-focused attention she used to reserve for Shane’s own hockey schedules and nutrition plans, now directed entirely at Ilya.
"The first year was the worst," Ilya admitted, gesturing vaguely with his fork. "Everything is backward. The food, the language. Even the people. In Russia, nobody smiles at a stranger. In America, everyone is smiling at you on the street. For months, I thought they were all making fun of me."
"For a whole year?" David asked incredulously.
"Then I realized Americans are just... like this."
Yuna set her fork down against the rim of her plate with a soft clink. The analytical, interviewing look on her face completely dissolved.
"I moved to Montreal when I was nineteen," she said. "For university. My English was fine, but I had never lived outside of Kyoto. Everything felt entirely wrong. The bread was too sweet and the milk tasted strange. People kept asking 'How are you?' and I couldn't understand why they cared."
Ilya’s eyes lit up, pointing a finger at her. "Yes! Exactly this. The milk is crazy here."
"The milk was the absolute worst part," Yuna agreed, a rare, genuine softness in her voice.
"No, the worst part is the pressure," Ilya said, his tone dropping into something more honest. "Everyone wants you to be happy all the time. The fake... happy-go-lucky stuff? It is exhausting."
Shane watched his mom's face shift. Recognition, surprise, and then something that looked suspiciously like relief. She had never talked about her first years in Canada like this; her stories were always the sanitized, polished versions focused on what she’d achieved, never what she’d suffered. Hearing her admit to the wrong-tasting milk and the exhausting American cheerfulness felt like being handed a puzzle piece Shane hadn't even realized was missing.
"I used to call Okaasan every night," Yuna confessed quietly. "For the first six months. Just to hear someone speak Japanese. Then I went and forgot all about my mom tongue."
“You got better at it,” Ojiichan reassured her.
“Better late than never,” Obaachan agreed with her husband.
"My first month, I called nobody," Ilya said. "I didn't want my father to know I was struggling." A shadow crossed his face, dark and heavy, but he brushed it off with a shrug. "But then my teammate, Cliff, he started dragging me over to his family's house for dinner. His mom tried to cook Russian food for me. It was terrible. Honestly, the worst borscht I have ever had in my life."
Yuna looked at him, a faint smile touching her lips. "But you kept going."
"Every Sunday."
"Even though the food was terrible?"
"Because she tried," Ilya answered with a soft smile. "She didn't have to care. She barely knew me. But she looked up a recipe and bought beets because she heard me say I missed home. It was..." He trailed off, hunting for the right English word before settling on it. "Humbling."
The dining room fell completely silent at the honest confession.
Obaachan was smiling down into her plate, while Ojiichan wore the distinct, knowing expression of someone who understood far more than he ever let on. David was just watching his wife, as she reached for her water glass. Shane noticed that his mom’s fingers weren't entirely steady.
"Okaasan told me you were different off the ice," Yuna said, looking across at Ilya. "I didn't really understand what she meant until now."
"I am the same person," Ilya replied, looking bemused.
"No. On the ice, you are..." She paused, searching for a polite word. "Intimidating."
"I prefer 'dominant,'" Ilya corrected smoothly.
Yuna scoffed. "Of course you do."
Just like that, the lingering tension evaporated. Ilya grinned, and though Yuna shook her head, the corners of her mouth curved up. Watching them, Shane felt a tight knot loosen in his chest—something that had been coiled there since the second their plane touched down in Ottawa.
David chose that exact moment to push back his chair and stand up. "Alright. Who wants seconds?"
After lunch, the household divided along predictable lines.
Obaachan and Ojiichan retreated to the guest room for their afternoon nap—a tradition so ingrained that Shane couldn't remember a single visit where it hadn't happened. Jane and Lily claimed the patch of sunlight stretching across the living room floor, the Shiba Inu sprawled on her back with all four paws in the air, the kitten curled into a perfect circle against Jane's warm stomach. Through the window, the garden was bright and still.
It was while Ilya was taking pictures of their girls that he discovered the puzzle table.
It was tucked into the corner of the living room, a card table that Shane’s dad set up with rotating puzzles. The current puzzle—a thousand-piece image of approximately eighty different dog breeds arranged in a mosaic—covered most of the surface. Ilya had stopped in front of it like a man witnessing a religious vision.
"What is this?"
"The current puzzle I am working on," David answered.
"There are so many dogs."
"That's part of the appeal."
Ilya was already pulling out a chair. "Show me how it works."
"There's not really a system. You just—find pieces that fit together."
"This is not a system?"
"My system is trial and error."
"That is a terrible system."
David laughed—a real laugh, surprised out of him. "You're welcome to come up with a better one."
Shane left them to it. Through the kitchen doorway, he could see his mom already at the sink, sleeves pushed up, and the water running. The dishwasher was open and half-loaded, but she was washing the good plates by hand—the ones that couldn't go in the machine. He grabbed a dishtowel and joined her.
"You don't have to," Yuna said without turning around.
"I know."
She handed him a wet plate. The ceramic was warm from the water, patterned with blue flowers that Obaachan had painted decades ago. Shane dried it carefully and set it in the stack on the counter.
"I expected you to react badly," he confessed.
His mom's hands paused for just a moment—a hiccup in her rhythm—before resuming their work. "When your grandmother called," she said, "I did react badly."
"But you—when we arrived—"
"I'd had three weeks to process." She handed him another plate. "Okaasan called to tell me that you'd invited a friend. A Russian hockey player at that." She frowned. "So, of course, I was worried. Ilya Rozanov’s reputation precedes him. The headlines are one thing, but he’s only a rookie and there’s already a whole compilation of his best fights on YouTube—"
"Anyone Ilya fights deserves it," Shane cut in flatly.
"Probably. But I didn't know that. All I knew was that my son had brought a man with a reputation for trouble into my parents' home."
Shane dried the plate in silence. In the living room, he could hear Ilya exclaiming over a puzzle piece—something about a golden retriever's ear.
"Then she called again," Yuna continued. "And again. Every day with a new story. How Ilya accompanied her to the market. How he helped Otōsan in the garden. How the two of you visited Tokyo. She said—" A pause. "She said she'd never seen you smile so much."
"I smiled before."
"Not like that."
The words settled between them. Shane turned the plate over in his hands, wiping at a spot that was already dry.
"The calls kept coming, and I realized—" She set down the sponge. "I realized the person she was describing wasn't the person in the headlines."
Shane's throat felt tight. "He's not."
"I know that now."
"I should have trusted you more. I should have—"
"You did exactly what you were supposed to do," his mom said, her voice dropping into that firm, unyielding tone she used when she was absolutely certain. "You protected him and yourself. It is not a crime to wait until you are ready."
She stopped scrubbing and turned to face him. There was a look in her eyes Shane couldn't quite pin down—something sad and tired, like a parent suddenly realizing her kid had grown up when she wasn't looking.
"I know I haven't always made that easy for you," she added quietly.
Shane wiped down a plate, looking anywhere but at her. "Mom, it's fine. You don't have to—"
"I was so focused on your career, Shane," she interrupted, not letting him off the hook. "On making sure you had every single door open to you. I think... I forgot that a good opportunity isn't the same thing as a happy life." She reached out, her damp fingers catching his cheek, grounding him. "I am still figuring this out. I am going to screw up. But I am trying."
The pressure behind Shane's eyes cut hot and sudden. He leaned his face into her hand for just a second, swallowing hard. "That’s all I ever wanted."
"I know." She let her hand drop, turning back to the running water before things got too emotional. "Now hurry up and finish drying those. Your father is going to want help with his puzzle, and if we leave Ilya out there alone any longer, he is going to reorganize the entire system.”
The anxiety that had been riding Shane since they landed in Ottawa never came back and he was able to enjoy the rest of his home visit.
With half the city fled to cottages for the weekend, the streets were dead and the parks were completely vacant. Shane and Ilya spent the next few days walking Jane through neighborhoods where the only other people out were retirees and the occasional jogger.
Nobody recognized them.
The same total anonymity Ilya had loved so much in Tokyo had somehow followed them to Canada, and Shane could actually see the lingering tension dropping out of Ilya's shoulders with every block they walked.
They wound up tracking through all of Shane’s old stomping grounds—past the stone facade of the Parliament buildings, along the paved paths of the Rideau Canal, and right by his old elementary school. Shane even pointed out the faded brick coffee shop where he’d survived his disastrous first date.
Ilya absorbed the entire tour with the exact same laser-focused attention he had given him back in Japan, throwing out random, sharp questions about Shane’s childhood that no one had ever thought to ask before.
On their fourth afternoon, Shane dragged Ilya to a BeaverTails stand.
Ilya stopped a few feet back, squinting up at the menu board with deep suspicion. "What exactly is a BeaverTail?"
"Fried dough," Shane answered, pulling out his wallet. "Stretched out so it looks like a beaver's tail. Then you smother it in cinnamon and sugar."
Ilya stared at him, entirely unamused. "That is a deeply strange thing to name a food."
"Welcome to Canada," Shane grinned, stepping up to the counter. "Just wait until I tell you about the poutine."
The menu board listed approximately fifteen different topping combinations. Ilya read through them twice, his brow furrowing deeper with each pass. The Classic, Bananarama, mEHple, Apple Pie, Strawberry Cheesecake, Coco Vanil, to mention a few. His indecision was almost comical—a man who made split-second decisions at ninety miles per hour on the ice, completely paralyzed by fried dough.
"I cannot choose," Ilya muttered with a frown.
"Get the mini beaver box then," Shane suggested, leaning over to point at the glass display. "You get six smaller ones, so you can try different flavors."
Ilya slowly turned his head, looking at Shane with the absolute reverence of someone who had just discovered fire. "This is an option?"
"This is Canada," Shane laughed, tapping his card against the reader. "Everything is an option."
They settled on a bench overlooking the canal with the box between them. Jane sat at their feet, her nose twitching toward the pastries with undisguised longing. Shane broke off a tiny piece of the Classic and offered it to her. She inhaled it in seconds.
The Bananarama was first—chocolate hazelnut spread and banana slices that Ilya declared "too sweet but also perfect." The mEHple followed, real maple butter and maple sugar crunch and chocolate sauce that earned a moment of silent appreciation. The Classic disappeared in approximately four bites. The Apple Pie made Ilya's eyes flutter closed in what Shane chose to interpret as ecstasy.
"Okay?" Shane teased.
"Leave me alone,” Ilya moaned, as he picked up the next pastry. “I am having a moment."
The Strawberry Cheesecake was apparently "better than the actual cheesecake I had in New York." The Coco Vanil—vanilla icing, crushed Oreo cookies, and chocolate sauce—reduced Ilya to staring at the remaining half in reverent silence.
"This is the best one," he said finally.
"You say that about every single one."
"Because they keep getting better. How is this possible?"
Shane grinned and stole a bite of the Coco Vanil. The chocolate sauce was still warm, and the Oreo crumbs crunched between his teeth. Below them, the canal glittered in the afternoon sun. Jane had given up on begging and was now lying across Ilya's feet, her tail wagging occasionally in her sleep.
"This was a good visit," Ilya commented, looking out over the water.
"We still have two days left," Shane reminded him.
"I know. I am just saying that..." Ilya gestured vaguely with the sticky remains of his pastry. "I enjoyed all of it. Kyoto, Tokyo, Ottawa. Meeting your parents. Your grandmom's cooking, your father's puzzle. Even this." He held up the half-eaten dough. "Whatever this is."
"BeaverTail," Shane laughed. “The name is on the box.”
"BeaverTail," Ilya repeated, rolling the syllables around like he was memorizing them. He went silent for a second, looking down at his hands. "I did not know it was possible to feel this way."
Shane looked at him, the casual mood suddenly shifting. "What do you mean?"
"Like I belong somewhere," Ilya said. His voice dropped, completely stripped of its usual bravado. "In Boston, I have teammates and Cliff is a friend, but it always feels... temporary. Like I am just borrowing a piece of their lives until I have to leave. Here, with your family—" He shook his head, looking frustrated by his own vocabulary. "I don't know the word for it."
"You don't have to find one," Shane reassured him.
Ilya didn’t need words, Shane understood what he meant.
He leaned across the bench and kissed him. It was short—just a lingering press of lips against the corner of Ilya's mouth, tasting heavily of chocolate and maple sugar. Anyone walking along the canal paths could have looked right at them, but Shane couldn't bring himself to care.
Ilya pulled back just an inch, a tiny, knowing smile touching his lips. "You have frosting on your face."
Shane snorted. "Liar."
"I would never lie about chocolate," Ilya said solemnly. He reached out, his thumb catching Shane’s cheekbone, and then theatrically licked his own finger. "Coco Vanil. I told you it was the best one."
Jane woke up right as Shane tossed the final bite of the BeaverTail. Ilya burst out laughing when she caught it mid-air with the precision of a seasoned shortstop. The canal glittered. The sun was warm. And somewhere in the back of his mind, Shane filed this afternoon away as one he would return to later—when the season got hard, when the distance felt impossible, when he needed to remember that happiness could be this simple.
Two more days in Ottawa. Then Ilya would fly to Boston, and Shane would fly to Los Angeles, and they would figure out how to be together from three thousand miles apart.
But that was later.
Right now, there was an empty mini beaver box and a Shiba Inu begging for pets and a boyfriend who was still licking frosting off his fingers.
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  @shanehollander ✔️
Obaachan and Ojiichan insisted that living in Los Angeles meant I needed someone to keep me company.
Meet the newest member of the Hollander family: Lily. 🌸
She's a Japanese Bobtail from Kyoto and, according to my grandparents, "a little reminder of home."
I think they mostly wanted another excuse to call me every day and ask for cat updates.
[photos]
— Lily curled up asleep on Shane's chest while he's stretched out on the couch in a gray hoodie, one arm wrapped around her to keep her from sliding off.
— Shane sitting cross-legged on the floor of his apartment while Lily stands between his legs, one tiny paw pressed against his lips as he gently kisses it with his eyes closed. Lily looks completely unimpressed by the affection.
— Lily perched on Shane's shoulder while he attempts to make breakfast, curiously watching him crack eggs into a frying pan.
— Shane lying on the living room rug, laughing as Lily attacks the drawstrings of his hoodie.
— Lily sitting on the windowsill close-up. Her mostly white coat is broken by soft calico patches over one ear and across her back, her bright blue eyes staring directly into the camera.
— Selfie of Shane holding Lily up under her front legs. He smiles softly while Lily looks dramatically offended by the entire situation.
Comments:
@LosAngelesKings
Welcome to the Kings family, Lily. 👑🐈
 
@WyattHayes
She already likes you more than I do.
 
@shanehollander
She bit me this morning.
 
@WyattHayes
Deserved.
 
@reebok
Newest member of Team Reebok?
 
@DolceGabbana
We see potential.
 
@fashiongirly
HE HAS A CAT???
 
@coldbrewqueen
The second picture just cured my depression.
 
@frecklelover97
The paw kiss.
THE PAW KISS.
 
@vogueobsessed
Shane Hollander somehow gets even cuter.
 
@hockeygirl88
Not his grandparents getting him a cat because they worried he'd be lonely 😭
 
@KingsFaithful
That is the most grandparent thing I've ever heard.
 
@JapaneseCultureDaily
A Japanese Bobtail from Kyoto is actually such a thoughtful gift.
 
@sportsdaily
His grandparents really said, "you can't take Kyoto home, so here's a tiny piece of it."
 
@goalieproblems
I'm emotional.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
Princess Lily has joined the kingdom.
 
@NeutralFan
IT'S A CAT.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Exactly.
 
@catlover92
She already owns that apartment.
 
@fashiontok
The way she's got her paw on his lips 😭
 
@coldbrewqueen
I wish I was Lily's paw.
 
@vogueobsessed
?????????
 
@fashiontok
I said what I said.
 
@KingsFaithful
Respectfully...
Same.
 
@goalieproblems
This comment section has been without dignity for months.
 
@WyattHayes
I leave you people alone for five minutes...
 
@LosAngelesKings
We have concerns.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
We understand.
 
@NeutralFan
No, actually, I don't think you do.
 
@hockeymom77
The fact that Lily looks annoyed in every single picture makes this even funnier.
 
@sportsdaily
Cats always know they're in charge.
 
@KingsFaithful
Shane looks like he'd apologize after getting scratched.
 
@goalieproblems
100%.
 
@shanehollander
I already have.
 
@RyanKing34
HE APOLOGIZED TO THE CAT.
 
@WyattHayes
I watched him do it.
 
@LosAngelesKings
Confirmed.
 
@coldbrewqueen
I'm obsessed with this family already.

@CouncilOfShaneHollander
🚨 NEW SHANE CONTENT FROM JAPAN 🚨
Huge thank you to everyone on the translation team! We somehow managed to subtitle this interview less than two hours after it aired.
Special thanks to:
🩵 @AikoTranslations
🩵 @MapleLeafJP
🩵 @HockeyNihongo
🩵 everyone who helped translate hockey terminology because apparently Shane switches between Japanese and English every other sentence.
Enjoy!
Interviewer: First of all, thank you for taking the time to speak with us. You've been spending part of your summer here in Kyoto, and many parents have shared photos of you helping at the local rink. Was that always part of the plan?
Shane: (laughs) Not really. I came to Japan to visit my grandparents, mostly. Hockey season is long, so I wanted to spend time with family while I could.
My grandfather knows some of the people involved with the rink, and one day they asked if I'd come skate with the kids. It was supposed to be one afternoon.
I think I've been back... five or six times now.
Interviewer: So, it keeps happening?
Shane: Apparently. (laughs)
Every time I leave, someone says, "See you next week."
Interviewer: Many of these children had never met an NHL player before. What has that experience been like?
Shane: Honestly, they're just kids. They don't really care that I play professionally. They're more interested in showing me the move they finally learned or asking if they can race me from one blue line to the other.
I think adults sometimes forget that children just want someone to encourage them. If they leave the rink smiling and excited to come back next week, then that's a pretty good day.
Interviewer: Your grandparents told us they taught you to skate not far from here.
Shane: They did.
My first memories of hockey are actually in Japan. People sometimes assume I started playing in Canada, but that's not true.
My grandparents used to bring me here whenever we visited during the summers. The rink was a lot smaller than the ones I play in now. Though, it felt enormous when I was six.
Interviewer: Does it feel strange returning as an NHL player?
Shane: A little.
Mostly because everyone still treats me like I was ten years old. Obaachan, specially, still tells me to wear another layer because I'll catch a cold.
Some things never change.
Interviewer: Japanese hockey has continued to grow over the last decade. Do you hope your success encourages more children here to try the sport?
Shane: I do.
Hockey can seem intimidating because it isn't as accessible as some other sports, but I don't think anyone should feel like they don't belong because of where they're from.
If seeing someone like me makes one kid think, "Maybe I could do that too," then that's worth a lot.
Interviewer: Throughout your rookie season, many people spoke about your background as a half-Japanese player in the NHL. Did you ever feel like you were representing more than yourself?
Shane pauses for a moment before answering.
Shane: Sometimes.
When I was younger, I didn't always know where I fit.
In Canada I was Japanese.
When I came to Japan, people noticed I was also Canadian.
For a while it felt like I was always half of something. Getting older made me realize I didn't have to choose.
I'm both.
Those two parts of me aren't competing with each other. They're the reason I'm the person I am today.
Interviewer: The NHL has players from many different countries now. Do you think the league has changed?
Shane: Definitely.
When people think about hockey, they usually picture Canada, the United States, Sweden, Finland, or Russia. Those countries will always be important to the sport.
But hockey keeps growing.
There are players coming from places people didn't expect twenty years ago, and I think that's exciting. The more backgrounds, languages, and cultures you bring into the game, the better the game becomes.
Everyone approaches hockey a little differently.
We all learn from each other.
Interviewer: Is diversity something you think about often?
Shane: I think about making people feel welcome. That's probably a better way to put it. I've been lucky to play on teams where people cared more about whether you worked hard than where your family came from.
That's the environment every young player deserves.
If a kid walks into a rink and feels like they belong there from day one, they'll spend more time worrying about becoming a better hockey player than wondering whether they fit in.
That's how it should be.
Interviewer: Finally, after such an incredible rookie season, what are your plans for the rest of the summer?
Shane: (smiles)
My grandparents have a very long list.
Apparently, I'm helping repaint a fence tomorrow.
So... probably that.
And spending as much time with them as I can before I head back to Los Angeles. I don't get enough opportunities to see them.
I'd like to enjoy this one.
Comments:
@KingsFaithful
This interview somehow made me like him even more.
 
@MapleLeafJP
The part about feeling "half of something" absolutely destroyed me.
 
@AikoTranslations
For anyone wondering, he answered that entire question in Japanese without switching to English once.
You could tell he wanted to express himself carefully.
 
@HockeyNihongo
Also, his Kyoto dialect slipped out a couple of times when talking about his grandparents. It was adorable.
 
@fashiongirly
I came here because I thought he was hot.
Now I'm crying.
 
@sportsdaily
"If they leave the rink smiling and excited to come back next week, then that's a pretty good day."
What a wonderful mentality.
 
@coldbrewqueen
The fact that he keeps saying he "just helps out."
Meanwhile every parent in Kyoto is posting pictures of Shane Hollander teaching their children hockey.
 
@goalieproblems
The interviewer: "You've inspired Japanese hockey."
Shane: "I'm repainting my grandparents' fence tomorrow."
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
A humble king.
 
@NeutralFan
At least that's an improvement over "His Majesty."
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Growth is important.
 
@KingsFaithful
I love how every answer circles back to his grandparents.
 
@hockeymom77
You can tell how much they mean to him.
 
@sportscenter
The quote about not having to choose between being Japanese and Canadian is genuinely beautiful.
 
@MapleLeafJP
As someone who's mixed race...
Yeah.
That one hit home.
 
@HockeyNihongo
The original Japanese was even more heartfelt. The subtitles did a great job, but the pauses and wording carried a lot of emotion.
@fashionweekly
I don't think I've ever seen an athlete answer questions about diversity this thoughtfully.
 
@goalieproblems
"I think about making people feel welcome."
That's such a Shane answer.
 
@KingsFaithful
He never talks about changing the world.
Just about making one kid feel like they belong.
 
@sportsdaily
That's probably why people connect with him.
 
@coldbrewqueen
The story about everyone in Kyoto still treating him like he's ten years old 😭
 
@fashiongirly
His grandma still telling him to wear another layer.
Some things are universal.
 
@HockeyNihongo
The interviewer laughed because that's every Japanese grandmom.
 
@LAhockeygirl
Can we also appreciate that this man won Rookie of the Year...
...and somehow spent his summer repainting fences and teaching children to skate?
 
@goalieproblems
His offseason sounds like my grandparents' to-do list.
 
@KingsFaithful
He's genuinely incapable of making himself sound impressive.
 
@sportscenter
I also liked what he said about hockey growing beyond the traditional countries.
That's a great perspective for the NHL.
 
@MapleLeafJP
The comments under the original Japanese video are full of parents saying their kids haven't stopped talking about "Shane-sensei."
 
@fashiongirly
SHANE-SENSEI.
😭
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
His Majesty has many titles.
 
@NeutralFan
There it is.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
King.
Sensei.
Freckled icon.
 
@NeutralFan
You were doing so well.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Huge thank you again to everyone who helped translate this! We know a lot of people have been waiting for it, and we're happy we could make it accessible for the international fans. 💙
 
@KingsFaithful
Best fan translators on the internet. Seriously.
 
@AikoTranslations
We do it because interviews like this deserve to be seen by everyone. ❤️

@ilyarozanov ✔️
Everyone keeps asking what I do during the offseason.
Mostly this.
Meet Jane Rozanov.
[photos]
— Jane, an impossibly fluffy Shiba Inu puppy with a golden-red coat, cream markings, curled tail, and warm brown eyes, sitting proudly in the middle of Ilya's living room wearing a collar that looks much too big for her.
— Ilya lying on the floor while Jane stands triumphantly on his chest, chewing on the hood strings of his sweatshirt as he laughs helplessly at the camera.
— Jane asleep on the passenger seat during a road trip, one tiny paw hanging over the edge while Ilya's hand gently rests beside her.
— Selfie of Ilya holding Jane under one arm after a walk. He's wearing a backwards Raiders cap and sunglasses while Jane looks directly at the camera with complete confidence.
Comments:
@NHL
Welcome, Jane! 🐕
 
@BostonRaiders
Newest member of the roster.
 
@CliffMarleau
Finally, someone in the penthouse who listens to you.
 
@ilyarozanov
She does not.
 
@fashionweekly
I genuinely did not expect Ilya Rozanov to own a dog.
 
@sportsdaily
Neither did I.
 
@goalieproblems
This does not fit the image I had in my head at all.
 
@BruinsFaithful
The league's biggest bachelor getting a Shiba Inu puppy wasn't on my bingo card.
 
@coldbrewqueen
The certified fuckboy has become a dog dad.
 
@fashiongirly
Character development.
 
@BostonFaithful
Honestly?
I'm digging it.
 
@hockeygirl88
The puppy somehow makes him look... approachable?
 
@PuckTalk
He still looks like trouble.
Just... with a dog.
 
@LuluLives
Okay.
Maybe I'm completely insane.
BUT.
 
@NeutralFan
Already yes.
 
@LuluLives
Shane Hollander gets a Japanese Bobtail.
Ilya Rozanov gets a Shiba Inu.
Both during the same off season.
Both Japanese breeds.
Coincidence?
 
@BruinsForever
Yes.
 
@hockeygirl88
Absolutely.
 
@fashiongirly
Girl...
 
@LuluLives
I'm just asking questions.
 
@NeutralFan
No.
You're inventing conspiracies.
 
@LuluLives
I have a THREAD.
 
@NeutralFan
Of course you do.
 
@LuluLives
Exhibit A:
Both announce their pets within days of each other.
Exhibit B:
Both choose Japanese breeds.
Exhibit C:
Neither has ever explained WHY.
I rest my case.
 
@goalieproblems
Your case has no evidence.
 
@sportsdaily
I think Shane got his cat from his grandparents.
 
@LuluLives
Exactly.
And who says Ilya wasn't inspired?
 
@NeutralFan
Reality.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council has convened.
 
@NeutralFan
Oh no.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
After careful consideration...
 
@NeutralFan
Please don't.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council supports Shane Hollander regardless of whether he is gay, straight, bisexual, asexual, or anything else.
Our only concern is that any future consort be worthy of the Kingdom.
 
@fashiongirly
WHAT IS HAPPENING?!!!
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
Should this hypothetical relationship exist...
The Council finds Ilya Rozanov acceptable.
 
@BruinsForever
LMAOOOOOO
 
@KingsFaithful
This is somehow the nicest thing Raiders fans have ever heard about Ilya.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
He is an excellent hockey player.
Confident.
Properly dressed.
Good jawline.
Capable of keeping pace with His Majesty.
 
@NeutralFan
YOU CANNOT HOLD A ROYAL ELIGIBILITY COMMITTEE.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
We already did.
The vote was unanimous.
 
@goalieproblems
This might be my favorite comment section of the offseason.
 
@fashionweekly
Imagine Ilya opening Instagram to announce his puppy and discovering people are debating whether he'd make an acceptable prince consort.
 
@BruinsFaithful
He'd probably find it hilarious.
 
@KingsFaithful
Shane would evaporate on the spot.
 
@LuluLives
You'll all apologize when I'm right.
 
@NeutralFan
I am deleting this app.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
See you tomorrow.
 
@NeutralFan
No.
I'm serious this time.
 
@KingsFaithful
Sure.
 
@NeutralFan
You know what?
I really am logging off forever.
Goodbye.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
The Kingdom wishes you safe travels.
👑

@hockey
Posted by @SlapShotDaily
Speedo just announced Shane Hollander as the face of their Summer 2011 campaign.
So...
Apparently, every beach in America belongs to Shane Hollander now.
Speedo unveiled their new summer campaign this morning, and billboards have already started appearing across the country. Fans have spotted different versions in Los Angeles, San Diego, Miami, Chicago, New York, Seattle, and even Las Vegas.
Every billboard features Shane wearing a different pair of Speedo swim trunks at iconic beaches around Los Angeles, each one photographed with a completely different summer aesthetic.
(Attached: photos of billboards from different cities.)
— A billboard overlooking Times Square shows Shane standing barefoot on the sand at Santa Monica Beach, wearing navy blue swim trunks with a subtle white stripe. His hair is still damp from the ocean, freckles standing out against sun-kissed skin as he glances over his shoulder toward the water, surfboard tucked under one arm.
— Another, photographed above a highway outside Chicago, features Shane walking along the Venice Beach Boardwalk in black swim trunks and an unbuttoned white linen shirt fluttering behind him. One hand runs through his messy black hair while he smiles at something off-camera, looking more like someone enjoying a day at the beach than the NHL's Rookie of the Year.
— A billboard spotted in Miami shows him sitting on the rocks beneath the Malibu cliffs, wearing deep emerald-green swim trunks as waves crash behind him. His forearms rest casually on one knee; brown eyes fixed on the camera with the same calm confidence that somehow launched a thousand internet thirst posts.
— In Seattle, fans photograph a version where Shane is waist-deep in the Pacific, sunlight reflecting off the water around him. He's laughing this time, head tilted back, one hand pushing wet hair away from his face while the California coastline stretches into the distance behind him.
— The Las Vegas billboard has quickly become everyone's favorite. Shane is sitting beneath a striped beach umbrella in bright red swim trunks, sunglasses hanging from the collar of a plain white T-shirt draped over one shoulder.
Apparently, whoever approved this campaign woke up and chose violence.
Comments:
@FashionForward
This man is having the most ridiculous offseason I've ever seen.
 
@KingsFaithful
Reebok.
Dolce & Gabbana.
Now Speedo.
 
@PuckTalk
How.
 
@GoalieProblems
Seriously.
WHEN DID HE HAVE TIME?
 
@HockeyHistory
Let's review.
Western Conference Final.
Rookie of the Year.
NHL Awards in Las Vegas.
Dolce & Gabbana.
Reebok.
Summer in Kyoto.
Then visiting his family in Ottawa.
WHERE DID THIS PHOTOSHOOT FIT.
 
@BruinsFaithful
I was literally trying to figure out the timeline.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
The Kingdom keeps detailed records.
 
@PuckTalk
Of course you do.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
After the NHL Awards in Las Vegas, Shane flew back to Los Angeles before leaving for Japan.
 
@HockeyHistory
Source?
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
Glad you asked.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
June 24.
Spotted at LAX by three different fans.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
June 25.
His barber in Manhattan Beach posted an Instagram Story.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
June 26.
A fan met him at a Japanese grocery store in Torrance.
Picture included.
 
@hockeygirl88
...you people are terrifying.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
June 27.
The Kings equipment manager accidentally posted a behind-the-scenes photo from the training facility.
Shane was in the background.
 
@HockeyHistory
...
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
June 29.
His grandmom posted a photo from Kyoto.
Therefore...
The Speedo shoot almost certainly happened between June 24 and June 28.
 
@GoalieProblems
You solved this faster than the FBI.
 
@FreckleFanClubLA
Thank you.
 
@FashionForward
I'm crying.
 
@BruinsFaithful
This feels less like being a fan and more like forensic accounting.
 
@KingShane24
It's called being observant.
 
@PuckTalk
No.
It's called stalking.
 
@KingShane24
Allegedly.
 
@HockeyHistory
The funniest part is that this timeline actually makes perfect sense.
 
@KingsFaithful
I can't believe the evidence is a haircut.
 
@GoalieProblems
Not the Japanese grocery store sighting 😭
 
@FashionForward
Imagine innocently buying soy sauce and discovering Shane Hollander selecting vegetables.
 
@HockeyMom77
Good for him honestly.
At least he got a few days at home before traveling again.
 
@KingsFaithful
He's been everywhere this summer.
 
@PuckTalk
And somehow still found time to become the face of another major brand.
 
@FashionForward
Can we also acknowledge that Speedo absolutely knew what they were doing?
 
@HockeyHistory
The marketing meeting:
"So... what if freckles?"
 
@GoalieProblems
Approved immediately.
 
@KingsFaithful
The freckles have their own fandom at this point.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
We prefer the term "community."
 
@BruinsFaithful
Cult.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Community.
 
@FashionForward
Whatever you call yourselves...
You're about to get a lot of new members after this campaign.
 
@PuckTalk
I don't even want to know what the comments under the Speedo Instagram look like.
 
@KingShane24
Busy.
Very busy.
 
@GoalieProblems
I bet Wyatt is laughing his ass off watching Shane accidentally become a fashion icon.
 
@KingsFaithful
Imagine telling hockey fans a year ago that Shane Hollander would end his rookie season with billboard campaigns in swimsuits across the United States.
Nobody would've believed you.
 
@HockeyHistory
Honestly?
Neither would've Shane.

@LuluLives
Important question for the Council.
Hypothetically.
IF Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov were dating...
What would Ilya's official royal title be?
I'm seeing several possibilities:

	Tsar
• Prince Consort
• Warlord


I await the Council's ruling.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council appreciates that you have brought this matter before the proper authorities.
 
@NeutralFan
I thought I deleted this app.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
A formal discussion shall now commence.
 
@KingsFaithful
OH MY GOD.
 
@BruinsForever
I'm grabbing popcorn.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Our first consideration was Tsar.
At first glance, it appears appropriate.
However...
 
@LuluLives
Counterpoint:
Russian.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
That is precisely the issue.
Reducing Ilya solely to his nationality does him a disservice.
He is more than simply "the Russian player."
 
@BruinsForever
...I was not expecting this conversation to become thoughtful.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Furthermore, His Hypothetical Highness has built his own identity beyond nationality.
To define him only through Russia would diminish that.
 
@LuluLives
Excellent point.
Tsar is hereby tabled.
 
@goalieproblems
This is the most serious fake constitutional debate I've ever witnessed.
 
@fashiongirly
Wait.
I actually agree.
 
@PuckTalk
Same.
 
@LuluLives
Next candidate.
Prince Consort.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Rejected.
 
@LuluLives
That was fast.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The title places him beneath the King.
Should such a relationship exist, they would stand beside one another, not above or below.
 
@KingsFaithful
...
Okay that's actually kind of sweet.
 
@BruinsForever
I hate that I'm invested now.
 
@fashionweekly
Equal partners.
I approve.
 
@RandomHistoryNerd
Question.
If Shane is half Japanese...
Why isn't he Emperor instead of King?
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
An excellent question.
The answer is exactly the same as our reasoning regarding Tsar.
Reducing Shane to only his Japanese heritage would diminish him.
He is Japanese.
He is Canadian.
He is both, and neither identity should eclipse the other.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Also...
The Los Angeles Kings joke was simply too good to pass up.
 
@KingsFaithful
VALID.
 
@fashiongirly
Honestly?
Fair enough.
 
@NeutralFan
This is somehow the most reasonable thing the Council has ever said.
 
@LuluLives
Which leaves us with...
Warlord.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Council holds a favorable opinion regarding Warlord.
 
@BruinsForever
Please explain.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Observe his style of play.
He chirps.
He fights.
He crashes into people at concerning speeds.
He leaves emotional devastation in his wake.
 
@KingsFaithful
Concerning speeds 😭
 
@goalieproblems
They're not wrong.
 
@BruinsForever
As a Raiders fan...
Yeah.
That's basically him.
 
@LuluLives
Warlord Rozanov.
I kind of love it.
 
@fashionweekly
King Hollander.
Warlord Rozanov.
Why does that sound like the title of a fantasy novel?
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The hypothetical Kingdom would prosper.
 
@BruinsForever
Can you imagine explaining this thread to either of them?
 
@KingsFaithful
Shane would simply stop using the internet.
 
@BruinsForever
Ilya would absolutely retweet it just to make Shane uncomfortable.
 
@LuluLives
Exactly.
Which is why they would work.
 
@NeutralFan
THERE IS NO "THEY."
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Not with that attitude.
 
@NeutralFan
I have made the unfortunate decision to return to this app.
I regret everything.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Council is pleased to have you back.
 
@NeutralFan
I'm leaving again.
For real this time.
 
@KingsFaithful
See you tomorrow.






      

  












      Chapter 15: Home
  








  Shane’s apartment was stifling when he unlocked the door. It had the distinct, trapped smell of a place that had been sealed shut for almost two months—just stale air and a fine layer of dust over everything. He dropped his duffel bag by the door, right beneath where his Kings hoodie still hung from a hook.
He unlatched the travel carrier on the floor, and Lily stepped out cautiously. She had finally stopped vomiting somewhere around Saskatchewan, and by the time they hit the California border, she had settled into a state of quiet resignation. She sniffed the edge of the rug, gave Shane a judgmental look, and immediately retreated under the couch to claim her new territory.
"Yeah, I love you too," Shane muttered, kicking the door shut.
Jane was in Boston with Ilya, which meant the apartment was entirely too quiet with only Shane, a grumpy kitten, and an empty fridge.
The first week blurred into that strange, liminal space between the end of summer and the start of training camp. Shane spent the first few days simply unpacking and restocking a completely bare refrigerator. It didn't take long to fall back into his old patterns, like grabbing a matcha latte from the corner shop where the barista still remembered his order.
Little by little, the city just clicked back into place around him.
He also made sure to call Ilya every night.
The calls were the anchor. The thing he looked forward to when the apartment felt too quiet and the bed felt too empty. Ilya had returned to Boston the day after they'd left Ottawa, and the separation hit as hard as Shane had anticipated. Four weeks of sharing a futon or a bed, and then suddenly nothing but a voice through his phone speaker.
Ilya was doing well, or so he claimed. Boston's training camp had started the same week as LA's. His teammates had apparently welcomed him back with the kind of aggressive affection that professional athletes reserved for each other, which mostly involved insults and shoulder punches. The coach had praised his conditioning—three weeks of Obaachan’s cooking apparently qualified as elite athletic preparation—and he'd already begun working with the new French rookie who'd been drafted in the second round.
"He is a complete disaster," Ilya reported cheerfully, the ambient noise of a Boston diner clinking in the background. "His English is somehow worse than mine was when I first arrived. During practice today, he kept saying 'fuck' instead of 'puck.'"
Shane couldn't help the dry smile that tugged at his mouth as he leaned against his kitchen counter. "That feels like a pretty important distinction to make on the ice."
"Coach does not think so," Ilya sighed, though he sounded entirely too amused by the chaos. "He told me it is my responsibility now to teach him better English."
Shane snorted. "Your coach clearly hasn’t actually listened to your English."
The insult earned him a laugh, warm and familiar even through the tinny phone speaker. Shane closed his eyes and let the sound settle in his chest, trying not to think about how many more weeks they'd have to do this before their schedules aligned again.
Training camp started with the same intensity as last season.
The Kings' facility was a cathedral of modern athletic architecture—all glass and steel and the particular smell that every rink in the world seemed to share, that mix of ice and sweat and rubber that meant hockey. Shane arrived early on the first day, partly because he was genuinely eager to get back on the ice and partly because he wanted to ease into the locker room dynamic before the full chaos of the team descended.
His stall was in the same place as last year. The equipment staff had already hung his gear—freshly cleaned, neatly arranged, and the number twenty-four stitched onto every piece. Shane ran his fingers over the jersey and felt the familiar surge of pride that came with seeing his name at the top of a professional locker stall.
He wasn't the only early arrival. Ryan was already there lacing his skates, while Wyatt was sprawled across the bench with a protein shake, looking exactly as relaxed as someone who had spent the summer surfing could look.
"Welcome back Hollywood," Wyatt greeted him mischievously.
Shane dropped his gear bag with a heavy thud, turning to look at his teammate with annoyance. "We're not doing this again this year. I'm letting you know right now, it's dead. Leave it in last season."
"It’s a legacy title now, Shane, you can’t just retire it," Wyatt teased, finally turning around with a grin and taking a slow sip of his protein shake. He gestured vaguely toward Ryan, who was quietly working on his skates a few stalls down. "We actually had a whole discussion about it over the summer. The consensus is that it has staying power."
Ryan didn't look up, his expression entirely deadpan as he pulled his laces tight. "The vote to keep it was unanimous. Even Coach signed off."
"Coach definitely didn't vote on a text thread," Shane muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose. He’d spent the entire flight from Ottawa hoping they’d moved on to a new target, but walking into the locker room felt like stepping right back into April.
"He sent a thumbs-up emoji," Wyatt insisted, entirely serious. "It took him four minutes to find it, but it counts. You’re branded, man. Just accept it."
Shane stared at them both, realizing within thirty seconds of being back that he’d already lost the battle.
The locker room began to fill with other players, and every single one of them seemed to be looking at him with the same expression of amused anticipation. Bood gave him a thumbs-up from across the room—an actual thumbs-up, not an emoji, which somehow made it worse.
"Hollywood," Bood called. "Looking good."
"There's a massive billboard of you right off the 101," another voice chimed in from across the room. "My sister texted me a screenshot of it this morning. She wants to know if you're single."
"I don't have a girlfriend," Shane protested, leaning against the tape station. It was technically true. What he actually had was a boyfriend, thousands of miles away in Boston.
"Wait! Wasn’t he dating that actress," another player said, stepping into the conversation and completely ignoring Shane's denial. "The one who’s always getting dramatically kidnapped in action movies."
"Rose is just a friend,” Shane said, the words coming out in a monotone drone. It genuinely felt like the thousandth time he’d had to say them by now. “She is not my girlfriend."
"Sure, sure. Whatever you say, Hollywood." The captain waved a hand dismissively, cutting him off before Shane could even attempt to correct the nickname too. "Anyway, Coach wants to see you in his office before we get on the ice."
Shane let out a deep sigh, realizing it was entirely pointless. By the end of that first day, even the equipment staff was calling him Hollywood. By the end of the first week, he gave up and stopped correcting people altogether.
The Speedo campaign, as it turned out, was everywhere.
Shane had known it would be. His mom had negotiated the contract, which meant the terms were excellent and the distribution was extensive. But knowing something intellectually and experiencing it firsthand were two very different things.
The billboard inside the Ottawa airport terminal and the massive one towering over the 101 were just the beginning. There were magazine covers in grocery store checkout lines—Shane in a pair of neon-trimmed Speedos, Shane looking pensively into the middle distance while glistening with pool water, and Shane looking entirely too comfortable posing in a yacht that cost more than most people's monthly rent.
His face was plastered on storefront displays in malls across Los Angeles. There was even a bus advertisement that Bood sent him a photo of, captioned simply: Hollywood.
The campaign had launched while Shane was in Japan. He'd been so absorbed in Ilya, in Kyoto, in the strange and wonderful experience of falling in love with someone who loved him back, that he'd barely registered the emails from his agent about release dates and promotional schedules. Now he was back in the real world, and the real world was apparently very interested in his face.
"If it helps," Rose said, leaning against his kitchen counter during one of her usual unannounced break-ins, "I've been dealing with this for years. Eventually, you develop a kind of selective blindness. You'll stop minding the fact that your face—and, well, the rest of you—is plastered all over the city."
Shane didn't look up from his phone. "I don't think that's true."
"It's a complete lie," she admitted cheerfully, reaching into his fridge for a ginger ale. "I still notice every single billboard, and honestly, the Speedo is hard to miss. But it's the lie I tell myself to sleep at night, and I thought you might appreciate the comfort."
Rose had her own campaigns to worry about—her latest film was entering the awards season conversation, which meant interviews and press junkets and the particular circus of Hollywood publicity. She'd texted him a photo of herself standing next to a bus advertisement that featured her face, her expression one of exaggerated exhaustion.
We're twins, the caption read.
Shane laughed and sent back a photo of his own billboard, the one outside the Staples Center that he had to drive past every day on his way to practice. Yours is better.
Obviously.
During all of that, the Dolce & Gabbana campaign loomed in the back of his mind like a storm cloud.
The perfume commercial from last year had been bad enough, but the clothing campaign was an entirely different beast. It wasn't just a single ad anymore; it was a full-scale saturation of full-page print spreads, massive magazine features, and store displays spread across North America and Europe.
The paycheck had been substantial enough that Shane had stared at the contract for a full minute before signing it. Even by his mom's standards, it was absurd. Several million dollars for a few days of photographs and a licensing agreement that covered his image for the next three years.
"The money is good," his mom had told him during the initial negotiation call, her tone as casual as if she were reading a weather report. She hadn't even paused before driving the point home. "But the exposure is better. It positions you perfectly for future sponsorships."
Shane had leaned back against his counter, staring at the ceiling. "The exposure is exactly what I'm worried about."
"Shane, the exposure is the point," she replied, completely unmoved by his panic. "That's what they're paying for."
She wasn't wrong. Shane understood the mathematics of professional athletics—that his career would span, at best fifteen years, twenty if he was lucky and his body held up, and that every sponsorship was a brick in the foundation of his future. The Rebook and Speedo money was already making a difference. The Dolce & Gabbana money would be life-changing.
But there was a difference between understanding something and being comfortable with it.
The actual shoot hadn't even happened yet, and that was the real nightmare looming over his calendar: he was going to have to squeeze the photography sessions into the chaotic gaps between his home and away games. Shane was already anticipating the headache of it—flying out on off-days, rushing through wardrobe changes and lighting adjustments, and trying to look "expensive" for a photographer while thoroughly exhausted from a three-game road trip.
The campaign wasn't scheduled to drop until later in the season, but the mere thought of balancing professional hockey with high-fashion modeling was already exhausting.
He had approximately six weeks before the scheduling nightmare truly began.
"If it helps," Ilya said over the line during another one of their nightly calls, "I think you are going to look very expensive."
Shane exhaled a long breath, staring at his blank apartment ceiling. "That is not helping."
"Expensive and mysterious," Ilya insisted, clearly enjoying himself. "Like a high-fashion international jewel thief. You will wear the velvet, da?"
"I’m hanging up."
"Wait, wait," Ilya laughed, the sound cracking through the speaker. "Do not hang up. I have been practicing this. I am going to say something genuinely supportive now."
Shane waited, listening to the quiet static of the long-distance connection.
"You are..." Ilya paused, searching for the words. "You are very handsome, Shanya. And the billboards, when they happen? They will be massive and very impressive. Everyone in Europe will see your face."
"Massive," Shane repeated flatly. "Again, not helping."
"I am excellent at this, you are just incredibly difficult to compliment," Ilya complained, though there was a soft edge to it now. "But seriously. You should not worry about the shoot."
"Easy for you to say. You don't have to fly to a studio in the middle of a road trip."
"No, but I know you," Ilya replied. The teasing had completely faded from his voice, replaced by the certainty that always managed to ground Shane. "When you are on camera, you do not look fake. You look like yourself—someone who is enjoying his life and deserves to be there. That is why they wanted you for this. Not just because you look good in a suit, but because you look real. People want to see that."
Shane’s throat tightened slightly, the lingering anxiety about the upcoming season and the campaign suddenly feeling a little more manageable. "That’s better."
"See?" Ilya murmured, a smile evident in his tone. "I told you. I have been practicing."
The barbecue at Bood and Cassie's house later that week was, as always, a production.
Bood and Cassie were hosting the start-of-preseason barbecue with all the loud, sprawling fanfare they were known for. Their backyard was practically built for it—a massive setup featuring a pool, a wide patio, and a heavy-duty grill where Bood spent the evening heavily focused on the meat. Meanwhile, Cassie ran the kitchen, handling the side dishes with a level of military precision that kept the hungry crowd moving in an orderly line.
Shane arrived with Ryan, who had somehow produced a six-pack of some obscure craft beer that he insisted was "the best IPA in Southern California." Wyatt and Lisa arrived shortly after, Lisa carrying a salad that looked professionally catered and Wyatt carrying a bag of chips he'd clearly purchased at a gas station on the way over.
"I made an effort," Wyatt said, holding up the chips.
"You made a stop," Lisa corrected with an indulgent smile.
"Same thing."
By late afternoon, the backyard was a loud, chaotic mess of food, loud music, and a dozen guys who had spent the last week hitting each other on the ice. Over by the deep end of the pool, Wyatt had hijacked a massive swan float, steadfastly ignoring everyone telling him to get out, while a couple of defensemen argued loudly over whether a baseball rule change from five years ago had ruined the sport.
Shane drifted through the edges of it, picking at a plate of robatayaki and letting the predictable jokes about his upcoming Dolce & Gabbana shoot slide right off him. By now, the word "Hollywood" was just background static.
He eventually ended up leaning against the brick patio wall near the grill, where Bood was systematically moving meat across the grates. Bood didn't look up, but he tossed a charred jalapeño onto a separate plate and nudged it toward Shane.
"You look like you're still in Canada," Bood said, squinting through the smoke.
Shane took a bottle of water from the cooler by his feet. "Just pacing myself. It's going to be a long season."
"Bullshit. You’ve been staring at that fence for ten minutes." Bood flipped a flank steak with a heavy thud. He’d been in the league six years; he knew exactly what the pre-camp spiral looked like, especially for a guy whose face was currently plastered inside airport terminals. "The season hasn't even started yet. Don't fry your brain before the first puck drops."
"I'm fine," Shane reassured his teammate. "Just a weird summer. Spending that much time in Japan, then Ottawa... it's a lot of flight hours to wash off."
"Yeah, well, welcome back to the circus," Bood grunted, checking the internal temp on a brisket. "For what it's worth, you look fast on the ice. Group chat nonsense aside, the guys are glad you're back. Even Coach."
Shane snorted into his water. "Coach looked like he wanted to murder me during bag skates today."
"Coach looks like he wants to murder his own reflection in the morning," Bood replied flatly, finally looking up with a brief, dry grin. "That's just his face. If he hated you, he wouldn't be skating you until you puke. You're fine, Hollywood."
Shane managed a real smile at that, the tight knot of pressure in his shoulders loosening just a fraction. "Right. Thanks, Bood."
The barbecue carried on long after the sun went down, but Shane slipped out early, glad for the quiet of his own apartment. The reassurance helped, but the high-energy demands of the team still left him craving a change of pace.
Which was exactly how he found himself agreeing to a movie night a few days later. The movie with Wyatt and Lisa was supposed to be a simple outing.
The new Batman film had been released to mixed reviews—some critics calling it a masterpiece, others lamenting the fact that DC apparently couldn't stop rebooting their own universe. Shane had no strong opinions about Batman; he'd agreed to go mostly because Wyatt had insisted.
Ryan ended up joining them at the last minute, rushing into the theater just as the trailers started and sliding into the empty seat beside Shane. He was hauling a bucket of popcorn that was approximately the size of a small bathtub.
Wyatt eyed the massive tub with immediate disapproval. "I don't eat popcorn."
"Good," Ryan said, already digging in before he’d even settled his coat. "More for me."
"You're actually going to eat all of that?"
"I'm going to try."
The theater was mostly empty—a weeknight didn't exactly draw crowds. Shane settled into his seat and let the familiar rhythm of previews and studio logos wash over him. It was nice, this kind of normalcy. The kind of evening that didn't involve billboards or endorsement deals or the thousand small pressures of being a professional athlete.
The movie itself was fine. Dark and brooding, exactly as Batman films tended to be. There was a high-speed car chase that Wyatt declared "the greatest thing I've ever seen in my life," and a convoluted plot twist that Ryan managed to figure out approximately twenty minutes before anyone else.
"It's the lawyer," Ryan whispered loudly across Shane.
"It's not the lawyer," Wyatt hissed back. "Shut up."
"It's definitely the lawyer."
It was indeed the lawyer.
Shane spent a good portion of the remaining runtime wondering exactly how many times the DC Universe intended to reboot itself before settling on a permanent version. There had been three different Batmen in the past decade alone, and the origin story had been told so many times that Shane could recite the tragic alleyway scene by heart despite never having opened a comic book in his life.
When the lights finally came up, Ryan and Wyatt were still arguing over the cinematography as they filtered out into the cool evening air of the parking lot. Watching his teammates head off to their respective cars, Shane felt a sudden, sharp awareness of the contrast between their lives and his.
They had houses and permanent roots in the city, while what Shane had, was a rented apartment and a duffel bag that never felt fully unpacked. The property search started almost by accident a few days later, during a casual catch-up call with Rose, but within the span of a week, it morphed into something much more serious.
Shane hadn't originally intended to buy a house. His apartment was fine—it was in a convenient location, had enough space, and the building was populated by enough famous people that nobody asked questions about irregular schedules or late-night arrivals. But the reality of his finances was getting harder to ignore.
His signing bonus was still sitting untouched in an investment account his father had set up, his rookie salary had been more than sufficient for his daily needs, and the sudden influx of endorsement money—the Rebook contract, the Dolce & Gabbana deal, and the Speedo money that would keep rolling in as long as those massive billboards stayed up—meant he suddenly had an overwhelming number of options.
Buying a house was no longer just about finding a place to crash; it was now an investment.
"My dad invested most of my savings," Shane told Rose as they pulled away from yet another viewing. "He works for the Canadian Treasury. He does the same thing for his own money—bonds, index funds, a few strategic investments. My money has been growing faster than I've been spending it."
"The Canadian Treasury," Rose repeated. "So, your dad is, what, the guy who guards the national vault?"
"He's a financial analyst. He works on economic policy."
"That's less exciting."
"He seems to enjoy it."
They were driving through the Hollywood Hills, winding along roads that offered glimpses of sprawling mansions and carefully manicured lawns. The realtor—a woman named Sandra who wore white linen like it was a uniform—had been showing them the kinds of properties that celebrities usually bought. Glass walls with infinity pools and driveways long enough to land a helicopter.
Shane had nodded politely at each one and then asked if there were any smaller options.
"A lot of young stars want the big houses," Sandra had said. "They want to feel like they've made it."
"I don't need to feel like I've made it," Shane replied. "I need somewhere to live."
She'd regarded him for a long moment, as though trying to determine whether he was serious. Apparently, he passed the test, because her next recommendation had been very different.
The Japandi houses.
Shane had never heard the term before Sandra mentioned it. Japanese-Scandinavian fusion—a design philosophy that combined the clean minimalism of Japanese aesthetics with the warmth and functionality of Scandinavian design. She'd shown him three examples, and each one had felt more right than the last.
The one that stuck in his mind was the fourth viewing. A house tucked into a hillside in Silver Lake, with walnut floors and limestone walls and windows that stretched from floor to ceiling. The architecture was simple with clean lines and natural materials. Inside, the staging had been done by someone who understood the aesthetic: low furniture, linen curtains, carefully placed plants that softened the geometry without cluttering it.
There was a corner of the living room that caught the morning light. Shane stood in it for a full minute, imagining a tea cabinet, a low table, and the ceramics his grandmom had given him, wrapped carefully in his suitcase and waiting to be displayed somewhere that did them justice.
"This is the one," he said.
Rose looked up from examining the kitchen. "You've barely seen the rest."
"I don't need to see the rest."
"Shane—"
"It's the one."
He bought it two weeks later. The paperwork was handled by his mom, who approached real estate negotiations with the same intensity she'd once applied to his hockey career. The closing happened faster than Shane expected—something about cash offers and motivated sellers and his mom's particular ability to make things happen when she wanted them to.
Lily approved immediately, exploring every room at her own pace, her stubby tail twitching occasionally in what Shane chose to interpret as approval.
The tea corner was the first thing he set up. The ceramics from Kyoto—a chawan, a kyusu, a small collection of yunomi cups that his grandmom had insisted he take—found their place on a low wooden shelf that faced the garden. The garden itself was small, a narrow strip of green that sloped down the hillside, but there was space for a few carefully chosen plants and maybe, eventually, a stone lantern like the one in his grandparents' garden.
He sent a photo to Ilya, and the response came within minutes. Is this our house?
Shane stared at the question for a long moment. Ours, he'd said. Not "your new house." But ours.
Yes, Shane typed back. Come see it.
I will, came the reply, the first moment I get.






      

  












      Chapter 16: Sharks
  



    Chapter Notes

      Disclosing right now that my hockey knowledge is basically nonexistent. I tried my best to get the rink logic and positions right, but if you spot any glaring mistakes, please be gentle with me in the comment section!







  The Shark Tank was loud.
Shane had played in loud buildings before. T-Mobile Arena in Vegas, where the noise was a relentless, neon-soaked assault on the senses, or United Center in Chicago, where the national anthem alone felt like it could shake the roof off. Even his own home ice at the Staples Center, packed with seventeen thousand people who expected to be entertained.
San Jose was different. It was the kind of building where individual voices could cut cleanly through the roar, and every single one of them wanted the Kings to lose.
The Sharks' warmup music was still thudding through the speakers when Shane stepped onto the ice for the first period. His skates bit into the fresh surface with that sharp, clean crunch of untouched ice, while around him, the arena lights reflected off the glass in long white streaks. The air smelled exactly like every rink he'd ever stepped into—rubber, sweat, the chemical bite of the ice itself—but tonight, there was a sharper edge to it.
Desperation.
The Sharks had everything to lose, and they knew it.
Ryan was already in position by the blue line, his face locked into his standard game-day expression: jaw tight and eyes fixed on the Sharks' end, as if he were already calculating exactly where their offense would break. The man never looked relaxed, but tonight he looked carved from stone.
"Feel that?" Ryan asked as Shane coasted past.
"The crowd?"
"The desperation." Ryan’s mouth twitched at the corner. "They know what happens if we win."
What would happen was simple. The Sharks were on the verge of missing the playoffs entirely, sitting a mere three points out of the final wild-card spot. A regulation loss tonight on their own ice, and their season was effectively over.
The Kings, on the other hand, had no such pressure. They had already clinched their postseason berth, knowing since their road trip through Calgary that April hockey was guaranteed. But there was a difference between playing in the postseason and playing in the postseason while your biggest rivals watched from their couches.
Knocking San Jose out of contention yourself? That was the kind of satisfaction money couldn't buy.
For all the endless shit-talking, Shane loved this rivalry. It was intense and chaotic, but it lacked the toxic, ugly bitterness that poisoned the ice whenever Montreal and the Raiders played. That matchup was just pure hatred, over the top even by hockey standards. This, by contrast, was just pure, high-stakes competition.
It was fun.
Shane took his position at the faceoff circle, digging his skates into the scarred ice. Second line, center—this was the spot he'd claimed midway through his rookie season and fiercely protected ever since. Across from him stood Jackson, a veteran Sharks center whose face was mapped with a career's worth of minor scars. He was a solid, two-way grinder who had been taking faceoffs since Shane was in high school.
Jackson gave him a hard, unblinking look. Shane stared right back, lowering his center of gravity.
The linesman stepped in, dropped the puck, and the game exploded into motion.
The first period unspooled in that familiar, controlled chaos Shane had learned to love. It wasn’t about the flashy highlight-reel plays; it was about the brutal, physical chess match happening in the corners. Every shift was a blur of high-speed micro-decisions. Shane felt the heavy vibration up his shaft as he locked his stick against an opponent's, leaned his weight into a short pass along the boards, and read the ice a fraction of a second ahead of the defense to take away their passing lanes.
By the time Shane skated hard to the bench, his lungs were burning. He climbed over the boards and collapsed onto the bench, ripping his helmet off to catch his breath.
He was still wiping sweat from his eyes when the play developed at the blue line. Ryan anticipated a lazy clearing attempt from a Sharks defenseman, stepping into the lane to intercept the puck. Shane watched from his seat on the bench as Ryan pivoted seamlessly, scanned the ice, and snapped a tape-to-tape pass that traveled fifty feet in a blink. Bood received it perfectly on his backhand, settled it to his forehand in a single, fluid motion, and wristed the puck home before the Sharks' goalie could even finish sliding across his crease.
Behind the net, the red light flashed bright, instantly sucking the air right out of the building. The seventeen thousand fans went dead silent, leaving only the loud, chaotic roar of the Kings' bench erupting in a wall of gloved hands slamming against the boards. Bood skated back toward center ice with his stick raised high, a massive grin cutting across his face.
"Beautiful pass," Shane praised, breathing heavily as Ryan finally skated back and climbed over the boards.
Ryan just grunted in response. Whether that meant thank you or of course it was remained entirely unclear.
But the lead didn't last. The Sharks responded exactly the way a desperate team on the brink of elimination was supposed to. They came out harder on the forecheck, finishing their checks and fighting viciously along the boards for every loose puck.
Late in the period, that aggression paid off. A heavy point shot took a nasty deflection off a defenseman's shin guard, fluttering high toward the net. It caught Wyatt right on the edge of his blocker, bouncing downward into the crease. Before a Kings defenseman could sweep it away, a Sharks forward lunged out of the chaos and poked it past the goal line.
The deafening blast of San Jose’s goal horn shook the glass, accompanied by a blast of fog and the sudden, thunderous explosion of the home crowd. Inside the crease, Wyatt immediately slammed his goalie stick against the iron post with a violent crack.
The bench stayed perfectly calm. That was one of the first things Shane had learned to appreciate about this group after joining the team. Nobody panicked when the Sharks tied it up. Nobody started gripping their sticks too tight or forcing dangerous, heroic plays through the neutral zone. They just went right back to work, rolling their lines and grinding the Sharks down.
The second period, however, belonged entirely to the goaltenders.
Within the first three minutes, the Sharks' top winger slipped behind the Kings' defense on a botched, sloppy line change. The arena exploded as he caught a stretch pass in stride, bearing down on the net completely alone. Seventeen thousand fans rose to their feet, certain they were about to take the lead.
Shane leaned over the boards, watching Wyatt track the skater's approach. The winger feigned a deke to the backhand, trying to get Wyatt to drop, but Wyatt didn't bite. He read the shot the entire way. With a lightning-fast flash of leather, Wyatt snared the puck cleanly out of the air. It disappeared into the webbing of his glove with a heavy, satisfying smack, as if it had never existed. He held it there for an extra beat, staring down the frustrated winger, before calmly tossing it to the referee.
"You're welcome," Wyatt announced during the next TV timeout, lifting his mask to squirt water into his mouth, his voice carrying easily over the chatter on the bench.
"You got beat clean," Ryan countered flatly, not even looking up as he retaped the knob of his stick. "He shot it right into your glove."
"Because I was positioned perfectly," Wyatt replied with a deadpan.
"You were six inches off your angle. If he holed that corner, you were cooked."
"And yet, the puck found my glove," Wyatt shrugged, leaning back against the glass. "Fascinating how that works."
Ryan opened his mouth to argue, closed it, and shook his head. Shane wisely decided not to wade into the middle of a goaltender-defenseman debate.
On the other end of the ice, the Sharks' goalie matched Wyatt save for save. The Kings' power play unit established a heavy cycle and generated three blistering shots on net, but they couldn't find a hole. The penalty kill was forced to swallow a brutal, two-minute whistle for a too-many-men call—an error that had the coach leaning halfway over the boards, screaming at the officials until his face turned a dangerous shade of crimson.
It was relentless, back-and-forth hockey. Heavy hits along the wall, frantic puck battles in the corners, and whistle after whistle. It was exactly the kind of game that aged coaches prematurely and gave the athletic trainers heart palpitations.
By the second intermission, the score was still 1–1.
The locker room during the second intermission had its own distinct rhythm. Over his two seasons with the team, Shane had learned to read it perfectly—the way conversations stayed low and quiet, the way equipment was adjusted with methodical care rather than frantic energy, and the way nobody wanted to be the guy to break the collective focus. He sat at his stall, pulling a fresh roll of black tape. It came off the roll with a sharp, paper-tearing rip as he wrapped it tight against the carbon fiber blade of his stick.
Bood dropped onto the bench beside him, his chest still heaving. His dark, curly hair was damp and matted with sweat. "They're blocking absolutely everything," he muttered, staring at the floorboards. "Every shooting lane and every cross-seam pass through the middle. Their D are completely selling out on every single play."
"Then stop shooting," Shane replied.
Bood cut his eyes over, giving him a flat look.
"Pass it around them," Shane elaborated, smoothing down the edges of the tape with his thumb. "If they want to slide out and block lanes, fine. Let them. Make them move out of position and open up something else."
Bood wiped his face with a towel, absorbing the advice, then he gave a single, firm nod.
The third period was the kind of hockey that made Shane's ribs ache just watching from the bench. The intensity had shifted; every hit along the boards rattled the heavy glass in its stanchions, and sticks slashed viciously at gloves and wrists in every puck battle. As usually happens late in a tight game, the referees completely swallowed their whistles. There was only one penalty called in the first ten minutes—a blatant cross-check against the Sharks that easily could have been a double-minor. The tension in the arena kept building without a release valve, every exhausting shift stacking on top of the last.
Midway through the period, the pressure boiled over when Ryan got caught deep up ice.
It happened in a fraction of a second. Ryan pinched hard at the offensive blue line to keep a play alive, but the puck took a wicked bounce right over his stick blade. Suddenly, the Sharks were flying the other way on a dangerous two-on-one.
Shane was the only forward back. Sprinting at full tilt, he had to pick his poison in real-time: slide down to take away the passing lane, or stand up and challenge the puck carrier to force a shot. His thighs burned with lactic acid as he backchecked, his skates digging furiously into the ice, but the gap was closing too slowly. The play was developing faster than his brain could process.
The Sharks' winger made the decision for him. He faked a shot and slid a crisp pass straight across the slot.
Seventeen thousand people in the crowd inhaled in unison.
Wyatt exploded off his post, his skates cutting a heavy groove as he slid across the blue paint. The shot came from barely fifteen feet out—a heavy, brutal one-timer labeled for the top shelf. But Wyatt’s blocker flashed up, catching the puck flush and deflecting the dangerous rebound deep into the corner.
A Sharks forward lunged toward the loose puck, desperate to cash in on the second chance, but Shane got there first. Leaning heavily into his edge, he braced himself against the glass, shielding the puck with his body before hammering it hard off the boards and high out of the zone.
"You good?" Shane asked, skating past the crease as the team regrouped before the next faceoff.
Wyatt was already resetting his stance, tapping his posts with his stick. "I'm bored."
"Liar."
"Bored and deeply underappreciated."
"You're the freaking best goalie in LA’s history," Shane pointed out, dropping his hands to his knees to catch his breath.
"And yet here I am, continuously bailing out our defense."
"Ryan's defense," Shane corrected with a faint smirk.
"That's exactly what I said."
The game-winner came five minutes later.
It didn't come from a beautifully executed set play, nor from anything they had drawn up on the whiteboard during the intermission. It started with a grueling faceoff deep in the Sharks' zone—Shane versus Jackson again, their third battle of the period. This time, Jackson’s stick caught the underside of Shane's, tying him up. The puck squirted loose into the slot, and a Sharks defenseman snatched it up, turning with every intention of hammering it down the ice to clear the zone.
But Bood anticipated the play.
Shane didn't even see how his winger intercepted the clearing attempt. By then, Shane was already rotating toward the net, tracking the shifting defenders and slipping into a soft pocket of space that his instincts told him would open up.
The puck arrived a half-second later. Bood threaded a brilliant, blind pass right between two collapsing defenders, hitting Shane’s tape perfectly in stride. Shane didn't think; his muscle memory took over, executing a sequence that had been drilled into him since he was a kid. He pulled the puck back sharply from toe to heel, shifted his weight to mask his angle, and released a wicked snapshot.
The puck went top shelf, clean past the blocker side.
Behind the glass, the red goal light glowed bright, cutting through the sudden, suffocating hush that fell over the arena. His teammates immediately mobbed him against the boards—Bood's heavy glove pounded against his helmet, Ryan threw a massive arm around his shoulders, and Wyatt was shouting something completely unintelligible from two hundred feet away.
The texture of the crowd's noise had shifted instantly into that particular, crushing silence that only comes when seventeen thousand people realize their season has just come to an end.
Twenty-one seconds left on the clock.
The Sharks pulled their goalie, throwing six skaters against five in a frantic, last-ditch effort to keep their season alive. Wyatt made one final, spectacular save—a desperation lunge across the crease that knocked a blistering point shot over the glass—and then the final horn sounded.
The Kings won, 2–1.
As the final horn echoed, the Sharks gathered their sticks and glided quietly toward their bench, heads low, bearing the hollow, defeated expressions of men who had just been mathematically eliminated from postseason contention.
On the other end of the ice, the Kings flooded out to gather around Wyatt, tapping his leg pads with their stick blades and crashing into a chaotic huddle of helmets and raised gloves. Shane bumped chest-pads with Bood, then glided past Jackson as the Sharks center made his way toward the home tunnel. Jackson offered a tight, brief nod of respect, muttering a low "Good goal," before disappearing down the runway.
Before Shane could make it to the Kings' tunnel, an NHL broadcast reporter flagged him down against the glass for the post-game interview. The arena lights beat down hot, catching the sweat still dripping from his hair as he pulled off his helmet.
"Shane, a spectacular game-winner to punch your rivals' ticket out of the postseason," the reporter said, holding the microphone up. "Walk us through what you saw on that final play."
Shane kept his expression neutral, conscious of the cameras. "It started with Bood making an incredible read at the blue line. Their D tried to clear, Bood stepped up to intercept it, and I just tried to find open ice in the slot. He threaded a perfect pass right to my tape. At that point, I just wanted to get it off quickly before the goalie could set his feet."
"The Sharks played with immense desperation tonight, fighting for their playoff lives. How tough was it to stay disciplined under that kind of physical pressure?"
"We knew they were going to leave everything on the ice," Shane said, shifting his weight slightly as his sore hip throbbed. "But our bench stayed calm. Wyatt kept us in it with some massive saves in the second, and we just focused on sticking to our game plan and rolling our lines. It’s a tough building to win in, but we're happy with the two points."
"Thanks, Shane. Back to you in the studio."
Shane gave a tight nod, handed the headset back to the production assistant, and finally headed down the echoing concrete tunnel.
The visitors' locker room was a wall of noise, far louder than the bench had been all night. Bood had already claimed the auxiliary speakers, blasting a heavy-bass track that vibrated the metal stalls. Wyatt sat comfortably in his space, his massive leg pads still strapped on, accepting fist bumps with the smug, magnanimous air of a man who had just racked up thirty-six saves and fully intended to bring it up in conversation for the next week. Meanwhile, Ryan was already hunched over his phone, predictably replaying footage of that third-period two-on-one frame by frame to see where the gap had broken down.
Shane pulled his gear off, unchained his phone from his stall, and lit up the screen.
I saw the game, Ilya's text read. Nice goal. Very dramatic.
You watched? Shane typed back.
I always watch your games.
Shane could not stop the sappy smile from spreading through his lips. The post-game adrenaline was finally fading, replaced by the deep, heavy physical exhaustion that always followed an intense hockey game. His thighs ached, his shoulders felt locked up, and a deep bruise was already forming on his hip from a heavy boards hit he'd absorbed in the first period. None of it felt particularly bad now.
Highlights don't show your defensive play, Ilya added a moment later. You backchecked hard on that two-on-one and saved a goal.
You're analyzing my backchecking now?
I am a professional. I notice these things.
Shane smirked, his thumbs flying across the screen. You're a professional who takes naps on the bench during intermission.
One time. And I was tired.
Shane laughed out loud, the sound cutting through the locker room noise. Bood glanced over from the speakers, raising an eyebrow. "Rozanov?"
"How'd you guess?" Shane asked, looking up.
"You only make that specific face when you're texting your mysterious best friend," Bood chuckled.
"I don't have a face."
Bood turned to the defenseman next to him. "Ryan. Does he have a face?"
Ryan didn't even look up from his video analysis. "He definitely has a face."
"Thank you," Bood said.
"Welcome."
Shane ignored both of them, turning his back to the room and typing: I get home tomorrow. Call you then?
I will be waiting, Ilya replied. Also, tell Wyatt his angles are still sloppy.
The flight back to Los Angeles was a red-eye, leaving the plane dark and quiet as most of the team slept through the trip. Shane sat in his usual window seat on the left side—a spot he’d claimed during the preseason that everyone now respected as his—and watched the lights of the Bay Area recede into the dark below. The engines hummed a steady bassline, punctuated by someone snoring a few rows back. Across the aisle, Bood was already completely unconscious under a black eye mask.
Shane leaned his head against the cool glass, his thoughts drifting. He thought about the game, the game-winning goal, and the chaotic locker room celebration. He closed his eyes, letting the steady hum of the engines carry him the rest of the way to sleep.
Soon enough he will be back home.






      

  












      Chapter 17: Earned It
  








  Shane moved through his kitchen barefoot, the cool flooring a grounding contrast to the lingering stiffness in his legs. The morning sun cut through the massive glass window at the far end of the room, casting long, soft shadows across the space. The kitchen had been designed to be a sanctuary of clean lines and natural textures—a striking blend of warm, slatted oak cabinetry and massive slabs of white marble with dramatic, earthy gold veining that wrapped seamlessly over the island.
He slowly eased into the morning rhythm. Setting a rustic, unglazed ceramic teapot aside on a wooden tray, he measured out the rice grains he’d rinsed the night before, locking the bowl into the cooker and pressing the start button with a soft beep. Next, he filled the kettle with filtered water for the miso soup, placing it on the low-profile range built straight into the marble countertop. Underneath the upper cabinets, soft, hidden LED strip lighting cast a warm, golden glow against the stone backsplash, illuminating his workspace.
The centerpiece of breakfast was a beautiful, thick fillet of salted salmon he'd picked up from the Japanese market in Little Tokyo two days ago. He heated a splash of oil in his cast-iron skillet, and the kitchen filled with a sharp, lively crackle the moment the fish hit the hot pan, skin-side down. Almost instantly, the heavy, savory aroma began to bloom—that specific, comforting scent that always transported him right back to his Obaachan’s kitchen.
Behind him, Lily had already claimed her favorite morning spot on the wide, sun-drenched windowsill. The bright California sun caught the vibrant orange and black patches of her calico fur as she sat perfectly rigid, her tail twitching lazily as she watched birds flit through the rosemary bush in the garden outside, framed by the minimalist pendant lights hanging like delicate black needles from the ceiling.
"You're spoiled," Shane informed her, sliding the grilled salmon onto a small plate beside his tamagoyaki.
Lily's stubby tail twitched, clearly not disagreeing with her owner.
Before settling down to his own meal, Shane walked over to the pantry and pulled out a small, premium can of white meat tuna. The sharp click of the pop-tab instantly caught Lily’s attention; she abandoned her post on the sun-drenched windowsill and was at his ankles in a heartbeat, letting out a demanding, gravelly meow. Shane chuckled softly, spooning the tuna into her ceramic bowl. He gave her head a quick pat as she dug in, completely content.
With the cat taken care of, Shane arranged his own breakfast on a sleek, lacquered tray—the steaming bowl of rice, the miso soup, the crisped salmon, a neatly rolled tamagoyaki omelet, and a small side of pickled vegetables. Carrying the tray over to the kitchen island, he settled onto a stool. His tablet was already propped up against a ceramic utensil holder, streaming the morning's hockey coverage. He cracked his wooden chopsticks apart with a clean snap and began to eat while the analysts on screen dissected last night's scores.
The Kings held third in the Western Conference, while Boston sat comfortably at second in the East. Both teams were locked for the playoffs with weeks to spare, and Shane had long since stopped pretending he wasn't checking Ilya's stats first thing every single morning.
Forty-two goals. Fifty-three assists. His boyfriend was having a career year, and Shane felt a ridiculous, warm surge of pride every time the broadcast mentioned his name. Which, lately, was often.
Still, the distance hadn't been easy. Three thousand miles and a three-hour time difference meant constantly coordinating their lives around practices, games, team travel, and the particular heavy exhaustion that followed a bad loss. They'd learned to find each other in the in-between spaces—texting during cross-country flights, sending quick updates between periods, or typing out hurried messages in the quiet minutes right before morning skates. Video calls had become sacred. Shane had even clamped a tablet mount beside his bed, so that Ilya's face on the screen would be the very last thing he saw before closing his eyes.
They'd managed visits, too. A night in Chicago when Ilya was in town and Shane caught a quick flight over on a day off. A weekend in Philadelphia when Shane was nearby, allowing Ilya to hop a short train down from Boston after his own game wrapped. There was even that whirlwind forty-eight hours in Detroit when Shane had a rare two-day gap and flew out just to catch Ilya—a logistical headache, but worth every single second.
Still, with all of that, Shane missed his boyfriend.
The missing had become a constant hum beneath his daily life—bearable, even routine, but never entirely absent. Some nights he'd roll over in bed and reach for a body that wasn't there. Some mornings he'd brew too much tea out of habit, forgetting that Ilya was in Boston, three time zones away.
But the season was almost over. All-Star Weekend was coming, then the playoff push, and then—then they would meet in Las Vegas again. But this time, they would be flying to Kyoto together.
Shane scrolled absently through the sports section of a news aggregator, scanning the usual headlines about trade rumors and playoff projections. A pop-up banner materialized at the bottom of his screen, the kind he usually swiped away without a second glance.
But this time, his chopsticks froze halfway to his mouth.
The image expanded to fill the tablet's entire display, leaving Shane staring in absolute silence. It was Ilya, sprawled across a dark leather sofa like a man who had never known an awkward angle in his life. One arm was draped lazily over the backrest; one knee was bent, his foot planted flat on the cushion. His head was tilted just enough to accentuate the sharp, clean line of his jaw, and his lips were curved into that exact, arrogant smirk Shane had grown used to.
He was entirely naked, his body leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination except for what was strategically hidden by a pair of white Calvin Klein boxer briefs placed loosely over his groin like a small blanket. The branded waistband was stark against his bare hip, the fabric draped precariously in a way that suggested it might slide away with the slightest movement. The muscles of his abdomen were heavily shadowed and defined, his thighs thick with the raw power that made him one of the league's most lethal skaters. To top it off, a single, perfectly placed bead of sweat traced a slow path from his collarbone toward his sternum.
Someone had photographed Ilya Rozanov looking like pure sex on a sofa, and then someone else had decided to run it as a pop-up ad on a mainstream sports site at seven o'clock in the morning.
Shane choked.
The mouthful of matcha tea went straight down the wrong pipe. He coughed and sputtered, his hand flying out to steady the tablet before he knocked it entirely off the island. Lily paused her breakfast to shoot him a look of profound, unbothered feline judgment.
"What the fuck," Shane wheezed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
He swiped the ad away. It reappeared thirty seconds later on a different article. Ilya's smirk met him again, somehow smugger than before, as if the photograph itself knew exactly what it was doing to him.
Shane stared at the image. The tablet clock read 7:12 AM. Ilya would be halfway through his morning skate by now, unreachable for a while. That was probably for the best, because Shane had several questions, and none of them were appropriate for a polite conversation.
When had Ilya shot a Calvin Klein campaign? Why hadn't he mentioned it? How was this the first time Shane was seeing it?
He should close the ad. He should finish his breakfast and go for his morning run and wait until Ilya called to demand answers like a reasonable adult.
Instead, Shane found himself studying the photograph with increasing obsession. The way Ilya's fingers curled over the back of the sofa. The hollow of his throat. The trail of light hair that disappeared beneath the stark white fabric draped over his hips.
The tea had gone cold and the salmon sat completely forgotten.
Shane's hand drifted below the waistband of his own sweatpants.
He was half-hard before he even touched himself, the image burning behind his eyelids every time he blinked. His cock filled warm and heavy against his palm the second he slipped his hand beneath the fleece of his sweatpants. He let his head fall back, his eyes tracking right back to the tablet screen where his boyfriend—his secret, three-thousand-miles-away boyfriend—was currently being ogled by half the internet.
The sheer absurdity of it mixed with the raw heat in his gut, and before he could think to pace himself, his strokes came fast and rough. Shane didn't tease himself; he was already too far gone for patience. Instead, he closed his eyes and let his mind aggressively fill in the blanks the photograph couldn't capture: the low, gravelly sound of Ilya's breathing in his ear, the crushing, solid weight of his body pinning Shane against a surface just like this one, and the way that arrogant camera-ready smirk would melt into something soft and fiercely genuine if Shane were actually there to touch him.
His orgasm broke hard and sudden, a choked sound tearing from his throat as he spilled into his fist. The kitchen fell completely silent afterward, save for the sound of his own ragged breathing and the distant, low hum of the refrigerator.
The kitchen sink ran cold while he scrubbed his hands, the chilly water a sharp shock against his skin that did nothing to cool the heat still humming under his surface. He leaned heavily against the basin, looking up; his reflection in the mirror was noticeably flushed, his eyes dark and his hair completely disheveled.
He dried his hands quickly on a towel, grabbed the tablet from the counter, and retreated to the quiet sanctuary of the bedroom. The sheets were still rumpled and warm from sleep, and the adjustable mount clamped beside the bed was exactly where he'd left it the night before. Shane crawled onto the mattress, propping himself up against the headboard as he snapped the tablet into the holder. He hastily adjusted the screen angle to catch the light, his heart hammering against his ribs, and hit the video call button before he could stop to second-guess himself.
The FaceTime rang four times.
Five.
Shane was about to hang up when the screen flickered and Ilya's face appeared, slightly pixelated, framed by the familiar backdrop of his Boston penthouse. His hair was wet from a post-skate shower, pushed back from his forehead, and he was wearing a Raiders hoodie that had seen better days.
"Moya lyubov," Ilya greeted, his grin genuine and warm. "You call early. I just got back from—"
"Calvin Klein."
The grin froze. Then, slowly, it curled into something far more dangerous.
"Ah. You saw."
"I saw a pop-up ad on a sports website at seven in the morning." Shane's voice came out flatter than he intended, though the residual flush warming his cheeks completely betrayed him. "When exactly were you going to tell me you did a modeling campaign?"
Ilya's laugh was deep and delighted, the low sound vibrating through the tablet's speakers. He leaned back against what looked like his kitchen counter in Boston, utterly unrepentant. "I wanted it to be a surprise."
"Surprise accomplished."
"You like it?" Ilya's eyebrows rose, his smirk now a perfect, living echo of the one in the photograph. "I thought you might like it."
"I jerked off to it."
The words tumbled out before Shane could filter them. Ilya’s entire expression shifted instantly—the playful amusement hardening into sharp, hunger. His eyes tracked intently over Shane’s face, taking in the lingering flush and the messy, rumpled sheets visible at the edge of the frame.
"Already?" Ilya's voice dropped an octave. "I just came back from morning skate, Shanya. Give me a chance to catch up."
"You looked—" Shane gestured vaguely at the screen, suddenly losing his vocabulary. "You know exactly what you looked like."
"I looked like I was thinking about you."
"Bullshit."
"I am serious." Ilya set his phone down, propping it up against a coffee mug so both of his hands were free. The arrogant smirk softened into a fond smile. "The photographer kept telling me to think sexy thoughts. So, I thought about you."
Shane groaned, dropping his head back against the headboard with a thud. "You can't just say things like that."
"Why not? Is true."
"Ilya."
"Moya lyubov."
"How did this even happen?" Shane demanded, forcing his head up again to look at the screen. "You didn't have a Calvin Klein deal. Last I heard, you don't have any lifestyle sponsorships, just equipment."
The change in Ilya's expression was immediate. The teasing edge faded, replaced by an almost shy smile, a look Shane had never expected to see on Ilya Rozanov's face.
"Yuna," Ilya answered.
The tablet nearly slipped from its mount. "My mom? That Yuna?"
"Yes." Ilya nodded. "When I visited Ottawa, she asked about my endorsements. I told her I only had the CCM contract. She was... how do you say it? Deeply unsatisfied."
Shane winced. He knew that tone intimately—Yuna Hollander’s particular brand of incredulous disbelief, the exact same voice she'd used when Shane was sixteen and had suggested maybe he didn't need to train on Sundays.
"She told me my representation was completely incompetent," Ilya continued, clearly enjoying himself. "Apparently, a first-round draft pick with my numbers should have sponsors throwing themselves at him, and it was entirely unacceptable that my manager was doing such a shitty job at it.”
"So, she convinced you to sign her as your new manager?"
"She is very persuasive when she wants to be. She told me I belonged on Team Hollander. So now, Yuna is my manager, too. And Farah handles my contracts. Same as yours." Ilya shrugged, the gesture casual, but his eyes were bright with something that looked a lot like gratitude. "They negotiated Calvin Klein and Adidas together. Both signed within two months."
Shane's brain was struggling to keep up. Yuna—the woman who had once planned his entire career on a spreadsheet and nearly disowned him for choosing LA over Montreal—had taken charge of Ilya's career. She had decided his secret boyfriend deserved the exact same powerhouse representation Shane had, brought him into the fold, and simply... made it happen.
"She never told me," Shane said, entirely dazed.
"She wanted you to see the ads yourself. She thought it would be funny."
"She thought—" Shane cut himself off, pressing his palm flat against his forehead. "My mom orchestrated a surprise underwear campaign reveal."
"The Adidas one is clothing," Ilya added helpfully. "Very tasteful. I wear a tracksuit."
"I can't believe this."
"You are welcome?"
"I'm going to call her," Shane muttered.
"Call her later." Ilya's voice dropped again, that knowing smirk returning. "Right now, I want to hear about this morning."
Shane's flush, which had finally started to fade, came roaring back. "There's nothing to hear about."
"Liar." Ilya leaned closer to his camera, his face filling the screen. "You said you jerked off to my photograph."
"It was a very good photograph."
"Tell me."
"Ilya—"
"Tell me, Shanya." The command was soft but unmistakable. Ilya's eyes had gone dark with intent. "I want to imagine it."
Shane swallowed hard, highly conscious of the fact that the tablet's lens was catching every flicker of his expression, and every ragged shift of his breathing. Three thousand miles away, Ilya watched him through the screen like predatory waiting for the right moment to pounce.
"I was eating breakfast," Shane finally said, his voice rougher now, still thick with the aftereffects of the rush. "Just browsing the sports news. The ad... it just appeared and I literally choked on my tea." A reluctant, breathless laugh escaped him. "Lily saw the whole thing."
"Lily is very discreet."
"She's a cat, Ilya."
"She is our cat. She will keep our secrets." Ilya's smile flickered, a dark, teasing thing. "Keep going."
"I couldn't stop looking at you. Your chest. The way your hand was gripped on the back of the sofa. I just..." Shane exhaled a shaky breath, letting the memory surface. "I pulled myself out and got off right there at the kitchen island. It didn't take long."
"How long?"
"Maybe two minutes."
Ilya made a low, rumbling sound deep in his throat. "Flattering."
"You were naked."
"My cock was covered."
"Barely."
The laugh that escaped Ilya this time was genuine and warm, and for a brief moment, the intense sexual tension cracked. It was enough for Shane to remember that this was still the exact same guy who texted him terrible memes, argued endlessly about pizza toppings, and made fun of his tea collection.
Then, Ilya's expression sharpened right back up, and the heat rushed back into the frame.
"Show me."
Shane's breath caught squarely in his throat. "What?"
"Show me what you did." Ilya adjusted his phone on the other end, settling more comfortably against his kitchen counter. "I missed the show this morning, so I want to see it now."
"I already told you, I just—"
"I know," Ilya interrupted softly, his voice dropping into that commanding register. "But I want to watch you."
The command settled straight into Shane's chest, warm and heavy. He shifted back against the pillows, hyper-aware of the camera and the man tracking his every movement through it. Ilya's gaze was completely unwavering; patient in a way that suggested he wasn't going anywhere until he got exactly what he asked for.
Shane propped the tablet more securely in its mount, angling it to capture the full length of his body on the bed. His sweatpants were loose enough to slide off without needing to stand up, and he kicked them away to the foot of the mattress while Ilya watched every movement in silence.
"You are already hard again," Ilya observed, his voice rough around the edges.
"Talking about it will do that."
"Show me how you touched yourself."
Shane wrapped his hand around his cock. The angle was a little strange—he was performing for a lens rather than simply chasing his own release—but Ilya's sharp intake of breath through the speakers instantly erased any awkwardness. He stroked slowly at first, letting the friction build, his eyes locked onto the screen.
"Faster," Ilya commanded. "Like you did this morning."
"This morning I was looking at a photograph."
"Now you can look at me instead."
Shane did. He watched Ilya's face as his hand picked up the pace, the familiar, urgent tension coiling tight in his stomach. On the screen, Ilya had shifted, his shoulder dropping as one hand disappeared below the camera frame. The rhythmic, subtle movement of his arm was unmistakable.
"Are you—"
"Of course I am," Ilya broke in, his voice strained now, the playful smirk gone entirely. "You think I can watch you touch yourself and do nothing?"
The raw knowledge that Ilya was jerking off right along with him had Shane’s hips bucking instinctively into his own grip, a low moan catching in his throat. The tablet camera captured everything—the flush spreading down his neck, the way his thighs tensed, and the increasing friction of his strokes.
He was right on the precipice when Ilya suddenly spoke up. "Wait.”
Shane managed a breathless, half-delirious laugh, his hand still moving. "A little busy here, Ilya."
"Stop touching yourself. I want something else." Ilya's hand had stopped moving beneath the frame; he was holding his entire body still, his breathing controlled with a visible, tight effort. "There’s a present for you in your nightstand."
Shane's rhythm faltered, his hand slowing as his brain tried to switch gears. How the fuck did Ilya hide a present in his nightstand? While Shane had managed to sneak a visit or two to the blond’s Boston penthouse, Ilya had not gotten to visit LA yet.
Shane stretched across the bed, pulling the bottom drawer open. Sure enough, a cardboard box was sitting right there. He ripped off the tape and flipped the flaps open, revealing a small collection of items he definitely hadn't purchased: a bottle of high-end lube, a sleek silicone toy—
"Is that a dildo?"
"It seemed practical." Ilya's voice through the speaker was entirely unapologetic. "I wanted you to have something for when I am not there."
"When did you even—"
"Amazon Prime. Very discreet delivery."
Shane stared at the blue toy, then at the tablet screen, where Ilya was watching him with undisguised anticipation. The silicone was cool in his hand, surprisingly weightier than it looked.
“You asked Rose to hide it, didn’t you?” Shan deadpanned, much to Ilya’s amusement.
"I want you to use it," Ilya ordered with a predatory smirk. "While I watch."
"We've never used—"
"I know. But I want to watch you open yourself up for me." His voice dropped, rough with want. "Please, Shanya."
That nickname had Shane melting into a puddle of goo. And if that wasn’t enough, the unexpected please delivered in Ilya's low, accented English cracked something wide open in Shane's chest. He reached for the lube without another word.
The first press of slick fingers was always the strangest part. Shane had done this before—alone, in hotel rooms, thinking about a Russian center that had haunted his wet dreams since Saskatchewan—but never with an audience. Never with Ilya's blue eyes tracking every movement through a screen.
"Slower," Ilya commanded. "I want to see everything."
Shane's breath shuddered out of him. He worked himself open slowly, exactly as he’d been ordered, one finger gradually becoming two while his free hand gripped the sheets for leverage. The tablet's camera angle captured it all perfectly—the tight arch of his back, the desperate spread of his thighs, and the glistening evidence of his preparation. On the screen, Ilya had resumed stroking himself, as he matched Shane's rhythm beat for beat.
"Good," Ilya breathed. "You are so good for me, Shanya. Now use the toy."
The silicone was thicker than his fingers, cool despite the lube. Shane pressed it against himself and paused, his eyes finding Ilya's face on the screen.
"Tell me what to do."
Ilya's expression flickered with surprise, dropping instantly into pure reverence. "Push in, slow at first. I want to see you take it."
Shane obeyed. The stretch was intense, bordering on too much, and he forced himself to breathe through it. Inch by inch, the toy disappeared into his body while Ilya murmured encouragement in a mixture of English and Russian that Shane couldn't understand but felt anyway.
"Stop."
Shane's hips stilled. He was fully seated, the silicone buried inside him, his cock leaking against his stomach. On the screen, Ilya had stopped stroking himself again, his hand wrapped loosely around his base.
"Now move," Ilya commanded. "Show me how you would ride me."
The words sent a bolt of heat through Shane's spine. He began to move, his hips finding a rhythm that made the toy press against that spot inside him. His breath came in gasps now, the pleasure building in waves that crested higher with each stroke.
"Ilya—"
"I know. I am close too." Ilya's voice had gone tight, his control visibly fraying. "Come for me. I want to watch you fall apart."
Shane's orgasm hit like a breaking wave. His back arched off the mattress, his hand working the toy through the spasms while Ilya's name tore from his throat. On the tablet screen, Ilya followed seconds later, his own release spilling over his fist as he groaned something in Russian that Shane didn't need to translate.
The silence afterward was broken only by their ragged breathing, two men separated by three thousand miles and united by a video call.
Shane was the first to speak.
"I'm keeping the toy."
Ilya's laugh was breathless and beautiful. "I bought it for you."
They stayed on the call while Shane cleaned up, the tablet propped on the bathroom counter while he showered. Ilya talked about practice and his upcoming road trip to Florida, his tone casual in a way that Shane found soothing. Shane leaned against the tile and let the words wash over him, punctuated by the spray of hot water.
Afterward, wrapped in a towel and sitting on the edge of the mattress, Shane circled back to where they'd started. "My mother really did all that? The endorsements?"
Ilya's smile was softer now, his earlier hunger completely banked. "She really did. She told me I was hemorrhaging money with my old manager. Called him a terrible business investment."
"Yeah, that sounds like her."
"She is terrifying when she wants to be."
"Trust me, I know." Shane paused, turning the thought over in his head. "But she likes you, Ilya. She wouldn't have lifted a finger if she didn't. She’s never done anything like that for anyone outside the family."
Ilya went quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, the usual cockiness was gone, his voice uncharacteristically serious. "Your family... they are not like mine. I am still learning how to accept it."
"You're getting better at it."
"I am getting practice." A small, fond smile tugged at the corner of Ilya's mouth. "Your grandmother texts me recipes. Your father sends me word puzzles. Your mother just negotiated a Calvin Klein deal for me. This is not normal behavior."
"It is for us."
"Yes," Ilya murmured, his eyes locking onto Shane's through the screen. "I am learning that."
Shane wanted to say more—wanted to tell him that he already belonged with them, that the empty drawer in the nightstand was waiting for more than just a temporary stash, and that in a few months, they’ll be together again. But the words felt too massive for a video call, too fragile to stretch across the three thousand miles between Los Angeles and Boston.
"I'll see you at All-Star Weekend," Shane said instead.
"Two weeks."
"Two weeks."
"Try not to jerk off to any more ads before then."
Shane snorted. "No promises."
Ilya's laugh carried warmth through the speakers one last time before the screen went dark.






      

  












      Chapter 18: FRIENDS
  








  Ilya’s penthouse barely resembled the place he’d bought when he first signed with Boston.
Back then, the living room had looked like something out of an interior design magazine—priceless, geometric sculptures, sharp glass tables, and designer furniture that nobody was ever supposed to actually sit on. It had been a monument to wealth and detachment, cold and impeccably curated.
Over the past few months, however, most of it had quietly disappeared into storage or been pushed flat against the perimeter walls. In its place stretched a wide, open expanse covered in thick, plush rugs—perfect for throwing a tennis ball from one end of the penthouse to the other.
"Ready?" Ilya murmured, a slow grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.
The tiny Shiba Inu puppy tracked his hand with wide, unblinking eyes. The moment he flicked his wrist, she launched after the neon-green ball with far more fierce determination than her little legs should have been capable of. She skidded wildly across the exposed hardwood at the edge of the rug, caught the ball triumphantly in her jaws, and sprinted back. Her curled tail was wagging so hard that her entire hindquarters wobbled with every step.
"Good girl, Jane."
Ilya crouched, scratching the sweet spot right behind her ears before tossing the ball a second time.
Halfway through her chase, the electronic lock at the heavy front door beeped. A sharp, melodic chime that echoed through the penthouse. Ilya froze, his hand still extended. He frowned, his eyes darting to the digital display by the foyer.
Almost nobody knew the access code to his penthouse. Shane did, of course, but he was currently three thousand miles away in Los Angeles, likely recovering from a brutal divisional game against the Sharks. Shane's parents had it, but they were in Ottawa. His grandparents knew it as well, though they were halfway across the world in Kyoto. No one in Boston should have been walking through that door unannounced.
The puppy reached the hallway first. Instead of greeting the visitor with her usual, frantic enthusiasm, the little Shiba planted her paws firmly at the edge of the tile. Her tiny body went completely rigid, and a low, remarkably serious growl rumbled from her chest.
Ilya couldn't help the small smile that tugged at his lips. It was ridiculous, considering she wasn't even knee-high, but something fiercely warm settled in his chest all the same. He had someone—however small—who wanted to protect him.
The feeling lasted all of two seconds.
"Eep!"
The startled, high-pitched squeal from the foyer was unmistakable.
Svetlana?
Ilya blinked, rising to his feet. What on earth was she doing back in Boston? The last he’d heard, she and Sasha had been island-hopping around Europe, posting a relentless stream of photos from Ibiza that looked more like high-end luxury advertisements than an actual vacation.
"Jane," Ilya called softly. The puppy barked once, a sharp, defensive sound. "Hey. It's okay." He walked over and crouched beside her, rubbing gentle, calming circles over her back until the tension finally eased from her tiny frame. "Good girl. Go back to your bed."
After throwing one last deeply suspicious glance toward the front door, the puppy obediently trotted over to her oversized bed in the corner of the living room and curled up into a tight ball, though she kept one dark eye fixed firmly on the newcomer.
Only then did Ilya look up.
Svetlana stood under the warm foyer lights, wearing an oversized Boston Raiders jersey with his own name and number stretched in stark white letters across the back—and very little else beneath it.
The outfit explained everything.
A year ago, she would have flown in unannounced from Europe, the door would have opened, and they’d have laughed. They would have shared a cold bottle of vodka from the freezer, slept together with the easy familiarity of old friends, and neither of them would have thought twice about it the next morning.
Now...
Now there was Shane.
Not the fluffy one currently glaring from the corner of the room. The one waiting for him on the West Coast. The one whose last text message was still sitting like a warm weight in Ilya's pocket.
"Sveta." Ilya stepped forward, breaking the sudden silence with a greeting in Russian, and wrapped her in a quick, affectionate hug. "It's good to see you."
She returned the embrace with a throaty laugh, buried her face in his shoulder for a second, and then blinked past him. "Since when do you have a puppy?"
"She was a gift," he answered, the ghost of a smile touching his lips. "Come in."
He closed the heavy door behind her, the lock clicking into place. The moment she leaned inward, tilting her chin up instinctively to kiss him, Ilya took a small step backward, setting a clear boundary between them.
It made Svetlana pause, her lips parting slightly, raising a perfectly manicured eyebrow.
"I'm not doing this anymore," Ilya said gently. Her expression shifted instantly, the playful confusion melting into genuine curiosity. "We're still friends," Ilya added, stepping toward the living room. "Always will be. But the friends-with-benefits arrangement is over, Sveta."
She wasn't offended. If anything, she looked utterly fascinated. For both of them, the physical side of their relationship had always been exactly what they’d called it—fun, convenient, and entirely uncomplicated. It had never defined their friendship, which made his sudden, absolute change all the more interesting to her.
A slow, knowing grin began to spread across her face. "Oh my God."
Ilya let out a soft sigh, bracing himself.
"You're dating someone."
"I am... seeing someone," he admitted carefully, keeping his voice even. "But I'm not telling you who they are until I've talked to them first. We're keeping things quiet."
Svetlana's grin only widened, her eyes gleaming with mischief. "They?"
Ilya said nothing.
"They." She pointed an accusing, perfect finger at him. "You said they."
He continued saying absolutely nothing, crossing his arms.
Suddenly, her eyes grew comically wide as she processed the subtle shifts in his demeanor, the lack of a smirk, and the quiet gravity in his posture. "Oh my God, Ilya." She lowered her voice instinctively, stepping closer. "You're dating a man."
He gave a single, tiny nod.
The raw excitement on her face suddenly softened, a flash of real, protective concern cutting through her usual vibrance. "Ilya..." she said quietly, her voice dropping another octave. "Please be careful. You know what would happen if people back home found out. Especially since you are a public figure. Russia would make your life hell."
"I know."
There had been a time in his life when that thought alone would have terrified him into total isolation. Now, standing in his reorganized living room, it barely registered as a threat.
"I'm applying for my green card," he told her, his tone perfectly conversational. "And once that's done..." He shrugged, a weight lifting from his shoulders just saying it out loud. "I'm never going back to Russia."
For a heartbeat, Svetlana simply stared at him, stunned by the sheer finality in his words. Then, she threw her arms around his neck so hard he nearly lost his balance, laughing out loud.
"Finally!" she exclaimed into his ear. "Does that mean you've cut your father and your brother out of your life?"
"I have."
"Good." There wasn't a hint of hesitation or doubt in her voice. "Good riddance. They never deserved you anyway."
She pulled back, her brilliant smile returning brighter than before. "Now," she declared, smoothing down the oversized Raiders jersey, "I absolutely have to meet the man who convinced you that you deserved better." A mischievous, sharp glint appeared in her eyes. "We're going to be best friends. I can already tell."
They settled into the living room, Svetlana dropping onto the sprawling couch as if she lived there, tucking her legs beneath her. Jane watched her for another few seconds from her dog bed before deciding the intruder wasn't an immediate threat, promptly falling back asleep with her nose tucked neatly beneath her tail.
"I'll get us something to eat," Ilya said, turning toward the kitchen.
"I'll take a coffee," Svetlana called after him, stretching her arms over the back of the sofa.
"You'll get tea."
She blinked, turning her head. "I'm sorry, what?"
Ilya disappeared into the kitchen anyway, ignoring the protest. A minute later, he returned balancing a heavy wooden tray. Instead of two mugs of strong espresso, there was a delicate, beautifully crafted ceramic teapot, two matching cups, and an elegant selection of pastries she'd never seen him buy in his life—croissants filled with a rich matcha azuki cream, light strawberry shortcake slices, delicate Japonaise green tea slices, and golden kinako an doughnuts that looked fresh from the bakery.
Svetlana stared at the spread, then slowly looked up at him. "...Who are you and what have you done with my Ilyusha?"
"What?" Ilya poured the tea, the steam smelling faintly of toasted rice.
"You drink espresso like it's an Olympic sport." She pointed an accusing finger at the ceramic teapot. "Since when do you drink tea?"
"It's good."
"You used to say tea tasted like boiled lawn grass."
"I was wrong."
"And since when," she continued, picking up one of the green pastries with two fingers, "do you voluntarily eat anything with matcha?"
"I spent most of the summer in Japan and got used to their food and desserts,” Ilya shrugged, taking his own cup. “When I got back to Boston, I found this great place that combines French pastries with the taste of Japan. It’s called Japonaise Bakery.”
Her eyebrows shot straight up. "You were in Japan? Since when do you go to Asia for vacation? You hate the heat."
"Mhm."
"The curious thing is..." She paused mid-sentence, the pastry hovering inches from her mouth.
Slowly, her head turned toward the sleeping Shiba Inu in the corner. Then back to Ilya. Then back to the puppy.
"The dog's name is Jane."
"...Yes."
"You spent the summer in Japan."
"...Yes."
"And Shane Hollander spent the summer in Japan too. It was all over the hockey blogs."
Silence stretched over the coffee table. Ilya felt the exact moment the realization hit her, watching the gears click together behind her eyes before she even spoke.
"Oh," she whispered. Her lips curled into a massive, triumphant grin. "Oh, Ilya."
He buried his face in one hand, rubbing his temples.
"You are the biggest dumbass I have ever met in my entire life."
"I know where this is going, Sveta."
"If you want to keep your high-profile relationship a secret," she laughed, barely holding herself together as she set the pastry down, "maybe don't name your incredibly distinct Japanese puppy after your secret hockey boyfriend!"
Ilya groaned into his palm. "I wanted to keep it between me and... Shane."
"The human Shane."
"Obviously the human Shane."
She laughed so hard she had to set her teacup down before she spilled hot liquid all over his designer rug. "I know you too well. No wonder you wouldn't tell me his name."
He sighed dramatically, letting his hand fall. "I suppose there's no point denying it anymore."
"There really isn't," she gleefully agreed.
For a moment, they simply smiled at each other, the weight of the old secret completely evaporating. Then, Ilya leaned back into the deep cushions of the couch and asked, “What are you doing here, Sveta? It’s not that I am not happy to see you—you are always welcome. But shouldn’t you be partying in Europe?”
"Well..." she began, her voice dropping into a wry tone. "Papa finally got tired of funding my endless vacation."
"Oh?"
"He called me a month ago and said it was time to grow up, stop partying my life away, and find an actual career."
"And what have you decided to do?"
"I moved back to Boston." She spread her arms proudly, tilting her chin up. "I sell luxury German cars now."
"You?" Ilya raised an eyebrow. "In sales?"
"I know!" She grinned fiercely. "I'm surprisingly good at it. Turns out I know exactly how to talk to rich people who have more money than sense." Then, she leaned forward with the sharp, calculated smile of a shark. "So... interested in buying a new car, Ilyusha?"
He laughed, shaking his head. "I don't need another car."
"I had to try," she pouted dramatically. "A sale from a professional hockey player would make for a very nice commission check this month."
"I could introduce you to half the Raiders' locker room," Ilya offered, taking a sip of his tea. “They all make terrible financial decisions and would buy whatever you show them."
Her face lit up instantly. "You would do that?"
"For you, Sveta? Anything.” Ilya smiled at his childhood friend.
"Ilyusha! You are the best."
"I'm serious. Talk to the rookies first."
She laughed, the sound warm and familiar. "And now that I earn my own money," she added, her eyes flashing with independence, "Papa can't complain when I spend it going out at night."
"I don't think a couple of parties a month is the end of the world," Ilya noted.
"Exactly!" She nodded enthusiastically, taking a bite of the croissant. "What about you?" The question lingered between them, heavy with curiosity. "Will you join me next weekend? There’s a new club opening downtown."
Ilya's smile softened into something almost apologetic, his gaze drifting to the floor. "I don't really do that anymore, Sveta."
"No?"
He shook his head. "I don't party much."
She looked genuinely surprised, her teacup freezing halfway to her lips.
"I don't really drink either," he added.
"...You're joking."
"I've stopped smoking entirely."
That earned complete, stunned silence. Svetlana stared at him as if he had grown a second head.
"I didn't even notice when it happened, honestly," he admitted, looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the Boston skyline. "One day a few weeks ago, I woke up and realized I hadn't touched a cigarette or a lighter in almost half a year. I just... forgot about them."
"What happened to you?" she asked quietly. "Seriously, Ilya."
He looked down at the pale green tea in his hands, watching the tiny leaves swirl at the bottom of the ceramic cup. "For years..." he said softly, "I thought I liked all of it. The clubs. The alcohol. The noise. The drugs. The cigarettes."
"But?"
"It turns out I didn't." He smiled to himself, a small, private expression. "I just liked not thinking. I liked the distraction from everything else."
The room fell completely quiet, save for the rhythmic breathing of the puppy in the corner.
"Unlike you and Sasha, who genuinely have fun out there..." He shrugged, looking back up at her. "For me, it was just a way to numb the noise. I found out recently that I actually like having a boring life." A small, self-deprecating laugh escaped him. "I hope that's not too disappointing."
Svetlana looked at him for a long, heavy moment. The teasing glint left her eyes, replaced by a profound tenderness. She reached across the coffee table, wrapping her fingers around his hand and squeezing it tightly.
"Of course not, Ilyusha." Her voice was soft, erasing every trace of her usual bravado. "I love you whether you're a boring homebody or the biggest fuckboy in the NHL."
He snorted, the tension breaking.
"The sex, the parties, all the chaos..." She waved a dismissive hand through the air. "That was just extra. A nice bonus because we were young and bored. It was never our actual friendship, Ilya." She squeezed his hand one last time before letting go. "You're my best friend."
She picked up her teacup again, her smile turning fond and bright. "And if being in love turned you into someone who drinks green tea, eats matcha pastries, and stays home with a puppy..." She tilted her head, looking around the peaceful apartment. "Then I'd say this Shane fellow is very good for you. I cannot wait to tell him thank you."
Ilya let out a soft huff, the corner of his mouth twitching upward as he took a final sip of his tea.
"Don't write me off as completely dead just yet," he said, setting the ceramic cup back on the tray. "I wouldn't mind joining you from time to time. Whenever I can actually squeeze it into the schedule between away games and sponsorship shoots."
Svetlana's eyes brightened. "Really?"
"Really," Ilya nodded, though his expression grew steady and firm. "But the terms have changed, Sveta. I’m not getting drunk every weekend anymore, and I am definitely not hooking up with strangers. Those days are over."
Svetlana looked at him for a long beat, seeing the absolute certainty in his eyes, and her smile softened into something deeply proud.
"Deal, Ilyusha," she murmured, raising her teacup in a tiny, celebratory toast. "A sober Ilya on the dance floor is still better than no Ilya at all."






      

  












      Chapter 19: Piece of Me
  








  The following week dissolved into one long, exhausting string of introductions.
Svetlana met the entire Boston Raiders organization in a whirlwind of handshakes and polite smiles—players, coaches, trainers, equipment staff, and the nameless suits who inhabited the front office.
It quickly became standard procedure: if Ilya was invited somewhere, she tagged along. She accompanied him to a boisterous team dinner at a steakhouse downtown, a weekend pool party at one of the defenseman's houses, and a pair of dry, agonizing sponsor events that neither of them particularly wanted to attend but couldn't escape.
It took less than three days for the rumor mill to start grinding.
"So," Cliff asked one afternoon in the lounge, leaning against the counter with a knowing, heavy-lidded grin, "how long have you two been together?"
Ilya nearly choked on his protein shake. He coughed, clearing his throat, but Svetlana stepped into the trap before he could even draw breath to explain.
"Oh, ages," she said smoothly.
She turned to Ilya, flashing him a dazzling, performative smile that could have blinded a man, and casually slipped her arm through his. "I've finally managed to tame him. It took years but look at him now."
The reaction was instantaneous. Half the locker room let out a collective, dramatic groan, mourning the official end of Ilya Rozanov’s bachelor days, while the other half clapped him on the shoulder, warmly congratulating him on somehow landing a woman so thoroughly out of his league.
Over Cliff’s shoulder, Ilya caught the sharp, triumphant smirk Svetlana sent him. He had to bite the absolute shit out of the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing out loud.
Idiots. All of them.
He understood Shane and Rose a hell of a lot better now. Apparently, in North American hockey culture, if a man and a woman voluntarily spent time together more than twice without blood being drawn, everyone immediately decided they were sleeping together.
It completely explained why the Kings had spent months treating Rose like Shane's common-law wife—inviting her to every summer barbecue, every holiday gathering, and every single team event, despite Shane insisting until he was blue in the face that they were nothing more than best friends.
Now, the exact same script was playing out in Boston.
And neither he nor Svetlana bothered correcting a single person. Watching the Raiders confidently invent an entire, elaborate relationship timeline between them was far too entertaining to ruin with the truth. Especially when none of them had the faintest, goddamn idea what—or rather, who—Ilya actually went home thinking about, texting, and aching for every single night.
The reality was, having Svetlana around turned out to be... nice.
The Hollanders had become his family in every sense that mattered. They had given him a home, an unconditional love he still sometimes didn't know what to do with, and the kind of emotional stability he’d spent his entire childhood searching for. But they were scattered across the continent. Yuna and David were up in Ottawa. Mr. and Mrs. Sato were back in Kyoto. And Shane was three thousand miles away in Los Angeles, dealing with his own grueling season.
Boston, despite everything Ilya had built here, could still feel incredibly lonely when the lights went down.
He got along with everyone on the Raiders. He could grab dinner with the guys, share a casual drink after a hard-fought win, and joke around in the locker room until his ribs ached, but those friendships rarely went past the rink. Real conversations—the kind where he didn't have to wear the armor, where he didn't have to pretend he was perfectly fine—were few and far between. Outside of Cliff, he wasn't sure he had a single soul in the city he could truly call if life became overwhelming.
Until now.
Having Svetlana nearby filled a specific, hollow space in his heart he’d never quite admitted was empty.
In a lot of ways, she was exactly the same girl he’d run wild with in Russia. She still danced until sunrise whenever she had the night off. She still flirted shamelessly with anyone attractive enough to catch her eye across a room, and she still possessed an almost supernatural, terrifying ability to convince total strangers to buy her expensive drinks without ever intending to take them home.
Some things, thankfully, never changed.
But other things had. Significantly.
She joked around that selling luxury cars was simply a way to earn her own pocket money so her papa could no longer complain about her lifestyle. Ilya didn't believe that bullshit for a second. No one became one of the top salespeople at Boston's most prestigious, cutthroat dealership by accident.
Svetlana worked. She knew every single model inside and out, memorized customers' names and obscure preferences weeks after a single meeting, answered client calls late into the evening, and celebrated every closed sale with the exact same manic excitement she'd once reserved for getting past the velvet ropes at the hottest nightclub in Moscow.
She cared. Far more than she ever pretended to.
And judging by the massive commission checks she was bringing home, Boston's wealthiest residents seemed to appreciate that relentless drive just as much as he did. Ilya hadn't even gotten the chance to introduce her to his wealthier teammates as potential clients yet.
She didn't need his help. She was already making a small fortune entirely on her own.
All things considered, having Svetlana back in Boston had been an undeniable blessing.
On a quiet Tuesday morning, the two of them found themselves tucked into a corner table at Japonaise Bakery, a low-key spot that had quickly become one of Ilya's absolute favorite haunts. The glass display cases were packed with fluffy milk bread, vibrant matcha pastries, and delicate French-Japanese fusion desserts that hit him with a sudden, fierce wave of nostalgia for the tiny bakeries scattered throughout Kyoto.
Svetlana had finally worn him down, successfully convincing him that a single cup of espresso in the morning wasn’t going to completely undo his newfound love of tea. They shared a rich, dark brew alongside a warm loaf of Shoku Pan—the traditional Japanese milk bread he used to grab from the convenience stores in Kyoto whenever he needed a late-night snack.
"So," Svetlana began in Russian, tearing off a piece of the pillowy bread and popping it into her mouth, "Will you join me at The Grand this Friday?"
Ilya looked up from his coffee, blinking. The Grand was one of Boston's premier nightclubs, a Vegas-style venue where athletes, celebrities, and the city's social elite mingled well into the night.
He mentally ran through his upcoming schedule. All-Star Weekend was still a week away. There weren't any major, high-stakes games coming up, no early morning sponsorship shoots, and no media obligations beyond the standard locker room interviews.
"...Yeah," he said, the word surprising even himself. "Why not? It'll be fun."
And it was.
When Friday arrived, Ilya pulled out all the stops for their night out. He opted for a look that was a far cry from his usual Adidas tracksuit:: a semi-translucent, fine-knit black crewneck sweater worn over his bare chest, showing just a tantalizing hint of his physique under the shifting club lights. He layered it under an oversized, minimalist matte black trench coat, finishing the look with sharp wax-coated dark denim and sleek black designer sneakers.
Beside him, Svetlana looked nothing short of lethal. She wore a sleek black cocktail dress with long sleeves that hugged every curve, paired with towering silver heels and a small designer clutch tucked neatly beneath her arm.
For the first time in months, Ilya spent an entire evening tearing up the dance floor with his best friend until his feet actually ached.
Remarkably, he didn't order a single drink. Part of it was practical—he'd volunteered to be the designated driver to get them home safely. But mostly, it was a quiet, personal experiment. He wanted to know, once and for all, whether he could still genuinely enjoy a night out without alcohol carrying the entire emotional weight of it.
As it turned out, he could.
He laughed, he danced, and he ruthlessly teased Svetlana whenever she vanished into the crowd with yet another starstruck admirer, entirely at peace with the fact that she would always effortlessly command the attention of half the room wherever they went.
By the time they finally stumbled out of the venue and into the biting, cold Boston air, his cheeks genuinely hurt from smiling so much. Why had he always felt such a desperate need to get drunk before?
Years ago, a night out like this would have mandatory required a steady stream of vodka, cheap cigarettes, and a borderline frantic urge to completely erase himself for a few hours. But tonight, none of that dark, heavy armor had been necessary. Simply spending time with Svetlana, letting loose, and being himself had been more than enough.
Somewhere along the way, his chaotic past had convinced him otherwise. Now, with the clarity of sobriety, he understood that the alcohol had never actually been about making the nights more fun.
He’d just been trying to silence the screaming in his own mind.
But that desperate need was entirely gone now. These days, after grueling practices and bruising games, the only person he truly wanted to seek out was Shane. Most of his nights ended exactly the same way—curled up with a phone call or a video chat, the two of them murmuring about their days until one of them inevitably drifted off to sleep across the miles.
Even on the road, while he'd happily join his teammates in the hotel bar to celebrate a big win, he always skipped out when they started rallying to hit the local clubs. Instead, Ilya found himself slipping away early, eager to get back to the privacy of his room.
If he was lucky enough to have a single, he’d call Shane the second the door clicked shut. If he had a roommate, he'd patiently hunt down a quiet, empty corner of the hotel lobby just to hear Shane's voice.
It wasn't that he’d stopped enjoying the thrill of a night out.
He simply enjoyed the feeling of going home so much more.
As they made their way to Ilya’s car, he spotted the sharp, unmistakable reflection of a camera lens flashing from across the street instantly.
The photographer ducked behind a parked SUV a heartbeat too late.
Not exactly subtle.
Ilya let out a heavy sigh, adjusting the collar of his trench coat. "Our picture's being taken."
He’d said it in their native tongue. Beyond just having a friend around, he hadn't realized until lately how deeply he had missed it. Boston was a great city, but it was an English-speaking bubble. Having someone right here in his everyday life with whom he could speak Russian freely—without translating idioms in his head, without matching the local rhythm, just letting the heavy, familiar words flow naturally—felt like a massive relief he hadn't even known he was craving.
Svetlana followed his gaze, her sharp eyes picking out the paparazzo immediately. "Oh." She snorted in rapid, fluid Russian, completely unbothered as she adjusted her clutch under her arm. "We're definitely on TMZ tomorrow."
The sheer absurdity of it—the two of them being treated like some scandalous club-hopping couple—was enough to make them both burst into laughter. Ilya walked her to his car, opening the passenger door with an exaggerated, courtly flourish. He waited until she climbed inside, her silver heels clearing the frame, before circling around to the driver's seat and starting the engine.
They had barely made it three blocks before the city traffic trapped them at a red light.
Another camera clicked.
This time, a guy actually leaned halfway out of the passenger window of the sedan waiting in the next lane, his phone already pointed directly through Ilya’s windshield.
Svetlana laughed even harder, leaning her head back against the headrest. "They're relentless."
"They really are."
She looked over at him, amusement still dancing in her eyes. "Does this happen to you often?"
"More than you'd think." He shook his head, shifting the car into gear as the lane crawled forward, already resigned to whatever trashy headlines would surface by morning. "Last year, it felt like I was on the front page of those gossip sites every other week."
"Seriously?"
"They figured out I liked going dancing." He shrugged, his eyes scanning the road. "Or, at least, that I used to. Ever since then, they show up like clockwork whenever they think I might breathe near a club." He glanced into the rearview mirror, watching the guy in the next lane finally lower his phone. "Americans have absolutely no imagination."
"No?"
"They could write about literally anything else in this city." He gestured vaguely with one hand toward his outfit, the fine-knit sweater shifting under his coat. "Instead, they dedicate entire articles to a Russian hockey player going to a club."
Svetlana rested her chin on her hand, a wicked, knowing expression crossing her face as she pretended to study him. "My darling..."
"What?"
"They're probably doing it because of those baby-blue eyes."
He rolled his own eyes, focused on the traffic.
"And the abs," she added smoothly. "Those sell magazines, Ilyusha."
Ilya let out a soft laugh, a warm, fiercely protective feeling settling deep in his chest. "Well... those abs belong to Shane now."
Svetlana let out a sharp, loud whip-crack sound with her tongue that echoed inside the quiet car. "Damn. Darling, you are whipped."
"I know."
"You've got it bad, haven't you?"
"I really do."
The traffic light finally flipped to green, and Ilya eased the car back onto the open road, the city lights blurring past his window. He went quiet for a mile, the steady hum of the tires filling the space between them before a thought he'd been wrestling with finally slipped out.
"You know," he said, his brow furrowing slightly, "I've never understood something."
"What's that?"
"The way some of the guys on the team talk about their relationships. The married ones, especially."
She glanced over in curiousity.
"They'll tease each other by saying things like, 'Oh, she's got you whipped,' or, 'Enjoy your last night of freedom,' whenever someone gets engaged." He frowned, his grip tightening just a fraction on the steering wheel. "I don't get it."
"No?"
"If they don't genuinely enjoy spending time with their partner..." He shrugged, his voice completely deadpan. "Why the hell are they dating them?"
Svetlana smiled, a soft, understanding look softening her features. "And bachelor parties."
"Exactly," he said, sounding genuinely baffled by the entire concept. "People throw a massive party to celebrate their 'last night of freedom.' Like they are walking into a prison." He glanced at her for the briefest second before returning his eyes to the road, his tone dropping into something much quieter, much more sincere. "If getting married feels like losing your freedom... why are you getting married in the first place?"
Svetlana didn't answer right away, the silence stretching out inside the car.
When he finally looked over at her at the next stop, all the teasing, playful energy had entirely disappeared from her face. She was looking at him with an almost heartbreaking tenderness, her eyes shining in the dashboard light.
"Ilyusha," she murmured softly, reaching across the console to gently squeeze his forearm. "The reason people make those jokes..." She offered him a small, incredibly proud smile. "...is because not every man is you."
He blinked, momentarily caught off guard.
"Shane is very, very lucky to have you.”
A small, quiet smile tugged at the corner of Ilya's mouth, his heart throat-tight as he shook his head. "I think you've got that backwards."
"No, I don't."
"You do," he insisted softly.
As he drove them into the night, his mind didn't wander to the clubs, or the paparazzi, or the rumors the city was trying to build around him. Instead, he thought of late-night phone calls that lasted until the sun came up, quiet mornings spent sharing tea, the peaceful streets of Kyoto, lazy afternoons where they did absolutely nothing at all, and every single ordinary, fragile moment that had somehow become the happiest parts of his life.
"I'm the lucky one," he whispered.
The rest of the drive back to the penthouse was significantly quieter.
Svetlana spent most of the time leaning her temple against the cool passenger window, humming absentmindedly to whatever Russian trap song that happened to drift out of the radio speakers. Ilya navigated the amber-lit streets of Boston with an easy, relaxed grip on the wheel, the quiet hum of the engine a comforting backdrop to the late-night lull.
By the time he pulled into the building’s secure underground garage, she was barely keeping her eyes open, her heavy-lidded gaze staring blankly at the concrete pillars.
"You are officially old," Ilya teased softly as they stepped into the brightly lit elevator, the mirrors reflecting his sharp, dark look against her slightly wilted posture.
She let out a massive, unvarnished yawn, not even bothering to cover her mouth. "I danced in towering designer heels for six straight hours, Ilyusha. Give me a break."
"Excuses."
"They are very valid, very painful excuses."
He laughed, the sound low and warm in the small space of the elevator cab.
Back up at the penthouse, the heavy front door clicked open to a very enthusiastic welcome. Jane greeted them with a furious, rhythmic wag of her curled tail. She immediately began circling around Svetlana's ankles, letting out tiny, high-pitched huffs of excitement until Svetlana finally groaned and bent down to scratch her thoroughly behind her ears.
"See?" Svetlana said, casting a triumphant, look up at him from the floor. "She likes me now. We are best friends."
"She tolerates you because you smell like premium club appetizers," Ilya countered, a fond smile breaking across his face.
"Liar."
Ilya just smiled, kicking off his designer sneakers by the door. A few weeks ago, the stubborn little puppy had growled and retreated under the couch every single time Svetlana walked through the front door. Now, she happily accepted a thorough ear scratching before lazily trotting back toward her expensive orthopedic bed in the corner of the living room. It was undeniable progress.
"Good night, Sveta."
"Night," she mumbled, already kicking off her silver heels.
She disappeared down the hallway into the guest room—though calling it that lately no longer felt entirely accurate. Until she officially found a luxury condo of her own, the space had quietly, seamlessly become her room. Her makeup cluttered the secondary bathroom, her expensive coats hung in the entryway, and her presence filled the corners.
Not that Ilya minded in the slightest. Quite the opposite, actually.
Having her around made the cavernous, high-ceilinged apartment feel... like home. The Hollanders had given him a real family, but they were scattered across the entire globe. And Boston, despite everything he loved about his team, could still feel painfully lonely when he came home to an empty dark apartment.
Svetlana filled some of that heavy silence. She made the apartment louder, brighter, and somehow infinitely less lonely. She’d even started looking after the puppy during his multi-city road trips, a routine the dog now accepted without a single complaint. It made packing his bags and leaving for away games a hell of a lot easier on his conscience.
The next morning, Ilya was already in the kitchen, standing by the island in a loose t-shirt, when a highly dramatic, theatrical groan echoed down the hardwood hallway.
"I'm dying. I am actively expiring."
"No, you're just hungover," Ilya clarified without looking up from his breakfast prep.
"Is there a difference?"
He looked over just as Svetlana shuffled into the bright kitchen. She was wearing one of his massive, oversized team hoodies that swallowed her frame entirely, her spectacular dark curls resembling the absolute aftermath of a Category 5 hurricane.
Without saying a word, Ilya slid a tall glass of ice water and two white aspirin tablets across the smooth quartz counter.
She stopped, eyeing the offering with intense, bleary-eyed suspicion. "...Coffee?"
"No."
"Ilyusha."
"No."
"I'll perish right here on your kitchen tile."
"You'll survive."
She let out a sigh so incredibly dramatic it honestly deserved a theatrical award, before finally swallowing the aspirin and chasing it with a massive gulp of water. "I still want caffeine."
"It'll dehydrate you further."
"So?"
"So, you're drinking the entire glass of water first. Team rules."
Svetlana narrowed her eyes at him, resting her chin in her hands. "When exactly did you become so agonizingly responsible?"
He chuckled, leaning back against the kitchen island with his arms crossed. "When I started dating a Hollander."
Svetlana barked out a sudden, genuine laugh. "They're rubbing off on you already? The golden-boy energy is contagious?"
"You have absolutely no idea." He leaned his hip against the counter, his expression softening into deep affection. "You really need to meet them properly, Sveta."
"I do?"
"They're wonderful. Truly." He smiled fondly, staring down at his coffee mug. "Though, I think the absolute obsession with responsibility comes more from the Sato side of the family else."
"The famous spreadsheets?" she asked, a spark of amusement returning to her tired face.
"The terrifying, multi-tabbed spreadsheets," Ilya corrected solemnly.
She burst into loud laughter. "Ilyusha, stop..."
"I'm completely serious. They make spreadsheets for literally everything. Daily itineraries, meal macros, flight buffers. It is inescapable."
She laughed even harder, the sound bright and clearing the last of the morning fog from the kitchen. "I've never met a single person who could make basic organizational data sound so deeply intimidating."
"Because it is intimidating."
Before Svetlana could offer a witty retort, Ilya's phone buzzed sharply against the countertop. The screen lit up, displaying a contact name that made his heart skip a beat.
Shanya. 
Ilya’s entire face brightened instantly, the subtle shift in his eyes entirely transparent.
"And there he is," Svetlana teased, her voice dropping into a sing-song whisper.
Ilya accepted the video call without a single second of hesitation. "Good morning, Shanya."
Shane appeared on the high-definition screen looking adorably, deeply sleepy. His dark hair was sticking up in every single possible direction, his eyes slightly hooded as he blinked awake against the morning California light streaming into his bedroom. "Good morning, baby."
Ilya turned the phone slightly toward the kitchen table, so his view expanded. Svetlana immediately leaned straight into the frame, her messy hurricane hair taking up half the screen.
"Good morning, Shanya!" she sang dramatically, waving a hand.
Shane let out a rich, raspy chuckle laugh through the phone speakers. "Good morning to you too, Sveta. I see the Boston nightlife didn't break you." His smile lingered on the screen, softening as his eyes found Ilya's again, before turning just a little bit mischievous. "So..."
"Oh no," Ilya muttered, recognizing that specific look instantly. "What did they do now?"
"Have either of you opened TMZ this morning?" Shane asked, his grin growing wider and completely uncontainable.
The two Russians exchanged a quick, knowing look across the island.
"...No," Ilya answered slowly.
"You might want to check the homepage." Shane tried—and completely failed—to hide his absolute delight. "They've got... well, they have quite a lot to say about the two of you out on the town."
For a single heartbeat, the kitchen fell completely silent as the gravity of the gossip machine loomed. Then, simultaneously, both Ilya and Svetlana burst into loud, breathless laughter.
"They couldn't even wait one goddamn night?" Svetlana wheezed, clutching her stomach.
"They're efficient, I'll give them that," Shane replied with a helpless, amused shrug from his bed in LA.
"They're entirely obsessed," Ilya corrected, his shoulders shaking as he shook his head.
"And apparently," Shane added, his voice dripping with playful gravity, "the two of you are officially Boston's newest, hottest celebrity power couple."
That only made them laugh harder, the sound echoing off the penthouse windows as the morning sun hit the harbor.
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  The breakfast buffet had barely opened for the morning when a loud, rapid-fire string of colorful Russian curses rattled across the hotel restaurant's pristine dining room.
Ilya came marching through the tables, balancing a heavy plate in one hand, still muttering venomous, low-register insults under his breath. He dropped into the chair directly beside Shane with considerably more physical force than necessary, causing his glass of orange juice to slosh dangerously.
His plate rattled against the wood, as he grumbled, "Idiots.”
Shane didn't even look up from carefully buttering his piece of sourdough toast. "Good morning to you too."
"Fuck the NHL," Ilya cursed, slamming his fork down.
"Mhm."
"Fuck the commissioner."
"Mhm."
"And fuck whoever came up with this stupid, goddamn format."
That last, venomous sentence finally earned him a glance from across the table.
"The whole North America versus the Rest of the World thing is entirely ridiculous," Ilya continued, stabbing aggressively at his scrambled eggs like they had personally insulted his family. "Who thinks that's a good idea? It's literally just asking for people to make it weird and nationalistic."
Shane took a calm, measured sip of his orange juice. "You and I both know that isn't the real reason you're upset."
Ilya paused, fork hovering in mid-air. "It isn't?"
"No." Shane smiled directly into the rim of his tall glass. "You're mad because we're on opposite teams."
Ilya stared at him blankly for a solid beat.
"...Well, obviously."
Shane let out a quiet laugh.
"We finally get to play in the exact same All-Star Game," Ilya complained, throwing himself back against the leather seat, "and they immediately separate us. What kind of brainless idiot organizes a showcase like that?"
"I don't know, Ilya."
"The first time we've actually shared the same ice since the Prospect Cup."
"I know."
"And they put us on different benches."
"I noticed."
"It's deeply offensive."
Shane couldn't help the full, bright laugh that escaped him now. "I'll make sure to send the league office your formal complaint."
"You should."
"I'll tell them they're actively depriving the fans."
"Forget the fans. They are depriving me."
That only made Shane laugh harder, his shoulders shaking as he shook his head. "At least," he said once he'd recovered his breath, "we still get to spend our nights together."
"Mhm." Ilya nodded vaguely toward the bank of elevators in the lobby. "Though, the old man is in the room directly next to mine."
"Hunter?"
"Unfortunately."
"So..."
"So, I'll be sleeping in your room."
Shane shrugged casually, as though it were the most obvious, indisputable solution in the entire world. "Works for me. I don't think there’s another player staying on my floor anyway."
"Perfect."
The conversation settled into a comfortable, easy silence for a minute, the morning light reflecting off the silverware as they ate. Shane chewed thoughtfully before looking up again, a spark of anticipation in his dark eyes. "By the way, I got officially invited to a Lakers game."
Ilya frowned, chewing. "A... what?"
"The Lakers."
Blank, uncomprehending stare.
"The basketball team," Shane clarified gently.
"Oh."
"They invite athletes and high-profile celebrities to sit courtside all the time when teams are in town."
"Oh."
"And I've got a plus-one."
That finally caught Ilya's full, undivided attention. He swallowed and set his fork down.
"They play right before the playoffs start," Shane smiled, his tone dropping into something a little more intimate, building a bit of suspense. "I was thinking... would you like to come with me?"
Ilya blinked. "To Los Angeles?"
"You could stay a few extra days," Shane murmured, another soft, devastating smile touching his lips. "And finally see the house."
For a second, Ilya completely forgot all about breakfast, his appetite evaporating as his chest tightened with a sudden, overwhelming warmth. "The house?"
"Our house."
Ilya's entire expression softened instantly, his guard dropping completely. "I get to see our house?"
Shane's smile matched his own, private and filled with absolute certainty. "You get to see our house."
Before Ilya could even formulate a proper reply, a booming, familiar voice rudely interrupted the moment.
"Rozanov."
Scott Hunter walked past their table, carrying a massive breakfast tray piled dangerously high with pancakes and syrup. He slowed to a heavy stop, towering over them. "Quit bothering Hollander."
Neither of them even looked up at him.
Hunter frowned, shifting his tray. "Don't you have better things to do with your time?" Still nothing. "Like…" He waved his fork vaguely in Ilya's direction. "Go chase some skirts or something. Leave the kid alone."
Ilya finally glanced over, his expression perfectly deadpan. "Fuck off, old man."
Hunter looked appropriately, deeply offended.
"Ilya," Shane chastised between amused, helpless chuckles, "that isn't very polite." Then, to Hunter's complete and utter surprise, Shane turned and smiled apologetically. "I'm sorry, Mr. Hunter."
Hunter blinked, completely derailed. "What?"
"We're actually friends," Shane explained smoothly. "We're having breakfast together. He's not bothering me."
Now Hunter looked from Shane... to Ilya... and back again, his brow furrowing into a look of sheer, unadulterated bewilderment. "You?" He pointed a finger at Shane. "Friends with Rozanov? The politest, most well-behaved kid in the league?" His finger swung like a weapon toward Ilya. "And him? The most disrespectful, arrogant Russian I've ever met?"
Ilya ignored the veteran entirely. Instead, he turned back to Shane with a genuinely horrified, utterly baffled expression. "...Did you just call him Mr. Hunter?"
Shane nodded innocently, reaching for his juice. "Well... yeah."
Both Ilya and Hunter stared at the younger Hollander as though he had suddenly grown a second head right there over the eggs. Shane looked between the two of them, utterly and completely confused by the sudden tension. "What?"
The sheer absurdity of Shane's unwavering, polite innocence was too much. Ilya burst into loud, sudden laughter, the tension breaking completely. Hunter simply muttered something entirely unintelligible about "kids these days" under his breath before shaking his head in disgust and continuing toward his table, still completely unable to decide which of the two young superstars was actually the stranger one.
The laughter lingered well after breakfast ended, following them through morning meetings, warmups, and the familiar pregame routine. But once the arena lights came on, there was a game to play, and whatever lingering irritation Ilya felt about being separated onto opposite benches transformed into fierce, competitive energy.
The game itself had been a blur of high-octane trading chances, a classic All-Star showcase where defense was optional and raw skill took over. But every time Ilya swung over the boards, his eyes instinctively sought out number twenty-four, following his boyfriend's familiar, effortless stride across the ice.
They'd exchanged a few hits along the boards that were a little too hard for an exhibition game, hacked at each other's shins whenever the referees weren't looking, and shared a pair of wicked, private smirks that left the commentators thoroughly confused about whether the two young superstars actually hated each other or not.
Ilya had played with a manic, unstoppable edge, skating circles around the North American defense just to prove a point to the single person watching him from the opposite bench. By the third period, the stadium was shaking. The final horn blared across the arena, and somewhere in the executive suites, an NHL executive was regretting whoever had approved this format, as the Rest of the World had just beaten North America.
Ilya didn't care.
He'd scored twice, the handshake line dragged on forever, and he endured the post-game interviews with a grin the cameras interpreted as triumph, but only Shane would have recognized as impatience. Every teammate who clapped him on the shoulder and every official who stopped to offer congratulations was simply another obstacle between him and the one thing he actually wanted.
The elevator doors had barely closed before he had Shane pressed against the mirrored wall. "Moya lyubov—"
Shane's laugh dissolved into a gasp as Ilya's mouth found his throat.
"You were magnificent out there," Shane managed, his voice already going breathless. "Two goals. Kami-sama, Ilya. Very impressive."
"Don't care."
"You should. You beat North America."
"Don't. Care."
Ilya's hands were everywhere. Cupping Shane's jaw. Gripping his hips. Sliding beneath the hem of his dress shirt to find the warm skin underneath. The elevator hummed upward, floor numbers ticking past in his peripheral vision, and every single one felt like a personal insult.
"Someone could walk in," Shane breathed, even as his head fell back against the glass.
"Let them."
The words came out rougher than Ilya intended. They carried the weight of months of texts and video calls, of watching Shane through television broadcasts and highlight reels, of driving past that Dolce & Gabbana billboard near TD Garden four separate times just to torture himself, and of sleeping alone in a bed that still smelled faintly of Shane's shampoo from the last time they'd managed to steal a few days together.
The elevator dinged on Shane's floor.
Ilya didn't remember the walk to the room. His brain had stopped recording somewhere around the moment Shane's fingers laced through his in the corridor. The key card took three tries because his hands weren't cooperating, and then the door was swinging open, and then—
Ilya drove Shane back against the wall beside the door, swallowing the surprised sound that escaped him. God, that mouth. He had missed this mouth so much. The shape of it. The taste of it. The way it yielded against his own, soft and eager and so unbearably sweet that it made his heart ache in ways that had nothing to do with sex.
Shane's hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer.
"Missed you," Ilya growled against his lips. “God, Shanya. I’ve missed you so much.”
He kissed him again before Shane could find the words to respond. Deeper this time. His tongue sliding past parted lips to relearn the territory he'd already memorized. Shane tasted like the spearmint gum he'd been chewing and something underneath that was just him.
Ilya's fingers worked the buttons of Shane's shirt with the efficiency of a man who had been imagining this exact moment through three periods of hockey and a twenty-minute post-game interview.
"That's a lot of fucking buttons."
"Shut up," Shane laughed, and the sound vibrated against Ilya's mouth.
The shirt finally came open. Ilya pushed it off Shane's shoulders, letting it fall wherever it wanted, and then his hands were mapping the territory he'd been denied for months. The sharp line of collarbones. The lean muscles of his chest and stomach. The trail of hair that disappeared beneath the waistband of Shane's pants.
Shane arched into the touch, his head falling back against the wall.
"Ilya—"
"Been thinking about this all weekend."
"What specifically?"
Ilya's mouth found his throat again, teeth grazing the pulse point that fluttered beneath his tongue. "Your mouth," he murmured against the skin. "Your hands." A kiss pressed to the hollow of his collarbone. "The sounds you make when I'm inside you."
Shane's breathing had gone ragged. "That's... specific."
"I'm a detailed oriented person."
"You're an obsessive person."
"Same thing."
His hands dropped to Shane's belt, unbuckling it with a few economical movements. The pants followed the shirt to the floor, and then Shane was standing before him in nothing but black boxer briefs, his chest flushed and his eyes dark.
Krasivyy.
So, fucking beautiful.
"You're staring," Shane murmured coyly.
"I'd be an idiot not to."
A flush crept up Shane's neck. "Sap."
"Can you blame me? Would you walk past a masterpiece without looking?"
Another thing Ilya had never done before Shane was talking and teasing during sex. He loved the effortless way they could shift from desperate to playful and back again without either of them ever losing the thread. Before Shane, sex had always been a transaction—a purely physical release with men whose names he barely remembered and faces he'd already forgotten.
This was something else entirely.
He stepped closer, pressing Shane more firmly against the wall, and kissed him again. Slower this time. Deliberate. His tongue traced the seam of Shane's lips, and Shane opened for him without hesitation, trusting. Always so trusting. It still undid something deep in Ilya's chest every single time.
"I want to take you against this wall," he murmured when they finally broke apart.
Shane's eyes had gone hazy. "Okay."
"And then I want to take you on the bed afterwards."
"Also, okay."
"And then I want you to ride me."
A breathless laugh. "Anything else?"
"I'll let you know."
The boxer briefs came off. Ilya's own clothes followed in a less graceful fashion—his shirt catching on his elbows, his pants requiring a brief struggle with his left shoe that he'd forgotten to remove. Shane watched the whole production with undisguised amusement, his hand moving lazily over his own cock while Ilya fought with a particularly stubborn sock.
"You could help."
"I'm enjoying the show."
"Ass."
"Yours is very nice, by the way."
Ilya finally won the battle with his clothing and straightened up, naked and already achingly hard. Shane's gaze dropped to his cock, and that smirk transformed into hunger.
"Oh," Shane breathed.
"Yeah."
"I forgot how big—"
"You've seen it on video."
"Not the same."
The words made Ilya grin. He closed the distance between them, pressing Shane back against the wall, and the feeling of bare skin against bare skin was so overwhelming that he had to pause for a moment. Just to breathe and feel the warmth of Shane's body against his own, the rapid thud of his heartbeat, the way his hands came up to grip Ilya's shoulders like he was anchoring himself.
"Lube," Shane said, his voice strained. "Please tell me you—"
"Left pocket of my bag."
Shane's laugh turned into a gasp as Ilya shifted his weight, freeing one hand to dig through the duffel bag he'd dropped by the door. The bottle was small and travel-sized—he'd bought it at the airport pharmacy specifically for this purpose—and he squeezed a generous amount onto his fingers.
"I've got you," Ilya murmured.
"I know."
"Ready?"
Shane nodded, and Ilya lifted him.
Shane's legs wrapped around Ilya's waist, his back braced against the wall as Ilya's hands supported his weight. It required strength from both of them, but they were professional athletes; holding each other up was literally what they did for a living.
The first press of slick fingers made Shane's head fall back against the wall, a low tremor running through his thighs.
"Okay?" Ilya murmured, pausing his hand, his thumb sweeping soothingly over the warm skin of Shane's hip.
Shane swallowed hard, his eyes fluttered open just enough to lock onto Ilya’s. "More than okay. Keep going."
Ilya worked him open with practiced efficiency, one finger becoming two, then three, his movements steady and patient while Shane's breathing grew increasingly ragged. Shane's forehead dropped heavily onto Ilya's shoulder, his teeth finding the tense muscle there in a sharp bite that was far more pure sensation than pain.
"Now," Shane demanded, his hips shifting restlessly against Ilya’s hand, his fingers knotting into the fabric of Ilya’s shirt. "I'm ready. Please, Ilya—"
The sound of his name in that voice—breathless, desperate, and needy—was better than any goal horn he'd ever heard.
Ilya positioned himself, guiding Shane’s hips, and pushed firmly inside.
Shane's whole body clenched around him. The tight, overwhelming heat of it, the way Shane's fingers dug ruthlessly into his shoulders, and the broken moan that escaped his throat hit Ilya all at once. They stayed like that for a long, heavy moment, completely joined and trembling under the sheer weight of the friction, while the entire world outside the hotel room ceased to exist.
"Missed this," Ilya breathed against the damp skin of his neck, his chest heaving as he fought for control. "Missed you."
Shane let out a shaky, breathless laugh, his lips brushing Ilya’s earlobe. "You said that already."
"Meant it both times," Ilya growled softly, grounding his weight into him.
He began to move. It was slow at first, because the angle against the wall was deeper than usual and he didn't want to hurt him. But Shane was already making urgent, desperate sounds against his shoulder, and his heels dug sharply into Ilya's lower back, urging him closer, and forcing him faster.
"Harder," Shane gasped, his grip tightening to a bruising hold on Ilya’s shoulders. "Ilya, please—"
Ilya obliged.
The rhythm built quickly. The wall wasn't the most comfortable surface for this—the wallpaper was textured and probably leaving marks on Shane's back—but neither of them cared. Ilya drove into him with the single-minded focus, chasing the sounds Shane made and the way his body responded to every thrust.
Time dissolved.
There was only this: the heat of Shane's body, the grip of his legs, the breathless litany of English and Russian spilling from Ilya's lips. Endearments and curses and Shane's name, over and over, like a prayer.
Shane came first with a cry that Ilya swallowed with a bruising kiss, his release spilling hot and frantic between their pressed bodies. The sudden, intense clench of Shane's orgasm was the final anchor snapping, pulling Ilya completely over the edge seconds later. He buried his face deep into the crook of Shane's neck, a low growl tearing from his throat as he emptied himself inside him.
They stayed exactly like that for a long, quiet minute, their chests heaving in perfect synchronization against the wall until Ilya’s thighs began to tremble in earnest, his skating muscles finally threatening to give out under their combined weight.
Sensing the shift, Ilya didn't just let Shane drop. He kept his arms securely hooked under Shane’s thighs, keeping him lifted and tightly joined as he carefully navigated their way across the small room. The bed felt like a distant, uncooperative target in the dim light, but Ilya shuffled backward with care, his knees buckled slightly, until the back of his legs hit the frame. With a heavy sigh, he lowered Shane onto the mattress first, before finally collapsing right beside him into the rumpled sheets.
The ceiling spun gently overhead, or maybe that was just Ilya's brain struggling to reboot after the sheer intensity of it all. "Okay," he finally managed to grunt out into the quiet room, his arm flinging over his eyes to block out the light.
Shane shifted, turning his head on the pillow to look at him, a lazy smile tugging at his lips. "Okay?"
"Better than okay. Very okay."
Shane laughed, the sound breathless, sated, and completely relaxed against the mattress. "Your English is slipping."
"My English is fine," Ilya muttered, cracking an eye open to glare playfully at him. "My brain is not."
They lay there for a while, just catching their breath as the sweat cooled on their skin. Ilya’s hand blindly sought out Shane’s across the sheets, his fingers sliding loosely between Shane's, their knuckles resting together on the fabric. Outside the massive hotel window, the vast network of city lights glittered brightly against the pitch-black darkness.
In truth, Ilya had forgotten the name of the city they were even in already. That happened a lot on these brutal road trips; the hotels, the rinks, and the skylines all had a habit of blurring together after a while.
But this particular room, he knew he'd remember. And this exact night.
He turned his head to watch the way Shane looked in the aftermath—completely flushed, thoroughly satisfied, and smiling up at the ceiling like he'd just won something invaluable.
"Round two," Ilya suddenly announced, breaking the silence with a wicked tug at Shane's hand.
Shane turned his head, blinking in disbelief. "Already?"
"Recovery time is a myth."
"For you, maybe," Shane scoffed, a breathless laugh escaping him as he tried to pull his hand back. "I need at least—"
"Fifteen minutes," Ilya countered smoothly, rolling onto his side and propping his head up with his elbow to look down at him. "Ten if you hydrate right now."
"That's not how human biology works, Rozanov."
"Russian biology is different."
Shane rolled his eyes, the affection in his gaze completely betraying his exasperated tone. "You're not actually a different species, Ilya."
"Debatable," Ilya grinned, his fingers already beginning to trace a slow, teasing line down Shane's bare stomach.
But Shane was already reaching for the water bottle on the nightstand, and Ilya felt a surge of anticipation that was entirely premature. He watched Shane drink—the sharp, rhythmic movement of his throat, the way a stray drop of water caught at the corner of his mouth before trickling down his jaw—and thought about all the things he wanted to do the very second his body caught up with his brain.
"You're staring again," Shane murmured, setting the bottle down with a soft click, though the faint smile on his lips showed he didn't mind it one bit.
"You're still worth staring at," Ilya answered easily, his voice low and gravelly.
Shane rolled onto his side, propping his head up on his hand and looking down at him. His body was a landscape Ilya had completely memorized over the summer, yet somehow never tired of studying. It was all there: pale skin, beautifully marked with the flushed evidence of their earlier activities, lean muscle earned through grueling years of on-ice training, and dark hair utterly ruined and messy from Ilya's fingers.
"The mirror," Shane said suddenly, breaking Ilya's trance.
Ilya blinked, his gaze lifting to Shane's face. "What?"
Oh, there they are, those tantalizing freckles, scattered like constellations over Shane’s rosy cheeks.
"The mirror." Shane gestured vaguely with his chin toward the wall directly facing the bed. "It's floor-to-ceiling."
Ilya turned his head, his eyes adjusting to the dim light of the room, and discovered that Shane was right. He'd been so fiercely focused on getting Shane against the wall the moment they walked through the door that he hadn't even noticed the massive mirrored panel running the entire length of the room.
It was a standard luxury hotel choice, probably—something meant to make the suite feel larger. But looking at it now, with Shane lying naked beside him and the warm memory of their coupling still fresh in his skin, the possibilities instantly rearranged themselves in his mind.
"Doggy style," Ilya said, a slow, wicked grin spreading across his face as he looked back at him.
Shane raised an eyebrow, a breathy laugh escaping him. "Romantic."
"You'll see."
Shane didn't argue. He rarely did when Ilya got that very particular look in his eyes—the one that meant his brain had completely fixated on an idea and wouldn't let go until he'd satisfied his curiosity.
The next ten minutes passed in a quiet, luxurious haze of shared water bottles and lazy, wandering hands. Ilya’s fingers traced the delicate inside of Shane's wrist where his pulse beat steady and fast, slid over the smooth curve of his hip, and lingered on the hyper-sensitive spot just behind his ear, smiling when he felt Shane's breath catch every single time.
By the time his body had recovered enough to respond, Shane was already half-hard again.
"Turn around," Ilya murmured against his shoulder.
Shane obeyed, shifting onto his hands and knees. The position was familiar—they'd done this before, in hotel rooms across multiple time zones, whenever they could steal a few hours together. But the mirror changed everything.
Ilya positioned himself behind Shane and looked up.
Their eyes met in the reflection.
Shane's gaze was dark and heavy-lidded, his lips parted as his body already anticipated what came next. Behind him, Ilya looked like a man possessed—his skin flushed, his muscles tensed, and his hands gripping Shane's hips with the exact same white-knuckled intensity he'd use to hold a hockey stick before a critical shot.
"Look at us," Ilya said, his voice dropping into a low, gravelly command.
Shane swallowed hard, his chest rising and falling rapidly against the sheets.
"I want you to watch," Ilya continued, reaching out for the lube on the mattress. "I want you to see what I see."
Ilya slicked himself with more lube than was probably necessary, but he wanted this to last; he wanted to draw it out until Shane was begging for it.
The first push back inside was much slower this time, eased by the slick, warm remnants of their first round. Ilya watched their reflection as he disappeared into Shane's body, inch by inch, and the visual of rejoining him so soon was so intensely erotic that he had to pause halfway, his fingers digging brutally into Shane's hip bones as he breathed through the sudden, overwhelming urge to slam home.
Shane's hands fisted tightly in the rumpled sheets, his knuckles turning white. "Ilya—"
"Look at the mirror."
"I am."
"Tell me what you see."
"You. Inside me," Shane said, his voice going completely rough and broken. "Your hands on my hips. The way you're—Kami-sama, Ilya, please move."
"Not yet."
"Ilya."
"Watch."
He pushed the rest of the way in, and Shane's loud, uninhibited moan echoed sharply off the mirrored walls. The position was much deeper than the one against the wall, the angle completely different, and the constant visual feedback created a dizzying loop that made every single sensation twice as intense.
Ilya began to move.
It was slow strokes at first. He watched himself pull nearly all the way out before sliding entirely back in, tormenting them both with the agonizingly slow pace. Shane's body yielded to him perfectly, and the mirror captured every single raw detail—the powerful flex of Ilya's thighs, the sharp arch of Shane's spine, and the effortless way they fit together like pieces specifically designed to interlock.
"Harder," Shane gasped.
Ilya's eyes met his in the mirror. "Look at yourself."
Shane's gaze had been fixed on the point where their bodies joined, but at Ilya's words, it rose to his own reflection. Flushed, sweating, and mouth open on a moan that he couldn't seem to control.
"You're beautiful," Ilya praised breathlessly. “Krasivyy.”
The rhythm increased. It was harder now, faster, the loud, wet sound of skin against skin filling the quiet bedroom. Ilya watched everything in the glass—the elegant way Shane's back bowed under him, the way his knuckles turned white as his fingers twisted deeper into the sheets, and the way his reflection's eyes kept trying to close from the sheer pleasure before snapping open again, as if he couldn't bear to miss a single second of what they were doing.
"Touch yourself," Ilya commanded, his voice a low, raspy growl against the back of Shane's neck.
Shane's hand snapped from the sheets to his own slick length, his fingers stroking in perfect, desperate time with Ilya's heavy thrusts. The raw sight of it—Shane pleasuring himself while Ilya ruthlessly took him from behind, the mirror reflecting every single candid detail back at them—pushed Ilya dangerously close to the edge.
"Close," he warned, his hands tightening like a vice on Shane's hips.
"Me too," Shane gasped out. "Ilya—"
"Together. Watch."
Their eyes locked hard in the mirror. Shane's hand moved in a frantic blur. Ilya's thrusts grew erratic, completely losing their steady rhythm as he chased his release into the heat of Shane's body. The entire room had narrowed down to just this: the two of them, reflected and real, joined in the most intimate way possible.
Shane came first.
Ilya watched it happen in real-time in the reflection. He saw the exact moment Shane's expression completely shattered. He watched the way his mouth formed Ilya's name on a silent, breathless cry. He watched his release spill over his own hand while his tight body clenched helplessly around Ilya's cock.
It was all too much, pushing him over the edge.
Ilya's orgasm crashed through him like a physical wave, and he buried himself as deep as he could go as he came. His eyes stayed wide open, defiantly locked on their reflection, while the blinding pleasure rolled through him in heavy waves that seemed to have no end.
When the tremors finally subsided, his strength evaporated. He collapsed forward, pressing his sweaty forehead directly to the warm space between Shane's shoulder blades, his chest heaving.
"Okay," he managed to huff out against Shane’s skin.
Shane let out a weak, shaky breath beneath him. "Still, only okay?"
"Very okay."
Shane laughed, the sound utterly breathless and muffled by the sheets. "We cannot do this again."
"Why?"
"Because it was too intense," Shane teased weakly, turning his head slightly to the side. "It's going to ruin me for regular sex."
Ilya grinned against his bare shoulder, kissing the tense muscle there. "There’s nothing regular about us."
He pulled out carefully, a low groan escaping him as he flopped onto his back. Beside him, Shane had already collapsed face-first into the sheets. In the quiet of the hotel suite, the massive mirror caught everything—the tangled line of their limbs and the synchronized, heavy rise and fall of their chests as they slowly calmed down.
Ilya tracked their reflection, unable to look away.
Then he turned his head, studying Shane's profile. Even exhausted and disheveled and still catching his breath, he was the most beautiful thing Ilya had ever seen. Not just physically—though that was certainly true—but the whole of him. The kindness he showed strangers. The patience he had with rookies. The way he'd welcomed Ilya into his family without hesitation, as if there had always been a seat at the table waiting for him.
"I love you," Ilya said.
Shane turned his head, to smile sweetly at him. "I love you too."






      

  












      Chapter 21: Looking at Me
  








  @NHLHotTakes
WHO.
IN GOD'S NAME.
APPROVED THIS???
(Attached screenshot of a Calvin Klein pop-up advertisement.)
— The ad features Ilya Rozanov, sprawled across a dark leather sofa like a man who had never known an awkward angle in his life. One arm was draped lazily over the backrest; one knee was bent, his foot planted flat on the cushion. His head was tilted just enough to accentuate the sharp, clean line of his jaw, and his lips were curved into an arrogant smirk. He was entirely naked except for a pair of white Calvin Klein boxer briefs. They were riding low on his hips, the branded waistband stark against his skin, the fabric draped in a way that felt deliberately provocative. The muscles of his abdomen were heavily shadowed and defined, his thighs thick with the raw power that made him one of the league's most lethal skaters. To top it off, a single, perfectly placed bead of sweat traced a slow path from his collarbone toward his sternum.
I was trying to read an article.
Instead, I got attacked.
Replies:
@fashiongirly
OH MY GOD???
 
@coldbrewqueen
WHOEVER IS RUNNING HIS SPONSORSHIPS DESERVES A RAISE.
 
@BruinsFaithful
I'm looking respectfully.
 
@goalieproblems
Respectfully???
I'm looking disrespectfully.
 
@sportsdaily
The marketing team really woke up and said,
"Let's make him everyone's problem."
 
@vogueobsessed
This man is an actual sex god.
 
@PuckTalk
I have never clicked "close ad" slower in my life.
 
@KingsFaithful
I KNOW THIS IS AN AD.
WHY AM I BLUSHING?!!!
 
@fashionweekly
Calvin Klein understood the assignment.
 
@BostonFaithful
I'm beginning to understand why everyone wants this man.
 
@HockeyHistory
Can we acknowledge that he somehow went from "Boston's party rookie" to "high fashion underwear campaign" in less than a year?
 
@BruinsFaithful
Character development.
 
@sportsdaily
Has anyone else noticed...
 
@PuckTalk
What?
 
@sportsdaily
There are way fewer tabloid photos of him leaving clubs lately.
 
@BostonFaithful
...
You're right.
 
@fashiongirly
Wait.
 
@sportsdaily
Maybe it's because he's booked every other day doing photoshoots.
 
@HockeyHistory
Honestly that would explain a lot.
 
@BruinsFaithful
People kept saying he "settled down."
Maybe the man is just working.
 
@PuckTalk
Imagine choosing between:

	Boston nightclub

	Calvin Klein campaign


I know which one pays better.
 
@goalieproblems
His manager deserves a bonus.
 
@fashionweekly
This last two years have been wild.
Shane gets Reebok, Dolce & Gabbana and Speedo.
Ilya gets Calvin Klein and Adidas.
The NHL accidentally became Fashion Week.
 
@KingsFaithful
I still think it's hilarious that the two biggest rookies in hockey somehow ended up becoming luxury models.
 
@coldbrewqueen
One looks like your dream boyfriend.
The other looks like he'll ruin your life.
 
@fashiongirly
Both sell products frighteningly well.
 
@BruinsFaithful
The funniest part is knowing Ilya probably loved every second of this shoot.
 
@BostonFaithful
Oh, absolutely.
The photographer probably said,
"Look confident."
And Ilya replied,
"I always do."
 
@PuckTalk
I opened ESPN.
I was not emotionally prepared for Calvin Klein Rozanov.
 
@fashionweekly
None of us were.

TMZ Sports
Has Boston's Favorite Bad Boy Finally Settled Down?
Ilya Rozanov may have traded Boston's nightclub circuit for Calvin Klein campaigns this season—but it looks like the city's most infamous bachelor might be off the market after all.
Our photographers spotted the Raiders rising superstar leaving The Grand in Boston just after 2:00 a.m. alongside a stunning mystery woman. The pair were photographed laughing together outside the club before getting into the same sports car, with Rozanov holding the door open for her before walking around to the driver's side.
The woman, who has yet to be identified, wore a sleek black dress and heels, her dark curls cascading over her shoulders.
The sighting comes after months of what fans have jokingly referred to as Rozanov's "good behavior." Since the start of this NHL season, the Russian has been noticeably absent from the nightclub headlines that followed him throughout his first year in Boston.
Many assumed his recent string of sponsorships—including Calvin Klein and Adidas—had simply left him too busy to party.
But was everyone wrong?
Could this mystery woman be the reason hockey's favorite club regular suddenly cleaned up his act?
Only time will tell.
(Attached: paparazzi photo gallery.)
— The first photo catches Ilya just outside the entrance of The Grand. He’s wearing a semi-translucent, fine-knit black crewneck sweater that subtly catches the light over his bare chest, paired with a matte black, oversized minimalist trench coat, wax-coated dark denim, and sleek black designer sneakers. One hand is tucked into his pocket while the other holds the door open for the woman beside him. She's strikingly beautiful, wearing a sleek black cocktail dress with long sleeves, silver heels, and a small clutch tucked beneath one arm. A halo of thick, dark curls frames her face as she's caught laughing at something Ilya has just said.
— Another photo shows the pair halfway down the sidewalk. Ilya is looking over his shoulder toward the photographers with an expression that falls somewhere between amused and mildly exasperated, while the woman seems completely unfazed by the cameras. They're walking comfortably beside one another, close enough to suggest familiarity.
— A third image captures Ilya opening the passenger door of his sports car for her before walking around toward the driver's side himself. She pauses with one hand resting on the top of the doorframe, smiling as if continuing their conversation.
— The final photograph, taken through the windshield as the sports car waits at a traffic light, shows the two laughing together inside the car. Ilya is mid-sentence with one hand lifted off the steering wheel as he talks, while the woman has turned toward him with an unmistakably fond smile, her curls catching the glow of the dashboard lights.
Comments:
@BruinsFaithful
Leave the man alone.
He's literally walking someone to a car.
 
@fashiongirly
She's gorgeous.
 
@coldbrewqueen
If they're dating...
Good for them honestly.
 
@LuluLives
I refuse to believe this is real.
 
@goalieproblems
😭
 
@LuluLives
No.
The timeline doesn't support this.
 
@KingsFaithful
What timeline?
 
@LuluLives
The timeline.
 
@fashionweekly
Girl...
 
@LuluLives
I have spreadsheets.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Of course you do.
 
@HollanovDaily
This changes nothing until proven otherwise.
 
@KingsFaithful
"Proven otherwise."
Like we're discussing a criminal trial.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council has acknowledged the matter.
 
@goalieproblems
Why?
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
An investigation is underway.
 
@fashiongirly
NO 😭
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
After approximately thirty-seven minutes of research...
We believe the woman has been identified.
 
@BruinsFaithful
THIRTY-SEVEN MINUTES??
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The woman photographed is Svetlana Vetrova, daughter of legendary Russian goaltender Sergei Vetrov.
 
@goalieproblems
WAIT.
WHAT.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Public records, archived Russian hockey interviews, and several youth tournament photographs place Rozanov and Vetrova together throughout their childhood.
 
@fashionweekly
YOU FOUND CHILDHOOD PHOTOS???
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Yes.
 
@KingsFaithful
I...
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The earliest confirmed image is from approximately age nine.
Both families attended the same youth hockey events in Yaroslavl.
 
@BruinsFaithful
This is genuinely terrifying.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Additional findings:
— Vetrova attended several international junior tournaments where Rozanov played.
— She has been photographed with the Rozanov family on multiple occasions over the past decade.
— No publicly available evidence has ever suggested a romantic relationship.
Current assessment:
Longtime family friends.
 
@LuluLives
THANK YOU.
 
@HollanovDaily
The agenda survives another day.
 
@fashiongirly
I'M CRYING.
 
@goalieproblems
How did a Shane Hollander fan account become the world's leading authority on Ilya Rozanov's childhood???
 
@RandomUser92
Can someone explain why the Council is even involved??
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Council monitors all matters that may affect the Kingdom.
 
@RandomUser92
THAT IS NOT AN ANSWER.
This has literally nothing to do with Shane.
 
@BruinsFaithful
I don't even support Shane and I'm impressed.
 
@fashionweekly
The FBI is taking notes.
 
@goalieproblems
No because thirty-seven minutes is INSANE.
 
@HockeyHistory
Meanwhile TMZ spent all day calling her a mystery woman.
The Council identified her, her father, and produced a childhood timeline before lunch.
 
@KingsFaithful
Imagine being Svetlana.
You leave a club with your childhood friend and wake up to discover thousands of strangers have reconstructed your family history.
 
@coldbrewqueen
Poor woman 😭
 
@LuluLives
To be clear.
If Ilya is dating someone one day, good for him.
I'm just saying...
This isn't the evidence.
 
@HollanovDaily
Exactly.
 
@BruinsFaithful
You people are unbelievable.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The investigation is hereby concluded.
No further action is required.
 
@RandomUser92
I desperately need all of you to go outside.
 
@KingsFaithful
Counterpoint:
Please never change.

@ilyarozanov ✔️
Since apparently the internet has decided to investigate my personal life for me...
This is Sveta.
We've been friends since we were kids. Our parents have known each other for longer than we've been alive, we grew up playing together, and she's basically family.
She is not my girlfriend.
She has never been my girlfriend.
Please stop making my childhood best friend trend on TMZ.
Thank you.
(She thinks all of this is hilarious, by the way.)
[photos]
— A faded photograph shows two children bundled in oversized winter coats outside a small ice rink in Moscow. Nine-year-old Ilya is missing one of his front teeth and proudly holding up a tiny hockey stick that's almost as tall as he is. Beside him, little Svetlana—already sporting the same mass of dark curls—crosses her arms dramatically at the camera, as if she'd rather be anywhere else. Both are wearing matching knit hats with enormous pom-poms.
— The second photo recreates the first almost perfectly. This time, however, they are standing outside the Boston Raider’s rink. Ilya and Svetlana are bundled up, and deliberately copying their childhood poses. Ilya is once again holding a hockey stick with an exaggeratedly proud grin, while Svetlana folds her arms with theatrical annoyance. The only real difference is that now Ilya towers over her, and both of them are struggling not to laugh halfway through the picture.
Comments:
@SvetlanaV
I told you not to post the missing tooth picture.
 
@ilyarozanov
It builds character.
 
@SvetlanaV
I'm finding worse ones.
 
@DavidPastrnak
PLEASE DO.
 
@BostonRaiders
Friendship wins.
❤️
 
@TMZSports
Well...
There goes our headline.
 
@fashiongirly
THE RECREATED PHOTO 😭😭😭
 
@coldbrewqueen
Okay this is actually adorable.
 
@BruinsFaithful
You can tell they've known each other forever.
 
@goalieproblems
Not the matching hats.
 
@sportsdaily
This somehow feels more wholesome than any explanation he could've given.
 
@LuluLives
VINDICATION.
 
@KingsFaithful
😭
 
@LuluLives
I HAVE BEEN MOCKED.
I HAVE BEEN CALLED DELUSIONAL.
WHO'S LAUGHING NOW?
 
@fashionweekly
You were right.
Just... for completely different reasons.
 
@LuluLives
THE TIMELINE NEVER LIED.
 
@HollanovDaily
The agenda survives another day.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council acknowledges Ms. LuluLives for her steadfast commitment to due process.
 
@LuluLives
THANK YOU.
FINALLY, SOME RESPECT.
 
@RandomUser92
Why are you people celebrating another man's platonic friendship?
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Because the investigation has reached its conclusion.
 
@KingsFaithful
I'm crying.
 
@fashiongirly
The funniest part is that Ilya really made an Instagram post just to clear this up.
 
@BruinsFaithful
TMZ bullied him into posting childhood photos.
 
@goalieproblems
Honestly worth it.
Those pictures are precious.
 
@sportsdaily
I love that his response wasn't angry.
It was just,
"Here's my best friend. Please calm down."
 
@coldbrewqueen
The "she's basically family" line says everything.
 
@fashionweekly
Poor Sveta waking up to discover she'd become hockey Twitter's mystery woman.
 
@SvetlanaV
I've had a very confusing week.
 
@ilyarozanov
I apologized.
 
@SvetlanaV
He did.
Then he laughed.
 
@KingsFaithful
That tracks.
 
@goalieproblems
The recreated childhood photo is genuinely one of my favorite athlete posts ever.
 
@LuluLives
As the internet's leading expert on Ilya Rozanov's personal life...
I'd like to thank everyone who doubted me.
This has been a tremendous day for investigative journalism.
 
@fashiongirly
Please never call it journalism again.
 
@HollanovDaily
Today's victory belongs to Lulu.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council concurs.
🏆

@NeutralFan
I have returned from my social media sabbatical because I possess information that will irreversibly alter the course of hockey Twitter.
A friend of mine works for the Lakers.
You know how they invite celebrities and athletes courtside every game?
Tonight, they invited Shane Hollander.
They also gave him a plus one.
Everyone behind the scenes assumed he'd bring another Kings player.
Or maybe Rose Landry.
Instead...
HE BROUGHT ILYA FUCKING ROZANOV.
FROM BOSTON.
(Attached: video clip from the Lakers broadcast.)
The camera pans across courtside seats during a timeout, flashing several fans on the jumbotron before stopping on Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov.
Shane is wearing a white LA Kings cap, a classic cream crewneck sweater with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, dark denim, and low-profile white sneakers. He’s turned entirely toward Ilya, laughing so hard he’s nearly doubling over in his seat, one hand gripping the brim of his cap to keep it from slipping.
Beside him, Ilya is a stark contrast in a black Boston Raiders cap turned backwards, a heavy structured black hoodie, and wax-coated dark jeans. He's leaning back in his chair, with the unmistakable, wicked smirk of someone who knows exactly how badly he’s making Shane lose it.
The cameraman lingers just long enough for the two to notice themselves on the jumbotron. Shane gives a little wave, while Ilya points directly at the camera before throwing an arm over the back of Shane's seat, both of them laughing as the arena erupts.
Replies:
@KingsFaithful
...
 
@BruinsFaithful
...
 
@fashiongirly
THEY KNOW EACH OTHER???
 
@goalieproblems
NOT JUST KNOW EACH OTHER.
LOOK AT THEM.
 
@sportsdaily
That is not the body language of two guys who met yesterday.
 
@LuluLives
...
 
@KingsFaithful
Lulu?
 
@LuluLives
THE TIMELINE.
 
@fashionweekly
OH GOD SHE'S STARTING.
 
@LuluLives
THE.
TIMELINE.
 
@KingsFaithful
EVERYBODY STAY CALM.
 
@HollanovDaily
NOBODY STAY CALM.
 
@fashiongirly
WAIT.
Shane had ONE plus one.
ONE.
And he flew Ilya in from fucking Boston???
 
@BruinsFaithful
Actually, insane behavior.
 
@goalieproblems
The logistics alone are sending me.
 
@sportsdaily
Imagine being a Kings teammate.
"Hey Shane, who are you bringing?"
"Oh, just Ilya."
 
@LuluLives
I HAVE BEEN SAYING THEY KNOW EACH OTHER.
 
@KingsFaithful
You have actually been saying they were secretly dating.
 
@LuluLives
Details.
 
@fashiongirly
THEY LOOK SO CUTE.
 
@coldbrewqueen
The way Shane is laughing 😭
 
@BruinsFaithful
I don't think I've ever seen Ilya smile like that in public.
 
@goalieproblems
This is a ridiculous amount of chemistry for two people who allegedly don't know each other.
 
@KingsFaithful
They're either best friends...
Or this is the beginning of the funniest internet conspiracy ever.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council requests a moment of silence.
 
@KingsFaithful
NO.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council would like to thank @NeutralFan for this invaluable contribution to the historical record.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Your evidence has been archived.
 
@LuluLives
WELCOME.
WELCOME TO THE HOLLANOV SOCIETY.
 
@HollanovDaily
We have jackets.
 
@NeutralFan
I DO NOT WANT A JACKET.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Membership has been approved unanimously.
 
@NeutralFan
I DIDN'T APPLY.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Applications are unnecessary for distinguished service to the Kingdom.
 
@NeutralFan
I AM JOINING AGAINST MY WILL.
I WOULD LIKE THAT TO BE STATED FOR THE RECORD.
 
@HollanovDaily
Noted.
 
@LuluLives
Against his will.
With our deepest gratitude.
 
@KingsFaithful
This is the funniest kidnapping I've ever witnessed.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Poor guy came back to Twitter for five minutes.
 
@fashiongirly
And accidentally became one of the founding fathers of Hollanov.
 
@NeutralFan
I HATE EVERY SINGLE ONE OF YOU.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council is delighted to welcome our newest member.
 
@NeutralFan
NO.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
His objections have been respectfully ignored.
👑

@CouncilOfShaneHollander 👑
📜 Extraordinary Session of the Council 📜
Agenda: Timeline Irregularities
The Council has convened following recent developments concerning the management teams of Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov.
Current known facts:

	Farrah Jalali is the agent that represents our King, Shane Hollander.

	Farrah Jalali now also appears to represent Ilya Rozanov.

	Yuna "Momager" Hollander—beloved mother of His Majesty—has likewise begun managing Ilya Rozanov.


The Council has reached only one conclusion.
What?
Comments:
@KingsFaithful
LMAOOOOOO
 
@LuluLives
THE TIMELINE THICKENS.
 
@NeutralFan
No.
 
@HollanovDaily
Let's review the evidence.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Exhibit A.
Shane and Ilya attend a Lakers game together.
 
@HollanovDaily
Exhibit B.
Farrah Jalali begins representing both players.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Exhibit C.
Yuna Hollander.
 
@KingsFaithful
Honestly Exhibit C is enough.
 
@fashiongirly
YUNA ADOPTED HIM.
 
@BruinsFaithful
She literally mom-adopted the Russian.
 
@NeutralFan
OR.
Hear me out.
He's a very marketable athlete and she is looking into expanding her managing portfolio.
 
@LuluLives
Counterpoint.
Yuna.
 
@NeutralFan
That's not a counterpoint.
That's just her name.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
It is an exceptionally compelling name.
 
@HollanovDaily
I would like the record to show that Yuna Hollander now has a documented history of collecting talented hockey players.
 
@KingsFaithful
😭😭😭
 
@fashionweekly
Collecting???
Like Pokémon???
 
@HollanovDaily
She saw Ilya and said,
"Mine now."
 
@BruinsFaithful
Honestly?
I buy it.
 
@goalieproblems
Imagine being Ilya.
One day you just wake up as part of the Hollander family business.
 
@LuluLives
The man didn't stand a chance.
 
@NeutralFan
You people are making a woman offering professional representation sound like an abduction.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Professional representation...
and emotional support.
 
@NeutralFan
YOU DON'T KNOW THAT.
 
@LuluLives
WAIT.
 
@HollanovDaily
...
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
...
 
@NeutralFan
No.
Whatever all those dots mean.
No.
 
@LuluLives
If Yuna manages Shane...
And now manages Ilya...
Does this mean...
 
@NeutralFan
DON'T SAY IT.
 
@LuluLives
...she schedules their meetings.
 
@goalieproblems
😭😭😭
 
@NeutralFan
THAT IS LITERALLY HER JOB.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The opportunities for accidental proximity have increased substantially.
 
@NeutralFan
I'M GOING TO NEED YOU TO DEFINE "ACCIDENTAL."
 
@HollanovDaily
Imagine Farrah's calendar.
10:00 — Shane.
10:45 — Accidental meeting.
11:00 — Ilya.
11:30 — Everyone pretends this is perfectly normal.
 
@fashionweekly
The assistants must have QUESTIONS.
 
@KingsFaithful
Imagine opening Outlook.
📅 Shane Hollander
📅 Ilya Rozanov
📅 Lunch
 
@BruinsFaithful
Farrah every morning:
"I swear this isn't intentional."
 
@LuluLives
It is fate.
 
@NeutralFan
IT IS A SHARED MANAGEMENT COMPANY.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Council acknowledges this possibility.
 
@NeutralFan
THANK YOU.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
It has been assigned a probability of 2%.
 
@NeutralFan
YOU MADE A PROBABILITY CHART???
 
@HollanovDaily
Pie chart.
Actually.
 
@goalieproblems
STOP 😭
 
@RandomUser92
Can someone explain why we're assuming Yuna Hollander is secretly orchestrating romance when she's just...
...doing her job?
 
@KingsFaithful
We're not.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Correct.
We are assuming she is exceptionally good at her job.
Any additional consequences are merely hypothetical.
 
@LuluLives
Hypothetically adorable.
 
@NeutralFan
I object to the use of the word "adorable."
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Objection noted.
Overruled.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Can we all agree on one thing though?
 
@KingsFaithful
What?
 
@BruinsFaithful 
If Ilya’s team just hired Yuna Holland's agency to handle his branding and marketing alongside Farrah...
Someone in his inner circle clearly looked at him and thought, "Absolutely not. This man needs a designated driver for his PR."
 
@fashiongirly 
LMAOOOOO
He needed corporate supervision so bad 💀
 
@goalieproblems
Yuna saw one Boston tabloid and said,
"Enough."
 
@LuluLives
Momager intervention.
 
@NeutralFan
That is...
...actually the most believable thing anyone has said in this thread.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Excellent.
The meeting has produced bipartisan consensus.
The minutes shall reflect that the Kingdom remains cautiously optimistic.
👑






      

  












      Chapter 22: House Tour
  








  The Los Angeles air was entirely different from the crisp freeze of All-Star weekend, carrying a faint, warm hint of eucalyptus as Shane pulled the car into the quiet driveway. The upcoming playoffs loomed over both of their schedules, but for the next few days, the upcoming Lakers game served as the perfect public alibi—a flawless excuse for two of the league's brightest young stars to hang out on the West Coast without raising a single suspicious eyebrow.
But as the car engine died, Ilya wasn't thinking about basketball, the press, or the playoffs; his heart hammered quietly against his ribs because he was finally here. Shane didn't say a word as they stepped out, simply reaching into his pocket to fish out a set of keys before walking up to the entrance.
"Ready?" Shane asked, glancing back over his shoulder with a soft, searching look. Ilya only managed a small nod, his throat too tight to form words.
The house came into view as a striking combination of raw concrete and warm timber. The front door was a massive, pivoting slab of vertical wooden slats set flush into a minimalist concrete wall, framed by the delicate, silvery-green leaves of the surrounding olive trees. When Shane pushed it open, the heavy timber rotated on its central axis with a smooth, silent weightlessness that immediately made the chaotic bustle of the city outside vanish.
As Ilya crossed the threshold, his breath caught at the scent of freshly cut wood and the tactile smoothness of the architecture, which triggered a sharp, deeply nostalgic pang that felt like stepping through a portal—one that blurred the lines between the unshakeable structure of the Hollander cabin in Ottawa and the traditional simplicity of the Sato house in Kyoto.
They moved inside, Ilya pausing by the entryway to kick off his boots and slid his feet into a pair of soft indoor sandals. The quiet scuff of his steps replaced the heavy thud of leather as he walked onto the wide planks of warm oak flooring.
His eyes drifted up the towering accent wall, fingers tracing the seamless vertical light-wood paneling where a sleek television and a linear fireplace were hidden flush against the surface. He walked past the low-profile, sandy-toned sectional, brushing his hand against the fabric before stopping right in front of the real masterpiece: a floor-to-ceiling glass wall running the entire length of the space.
Through the glass, a dense, emerald-green forest pressed close against the house. Ilya stood still, watching the sunlight filter through the leaves to cast moving shadows across the natural grain of the floor. The absolute stillness of the woods made his throat tighten, pulling him straight back to the quiet reverence of the manicured moss gardens he'd stared at in Japan.
"I wanted the trees," Shane said softly, stepping up beside him until his arm brushed Ilya's. "I remembered how you used to sit by the window in Kyoto. I wanted you to have that here, too."
Ilya swallowed hard, his gaze locked on the canopy of green, before he finally whispered, "It's perfect, Shanya."
Shane caught his eye, offering a soft, private smile before sliding open a secondary glass panel. Ilya didn't step right out; instead, he paused at the threshold to slip out of his indoor footwear. Right by the outside of the track sat two pairs of outdoor sandals—one clearly Shane’s, and the other waiting for him. Ilya slid his feet into them without a second thought. After spending three weeks in Kyoto, the habit of swapping shoes at the border between inside and outside had become absolute second nature to him.
Once changed, Ilya followed him out into the hidden central courtyard, the soles of his sandals tapping lightly against the smooth, light-toned concrete pavers underfoot. He looked down, noticing how the stone was intersected by sharp, geometric lines of dark river stones, before walking toward the seating area.
A sprawling sectional sofa and matching club chairs in muted driftwood tones surrounded a low, circular coffee table. Near the edge, Ilya stopped by a single, slender Japanese maple tree sprouting from a bed of dark mulch, its delicate branches reaching toward the square of open blue sky above.
He stepped into the center of the space, the warm California breeze catching the collar of his shirt as he tilted his head back. The stark white architectural lines cut sharply into the sky. It was undeniably modern, luxury LA real estate, but as Ilya looked at how the house wrapped itself entirely around this small piece of the earth, shielding it from the outside world, it felt like pure Kyoto.
It felt safe and completely protected.
"Rose already claimed this spot for morning coffee when she visits," Shane chuckled quietly, breaking the stillness.
Ilya let out a soft, breathy laugh, trailing his fingers over the smooth stone of the patio table. "Of course she did. She has good taste."
They turned back inside, Ilya pausing at the threshold of the glass panel to slip off his outdoor sandals and slide his feet back into the soft indoor ones. He followed Shane across the wide oak planks of the living room, moving deeper into the ground floor toward the kitchen.
Ilya walked straight up to the massive island that dominated the center of the room. His hand reached out, his fingers lightly brushing the cold, smooth surface of a thick, waterfall-edge slab of heavily veined white marble. He leaned against it slightly, his eyes taking in the details—the ribbed vertical wood paneling on the lower half of the island and the deep oak cabinetry that stretched all the way to the ceiling, lit by the soft, warm glow of under-cabinet LED strips.
His gaze drifted to the counter, landing on a traditional ceramic teapot and matching earth-toned bowls resting on a wooden tray beneath a pair of minimalist black pendant lights. Looking at that teapot, his mind flashed vividly back to Ottawa—to Yuna cooking chaotic, massive family breakfasts while David read the paper, and to the endless laughter and noise that always defined a Hollander kitchen.
Shane noticed him lingering by the counter, his eyes softening as he followed Ilya's gaze to the tea set. "Mom helped me pick out the ceramics. She said a proper kitchen needs proper tea, even if it's in California."
Ilya's chest swelled, a fierce, tight warmth coiling in his lungs. He cleared his throat, his voice thick as he replied, "Your mom is a wise woman."
From the kitchen, Shane pushed open another glass door, guiding him outside once more to the rear garden where the design leaned into a rustic, Mid-Century Japanese aesthetic. Ilya seamlessly kicked off his indoor slippers and stepped into his outdoor sandals before following Shane out onto the concrete walkway.
He walked slowly, his hand brushing past a massive, cylindrical gray concrete planter that held a vibrant olive tree. As he moved down the path, his eyes scanned the rich, dark timber accent wall and the tall, architectural reeds and ornamental grasses swaying gently in the breeze, which partially masked the glass sliders of the lower level behind a delicate layer of green.
Ilya stopped in the middle of the walkway and tilted his head back, looking at the way the wood paneling of the upper floor cantilevered over the garden to create a sheltered, shadow-drenched alcove below. Standing there, the grounding balance of cold concrete against living plants hit him hard—it served as a beautiful, silent echo of the traditional gardens Shane’s grandfather had tended back in Japan.
"Ojiichan sent over a list of plant recommendations that would survive the LA climate," Shane shared, a hint of fondness coloring his tone as he stepped up beside him. "He was very strict about the placement of the olive tree."
Ilya let out a genuine, wet laugh at that, shaking his head as he looked from the tree back to Shane. "I bet he sent a spreadsheet with it."
Shane smiled widely, his eyes crinkling. "Oh, absolutely. With three different tabs."
Coming back inside, they paused by the glass door just long enough for them to kick off their outdoor sandals and slide back into the soft indoor ones. They crossed through the quiet luxury of the kitchen one last time, their steps silent as they moved toward the floating staircase. Ilya followed Shane up to the upper level, where the hallway stretched out quietly.
As they walked, Ilya’s eyes drifted past three of the four doors. He knew without looking that one was a dedicated guest room for whenever their families visited, one was Rose's permanent haven, and another had been converted into a sharp home office. They didn't need to check those. Shane led him straight to the end of the hall, pushing open the double doors to the master bedroom.
Ilya stepped into the room, his eyes instantly tracking the cozy, soft-lit Japandi design. He walked past a comfortable armchair and a low oak dresser holding a minimalist dark bowl, his hand trailing lightly along the wood. He stopped near the low, platform king bed made of light oak, looking up at the wall covered in vertical wood slats and the sleek, black cylinder pendant lights flanking it.
A soft, amber glow washed down from a concealed recess above the headboard, casting a warm light over the textured linen duvet and charcoal throw. Across the room, a massive sliding glass door stood open, revealing a private, enclosed balcony filled with bamboo and a slender red maple tree.
His chest ached with a sudden, overwhelming wave of emotion. He turned away from the bed and walked toward the open doorway of the private en-suite bathroom. Stepping inside felt like entering a traditional Japanese onsen.
Ilya’s indoor sandals clicked softly against the large, matte charcoal tiles. He walked deeper into the space, stopping right at the edge of a sunken, custom-built square soaking tub made of rich, fragrant Hinoki wood.
He glanced at a simple wooden stool sitting beside a sleek black rainfall shower fixture, and then to a soft, traditional paper lantern glowing quietly in the corner, throwing warm light against the textured stone walls.
Ilya stood frozen at the edge of the wooden tub, his vision blurring. He couldn't say a single word. Every single detail—from the scent of the Hinoki wood to the rustle of the bamboo leaves against the glass, to the soft, golden light that felt exactly like the traditional Japanese house in Kyoto—had been chosen specifically for him. It was a physical manifestation of everything Shane had promised him in their late-night phone calls across the miles.
This wasn't just Shane's house. It was their home.
Shane quietly stepped up behind him, wrapping his arms securely around Ilya’s waist and resting his chin against his shoulder. "You're quiet," Shane murmured against his neck, his grip tightening just a fraction. "Do you like it?"
Ilya leaned back into the solid, warm weight of him, closing his eyes as a single, quiet tear finally slipped down his cheek, completely at peace in the space they had built together. He reached down, weaving his fingers through Shane's.
"I'm home, Shanya," he whispered, his voice cracking slightly with the sheer weight of his happiness. "I'm finally home."
Shane’s arms tightened even more around his waist from behind, his chin still resting heavily on his shoulder. The rich scent of Hinoki wood filled the bathroom—that same unmistakable fragrance from the onsen Shane had dragged him to outside Kyoto, the one where Ilya had sat chest-deep in steaming water, completely hidden from the world and cuddled against Shane’s warm, naked chest.
“You found Hinoki,” Ilya whispered, his voice barely carrying.
“I had it imported.” Shane’s breath was warm against his neck. “Took three months, even with Ojiichan helping out with the supplier.”
Of course he had.
Of course, Shane had spent months tracking down authentic Japanese cypress for a bathtub Ilya might use only a handful of times during the season. Of course, he’d consulted his grandfather about wood grain and water temperature and the precise angle of the soaking ledge. Of course, every detail of this room—this house—had been chosen with the same meticulous care Shane brought to everything he loved.
Ilya turned in the circle of Shane’s arms, his hands finding Shane’s hips.
Shane’s eyes searched his face, those warm brown irises catching the amber glow from the paper lantern in the corner. “Ilya?”
No words came.
Ilya’s throat had closed completely, sealed shut by an emotion too large to name. He’d spent his entire life learning to talk through difficult moments—to deflect with humor, to flirt his way past vulnerability, and to bury anything tender beneath layers of bravado. Standing in this bathroom, surrounded by evidence of a love so thorough it had anticipated needs he hadn’t even voiced, he discovered that language had abandoned him entirely.
So, he kissed Shane instead.
Their mouths met softly at first. A brush of lips. A question. Shane’s hands slid up his chest, fingers curling into the fabric of Ilya’s shirt, and the kiss deepened without urgency. No desperation, or frantic grabbing, just the slow, deliberate exploration of two people who had all the time in the world and a house that belonged to both of them.
Ilya walked Shane backward through the bathroom doorway, his indoor sandals shifting from the matte charcoal tiles back to the oak flooring of the bedroom. When the back of Shane’s knees hit the edge of the platform bed, he sank onto the mattress and tipped backward, pulling Ilya down with him into the soft, silent depth of the textured linen.
For a long moment, Ilya simply hovered over him, taking him in. The sharp lines of Shane’s jaw were framed beautifully against the charcoal throw, his dark hair fanning out across the fabric. A faint flush was already creeping up his neck, visible even in the low, amber light. His mouth remained slightly parted, lips still wet from their kiss, as his chest rose and fell with short, unsteady breaths.
Ilya lowered his mouth to Shane’s throat.
The salt was faint—just the lingering residue of their travel day, the heavy Los Angeles heat, and their walk through the garden. He tasted it anyway, dragging his tongue slowly along the tense tendon that stood out when Shane swallowed. Shane’s hands immediately found the hem of Ilya’s shirt and tugged upward. Ilya cooperated, sitting back just long enough for the fabric to clear his head before dropping right back down to the warm skin beneath him.
Their clothes came off piece by piece. There was no teasing this time, just the soft whisper of fabric, the quiet click of a belt buckle, and the slide of denim over hips. Shane lifted his legs so Ilya could pull his pants free, and then they were both completely naked, the cool air from the open balcony raising goosebumps along their arms despite the ambient warmth of the room.
Ilya reached for the nightstand drawer. The silicone toy was exactly where he’d asked Rose to hide it months ago. It was smooth, cool, and perfectly weighted. Beside it sat the bottle of lubricant, still half-full.
Shane watched him coat the toy, his eyes dark and patient. He didn’t ask questions or try to fill the silence with nervous chatter; he just lay there, one hand resting flat against his own stomach, waiting.
Ilya positioned himself between Shane’s legs, his free hand pressing against the inside of Shane’s thigh to spread him open with the same reverence he’d felt walking through the front door. The first press of the silicone against Shane’s entrance was tentative—a question asked without words.
The answer came as a deep exhale, Shane’s hips tilting upward in invitation, and the toy slid home.
Shane’s head pressed back into the mattress, exposing his throat as a soft sound caught somewhere between his chest and his lips. Ilya watched his face intently while he worked the toy in slow, shallow thrusts, cataloguing every micro-expression—the flutter of eyelashes, the parting of lips, and the sudden furrow of his brow when the angle shifted deeper.
Then Ilya took Shane into his throat in one smooth motion, jaw relaxing around the familiar weight of him. The salt here was different—muskier, more intimate—and Ilya savored it, tongue pressing against the underside as he pulled back before sinking down again. The rhythm he established was unhurried. The toy in his hand matched the movement of his mouth. Thrust. Swallow. Thrust. Swallow.
Shane’s fingers buried themselves in Ilya’s hair.
The only sounds were the wet slide of silicone, the soft noises of Ilya’s mouth working him over, and the uneven rhythm of Shane’s breathing growing sharper by the second. His thighs tensed hard against Ilya’s shoulders, as his stomach muscles tightened in response. His hand, buried deep in Ilya’s hair, clenched once in a silent warning.
But Ilya didn’t pull away.
He took Shane deeper, throat relaxing, and swallowed around him as Shane’s release flooded his mouth. It was hot and slightly bitter but so intoxicating at the same time. Shane’s whole body arched off the bed, a strangled moan escaping him, and Ilya drank him down, throat working, until Shane’s hips dropped back to the mattress and his fingers loosened their grip.
Ilya withdrew the toy gently and set it aside on the nightstand.
He crawled up Shane’s body, pausing to press his lips to the sharp ridge of a hipbone, the hollow of his stomach, the center of his chest where his heartbeat still raced. When their faces were level, Ilya kissed him.
Shane tasted himself on Ilya’s tongue and made a soft sound against his mouth.
The kiss stretched, deepening as Shane’s legs wrapped around Ilya’s waist, ankles locking at the small of his back, and Ilya reached down to position himself. The head of his cock pressed against where Shane was still slick and open from the toy, both freezing at the contact.
Shane’s eyes were hazy but focused, fixed on Ilya’s face with an intensity that made his chest ache. A small nod. That was all. Just a dip of his chin, permission granted, and Ilya pushed inside.
The heat was overwhelming.
He went slow—agonizingly slow—sinking inch by inch into the tight clutch of Shane’s body while the world outside the balcony ceased to exist. The bamboo rustled, the amber lights glowed, and somewhere in the distance, a car passed on the quiet Silver Lake street.
But none of it mattered.
When he was fully seated, Ilya stopped.
Their foreheads pressed together, breaths mingling in the quiet space between them. Shane’s hands came up to cup Ilya’s face, his thumbs stroking gently along the cheekbones, and Ilya realized with a spike of distant surprise that his face was wet again. He hadn’t even noticed the tears fall.
Shane noticed, kissing the corner of his mouth, then his left eyelid, and finally the bridge of his nose—each touch a silent reassurance, and a promise made in the dark.
When Ilya began to move, the rhythm was deep and unhurried. This wasn't the frantic coupling of hotel rooms stolen between road trips, nor was it the mirror-fueled intensity of the All-Star weekend. It was something else entirely. Every slow roll of his hips pushed Shane deeper into the mattress, and Shane met each movement with a subtle lift of his own, their bodies finding a flawless cadence that required no words.
Their mouths fused again, kissing through every single thrust. Lips slid and tongues tangled, the two of them breathing each other’s air. Whenever Ilya’s pace slowed, Shane’s heels dug into his lower back to urge him on, and if Shane’s head fell back, Ilya’s mouth immediately chased his throat, pressing open-mouthed kisses along the column of his neck.
The coil in Ilya’s gut tightened gradually, but he wasn’t chasing his release or racing toward a finish line. This sex existed outside of time, where the destination mattered far less than the journey and every sensation deserved to be savored—the drag of skin against skin, the pulse of blood through veins, and the way Shane’s body welcomed him with each re-entry, still incredibly tight despite the preparation.
Shane’s nails raked lightly down Ilya’s back, sending a sharp shiver through him that made his hips stutter and lose their perfect rhythm. Shane felt the shift—of course he did—and repeated the motion, dragging his nails along the exact same path with a bit more pressure.
Ilya gasped straight into his mouth.
Words hovered at the edge of his consciousness—I love you. This house. Ya tebya lyublyu. This life. You.—but his throat refused to cooperate, locked tight around the sheer enormity of everything he was feeling. Instead of speaking, he poured it all into a deeper kiss, hoping the message would translate. Shane met him with equal fervor, kissing him back just as hard.
The pressure built until it became undeniable. Ilya’s thrusts grew shorter and deeper, grinding into Shane with each stroke until Shane’s back arched clean off the bed and his mouth fell open on a silent cry. His second release spilled between their pressed stomachs, warm and slick, and the sudden sensation pushed Ilya right over the edge.
He buried his face in Shane’s neck as his own orgasm rolled through him in heavy waves, each pulse drawn out by the rhythmic, helpless clench of Shane’s body around him. His fingers dug hard into the sheets on either side of Shane’s head, his hips pressing flush against him to hold as deep as possible. For one suspended moment, there was nothing else in the world except the two of them, joined and trembling in the amber light.
When Ilya’s arms finally gave out, he collapsed onto Shane’s chest, careful to shift his weight so he wouldn't crush him. Shane’s arms immediately wrapped securely around his shoulders. Their ragged breathing gradually fell into sync, slowing down together as the sweat cooled on their skin.
No one spoke.
Ilya’s ear was pressed directly over Shane’s heart. He listened to the steady thump, counting the beats as they dropped from frantic to calm. Shane’s fingers traced absent patterns along his shoulder blade—circles and lines that might have been letters, or might have been nothing at all.
This was it, Ilya realized.
This was what he’d been searching for in every anonymous hookup, every city he’d fled to, every bottle he’d emptied trying to drown the hollow ache in his chest. Not sex. Not even love, exactly, though that was part of it. He’d been searching for the silence that came after, when there was nothing left to prove and nowhere else to be.
Shane pressed a kiss to the top of his head, and Ilya closed his eyes.
The tears had stopped. His throat was still tight, but it was a different kind of tightness now—not the ache of suppressed emotion, but the fullness of a feeling that had finally found a place to rest. This house, with its Hinoki bathtub, its Kyoto ceramics, and its garden planted according to an old man’s spreadsheet, had been built entirely for him. Shane had constructed it piece by piece across months of late-night calls and careful planning, and Ilya understood with sudden clarity that he would spend the rest of his life trying to deserve it.
Shane shifted beneath him, making room so they could both settle comfortably against the linen duvet. His arms stayed wrapped around Ilya’s shoulders, his legs remaining tangled with Ilya’s. Even soft now, even completely sated, he showed no interest in letting go.
Ilya lifted his head, prompting Shane to look up so their eyes could meet. Shane’s face was beautifully flushed, his hair a total disaster, and his lips swollen from their endless kissing. He looked utterly wrecked—and utterly content.
A small smile tugged at the corner of Shane’s mouth as his hand found Ilya’s, lacing their fingers together against the sheets.
Ilya Rozanov, for the first time in his life, was home.
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      Chapter 23: Best Part
  



    Chapter Notes

      So, I do have a real problem. I need help!

All of your beautiful comments have inspired me more than you know, and I think you've accidentally created a monster. I'm just as obsessed with heated rivalries as Shane is with Ilya in The Sun Beyond Winter.

Because of that... I may have written another fic.

I've just posted a new story in this series, and I would absolutely love it if you checked it out and let me know what you think. Whether it's your favorite moment, your favorite character, or something that didn't quite work for you, I genuinely want to hear it all. Your comments have been such a huge source of motivation, and they've played a big part in encouraging me to keep expanding this universe.

If you decide to give it a chance, I really hope you enjoy it. ❤️

P.S. I updated the last chapter with images about the Hollanov dream house, so I hope you can go and check them and tell me what you think about them!







  The drive from the Lakers game to Bood and Cassie’s house took them through that thick, golden afternoon traffic that somehow only ever seemed to exist in Los Angeles. By the time Shane finally pulled the car into the driveway, the backyard was already visibly alive. The infectious bass of a background playlist drifted over the roofline, accompanied by the bright bursts of familiar laughter and the unmistakable, mouth-watering smell of something charred and dripping over a hot grill.
"I should warn you," Shane began, his hand lingering on the keys as the engine sputtered and died. He turned to glance at Ilya, a mixture of nerves and affection softening his dark eyes. "They're going to have questions. A lot of questions."
Ilya offered a relaxed smile, adjusting the cuffs of his jacket. "I gathered as much after the internet completely lost its mind over those courtside photos."
Shane winced, the memory of his phone blowing up with hundreds of notifications still fresh. "Yeah... that's an understatement."
The moment they stepped through the wooden backyard gate, the change in the atmosphere was instantaneous. Conversations cut off mid-sentence and literally every single head turned in perfect unison toward the entrance.
Cassie was the first one to recover her motor skills, lowering her drink slowly. "...Holy shit." She raised a finger, pointing it directly at Ilya with wide eyes. "You actually brought Ilya Rozanov to our house."
Bood looked between Shane and Ilya several times, his brain clearly short-circuiting before he finally let out a bewildered, breathy laugh. "I saw the pictures from the game pop up on my feed an hour ago. The entire internet's been freaking out because, apparently, you two actually know each other."
Ryan wandered over from the edge of the patio, a condensation-covered drink held loosely in his hand, trying to sound like the voice of reason. "I mean, we all knew you knew each other. We tease you enough about that special expression you get whenever a text comes through in the locker room..."
"But we didn't know you knew knew each other," Cassie finished, her eyebrows shooting up toward her hairline.
"I thought you guys had only ever met at the Prospect Cup years ago," Wyatt added, looking completely thrown through a loop. “Since when are you two close enough to casually go to basketball games together?"
Ilya watched the four of them, a sudden realization clicking into place. Their shock was just a little too loud, their performance just a bit too over-the-top. He looked from Cassie’s wide eyes to the sheer dramatic bewilderment on Bood’s face, and he internally choked back a laugh.
Shane clearly thought he had been a master spy, hiding his feelings with flawless precision. In reality, he was about as subtle as a brick through a window. His friends obviously knew—they knew about the dating, or at the very least, they knew Shane had a massive, catastrophic crush on Ilya. But because Shane hadn't officially come out to them yet, they were putting on an absolute clinic in overacting, trying to lull Shane into believing his straight-guy cover was still perfectly intact. It was incredibly amusing, but beneath the comedy, it was deeply touching. They were protecting him.
Deciding not to say a single word to ruin their performance, Ilya kept his face perfectly straight.
Shane glanced sideways at him, a highly amused, private little smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, completely oblivious to his friends' true strategy. "It's... a long story."
"A very long story," Ilya agreed smoothly, his accent rolling over the words as he slipped his hands comfortably into his pockets, letting the theatre production continue.
From across the paved patio, sitting comfortably with her legs crossed, Rose looked entirely too pleased with herself. Her grin was positively villainous, radiating the smug energy of a person who had held the winning cards all along.
"Oh," she said, pausing to take a slow, incredibly deliberate sip of her lemonade, "I've known for months."
A collective, long-suffering groan rippled through the entire backyard.
"Of course you have," Ryan muttered, shaking his head. "You always know absolutely everything."
Rose only smiled wider, tilting her glass toward him in a silent, mocking toast.
Wyatt chose that exact moment to approach Ilya with a beaming smile. "Anyway, I don't think we've met."
Lisa, who had been walking right behind him, immediately smacked his shoulder with an open palm. "Yes, you have."
Wyatt didn't even flinch, just looking more confused. "We have?"
"You absolutely have."
Wyatt looked completely lost, turning to stare at his wife. "When?"
"It was in Las Vegas," Ilya offered helpfully, his amused grin only growing as the minutes passed.
No wonder, Shane loves this group so much. They are a riot!
Wyatt blinked, the gears turning painfully slow.
"The awards ceremony," Ilya clarified. Still, Wyatt's face remained entirely blank. "You were..." Ilya searched his mental vocabulary for a polite, diplomatic way to phrase it to his boyfriend’s friend. "...very, very drunk."
Recognition slowly, beautifully dawned across Wyatt’s features. "Oh."
"I helped your lovely wife and Shane get you back to your hotel room before you could completely pass out in the lobby," Ilya added with a light chuckle.
Wyatt's eyes widened to the size of saucers, and he looked up from his food, genuinely touched by the revelation. "You did?"
"I did."
Wyatt nodded decisively, a profound solemnity taking over his face. "Oh." He paused, swallowing hard. "You're great." A brief, heavy pause settled over the group. "Shane was right." Another agonizingly long pause while Wyatt clearly tried to recall the exact phrase. "You're not a prick."
Everyone in the backyard waited, collectively sensing the trainwreck a split second before it happened.
"You're just an asshole."
The entire backyard froze and Wyatt's own expression immediately turned to utter, frantic horror as the words echoed in the open air.
"...I..." He spun around wildly, looking at Lisa for salvation. "...That didn't come out the way I meant it. At all."
Ilya was already laughing way too hard to answer. It started as a low, raspy chuckle in his chest before completely dissolving into a helpless, full-blown laughter that shook his entire frame, forcing him to lean his shoulder heavily against Shane just to stay upright on his feet.
One by one, the rest of the backyard cracked. The sheer absurdity broke the ice entirely, and everyone joined in. Even Lisa was laughing far too hard to rescue her mortified husband from the conversational hole he'd dug.
"I'll take that as a massive compliment," Ilya managed to gasp out between breathless laughs, his cheeks flushing warm, while beside him, Shane wiped a genuine tear from his eye.
"It was one!" Wyatt insisted desperately, his face turning an impressive shade of bright red. "I think."
That, of course, only made everyone laugh twice as hard.
By the time dinner was finally served across the long wooden outdoor tables, Ilya no longer felt like an outsider or a high-profile guest. The conversation flowed naturally and boisterously, as Bood argued loudly with Ryan over the structural integrity of the grill tongs, Rose kept casually stealing seasoned fries off everyone else's plates when they weren't looking, Wyatt continued aggressively digging himself into deep conversational holes that Lisa lovingly pulled him out of with a kiss on the cheek, and Cassie dryly narrated the entire chaotic spectacle with absolute amusement.
Ilya felt a warmth brush against his knee. Under the cover of the heavy wooden tabletop, Shane’s hand slid into his, wrapping their fingers together in a tight, grounding grip. He turned his head to look at Shane, who was already staring, a quiet, vulnerable question lingering in his dark eyes. Are you ready? Is this okay?
Ilya understood completely without a single word being spoken. He gave Shane's hand a reassuring squeeze and gave a firm, supportive nod.
Shane took a deep breath, straightened his posture, and cleared his throat loudly to cut through the chatter. "Hey, guys? Can I get everyone's attention for a second?"
The backyard gradually quieted down, forks lowering as all eyes drifted back to the head of the table. Shane’s fingers tightened around Ilya's, his knuckles turning a bit white, but when he spoke, his voice was steady and confident.
"I wanted to tell you guys something," Shane began, looking around the circle of his closest friends. "I’m gay. And Ilya and I... we’re dating. We’ve been together for a while now."
A soft, expectant hush fell over the patio.
"Right now, only my family, Rose, and Ilya’s best friend Svetlana know about us," Shane continued, a faint trace of nerves finally creeping into his tone, though he didn't falter. "But I love you guys. You’re my family out here, and I wanted to be completely honest with you. I just ask that you please keep it strictly between us for now."
For a fraction of a second, nobody moved. Then, breaking the engineered tension, Cassie let out a loud, genuine cheer, and the table erupted. Bood reached across the table to slam a hand onto Shane's shoulder, while Lisa immediately leaned over to offer Ilya a warm, welcoming smile.
"It's about damn time, Hollander!" Rose yelled over the noise, raising her beer glass.
"Seriously, man, congratulations," Bood beamed, shaking his head. "We’re so happy for you. And Ilya, welcome to the madness. You’re officially one of us now."
To prove the point, Cassie was already tapping furiously on her phone. A second later, Ilya’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out to see a notification: Cassie added you to 'The Backyard Sociopaths' WhatsApp group chat.
"There," Cassie said with a satisfied nod, pocketing her device. "No turning back now, Rozanov. You're trapped."
As the congratulations began to settle into a warm, comfortable hum, Ryan suddenly cleared his throat, holding up his drink loosely. "Well, since we're apparently doing a clearing of the air..." He paused, a wry, slightly self-conscious smile touching his lips. "I’m gay, too. Not dating anyone, unfortunately, but yeah. Figured now was a good time to toss that out there."
The backyard immediately broke out into a fresh round of cheers and applause. Bood clapped Ryan on the back, and Wyatt threw his hands up. "Hell yeah, Ryan! Cheers to that!"
"Wait, hold on," Rose chimed in from her seat, her villainous grin returning in full force as she locked her target onto Ryan. "You're single? Ryan, I am absolutely setting you up with one of my friends."
Ryan immediately blushed, shifting in his seat. "Oh god. Rose, please don't orchestrate my downfall."
"Nonsense, I have excellent taste," Rose insisted, counting them off on her fingers. "There's Miles, he's a fantastic actor and incredibly cute. Or Fabian—he’s a singer, gorgeous voice, great guy. Both gay, both wonderful. Pick your poison."
The table burst into laughter at Ryan’s turning an impressive shade of pink under Rose’s intense matchmaking gaze.
Sensing the perfect moment to wrap it up, Wyatt stood up, lifting his glass high into the air with profound solemnity. "Alright, alright. A toast! To our three gay friends—Shane, Ryan, and Ilya!"
Ilya caught Shane’s eye, a chuckle bubbling up in his chest as he raised his own glass to correct the record. "I am bisexual, actually, not gay," he interjected smoothly, his accent dry. "But I will still take the free alcohol."
The backyard dissolved into another massive, collective roar of laughter, the remaining tension evaporating entirely into the warm Los Angeles night air.
Looking around the sun-dappled backyard, watching the easy, unconditional love bouncing between these people, Ilya found himself quietly wondering what it would be like to do this every single weekend. His current contract with the Boston Raiders wouldn't last forever. One day, eventually, he'd have the rare professional luxury to choose exactly where he wanted to play hockey.
For the first time since he'd entered the league, Los Angeles didn't simply appeal to him because it was the city where Shane lived. It appealed because he could genuinely picture himself becoming part of this.
Part of them.
The warm sentimentality of the moment broke when Rose caught his eye through the crossfire of passing drinks. She wore a very specific, sharp sort of grin that immediately made him suspicious—the look of a woman who had just realized she now possessed two separate men to torment. Ilya smiled back, a wicked glint returning to his blue eyes. Without a single word spoken, a brilliant, mutual understanding formed between them.
From that exact point onward, the two operated as a perfectly synchronized, highly disciplined menace to Shane Hollander’s peace of mind.
Whenever Shane reached across the table for another brisket, Rose's hand shot out like a lightning bolt and snatched it away right before his fingers could close around it. When Rose distracted him with an entirely innocent, sweet question about his training schedule, Ilya quietly and seamlessly slid Shane’s drink to the opposite side of the table.
If Shane went to sit down, one of them inevitably occupied the empty chair beside him before he could even process the movement or utter a protest. If he stood up to stretch his legs, they immediately, cheerfully volunteered him for whatever manual chore nobody else wanted to do.
By the time the barbecue was winding down, the sky shifting into a deep twilight purple, Shane leaned back in his patio chair. He looked from Rose to Ilya, his face pulled into the long-suffering, deeply exhausted expression of a man who realized he had made a catastrophic, irreversible life mistake.
"I introduced the two of you," he sighed heavily, pinching the bridge of his nose.
"You did," Rose agreed cheerfully, resting her chin on her hands with a bright, angelic smile.
"And now you're actively working together against me."
Ilya smiled innocently, taking a slow sip from his bottle. "It certainly seems that way, Shanya."
Shane let out a low groan. "I've created a monster."
"Two monsters," Rose corrected helpfully, her eyes sparkling.
Ilya raised his bottle toward her across the table in a silent salute. She clinked hers against it with a satisfying, sharp metallic ring.
Shane let his head drop back against his chair, muttering into the night air. "I miss the time when you considered her your rival"
"Oh, please," Rose scoffed from across the table, not missing a beat as she neatly stabbed another one of Shane's seasoned fries. "He still does. He's just smart enough to know that keeping me happy is the only way he survives the hierarchy."
Ilya didn't deny it. Instead, he simply raised his glass to Rose in a silent, respectful acknowledgement of her superior psychological warfare, while his other hand remained firmly, warmly tangled in Shane's beneath the table.
When Ilya returned to Boston, he fully and completely focused on the Raiders. Ever since joining the Hollander family and with Sveta living in the same city as him, he had never felt more emotionally or mentally stable in his entire life. The heavy, isolating silence of his penthouse was completely gone, replaced by the comforting, chaotic warmth of a real home.
On the ice, that inner peace transformed him into a fucking machine. He was playing with a terrifying, loose, and dominant confidence, giving his absolute all every single shift and having genuine fun while doing so.
The playoffs became a ruthless, adrenaline-fueled montage of high-stakes hockey. In the first two rounds, the Raiders tore through the competition like a buzzsaw, with Ilya racking up points and celebrating every goal with a manic, infectious joy. Then came the Eastern Conference Final—a brutal, physical rematch against the Florida Panthers, the very team that had shattered their dreams the previous year.
But this time, Ilya refused to be denied. He skated through the slashes, took the heavy hits along the boards, and practically carried the team on his back, scoring a breathtaking hat trick in Game 6 to clinch the series. The Raiders had officially won the Eastern Conference, vindicating last year's heartbreak, and the locker room was a storm of flying champagne and roaring cheers.
But much to Ilya's intense disappointment, he did not get the fairy-tale ending he truly wanted: a face-off against the Los Angeles Kings.
Out West, Shane’s team had been fighting their own bloody war. The Kings had managed to spectacularly defeat the San Francisco Bulls in a grueling, seven-game bloodbath, getting their own sweet revenge against the team that had knocked them out of the playoffs the previous year. Ilya had watched every single game from his couch in Boston, his heart in his throat, silently cheering for his boyfriend.
But at the end of the day, the grueling toll of the postseason caught up to them, and the Kings did not win the Western Conference Final. They fell just short, losing in a heartbreaking Game 6 against a relentless, defensively flawless Detroit Red Wings squad.
Not that the Raiders fared any better against the powerhouse from the West.
The Stanley Cup Finals became an absolute war of attrition. Boston fought tooth and nail for every single inch of ice, pushing their bodies past the absolute breaking point. Ilya played like a man possessed, sacrificing his body to block shots, flying down the wing, and orchestrating dazzling plays that left the crowd breathless. The series dragged out into a punishing, exhausting battle, but in the end, the Red Wings were simply an unstoppable juggernaut.
The final buzzer sounded, and Boston watched through exhausted, bittersweet tears as Detroit raised the Stanley Cup. It stung like hell, but as Ilya skated off the ice, his body bruised and aching, he knew things were different now. He wasn't returning to an empty, dark apartment anymore.
He had a family, he had Sveta, and he had Shane waiting for him in the summer.






      

  












      Chapter 24: Paris
  








  The summer trip to Kyoto had not gone quite as planned.
A few weeks before they were due to leave, Dolce & Gabbana had requested Shane’s presence in Paris for a series of high-profile fittings, campaign events, and a handful of promotional appearances that simply could not be postponed. Just like that, their quiet, deeply anticipated vacation in Japan had suddenly gained an unexpected detour through France.
Fortunately, what could have been a frustrating disruption turned into something far more enjoyable than Ilya had ever expected.
Rose had happily accepted Shane’s invitation to join them, while Svetlana had declared with characteristic dramatic flair that she refused to let Ilya suffer through "high fashion nonsense" entirely on his own. Somehow, the simple business stop in Paris transformed into a lively friends' holiday. Their days quickly filled with sightseeing, endless hours idling in sunlit cafés, museum detours, and Rose and Svetlana actively conspiring to drag both hockey players into far more high-end shopping than either man would have willingly chosen.
Still, underneath the distraction of Paris, Ilya couldn’t shake the quiet, persistent feeling that he had inconvenienced Shane’s grandparents. Mr. and Mrs. Soto had been looking forward to spending the entire summer with their grandson, only for Shane's work commitments to cut a massive, unexpected chunk out of their planned time together.
So, Ilya had done the only thing that felt right.
Without dropping a single hint to Shane beforehand, he had quietly booked an all-expenses-paid week in Hokkaido for the four of them once the Paris commitments were finally over.
He had secured a private, traditional onsen resort tucked away in the volcanic mountains—a place where they could spend their days soaking in the healing hot springs, exploring the lush northern countryside, eating incredible, locally sourced food, and letting Shane's grandparents be thoroughly pampered for once, instead of them always taking care of everyone else.
If anyone in the world deserved a relaxing holiday, it was the Sotos. And if there was one undeniable truth Ilya had learned since falling head over heels in love with Shane, it was that making his grandparents happy was the single quickest way to bring a bright, genuine smile to Shane’s face.
But while Hokkaido and Kyoto were still a week away, Ilya had unexpectedly come to adore Paris.
It helped immensely that whenever Shane was pulled away by the demanding schedule of Dolce & Gabbana, Ilya was never left to wander the city alone. He had his girls to keep him thoroughly occupied. Not just Jane and Lily, who were always a chaotic delight, but Rose and Svetlana too—a formidable, highly entertaining duo that kept him on his toes and made sure his time in the French capital was anything but boring.
At that very moment, Shane was attending one of Dolce & Gabbana's events. Ilya should have been there too. Or at least, that was what he had been complaining about for the better part of the morning.
"It's not fair," he grumbled for what had to be the tenth time as Rose tugged him toward yet another boutique. "My boyfriend is walking around Paris in one of those velvet Dolce suits, looking like he stepped out of a magazine, and I'm stuck shopping."
Svetlana rolled her eyes so dramatically that Ilya was surprised they didn't disappear into the back of her head. Rose laughed as she looped her arm through his. "Ilya, you're pouting."
"I am not."
"You absolutely are."
"I simply think I should be admiring Shane."
Svetlana snorted. "You've been admiring him for a year."
"And?"
"And he'll still be gorgeous when he gets back."
Despite his theatrical complaints, Ilya followed them into yet another store without actual protest.
The truth was, he genuinely enjoyed shopping. People tended to assume that because he cultivated the image of a party-loving hockey player—all sports cars, high-end clubs, and expensive liquor—he had no real sense of style.
They were wrong.
He liked clothes. Not the loud, obnoxious designer logos plastered over everything to prove a price tag, but well-made pieces with clean lines, rich fabrics, and sharp tailoring. He appreciated garments that looked masculine without becoming dull, and elegant without trying too hard.
Honestly, he enjoyed dressing well almost as much as the girls did.
And these days, he could afford to indulge that interest without thinking twice. His NHL salary had grown considerably, and unlike during his first year as a professional, he no longer squandered it. Back then, far too much of his money had disappeared into impulse purchases—another sports car he didn't need, another reckless night out—or had been wired back to Russia, where Alexei would inevitably burn through it on drugs.
Not anymore.
For the first time in his life, his paycheck stayed exactly where it belonged: with him.
Which meant that if Rose convinced him to buy another cashmere sweater, or if Svetlana found a structured wool jacket that fit his broad shoulders perfectly, he wasn't about to feel guilty about it. He had worked incredibly hard for every single dollar. For once in his life, he was perfectly happy spending a few of them on himself.
However, that did not mean he was as obsessed as the girls.
Ilya had long since accepted that shopping with Rose and Svetlana was less a leisurely pastime and more an endurance sport.
Rose stepped out of the fitting room first, smoothing down the skirt of a fit-and-flare dress in a deep forest green scattered with tiny blue flowers. It cinched neatly at her waist before flowing softly to her knees. Against her red hair and pale skin, the color looked almost made for her.
"You look like you're about to be interviewed at Cannes," Ilya declared, leaning back against the plush sofa.
Rose laughed, turning once in front of the mirror. "Too much?"
"Not enough. You need giant sunglasses and a coffee you paid eight euros for."
Svetlana emerged a moment later and immediately stole every ounce of attention in the room. Her dress was everything Rose's wasn't: short, backless, and covered in shimmering sequins that caught every light in the boutique. It looked specifically designed for loud music, expensive champagne, and staying out until sunrise.
Rose whistled. "You're going clubbing."
"I always look like I'm going clubbing," Svetlana said, tossing her hair.
The two women dissolved into easy laughter, utterly at home in the boutique.
Meanwhile, Ilya had somehow accumulated an entire mountain of shirts over one side of the sofa. Not dress shirts—not the stiff, boring kind the league hierarchy liked to see players wearing during pre-game arrivals.
These were fun.
One was ivory with a beautifully detailed embroidered tiger prowling across the shoulder. Another had oversized botanical prints in dark emerald. One featured tiny, delicate swallows stitched across the collar. Another looked almost vintage, with colorful geometric patterns that reminded him of the ridiculous shirts people wore in the nineties.
Rose spotted the growing pile and burst out laughing. "There it is."
"What?" Ilya asked, looking down at his hoard.
"The cute tops."
Svetlana looked over, her eyes lighting up as she immediately caught Rose's drift. "Oh my God." She pointed dramatically at him. "He really is a cute-top girl."
"I am not."
"You absolutely are."
"I have excellent taste."
Rose folded her arms, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "Ilya, you own more interesting shirts than I do."
"They're versatile."
"They're adorable."
"They are masculine," he insisted, drawing himself up to his full, imposing height.
"The tiger one literally has embroidered flowers around its paws," Rose pointed out.
"The tiger is very intimidating."
"The flowers are winning."
Ilya rolled his eyes with theatrical annoyance, but he hugged the shirts to his chest anyway, refusing to put a single one back.
The truth was, his wardrobe genuinely needed the upgrade. During his rookie season, he'd practically lived in the same tight rotation of clothes. Every road trip, every nightclub, every single off-day, paparazzi had photographed him in one patterned shirt after another until the internet had unknowingly cataloged his entire closet.
He'd worn one specific black patterned shirt in Montreal. Again in Chicago. Again in New York. Again in Vegas. Fans on Tumblr and Twitter had started jokingly posting side-by-side compilations, laughing about how NHL players earned millions of dollars yet somehow owned only six shirts between them.
But now, he actually had the financial freedom to build a real wardrobe. And, admittedly, he enjoyed clothes far more than he'd ever let on to the guys in the locker room. These were the shirts he'd wear with the first few buttons undone, sleeves rolled up to his thick forearms, standing in line outside some exclusive club in Los Angeles or Boston before disappearing inside with friends until the sun came up.
"They fit your whole..." Rose gestured vaguely up and down his frame. "...nightlife menace aesthetic."
"I do not have a nightlife menace aesthetic."
"You absolutely do," Svetlana snorted, nodding in agreement. "You walk into clubs looking like you're about to either seduce someone or start a massive fight."
Ilya sniffed, adjusting his grip on the hanger hooks. "I have never started a fight."
Rose and Svetlana exchanged identical, incredibly skeptical looks.
"...Inside a club," Ilya amended dryly.
"Better," Rose chuckled.
He grinned without a hint of shame, reaching out to grab two more patterned silk shirts from a nearby rack. If he was going to be photographed in the same major cities all season, he might as well give the fashion blogs something new to talk about. And if that meant embracing his apparent reputation as a man who loved a cute top...
Well. There were certainly worse things to be famous for.
By the time they returned to the hotel, their arms were laden with shopping bags.
Dolce & Gabbana had insisted Shane stay in the penthouse during the Paris events, a sprawling suite with two bedrooms connected by a spacious living room overlooking the city. It was excessive, even by celebrity standards, but none of them were complaining.
The moment the door opened, Jane came barreling across the hardwood floor.
The dog barked excitedly, her tail wagging so hard her entire body wiggled before launching herself headfirst at Ilya.
"There you are!" Ilya laughed, dropping every single shopping bag he was carrying right onto the floor.
He barely had time to kneel before Jane was covering his face with enthusiastic puppy kisses. Ilya scratched behind her ears, rubbing her fluffy neck while laughing helplessly as the dog whined with sheer, unadulterated happiness.
"I missed you too, darling."
Across the room, Lily merely opened one lazy eye from her spot curled atop one of the sun-warmed chairs on the balcony, deciding they weren't interesting enough to interrupt her afternoon nap. She stretched once, tucked her paws neatly beneath herself, and promptly went back to enjoying the Paris sunshine.
Rose wandered toward the kitchenette, picking up the room service menu. "Anyone feel like going out?"
Three immediate, exhausted groans answered her.
"I'll take that as a no."
"I walked through ten stores because of you," Ilya complained from the floor, still buried beneath an extremely affectionate Shiba Inu. "I'm not moving again."
Rose smiled. "Room service it is."
Before anyone could even decide what to order, three sharp knocks echoed through the suite.
The four of them exchanged puzzled looks.
Svetlana sighed dramatically. "My turn."
She’d unofficially become the designated door-opener whenever they traveled together. Between two NHL stars and a Hollywood actress, there was always the possibility of paparazzi, overeager fans, or someone somehow discovering their room number.
She unlocked the door. "Oh!"
The surprise in her voice immediately caught everyone’s attention. Ilya looked up from the floor, his ears catching a very familiar laugh. His shoulders instantly stiffened, as he slowly stood up, brushing a few stray Inu Shiba hairs off his jeans.
Standing in the doorway was Sasha.
His former coach's son wrapped Svetlana in a hug as though they hadn't seen each other in years. "Sveta!" Sasha exclaimed, pulling back to look at her. "Look at you."
She laughed, hugging him back before narrowing her eyes suspiciously. "Sasha. How did you even know we were here?"
Sasha threw his head back with a laugh. "Sveta, the four of you are absolutely everywhere online." He gestured vaguely with one hand. "There is even a TMZ article claiming you are all trapped in some ridiculous romantic soap opera. Apparently, Ilyusha stole Rose from Hollander, and then you mended your broken heart in Hollander's arms."
Rose blinked, her brain struggling to process the sheer leaps of internet logic. "...What?"
Sasha shrugged, thoroughly amused. "The internet has lost its mind."
"It lost its mind years ago," Rose muttered, rubbing her temples.
Everyone chuckled at that, but the humor didn't reach Ilya. He folded his arms over his chest, his eyes locking onto Sasha.
"That isn't what she meant," Ilya said, his voice dropping into a cool, even register.
Sasha looked over at him, his gaze shifting away from Svetlana.
"How did you know we were in this hotel?" Ilya asked, his tone flat, leaving no room for playful banter. "And in this specific room."
The lighthearted laughter in the entryway faded.
For a heartbeat, Sasha simply stared at him, taking in the sight of Ilya standing in the middle of the luxury suite. Then, a slow, predatory smirk spread across his face.
It was the exact same smile Ilya remembered from Russia. The one that had, once upon a time, convinced him into more reckless, self-destructive decisions than he cared to remember. Years ago, that look had stirred something wild and desperate inside him.
Excitement. Curiosity. A sharp, dangerous desire.
After all, while Svetlana had been the first girl he'd ever been with, Sasha had been the first boy. Back then, that smile had been enough to make Ilya follow him almost anywhere, eager for whatever trouble Sasha was offering.
Now...
Nothing.
Ilya looked at him and felt absolutely nothing. No lingering spark of attraction. No sudden pull of temptation. No quiet, wondering thoughts of what could have been if things had gone differently. Just a cold, quiet certainty that an entire year with Shane—a year of real, unconditional love—had changed him more profoundly than he'd ever realized.
He looked at Sasha, the man who had once occupied such a massive, turbulent place in his past, and his heart didn't even skip a beat.
It already belonged entirely to someone else.
The realization settled over Ilya so suddenly that it almost stole the air from his lungs.
It meant nothing. Absolutely nothing.
For years, Sasha had occupied an uncomfortable, dark corner of his mind—not because of any lingering romantic feelings, but because of everything that came with growing up gay in Russia. The shame. The secrecy. The constant, suffocating fear that someone would find out and ruin your life. Sasha had become tangled up with all of that, impossible to separate from the internalized guilt Ilya had spent years carrying.
Yet, standing here now, he realized there was nothing left to untangle.
Svetlana had always remained his friend. The two of them had built something genuine over the years, surviving their worst decisions and growing into people who truly, deeply cared about one another.
Sasha had never been that.
He'd simply always been... around. The son of his old coach. Someone who showed up at the same parties, drank from the same bottles, smoked the same cigarettes, and occasionally shared the same bed. Their relationship had never extended beyond nights blurred by cheap alcohol, loud music, and, every now and then, whatever party drugs they could find.
That wasn't friendship. It certainly wasn't love. And it was no longer something Ilya missed.
Sasha pouted.
Years ago, Ilya probably would've found the gesture seductive. Now, it only made his skin crawl. There was something hollow behind it, something rehearsed, as though Sasha wasn't actually looking at him, but rather objectifying him.
It unsettled him to his core.
Once upon a time, every hookup had looked at him that, hungry and interested only in what they could take from him for a single night. Then Shane had looked at him with patience and warmth. With an unwavering devotion that made Ilya feel entirely safe.
Now that Ilya knew what genuine love looked like, he found he couldn't stomach anything less.
"Come on, Ilyusha," Sasha whined in Russian, his voice carrying that same practiced, low flirtation. "Aren't you happy to see me?"
"Niet," Ilya answered flatly, his expression completely unreadable. "Not really. Now, Alexander, tell me how you found out we're staying here. The last thing we need is paparazzi finding us."
Sasha blinked. The blunt, cold response clearly wasn't the one he'd expected. Beside him, Svetlana quietly shook her head, understanding exactly how awkward and tense this situation had just become.
Rose, meanwhile, looked between the three Russians with increasing confusion before throwing both hands into the air. "Excuse me," she interrupted, her voice cutting through the heavy atmosphere. "Can we go back to English? I don't understand a word you people are saying."
The realization hit Ilya immediately. They'd all slipped into their native tongue without even noticing, leaving Rose completely stranded in the conversation.
"Sorry," Ilya said, switching back to English at once.
Sasha clicked his tongue, but he didn't bother changing languages. "What happened to you, Ilyusha?" he asked in Russian, a sharp edge of irritation creeping into his voice. "You're always saying 'please' and 'thank you' now. Always apologizing. Always acting so protective." His lips curled into a mocking, familiar smile. "Why do you even care if the paparazzi found you? Your face has been on TMZ every other weekend since moving to North America. You used to be fun."
"Sasha," Svetlana warned, her voice dropping into a sharp, dangerous register.
Ilya lifted a hand, keeping his eyes locked onto Sasha. "It's fine."
He stared at Sasha for another long, quiet second before deliberately replying in English. Not because Sasha needed the translation—Sasha’s English was perfectly fine—but because Rose deserved to understand, and because Ilya wanted every single word to be crystal clear, leaving no room for misinterpretation.
"Well, Alexander," Ilya answered calmly. "I grew up." A faint, humorless smile touched his lips. "Maybe you should try it."
Sasha's expression fell. This time, the hurt on his face wasn't feigned. For a brief, split second, a familiar tug of guilt pulled at Ilya's chest. But then, just as quickly, it disappeared. Some truths simply hurt.
Sasha huffed, muttering a string of colorful Russian curses under his breath, before spinning on his heel. He slammed the hotel room door behind him hard enough to make the walls rattle.
Silence settled over the penthouse suite.
Rose slowly looked from the closed door to Svetlana, and then finally to Ilya. "...Can someone please explain what just happened?"
Svetlana rubbed the bridge of her nose with a tired, heavy sigh. "Long story."
Ilya didn't stay to hear her tell it. He simply turned, walked down the hallway toward the master bedroom he shared with Shane, and shut the door firmly behind him.
The room was beautifully, blissfully quiet.
Shane was still at his event, leaving the space entirely empty. Without bothering to change out of his street clothes, Ilya collapsed face-first onto the massive king-sized bed.
Some distant part of his brain reminded him that Shane absolutely hated when "outside clothes" touched the clean sheets. Normally, Ilya would've stripped down to his undershirt and boxers before even thinking about climbing into bed. Right now, he couldn't bring himself to care.
He buried his face deep into Shane's pillow, breathing in the familiar, grounding scent of cedarwood cologne, clean laundry, and the faintest trace of the shampoo Shane always used.
Home. Safe.
The tight, agonizing knot that had been winding up in his chest ever since Sasha appeared at the door finally snapped.
He let out one long, muffled scream directly into the pillow.
It wasn't because he missed Sasha. It wasn't because he regretted a single word he'd said. It was because he had finally looked a ghost from his past dead in the eye... and realized it no longer had any power over him.






      

  












      Chapter 25: Because of You
  








  Shane hadn't spoken this much French since high school.
Quite literally.
Ever since moving to Los Angeles, his life had been lived almost entirely in English. The only exceptions were the warm, comforting calls with his grandparents, and, over the last couple of years, the tentative, beautiful conversations he’d started having with his parents in Japanese as they slowly embraced that part of their heritage together.
French had quietly slipped into the background. He still used it for the occasional interview with Québec newspapers or magazines, but those were brief, highly structured conversations every few months—hardly enough to keep the language alive the way it had once been.
But now, standing in the middle of Paris, working with Dolce & Gabbana...
Kami-sama.
He had forgotten how much he loved speaking it.
Japanese would always be the language closest to his heart, the one that intimately connected him to his family and his grandparents. But French... French had been a vital part of him since kindergarten. He had spent over a decade studying it, laughing in it, reading novels in it, making friends in it. It was as much a part of his childhood as hockey.
Somewhere along the way, he'd stopped appreciating it.
Looking back, Shane realized it had never really been the language's fault. For years, he'd carried so much subconscious resentment toward his mother for turning away from their Japanese heritage that, without even noticing, he'd associated French with that loss. Yuna had chosen French over Japanese while raising him, and some childish, wounded part of him had quietly blamed the language itself.
It had never deserved that.
Now that he and his mother had healed those old wounds, the resentment had entirely disappeared. And with it, so had every unfair feeling he'd attached to French.
It felt... liberating.
He chatted effortlessly with the Dolce & Gabbana executives about the upcoming campaign, joked with photographers between shots, and laughed easily with the tailors making the final, meticulous adjustments to his velvet suit. Every sentence came naturally, and every word felt familiar. Like greeting an old friend after years apart.
Later, while leaving one of the boutiques on Avenue Montaigne, a handful of fans recognized him. Most of them clearly expected English. Instead, Shane greeted them in fluent, effortless French.
The surprise on their faces immediately melted into delighted, beaming smiles. They chatted about hockey, Paris, and even exchanged restaurant recommendations while he signed jerseys, photographs, and shopping bags before happily posing for selfies. One elderly woman even patted his arm and declared that his accent was très charmant, earning a loud laugh from everyone nearby.
By the time security gently ushered him toward his waiting car, Shane found himself smiling wider than he had all day.
Paris had surprised him. He'd expected beautiful architecture, incredible food, and another busy, exhausting fashion event. Instead, the city had quietly handed him back a piece of himself he'd forgotten he'd lost.
Not a new part. An old one. One he'd unknowingly abandoned beneath years of resentment. French hadn't taken anything away from him. It had simply been waiting patiently for him to come back.
As the car pulled away from the curb, Shane glanced out the window at the bustling Parisian streets, a profound sense of peace settling over him. It was funny. He had come to France because of a fashion campaign. Instead, he was leaving with something far more valuable than another photoshoot or another tailored suit.
He was remembering another version of himself. And, for the first time in years, that version felt wonderfully complete.
The next shoot took place on the Pont Alexandre III, the golden bridge stretching over the Seine, with the Paris skyline unfolding behind him.
The location was almost too perfect. The ornate sculptures, the gilded details, the river reflecting the afternoon light below—it all felt like something created specifically for a fashion campaign. Shane stood at the center of it, dressed in one of Dolce & Gabbana's tailored suits, the velvet fabric catching the light every time he moved.
"Turn slightly to the left, Monsieur Hollander."
Shane followed the instruction immediately.
"Chin down."
He lowered his head.
"Perfect. Now look toward the river."
He did, letting his expression soften.
Modeling had always been strange to him. Hockey was movement, instinct, and reaction. Everything happened quickly, decided in a fraction of a second. Modeling was the exact opposite. It was about how to communicate depth without saying a single word. But after years of cameras following him both on and off the ice, Shane had learned how to exist comfortably in front of them.
The photographer circled around him, capturing different angles. "Beautiful. Hold that."
The camera clicked repeatedly.
A few minutes later, while the crew adjusted the lighting, one of the Dolce & Gabbana executives approached him. "Monsieur Hollander," he said politely, "there is someone here from a magazine who would like to ask you a few questions."
Shane smiled. "Of course."
The transition from photoshoot to interview was seamless. They stayed right on the bridge, the Seine flowing lazily behind them as the journalist approached, a notebook in hand. She greeted him in French, and Shane immediately answered in the same language.
The conversation began naturally.
"Many people know you as a hockey player, but now you are also becoming recognized in fashion," she noted. "How does it feel to balance both worlds?"
Shane considered the question for a moment. "I don't really see them as two separate worlds." He glanced briefly toward the photographer before continuing. "When I was a child, I imagined becoming a hockey player, and I thought that meant only one thing: playing hockey. Training, competing, and improving. That is still a huge part of what I do."
He smiled, his voice warm. "But as you become a professional athlete, you realize that being a player is also being a public figure. You represent your sport and your team. The way you behave, the way you treat people, the choices you make outside the rink—all of that becomes part of what people see."
The journalist nodded, listening carefully.
"I don't believe I represent every Asian player or every Japanese person who dreams of playing hockey," Shane continued honestly. "That would be impossible. Everyone has their own story. But I do understand that having a platform comes with responsibility. Not everyone gets that opportunity. When people recognize you, when young athletes look up to you, you have to understand that your actions matter. Being a hockey player is not only about what happens during a game. It is also about what you do with the position you have been given."
The journalist smiled. "And does that include working with fashion brands?"
Shane laughed softly. "Absolutely."
He looked around at the Dolce & Gabbana team, the photographers, and the stylists moving around them. "Being a public figure means that this world of modeling and partnerships exists. I am very grateful for every brand that believed in me, especially since I was still a rookie when some of these opportunities started appearing. I never expected this part of my career. I love hockey. That will always be my priority. But I also enjoy this. I enjoy creating something different and meeting people outside of the hockey world."
The journalist then asked about Paris, and Shane's expression immediately brightened.
"Actually, Paris has reminded me of something I had forgotten."
"Which is?"
"How much I love French," he laughed. "I grew up learning it. Since kindergarten, all the way through high school, French was a huge part of my life. But after moving to the United States, I stopped using it as much. I still spoke it occasionally for interviews, but not like this."
He looked toward the busy streets surrounding them. "Being here, speaking French every day, talking with the team, with photographers, with fans... it brought back a part of myself that I had not realized I missed."
The journalist smiled. "So Dolce & Gabbana gave you more than a fashion campaign?"
"Definitely," Shane laughed. "They gave me a reason to fall in love with the language again."
The photographer called for him to return to position, and Shane thanked the journalist before walking back toward the center of the bridge.
The camera began clicking again. The Seine flowed beneath him, and Paris moved around him. For once, Shane wasn't thinking about expectations, pressure, or everything he represented.
He was simply enjoying being there.
The Dolce & Gabbana executive approached him again once the shoot was finally finished and Shane had changed back into his own clothes. "Monsieur Hollander, there is a car waiting to take you back to the hotel."
Shane smiled gratefully. "Thank you."
He spent the next several minutes thanking everyone involved. The photographer, the stylists, the assistants, the executives. He had learned early in his career that people remembered kindness, and more importantly, he genuinely meant it. A photoshoot might be centered around one person, but it took dozens of people working tirelessly behind the scenes to make it happen.
Once he was finally free, he made his way toward the waiting car.
That was when he noticed two young women standing nearby on the edge of the pavement. They were whispering excitedly to each other, glancing in his direction and trying very unsuccessfully to pretend they weren't staring.
Shane caught a few words. Or at least, he thought he did.
Something that sounded like sa majesté.
His eyebrows furrowed slightly in confusion. His Majesty? That couldn't possibly be right. He was a hockey player, not royalty.
Before he could think too much about it, the two girls gathered enough courage to approach him. "Excusez-nous," one of them said quickly, her cheeks flushing a light pink. "We are huge fans. Could we take a picture with you?"
Shane immediately smiled, the tension leaving his shoulders. "Of course."
Fan interactions had always been something of a quiet struggle for him. On the ice, he knew exactly what to do. During press conferences, he had learned how to answer questions with practiced ease. In front of a camera for a high-fashion campaign, he knew how to hold a pose. But when someone approached him in public simply because they admired him? That still felt incredibly surreal.
Rose had spent years reminding him that he needed to stop looking so wooden about it.
"Shane," she had told him more than once, her voice dripping with affectionate exasperation, "they aren't asking you for some impossible miracle. They just want a picture. Smile. Talk to them. Be a human being."
He was trying. And honestly, he was incredibly grateful. Every fan who took the time to support him—whether it was at a hockey game in Los Angeles, online, or randomly on a historic Paris street—was someone who had actively chosen to care about his career.
So, he treated it like another mini-photoshoot. Stand here. Smile. Look happy. Except this time, the people in front of the camera with him were the very reason he had the career he did.
They took a couple of selfies together, laughing as they tried to find the best angle with the afternoon sun. Then, one of them shyly offered him a marker and a notebook to sign.
Shane happily accepted. He had developed a small habit over the years whenever he signed autographs. Instead of simply scribbling his name and moving on, he liked to add a little personalized message in the margins.
Bonne chance.
Avec amour.
Merci pour votre soutien.
The girls' faces immediately lit up as they read the words. "Merci!" one of them gasped excitedly.
Shane laughed, the sound warm and easy. "De rien."
After a few more excited exchanges, waves, and parting smiles, they finally stepped away, still giggling and clutching the notebook as they walked down the avenue.
Shane watched them go with a small, fond smile before finally slipping into the back of the waiting car. The moment the heavy door clicked closed behind him, insulating him from the bustling city, he let out a long, deep sigh.
Finally. Silence.
He leaned back against the plush leather seat, closing his eyes and allowing himself a few precious minutes to simply exist without cameras, questions, or eyes watching his every movement. The city passed by in a gorgeous, blurred landscape outside the window as the car carried him back toward the hotel.
Paris had been exhausting. But it had also been wonderful.
When he arrived, Shane thanked the driver and stepped into the grand hotel lobby. The luxury of the space immediately surrounded him: polished marble floors, hushed conversations, and the soft, seamless movement of staff going about their work.
As he crossed the lobby toward the bank of elevators, he thought he heard someone muttering something in sharp, agitated Russian nearby. He glanced in that direction for half a second, his mind instinctively wondering if Svetlana was around, but he didn't see anyone he recognized.
Probably nothing, he reasoned. He had spent enough time around Russian teammates and hockey fans to know the language had a way of following him just about anywhere.
He continued forward. The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime.
Shane stepped inside and pressed the button for the penthouse suite. He leaned his head against the cool wall as the doors closed, his mind already drifting to the thought of seeing Ilya.
After an entire day of flashing cameras, structured interviews, and strangers knowing his name, he was more than ready for something much simpler.
He was ready to go home.
When the elevator doors finally chimed open at the penthouse, Shane stepped out into the quiet vestibule, sliding his keycard through the lock. He pushed the door open and called out into the quiet apartment, “Tadaima.”
The lack of an immediate response caught his attention.
Normally, the moment he crossed the threshold, he would have been greeted by an enthusiastic welcome—or more accurately, a dry, slightly accented "Okaeri" that Ilya had taken to saying ever since their time in Kyoto. It had quickly become a habit that made Shane smile every single time, a small, tender reminder of how deeply Ilya had embraced his grandparents’ home and the little traditions that came with it.
But this time, there was only silence.
Confused, Shane stepped further into the suite, his eyes scanning the spacious living room. Rose and Svetlana were sitting together on the sofa, both wearing deeply worried expressions. Svetlana was absently stroking a tense, restless Lily in her lap, while Jane was pacing nearby, shifting around constantly and letting out anxious, quiet whines. The animals clearly sensed the heavy agitation in the air.
And Ilya was nowhere to be seen.
“What’s going on?” Shane asked, his protective instincts instantly flaring.
The two girls exchanged a long, heavy look before letting out identical, tired sighs. Neither of them spoke. Instead, they simply pointed in unison toward the door leading to the master bedroom.
That was all the answer Shane needed. They weren't going to explain it right now—they were leaving it for him to handle. He slowly pushed the bedroom door open and what he found inside immediately confirmed his worst fears.
Ilya was lying completely face down on the mattress.
Shane stood in the doorway, staring for a long, silent moment. This was bad.
It wasn't just the posture; it was the fact that Ilya was still fully dressed in his street clothes. Normally, Shane would have complained. He had always been incredibly particular about keeping the outside world off their bed sheets, a quirk Ilya knew better than anyone. In fact, one of the things Shane loved most about him was how Ilya found all of those fussy little peculiarities endearing rather than annoying, always accommodating them even when he teased Shane about being overly fastidious.
For Ilya to be lying there like this, completely indifferent to a rule he normally respected without question, meant that something had truly, deeply broken inside him.
Without a single moment of hesitation, Shane pushed aside his own discomfort. He didn't bother to change out of his own clothes from the photoshoot, simply climbing onto the mattress right beside him. He reached out, placing a warm hand flat against the center of Ilya’s back, and began to rub in slow, soothing circles.
The blond was breathing far too quickly, his broad shoulders incredibly rigid and trembling slightly beneath Shane’s touch. He was hyperventilating.
“Hey,” Shane whispered softly, leaning in close and continuing to massage his back, offering his own steady presence. “I’m here. I've got you.”
He stayed right there, grounding him and slowly helping him breathe through the panic, little by little. Once Ilya finally managed to calm down enough to look at him, Shane felt a wave of protectiveness hit him so strongly that it almost overwhelmed him.
He had seen Ilya angry. He had seen him frustrated, exhausted, hurt, and even terrified. But he had never seen him look so utterly lost.
For a moment, Shane hesitated. He didn’t want to push. He knew better than anyone that Ilya did not always know how to talk about the things that hurt him, and the last thing Shane wanted was to make him feel cornered in his own bedroom. But at the same time, it was obvious that Ilya needed to talk about it. The words were already there, right at the surface, waiting to come out.
So, Shane stayed quiet, continuing the slow, soothing stroke of his hand against Ilya’s back, giving him the space to start in his own time.
Eventually, the silence broke, and Ilya told him about Sasha.
The son of his old coach.
He was a person Shane already knew more about than he probably realized, because over the last year, through countless late-night phone calls and video chats, Ilya had shared pieces of his past with him. They had spent hours talking about their childhoods, their families, and the things that had shaped them into the people they were now. Ilya had told Shane about his mother. About his father. About his brother. About Russia and everything that came with growing up there.
And Shane had shared his own struggles in return. He had talked about what it was like growing up Asian in a sport where he often felt like he did not belong. He had talked about his complicated relationship with his mother, about the heavy expectations placed on him, and about all the things he had carried for years without ever admitting how much they hurt.
They had shared the ugly parts first—the painful memories and the things they had never told another soul.
But eventually, as always happened when they talked, they had moved on to the lighter parts too. They had talked about their past relationships and their old hookups, though that specific conversation had not lasted very long. They had both quickly realized that neither of them handled the idea of the other being with someone else particularly well. They were far too possessive and jealous, even knowing that all of it was in the past now.
And through those open, honest conversations, Shane had learned a lot about Sasha.
More than that, he had learned things about Ilya that Ilya himself had never fully recognized. He knew about Sasha’s place in Ilya’s life and the history between them. He knew that Sasha had been around during those years when Ilya was trying to survive rather than truly live.
And now, he had walked right into their penthouse and acted as if everything was still the exact same.
“I don’t understand why I reacted like that,” Ilya admitted quietly, his voice muffled against the pillow after explaining the entire confrontation. “I know I wasn’t scared that you would misunderstand. I know he might have even tried to make it seem like there was something between us, or maybe he thought I never told you. I don’t even know.” He shook his head against the fabric of the pillow. “I don’t know why I exploded like that.”
Shane looked down at him, his gaze soft but incredibly steady. “I do.”
Ilya frowned, turning his head on the pillow to look at him. “What do you mean you do? You weren’t even here.”
“No, I wasn’t,” Shane admitted gently. “But I know you.”
That made Ilya quiet, the tension in his jaw tightening.
“I know that Sasha hurt you.”
Ilya immediately shook his head, defensive by instinct. “We were never anything. Not like we are.”
“I know,” Shane said softly, his fingers shifting to gently brush against Ilya’s bare forearm. “I know you weren’t together and what you had was nothing like our relationship.” He paused, letting the warmth of his touch settle. “But you were friends once.”
Ilya opened his mouth to argue, but Shane continued before he could find the words.
“Maybe not the same kind of friendship you and Svetlana have, or the one I have with Rose. But he was still your friend. He was someone who knew you. Someone who understood something about you that most people in Russia never could.”
Ilya looked away, staring blankly at the wall.
“He was the first guy you were ever with,” Shane continued, his voice low and incredibly tender. “And you were his first, too. The two of you should have looked out for each other. You both knew what it was like to exist in Russia while hiding parts of yourself. You both knew what it meant to be afraid.”
His voice softened even further, carrying the weight of a painful truth.
“But Sasha didn’t protect you.”
Ilya went entirely still.
“He didn’t care about what you were dealing with. He didn’t care about your father, or your brother being part of the police, or what could have happened to you if people found out. He treated all of it like it was nothing. Like it was just some game.”
Shane watched the realization slowly, quietly dawn on Ilya’s face.
“And I think that hurt you more than you ever wanted to admit,” Shane said, reaching out to gently cup the side of Ilya's face. “Because it wasn’t about him being an ex, or just someone from your past. It was because he was someone who should have understood. Someone who should have had your back.”
Ilya stayed completely silent, but his breathing had hitched.
“You felt betrayed,” Shane whispered.
And this time, Ilya didn’t argue.
Suddenly, Shane stood up from the bed.
It had Ilya looking up in confusion, his blue eyes tracking Shane as he stepped away from the mattress and headed straight toward the bedroom door. “Shane?” Ilya called out, startled. “Shanya, what are you doing?”
For once in his life, Shane completely ignored him.
It wasn't because he was angry with Ilya. It wasn't because he was upset with him in the slightest. It was simply because there was something that needed to be done, and Shane knew that if he lingered or looked at Ilya’s pleading face for too long, he might hesitate.
He walked with purpose straight into the living room, where Svetlana and Rose were still sitting on the sofa with Lily curled between them.
“Svetlana,” Shane said, his voice firm.
The absolute seriousness in his tone immediately caught her attention. Her hand paused on Lily's fur.
“Call Sasha back.”
Both women blinked in unison, utterly taken aback.
Shane crossed his arms over his chest, his expression hard. “This has gone on for far too long. It needs to be dealt with today.”
For a moment, Svetlana simply stared at him, processing the request. Then, slowly, a delighted, wicked smirk spread across her face. “Oh, Shanya,” she said, her voice dripping with approval. “I knew it. I knew I would love you for a reason.”
Svetlana pointed a finger at Shane. “You are my partner in crime now.”
Before anyone could even attempt to argue, she was already standing up and walking toward the balcony, pulling out her phone to make the call.
Ilya stood frozen in the doorway, completely lost. He genuinely did not know if he should run after Svetlana and knock the phone out of her hand, grab Shane and demand to know what the hell he was thinking, or simply book a flight straight back to Boston and pretend this entire day had never happened.
Even Rose looked stunned. “Shane,” she said carefully, looking between him and the balcony doors. “Are you sure calling your boyfriend’s... whatever Sasha is... back here is a good idea?”
Shane looked at her, his jaw set. “Yes.”
The sheer certainty in his voice made her pause.
“This needs to be dealt with today,” he repeated.
And apparently, Sasha had not gone very far.
According to Svetlana, he had only descended as far as the hotel bar, likely expecting everyone to calm down so he could stroll back up later and pretend nothing had happened. Instead, not long after Svetlana's call, the door opened and Sasha returned to the penthouse, his arms crossed over his chest and an annoyed, defensive pout on his face.
He immediately said something in sharp Russian that Shane could only assume meant, What do you want?
Shane really, really needed to learn Russian. Soon.
But he did know one highly useful thing: in this penthouse, there were only two people who could speak French. Him, and Sasha.
So, Shane smoothly switched languages.
“You must be the coach’s son.”
Sasha’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. Clearly, he had not expected the fluent, flawless French to come out of Shane's mouth. He looked Shane up and down, slowly studying his frame before a lazy grin appeared on his face.
“Well,” Sasha replied in French, his pronunciation thick but conversational. “I can see what Ilya sees in you. You’re a pretty boy.”
Shane smirked, completely unfazed. “Yeah,” he answered easily. “I had to be. Otherwise, how else would I have landed someone like him?”
Sasha let out a sudden laugh. The sound was genuine enough that it actually caught Shane slightly off guard. From the couch, Rose let out an exaggerated, theatrical sigh. “Why is everyone in this room having conversations in every single language except English?”
Shane turned toward her, offering an apologetic glance. “Sorry. I’ll explain everything later.”
Then he looked back at Sasha.
The Russian tilted his head slightly, his grin fading into something more contemplative. “So, Ilya learned manners from you, it seems.”
It was not exactly a compliment. Yet, strangely, the tone didn't match the insult. Sasha did not look mocking anymore. He did not look angry, either. He looked... surprised. Almost lost.
And just like that, the sharp anger Shane had been holding toward him began to dissipate.
Because suddenly, Sasha was no longer just the ghost who had hurt Ilya. He was another boy who had grown up queer in Russia. Another boy who had been forced to hide vital parts of himself from a hostile world. Another boy who had been shaped, stunted, and hardened by a place that had never given him the chance to be anything else.
And Shane knew that suffocating feeling far too well.
He sighed, a soft, heavy sound that seemed to carry the weight of everything they had all been carrying since Sasha first walked through the door. Then, still speaking in French, keeping his voice incredibly calm and low as he looked directly at Sasha.
“Do you understand what you did wrong?”
The change in Sasha was immediate.
Whatever openness had appeared for a brief, fleeting moment completely vanished. In its place, the exact same defensive, high-friction walls that Shane had seen in Ilya whenever he felt cornered slammed right back down. Sasha’s shoulders straightened, his posture turning rigid and combative. His expression hardened into a stony mask, and the vulnerability was instantly swallowed by a flash of anger.
“What?” Sasha asked, his tone sharp, spitting the French words out like a shield. “Are you worried I’m going to steal Ilya away from you?”
Shane almost laughed. The sheer absurdity of the accusation didn't even register as a threat; it was just a sad, desperate attempt to deflect. “No one is stealing Ilya from me,” he replied, his voice entirely level, devoid of any jealousy or doubt. “And you and I both know that.”
Sasha’s gaze flickered, unable to hold Shane's steady eyes. He looked away, his jaw tight.
“That’s not what I’m asking,” Shane said, stepping closer. He didn't crowd Sasha, but he closed the distance enough to force the other man to listen. “I’m asking if you understand what you did wrong. Not as someone who used to sleep with him. But as his friend.”
The word seemed to hit Sasha harder than any physical blow could have.
Sasha’s carefully constructed expression cracked. The anger faded as quickly as it had flared, and for a split second, Shane saw the raw, bleeding hurt hiding underneath the bravado.
“I don’t care to guess what you felt,” Shane continued, his tone conversational but unyielding. “I don’t know you well enough to do that. But I do know what Ilya and Svetlana have told me. I know that, even if Ilya doesn’t like to admit it, the three of you were close once. You were a family.”
Sasha remained silent, his chest rising and falling in shallow, tense breaths.
“And then things changed,” Shane said. “You started surrounding yourself with people who were bad for you. You started using drugs. A lot of them. And while Svetlana and Ilya tried to pull you away from that, you kept getting deeper into it.”
Shane’s expression softened slightly, the hard edge of his protective instinct giving way to profound empathy. But his voice remained entirely firm.
“I’m sure that somewhere between all the parties, the alcohol, the drugs, and everything else, you stopped thinking about the people who cared about you. You stopped being the friend who had their backs.”
Sasha looked down at the hardwood floor, his shoulders slumping.
“You became reckless,” Shane said softly. “And I understand why. I understand what it’s like to feel trapped somewhere that doesn’t allow you to be yourself. I understand the anger. The frustration. The feeling that you have to destroy yourself because you don’t know what else to do with all of it.”
Shane paused, letting the weight of his understanding settle in the silent penthouse.
“But your pain started hurting other people.”
That made Sasha’s head snap back up, his eyes wide and shiny.
“Especially Ilya,” Shane added.
The silence in the room grew heavier, suffocating and thick.
“You were one of the few people who understood him,” Shane continued, his voice dropping to an intense murmur. “You knew what it meant to hide and what he was risking. You knew what his family situation was like—how dangerous it was for him. You should have protected him.”
Shane’s voice lowered even further, carrying a quiet, devastating gravity.
“Instead, you put him in danger.”
Sasha flinched, his entire body jerking as if he'd been struck.
“And that broke his trust.”
For a brief moment, Shane’s eyes drifted past Sasha's form, catching sight of Ilya standing in the doorway, looking incredibly small.
“Ilya is one of the most loving people I have ever met,” Shane said, his voice swelling with a deep warmth. “He cares too much and forgives too easily. He wants to believe the best in people, even when they hurt him.”
His eyes returned to Sasha, holding him hostage to the truth.
“But you broke something that was very, very difficult to break.”
Sasha looked utterly devastated, the last remnants of his defensive posture crumbling away.
“I don’t know if you can get that trust back,” Shane admitted honestly. “Maybe you can. Maybe if you explain and apologize. Because Kami-sama knows Ilya will probably forgive you eventually. That is the kind of person he is.”
Shane took a slow, deep breath.
“But right now, this isn’t about whether Ilya can forgive you.” Shane looked directly into Sasha's eyes, stripping away every excuse, deflection, and mask. “It’s about whether you are willing to become someone worthy of that forgiveness.”
Sasha’s face fell, his expression turning hollow.
“Because looking at you right now,” Shane said, his gaze sweeping over him with a clinical but compassionate clarity, “coming back here after being at the hotel bar in the middle of the afternoon, and knowing there are probably drugs in your pocket right now that you shouldn’t have…”
He shook his head, in a sad gesture.
“You need help, Alexander.” The words were incredibly gentle, but they carried the absolute authority of a doctor prescribing the only cure left. “You need rehab to help you get clean. And maybe after that, maybe that version of Sasha can be friends with Ilya and Svetlana again.”
Shane’s expression hardened, the steel returning to his eyes.
“But I will not let you drag them down with you.”
The entire penthouse fell into a dead, ringing silence.
Ilya, Svetlana, and Rose did not understand the French words flowing between them, but they understood the immense weight of them. They could read the cadence of Shane's voice, the shift in Sasha's posture, and the raw, heavy air in the room. Whatever Shane had said, it had bypassed Sasha's defenses and reached somewhere deep, dark, and long-neglected.
Sasha stood there, caught in a desperate, silent war between anger, denial, and a terrifying acceptance.
Then, suddenly, he laughed.
It was a tired, broken, self-deprecating sound that caught in his throat. Finally, Sasha shifted, his shoulders dropping as he switched back to English, his voice rough and uneven.
“Ilyusha,” Sasha said, shaking his head slowly as he looked past Shane. “You really had to go and find yourself a shrink as a boyfriend.”
Nobody laughed as the joke fell flat. But Sasha did not mind, he only smiled sadly, his eyes brimming with unshed tears.
“Unfortunately, he’s right.” His eyes moved fully toward Ilya, searching his childhood friend's face. “He’s so fucking right.”
Ilya froze, his breath catching in his throat.
“I’m sorry, Ilyusha,” Sasha said, his voice cracking.
The apology seemed to hit Ilya harder than any of the shouting had. It was the first time in years he had heard Sasha speak to him without a layer of mockery or casual indifference.
“I should have had your back,” Sasha swallowed hard, the tears finally spilling over his eyelashes. “I should have protected you. And I didn’t.”
He took a shaky breath, turning his head slightly toward the balcony doors.
“And I should have had yours too, Sveta.”
Svetlana’s fierce, protective expression softened, her eyes widening slightly as she looked at him.
“I was a shitty friend,” Sasha whispered, his voice cracking entirely. “And he’s right. I do need rehab. Because half the time, I don’t even recognize the person looking back at me in the mirror.”
“Sasha,” Svetlana whispered.
And then she moved.
She didn't hesitate. She crossed the room in three quick strides and wrapped her arms tightly around his neck, pulling him into her.
For a single, stunned second, Sasha stood frozen, his hands hovering in the air as if he didn't know if he was allowed to touch her. Then, his forehead sank onto her shoulder, and he hugged her back, his fingers gripping the fabric of her shirt as if he were drowning.
Ilya remained standing by the doorway, looking completely lost, his blue eyes wide as he watched his past and his present collide in the middle of the room. Shane looked over at him, catching his eye. Gently, Shane gave him a small, reassuring nod.
A silent go.
Slowly, hesitantly, Ilya walked toward them. He took a few quiet steps, then accelerated, crossing the remaining distance until he reached them.
And then the three of them were holding onto each other. Three people who had grown up together in a place that wanted to break them, who had hurt each other in their struggle to survive, and who were finally, desperately trying to find their way back to the family they used to be.
Shane watched them for a quiet moment, feeling a profound sense of relief washing over his own chest. He quietly stepped backward, moving away from the circle of healing, and turned toward Rose on the couch.
“Sleepover in my room tonight,” he said, his voice low so as not to disturb them.
Rose blinked, looking up from the emotional scene. “What?”
“I’ll explain everything that happened,” Shane promised, offering her a soft, tired smile. He glanced back at the three Russians, who were still clinging to one another, whispering soft, tearful things in their native tongue. “But I think those three need a sleepover of their own.”
Rose followed his gaze, watching Svetlana press her forehead against Ilya's shoulder while Sasha held them both. She looked at them with a mixture of deep concern and profound affection.
“Yeah,” she agreed softly, her voice thick with emotion. “I think they do.”
That night, Rose stayed with Shane in the master bedroom, and he ended up telling her everything.
He explained the history between the three Russians, the years they had spent growing up together, and how incredibly difficult life had been back home. He told her about Svetlana being Black in Russia, navigating a world that constantly marked her as different, and about Ilya having to hide vital parts of himself just to survive.
He spoke about Sasha, struggling with being queer in a place that had never given him the space to simply exist. He laid bare the fear, the constant pressure, and the desperate, often destructive ways all three of them had coped with a world that had never been kind to them.
Rose listened quietly, tucking her knees up to her chest, and Shane could see the genuine heartbreak in her eyes.
Eventually, the two of them decided that their hearts could only handle so much heaviness in one night. They ordered an unreasonable amount of room service, curled up under a pile of blankets on the bed, and put on a ridiculous, predictable romantic comedy until they were finally laughing again. It was not a permanent solution, but it worked for that night.
Meanwhile, in the other room, Ilya, Svetlana, and Sasha talked.
And talked.
And talked.
For hours, the muffled cadence of their native Russian drifted through the heavy walls of the penthouse—sometimes sharp and heated, sometimes quiet and weeping, but never stopping.
When Shane woke up early the next morning for his run, the penthouse was still entirely quiet, save for the faint, exhausted murmur of voices still coming from Svetlana and Rose's room. He paused in the hallway for a moment, a wave of profound respect washing over him as he realized that the three of them were still awake, still tirelessly trying to untangle years of hurt, betrayal, and things left unsaid.
By the time he returned, sweaty and refreshed from his run along the Seine, the entire atmosphere of the penthouse had changed. The suffocating tension that had filled the air the day before was completely gone, replaced by stillness.
Rose was the only one in the living room, cradling a mug of coffee.
She looked tired, dark circles smudging the skin under her eyes, but she also looked deeply relieved when she looked up to explain what had happened. Svetlana and Ilya had just left to drive Sasha to a private rehabilitation center nearby.
Apparently, after Sasha's parents had divorced, he and his mother had moved to Paris. His mother, being deeply embedded in the city's high-society circles, knew of places that were discreet, reputable, and far away from the prying eyes of the media—places where Sasha could actually get the medical help and therapy he desperately needed.
Shane felt a profound sense of relief settle in his chest.
He knew this did not instantly fix everything. A single night of apologies did not erase years of reckless mistakes, and true forgiveness did not happen overnight. But Sasha had actively taken the first step, and Ilya and Svetlana had chosen to stand by him and give him the chance to take it.
For now, that was more than enough.
His heart swelled even more an hour later when the front door clicked open. Svetlana and Ilya walked back into the penthouse, and Shane immediately noticed a new, clear light in their eyes. It was a light Shane realized, with a skip of his heart, was hope.
Svetlana didn't even drop her purse before she marched straight over to Shane, throwing her arms around his neck and planting a loud, emotional kiss on his cheek. "Thank you, Shanya," she whispered sincerely, her eyes bright.
Before Shane could even reply, Ilya stepped forward. He reached out, his large hands anchoring gently on Shane's waist, and pulled him into a deep, bruising, incredibly tender kiss. He held him close, burying his face in the crook of Shane's neck as he let out a long, shuddering breath.
"Spasibo, moy khoroshiy," Ilya murmured against his skin, his voice thick with emotion, before whispering the words he meant with every fiber of his being. "Ya lyublyu tebya."






      

  












      Chapter 26: Mystery of Love
  



    Chapter Notes

      So, I wasn't so sure about this chapter, but I am quite pleased with the final result. Tell me what you think about it!







  The warm air hit Shane’s face the second he stepped off the train, carrying the rich scent of pine and lush green earth.
He unbuttoned the top of his linen shirt, taking in the soft summer breeze against the afternoon sky. After the chaos of Paris, Hokkaido felt like stepping into another world entirely. Ilya had managed to keep the entire detour a secret until they were already boarding the bullet train out of Kyoto, handing over the tickets with a proud, crooked grin.
He had brought them straight to Noboribetsu, widely celebrated as Hokkaido's premier hot spring resort town due to its incredible, famous variety of thermal waters.
Shane glanced over at Ilya, who was currently carrying two of their bags without a hint of complaint, his blond hair catching the bright sunlight. His grandparents were lagging behind, marveling at the emerald-green peaks while trying to get Jane to stop chasing the colorful summer butterflies.
Shane smiled, his chest swelling with warmth.
He’d never expected Ilya to take the initiative, researching traditional ryokans in Noboribetsu, making phone calls through translation apps, and organizing a trip to the mountains specifically because he remembered Shane mentioning how much his grandparents loved onsens.
Watching Ilya fit into his family so seamlessly still took Shane’s breath away.
Growing up, Shane had spent years assuming his life would always be divided into neat, separate compartments: hockey, his family, and the private, hidden parts of himself he rarely let anyone see. He had prepared himself for a life of careful balancing acts and lonely compromises.
He had never imagined he would find someone so early in his life who didn't just fit into those compartments but tore the walls down between them. Someone who loved his parents, respected his grandparents, learned his culture, and cared for his family as fiercely as if they were his own.
He felt ridiculously, overwhelmingly lucky.
They reached the ryokan as dusk began to settle over the valley, the dark wood of the traditional building glowing beneath warm paper lanterns. The staff greeted them at the entrance with bows and chilled cups of matcha tea, guiding them down polished wooden hallways to their suite.
Once they settled in, Shane changed into a lightweight yukata and made his way toward the private outdoor bath attached to their room.
The sliding screen door opened to reveal a secluded stone pool surrounded by smooth river rocks and lush, sun-warmed bamboo. Steam rose off the rich, mineral-heavy water, disappearing into the clear evening air. Above, the sky was clear, brilliant with stars.
Shane stepped onto the cool stone edge and slid into the hot bath.
A heavy sigh escaped his lips as the thermal heat soaked into his tired muscles, melting away the lingering fatigue of the fashion campaign, the long flights, and the heavy emotional conversations in Paris. Noboribetsu really did have the best onsen water on the island; he could feel the tension bleeding out of his joints almost instantly.
A moment later, the screen door clicked open again, and Ilya stepped out into the night air, stretching slightly before making a straight line for the water, sinking in right next to Shane with a low, satisfied groan.
"This is amazing," Ilya muttered, tilting his head back against the flat stone behind them. "My back hasn't felt this good since before my rookie pre-season."
Shane turned to look at him. The rising steam softened the sharp lines of Ilya's face, making his blue eyes look bright and clear in the lantern light.
"How did you even find this place?" Shane asked, his voice soft.
Ilya shrugged, a small smile touching his lips. "I asked your mother where the best hot springs in Hokkaido were, and she immediately said Noboribetsu. She said the water here is the absolute best for recovery."
Shane reached out under the water, finding Ilya's hand and intertwining their fingers. "Thank you, Ilyusha."
Ilya looked over at him, his expression softening into something so entirely tender it made Shane's heart ache in the best possible way, as he squeezed Shane's hand tightly. "For you? Always."
Shane leaned his head against Ilya's shoulder, closing his eyes as the hot spring water rippled around them. Listening to the quiet rustle of the warm breeze through the bamboo, he let himself sink completely into the moment, entirely at peace.
The thermal waters of Noboribetsu worked like absolute magic, but for Shane, the real luxury wasn't just how weightless his own body felt—it was watching his grandparents get pampered within an inch of their lives.
His Ojiichan had practically melted after his first mineral bath, and his Obaachan looked years younger, floating between herbal wraps, specialized thermal treatments, and back-to-back couple’s massages. They were treated like royalty by the ryokan staff, and seeing the contented smiles on their faces brought a deep sense of satisfaction to Shane's chest.
Even better was watching Ilya finally drop his guard and actually allow himself to rest.
Whenever Shane’s grandparents were tucked away in the spa for their afternoons of treatments, Shane and Ilya slipped out to explore the valley together.
Their favorite spot quickly became Jigokudani—Hell Valley. Walking hand in hand along the wooden boardwalks, they wound their way over the massive crater, surrounded by towering rock faces, thick clouds of smoking steam vents, and boiling sulfur streams that hissed against the warm summer air. Shane loved watching Ilya’s face light up with child-like curiosity as they stopped by Tessen Ike, watching the small geyser periodically bubble and surge with steaming water.
They would walk for hours, enjoying the mountain breeze, comfortable in the intimacy that felt entirely theirs.
At night, the valley transformed into something completely surreal. During the "Path of Ghostly Lights," foot-lights illuminated the wooden walkways, casting a soft, amber glow through the swirling fog and steam rising from the crater. Walking through the dimly lit trail, with the mountain wind rustling the pine branches above and the warm glow guiding their steps, it felt like they had stepped into a fairy tale.
Or more likely, a fantasy novel.
Ilya reached out, slipping his hand into Shane's and pulling him a little closer.
"Not bad for a detour, right?" Ilya murmured, his voice low against the quiet hiss of the steam vents nearby.
Shane looked up at him, taking in the soft amber light reflecting in Ilya's eyes, the relaxed curve of his mouth, and the total peace settled over his face. Shane smiled, leaning in to press a quick kiss on Ilya's warm cheek. "Not bad at all, Ilyusha. It's perfect."
They turned and began the quiet walk back toward the ryokan, following the amber-lit trail as it carved its way out of the glowing valley. The summer night air was fresh and pleasant, and the heat from Ilya’s hand held tight in his made Shane feel completely centered.
All around them, the swirling plumes of sulfur steam rose into the dark sky like ghostly ribbons, illuminated by the soft foot-lights along the path. Up above, the pine branches swayed gently in the evening wind, casting soft shadows on the wooden planks below. There was something almost sacred about the silence here.
Shane looked over at Ilya, taking in the easy, unhurried pace of his stride. For two people whose lives were usually defined by blaring stadium horns, flashing cameras, and the relentless pressure of a clock ticking down, this unhurried peace felt like a rare gift.
When they finally reached the ryokan, the heavy wooden doors closed behind them, wrapping them in the warm, cedar-scented air of the lobby. Soft paper lanterns cast a golden hue over the polished floors as they made their way down the quiet corridor to their private suite.
Inside, the room was cool and welcoming, the tatami mats soft beneath their bare feet. They didn't bother turning on the main lights, letting only the dim glow from the garden lantern guide them straight toward the sliding shoji screen that opened to their private outdoor bath.
Stepping out onto the stone terrace, the balmy night breeze brushed past them, and the steaming thermal water was waiting. They shed their light summer layers, leaving the outside world behind, and slid together into the deep, mineral-rich pool.
The heat soaked deep into his skin and melted away the last lingering tightness from their evening walk. He let out a long, contented sigh, leaning back against the smooth river rocks that framed the tub.
Ilya shifted beside him, settling into the thermal water and wrapping an arm around Shane’s waist, pulling him back against his chest. Shane leaned back without hesitation, resting his head against Ilya's shoulder and letting his eyes drift shut as the dark, starry sky stretched out above them and the steam rose lazily into the warm night air.
Once they finally climbed out of the steaming water, they dried off and slipped into fresh, crisp yukata—the light cotton robes provided by the ryokan. The fabric was soft and loose against their warm skin, smelling faintly of sweet straw and clean laundry.
They stepped into the main room, where the staff had already quietly laid out their bed during the evening. Two plush futons were pushed together side-by-side on the smooth tatami mats, covered in light, comfortable duvets.
Shane sank down onto his side with a soft, exhausted sigh, as Ilya dropped down beside him a second later, turning toward Shane with an easy, contented smile. In the dim light, Ilya reached out, his thumb gently trailing over the high curve of Shane's cheekbone before hooking his fingers lightly under Shane’s jaw.
It was then that the blond leaned in and initiated a kiss. It wasn't fast or demanding. It was slow and warm, almost lazy in its indulgence.
Shane hummed softly against Ilya’s mouth, tilting his head to deepen the angle, his hands sliding up to grip the fabric of Ilya’s yukata at his chest. Ilya parted his lips, brushing a lingering, tender kiss over Shane's upper lip, then to the corner of his mouth, and down along his jawline before returning to his lips once more.
Every touch felt weightless and unhurried. They moved together slowly under the covers, their breathing syncing as the kisses lingered, softening into gentle presses and satisfied sighs. Ilya’s hand slid down Shane’s side, pulling him flush against his body until there was no space left between them.
Shane buried his fingers in Ilya’s damp blond hair, drawing him close, utterly lost in the intimacy of their actions. It wasn't about urgency; it was about the simple, profound joy of being together, completely untethered from the rest of the world.
The soft cotton of their yukatas quickly became an obstacle. Ilya untied his sash first, pushing the fabric off his broad shoulders, before his hands moved to loosen Shane’s robe, parting the front to expose his warm skin to the night air, making him shiver slightly. But any chill vanished the moment Ilya shifted over him, his heat covering Shane like a second blanket.
Shane parted his legs, his thighs wrapping instinctively around Ilya’s hips. Everything between them moved with a practiced, instinctive ease—the familiar weight of each other, the rustle of the bedding, the soft friction of skin against skin. Ilya reached between them, his fingers slick with the bottle of oil he’d grabbed from the bedside table, prepping Shane with slow patience that made Shane’s breath hitch in his throat.
"Ilyusha," Shane breathed out, his hands sliding up Ilya’s back, feeling the strong muscles ripple beneath his palm.
"I've got you, Shanya," Ilya whispered back, his voice thick and dark against Shane's neck.
When Ilya pushed inside him, it was a smooth, steady press that drew a sharp, satisfied gasp from Shane's lips. Ilya paused, resting his forehead against Shane's, letting them both adjust to the intense, solid fullness connecting them. Shane tilted his chin up, catching Ilya’s mouth in another bruising kiss, rolling his hips up to ask for more.
The rhythm they set was deep, unhurried, and intoxicatingly heavy. Ilya moved inside him with powerful thrusts, his hands pinned against the mattress on either side of Shane’s head, anchoring them both to the floor. The friction was incredible, sending waves of heat coiling tight in Shane's lower belly. Every stroke hit that exact, agonizingly sweet spot that made Shane arch his back, his fingers digging hard into Ilya's hips to keep him close.
"Look at me," Ilya murmured, his voice rough.
Shane opened his eyes, meeting Ilya’s bright blue gaze through the dim moonlight. There was no distance between them, no lingering ghosts or anxieties from the past. It was just the two of them, completely consumed by each other in a sanctuary in the middle of the Japanese mountains.
Shane reached up, his thumb tracing the line of Ilya's cheekbone, his body tightening around Ilya as the pleasure built into something unbearable. Ilya’s pace picked up just enough, his thrusts turning deeper, harder, matching the desperate lift of Shane’s hips until Shane let out a high, breathy noise, his entire body going taut as he came hard between their chests.
The feeling of Shane contracting around him pushed Ilya right over the edge. With a low, guttural groan against Shane’s shoulder, Ilya drove deep one last time, spilling inside him as a shudder ran through his entire frame.
They stayed locked together as the frantic beat of their hearts gradually slowed down. Ilya collapsed forward, resting his heavy forehead in the crook of Shane’s neck, his chest rising and falling against Shane’s in hard, steady pulses.
Eventually, Ilya shifted, carefully pulling out and rolling onto his side, taking Shane right along with him so they didn't lose contact for a single second. He pulled the duvet back over both of their shoulders, tucking Shane tightly against his chest.
By the time the lingering kisses finally drifted off into gentle presses against each other's cheeks and foreheads, both of them were thoroughly flushed, completely wrapped in one another, and falling fast into a peaceful sleep.
When Shane next drifted awake, the morning sun was already filtering through the paper shoji screens of their ryokan suite, casting a soft, golden grid across the tatami mats. He stirred slowly, feeling the solid warmth of Ilya draped over him like an anchor. Ilya’s face was pressed into the pillow near Shane's neck, his breathing slow and completely relaxed in a way Shane rarely got to see during the grueling hockey season.
Shane didn't move for a long time, just watching the gentle rise and fall of Ilya’s chest. The deep, restorative soak in Noboribetsu’s thermal waters—and everything that had followed on the plush futons—had melted away every ounce of exhaustion they’d carried from Paris. But as much as Shane wanted to spend the rest of the day buried under the covers, they had a mission before their train back to Kyoto and their eventual flight to Canada.
They needed souvenirs.
After a slow, reluctant wake-up and a traditional breakfast of grilled fish, miso soup, and steamed rice served in their room, they dressed in light summer clothes and headed out into the sunlit streets of Noboribetsu’s shopping district. The town was peaceful in the morning, steam rising softly from the roadside drainage ditches where thermal water ran beneath the pavement.
"Okay," Shane said, pulling out his phone to check the running list he’d compiled. "We have a lot of people to buy for. If we don't plan this out, we're going to end up carrying fifty pounds of matcha tea powder."
Ilya wrapped his arm around Shane’s shoulders, pulling him close as they walked down the wooden sidewalk. "I am simple man, Shanya. We buy everyone the little sweet cakes. Everyone likes sugar."
"Not just any sweet cakes," Shane corrected with a laugh, sliding his arm around Ilya’s waist. "We need good stuff."
Their first stop was a local specialty shop famous for traditional wagashi—Japanese confections—and regional Hokkaido treats. The store smelled divine, a mix of toasted rice, sweet red bean, and rich dairy. Hokkaido was renowned across Japan for its butter and milk, a fact Ilya immediately took advantage of.
For Rose, Shane wanted something refined yet comforting. They settled on a beautifully packaged box of Yubari Melon Langue de Chat cookies—delicate, buttery biscuits filled with smooth melon-infused white chocolate—along with a tin of high-grade Uji matcha. Rose had been their absolute rock during the emotional storm in Paris with Sasha, and Shane wanted her to have something luxurious to enjoy back home.
Next came Bood, Lisa, Cassie, Wyatt, and Ryan.
"Wyatt and Ryan are going to eat whatever we give them in five seconds anyway," Ilya observed, picking up a box of Shiroi Koibito, the iconic Hokkaido chocolate cookies.
"True, but we should get the good assortment for the group," Shane said. They picked out several decorative tins of mochi stuffed with sweet red bean paste (anko) and roasted soybean powder (kinako), along with a variety box of regional KitKats—flavors like Hokkaido melon, green tea, and sake—that Shane knew Wyatt and Ryan would find hilarious. For Lisa and Cassie, Shane added handcrafted wooden chopsticks carved from local Hokkaido cedar, wrapped in traditional silk pouches, alongside boxes of delicate strawberry-filled rice cakes.
Then came the bigger challenge: the teams.
Shane needed gifts for his Los Angeles Kings teammates, while Ilya needed something for the Boston Raiders.
"If I bring back fancy tea for the boys in LA, subtle culture will be completely lost on them," Shane joked, browsing the rows of traditional snacks.
"Same for Boston," Ilya agreed, his blue eyes lighting up as he spotted a massive display near the back of the store. "Look. Manju."
They decided on bulk boxes of baked manju—soft, individual-wrapped cakes filled with sweet red bean and chestnut paste—and boxes of Senbei (savory, toasted rice crackers seasoned with soy sauce and seaweed). For the LA Kings locker room, Shane picked up three large gift boxes of Hokkaido Butter Sablés, rich and decadent enough to satisfy a room full of professional athletes after a hard morning skate.
For Sveta, however, Ilya took his time. He bypassed the standard souvenir displays and moved toward an artisanal counter featuring specialty boxed Daifuku—soft, chewy mochi filled with rich white bean paste and infused with sweet Hokkaido strawberry preserve, carefully vacuum-sealed in individual silk wraps so they would stay perfectly soft for weeks.
"Sveta likes the strawberry ones best," Ilya murmured, his voice softening as he pointed to a traditional presentation box crafted from paulownia wood and lined with gold leaf paper. He asked the shopkeeper to arrange a dozen of the artisanal sweets, adding a small jar of premium Hokkaido lavender honey that he knew she would love for her tea—especially now that Ilya had gotten her into the habit of drinking a cup every morning.
Just days ago in Paris, everything had felt so fractured, so heavy with the ghosts of their past. Seeing Ilya now—relaxed, happy, and thoughtfully picking out sweets for the girl who was practically his sister—was the greatest gift the trip could have given them.
"Got everything for the Raiders?" Shane asked, leaning his chin against Ilya’s shoulder as Ilya paid the shopkeeper.
"Yes," Ilya said, handing over the yen with a grateful nod to the clerk. "Two big boxes of rice crackers, three boxes of sweet bean cakes. If someone complains, I tell them Jagr ate five of them in one sitting."
Shane snorted, taking two of the heavy paper gift bags from Ilya’s hands as they stepped back out into the bright summer air. The bags were loaded with traditional wooden boxes, tied with decorative red and gold cord (mizuhiki), smelling faintly of toasted rice, sugar, and sweet bean.
They walked slowly back toward the ryokan to pack their bags for the long journey ahead. A gentle breeze rustled the green leaves of the trees overhead, dappling the pavement with sunlight.
Ilya shifted his grip on the shopping bags, bumping his shoulder affectionately against Shane's. "Good shopping, Shanya."
"Very good shopping," Shane agreed, smiling up at him. "Now we just have to figure out how we're going to fit all of this into our luggage."
Ilya just laughed, a deep, easy sound that echoed quietly down the sunlit street. "We have big bags. And if not, we eat half on the train."
On the walk back to the ryokan, Shane’s phone began to buzz in his pocket. He pulled it out, seeing Rose’s name flashing across the display. Smiling, he answered, pressing the phone to his ear. "Hey, Rose. Everything okay?"
"Shane! Oh my god, you are not going to believe this," Rose’s voice burst through the speaker, practically vibrating with excitement. She was talking so fast her words were practically running together. "So, you know Fabian? The singer friend I've been trying to set up with Ryan forever?"
"Yeah, of course," Shane said, glancing over at Ilya, who slowed his pace to listen in, amused by the high-pitched volume coming through the receiver.
"They met up! But Shane, it turns out they didn't even need a formal introduction because—are you ready for this?—they literally went to school together!" Rose let out a triumphant gasp on the other end of the line. "Not only did they go to school together, but they both confessed that they had a massive, pathetic crush on each other back then and never said anything! It is actual, undeniable destiny, and I am officially the fucking best matchmaker in recorded human history. They are going out on a real date next week!"
Shane couldn't help it—a bright, fond laugh bubbled up out of his chest, echoing down the street. "Wait, seriously? That's insane. What are the odds?"
"I know! I am a genius! I should charge a fee for this!" Rose crowed happily. "Anyway, I just needed to boast to someone who would appreciate my brilliance. Give Ilya a kiss for me, enjoy Hokkaido, and I'll see you in LA!"
"Will do. Thanks for the update, matchmaker," Shane chuckled before hanging up, sliding his phone back into his pocket.
Ilya looked down at him, a crooked, curious smile playing on his lips, his blue eyes bright in the summer sun. "What did Rose do now?"
Shane shook his head, still laughing softly as he bumped his shoulder against Ilya’s. "Remember Fabian? The singer friend Rose was trying to set up with Ryan?"
"Ah, yes. The pretty guy who sings," Ilya nodded, shifting the heavy bags of sweets to his outer hand so he could slide his fingers into Shane’s.
"Well, turns out they actually went to school together years ago," Shane explained, a smile lingering on his face. "And apparently, they both had a huge crush on each other back then and never said a word. Rose just called to declare herself the greatest matchmaker in history because they're going on a date next week."
Ilya let out a low, deep chuckle, the sound rich and warm in the summer air. "Ah, that is good for Ryan. He needs someone nice who can keep up with him."
"Right?" Shane agreed, looking up at Ilya as they reached the traditional entrance of their ryokan. "Rose was practically screaming into the phone."
"She deserves to brag," Ilya said softly, squeezing Shane’s hand gently before pulling open the heavy sliding door to let them inside out of the sun. "It is nice when things work out simple like that."
Shane looked at Ilya, seeing the genuine, easy happiness on his face for their friends, and felt that familiar warmth blossom in his chest all over again. "Yeah," Shane agreed softly, stepping into the cool, cedar-scented lobby. "It really is."
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  The cool mountain breeze rusted gently against the paper screens of their suite. Shane was floating in that dreamless space of pure exhaustion when a sudden shift in the futon pulled him back toward consciousness.
Before he could even open his eyes, a large, warm hand blindly patted across the empty sheet between them, searching with a groggy, persistent urgency. Shane felt Ilya let out a low, dissatisfied groan beside him, the sound heavy with sleep.
Shane hadn't meant to drift so far away; he’d just shifted in his sleep to the edge of the futon to escape the sheer heat radiating off Ilya's body. But Ilya clearly had other plans.
He rolled over, his long arm stretching out until his hand found the bare skin of Shane’s flank. The moment Ilya’s palm flattened against his side, drawing warmth from Shane’s skin, another satisfied rumble vibrated in Ilya’s chest. Without waiting for Shane to process what was happening, Ilya reached out with his other arm, hooking both hands firmly around Shane’s waist to haul him backward.
Shane let out a soft, breathy squeak as he was dragged across the futon. He grunted as Ilya jostled him upward, pulling Shane entirely on top of him until Ilya was sprawled flat on his back, and Shane was planted securely over his chest.
"What's it?" Shane grumbled, his words slurred into the warm crook of Ilya's neck. He squirmed slightly, trying to find a comfortable position on top of the solid wall of Ilya’s body, before finally giving up and burying his face right into Ilya’s collarbone.
He laid his hand flat over Ilya’s heart, feeling the steady thud beneath his palm. Beneath him, Ilya let out a contented sigh, his whole body relaxing the second Shane was anchored against him.
Better, Ilya seemed to decide without speaking a word.
Ilya’s hand slid down to wrap tightly around the dip of Shane’s waist, his fingers curving around his flank to hold him flush against his hips. With his other hand, Ilya reached down and grabbed the heavy duvet he had disturbed, pulling it up and carefully tucking it over Shane’s bare shoulders to shield him from the night air.
Shane shifted his head, his lips brushing against the sharp angle of Ilya’s jaw as he exhaled a warm breath against his skin. "What's... are you okay?" Shane asked softly, his words jumbling together in his sleepy haze. He slid his hand up from Ilya’s chest to cup the side of Ilya’s face, his thumb lazily dragging back and forth across Ilya’s cheekbone.
"You were very far," Ilya whispered into the dark, his voice rough and thick with sleep. He began to dance the tips of his fingers along the small of Shane’s back, tracing mindless, senseless little shapes against his skin.
"Woke up alone," Ilya huffed, pouting slightly as he nuzzled his face into Shane’s hair, inhaling deeply.
"Oh," Shane sighed, his chest rising and falling slowly against Ilya’s. For a second, Shane thought he might just drift right back to sleep like that, but he forced himself to stay tethered to the moment just a little longer.
"Sorry," Shane murmured, tilting his head just enough to press a lazy, lingering half-kiss against Ilya’s collarbone while his thumb continued its slow, soothing strokes across Ilya’s cheek. "You just come get me next time, okay?"
Shane snuggled himself deeper into Ilya’s chest, fitting their bodies together as close as physically possible. Beneath the covers, his socked foot began to rub slow, rhythmic lines up and down Ilya’s calf, occasionally pausing to pulse his toes against the firm muscle before resuming the motion.
"Okay?" Shane asked again when Ilya didn't immediately answer, his own voice fuzzy and heavy with sleep.
"Yes, of course," Ilya replied softly. Shane felt the broad curve of Ilya’s smile press into his hair, followed by the warm press of Ilya’s lips against his ear. Ilya’s hand flattened against Shane’s back, rubbing wide, grounding circles over his spine.
"'Kay," Shane hummed, letting out a happy, contented sigh. He pressed closer, keeping his hand cupped against Ilya’s face and his nose tucked right into the side of Ilya’s neck.
Sinking into the overwhelming warmth of Ilya’s hold, listening to the steady beat of Ilya’s heart beneath his cheek, Shane closed his eyes.
The next time they woke up, the bright morning sun was streaming full through the paper screens, the peaceful bubble of Hokkaido was drawing to a close, and their vacation was officially over. It was time to head to Ottawa.
Packing up was coordinated chaos. Shane’s Obaachan bustled around the kitchen packing last-minute snacks for the flight, while his Ojiichan double-checked everyone’s passports. Ilya insisted on carrying every single heavy piece of luggage down to the hired van himself, taking care of Shane’s grandparents with the same protective devotion he always showed.
Shane paused in the hallway, watching Ilya carefully load Obaachan’s delicate wooden vanity case into the trunk. The love Shane felt for his boyfriend was overwhelming. The real heartbreak hit the moment they reached the check-in counter at Kansai International and had to prepare Jane and Lily for the long flight across the Pacific.
Even though they had booked first-class seats and secured the most comfortable, climate-controlled transport arrangements possible, watching the two animals get ushered into their heavy-duty travel carriers tore right through Shane’s chest.
Jane was already trembling, her tiny golden paws scratching against the plastic door as Ilya tried to soothe her through the mesh screen with a shaky voice. But it was Lily who broke Shane's heart entirely. The cat sat inside her carrier, her large, intelligent eyes staring straight at Shane through the grate, letting out a low, confused, heartbroken meow that sounded less like anger and more like a betrayal.
Shane knelt on the cold airport floor, pressing his fingers against the small gaps in the plastic door to touch the tip of Lily’s nose. "I'm sorry, sweet girl," Shane whispered, his throat tight. "I know. I'm so sorry. Just a few hours, okay? Just sleep."
Beside him, Ilya dropped to one knee, his large hand coming down to cover Shane's shoulder while his other hand reached out to gently stroke Lily’s fur through the opening. Ilya’s jaw was set tight, his blue eyes swirling with helpless frustration that mirrored Shane’s exact feelings. For all his broad shoulders and tough exterior, Ilya was completely weak for their pets.
"She'll be okay, Shanya," Ilya murmured, his accent thick, though he looked just as miserable about the separation as Shane did. "They'll both be okay. We'll pick them up the second we land."
When the airline staff finally rolled the carriers away, Ilya had his arm wrapped around him, blinking back tears, while Shane stood frozen, watching Lily’s carrier vanish behind the secure doors.
Shane leaned into Ilya’s side as they turned toward the security line. The long journey home to Canada had officially begun, but as Shane glanced over at his grandparents walking ahead of them, and then back at his boyfriend, he knew that no matter how hard the long flight would be, they were all going back together.
The landing in Ottawa was a whirlwind of reunions, but the second they walked through the terminal doors and saw his parents waiting, the exhaustion from the long flight seemed to evaporate.
Shane’s mom immediately engulfed Obaachan in a tearful, warm embrace, while his dad took charge of the mountain of luggage with a wide, proud smile, welcoming everyone back to Canadian soil. First things first, they retrieved Jane and Lily from their travel carriers. The moment the crate doors opened, Lily practically launched herself into Shane's arms, clinging to his chest with a soft, needy purr, while Jane vibrated with excitement in Ilya’s lap as they all piled into the cars.
They drove straight to the Hollander cabin—a serene, timber-built retreat surrounded by towering pines and water that instantly felt like a sanctuary.
Recognizing how much Yuna missed her parents and wanting to give her the space to catch up with them in peace, David made the executive decision once everyone was unpacked. After the boys had all rotated through the bathrooms for long, scalding showers to wash off the grime of international travel, David gathered Shane and Ilya.
"Come on, boys," David said, tossing his truck keys in his hand with a grin. "Let's leave the house to the Satos for a bit and go get some real breakfast."
Shane, feeling infinitely lighter in clean clothes and fresh skin, didn't need to be told twice. Ilya was already reaching for his jacket, completely revived by the prospect of food. Ten minutes later, the three of them were sitting in a sunlit booth at the local Tim Hortons, the familiar, comforting aroma of fresh coffee and sweet maple filling the air.
When their order arrived, it was a glorious display of classic Canadian comfort food.
David leaned back in the vinyl booth, wrapping both hands around his steaming red cup of coffee. He looked across the table at the two of them, his eyes warm with genuine curiosity.
"So," David started, a fond smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Tell me about the trip. How was Kyoto and Hokkaido? Yuna said Ilya kept the hot springs detour a complete secret until the last second."
Shane laughed, taking his fork and cutting off a generous wedge of his Maple Syrup Pancakes. As he lifted the bite, the warm golden syrup dripped lazily back onto the plate. The first bite was incredible—fluffy, piping hot, and tasting purely of rich, buttery sweetness that instantly melted on his tongue.
"It was amazing, Dad," Shane answered, swallowing before leaning his shoulder against Ilya’s. "Kyoto was home like always, but Hokkaido... Kami-sama. Ilya outdid himself."
Ilya didn't immediately answer because his mouth was completely full. He had already carved out a massive section of his Chocolate Hazelnut Spread Pancakes. Thick, rich hazelnut spread oozed out from between the warm, stacked layers, coating the fork in a glossy, dark layer of hazelnut. He swallowed with a satisfied groan, wiping a tiny speck of chocolate from the corner of his lip before grinning at David.
"Noboribetsu," Ilya said proudly, his voice deep and raspy from the flight. "Yuna told me it was the best onsen town on the island. So, I booked the ryokan."
"He planned the whole thing," Shane added, giving Ilya an affectionate nudge. "He called the ryokan through translation apps, figured out the train schedules, everything. We stayed in this incredible place tucked into the mountains. The water was so rich with minerals you could literally feel your muscles relaxing the second you stepped in."
David took a bite of his own Bacon & Maple Pancakes, the crisp, smoky crunch of the thick-cut bacon snapping under his fork against the soft, syrup-soaked pancake. He chewed slowly, nodding along with an appreciative hum.
"Sounds like exactly what you boys needed," David said. "What did you do during the day? Or did you just soak the whole time?"
"Mostly we walked," Shane explained, using his fork to soak up a little extra syrup from the edge of his plate. He took another bite, savoring the comforting, familiar taste of home while his mind drifted back to the trails. "Whenever Obaachan and Ojiichan were getting their spa treatments, Ilya and I went out to explore Jigokudani. Hell Valley in English. It’s this massive volcanic crater with steam vents and boiling sulfur streams everywhere. We walked along these wooden boardwalks built right over the smoking earth."
"And Tessen Ike," Ilya chipped in, cutting another heavy, chocolate-drenched piece of his pancakes. The steam rising from the hot cake carried a rich, nutty aroma that filled their side of the booth. "The geyser. We stood there in the summer heat just waiting for it to bubble up and burst."
"It was scalding hot," Shane agreed softly, a tender smile touching his lips as he remembered the heat. "But at night, they turned on these soft foot-lights along the trail. They call it the 'Path of Ghostly Lights.' You're walking through the dark, surrounded by an emerald forest of pines, with the steam from the crater glowing amber all around you. It didn't even feel real."
David watched the two of them exchange a knowing look, the kind of silent communication that only came from sharing something truly special. He took another sip of his coffee, his expression entirely proud and content.
"Sounds like a dream, boys," David said gently, cutting another piece of his bacon-topped stack. "I'm really glad you got to have that."
Shane took one more bite of his pancakes, the sweet maple flavor grounding him back in the sunlit Tim Hortons booth. Looking at his dad across the table, and then at Ilya beside him, who was happily polishing off the last of his chocolate-covered breakfast, Shane felt at home.
The ride back to the cabin was filled with the easy, comfortable silence of full stomachs—right up until Yuna met them at the front door. She took one look at the grease-stained paper bags in David’s hand, crossed her arms over her chest, and fixed the three of them with an unimpressed glare.
"Pancakes?" Yuna asked, raising an eyebrow. "David, they are professional athletes in the middle of their off-season recovery, and you take them to load up on pure sugar?"
Shane immediately burst out laughing, ducking behind Ilya’s shoulder. Beside him, Ilya let out a deep, rumble of a chuckle, burying his hands in his pockets and looking entirely unrepentant.
"Hey, hold on now," David defended himself, raising his hands in mock surrender as he walked past her into the kitchen. "It was an emergency cultural reintegration. The boys were jet-lagged, and they needed Canadian maple syrup to realign their internal clocks."
"It is scientifically proven, Yuna," Ilya added with a completely straight face, his rough accent making the joke even better. "Very good for muscle recovery."
Yuna just shook her head, though the fond smile tugging at her lips gave her away entirely. "You three are hopeless."
By the time the sun began to dip below the tree line, casting long, golden shadows across the cabin's wooden deck, the atmosphere inside was a domestic bliss that Shane felt like he had been dreaming about for years.
Shane sat on the window seat, a warm mug of tea cradled in his hands, watching the living room around him.
Near the stone fireplace, David and Ilya were hunched over the large oak coffee table, working on a massive, 2,000-piece jigsaw puzzle of a mountain landscape. It was a hilarious sight—David, tall and broad-shouldered, and Ilya, even bigger, both leaning in with intense focus over these tiny, delicate cardboard pieces. Every few minutes, David would point at a section, Ilya would nod gravely, and they’d trade a competitive strategy as if they were analyzing game film between periods.
Every once in a while, Yuna would wander over from the kitchen, bringing a plate of sliced fruit or fresh water, inevitably stopping beside Ilya to brush a stray lock of blond hair out of his eyes or pat his broad shoulder.
"Drink your water, Ilya," Yuna would say softly, before looking over at David. "And don't stress him out with your puzzle rules, David. He's my favorite son today."
Shane expected a tiny pang of jealousy, or at least a playful objection, but all he felt was a massive, overwhelming wave of love that nearly brought tears to his eyes. He knew his mother loved him fiercely, there was never any doubt about that. But seeing the way Ilya’s entire face lit up whenever Yuna doted on him, the way his blue eyes grew bright and soft, completely unaccustomed to being cared for so gently by a parental figure... it made Shane’s heart ache in the best possible way.
Ilya had grown up in a world where affection was conditional, where warmth was rare, and where he had to earn every inch of safety. Here, surrounded by Shane's family, he didn't have to earn anything.
He was just unconditionally loved.
Ilya caught Shane looking at him from across the room, and offered him a soft, crooked smile, holding up a puzzle piece he had just successfully fitted into place, looking so undeniably proud of himself.
Shane smiled back, leaning his head against the cool glass of the window.
Watching Ilya fit into his family so effortlessly, watching his dad treat Ilya like a second son, and watching his mom love him without hesitation... Shane had never felt so lucky. He had found the love of his life early, and somehow, miraculously, that love had only made his whole world bigger, warmer, and completely whole.
On their last day at the cabin, Shane asked Ilya to take a drive with him.
It wasn't a long trip—barely a fifteen-minute drive down a winding, sun-dappled dirt road flanked by towering white pines and wild brush. The truck hummed softly beneath them until Shane pulled off the path, parking on a small clearing that overlooked a secluded, glassy lake.
Ilya leaned forward, resting his forearms against the dashboard as he looked out at the water, the sunlight reflecting off the undisturbed surface like scattered diamonds.
"This place is beautiful, Shanya," Ilya murmured, his voice full of awe.
Shane killed the engine, turning in his seat to look at him with a nervous smile. "It's also private."
Ilya blinked, turning his head to look at Shane, a small question in his blue eyes.
Shane took a deep breath, resting his hands on the steering wheel. "I bought this land a couple of months ago," he admitted softly, gesturing toward the stretch of shoreline. "Our closest neighbors are my parents, their cabin is just on the other side of the lake, far enough that we have complete privacy, but close enough that it is only a fifteen-minute drive."
Ilya stayed completely still, listening intently as Shane continued, his tone turning intensely earnest.
"I'm planning to build a cottage here," Shane said, his eyes searching Ilya’s face. "A place that’s entirely ours. Away from the media and everything. But I don't want to just build my cottage, Ilyusha. I want it to be ours. I want both of our names on the deed, and I want you to help design it, to pick out everything and make it yours as much as mine."
Shane paused, his heart pounding lightly in his chest as he reached across the space between them, taking Ilya's hand.
"Do you want to do that with me?"
Ilya didn't answer right away. He just stared at Shane, his throat working as he took in every single word. The initial shock on his face slowly melted away, replaced by an expression of such radiant, earnest happiness that it took Shane's breath away.
His blue eyes shimmered with a warmth so deep it felt entirely overwhelming. Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand tightly, leaning across the center console without a single second of hesitation.
"Thank you," Ilya whispered, his voice thick and rough with emotion. "Thank you for always considering me. For always making room for me in your life."
He cupped Shane’s cheek with his big, warm hand, his thumb stroking over his cheekbone. "Yes. Of course, yes, Shanya. I want that more than anything."
Shane let out a shaky, relieved sigh, a brilliant smile breaking across his face right before Ilya leaned in and pulled him into a bruising kiss.
It was slow, sweet, and heavy with the promise of their future together. Surrounded by the quiet woods and the soft lap of the lake against the shore, Shane kissed him back, holding onto Ilya tight, knowing with absolute certainty that wherever they built a home, as long as they were together, it was going to be perfect.
Ilya kept his hand resting lightly against the back of Shane’s neck, his thumb tracing the hairline with a gentle, rhythmic pressure that felt like an anchor. Neither of them moved to start the truck right away. They just sat in the silent cab, watching the afternoon light shift across the water, letting the reality of what they were building—not just the timber and stone, but the life attached to it—finally settle in.
"We should do this right," Shane murmured, turning his head to press a quick kiss into the palm of Ilya’s hand. "Before we fly back to the coast. I want us to look at the preliminary site plans together while we're still standing on the dirt."
Ilya nodded, a small, genuine smile curving his lips. "Good. Because if I am paying half, I want a nice home gym."
Shane laughed, the sound bright in the quiet woods. "Deal."
Getting a top-tier residential architect out to a remote parcel of land on a day’s notice would have been an impossible task for almost anyone else, but David Hollander’s contact list had deep roots in Ontario. An hour later, a dust-covered SUV pulled up the gravel driveway.
Out stepped Sarah Vance, a sharp, steel-haired architect who had known David since their university days in Montreal. She carried a heavy leather tube under her arm and wore thick-soled work boots that looked as though they had walked every acre of the Canadian Shield.
Sarah was one of the few people outside the immediate family who understood the unique privacy requirements attached to Shane’s name. Before a single blueprint was unrolled, she had already signed a comprehensive non-disclosure agreement without a second thought, treating the discretion not as a legal burden, but simply as professional courtesy for an old friend's son.
"David told me you boys wanted something that didn't look like a suburban house dropped into the bush," Sarah said, shaking Shane’s hand firmly before turning to give Ilya an appreciative look up and down. "And considering the height of you two, I assume standard eight-foot ceilings are out of the question."
Ilya let out a raspy laugh. "Yes, please. Big doors."
They walked through the site together, the three of them navigating the rough terrain where the timber frame would eventually anchor into the earth. Sarah unrolled a series of draft vellum sheets across the hood of her SUV, weighing down the corners with smooth granite stones picked up from the shoreline.
For the next two hours, Shane watched in fascination as Ilya threw himself into the process. The man who usually claimed to care only about hockey, sleep, and good food was suddenly intensely focused on spatial layouts, sun angles, and structural integrity. Ilya leaned over the hood of the truck, his broad shoulders blocking the wind as he traced his thick fingers over Sarah’s preliminary sketches, asking sharp, practical questions about winter insulation, snow loads on the roof, and where the fireplace would sit in relation to the lake view.
"We don't want walls everywhere inside," Ilya insisted, using his hands to map out an expansive space in the air. "When we are here, we want to see the trees from everywhere. Even from the kitchen."
Sarah smiled, tapping her pen against the blueprint. "I was hoping you'd say that. That fits exactly with what I’ve been drafting."
By the time the sun began to drop below the tree line, painting the sky in deep shades of gold and violet, the vision for the cottage had crystallized into a breathtaking design.
The structure was conceived as a heavy timber-frame home, constructed from exposed Douglas fir posts and beams. Rather than relying on standard interior framing, it utilized traditional wood joinery to eliminate interior load-bearing partitions altogether. This structural choice allowed for a completely open-concept, double-height great room that felt massive, grounded, and entirely unified.
Its lakeside envelope consisted of extensive curtain wall glazing—massive, floor-to-ceiling structural glass panels that effectively dematerialized the boundary between the warm interior and the rugged Ontario landscape. The orientation was meticulously calculated, maximizing natural daylighting throughout the harsh winter months while framing precise, uninterrupted panoramic views of the water.
Internally, Sarah laid out a linear open plan that seamlessly connected the expansive chef’s kitchen—complete with the oversized prep island Shane had requested—directly to the primary living areas. Above, a minimalist mezzanine loft hovered over the main volume, offering a private retreat that still overlooked the great room and the lake beyond. To top it off, the main circulation axis extended straight through the glass doors and onto a low-profile timber dock, establishing a continuous, unobstructed indoor-outdoor connection that led straight to the water.
Shane stood back, looking from the vellum paper on the hood of the truck to the actual shoreline where the foundation would soon be poured. He could already picture it: the snow piling up against the massive glass walls in January, the fire roaring against the local granite hearth, and Ilya sitting on the sofa with a mug of coffee, completely at home.
"It's perfect," Shane said softly, his voice carrying over the rustle of the pine needles in the evening breeze.
Ilya stepped up beside him, resting a warm hand on Shane’s back. He looked down at the blueprints one last time before looking out over the lake. "It is," Ilya agreed quietly, his voice deep and sure. "After all, it is ours."
Sarah rolled up the vellum sheets and slid them back into her leather tube with a satisfied snap. "I'll have the structural engineers clear the final load calculations by next week. We break ground in the spring."
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  @CouncilOfShaneHollander 👑
📜 OFFICIAL ROYAL ANNOUNCEMENT 📜
His Majesty has been sighted in Europe.
Several members of the Kingdom submitted photographs over the past twenty-four hours after spotting Shane Hollander outside Galeries Lafayette Haussmann in Paris during what appears to have been a Dolce & Gabbana fitting.
As always, we thank our European correspondents for their service.
Long live the King.
(Attached: fan photos.)
— The first photo is taken from across the street as Shane steps out of the grand entrance of Galeries Lafayette. He's dressed in a deep forest-green velvet Dolce & Gabbana suit tailored to perfection, paired with a crisp ivory shirt left open at the collar. His black hair has been swept back neatly, and the afternoon Parisian sunlight catches the freckles scattered across his cheeks and nose as he glances toward someone calling his name.
— Another picture, clearly snapped by a fan from the upper floor of the shopping mall, captures Shane leaning casually against an ornate stone column while waiting outside. One hand rests in his trouser pocket, the other holds a pair of sunglasses, and he's laughing at something someone off-camera has said. Even from several meters away, the smile is unmistakable.
— A third photo shows him walking across the boulevard carrying a simple black garment bag over one shoulder. His suit jacket catches the breeze behind him, and a small crowd can already be seen turning their heads as he passes.
— The final image is slightly blurry, taken just as Shane notices someone waving from across the street. He is smiling warmly, and giving a small wave back.
Comments:
@FreckleFanClubLA
HAIL HIS MAJESTY. 👑
 
@KingShane24
Long may he reign.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The velvet suit has been entered into the Royal Archives.
 
@fashiongirly
I swear Dolce & Gabbana looked at Shane once and never recovered.
 
@KingsFaithful
How is this man incapable of taking a bad photo?
 
@FrecklesForLife
Those freckles are genuinely a gift from God.
 
@fashiontok
Every luxury brand executive seeing Shane:
🫵 "Get him."
 
@hockeygirl88
The second picture??
The smile??
Goodbye. I am dead.
 
@coldbrewqueen
That velvet suit should honestly be illegal.
 
@goalieproblems
The funniest part is that he looks completely unaware that half the street is staring at him.
 
@RoyalCorrespondentEU
Happy to report, His Majesty was very polite to everyone who approached him.
Signed autographs, took selfies, and then thanked everyone before leaving.
 
@KingShane24
Excellent diplomatic relations.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Can someone explain something to me?
 
@KingsFaithful
Sure.
 
@BruinsFaithful
How does a hockey player finishing his SECOND NHL season...
...have enough fans in Europe that you can call them "European correspondents?"
 
@RoyalCorrespondentEU
We have members in twenty-three countries.
 
@BruinsFaithful
WHAT?!!!
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Twenty-four.
We welcomed Portugal yesterday.
 
@RandomFrenchFan
I joined because the posts were funny.
Now I accidentally know the Kings' schedule.
 
@ItalianFashionFan
Same.
I don't even watch hockey.
 
@SpanishHockey
I came for the suits.
Stayed for Shane.
 
@GermanSportsGuy
This fan club somehow convinced me to watch the Western Conference Final last season.
 
@BruinsFaithful
So...
You're telling me...
People across Europe are becoming hockey fans because one guy is handsome?
 
@fashiongirly
Have you SEEN him?
 
@FrecklesForLife
The freckles transcend borders.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
Beauty is an international language.
 
@KingsFaithful
This might be the funniest fan club on the internet.
 
@RandomFrenchFan
I still don't understand icing.
 
@KingShane24
Neither do half the NHL commentators.
You'll fit right in.
 
@goalieproblems
😭😭😭
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Council wishes to extend its gratitude once again to our European members for their vigilance.
The Kingdom remains ever watchful.
👑

TMZ Sports
Trouble in Paradise? Has Ilya Rozanov Stolen Rose Landry from Shane Hollander While Mystery Woman Svetlana Vetrova Turns to Hockey's Golden Boy?
Just when we thought the offseason couldn't get any messier...
Boston Raiders star Ilya Rozanov was recently spotted enjoying a night out with Rose Landry, while Los Angeles Kings sensation Shane Hollander has been spending more and more time alongside Svetlana Vetrova.
Could the hockey world's favorite friendships be shifting?
Has Rozanov stolen Landry from Hollander's inner circle?
And with Vetrova and Hollander both currently in Europe, could the pair be finding comfort in one another after recent headlines?
Our photographers recently spotted all four walking through Paris together, stopping at cafés, shopping districts, and several tourist landmarks. Could this simply be a group vacation...
Or are we witnessing two new hockey power couples in the making?
Only time will tell.
(Attached: paparazzi photo gallery.)
— The first photo shows Shane, Rose, Ilya, and Svetlana walking along the Seine beneath the afternoon sun. Shane wears a black LA Kings cap backwards with sunglasses hooked into the collar of a white T-shirt, while Rose is animatedly telling a story with both hands. Ilya has one hand shoved into his jacket pocket, laughing openly, and Svetlana is caught mid-eye roll at whatever Rose has just said.
— Another picture catches the group seated outside a small Parisian café. Rose and Svetlana are bent over a phone together laughing, while Ilya’s steals a croissant from Shane’s plate.
— A third image shows the four exiting Galeries Lafayette with far too many shopping bags between them. Shane carries a garment bag over one shoulder while Ilya is somehow balancing most of the bags. Rose appears completely unbothered by the arrangement, while Svetlana is visibly laughing at Ilya's increasingly impossible balancing act.
— The final photo captures them crossing a street together. Ilya and Rose have wandered a few steps ahead discussing something, while Shane and Svetlana follow behind.
Comments:
@KingsFaithful
Whoever wrote this article deserves to be fired.
 
@BruinsFaithful
This might genuinely be TMZ's dumbest headline.
 
@fashiongirly
THEY ARE LITERALLY ALL ON VACATION TOGETHER.
 
@goalieproblems
Did TMZ even LOOK at the pictures??
 
@sportsdaily
The second photo is literally Ilya stealing a croissant off Shane’s plate.
How exactly does that support your theory?
 
@coldbrewqueen
Rose and Svetlana are laughing at the same phone.
Where is the romance?
 
@LuluLives
I OBJECT.
 
@KingsFaithful
Of course you do.
 
@LuluLives
We've established this already.
Rose has repeatedly said she and Shane are best friends.
Shane has repeatedly said Rose is his best friend.
Ilya has repeatedly said Svetlana is his childhood best friend.
Sveta herself has literally confirmed it.
Case dismissed.
 
@HollanovDaily
The prosecution rests.
 
@BruinsFaithful
TMZ really saw four friends sightseeing in Paris and invented a relationship square.
 
@fashionweekly
This is somehow less believable than Lulu's conspiracy threads.
 
@goalieproblems
Which is saying something.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Council has reviewed the evidence.
 
@KingsFaithful
😭
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Findings:

	Shane Hollander and Rose Landry have publicly described one another as best friends for years.

	Ilya Rozanov and Svetlana Vetrova have publicly described one another as childhood friends for years.

	All four individuals are currently vacationing together.


Conclusion:
This is what friendship looks like.
 
@RandomUser92
THANK YOU.
 
@BruinsFaithful
I can't believe the Council is somehow the voice of reason.
 
@fashiongirly
The Council being the reasonable ones was not on my bingo card.
 
@NeutralFan
I hate that I'm agreeing with them.
 
@KingsFaithful
WELCOME BACK.
😭😭😭
 
@HollanovDaily
HE RETURNED.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Kingdom rejoices.
 
@NeutralFan
I AM NOT HERE FOR YOU PEOPLE.
I AM HERE BECAUSE TMZ IS STUPID.
 
@LuluLives
We'll take what we can get.
 
@fashionweekly
Honestly, the biggest takeaway from these photos is that all four of them seem to genuinely enjoy hanging out together.
 
@goalieproblems
Exactly.
Just four friends on vacation.
 
@sportsdaily
Also...
Can we acknowledge Ilya stealing Shane’s croissant?
That's the kind of confidence you only have with close friends.
 
@KingsFaithful
Meanwhile Rose and Sveta don't even notice because they're too busy laughing at something on the phone.
 
@fashiongirly
This is the least romantic paparazzi gallery I've ever seen.
It's basically a school field trip.
 
@TMZSports
We stand by our reporting.
 
@NeutralFan
No, you don't.

@svetlanavetrova ✔️
new bestie. 🥐🇫🇷🗼
(Don't tell Ilya.)
[photos]
— The first photo is a mirror selfie taken on the private balcony of a luxury Paris hotel overlooking the Eiffel Tower. A long breakfast table is covered with flaky croissants, fresh baguettes, fruit, cheeses, smoked salmon, tiny jars of jam, fresh orange juice, and steaming cups of coffee. Standing behind the spread is Shane Hollander in a simple cream-colored knit sweater and dark trousers, laughing as Lily—the little white-and-calico Japanese Bobtail—balances confidently across his shoulders like she belongs there. One tiny paw is tangled in Shane's black hair while he reaches up, unsuccessfully, to stop her from climbing onto his head.
Svetlana stands in the foreground holding the phone for the selfie, wearing an oversized white button-down over black cycling shorts, her dark curls tousled from the morning breeze. She flashes a bright grin at the camera while Shane, caught completely off guard behind her, is looking at Lily with the resigned expression of a man who has accepted that this is simply his life now.
— The second picture shows Shane seated at the breakfast table pouring coffee while Lily investigates a basket of pastries with intense curiosity. Svetlana is pointing accusingly at the cat as though negotiating a peace treaty, while Shane is already reaching over to rescue an unattended croissant before Lily can claim it.
— Another photo catches Shane standing at the balcony railing with Lily perched comfortably across his shoulders like a living scarf, both of them looking out toward the Eiffel Tower. The morning sun lights up the freckles scattered across Shane's face while Lily's blue eyes remain fixed on a flock of pigeons flying overhead.
— The last picture is the inevitable blooper. Lily has decided Shane's shoulders are no longer high enough and has climbed onto the very top of his head. Shane is laughing so hard he's bent over the breakfast table, nearly spilling his coffee, while Svetlana can barely hold the camera steady because she's laughing just as much.
Comments:
@ilyarozanov
Traitor.
 
@svetlanavetrova
She likes me more.
 
@ilyarozanov
I was talking about Shane.
 
@shanehollander
Fair.
 
@fashiongirly
THEY'RE ALL SO CUTE.
 
@KingsFaithful
This friend group keeps getting better.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Honestly, I love seeing Shane and Ilya's worlds merging.
 
@sportsdaily
It says a lot about their friendship, that their childhood friends and closest friends all seem to get along.
 
@fashionweekly
Can we talk about how stunning Svetlana is??
 
@coldbrewqueen
She could literally model beside Shane.
 
@vogueobsessed
Dolce & Gabbana.
Call her.
 
@fashiontok
That first photo belongs in a campaign.
 
@FrecklesForLife
Shane carrying Lily around like she's a fashion accessory 😭
 
@catsoftheinternet
Lily has clearly promoted herself to Queen.
 
@KingsFaithful
Correction.
Royal Inspector.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council has convened.
 
@NeutralFan
No.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Following today's events...
The Council unanimously appoints Svetlana Vetrova to the honorary position of Lady Advisor of the Royal Court, serving alongside Lady Rose Landry.
 
@fashiongirly
😭😭😭
 
@KingsFaithful
NOT ANOTHER TITLE.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Kingdom recognizes her outstanding diplomatic contributions, exceptional humor, and successful negotiation of breakfast with Lily Hollander.
 
@goalieproblems
Successful negotiation 😭
 
@RoseLandry ✔️
Finally.
Someone else has to deal with these idiots.
 
@svetlanavetrova ✔️
I humbly accept my appointment.
The pension better be good.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Compensation includes:

	Unlimited croissants.

	One honorary wave from His Majesty per fiscal year.

	Protection from internet conspiracies.


 
@svetlanavetrova ✔️
Sold.
 
@LuluLives
I support this appointment.
 
@HollanovDaily
Motion carried.
 
@NeutralFan
YOU PEOPLE ARE FORMING A GOVERNMENT.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
A government requires taxes.
This is merely an exceptionally well-organized monarchy.
 
@NeutralFan
THAT IS NOT BETTER.
 
@BruinsFaithful
I came here for hockey.
Now I'm emotionally invested in the administrative structure of Shane Hollander's imaginary kingdom.
 
@KingsFaithful
Same.

@roselandry ✔️
new bestie. 🌳🐕🇫🇷
(Apparently, we're collecting them.)
[photos]
— The first photo is taken in the middle of the Jardin du Luxembourg. Ilya is walking Jane through one of the tree-lined paths, dressed in a navy sweater with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, light beige trousers, and white sneakers. Jane trots proudly beside him in a tiny red harness, her curled tail wagging furiously as she leads the way. Just as Rose takes the picture, she steps into frame, laughing, so the corner of the photo is occupied by half her face and a wildly amused grin.
— The second picture shows Jane standing with her front paws on one of the green park chairs while Ilya crouches beside her, scratching behind her ears. Rose's reflection is faintly visible in Jane's eyes, and the puppy is looking at the camera with the same impossible confidence as her owner.
— Another photo catches Rose attempting to pet Jane while the puppy completely ignores her in favor of following a pigeon. Ilya is doubled over laughing in the background, one hand on his knee.
— The last picture is a selfie. Rose is smiling brightly at the camera while Jane has somehow stretched up to lick her cheek. Behind them, Ilya is caught mid-laugh with both hands thrown into the air, clearly finding the entire situation far funnier than he should.
Comments:
@shanehollander
I leave you two alone for one walk...
 
@ilyarozanov
Jane has chosen.
 
@roselandry
I am the favorite now.
 
@ilyarozanov
Temporary.
 
@jane_rozanov
Woof
 
@fashiongirly
I LOVE THIS FRIEND GROUP SO MUCH.
 
@KingsFaithful
TMZ really owes everyone an apology.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Remember when they tried convincing us everyone secretly hated each other?
Meanwhile they're out here making "new bestie" posts.
 
@sportsdaily
The funniest response to a tabloid is simply continuing to have the most wholesome vacation imaginable.
 
@goalieproblems
The paparazzi:
"Relationship drama."
Rose:
"Dog."
 
@fashionweekly
The internet: LOVE TRIANGLE??
Rose: "Look at this puppy."
 
@LuluLives
TMZ punching the air right now.
 
@HollanovDaily
Every single one of them has publicly said they're just friends.
Repeatedly.
 
@KingsFaithful
Shane and Rose: Best friends.
Ilya and Sveta: Best friends.
Now all four are best friends.
This isn't difficult.
 
@coldbrewqueen
Honestly, I think the biggest romance here is Jane and pigeons.
 
@catsoftheinternet
Lily 🤝 Jane
Causing problems across Europe.
 
@FrecklesForLife
Can we appreciate that Shane and Ilya somehow merged their friend groups without any drama whatsoever?
That honestly says a lot about both of them.
 
@BruinsFaithful
It's actually kind of refreshing.
No manufactured rivalries, just everyone getting along.
 
@fashiontok
Rose and Sveta have "friends since five minutes ago but already share one braincell" energy.
 
@goalieproblems
The photobomb in the first picture makes it so much funnier.
 
@KingsFaithful
Rose absolutely left it in on purpose.
 
@roselandry
correct.
 
@NeutralFan
I'm beginning to think TMZ has never actually met people with friends.
 
@LuluLives
One of your better takes.
 
@NeutralFan
Do not encourage me.
 
@fashionweekly
Four adults are collectively bullying the tabloids by posting increasingly wholesome content.
This has become my favorite offseason storyline.
 
@KingsFaithful
Mission accomplished.
❤️

NHL Tonight
(A photograph of Shane Hollander, Rose Landry, Ilya Rozanov, and Svetlana Vetrova fills the screen. The four are seated outside a Parisian restaurant in a sunlit plaza, raising glasses of rosé toward the camera. Shopping bags rest beside the table, Jane is asleep beneath Ilya's chair, and Lily has claimed Shane's lap as her throne.)
Sarah: Well, Nick, we all know what's been happening in Europe lately. Depending on who you ask, this is either the offseason's biggest romantic scandal... or simply four friends enjoying a vacation through Paris.
Nick: And I'd encourage everyone watching to trust the people actually involved. Shane Hollander, Rose Landry, Ilya Rozanov, and Svetlana Vetrova have all repeatedly said exactly the same thing—they're friends. Best friends, in some cases. Yet every other day another tabloid seems convinced there's some complicated love quadrangle happening.
Sarah: Exactly. The pictures don't exactly scream "romantic drama," do they? They're sightseeing, shopping, eating their way across Paris, and from what we've seen online, mostly teasing one another. It's honestly been one of the more wholesome offseasons we've covered in years.
Nick: Which is funny, because if you'd asked anyone two years ago how these two players would spend their offseason...
Sarah: Nobody would've guessed this.
Nick: Not even close. You have to remember where this all started. Back at the Prospect Cup, the conversation wasn't about friendship. It was about rivalry. Every scout, analyst, and hockey fan expected these two to become the next great feud in the NHL.
Ilya Rozanov was projected to go first overall, and Shane Hollander wasn't far behind. The expectations at the time were Boston and Montreal, and people were already imagining years of playoff battles and highlight reels built around the two of them trying to outdo each other.
Sarah: It felt inevitable. After all, hockey loves a good rivalry.
Nick: Exactly. Then Shane completely flipped the script. Instead of entering the draft, he signed directly with the Los Angeles Kings. Just like that, the rivalry everyone had spent months building disappeared overnight.
Sarah: And for their rookie season, we really didn't hear much about him and Ilya together at all.
Nick: Nothing. We knew they were two of the brightest young stars in hockey. But that was about it. Then, all of a sudden...
(A photo of Shane and Ilya sitting courtside at a Lakers game appears on screen. Shane is doubled over laughing while Ilya points toward the jumbotron.)
Nick: This happened. Shane was invited to a Lakers game, and he was given a plus one. Everyone assumed he'd bring a Kings teammate. Or maybe Rose Landry. Instead, he flies Ilya Rozanov from Boston.
Sarah: Hockey Twitter absolutely exploded.
Nick: Because it wasn't just that they attended together. Look at them. They're acting like people who've known each other for years. Fans suddenly started asking, "Wait... are these two actually friends?"
Sarah: And then, before anyone had recovered from that...
(Another photo appears on screen. One of the famous Kings barbecues hosted by Bood. In the middle of the crowd, Shane and Ilya are standing side by side holding paper plates, laughing with several Kings players.)
Sarah: One of Bood’s famous barbecues. For people who don't know, this is practically sacred within the Kings team. Most of the time we see Wyatt Hayes, his wife Lisa, Ryan, Rose, and Shane assisting. But those times when more people join, it is always an LA Kings’ player or staff, never an outsider.
Nick: And who's standing right there in the middle of it? Ilya Rozanov. Not a King. Not even in the Western Conference player. But a Boston Raider, standing there like he belongs.
Sarah: Which tells you everything you need to know.
Nick: Exactly. And now we've gone from everyone expecting one of hockey's biggest rivalries to watching Shane, Rose, Ilya, and Svetlana vacation together across Paris like they've been one friend group forever.
Sarah: I have to admit; it's been one of my favorite stories of the offseason. Not because of any tabloid nonsense. But because it's refreshing. Sports always try to manufacture rivalries. Sometimes the better story is that two incredible athletes simply became close friends.
Nick: And knowing these two... I have a feeling we're only scratching the surface. If there's one thing Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov have proven over the last year, it's that whenever we think we've figured them out, they somehow manage to surprise us again.

@dolcegabbana ✔️
Behind the scenes in Paris.
A first look behind the camera as Shane Hollander joins the Dolce & Gabbana family.
🎥 Behind-the-scenes video.
The video opens with an aerial shot drifting over the Seine just as the late afternoon sun begins to soften into gold. The camera glides toward the elegant arches of Pont Alexandre III, where production trucks, lighting equipment, clothing racks, and dozens of crew members have transformed one corner of the bridge into an open-air studio.
Shane steps onto the bridge wearing a perfectly tailored midnight-black velvet Dolce & Gabbana suit, its fabric catching the sunlight with every movement. Beneath it, an ivory silk shirt is left open at the collar, replacing the formality of a tie with effortless confidence. Polished black leather loafers echo the deep tones of the suit, while a simple silver watch peeks out whenever he adjusts his cuff. His black hair has been styled away from his face, leaving the constellation of freckles across his cheeks and nose completely untouched by heavy makeup.
The photographer circles him slowly, occasionally lowering the camera to give a quick direction before raising it again. Rather than striking exaggerated poses, Shane moves naturally, resting one hand against the ornate stone balustrade overlooking the river before turning to gaze down the length of the bridge. The breeze catches the edge of his jacket as boats pass beneath him, and every few moments the photographer's shutter begins firing in rapid succession, clearly pleased with what he's seeing.
Between takes, the atmosphere shifts completely. A makeup artist walks over carrying a powder brush, laughing as Shane instinctively apologizes for messing up his hair the moment he runs a hand through it. Another stylist straightens the lapel of his jacket while someone from wardrobe carefully smooths the sleeves. Shane thanks each of them with sincerity, exchanging jokes with the crew as though they'd all known one another for years.
A production assistant hurries over carrying a tablet loaded with the latest photographs. The photographer beckons Shane over, and the two lean shoulder to shoulder as they scroll through the images together. Rather than simply nodding, Shane studies each frame with genuine curiosity, asking questions about the lighting, the composition, and why certain angles work better than others. The photographer points toward the skyline beyond the bridge, explaining how the changing sunlight has transformed the color of the velvet suit, while Shane listens intently before smiling in quiet amazement at seeing the finished photographs for the first time.
The next sequence follows the crew relocating toward the center of the bridge. Traffic has briefly been paused, leaving Pont Alexandre III almost entirely empty except for the production team. With Paris stretching behind him, Shane walks slowly across the cobblestones, one hand slipping into his trouser pocket as the wind carries the tails of his jacket behind him. The Eiffel Tower rises in the distance, framed perfectly between the bridge's gilded statues, creating a scene that feels less like an advertising campaign and more like a classic European film.
As the sun dips lower, the final shots are captured beneath the bridge's famous Art Nouveau lamps. Warm amber light mixes with the fading blue of the evening sky, bathing the entire set in rich color. The photographer lowers the camera one last time and breaks into applause, quickly joined by the rest of the crew. Shane laughs, rubbing the back of his neck with a hint of embarrassment before thanking everyone individually, shaking hands with technicians, stylists, assistants, and producers alike. Several crew members stop him for selfies before he disappears toward wardrobe, still smiling as voices from every direction call out farewells.
The screen fades to black.
A single line appears in elegant white lettering.
Coming soon.
Shane Hollander for Dolce & Gabbana.
Comments:
@fashiongirly
This man was born to wear velvet.
 
@vogueobsessed
No because the photographer looked like he was having the time of his life.
 
@dolcegabbanafans
The lighting.
The suit.
Paris.
Perfection.
 
@KingsFaithful
How did the NHL produce this?
 
@fashiontok
I keep forgetting he's a hockey player until someone mentions it.
 
@setlife
The way he was actually asking the photographer questions about composition and lighting.
You can tell he genuinely wanted to learn.
 
@behindthelens
As a photographer...
That's honestly one of my favorite parts.
Most celebrities glance at the monitor and move on.
He was asking why certain shots worked.
 
@goalieproblems
My favorite moment was him thanking every single crew member.
 
@coldbrewqueen
He shook hands with like twenty people before leaving.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Crew people ALWAYS remember who treats them well.
You could see everyone smiling around him.
 
@fashionweekly
The makeup artist laughing because he messed up his own hair 😭
 
@FrecklesForLife
And they still didn't cover his freckles.
Thank you, Dolce & Gabbana.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The freckles remain under royal protection.
 
@KingsFaithful
The photographer every five seconds:
📸📸📸📸📸📸📸
 
@sportsdaily
I'm still trying to process the fact that this is the same guy who spends half his life getting checked into hockey boards.
 
@fashiontok
Professional athlete.
Professional model.
Cat dad.
Community hockey coach.
What can't he do?
 
@NeutralFan
Probably parallel park.
 
@KingsFaithful
😭😭😭
 
@shanehollander
You're probably right
 
@NeutralFan
...
He replied.
 
@fashiongirly
HE REPLIED 😭
 
@goalieproblems
The self-awareness is incredible.
 
@RoseLandry
Can confirm.
 
@KingsFaithful
ROSE 😭
 
@RoseLandry
I've witnessed it.
Several times.
 
@WyattHayes
He almost hit my truck once
 
@shanehollander
ALMOST.
 
@WyattHayes
That's not helping your case, buddy.
 
@fashionweekly
I love that his teammates immediately appeared to expose him.
 
@CultOfTheFreckles
The Council would like to clarify that His Majesty's inability to parallel park has no bearing whatsoever on his ability to govern.
 
@KingsFaithful
😭😭😭
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Many great rulers delegated transportation.
 
@HollanovDaily
Historical precedent supports this.
 
@NeutralFan
I looked it up.
They're making things up again.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
We prefer the term "creative historiography."
 
@fashiongirly
This account is a public service.
 
@ParisLocal
I walked past the bridge while they were filming.
The entire crew applauded when they finished.
It was actually really sweet.
 
@behindthelens
That usually means everyone knew they got the shot.
 
@vogueobsessed
I cannot WAIT for the finished campaign.
 
@dolcegabbana
Soon.
🖤

@HockeyDiscussion
Did anyone else watch NHL Tonight?
I'm curious about what everyone thought.
Replies:
@KingsFaithful
Honestly?
It made me realize how weird sports media can be.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Same.
 
@PuckTalk
Everyone keeps asking,
"Are they dating?"
"Are they rivals?"
"What are they?"
Meanwhile...
Why can't they just be really good friends?
 
@SportsDaily
The show made a great point.
Back at the Prospect Cup...
How old were they?
 
@GoalieProblems
Seventeen.
 
@SportsDaily
Seventeen.
Think about that.
Before they'd even entered the NHL...
Before most of them had ever spoken publicly to one another...
People were already trying to sell them as the next Crosby vs. Ovechkin.
 
@KingsFaithful
The crazy part is...
As far as we know...
They'd barely even met.
 
@NeutralObserver
Exactly.
We projected an entire rivalry onto two teenagers.
 
@BruinsFaithful
And now look at them.
Vacationing together in Paris.
 
@PuckTalk
It honestly makes me wonder...
How many friendships have we missed because sports media convinced us players had to hate each other?
 
@HockeyHistory
This.
Competition doesn't require animosity.
 
@SportsDaily
Every team is a rival and every game matters.
That's sports.
But fans—and especially the media—have this tendency to pick two players and decide: "Nope. You two must despise each other forever."
 
@KingsFaithful
Exactly.
They're competitors.
That doesn't mean they can't also respect each other...
Or even be best friends.
 
@BruinsFaithful
Imagine if Shane had gone to Montreal like everyone expected.
 
@GoalieProblems
We probably would've spent the next decade insisting he and Ilya hated each other.
 
@SportsDaily
When in reality...
Maybe they'd still have become friends, but we just would've refused to believe it.
 
@RandomUser92
That's honestly kind of sad.
 
@HockeyHistory
The NHL Tonight segment reminded me that these are people first.
Most of them are teenagers when they enter the league.
They're figuring life out just like anyone else.
 
@KingsFaithful
Seventeen-year-olds carrying the expectations of entire franchises.
That's a lot.
 
@LuluLives
I would like to make something very clear.
 
@BruinsFaithful
👀
 
@LuluLives
Do I personally believe there is a possibility that Shane and Ilya are dating?
Yes.
 
@KingsFaithful
😭
 
@LuluLives
Would I be delighted if that turned out to be true?
Also, yes.
 
@goalieproblems
She's staying on brand.
 
@LuluLives
However...
If they're only friends...
That's wonderful too.
 
@HollanovDaily
Seconded.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Council wishes to issue an official statement.
 
@NeutralFan
Oh boy.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Kingdom has always maintained that any future relationship between His Majesty and Ilya Rozanov would have our enthusiastic blessing.
 
@KingsFaithful
😭😭😭
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
However...
Should history instead remember them simply as two extraordinary friends...
That would be equally worthy of celebration.
 
@SportsDaily
That's actually...
really sweet.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Sports already contain enough bitterness.
There is no need to manufacture more.
 
@HollanovDaily
Friendship is not a consolation prize.
 
@goalieproblems
Wait...
That's actually a fantastic sentence.
 
@HollanovDaily
Thank you.
 
@LuluLives
Whether they're dating.
Whether they're friends.
Whether they're just two hockey players who enjoy each other's company.
I'm happy they're happy.
 
@BruinsFaithful
I wish more sports fans thought like this.
 
@KingsFaithful
The rivalry on the ice is fun.
The toxicity off the ice isn't.
 
@NeutralFan
I cannot believe I'm about to compliment the Council.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
Proceed.
 
@NeutralFan
They're right.
Stop trying to force athletes into hating each other.
If Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov—two guys everyone spent months calling "the next great rivals"—can end up sharing barbecues, Lakers games, and vacations in Paris...
Maybe we've all been taking sports rivalries a little too seriously.
 
@CouncilOfShaneHollander
The Kingdom accepts this rare moment of bipartisan agreement.
 
@NeutralFan
Don't get used to it.
 
@KingsFaithful
This might be the healthiest discussion hockey Twitter has ever had.
❤️










  










Afterword



  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!
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