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Ecology of Devotion

    by HH_Arrow

      Summary

      A guard dog's submission isn't weakness — it's a whole ecosystem built around one animal's safety. Shane learns the shape of it slowly: which hunger to feed, which to starve, when stillness is the only right shape for his own strength to take. Ilya learns something rarer — that being watched doesn't have to mean being hunted. Then it breaks all at once: something Shane's own teammates were never meant to find finds its way into their locker room anyway, and the appetite that spent a year holding itself in check finds out exactly what it was protecting.



      Notes

        Guys idk about this one. But I feel like I kept talking myself out of this. So here it is.
Content Warnings:

-Child abuse — depicted via leaked video footage of a minor, described but not graphic

-Referenced parent death — occurred before the story opens, not depicted

-Physical violence — a real fight, described with specific detail, resulting in visible injury (NOT intimate partner violence to be clear)

-Blood and injury description

-Homophobic-adjacent bullying — targets a closeted character's family and background

-Closeted relationship — discretion and concealment are ongoing plot elements

-Possessive and territorial framing of romantic devotion — consensual and reciprocated throughout, not coercive
Shane turned into a weird little freak (affectionate)


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






Ecology of Devotion

    
      Shane sent the first listing at two in the morning, no message attached, because he needed his hands to be doing something other than nothing. It had a kitchen with a window over the sink that faced east. The photos were bad, the angle wrong, the agent's watermark stamped diagonally across the countertop like a scar, and none of that mattered. He looked at the window and thought about morning light and a mug that didn't exist yet, and sent the link before he'd let himself think any further than that.
nice light, Ilya wrote back, forty minutes later, when Shane had almost given up on an answer. counters too small for real cooking though. you'd need to gut it.
Shane lay in the dark with the phone held above his own face and read it three times. He thought about the response longer than the sentence warranted — the ease of it, the casualness with which Ilya could say gut about a kitchen wall and mean nothing at all by it, while Shane turned the word over like it meant something about teeth, about what a mouth did to a thing it wanted inside itself badly enough. He didn't write back. He set the phone face-down on the mattress and lay there a long time, wanting in a way that had nowhere honest to go and no name he was willing to give it yet — wanting, with a specificity that embarrassed him even alone in the dark, to be in that kitchen, watching Ilya say gut about a wall instead of a body, watching him move through a room that had east light in it and belonged, unambiguously, to both of them.
He sent another one two weeks later. A brick two-story an hour outside the city, a yard big enough for a dog neither of them had ever discussed getting. Ilya's answer came back within the hour, and it wasn't about the yard.
commute's brutal. 40 min to the rink in good traffic. you'd hate it by november.
"I wouldn't mind the drive," Shane said out loud, to no one, standing in his own kitchen with the phone in his hand and his jaw tight in a way that had nothing to do with commuting. It wasn't the yard, or the commute, or any specific room in any specific house. It was that every listing was technically Ilya's question to answer — his name that would go on the lease, his life the address would belong to — and Shane kept sending them anyway because some part of him kept reaching for the one thing Ilya never gave back: an acknowledgment, even a small one, even in code, that this wasn't Ilya deciding alone what his own life would look like. That it was the two of them deciding, together, what theirs would.
He sent a third one the following week anyway. And a fourth, ten days after that. By the time the leaves had turned and come down outside Ilya's building, it had become a fact of the relationship the way weather is a fact of a season — Shane sent houses, Ilya found what was wrong with them, and neither of them said the thing underneath it. Ilya opened every single link. He critiqued the counters and the commute and the tile with the specific attention of a man who had already walked the rooms in his head, arranged furniture in them that didn't exist, and reported back only on the parts that were wrong, as though the flaws were the only safe things to say out loud about a life he hadn't agreed he was allowed to want.
He never said I could live there. He never told Shane to stop, either.
There was one, in early November, that Ilya didn't answer for two full days — a small stone farmhouse an hour past where either of them would have called reasonable, with a wood stove and a mudroom and a barn that had clearly been used, at some point, for something other than cars. Shane had almost talked himself out of sending it. It wasn't practical. It wasn't close to a rink, close to a hospital, close to anything either of them would need in the actual shape of their actual lives. He sent it anyway, and then spent two days not looking at his phone every time it buzzed, telling himself he wasn't checking, and checking anyway.
When Ilya finally answered, it wasn't about the barn or the mudroom or the impracticality of any of it.
my mother would have hated this, he wrote. too much space to be lonely in.
Shane read it twice, sitting in his car in a parking garage he no longer remembered the name of, and didn't know what to say back that wouldn't reach further into something Ilya hadn't invited him into yet. He wrote, eventually, not lonely if there's two people in it, and didn't hear anything back for another six hours, and understood, when the reply finally came — maybe, one word, nothing else — that he'd been allowed a half-inch further than usual, and that the half-inch was the whole of what he was going to get, and that it was, somehow, more than he'd gotten in months of sending links.
Shane understood, somewhere around the fifth or sixth listing, that this was the whole of the conversation he was going to get for a while. He kept sending them anyway, the way you leave food down for something that hasn't decided whether it plans to stay, and go back the following week to see if it's been touched.
There were plenty of nights that had nothing to do with any of that. A Sunday, once, spent entirely on the couch arguing about whether a movie they'd both already seen twice was actually any good, Ilya insisting the ending made no sense, Shane insisting he'd simply missed the point, neither of them willing to rewind and check. Another night entirely lost to Ilya refusing to admit which of two brands of coffee he actually preferred, making Shane taste both blind, blindfolded with a dish towel, three times each, before declaring the results inconclusive and making coffee from a third bag entirely out of spite. Nothing in either of those nights meant anything beyond exactly what it was.
None of it happened often. Their schedules overlapped maybe four times that whole first stretch — a rare stretch of back-to-back days off that lined up on both calendars, a bye week Shane burned entirely on a flight to Boston instead of the beach house LaSalle kept inviting him to. It was never more than a night and a day, sometimes less, sometimes just the hours between one flight landing and another taking off. Shane never once complained about the travel, the layovers, the ninety minutes in a rental car navigating a city he only ever saw the inside of Ilya's apartment in. He would have taken half that time. He would have taken less. The exhaustion of it — the jet lag stacked on top of game legs, the entire trip sometimes not worth the math anyone else would have done — never once registered to him as a cost. It registered as the price of admission, and he'd have paid double.
It took Shane most of that first autumn to notice what Ilya was actually watching for when he thought no one could see him do it — and longer still to understand it, in pieces, the way you learn the temperament of an animal that's decided to let you get close but hasn't decided anything past that.
It was a Tuesday that didn't mean anything. Dishes running in the sink, some game on low in the other room, Ilya at the counter slicing something with the flat economy he brought to everything with an edge — no wasted motion, the knife doing exactly what it needed to and nothing more. Shane came in from the garage cold and short-tempered about a bad line change from that morning's video session, said something flat about it, and didn't think about it again until he noticed, a beat too late, that the knife had gone still.
Not Ilya's face. His hands. Ilya's eyes had gone to Shane's hands and checked them the way something in a field checks the treeline — not the eyes, the eyes could be doing anything, you watch the hands the way you watch which way the grass is bending — open or closed, weight forward or weight back, and then returned to the cutting board before Shane had fully registered being read for danger.
Shane watched him do this and felt, underneath the tenderness of it, something closer to appetite than he wanted to name — the unclean satisfaction of being the thing a body kept a permanent watch on, of mattering enough to be catalogued as a possible predator every time he walked into a room. He didn't examine why being watched like danger felt, some nights, closer to being wanted than being watched with simple affection ever had. A guard dog wants to be read as dangerous by the wolves. He was starting to understand he wanted it from Ilya too, some nights — wanted to be feared just enough to prove how carefully he was being tracked, and then wanted, more than that, to prove the fear wrong every single time.
"You good?" Shane asked, easy, because asking the real question would have been its own kind of alarm — the kind of noise that spooks something that's only just decided your general direction is safe.
"Fine," Ilya said, and the knife started moving again — slow at first, then steady, the particular carefulness of a hand deciding, one stroke at a time, that it was safe to stop watching itself. Shane didn't move until the rhythm of it came all the way back to normal.
He didn't say anything else about it that night, or the next time it happened, three days later, over something even smaller — Shane setting his keys down harder than he meant to, a small domestic clatter, and Ilya's whole body going quiet and alert for half a second, ears back, before resettling. Shane started keeping his hands visible without making a show of visibility, the way a guard dog keeps its whole body loose and low so nothing reads it as a threat gathering. Held the fridge door a beat too long. Set things down slow instead of dropping them. Let himself be exactly as tired or as short as he actually felt, because performing calm would have told the thing watching him that there was something worth performing calm about — and a predator that performs harmlessness is, to anything with good instincts, the most dangerous kind there is.
Most weeks nothing about it looked like progress. Shane kept doing it anyway — the only way he knew to teach a body that had learned every version of stillness as a held breath before something worse, was to be still himself, consistently, for long enough that eventually it might stop meaning anything at all.
There were setbacks. A night in early December when Shane, half-asleep, reached across the bed without thinking and closed his hand too fast around Ilya's wrist to keep him from rolling off the edge — a reflex, nothing more, the kind of grab anyone makes for anyone about to fall — and Ilya came awake so completely and so silently that it took Shane a full three seconds to understand what he was looking at: not a man startled out of sleep, but a man who had gone somewhere else entirely, eyes open and seeing something that wasn't the room. Shane let go instantly. Didn't reach for him again. Said nothing, and lay very still with his hands flat and visible on top of the blanket, and waited — two minutes, three — until Ilya's eyes found the actual ceiling of the actual room again and the tension went out of his shoulders by degrees, like a held breath finally let all the way out.
Neither of them mentioned it in the morning. Shane changed something in himself anyway — stopped reaching in the dark at all, however harmless the reason, and found other ways to keep Ilya from the edge of a bed that had nothing to do with his hands moving fast.
There were better nights too, plenty of them, so ordinary that Shane forgot, for an hour at a stretch, to think about any of it at all — and only noticed afterward, replaying the evening, that he hadn't had to think once about where his hands were.
There was a night, early in that same winter, when Ilya said something that Shane didn't understand the weight of until much later. They'd been watching something forgettable on television, Ilya's feet in Shane's lap, and during a commercial break Ilya said, apropos of nothing, in the flat register he used for things that cost him more than the flatness let on, "When I was small, if he didn't like the look of me, he would put me outside. Didn't matter the season. Once it was November. I sat on the step until my mother let me back in, an hour, maybe more." He didn't look away from the screen while he said it, like the distance made it easier to hand over. "I don't remember being cold anymore. I remember being angry that I couldn't feel my hands and no one came." A pause, and then, quieter: "I like being warm now. That's all. I don't take it for granted."
Shane didn't move his hands from where they rested on Ilya's ankle, but something in his chest had gone very still and very loud at once, wanting badly to silence something the same way he'd eventually want to silence Drapeau, except this one had no throat to aim at — the man who'd done it wasn't even a year dead, buried at the end of the last season, close enough that Ilya's grief for him was still tangled up with everything else he wasn't allowed to say out loud — and there was nowhere for the fury to go except into the one thing Shane could actually do something about. He didn't say anything about Grigori. Didn't trust himself to. He reached instead for the throw blanket folded over the back of the couch and pulled it over Ilya's legs, tucking it in at the side the way you'd secure something against wind that wasn't in the room, and left his hand resting there afterward, heavy and warm, on top of the blanket, on top of him.
"Okay," Shane said, because there was nothing else honest to say that wouldn't have been about his own anger instead of Ilya's cold, and didn't press further, and Ilya's feet stayed exactly where they were in his lap for the rest of the show, which felt, at the time, like the entire content of an answer neither of them needed to say out loud.
There was a practice a few days before a game against Boston, ordinary enough that Shane almost didn't register it happening. Drapeau was doing a bit near the water bottles, crossing himself with exaggerated solemnity, muttering something in an accent that wasn't really Russian, just close enough to land.
"That's supposed to be Rozanov?" LaSalle asked, already laughing.
"Every faceoff. Every period. Guy's basically got a shrine back there." Drapeau did it again, slower, playing to the two guys now watching. "Somebody tell him Jesus doesn't watch hockey."
Nobody pushed back on it. That was the part Shane noticed more than the joke itself — the easy, unbothered way the room let it sit there, the comfort of men who'd decided in advance that a certain kind of target was safe to aim at because nobody in the room would ever be asked to answer for it. Drapeau had a habit of that, Shane had started to notice — always found the softest place in a room to land a joke, the person or the absent stranger least likely to ever push back.
"Funny, coming from the guy who can't hold his gap without help," Shane said, pulling a skate on, not looking up. "Maybe worry about your own zone before you start doing impressions."
Drapeau's jaw tightened for half a second before he covered it with a shrug, easy, already pretending to move on to something else. "Just saying. Guy's intense."
Shane didn't say anything else about it. He filed it, the way he'd started filing everything lately, without knowing yet that it was the kind of thing worth filing, or that it would still be a bit four months later, or that the man doing the impression had no idea whose captain he was actually talking about, in every sense that mattered.
Somewhere in that same stretch — he couldn't, afterward, have said exactly when, only that it was after the hands had started to matter to him and before he fully understood why — he stood in a jewelry store on a Thursday afternoon for the better part of an hour, turning over a decision that had nothing to do with the listings and everything to do with the same appetite.
The case in front of him held rings in a dozen configurations, and he understood, standing there under the too-bright lighting, exactly what he wasn't going to buy. A single ring said something specific whether he meant it to or not — said it too loudly, too soon, before either of them had a house or a lease or a name that could survive being looked at directly in daylight. So he didn't buy one.
He spent the better part of an hour instead, working through the case piece by piece with a patience that surprised even the woman helping him. He rejected anything that looked deliberate — matched sets, anything engraved, anything with a story built into the design that a stranger could read at a glance. He wanted the opposite of a story. He wanted six separate objects that happened, individually, to be beautiful, and happened, collectively, to say something only two people on earth would ever be equipped to hear. A heavy gold band, worn-looking even new. A darker one, near-black metal, severe. Two thin plain ones that could pass for nothing at all. One set with a flat grey stone, unshowy, the kind of thing that photographed like nothing and read like everything in person. The last he chose for weight alone, dense in his palm, made to be felt more than seen. None of it was cheap. He didn't look at the total until it was already rung up, and didn't flinch when he did, because there was no number that would have talked him out of the specific arithmetic he was doing, which had nothing to do with dollars and everything to do with how many separate excuses he was buying Ilya to keep something of Shane's on his body at all times without ever once having to explain why.
"For a gift?" the woman asked, ringing them up.
"Yeah," Shane said, and didn't elaborate, and she didn't ask.
The whole point of six, rather than one, was disguise — a stranger seeing Ilya's hand stacked with rings would read fashion, habit, a man who liked his own hands enough to dress them, nothing more. Only the two of them would ever know what the plurality actually was: not a proposal, nothing so bold as that, but a whisper of one anyway, six separate promises small enough to deny and specific enough that Ilya would never be able to put one on without knowing exactly what it was standing in for. This was as far as his territorial hunger was ever going to get to speak its own name — dressed as jewelry, deniable, and entirely, permanently true.
He drove to Ilya's apartment with the box against his ribs like it had a pulse of its own. Found him at the counter again, some other evening's dinner underway, and set the box down instead of handing it over — the same administrative distance he needed for every one of these moments, some buffer between the wanting and the giving.
"Got you something."
Ilya's eyes came up, wary in the low, familiar way — not fear, just the reflex of a man checking the shape of a thing before deciding how to hold it. "Shane."
"It's not a big deal." It was. He'd stood in that store for the better part of an hour, which was not the behaviour of a man for whom this wasn't a big deal, but there was no version of saying that out loud that didn't sound like more than he was ready to survive Ilya hearing. "Open it."
Ilya wiped his hands on the towel at his hip before he touched it, which Shane noticed and filed, the way he filed everything now. He opened the lid without ceremony. Went still.
He lifted one ring out. Turned it over. Didn't ask why there were six, which Shane understood — the answer was written into the plurality itself, and asking would have meant admitting he'd noticed that. He put it on. Then, after a pause that felt longer than it was, a second, stacked below the first, his hand turning under the kitchen light like he was testing the new weight of it.
Shane watched his face while he did this. Not shock. Not refusal. Something quieter than either, and hungrier — there and gone so fast that if Shane hadn't spent months learning to read the smallest weather on that face, he'd have missed it entirely. The unguarded flicker of a man letting himself want a thing for exactly as long as it took to remember he wasn't allowed to want it yet.
"Okay," Ilya said. That was all. He went back to whatever he'd been cooking, both rings still on, and Shane watched his hand move through steam and light with two new weights catching every time it turned, and felt something settle low in his chest that had no clean name. Not pride. Closer to hunger, though the hunger wasn't for anything he could point to either — just the plain, proprietary satisfaction of having put something of his own choosing onto another man's hand and watched him decide, without saying so, to keep it there.
He kept adding to it after that. A watch, eventually — understated, the kind of face a man could wear to a morning skate without a single teammate clocking the number attached to it, though Shane knew the number, had sat with it in the store the way you'd sit with a decision you'd already made and were only pretending was still open. Cufflinks Ilya wore exactly twice, to two separate galas, silver and small enough to miss unless you already knew to look, which Shane always did — found them across a crowded ballroom the way you'd find your own handwriting on a page you didn't remember signing.
He never went near a necklace. He'd watched Ilya's hand go, unconscious, to the hollow of his own throat on the worst nights — some argument on the television, some name mentioned in passing on a broadcast — checking for a weight that was already there. A thin gold cross, worn soft at the edges from years of that same unconscious gesture. His mother's. It sat in a place Shane had no claim to and didn't want one, and he kept his hands off that particular skin the way you'd keep your hands off a wound still healing on its own terms. Wanting to own something and being owed the right to were two entirely different currencies. He would rather have cut his own hands off at the wrist than let Ilya feel, even once, the suffocation of being claimed by someone who couldn't tell the difference.
Everything below the collarbone, though, he came to think of — privately, and only ever privately — as territory he was allowed to keep returning to.
Most evenings, though, were just evenings. Ilya burned a pan of eggs once, badly, swore in Russian at the smoke alarm for a full minute before Shane got a chair under it, and they ate cereal instead standing up at the counter at nine at night, laughing about nothing in particular. Another time they spent an entire Saturday reorganizing Ilya's closet for no reason either of them could later remember agreeing to, arguing about whether a specific jacket should be donated, Ilya winning by simply refusing to put it in the donation pile no matter how many times Shane moved it there.
None of it was announced. None of it came wrapped. He set each thing down with some version of here, flat, almost administrative, and Ilya took each one in without comment and wore it without comment, and the not-commenting was its own kind of fluency between them, a private ledger neither of them read aloud. Shane liked, more than he ever examined, that the two of them were the only people alive who knew where any of it had come from. A stranger in an arena concourse could stand three feet from Ilya Rozanov and see a watch, a bracelet, a flash of silver at the cuff, and clock none of it as anything at all. Shane alone got to look across a room and see his own hand in it. Getting away with it, cleanly, in plain sight, had its own pull entirely — proof placed on a body and read by no one but the two of them.
He learned something at the league's All-Star weekend that year he hadn't expected to learn in a ballroom full of strangers. It was a rare stretch where players from every team ended up in the same hotel, the same handful of mandatory appearances, briefly and artificially collapsing the usual distance between conferences — low stakes, no history, nothing real riding on any of it for anyone in the room.
Shane watched Ilya across the crowd, laughing at something one of the other Eastern Conference players had said, easy, unguarded, gesturing with the hand that wore the watch Shane had sat with in a jewelry store for the better part of an hour. There was no checking in it. No half-second flick to anyone's hands, no reading the room for weather before he let his shoulders drop. He was simply relaxed, the way other men were simply relaxed, among people who could never hurt him because none of them meant anything.
Shane stood on the far side of the room and felt something complicated move through him, watching it — not jealousy exactly, though it had jealousy's shape. Ilya was effortlessly at ease with strangers who could take nothing from him. The vigilance Shane spent all year learning to survive wasn't a verdict on trust in general. It was specific. It was the tax of mattering. Ilya could be unguarded with a stranger precisely because the stranger cost him nothing to lose, and guarded with Shane precisely because Shane had become the one thing in the room actually worth watching.
It should have felt like a wound. It felt, instead, like the first real proof he'd been given all year, and something in his chest that had been restless since November went quiet for the length of the flight home. Only for the flight home. Driving back from the airport, something else settled in alongside it: Ilya letting him see even this much — the ease, the unguardedness, the plain fact of a body that could relax around people who weren't Shane — was its own kind of gift, whether or not Ilya had meant it as one. Ilya was performing some of it, probably. Comfort could be a costume same as anything else. But he'd let Shane watch him wear it, which was more than he let almost anyone.
Something close to it happened again on ice, in March, in a game against Carolina that meant nothing beyond three points either team could afford to lose.
It had been an unremarkable third period up until then — a tie game, both teams tired, the kind of hockey that exists mostly to be survived rather than won cleanly. Shane had been quiet the whole night, the way he usually was on nights his mind wasn't fully on the game, and part of his mind that night had been in Boston, where Ilya had a game of his own two hours earlier and would, Shane knew without needing to check, already be home by now, feet up, watching Shane's game the way he always did — not in the building, never in the building, nothing that could ever put the two of them in the same arena together on a night neither of them controlled, but watching all the same, from his own couch, in a city Shane wasn't in.
The hit itself was clean. No question about it, no gray area for a coach's review to chew on — a forward carrying the puck with his head down along the boards, Shane squaring up early and finishing through him the way you're taught to from the time you're eight years old, shoulder to shoulder, nothing dirty in it at all. What wasn't clean was what it did to him. He felt, in the half-second of contact, a satisfaction that had no business belonging to a hockey play. Not violence exactly. A taste. The particular relief of letting something out that he otherwise kept permanently shut, small and contained and entirely legal, gone again before the linesman had even finished skating over to make sure everyone was still upright.
He didn't take a penalty. There was nothing to penalize. He skated back to the bench with his heart going harder than a clean hit had any right to earn him, and sat there for the rest of the shift with his jaw tight, understanding, for the first time, that the stillness he practiced everywhere else in his life had a cost. He'd just never had to pay it out loud before.
In the room after the game, Boucher clapped him on the shoulder pad hard enough to sting and said something about finally seeing some fire out there, and Shane accepted the compliment with the flat, easy nod he gave to anything that didn't require an actual answer. Drapeau, two lockers down, added something about Shane finally growing a pair, loud enough for half the room to hear, and Shane didn't answer that either, filing the tone of it — not the words, just the tone — the way he'd started filing everything about Drapeau lately without quite admitting to himself why.
Ilya called that night, the way he always did after a game, and didn't bring it up first. It was Shane who said it, lying in the dark with the phone against his ear. "Saw the hit?"
"Saw it." A pause, unreadable over the line. "You don't usually finish checks like that."
"Guy had his head down."
"Mm." Ilya didn't push it, and didn't let it go either — Shane could hear the difference — a silence that was filing something away rather than dropping it.
Three weeks later, Boston played Ottawa on a Tuesday, and Ilya showed up at Shane's door in Montreal that same night — a two-hour detour tacked onto the end of a road trip, a few hours snatched between one flight and the next, the whole visit not worth the math anyone sensible would have done. He looked exhausted the way a man looks after he's played sixty minutes and then driven two hours instead of sleeping, and he didn't apologize for either.
"You do that on purpose," Ilya said, dropping onto the couch, not quite a question. "The hits. Some of them. Not all of them. I can tell the difference now."
"Do what," Shane said, sitting down beside him, already reaching for his shoes to help pull them off.
"You know what." Ilya let his head fall back against the cushion, eyes closed. "It's fine. I'm not asking you to stop."
Shane didn't answer that directly, because there was no answer that wouldn't have required explaining something he'd only just started admitting to himself. "It's a physical game," he said instead, which was true and also wasn't an answer, and Ilya let the silence sit there, which was its own kind of acceptance, his sock feet already tucked under Shane's thigh like the two hours he'd spent driving to get here had cost him nothing at all.
The tests came more than once, and never announced themselves as tests. Early in that same stretch, one Shane almost missed entirely — Ilya cancelling on him twice in one week for reasons that didn't hold up under any real weight, then watching, when Shane didn't push back on either cancellation, with an expression Shane couldn't read yet and would only later recognize as disappointment disguised as relief. As if some part of Ilya had wanted, that week, to be chased. As if the not-chasing had passed some test and failed another one simultaneously, and there was no way for Shane to have known which response he was actually being asked for.
Another came in the form of silence rather than escalation — an entire evening where Ilya said almost nothing, answered in fragments, gave Shane nothing to push against and nothing to reassure either, just absence dressed as presence, sitting three feet away with the television on and his whole attention somewhere else entirely. Shane didn't fill it. He sat with his own book, unread, and let the quiet run its full course, and when Ilya finally spoke again — some unrelated thing, a question about dinner — Shane answered like nothing had happened, because nothing, as far as either of them would ever admit out loud, had.
The test that came closest to breaking something happened on a Thursday in late winter. Ilya had been quiet all evening in a way Shane had learned not to chase, and then, over nothing — a dish left in the wrong cupboard, something that small — he said something sharp about it.
"You put this here on purpose," Ilya said, holding up the offending bowl like evidence. "You know it goes on the other side."
"I forgot. It's a bowl, Ilya."
"You don't forget things." His voice had an edge Shane hadn't heard directed at him before, not quite this sharp. "You forget nothing. Except apparently this."
"It's a bowl."
"Maybe you don't care where things go in my kitchen." Ilya set it down harder than the moment called for. "Maybe you don't think it matters because it's not your kitchen. Not your name on the lease."
Shane recognized it for what it was somewhere in the second escalation — not really about the bowl, not really about the lease, some older wound getting poked at through the nearest available object. He didn't do either of the two things his body wanted to do, which were to match it or to fold. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't apologize for something that didn't need apologizing for.
"Say what you actually mean," Shane said, quiet, not moving from where he stood.
"I am saying what I mean."
"You're not." Shane's voice stayed level. "But that's fine. Say it when you're ready."
Ilya's jaw worked like he wanted to push further and couldn't find the next foothold. He turned away, back to the counter, back to nothing in particular, and Shane stood in the kitchen with his arms loose at his sides and let him get all the way to the end of whatever this actually was — three more short, pointless remarks about the bowl, about carelessness, about whether Shane actually noticed anything that mattered in this apartment or just moved through it like a guest — and then he didn't leave.
That was the entire content of his response. No speech. No explanation of what he understood was happening, no gentle naming of the test as a test, which would have ended it in the wrong direction. Just the fact of his body still occupying the same room, ten minutes later, when Ilya finally ran out of things to be angry about that weren't the actual thing he was angry about.
Ilya didn't soften afterward. He stopped, abruptly, mid-sentence, like he'd hit the end of a script he hadn't written and didn't know what came after it, and went and sat down on the couch, and turned on something neither of them watched. Shane came and sat a careful distance away, not touching, not offering anything that could be read as forgiveness for a thing that hadn't required forgiving, and let the silence do whatever work it was going to do.
Sitting there, he knew this wasn't relief. It was information. Nothing about it produced relief — it produced repetition, over and over, until something in Ilya's body got tired of waiting for the version where Shane finally left, and started, instead, to expect the version where he didn't.
The touch was the hardest part to get right, because it was the part where Shane's own wanting had the least room to hide.
Over months he learned the difference by feel — that certain pressure read as safety and certain pressure, barely different, a few ounces more, read as something Ilya's body still remembered from a house Shane had never seen. He learned to want, and not act on the wanting. To hold Ilya's jaw in one hand and want, badly, to hold it harder. To press his mouth to the inside of Ilya's wrist and want, badly, to close his teeth there instead — to leave something behind that would still be visible in the morning, proof, a claim, a mark that said mine in a language that didn't need translating into anything either of them could be asked to explain.
He never did any of it. Not once, not even on the nights it would have been easiest to justify — Ilya loose and pliant against him in the dark, half-asleep, wanting more than he'd admit to out loud. Shane kept his hands exact and careful and slow every single time, no matter what was moving underneath them.
There was a night in January when he came closer than he ever admitted to breaking his own rule. Ilya had fallen asleep with his head on Shane's chest, one hand curled loose against Shane's ribs, and Shane lay awake a long time afterward doing nothing but looking at him — at the line of his jaw gone soft in sleep, at the pulse visible faintly at his throat below the place his mother's cross had slipped sideways against his collarbone. Shane thought about how easy it would be. How little pressure it would actually take, at the throat, at the wrist, to leave something behind that would still be there in the morning.
He didn't do it. He lay very still instead, and let the wanting move through him like weather, and eventually it passed, the way weather does, and he fell asleep with his hand resting flat and careful against the small of Ilya's back.
"You're thinking too hard," Ilya murmured once, weeks later, half-asleep, Shane's hand resting light against his stomach. "Just touch me. Not like it's a test."
"I'm not testing anything."
"You are. I can feel it." A pause, sleep pulling at his voice. "You're always careful. Even when you don't have to be."
Shane didn't answer that, because the honest answer was that he did have to be, every time, and Ilya fell asleep before he could decide whether to say so.
There was a gala in early spring, a mandatory league appearance, the kind of room full of cameras where the two of them were never allowed to stand closer than colleagues. Shane found himself doing the thing he always did in rooms like that instead of anything riskier — cataloguing, from a careful distance, everything on Ilya's body that was his. The cufflinks first, small and silver, easy to miss unless you already knew to look. The watch, its number still a secret Shane had never spoken aloud to anyone. And, low on his right hand, a blank signet ring, no crest, no initial, nothing a stranger could read as more than a man with clean taste — Shane's newest addition to the collection, the plainest one yet, and for that reason maybe the one he was proudest of.
A reporter cornered Ilya near the bar partway through the evening and asked, with the casual cruelty of someone who thought they were being charming, whether he was seeing anyone, whether all the eligible women in three cities were simply wasting their time waiting around. Ilya smiled the smile Shane had learned to recognize as armour rather than warmth, said something deflecting and easy about focusing on the season, and the reporter laughed and moved on, satisfied, having gotten exactly the non-answer she'd expected.
Shane stood twenty feet away with a drink he wasn't tasting and watched Ilya's shoulders after she left — the half-second where the smile dropped before the next person arrived to demand a different one, the small private exhale of a man who had just successfully lied about the shape of his own life to a stranger holding a recorder. He wanted, standing there, to cross the room and put a hand at the small of Ilya's back, some small unremarkable gesture that would have meant nothing to anyone watching and everything to the two of them. He didn't. He finished his drink instead, and caught Ilya's eye across the room forty minutes later, and let that be the whole of what passed between them until the car ride home, where Ilya sat in the passenger seat with his cufflinks still on and said, apropos of nothing, "I'm tired of lying about it," and then, before Shane could answer, "not tonight. Just — sometimes."
"I know," Shane said, because there was nothing else true to say, and reached over and took his hand for the rest of the drive, in a car with tinted windows on a dark street where no one could see, which was the only kind of touching either of them was allowed yet, and which Shane understood, even then, to be its own kind of insufficient mercy.
He was not, in any of this, protecting someone fragile. He learned that lesson properly in April, on the ice, against Boston, in a scrum after a whistle in a game that had gotten chippy in the third period.
It was Beauchamp who did it — six-foot-three, twenty-two years old, more size than sense, with Ilya's jersey bunched in one fist and something ugly and close working its way toward his face. Shane didn't catch the words. He didn't need to. He caught what it did to the six feet of ice between them, and his own pulse spiked so hard and so fast it made a sound in his ears, something close to static, drowning out the whistle, the crowd, everything except the plain fact of a threat six feet away and a body that wanted, with total and immediate conviction, to close that distance right now.
He didn't move. It cost him everything he had not to. His skates were already turning before some other, colder part of him overrode it — heart slamming, hands curling into fists inside his gloves, breath coming too fast through his teeth — while every part of him wanted to cross that ice and start something that would have ended his season and possibly both their careers, and would have meant nothing at all except announcing to an entire arena exactly what he was to the man being held by the jersey. Nobody needed a bench-clearing brawl over this. Ilya certainly didn't need one fought on his behalf by a man from the other team, in front of thirty thousand people, for reasons no one but the two of them would ever be allowed to know.
He didn't need to move anyway. Ilya's free hand came up between himself and Beauchamp — not a shove, nothing dramatic, just two fingers flat against his chest, the specific economy he brought to everything with an edge — and he said something too low for anyone but Beauchamp to hear, and Beauchamp's face went from red to pale in under three seconds. Let go of the jersey like it had burned him. Skated off without looking at anyone.
Ilya adjusted his own collar and skated back to position, already settling into his stance for the next faceoff.
Shane skated back to his own bench and sat down and didn't say anything to anyone. Ilya took the draw a moment later, unbothered, already three shifts ahead in his own head. There had never been a single second in the whole exchange when he'd actually needed Shane — and sitting there anyway, hands still, mouth shut, was its own particular kind of guarding. The kind that never gets to look like anything at all.
It cost him more than he expected to let it go unfed. He carried it through the rest of the game, through the postgame media he barely heard himself answering, through the team bus, through lying alone in his own hotel room two hours later with his phone finally free to use.
Ilya picked up on the second ring, voice low, clearly also alone in some room in some other hotel across the city.
"You didn't need to do anything," Ilya said, not quite a question.
"I know." Shane's jaw was tight, even now, even on the phone. "Doesn't mean I didn't want to."
"I know that too." A pause, and something in Ilya's voice sharpened, not unkind but entirely serious. "I need you to hear this. I am not something that breaks if you look away for one second. I have been taking care of myself since before I knew your name. You don't get to decide I need saving just because you want to give it." Another pause, softer. "But I am glad you wanted to. That part you're allowed to keep."
Shane didn't answer that right away, because there was no answer that wouldn't have admitted more than he was ready to admit — that being denied the chance to act on it hadn't made the wanting go away. It had only left it unspent, waiting for something else to land on. "Okay," he said finally, and meant both halves of it — the correction and the permission — equally.
By the time the season was old enough that the light through Ilya's windows in the evening had gone thin and blue instead of gold, Ilya's evaluation of him had gotten faster — the look he gave Shane's hands on entering a room, checking open or closed, weight forward or back, resolving now inside half a second instead of the full three it used to take, already finished, already satisfied, sometimes so fast Shane caught only the tail end of it before Ilya's eyes were back on the television. Shane never once got thanked for the year it had taken to earn that speed. There was no way to be thanked without both of them admitting it had ever been necessary.
He found, to his own quiet surprise, that he didn't want thanks anyway. What he wanted was smaller and stranger than that — he wanted, every time it happened, to say something like thank you himself, backward as that would have sounded out loud. The privilege of being let close enough to matter, of being read as safe rather than simply tolerated, was the only currency Shane had ever actually wanted from him. He kept count anyway, privately — the new ease in how Ilya's shoulders met a room Shane had already walked into, the fewer and fewer nights the checking took long enough to notice happening at all — and felt, each time, something humbled and grateful settle where the old wanting used to sit alone.
There was a night in late January, one of Shane's rare two-day breaks lining up against a Boston off night, that he flew down for less than eighteen hours just to be in the same room. Ilya had played the night before and looked it — the rawness of a man who'd taken a hard game and then not slept enough after it — and he came through Shane's rented door in the hotel by the airport without knocking, at close to one in the morning, still half in his travel clothes, and didn't say anything about why.
Shane looked up from the highlights he wasn't really watching and understood, from the set of Ilya's shoulders, that this wasn't going to be one of the easy nights.
"Bad one?" Shane asked, meaning the game, though he suspected it wasn't only the game.
"Room's too quiet," Ilya said, which wasn't an answer and also entirely was. He sat on the edge of the bed instead of the empty chair, close enough that his knee touched Shane's leg through the blanket, and looked at the television without watching it.
Shane didn't reach for him first. He'd learned, by January, exactly how much room to leave in moments like this — enough that Ilya could close the distance himself, on his own schedule, without it ever looking to either of them like Shane had asked for something. He waited. It took almost two full minutes, the highlights running on mute, before Ilya shifted and put his head down against Shane's shoulder, slow, like testing whether the shoulder would still be there once his full weight arrived.
Shane put an arm around him then, careful — enough pressure to be real, not enough to be anything Ilya's body might mistake for something older and worse. He felt Ilya's breathing even out slowly against his side, minute by minute, the particular unclenching that happened only in rooms neither of them had to explain to anyone, away from cameras, away from anyone who might see two men sitting closer than the story either of them could tell about themselves allowed.
"I keep thinking someone is going to notice you're here," Ilya said eventually, quiet, into Shane's shoulder. "The flight. Someone at the airport. Somebody who talks."
"Eighteen hours. Nobody's going to piece together eighteen hours."
"I know." A pause. "I still think it."
Shane didn't offer reassurance beyond what he'd already offered. Reassurance offered twice started to sound like management, and management was the last thing that would help. He kept his arm exactly where it was, and let his thumb move once, slow, along Ilya's shoulder — not more than that, not the harder pressure some other part of him still wanted, even now, even this many months in — and felt Ilya's hand come to rest on his knee, loose.
They fell asleep like that, sitting up, and Shane woke at some point in the night to find they'd shifted horizontal without either of them deciding to, Ilya's back against his chest, one of Shane's hands resting flat over his sternum, feeling the unhurried rhythm of a heartbeat that had, for once, nowhere urgent to be. He didn't move. He had a flight out again in six hours and didn't care. He lay there doing nothing but confirming, breath after breath, that the thing under his hand was still there, still steady, still his to listen to for as long as this particular eighteen hours lasted.
He was standing in the kitchen the night, months later, he finally saw the whole shape of it laid out plain. Ilya came in late from an optional skate, dropped onto the couch without checking the room first — without confirming Shane's hands, Shane's face, Shane's mood before he let his own shoulders go. Just sat, and exhaled, and reached for the remote with the unthinking ease of a flock animal that had stopped counting the dog among the things worth watching.
Shane stood in the doorway and watched it happen, and felt the hunger in his chest go quiet — temporarily sated, the way it always was, a sleeping beast rather than a dead one, curled up somewhere under his ribs to wait for the next thing worth waking for. Not pride. Nothing that generous.
He didn't say anything. He crossed the kitchen, sat down beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched, and let the beast sleep exactly where it was — fed, for now, and not remotely finished being hungry.

It was right before the playoffs, and Ilya was in Boston, and Shane was in a room full of his own teammates when someone's phone changed the temperature of the room before Shane understood why.
It had been an ordinary practice. The kind that ran long for no reason, tempers short the way they always got short in the last week before playoff seeding mattered, guys chirping each other about nothing — somebody's new haircut, somebody's girlfriend, the usual low static of a room that had spent a season together and run out of new things to say to each other.
"You're gonna wear that to the wedding?" LaSalle was saying to someone across the room, about a suit or a haircut or something equally unimportant, and somebody else laughed too hard at it, the overtired laughter of men who'd been on the ice two hours longer than they wanted to be.
Shane was half-dressed, one skate still on, half-listening to Boucher argue with LaSalle about a fantasy football trade neither of them would remember by Friday. "You gave up a first-round pick for a guy on injured reserve," Boucher was saying, disgusted. "That's not a trade, that's charity."
"He'll be back for the playoffs."
"Your playoffs. Not real ones."
Shane laughed, actually laughed, at that — the easy, unthinking kind of laugh a room like this could still produce out of nothing, the last one, though he had no way of knowing that yet. Drapeau, a few stalls down, was doing a bit about Rozanov's pregame routine — some exaggerated impression of a man crossing himself, muttering something in a fake accent that wasn't really Russian, just close enough to get a laugh out of the two guys next to him. It was the kind of thing that had happened often enough over the season that Shane had stopped consciously registering it as a pattern, though some part of him had clearly been keeping score anyway, because he noticed, distantly, that this was at least the fourth time.
He caught the shift a few minutes later the way you catch weather changing before you see the clouds. A laugh landing wrong two stalls over. A phone passed sideways with a kind of care that had nothing to do with care. Someone saying no way, look at this in the register men use when they've found something they know they shouldn't be enjoying and are enjoying it anyway.
Shane didn't go looking for it. It came to him instead, the way these things always seem to — over Boucher's shoulder, a phone angled wrong, a few seconds of something he wasn't meant to be watching arriving whether he wanted it to or not.
A teenager. Fourteen, maybe fifteen — old enough that the video should have been unremarkable, a kid getting yelled at by his father, except for what the hand did next. Hair buzzed close in a way that read less like a style than a punishment, all the softness of a face still a few years from finishing gone out of it early. The angle was wrong, the footage old and cheap and grainy, the kind of thing recorded on a device that didn't know yet it was making evidence of anything. The nose bled. The boy's mouth opened, and a stream of Russian came out of it too fast for Shane to follow — not only fear. Something angrier than fear, a current no fourteen-year-old should have needed to build, and had, clearly, already built.
Shane knew before the footage even settled into focus. He didn't need the buzzed hair or the bleeding nose or a single word of the Russian. He knew the way you know your own name — instantly, completely, some part of him already lurching sideways before his conscious mind had caught up to confirm it. That's Ilya.
He looked back once more, against his own better judgment, in the second or two it took Boucher to lower the phone — caught the very end of it, a final frame before the video looped back to its start. Fourteen years old, blood on his mouth, and already doing the thing Shane had spent a year learning to recognize — arranging his own face into something more bearable than what he actually felt, failing at it, trying again. Shane's stomach turned over completely. He thought, with a kind of nausea that had nothing to do with the blood on the screen, about every single time he'd watched that same failed arranging happen in real time, a decade and a half later, over something as small as a missed pass or a dish in the wrong cupboard, and understood, all at once, exactly how old the habit actually was.
The room didn't go quiet. That was the part his body would keep longer than almost anything else afterward — that the room kept talking, kept laughing, that whatever had just happened to the air didn't stop a single person from finishing their sentence. Someone said something about Rozanov's temper making a lot more sense now. Someone else — Beauchamp, maybe, Shane never was sure afterward — said something about at least now we know where it comes from.
"Jesus, look at the kid's face," someone else said, and laughed, short, the kind of laugh men use when they've decided a thing is safe to find funny because no one in the room has told them otherwise yet.
And then Drapeau, louder than either of them, from two stalls down, one skate still untied, said it wasn't even that surprising, was it, given who raised him — that maybe the room had more in common with old man Rozanov than they'd thought, the way Ilya went after guys along the boards. "Explains a lot," he said, still grinning, still certain of his own audience. "Kid probably had it coming half those times too. Some people just need it beat into them before they learn." He laughed again, short and ugly. "Guess Daddy Rozanov knew what he was doing after all."
Someone laughed at that too. Shane heard it land, heard the shape of a room deciding, collectively and without any one person choosing it, that this was the kind of thing they were allowed to enjoy.
For one full second, maybe two, Shane didn't move at all, though his body had already started without him — a roar building somewhere behind his own ears, blood going loud enough to drown the room out entirely, his hands curling into fists before any thought had authorized it. There was only that sound, and Drapeau's laugh underneath it, and the smallness of a bloodied fourteen-year-old's face still sitting behind his eyes.
He didn't reason his way to what happened next. There was no half-second of calculation, no weighing of cost, nothing that could be called a decision at all — just the sound of Drapeau's voice calling something that had already survived one man's fists a fair trade for it. A boy who never once got to choose any of what had made him, being told he'd earned it.
Shane didn't remember crossing the room. He remembered his hand already moving before any decision he could locate afterward had been made — remembered the give of a jaw under a closed fist, the sound it made, wetter and smaller than he would have guessed, more like something breaking than something landing.
There was no strategy in it. No calculation, no leashing, none of the careful administrative distance he put between himself and every other thing he wanted in his life. It didn't feel like thought at all — it felt like a held breath finally let go, hunger with the leash simply gone, no longer something being managed. This was the same appetite that had bought six rings and taken a clean hit along the boards back in March, given the only real object it had ever been for, finally, and finding that the object was wrong. Drapeau's face was never what any of it had actually wanted. It was just the only throat within reach.
Drapeau went down against the bench and came back up swinging, and Shane took the first one without any part of him registering that it should matter — a fist somewhere near his eye, the room tilting for half a second before it righted itself — and he didn't stop. Something in him had gone entirely feral, the specific total commitment of an animal that has stopped calculating cost. He didn't defend the parts of himself a smarter man would have defended. He went back in low and mean, got a hand in the collar of Drapeau's undershirt and used it to put him into the nearest stall hard enough to crack the wood, and got another one across the jaw in return, hard enough that he tasted blood before he understood it was his own, and it didn't slow him down at all. A guard dog that has finally been let off the chain doesn't check its own wounds mid-fight. It only checks whether the thing it came for is still standing.
Someone grabbed him from behind — Boucher, he'd learn later, though at the time it registered only as resistance, a body he had to fight through rather than a person trying to help — and Shane threw an elbow without looking to see whose ribs it caught. It caught someone's. He heard the exhale, sharp and surprised, and didn't turn to see who'd made it. He got another hand on Drapeau's collar and didn't let go even as a second man got an arm around his own throat, choosing, without weighing it as a choice, to keep his grip rather than protect his own air.
The room had gone fully sideways by then. Other men pulled in on instinct or on principle, some trying to break it apart and getting caught in it instead, a garbage can going over with a sound too loud for the size of the space, someone's stall knocked half off its hinges, skates and gear scattered across the floor where they'd been kicked loose in the scramble. Drapeau caught him once more, square, and Shane's vision actually whited at the edges for a second — and even that didn't do it. He shook it off and went back in. He heard someone shout his name, twice, sharp, the way you'd shout at a dog that wasn't listening, and it didn't reach whatever part of him was currently running the show. He got Drapeau by the shoulder and pulled him off balance and hit him again, and felt, distantly, someone's hand close hard around his own wrist trying to stop the next one, and shook that off too.
It took four of them, in the end, though Shane never confirmed the number afterward because he wasn't tracking anything except the sudden absence, once it was finally over, of the thing that had been driving him — gone as fast as it had arrived, and replaced by nothing at all. Just a ringing quiet and a room full of men staring at him like they didn't recognize what they'd just watched. Drapeau, across the room now, held against a wall by two other guys, one hand to his own bleeding mouth, staring at Shane with something that had replaced the earlier grin entirely — not quite fear, but something adjacent to it, the unease of a man realizing too late what he'd actually provoked.
Shane's knuckles had opened somewhere in the middle of it. He hadn't felt that happen either.
He sat on the bench afterward with someone's ice pack pressed against a jaw that was already swelling, the trainer hovering with a flashlight he kept trying to shine in Shane's eyes, and reached for his phone with a hand he had to look at twice before he trusted it to work the screen.
He called Ilya. It rang out. He texted — nothing that explained anything, just call me — and got nothing back. Ten minutes later, he called again. Nothing. Twenty minutes after that, again, and by then the adrenaline had burned all the way down and left something worse underneath it, something with more room in it to be afraid, because now, on top of everything else, he didn't know where Ilya was, or whether he'd already seen what Shane had seen — off in Boston, alone, with no one standing in the doorway of whatever room he was currently sitting in.
Someone from the front office wanted a statement about the incident before Shane left the building. He gave them four flat words — personal matter, handled internally — and didn't elaborate, and didn't care, in that moment, what it cost him professionally to leave it there.
"That's not going to hold for long," the assistant GM said, standing in the doorway of the training room with a clipboard he wasn't looking at. "Media's going to want more than that. Drapeau's going to want more than that."
"Drapeau can want whatever he wants." Shane's voice was flat, final, the kind of flat that didn't invite a follow-up question. "If he'd like a detailed explanation of what he actually said in that room, I'm happy to provide one. I don't think he'll like how it sounds read back to him. I don't think you will either."
The AGM's pen stopped moving. "What did he say?"
"Ask him." Shane wasn't protecting Drapeau. He was protecting the only thing that actually mattered here, which was a video that had no business existing outside one family's private grief, and a name that didn't deserve to be dragged through a press conference on top of everything it had already survived. "It's what they're getting from me either way."
"Shane." The AGM's voice softened, tried a different angle. "If there's something going on with you two, something off the ice, I need to know before I have to explain a suspension to the league."
"There's nothing going on with us that concerns hockey," Shane said, which was true in the narrowest possible reading of the sentence and false in every other one, and held the man's gaze until he looked away first.
"Fine. We'll figure out language tomorrow." The AGM tapped the clipboard against his palm once, clearly unsatisfied, and left it there.
He drove home with the ice pack melting in a bag on the passenger seat and his jaw throbbing in time with the streetlights, and didn't turn the radio on, and didn't call anyone else.
He didn't sleep. He sat in his own apartment with the ice pack gone soft and useless in a bowl on the counter, his phone face-up on the coffee table in front of him, screen dark, and watched it not ring for longer than he could afterward have said.
He tried the calm, logical version of waiting first — sat with his hands flat on his knees, breathed the way you're supposed to, told himself Ilya was probably asleep, probably hadn't seen anything yet, probably had his phone on silent for some ordinary reason that had nothing to do with anything. He held that version for maybe twenty minutes before it stopped working. He got up and paced the length of the living room instead, still in his practice clothes, the swelling around his eye tightening with every hour that passed without ice, and didn't care.
He tried calling again at half past midnight. Straight to voicemail this time — Ilya's own voice, flat and deadpan: Hello, this is Ilya. I will never listen to your voicemail. Some joke recorded on a normal day, months ago, that had never once seemed as bleakly funny as it did now. Shane hung up before the beep rather than leave anything on it. He texted once more, deleted it before sending, wrote something shorter, sent that instead: whenever you see this. i'm here. No response. He set the phone down and picked it back up four minutes later to check that it hadn't somehow rung without his noticing, which it hadn't, and set it down again.
Some low, wordless part of him stood at a door that wasn't physical the entire time, waiting the way you wait for something you have no ability to summon and no ability to stop wanting. He thought, at one point, about calling Cliff, or someone, anyone who might know how to reach Boston faster than he could. He didn't. He didn't know how to explain any of it without explaining all of it, and some part of him understood that this was a thing that belonged only to the two of them, tonight, regardless of what it cost him to sit alone with it.
The clock on the microwave said 1:47 when he finally sat back down on the couch instead of pacing, elbows on his knees, staring at nothing, and let himself, for the first time all night, actually consider the possibility that Ilya had seen the video hours ago and was somewhere in Boston right now, alone, with no one in the room, the way Shane had once promised himself — silently, privately, in a season of hands and careful stillness — that he would never let happen again. He thought about calling the front desk of every hotel Boston's team used on the road, absurd as it was, just to hear a stranger confirm a room number existed. He didn't do that either. He sat with the not-knowing instead, because sitting with it was the only offering he had left to make from this far away.
It was past two in the morning when he heard a car outside that didn't belong to the building — the wrong pitch of an engine that had been driven too hard for too many hours — and then footsteps, too fast, coming up the walk in a rhythm Shane would have known anywhere, at any hour, in any weather.
He was at the door before he'd consciously decided to move, hand already on the deadbolt, heart going harder than it had any right to at this hour, after everything else it had already survived tonight. Through the narrow window beside the door he caught a glimpse of headlights still on in the visitor lot, a car parked crooked across two spaces like it had been abandoned rather than parked, driver's door hanging half-open in the cold.
Ilya didn't knock so much as arrive against the door, and Shane had it open before the second attempt landed.
He'd driven the whole way. Boston to Montreal, alone, at night, on no sleep and less warning — six hours, easily, maybe closer to seven with the border crossing, and Shane understood, looking at him, that Ilya had not stopped once to think about whether this was a reasonable thing to do. He had come the way anything wounded comes home — not reasoning its way there, just moving, the whole distance collapsed into a single fact: this was where the safety was. His coat was buttoned wrong, one button skipped entirely near the collar. His hair was flattened oddly on one side, like he'd pulled a hood up somewhere on a gas station stop and never fixed it after. His eyes were wrecked, red-rimmed and hollow in the hallway light, and his jaw was set in a way Shane recognized from exactly one other context in his life and didn't want to think about now.
Ilya didn't ask how Shane had known to be awake. He looked at Shane's face — swelling around one eye gone dark already, split at the brow where Drapeau's second hit had caught him, the jaw discolouring in a slow spreading bruise — and at Shane's hands, knuckles opened and dried dark with blood that wasn't his own mixed in with blood that was, and he didn't flinch at any of it. Not even a half-second of hesitation. He came inside like the blood on Shane's hands was a language he'd been waiting all night, all six hours, all of Boston, to hear spoken correctly.
"Come here," Ilya said, low, already reaching, and Shane realized only then, watching Ilya's hands close around his own, how badly they were both shaking.
Ilya took Shane's face between both palms first, careful around the swelling, tilting it toward the hallway light like he needed to see the whole of it before he could let himself believe any of it. His thumb moved along the line of Shane's jaw, feather-light, checking rather than soothing — the same exacting attention Shane had spent an entire season learning to give him, turned back on him now, whole, unpracticed and shaking and completely without hesitation.
Shane let it happen. He didn't say I'm fine. He didn't make himself smaller to spare Ilya the seeing of it, didn't do any of the deflecting he was good at with everyone else on earth. He stood in his own front hall, still in his practice clothes, still smelling faintly of the room he'd left, and let himself be looked at, entirely, for what might have been the first time either of them could remember doing this the other way around.
"Who," Ilya said. Not a question. A single word standing in for a sentence he didn't yet have the rest of.
"Doesn't matter," Shane said, which was true and also wasn't an answer, and Ilya's jaw tightened like he understood both halves of that at once and had decided, for tonight, to let it stand.
"You saw it," Shane said instead, quiet, and it wasn't a question either.
Ilya's face did something complicated — not the total blankness Shane braced for, and not the collapse he half-expected either, but something in between, controlled and enormous at once, the look of a man carrying a weight he had decided, somewhere on the drive, not to set down in front of anyone, even Shane, even now. "Yes," he said. Nothing else. He didn't elaborate on what he'd seen, or when, or how, or who had sent it to him, and Shane understood, standing there, that this was not the night to ask, and might never be the night to ask, and that the not-asking was itself a kind of gift he owed him.
Ilya took Shane's hands next. Turned them over in the hall light, one and then the other, thumb moving slow across the split skin at the knuckles, and something crossed his face that wasn't fear and wasn't quite relief either — something closer to recognition, the quiet of a man understanding exactly what a wound like this one was for, and exactly who it had been for, without needing a single word of the story to know it.
Shane felt it happen before he understood what was happening. Ilya brought one of his hands up slowly, deliberately, and pressed his mouth to the ruined knuckles — eyes closing against it, like the copper taste of it was something he needed rather than something he was merely enduring. Shane's whole body went still in a way it hadn't gone still all night. Not the leashed stillness he wore everywhere else, in every kitchen, every game, every carefully calibrated touch he'd spent a year perfecting. Something looser than that. Something with the leash finally, completely off.
He let his hand stay exactly where Ilya had put it. He didn't pull away when Ilya's mouth moved from his knuckles to the inside of his wrist, to the thin skin over the pulse there, lingering longer than made any sense, and Shane heard himself make a sound low in his throat that he wouldn't have been able to name even if someone had asked him to.
It should have felt backward. All year the hunger had been his — the watching, the marking, the small proprietary greed of wanting something of his own choosing pressed into another body and kept there, worn, kept visible. Tonight it had gone somewhere he'd never once let it go, out through his own fists into somebody else's face, and it hadn't fed anything, hadn't touched the actual want underneath any of it, because the actual want had never, not once, been for violence. It had been for exactly this. A mouth on his ruined hands in a doorway at three in the morning, devotional and unhurried, taking him in with the same total attention he'd spent an entire season learning to give.
"Ilya."
"Shh." Ilya didn't let go of his hand. He sank down slowly instead, unhurried, until he was kneeling on the hallway floor in front of him, still in his coat, still with the button skipped at the collar, and pressed his mouth to Shane's knuckles again, longer this time, eyes closed, breathing him in like something he'd been starving for the whole six hours and had finally, finally been allowed to have.
Shane didn't perform gratitude. He didn't minimize what had happened in that locker room, didn't make it smaller so Ilya could hold it easier, didn't say it's not a big deal about a thing that had cost him a professional consequence he hadn't even begun to reckon with yet. He didn't pull Ilya up off the floor, didn't tell him this wasn't necessary, didn't do anything at all except stand there in his own front hall at three in the morning, still bleeding, still marked, and let himself be knelt to — the whole enormous, uneven weight of the night finally settling into the one place it had always been trying to go. Something that had spent all year guarding now entirely, gladly undone by the thing it had been guarding, kneeling in a hallway with its mouth on his hands like there was nowhere else in the world it had ever wanted to be.
The front door was still open behind them, letting the cold in, and neither of them moved to close it. The hallway floor had to be freezing through Ilya's coat, through the knees of a man who'd just driven six hours and hadn't once stopped to think about his own comfort, and still he didn't get up, didn't rush it, stayed exactly where he'd put himself like the floor wasn't a thing worth noticing tonight. Shane's free hand found the back of his head without deciding to, fingers moving slow through hair still damp from the drive, and Ilya let him — tipped into it, even, the way something finally unguarded tips toward a hand it's decided it can trust with the whole of its weight.
They stayed like that long enough that the cold air stopped registering as cold, long enough that Shane's legs started to ache from standing and he didn't care, long enough that whatever came next — the suspension, the story, the morning — was still on the other side of a door that hadn't opened yet. Just this. A ruined hand and a mouth that wouldn't let go of it, and a front hallway at three in the morning holding the both of them like it understood exactly what it was being asked to keep quiet about.
Neither of them said anything else. There was nothing left that needed saying out loud.
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          End Notes

          Please take this as an apology for not having the catholicism study done. that's what I wanted to post. There has just been so much going on in theological circles right now it is genuinely exhausting to engage with that subject matter with the presence of mind and the sensitivity it requires.
So anyway: please comment. come find me on threads @hh_arrowao3
I thought it would be interesting, and Ive kinda been beating around the bush regarding Ilya as a childhood abuse survivor and what learning how to be safe in an intimate partner relationship would look like. I do think this is in the transitional phase of their relationship where they are still learning how to make a healthy relationship between them. So I am NOT saying this is a dynamic that is 100% healthy or sustainable.
i also wanted to play on the dynamic between Shane and Ilya as the one between a livestock guardian dog and its flock. A livestock guardian dog will endure great discomfort for the health and well being of its flock. It can be poked, and prodded. It will not react. But at the same time the live stock guardian dog will seek to destroy  any threats to its herd at cost to itself.


        


    


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








