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The New Plan

    by Itsallfine

      Summary

      “Boys, I appreciate the thought you’ve put into this so far,” Yuna said. “But there’s no way you're hiding this for ten years. It is going to leak. We need an actual reasonable plan for you to come out safely and be happy so you can do this on your own terms and not be miserable.”

--

The ten-year plan was never going to work. Fortunately, thanks to Yuna, Shane and Ilya now have a new and improved plan that could have them safe and happy in just a year or two's time. They just have to want it bad enough.

Ottawa a year early. Support from friends and family. Therapy. Rebranded images. A more confident and secure Shane. A public friendship hard launch. A relationship soft launch.

There's a lot to do. It's time to put in the work.



      Notes

        Look, maybe I’ve hockeyed too close to the sun, but at this point I’ve learned so much about trades and free agency and shit that I thought of the option described in this fic and went “huh… wonder why they didn’t do that.” So I did it. Shoutout to Threads user alicenfetland for the very informative hockey deep dives.

I am not an immigration lawyer. The path described here seems right according to my research, but please don’t take it as advice.

The PWHL didn’t exist until 2023 (it would have been the NWHL at this time) but I’ve basically picked up the current league including players and plopped it several years early so I can use their excellent examples of currently active queer couples and slyly promote them to y’all. Support women’s hockey!

Weekly updates on Tuesdays, but I reserve the right get impatient and post early/double update.

Only this first chapter is from Yuna's POV. We'll be back with Shane and Ilya for most of the rest!

Thank you as always to poading for the beta read. ♥


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Oh, sweetie. You tried.
  








  Yuna was not going to call her son a dumbass. 
Shane had sat across from her and David, still visibly tense and sneaking looks at Ilya every few sentences, earnestly stumbling through an explanation of his plan to move Ilya to Ottawa and hide their love for the next ten years. He’d tried, he really had, but he was also scared, and that fear was clouding his judgment. His plan was stupid, and it was never going to work.
Fortunately, he had Yuna on his side. She managed to make her way through most of her pasta before she couldn’t help it anymore. She set down her fork and folded her hands on the table, schooling her features.
“Boys, I appreciate the thought you’ve put into this so far,” she said. “But there’s no way you're hiding this for ten years. It is going to leak. We need an actual reasonable plan for you to come out safely and be happy so you can do this on your own terms and not be miserable.”
Shane’s eyes went wide, and he shook his head, darting another look at Ilya. “But we’ve managed to keep it a secret for seven years!”
Yuna raised her eyebrows. “Yes, seven years when you were…”
Shane grimaced. “Please don’t say that word again.”
“Casual?” Ilya offered.
Yuna’s mouth twisted into a little amused smirk. “Yes, it worked while you were casual, only seeing each other six times a year, and seeing other people in the meantime to distract from what was going on. I assume you won’t be seeing other people anymore?”
Maybe that wasn’t a safe assumption with ladies’ man Ilya Rozanov at the table. Only, he quickly shook his head.
“No. Just us,” Ilya hurried to answer, reaching out to squeeze the back of Shane’s neck and rub at the tension there. Shane closed his eyes briefly and nodded.
“Yeah. Just us,” he agreed.
“Well, then it’s going to become obvious really quickly that you both have a partner you refuse to talk about for mysterious reasons,” Yuna said frankly. “I think you can keep that up for maybe a year tops without facing serious questions and speculation, first in the locker room, and then eventually from the media. You more than Shane, Ilya, since Shane isn’t really known for being seen out with people.”
Shane tipped his chin to his chest and blew out a harsh breath through his nose, reaching over to lay a hand on Ilya’s thigh. When he looked back up, his eyes were shiny.
“Then what do we do?” he asked, his voice rough. “Is this… impossible?”
Yuna’s eyes softened. Hockey had asked so much of him already, shoving him into the mold of the perfect golden boy—and granted, part of that was on her—while forcing him to endure the baked-in racism and homophobia of North America’s most conservative sport. Yuna was fully aware that she barely knew the half of what Shane had gone through in locker rooms growing up. For him to sacrifice something of this magnitude on top of the rest… no. Yuna could not abide it.
“Of course it’s not impossible, Shane,” she said gently. “We just need a better plan. David, can you clear the table? I’ll be right back.”
“Of course,” David said, standing to collect the plates with a wink. “Don’t worry, boys. Mom’s on the case.”
Yuna got up, grabbed her laptop from the coffee table in the living room, and started typing one-handed as she walked back to the dining table. Once she was seated again, the bullet points flowed from her fingertips, the skeleton of a plan that would actually work spilling forth.
“Mom,” Shane began, but Yuna held up a finger, tapping out a few more quick notes before leaning back to study her work.
“Okay, the way I see it we have six steps,” she said. “I’m sort of thinking out loud here. I’ll have a more detailed plan once I have time to really go through it, but these are my initial thoughts. Just hear me out, okay?”
Ilya pressed his lips together as if containing a laugh, his cheeks growing pink.
“You are so like her,” he said, nudging his shoulder against Shane’s. “I love it. This is great. Please, I would love to hear your plan. Especially since I did not have to wake up at three in the morning to hear it.”
Shane gave a gusty, dramatic sigh, and Ilya did laugh that time.
“Asshole,” Shane grumbled, elbowing Ilya in the side. “Fine. Let’s hear it.” 
Yuna bit back her smile and turned to Ilya.
“The way I see it, the top obstacle here is your citizenship and safety, Ilya, but I think we can get you Canadian permanent residency in about a year,” she said.
Shane sputtered. “A year? What? How? He still plays for Boston!”
“And I suggest you change that sooner rather than later,” Yuna said matter-of-factly. “I think you can get to Ottawa in time for the start of the new season, Ilya, if your contract is structured similarly to Shane’s. You just completed seven years in the league at the end of last season, so I assume your agent negotiated for a no-trade clause to kick in this summer?”
“He did,” Ilya said. “Maybe the only good thing he’s done.”
“Great, that’s great,” Yuna said, typing furiously below her first bullet point. “That’ll be relevant in a minute. So here’s the thing. If you wait and sign with Ottawa next summer when you’re a free agent, Boston gets absolutely nothing in exchange for you. Not a great feeling for the team that drafted and developed you. I know you said you have no loyalty to them, but—”
“Mom,” Shane snapped.
Ilya winced, glancing down at his vodka glass, which he nudged back and forth between two fingers. “Yes. It will not feel good to leave them like that. I have loved Boston, and they have given me a lot. I want to do right by them.”
Yuna smiled. “So, you do that. You make it clear to Boston that you do not intend to re-sign before your free agency, you request a trade in time for the new season, and you tell them you’ll waive your NTC only for Ottawa. Then, Boston gets something in exchange for you. Ottawa will have some prime draft picks to offer, considering how bad they are. I can think of a few active players who might make for good trades, and maybe they have some prospects they could throw in, I don’t know. Better that Boston gets something than nothing, though. They’ll see that.”
“And my NTC is there to protect me in case something goes wrong,” Ilya said, nodding along thoughtfully.
“Yes,” Yuna said, pointing at Ilya. “Exactly. It's possible they’ll try to harass you into waiving for a different team once they know you’re leaving, but I doubt it’ll come to that. The Centaurs will be very motivated to put together a good package for them, and Boston ultimately can’t force you to take anything else with the NTC in place. You don’t seem to like your agent very much. Are you open to signing with someone new?”
Ilya made a face. “Yes, I need to. My agent is Russian. Obviously not going to be helpful with all this.”
Yuna shot him a sympathetic look even as her fingers flew across the keyboard, adding notes about the agent situation. “I’ll get you a list of Canadian agents to consider, but it might be easiest if you sign with Shane’s agent and tell her about your relationship.”
Shane looked like he wanted to protest for a moment, then closed his mouth and shook his head, his eyes falling shut. After a breath, he asked: “How does all this end up getting Ilya permanent residency in a year?”
“Express Entry,” David chimed in from the kitchen over the clank of plates being loaded into the dishwasher.
“Exactly,” Yuna said, bringing up the website for the program and skimming as she spoke. “Ilya, if you got the trade, you’d be a skilled worker at the top of your field with a work contract in Canada. You’d be a shoo-in for the Express Entry program, and once you get everything submitted, it says that most applications are reviewed within six months. We could hire someone to guide you through the process, or the MLH might even have someone. You’ll have to take an English test, but I’m sure that’ll be fine.”
Ilya gave a little half-smile. “I was good in school. I’m sure I can study and pass.”
“You were?” Shane said, his eyebrows raised. “I was awful. My hockey IQ definitely did not translate to high school chemistry.”
“You weren’t that bad,” David said, wiping his hands on a dish towel as he rejoined the table. “You just didn’t care about anything but hockey and it showed.”
“So, are we okay with this plan?” Yuna asked, getting them back on track. “How do you feel about coming to Ottawa this season?”
Ilya went quiet, tracing one finger over the tabletop as he thought. “It is a good plan. It is also a very sudden change. I did not exit the playoffs last year thinking I had just played my last game with Boston. It will take me a bit to get used to the idea.”
“It’s fine if you need to think about it,” Shane said, squeezing Ilya’s thigh. “It’s big. And really fast.”
“And it’s also only one option, though I think it’s the most straightforward and secure,” Yuna said. “We can discuss other paths to permanent residency…”
“Well—” Ilya began.
Shane’s expression turned swiftly murderous. His head whipped to the side to glare at Ilya and he withdrew his hand from Ilya’s thigh, folding his arms over his chest. “If you suggest marrying Svetlana again I will throw your dead body in the lake and no one will ever find it.”
“Shane!” Yuna admonished, immediately thrown for a loop. Shane’s death glare did not waver. She was clearly missing something. “Ilya, who’s Svetlana? What…?”
“Ilya thought it would be a great idea to pitch a green card marriage to his childhood best friend as a way to get a new passport,” Shane spat.
Everyone turned to look at Ilya.
“It is logical!” he protested. “She is American citizen!”
“Why the fuck would you marry her when I’m right here?” Shane seethed. “If you’re marrying anyone, it’s me, Rozanov. Fuck Svetlana.”
After a beat, he added: “No offense, I’m sure she’s great or whatever.”
Ilya’s eyes were wide. “I… did not want to assume—”
“Well, you can fucking assume,” Shane cut in. “If we’re really in this, then you aren’t marrying anyone but me.”
“Okay,” Ilya quickly agreed.
“Okay?”
“Okay, yes. Of course,” Ilya insisted. “We just had not said 'I love you' yet when I said that. I never thought you would…”
“I would. I will,” Shane said, taking his hand on the tabletop. “One day, when we can.”
Ilya gave a tiny nod, his eyes shiny. “Okay.”
Yuna blinked away the sudden burn behind her eyes and cleared her throat. “Well, I will put down marriage as one of our options, then, though it’s not a quick fix. Getting permanent residency that way is slower, and I certainly don’t want to rush you into something before you’re ready.”
Ilya laughed, then looked stricken at Yuna’s offended huff. 
“Sorry, no, no,” he said. “It’s just the idea of rushing after we have been at this for seven years struck me as funny. But I know what you mean. When we get married, I want it to be because we are both ready and it is what we want, not because I need citizenship.”
He turned to address the latter part to Shane, who squeezed his hand and had such a stunned, lovesick sort of expression on his face that Yuna had to look away. These boys really were in this, and it made her feel an overwhelming swell of conflicting things to see it. Her baby, in love, talking about marriage, with Ilya Rozanov, and they had the whole world arrayed against them.
Well, that she could do something about. She cleared her throat and scrolled down to her second bullet point.
“Take some time and think about the trade option, Ilya,” she said, proud at how level she managed to make her voice sound. “Getting you permanent residency is the most complicated step, but it’s still only step one.”
Shane looked visibly exhausted at the idea of more, but Ilya leaned in. “Yes, I would love to hear the rest.”
Yuna smiled at him. Damn it, she could feel herself being won over more and more by the minute. A Boston player. She mentally shrugged it off.
“Step two is to assemble your team,” she said. “You need to build a network of trusted friends who know about this secret and can support you.”
“Tell people?” Shane yelped, immediately withdrawing his hand from Ilya and folding his arms over his chest. A second panic was imminent unless she could redirect.
“It will keep you safer, Shane,” she said, keeping her voice level and soothing. “You’re less likely to get desperate and do something stupid if you have a friend you can talk to, like a pressure release valve. It’ll also help for you to have someone in the locker room who can cover for you. You could tell Hayden, couldn’t you?”
“Oh my god,” Shane moaned, tipping his head back and covering his face with both hands. “Hayden is going to lose his shit over this.”
“Hayden does not like me very much,” Ilya admitted with a shrug.
“Well, he only knows you on the ice,” David said.
“Exactly,” Yuna agreed, unable to believe the words she was about to say. “I didn’t like you either when that was my only experience of you, and that was without ever being on the receiving end of your shit talk. Now I know better.”
Yuna was immediately glad she’d said it as Ilya glanced down at the table with a wobbly smile, his cheeks tinged faintly pink. She moved on, giving him a moment to recover. “I have some thoughts about how to tell everyone, and how to make sure they’ll be good allies who won’t fuck this up for you. I want you each to think of who you’d want to tell, at least two to three people. Now, step three: We hard launch your friendship.”
“What exactly does that mean?” Shane said, suspicious.
“It means we let the public know you’re friends who hang out, leaning on the All-Stars narrative if necessary, though I'd rather stay vague. We post pictures to Instagram, mostly with other people involved at first, but then eventually with just the two of you. You let yourselves be seen out together occasionally, get the public used to seeing you together. And you go ahead and start the foundation you talked about. That was a good idea, Shane, and you should definitely do it ASAP.”
The praise seemed to chase a bit of the vaguely ill look from Shane’s face. Too bad he wasn’t going to like the next bit very much.
“Step four is really focused on you, Shane. We need to work on your branding and media training,” she said, making careful eye contact as she spoke. “The ‘whole perfect Canadian hockey prince’ thing needs to go. We need to reframe into ‘confident, secure gay man who just wants to talk about hockey and does not give a fuck what you think.’ It’ll help you in media scrums and in the locker room.” 
“You want me to come out,” Shane said flatly.
“Eventually, yes,” she admitted. “Ilya can’t until he has residency, so it’s on you to start slowly moving the public toward the possibility of you two being together. And, truthfully, there have always been vague rumblings about you. Dating Rose helped—”
Ilya scowled, his nose giving an irritated twitch. Yuna fought down a laugh and pressed on.
“—but I think it might be for the best to just get the truth out there, so you can't be outed,” she said. “We don’t start there, though, if you don’t want to. We start with changing the way you interact with the media to present a more authentic image, a bit more of your actual personality. We give you the tools to solidly shut down homophobes in any situation and keep the focus on your playing.”
“For what it’s worth, I think ‘confident gay man who doesn’t give a fuck’ would really suit you,” Ilya said.
Shane groaned and buried his face in his folded arms on the table. “Can we all please stop saying ‘gay man’ over and over?”
Oh, Shane.
Yuna pressed her lips together and tipped her head to one side. “Maybe the first thing we need to do is to get you a little more comfortable with yourself. You literally apologized to me for being gay earlier.”
Ilya’s expression did something complicated and sad, and he reached over to run a soothing hand up and down Shane’s back.
“Maybe we move on and talk about step five for now?” he suggested.
Yuna nodded, but left herself a note under step four about maybe finding Shane a therapist.
“Okay, step five,” she said, scrolling down. “We start to soft launch the relationship and further intertwine your public images. Joint ad campaigns. More Instagram posts with just the two of you. Avoidance instead of denial. Have you seen with some of the married PWHL players, who you should really know and support anyway. If Ilya has his PR by this point, then maybe he comes out too.”
Shane lifted his head off the table and fixed Yuna with an exhausted look. “What’s even left for step six?”
“Confirm the relationship,” Yuna said softly. “Make it official. Whether it’s something formal like a statement or an interview, or something casual like an off-the-cuff confirmation during media. Or you just stop hiding and let yourselves be seen. However you want.”
Shane’s next few breaths were labored. He shook his head, staring off into the distance with his mouth pressed thin. “Mom, we can’t. Our careers will be over if we come out. Scott Hunter was one thing, but two rival players together... the league will kick us out.”
“They will not,” Yuna said with pure confidence punctuated by lightning fast keystrokes. “For one, it’s illegal. So obviously illegal they can’t talk their way around it. Two, if they try to question your integrity, all your stats and awards are right there. They can try it, but the evidence won’t pan out. Three, the precedent has already been set in women’s sports. Hell, the C and the A for the Montreal Victoire are married and on the same line. And there’s those women who were on rival Olympic teams—Finland and Sweden maybe?—and they also play for Ottawa and Montreal, just like you want to do. All you have to do is say that publicly and the league can’t contradict without looking like the raging misogynists they are.”
Yuna could see the wheels turning in Shane’s head. “Okay, but they can still make our lives hell, right?”
Yuna pushed her laptop away and folded her arms, studying her son carefully. “Pick your flavor of hell. Hiding is no picnic either. Are you willing to put up with some discomfort to have the relationship you want?”
Her eyes slid over to Ilya to see his reaction to the question, only for her heart to give a painful ache. He looked… resigned. His gaze rested gently on Shane’s profile, soft and aching, and something fierce and protective rose within Yuna.
He didn’t expect to be chosen.
She looked back to Shane, primed to reiterate her points, only to find him already wide-eyed and protesting.
“Wha—of course, Mom. Of course I am.”
But was he just saying that? Was he truly ready to deal with what was to come if they chose to walk this path?
“I’m not saying it’s going to be an easy road,” Yuna said. “I’m saying you have to decide if it’s worth it for this relationship. If you're waiting for a cake walk, it'll never come. What are you willing to do to be together? You were willing to commit to hiding for ten years with the threat of getting outed hanging over your head the entire time. Are you willing to deal with what it means to live in the light instead?”
Shane was silent for a long moment, and Yuna’s stomach clenched. Was she about to witness her son breaking Ilya’s heart? Was he ultimately just too scared and self-loathing to be true to himself in public? And what did that say about her as a parent if he felt that way?
Shane looked over to Ilya and reached out to take his hand.
“I’m willing to do whatever it takes to be together,” he said. “What are you feeling? It’s okay no matter what.”
Yuna breathed a tiny sigh of relief that she had, at the end of the day, managed to raise a son who could choose that sort of bravery. She didn’t miss the similar sagging relief from Ilya. He huffed a tiny laugh, his eyes soft as his smile grew.
“You already know what I think,” he said. “I want to be with you. Whatever it takes.”
Yuna smiled, shooting a glance at David, who sat back with his arms crossed, looking pleased. He raised his eyebrows at her and mouthed “good job.” She reached under the table to pinch his thigh, then went back to her laptop, making a few last notes.
“So? What do we think of this plan overall? Are you on board?” she asked, breaking the boys out of their lovey-dovey staring contest. Shane nodded, throwing his arm across the back of Ilya’s chair.
“In general, yeah, but I think maybe Ilya should sleep on it,” he said. “The trade part, at least.”
“Sleep on it?” Ilya asked, brows furrowed.
“Like, take tonight to think about it, get some sleep, then see how you feel in the morning,” Shane clarified. “Or longer, if you need. Asking for a trade is a big deal, and it’s your choice if you want to do it now or wait to sign in free agency. It’s your career. I want to make sure you feel good about whatever you decide.”
Ilya nodded, reaching over to squeeze Shane’s thigh. “Ah, yes. That makes sense. I will do that. I think I already know what I want, but it makes sense to sleep on it, as you say.”
“Great,” Yuna said with the air of adjourning a meeting. “In that case, I’ll take tonight to firm this up and turn it into something that can be shared with Farah once we bring her into the loop. I’ll see if she’s available for a meeting tomorrow.”
Shane blew out a slow breath and dropped his chin to his chest. Ilya gave his leg a little shake.
“Too fast?” he asked.
Shane shook his head. “No, no. I mean, yeah, kinda, but I’ll be fine. It needs to be done. I’m gonna freak out a little bit at every new thing, but that doesn’t mean that I’m not committed to this. Okay?”
“Okay,” Ilya said gently, leaning in for a quick peck. Yuna’s heart gave a warm little thrum. Damn it, she liked Ilya Rozanov for her son. They were good together. And they needed her. Yuna was going to do everything in her power to make sure these boys got the future they deserved.
“Okay, then, boys,” she said. “How about we meet for breakfast in the morning and talk more then?”
Shane looked to Ilya for confirmation, then nodded. “Sure. Why don’t you come over to our place? We’ll cook. Just… text before you come.”
Yuna waved that away. “Why don’t we just say we’ll come around eight thirty?”
“Please text first,” Ilya reiterated.
“We’ll text,” David said with odd emphasis, putting an arm around Yuna’s shoulders and shooting her a look.
Oh. Right. Okay.
“Well. We’ll… see you then,” she said in an awkward, stilted cadence. “We’ll just… walk you guys out.”
It was a good thing she had hours of planning and contingency making ahead of her. She did not want to think too hard about why it was so important to text.
 

 
The next morning, Yuna texted not once, not twice, but three times at David’s behest before heading over to Shane’s cottage, a bowl of freshly cut fruit perched atop the laptop bag in her lap. Once they pulled up beside Shane’s Jeep and got up to the front door, they knocked loudly before letting themselves in. Voices drifted from the kitchen.
“If you need to think longer, it’s okay,” Shane was saying. As Yuna walked into the room, she saw them standing close, Ilya’s hands on Shane’s hips and Shane’s arms thrown over Ilya’s shoulders, one hand tangled in those riotous curls.
“No, no, I am sure.” Ilya looked up and met Yuna’s eyes as she entered. “Good morning.”
“Morning, boys,” David said, setting the fruit bowl down on the table. “Sounds like you’ve been busy already.”
“We have,” Ilya said, stepping back and taking Shane’s hand. He took a steadying breath and then nodded once. “I want the Ottawa trade.”
The words hung in the air, heavy with significance. Step one. A huge step, the biggest of them all except perhaps the final one. Ilya was entrusting Yuna with his career, his safety, his life. 
She would not let him down.
“Okay, then,” Yuna said, setting down her laptop bag and unzipping it. “Let’s get to work.”
Hopefully these boys really were all in, because things were about to start moving fast.






      

  












      Chapter 2: It begins.
  


    Chapter Summary

    The team gets to work on Step One of the plan. Shane and Ilya feel so fine about everything.



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Shane really needed to practice coming out in the mirror or something. Or maybe to one of those therapy dogs that kids could practice reading to at the library. Could he borrow one of those for an afternoon and just tell it he was gay over and over again until the words lost all meaning and power?
Maybe his mother was right. Maybe he needed help.
Ready or not, he was about to come out for the third time, this time to his agent, Farah Jalali, who had watched him grow up since his mid-teens. A small part of him wondered if she already knew somehow, the way she always seemed to know everything, anticipating his needs and responses before he’d hardly had the time to think. But regardless, he’d need to say it. Out loud. Again.
I’m gay, and I have a boyfriend, and you’ll never guess who it is!
Shane barely managed to contain a semi-hysterical laugh and rubbed a hand over his face. Hopefully he didn’t look as dead exhausted as he felt. He’d spent a second night in a row lying awake with plans spinning through his head, though this time they were someone else’s grand designs instead of his own fumbling attempts. He still couldn’t quite believe that his parents not only knew about him and Ilya, but that they were actively helping them have a real future together sooner rather than later. And the first step of the first step was this: telling Farah.
“It’s going to be fine,” Ilya said, rubbing a reassuring hand up and down Shane’s thigh as the Skype call started ringing on the laptop. Shane had it angled so only he was in view of the camera for now, until he’d made his big reveals.
Okay. Time to become Captain Hollander, the version of himself who commanded a locker room and had led a team to two cups, a professional hockey player who had his shit together.
He clicked to accept the call, then slumped back with his hands buried in the front pocket of his hoodie.
“Shane, good afternoon,” Farah said. They exchanged brief pleasantries while Farah added his mother to the call as well, even though she was only sitting on the other side of the table with her earbuds in. She flashed Shane a quick smile before joining the call and greeting Farah.
“So,” Farah said once everyone was settled. “I must say, I was surprised to hear from you this time of year, Shane. Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, everything is fine, I just…” Shane took a breath. Captain Hollander. Captain Hollander. 
“I have some things I need to tell you,” he said, his voice coming out even and sure. “And some plans to bring you into the loop on. My mom will say more about that in a bit, but first…”
Do it, do it, do it.
“I’m gay,” he said, proud of how the words didn’t waver at all. There, that was a little easier than last time. He swallowed and pushed on. “I’m gay, and I have a serious boyfriend, and we have a long-term plan for coming out that’s honestly pretty complicated, but we’ll definitely want you on board for it. So. Yeah.” 
Farah smiled, something a touch more genuine and warm than her typical polished, professional one. “Thank you for telling me that, Shane. You’re far from alone right now. Agents across the league have been getting calls like this all summer since Scott Hunter came out.”
“Really?” Shane said, glancing over at Ilya to see his own surprise reflected.
“Really,” Farah confirmed. “I mean, statistically speaking, in a league of over 700 players, there are a lot of closeted guys out there. Most people aren’t wanting to come out, but Hunter has certainly prompted a tidal wave of honesty and paranoia.”
“Wow,” Shane said, leaning back in his chair. “I mean, I knew we weren’t alone, but that’s… well, anyway, I’m not ready to come out right now either, but probably sometime in the next year. That’s where the plan we need to tell you about comes in.”
Shane turned and raised his eyebrows to ask Ilya if he was ready. Ilya nodded, so Shane turned back to Farah.
“So, the whole being gay thing was actually the easy part. My boyfriend is here with me, and I’m going to introduce you for… reasons that will become obvious. So, uh…” Shane reached out and turned the laptop so he and Ilya were both in view. “Surprise?”
Farah went silent, blinking for a solid five seconds. Then, her lips twitched like she was trying to hold in a laugh.
“I see what you mean,” she said. “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Rozanov.”
“You as well,” Ilya said. “I am seeking new representation and wondered if you might be willing. We thought it would be… easier, maybe? To deal with both of us. If that’s not too much of a conflict of interest for you.”
Ilya had drafted the email to his old Russian agent in bed that morning. Curt and to the point: I am terminating our agreement effective immediately. Thank you for representing me for the last ten years. Shane had found it maybe a bit too curt for ending a decade-long partnership, but Ilya had insisted that he couldn’t give the man an inch to work with. No reasoning, no details, nothing. Shane had shrugged, thrown back the covers to give Ilya a morning blow job, and moved on with his day.
Farah cleared her throat and seemed to mentally reset herself.
“I would be more than happy to represent you, Mr. Rozanov,” she began.
“Ilya, please.”
“Ilya, then,” she corrected. “I agree that it will make things easier going forward considering your involvement. I’d love to hear about this plan of yours.”
“Mom, take it away,” Shane said, gesturing across the table to his mother, who smiled and unmuted herself.
“Thanks, Shane. Farah, you should have a document in your inbox, and I’ve got a slide deck to share as well…”
The recap of the plan took half an hour, with considerable time spent on the Ottawa trade, which Farah seemed to think was perfectly reasonable. Once they’d reached step six, Farah sat back in her chair and sipped her tea for a moment, thinking.
“You’ve given me a lot to work with here, everyone, and I think this is a very solid plan,” she said eventually. “You have my full support. I think the only other thing I need right now is a timeline. Not of the plan, of your relationship. If anything from your past were to leak, it would help for me to know what to be prepared for ahead of time, and it’ll also help with constructing a narrative for the league if it comes down to it.”
Shane and Ilya exchanged a look. They’d very specifically not shared much of a detailed timeline with his parents because it was, frankly, a mess. They must have been silent too long, because his mother huffed an annoyed breath.
“It’s not that hard of a question, is it?” she asked, her tone professional, though Shane could tell she was personally dying for answers.
Shane pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “So, uh, please keep in mind that we were teenagers when all this started. Don’t judge us for being idiots, I guess?”
“Just start at the beginning, Shane. When did you know you liked each other?” his mom asked.
It sounded like such a straightforward question, but everything with them was fucking complicated. 
“Do you want the hindsight answer or the real answer?” Shane asked. 
Ilya raised his eyebrows. “For me they are the same. But for Shane I imagine they are very different answers.” 
“Oh, fuck you,” Shane said with an eyeroll. 
“Tell me I'm wrong,” Ilya said, gesturing for Shane to speak. When he didn’t, Ilya pressed on. “Okay, I'll start. I was interested from the moment you introduced yourself to me.”
“And that was when, exactly?” Farah asked, taking notes.
“World Juniors, 2008. We were seventeen,” Ilya said, grinning at the memory. “This pretty boy with his pretty freckles and sweet smile introduced himself to me and shook my hand and I thought, oh, if I ever get the chance…”
“And then you were a dick to me,” Shane said flatly.
“I barely spoke English!” Ilya protested. “Harmless chirping. Basically flirting. What about you?”
Shane ran his tongue over his teeth behind closed lips, trying to find a way around admitting Ilya was right. He found none. “Okay fine. I didn't realize it until the night of the draft when we were in the gym.”
“I didn’t even know you saw each other after the draft,” his mother said, studying Shane with a raised eyebrow. “What happened there?”
“I flirted and Shane had his first gay panic,” Ilya said with a wicked grin. Shane covered his face with both hands.
“Didn’t you break up with Jessica the very next day?” his mother asked. Of course she would remember that.
“Did you really?” Ilya asked, delighted.
“Shut up,” Shane said from behind his hands. “None of this is useful information.”
“You’re right,” Ilya said, still far too gleeful. “The real start of everything was at the CCM photoshoot in the summer of 2010, right before our rookie year. That was our first—”
Shane dropped his hands and whipped around with a glare. “ILYA.”
“Kiss! I was going to say kiss!” Ilya protested, holding his hands up in innocence.
Shane groaned. “God damnit.”
“But now you have let that cat out of the bag,” Ilya said with a giggle that Shane resented with his whole being. His mother and Farah at least attempted to hide their amusement.
“No, this is actually good information,” Farah said, making more notes. “You were both consenting adults before anything of an intimate nature happened, and that intimate relationship predates your time playing in the league.”
“Yes,” Shane confirmed, soothed by the clinical nature of the words. “We’d just turned nineteen.”
“God, you really were just babies,” his mother said, looking at them with an expression Shane couldn’t quite parse. He huffed.
“You and dad met in college. You were probably nineteen, too.”
“Eighteen, so don’t let your mother give you any crap about it!” his dad called from the living room. His mom visibly flushed and waved a hand. 
“Let’s move on,” she said. “What next?”
Ilya grimaced. “There’s not much else to say. We saw each other whenever we were in the same city, which was not often, and we texted, and we pretended there were no feelings involved for as long as possible. That was it for years. We were not in an exclusive relationship until January of this year, after we talked at All Stars.”
Farah held up a finger to interrupt. “Sorry, Shane, but I have to ask. Rose Landry?”
Shane winced as Ilya scowled, looking away.
“That was, uh… another gay panic, I guess,” Shane said, reaching over to hook a finger in the pocket of Ilya’s shorts.
Ilya thumbed at his nose and stared off to the side. “Yes, I made him a sandwich and called him by his first name, then he ran out of my house like it was on fire and got a girlfriend.”
Shane yanked at Ilya’s pocket and leveled a look at him. “Hey, remember that time you ghosted me for six months back in 2014 right after we—”
“Yes, yes, we have both fucked up. The point is, we were not seeing each other while he was with Rose Landry,” Ilya said, turning back to the camera. “That is what you really need to know, yes?”
“Yes, thanks, Ilya,” Farah said, making a note of that. “Is there anything else you think I should know? Anything that might come to light that it would help to know ahead of time?”
Shane looked to Ilya, who shrugged. 
“I think that’s it?” Shane said, the last seven years unspooling in his mind. It was all dangerous, illicit, absolutely forbidden, not a moment of it safe for public knowledge. Was any particular moment truly worse than the rest? 
“Okay, then. I appreciate your candor, gentleman, and your trust. I’ll take it from here,” Farah said, already typing away. “Can I have your permission to bring the agency's PR team into the loop so we can all strategize and monitor the situation together?”
Shane looked at Ilya and shrugged. “I guess. I mean, I assume they’ve signed stuff that means they have to keep quiet, right?”
“Yes, of course,” Farah assured. “Every employee of this agency is both committed and contractually obligated to your privacy and support. Ilya, that’ll mean you, too, as soon as you sign the agency agreement, which I’ll send you right after this meeting. As soon as you sign it, I’ll get to work on your behalf. Our first step will be to meet with Boston and request the trade. Would you like to be in that meeting, or would you prefer I just handle it?”
“I would like to be there. In person, if possible,” Ilya said. “I feel I owe them that much.”
Farah nodded. “I’ll send you the meeting details as soon as I have them, but I’d expect it to be soon. I assume you aren’t in Boston right now, so you may want to go ahead and get yourself there.”
“I will do that,” Ilya agreed, meeting Shane’s gaze with a regretful look. It hurt to have to give up any of their time together when they got so little, but this was in service of getting more time in the future. A necessary sacrifice. “I know trades are a GM thing, but can we request that Coach be there too? Is that okay? I want him to hear it from me.”
“I’ll ask,” Farah said. “I’m sure so long as he’s in town, he’ll agree to be there.”
As the call wrapped up, Shane zoned out and, for the first time, finally allowed himself to picture it: Ilya, just two hours away year round. More falling asleep together. More mornings together. Maybe a house in the middle so more could become even more still?
Outrageous dreams. Too much.
But maybe… possible?
Maybe too much could be just right, once it was all said and done.
 

 
Ilya sat beside Farah at a massive conference table, his thumbs poking and prodding at one another on the tabletop as he tried his best to keep the rest of himself still. Farah typed away on her laptop, phone face down on the table, the very picture of calm professionalism. Ilya, on the other hand, was fighting the urge to crack a joke, to deflect, to magically procure a glass of crisp, cold vodka and float away—or at least drown out the voices inside his head. 
You are useless, Ilyusha, you are lazy, you are a traitor. What, you do all this for some boy? You think he will still care for you a year from now? He will see what you really are. Needy, pathetic. He will get sick of you. You will come out, and everything will burn, and he will resent you for ruining his life. And then where will you be? In his home, on a team of strangers, no chance at the cup, nothing of your own.
Then his phone vibrated.   
Jane: I love you. Thank you for doing this for us. I don’t think I’ve said that enough.
Jane: Let me know how it goes when you’re done. ♥
Something in Ilya’s chest unwound. 
Shane loved him. Shane had stayed up all night spinning plans for them to be together, even though they’d eventually gotten shot down by his own mother. They had a new plan, now, one he’d agreed to. It was a good plan, and he wanted the future it promised with a quiet desperation that sometimes felt like it would suffocate him. It had been easier, before, when they were something but not yet everything. The distance was awful, but there was nothing to be done about it, nothing promised or owed, and every meeting felt like an unearthed treasure. Now, with love spoken aloud, with this promise dangling in front of them, Ilya felt ravenous for time.
And Shane felt the same. He said he did. And now the wheels were turning.
It was all happening so fast. Ilya wanted it so much it was terrifying.
I love you too, he texted back under the table. I tell you everything after.
“Sorry to keep you both waiting,” a booming voice said as its owner rushed through the doorway, hustling to a seat across the table. Boston’s GM, Mike Reilly, was followed by the assistant GM and Coach LeClaire, and they all sat across from Ilya and Farah with expectant expressions. Ilya slid his phone into his pocket and folded his hands on top of the table, once again trying not to fidget.
“Your meeting request was a bit vague,” Mike said, leaning back in his big leather chair. “Are we kicking off negotiations for your new contract? Are there problems we need to know about?”
Farah looked to Ilya, who sat up straighter and summoned up the words he’d practiced endlessly in his head on the flight to Boston. There was no going back now.
“I love Boston and I love this team,” he began. “I will always be grateful to you for drafting me and trusting me with captaincy. Winning the cup for you was one of the highlights of my life.”
Coach LeClaire’s expression visibly fell as he took in the words, clearly hearing the “but” that was coming.
“But, I will not be re-signing. For personal reasons, I need to be in Ottawa,” Ilya said. “I can wait and sign there in free agency, but I do not want to hurt or disrespect this organization after all you have given me. So, I want to give you the opportunity to trade me there instead so you can at least get something in exchange.”
Farah nodded, taking over. “Ilya has agreed to waive his no-trade clause, but only for Ottawa. That is our starting place for negotiations.”
For a long moment, no one spoke. Disappointment hung so thick in the air Ilya thought he might choke on it, but he maintained eye contact and a straight spine, reflexes honed under the duress of much harder men than these. Finally came the question he’d been dreading.
“Is it a girl?” the GM asked frankly.
They’d discussed this inevitability in advance, so he let Farah be the one to say: “Personal reasons are personal.”
As planned, Ilya added: “As I said, I love Boston. I would not do this if it were not absolutely necessary.”
After another agonizing silence, the GM heaved a massive sigh. 
“Well, son, I can’t say this isn’t a massive disappointment, but we’ll see what the Centaurs can offer us,” he said. “But you have to know that we are going to be doing everything we can to keep you here.”
“You’ll be the highest paid player in the league,” the assistant GM said, speaking up for the first time. “Full no-movement clause. You want a relocation package for your girl, we can do that. Performance bonuses. Perks—”
“I appreciate it, really,” Ilya said. “But the trade is only thing I want.”
“You say that now, but these guys know how to pull out all the stops,” LeClaire said. “Promise me you’ll consider it.”
“We’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse, Rozanov. Just you wait,” the GM assured. “We’ll bring you our biggest and best. Hear us out?”
Four sets of eyes seared Ilya’s skin. He didn’t want another offer. He didn’t want to feel this pressure, this responsibility, this guilt.
“I will hear you out,” he said finally. A broad grin broke across the GM’s face.
“That’s it, son, you won’t regret it,” he said, as if it were a done deal. “We’ll hop on the phone with Ottawa and get to work on our own offer with Farah here tomorrow. You should hear from us soon. Will you be in town?”
“Ah, no, I am headed back to Canada right after this,” Ilya admitted.
“Gotta see that girl of yours, I get it, I get it,” the GM boomed. If there weren’t a table between them, Ilya had no doubt he’d be receiving a hearty unwanted backslap. “Well, we won’t hold you any longer, then. Just keep an open mind for us.”
“I will, sir,” Ilya said, standing to receive a handshake across the table. He repeated the gesture with the AGM and coach, remaining standing until they all filed out of the room. As soon as they were gone, he collapsed back into his chair and blew out a breath, covering his eyes with one hand.
“That went about how I expected,” Farah said, making a few notes before closing her laptop. “Just remember, Ilya, you have all the power here. No one can force you into anything you don’t want. When all’s said and done, I’m confident you’ll be on your way to Ottawa.”
“Yes. Thank you for doing this,” Ilya said, accent thicker than normal. “I know this is ah… unusual situation.”
“Not at all,” Farah countered with a smile. “It’s completely normal for players to make career moves with partners and family in mind.”
“Not players like me and Shane,” Ilya said, unsure why he was bothering to argue. Did he want her to talk him out of it?
“Not generational talents, usually, no. It’s expected for players like you two to stay with the teams that draft you. But expectations are not law, Ilya,” she said, her voice softening. “You’re allowed to want this.”
Am I?
Just hear us out, they’d said.
It didn’t hurt to have a backup plan in case Shane changed his mind, he supposed. There was no harm in seeing their offer. It didn’t mean anything.
He would only look.
As he led Farah out of the building, Ilya slid his phone out of his pocket and pulled up his text thread with Shane.
Meeting is over, he typed. Went fine.
Typing dots popped up immediately. Shane must have been waiting with his phone in hand. Seconds later, his reply came.
That was fast. Did they give you any problems?
Ilya’s thumbs hesitated over the keyboard.
It was no big deal. He wasn’t going to take Boston’s offer, so it was irrelevant. No need to worry Shane.
There was nothing to tell.
No, no problems, he typed, then sent it before he could overthink. It was time to check in for his return flight. Back to Shane. Back to the cottage.
He gave the TD Garden one last long look, then climbed into his car and left it behind.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Re: Ilya's agent: I’m only familiar with literary agent contracts and they vary from “you can terminate this agreement at any time for any reason” to “you must give 30+ days' notice.” I have no idea if this is typical for sports agents, too. It’s fanfic! We’re vibing!


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: How to not fuck it up
  


    Chapter Summary

    Friends get told, Yuna Hollander gives a powerpoint presentation and apologies, and the friendship hard launch commences.








  It was a good thing that Rose Landry was the first one to arrive at the cottage for their big “telling people” party, because she figured it out the second she got out of her rental car. She took one look at Ilya and screamed.
“Shane! Fucking! Hollander!” she shouted, punctuating each word with a swat at his arm. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me! He’s the peg?”
Ilya, who had been doing his whole definitely-not-jealous, stoic Russian thing, immediately doubled over laughing. Shane contemplated his many regrets.
“I cannot believe you kept this from me,” she said, wrapping Shane in a hug and smacking a huge kiss on his cheek. “We are going to have words about this.”
She popped the trunk of the car and Shane dutifully pulled out her luggage, handing one bag over to Ilya when he sauntered over to help. Rose snatched the bag out of Ilya’s hand and dropped it to the ground, then held out her own hand for a shake instead.
“Hi, I’m Rose. I’m really sorry I briefly stole your man, but I returned him gayer than I found him, so I hope that helped.”
Ilya shook her hand with a wide grin on his face. “Extremely helpful, yes, thank you. I do not forgive you yet, though. I hold grudges.”
“Mm, yes, you do strike me as that sort of catty bitch,” Rose said, taking a half step back to evaluate him. “That’s okay, I’ll win you over.” She looked to Shane. “When is everyone else getting here?”
“Maybe fifteen minutes?” Shane said, closing the trunk and hefting Rose’s suitcase. “I really hope Hayden and JJ are the last to show up. They’re the most likely to start shit with Ilya and I really just don’t have it in me to put up with it today.”
“You let me handle Montreal’s fourteenth and fifteenth best players,” Ilya said, following after grabbing Rose’s other bag off the ground. “I will distract them until we make our announcement.”
“Your methods of distraction are what worry me,” Shane griped. He shouldered the door open and his mom looked up from her place at the table, removing her glasses and standing up from behind her laptop.
“Mom, this is Rose Landry. Obviously,” he said, muscling his way through the awkwardness. “Rose, this is my mom, Yuna.”
It wasn’t that long ago that he’d pictured this meeting going very differently. Introducing his mother to his perfect girlfriend, her so proud of Shane for bringing someone so wonderful into their family, performing his role exactly as expected. It felt like he’d stepped into an alternate universe where he was the person he used to want so badly to be. These days, he couldn’t ignore the twisting wrongness that the idea of being with Rose provoked, and he sought out Ilya’s hand to squeeze, just in case he was feeling weird about the whole thing, too.
“Mrs. Hollander, it’s amazing to meet you,” Rose said, taking his mother’s hand.
“Yuna, please,” his mother said. “I’m such a fan.”
“Oh, I’m such a fan of yours,” Rose insisted. “You’re a total badass and you raised my very favorite of my gay boyfriends, so it’s a true honor.”
“Rose,” Shane warned.
“Oh, you’ve had other gay boyfriends?” Yuna asked, amused.
“Mom,” Shane said, the warning tone increasing.
“Oh, so many,” Rose said with great sincerity. “I’m actually a little worried that attraction and gaydar have gotten cross-wired in my brain somehow. It’s a real problem.”
“Okay, can I show you to your room now?” Shane interjected with an air of desperation. “Please?”
Yuna and Rose exchanged a look that clearly said “we’ll talk more later,” which Shane willfully ignored. So long as he didn’t have to be present for it, he’d survive. He and Ilya tried to leave Rose to get settled into her room, but she cheerfully abandoned her unopened bags on the floor and followed them out. 
“Are you kidding?” she said. “I don’t want to miss a goddamn minute of this dramatic reveal.”
Shane saw Ilya’s lips twitch as he suppressed a smile. Maybe introducing them had been a terrible mistake. They really were far too similar; no wonder Shane had thought he could make it work with her. 
The three of them stopped off in the kitchen to pour Rose a glass of white wine, then stepped out front when the crunch of tires once again sounded. Shane was relieved to see yet another rental car making its way up the drive, rather than Hayden or JJ’s familiar vehicles. Through the windshield, he spied Cliff, Connors, St-Simon, and Svetlana, who had all shared a flight from Boston. Ilya had waffled on whether to tell so many Boston players when he was planning to leave anyway, but had ultimately invited all three of them anyway, thinking it would be good to have people to cover for him about his departure until the truth came out. Ilya had promised Connors and St-Simon were good guys who were definitely not homophobic, and it seemed cruel to leave Cliff alone in the locker room with a huge secret he couldn't discuss. This way, they could all back each other up.
The guys all piled out of the car and started gathering bags while Svetlana swept straight over to Ilya, exchanging cheek kisses and pleasantries. Shane knew he should be a good host and go welcome her, but it had only been a week and a half since I could marry Svetlana, so he just couldn’t bring himself to do it yet. Beside him, Rose leaned in close.
“Oh, she’s gorgeous,” she murmured. “You’re being so cool and mature right now. I’d be over there marking my territory if I were you.”
So cool and mature. Not at all freaking out internally. Shane grimaced when Svetlana turned and her eyes landed on Shane, widening slightly in surprise, then narrowing again as she visibly put the pieces together.
“I’ll go greet the hockey boys while you handle this,” Rose said, clapping a hand on his shoulder and leaving him high and dry to face his boyfriend’s ex-fuckbuddy who he’d threatened to marry. 
“The infamous Jane,” Svetlana said quietly under the sounds of three hockey players meeting a famous actress, holding her hand out for Shane to shake as she turned back to Ilya. “Ilyusha, I am furious with you and there will be consequences. All these years you could have been introducing me to my favorite hockey player and you chose to keep him to yourself.”
Well, it would have been awkward to meet while you two were still fucking and I was in love with him, Shane thought, but shook her hand politely all the same.
“Nice to meet you,” he lied. “Thanks for coming.”
She cocked her head with a raised eyebrow, then looked back at Ilya. “What did you do?”
“Nothing!” Ilya protested, holding his hands up in innocence. “I did nothing!”
“I’m gonna go get the guys settled,” Shane said, walking away before he had to answer any awkward questions. He approached the Boston guys, hearing a horrified “Ilyusha, you didn’t!” behind him as he went.
“Hollander! Very fucking confused to be here, but thanks for having us, man!” Cliff said, moving to give him a hard clap on the shoulder before freezing in place. “Uh, sorry, is your, uh…”
“My collarbone is fine now, no thanks to you,” Shane said with a grin. “Let me show you guys in. I’ve got a guest room that can fit two of you, and Ilya said to let you guys fight it out over who has to sleep on the couch.”
“Conny,” Cliff and St-Simon said in unison. 
Connors turned with a glare. “What the fuck, guys?”
“You fucking snore and everyone knows it,” St-Simon shot back.
Cliff nodded his agreement. “You have been exiled, brother.”
Shane grimaced. “It’s a really comfortable couch, I promise. Ilya and I pass out on it all the time.”
Three sets of eyes turned to look at him. Fortunately, he was saved by the approach of the final two expected cars of the day. Hayden and JJ in one, and his father with the catering order in the other. 
“Hey Ilya, can you show the guys and Svetlana inside? I’m gonna get Hayden and JJ,” Shane called back, swallowing his dread.
Ilya called out from the doorway. “What, you fuckers need me to hold your hand or something? Get in here!”
As Ilya, Rose, and the Boston contingent disappeared inside, Shane blew out a breath in relief. The longer he could put off Hayden and JJ crossing paths with the others, the better. And now, with his dad arrived, he had a built-in distraction.
“Capitaine!” JJ shouted out the window as Hayden brought the car to a stop. “This place is incredible!”
He leaped out the second the car turned off. Hayden followed close behind, wrapping Shane in a back-slapping hug.
“Glad to see you with the sling off, man,” he said. “We leave the bags in the car, right? You still have us at your parents’ cottage tonight?”
“Yeah, sorry, full house tonight,” Shane said with a nervous laugh, moving on quickly before they could latch onto that detail. “Hey, can you help me get the food out of my dad’s car? We got tacos for dinner.”
“Hell yes, tacos!” JJ said, charging straight over to Shane’s dad to take a stack of warm aluminum trays from his arms.
“Good to see you, JJ,” Shane’s dad said, ducking back into the car for more trays.
“You as well, Mr. Hollander!” JJ said, passing his stack over to Hayden and accepting another. They all loaded up with massive amounts of chicken, beans, cheese, tortillas, and all the fixings and headed inside, where Shane’s mother was just finishing connecting her laptop to the TV in the living room. Every chair in the house had been crowded in to face toward the screen. Most of the guests were hovering around the seating; Svetlana and Rose were chatting with wine glasses in their hands, while the Boston players were popping the tops off their beer bottles with an opener they passed around.
“Just put everything down on the table for now,” Shane’s dad said. “I’ll handle getting all this set up while you boys and Yuna do your thing.”
“And what thing is that, exactly?” JJ asked as he set down his trays. “You’ve been very cagey about this whole thing, mon capitaine.”
Hayden froze as soon as the trays were no longer obscuring his vision, staring into the living room in horror.
“Shane, why is half of the Boston team here?” he asked, bristling. “Including Ilya fucking Rozanov and Marleau, the guy who ended your season?”
“Still sorry about that, by the way,” Cliff chimed in.
Ilya snickered. “Four is half of twenty-three now? What, you can’t do math either? Must be a Montreal thing.”
Shane pinched the bridge of his nose. This was going to go so poorly. “Ilya, fuck off. Hayden and JJ, sit down. Actually, everyone just… sit down somewhere so we can start.”
“Start what? What are we starting?” Hayden said, his nose wrinkling in disgust when the only available seating forced him to choose between sitting beside Marleau or St-Simon.
“Hayden,” Shane said in his captain's voice. Hayden threw his hands up and plopped into the seat beside St-Simon.
“Fine, fine, be all weird and mysterious. As usual,” Hayden snarked. “Does this have something to do with Lily? You’re being weird in a Lily sort of way.”
Ilya snorted, and Shane glared at him.
“Just get up here so we can do this,” he said, already exhausted. Ilya grinned and came to stand beside him at the front of the room, where Shane’s mother had placed two stools from the kitchen island off to the side of the TV. Ilya cheerfully hopped onto one of them, and Shane sort of collapsed onto the other, sagging a bit so his shoulder brushed against Ilya’s.
“You are okay? Ready for this?” Ilya murmured, catching Shane's gaze and holding it. Shane found himself lingering over the softness around Ilya’s beautiful eyes in a way that would usually have had him scolding himself for being too obvious. But it didn’t matter anymore. In a matter of moments, everyone in this room would know. He could look his fill.
“Yeah,” he whispered, knocking his knee against Ilya’s. “I’m ready. You?”
Ilya smiled. “Yes. Let’s do it.”
Shane looked over to his mom and dad, who hovered in the kitchen, then back out at their assembled group of friends. This whole thing was about to get a lot more real.
“Okay, everyone,” he called out, grabbing everyone’s attention. “Let’s get started. You’re all here because Ilya and I need your help.”
“But first, for fun, we are going to reintroduce ourselves!” Ilya said with a devilish grin. “Hello, I am Boston Lily.”
“No,” Hayden gasped, horrified.
“And I’m Montreal Jane,” Shane added with a little wave.
“What?” Cliff said in a laugh.
Ilya looked delighted by the reactions so far. “And if you know those names, you know that we have been, ah, seeing each other on and off since we were stupid nineteen-year olds.”
Shane took over. “It was casual for a long time, but we’re together for real now. And, like I said… we need your help.”
“Wait, wait, hold up,” Cliff said, waving his hands in the air. “So every time you were blushing and grinning down at your phone it was Shane fucking Hollander on the other end?”
Ilya’s grin fell away. “I told you, Russians do not blush. You are full of shit.”
Cliff snorted. “Oh, one of us is full of shit, brother, but it’s definitely not me. Casual, my ass. You’ve been in love with your Montreal Girl for years. Or, uh, Montreal Guy I guess. Sorry, Hollander.”
Hayden looked like he’d witnessed an alien abduction happen right in front of his face.
“So, when I said you played better after seeing Lily,” he began, voice haunted.
St-Simon cut in, his eyes wide. “Oh god, I’m just putting things together. Everything we thought was Jane was actually Shane Hollander. So after every visit to Montreal—”
Connors went pale. “The scratches and bites, oh my god—”
“Okay, enough,” Shane snapped, feeling his face grow hot. “I know you’ve got years’ worth of shit to process but do it when my parents aren’t in the room, please. Can we move on, or do you have questions that can’t wait?”
There were, of course, questions that couldn’t wait. Yes, Shane was gay, but no, Ilya wasn’t. No, they weren’t exclusive until recently. Yes, they were in love for real. No, neither of them had slept with Scott Hunter. On and on and on. Finally, the questions subsided, leaving a giggling Svetlana and Rose along with five shellshocked hockey players. Rose spoke up, making herself heard over the muttering.
“So, you said you need our help. What’s going on? What can we do?” she asked.
Shane smiled at her, grateful to be getting back on track. “Right. You’re all here because carrying on a secret relationship is really fucking hard, and it’s going to be even harder now that we’re actually serious. My mom has come up with a whole plan to help us be able to come out and be together publicly in a year or two. And you are all part of that. Mom, you wanna…?”
“Sure, I’ll step in here,” his mom said. She walked over to where her laptop was connected to the TV and woke it up. The TV screen flickered to life, revealing the first slide of a blue, white, and red powerpoint presentation. In big letters it read: How to Not Fuck It Up, by Yuna Hollander. 
“Booo Montreal colors,” Cliff called with his hands cupped around his mouth.
Yuna leveled him with her patented no-bullshit look, one that Shane had feared throughout his adolescence. “Marleau, whose house are you in?”
Marleau sat up straighter. “Shane Hollander’s, ma’am.”
“Then yes, it’s fucking metros colors,” his mother said. “Moving on.”
Shane barely suppressed a smile as his mother folded her hands in front of her and began her presentation.
“Thanks for being here, everyone. The fact that you’re in this room means the boys have decided to trust you with their most important, closely-guarded secret. I’m going to talk to you about how to honor that trust and not fuck it up.” She hit the spacebar on her laptop and advanced to the next slide, which showed a bullet-pointed list:
 
The Plan, summarized:

	Step one: [redacted], get Ilya safe from Russia (in progress)



	Step two: Tell friends, gain support (in progress)



	Step three: Hard launch the friendship (tonight)



	Step four: Re-train Shane



	Step five: Soft launch the relationship



	Step six: Come out publicly


 
“This is a brief summary of our plan,” his mom said, pointing to each bullet as she gave the group a quick overview. She kept step one brief and vague; the trade was Ilya’s business to discuss with his teammates once it all went through.
“So, now that you’re in the loop, there is one really critically important rule,” his mom said, switching to the next slide.
DON’T FUCK IT UP, it read in massive bold letters. A low chuckle rumbled through the group.
“You laugh, but I’m dead serious,” Shane’s mom said. The laughter fell away, followed by a heavy silence. “You are literally holding Ilya’s safety and freedom in your hands, and both Shane and Ilya’s careers.”
She changed the slide again.
 
Tips for Not Fucking it Up:

	Don’t tell anyone



	Pay attention to your surroundings



	Double-check photos and videos



	Delete incriminating communications


 
“Do not. Tell. Anyone. Outside this room,” Shane’s mom said very slowly and carefully, like they were all… well, like they were hockey players with double digit concussions between them. “I cannot stress this enough. I don’t care how much you trust your friend or your mom or your partner. People talk. All it takes is one slip-up.”
Hayden raised his hand. “Can I tell Jackie?”
Shane’s mother gave him a look. “Were you listening?”
“I was, I swear!” Hayden protested, glancing over at Shane. “But Jackie’s your friend too, man. She cares about you. You know she’d keep the secret, and she’s way smarter than me. I’m sure she could help.”
“I’m fine with that,” Shane said, thinking of how awful and awkward dinners at Hayden’s would be if Hayden knew but Jackie didn’t. “Also, I don’t think you’re actually capable of keeping a secret from her anyway.”
“Fine,” Shane’s mom said. “But I’ll need to share the slide deck with her. And that brings up a good point; what should Jackie do with the slides once she’s done reading them?”
There was a long moment of silence. Svetlana and Rose looked at each other and sighed. Loudly.
“Obviously she should delete them permanently,” Svetlana said, glancing at the hockey boys from the corner of her eyes. “Come on, guys.”
“Correct,” Shane’s mom said, pointing to the last of the bullet points. “Data security is important. You’re going to be deleting any text messages or other communications that could out this relationship immediately after they’re read. People get hacked all the time and you are public figures. You should be doing this anyway for anything you don’t want to see posted on TMZ.”
Several of the guys shifted uncomfortably. Shane had absolutely no desire to know what they had in their phones.
Shane’s mom looped back to the other two bullet points. “These other two points boil down to ‘pay attention.’ Be mindful of who’s around you when you talk. Keep your voice down. And please, please, remember to check the backgrounds of any photos or videos you post online, including the audio. Look and listen carefully. You’d feel really awful if you accidentally posted a video with Shane and Ilya kissing in the background, wouldn’t you?”
Several of the guys grimaced or went pale. Hayden looked absolutely ill, and Shane understood why. It was exactly the sort of dumbass mistake Hayden would make, especially while sleep deprived with a newborn in the house. Ilya reached over and put a hand on Shane’s thigh, giving it a quick reassuring squeeze. Shane laid his hand over Ilya’s and threaded their fingers together, ignoring Hayden’s uncomfortable look. Shane’s mom advanced to the next slide.
 
How You Can Help:

	The locker room



	Social media



	New images



	Support the Foundation



	Be there as a friend


 
“Now that I’ve hopefully scared the shit out of you, here are some ways you can help instead of hurt,” Shane’s mom said with a smile. “For the hockey players, help shut down homophobic bullshit in the locker room without implicating our guys. If anyone starts asking too many questions or getting suspicious, you redirect the conversation or create a distraction.”
She pointed to the second and third bullet points. “Interact with Shane and Ilya on social media—in friendly ways please. It’ll provide opportunities for Shane and Ilya to reinforce their new images: Shane less polished and more authentic, Ilya without his asshole shield up all the time.”
Ilya’s hand tensed in Shane’s. He wasn’t used to showing his real self to anyone but Shane and occasionally Svetlana. Not even the three teammates he’d trusted enough to invite to this gathering. Shane squeezed back, running his thumb over the side of Ilya’s hand.
“What, are you telling us our fearsome captain is secretly a teddy bear?” Connors cooed.
“Shut your face, Conny,” Ilya snapped.
Shane’s mother hummed. “What a perfect example of an unhelpful interaction. Thank you, Connors.”
Connors wilted in his chair, withering under the force that was Yuna Hollander’s disappointment. Shane winced in sympathy. His mother clicked her tongue and moved on.
“We can’t say much about this next point yet,” she said, indicating the line about the Foundation. “But just know that Shane and Ilya are going to be starting up a charitable initiative called the Irina Foundation this year, and they’d love to have you all on board to support and volunteer if you’re able.”
That brought on a wave of intrigued muttering, but his mom pushed on to the last point.
“Finally, the thing I hope you’ll do anyway: just be a decent friend. This whole situation is really hard on Shane and Ilya, and frankly, it sucks,” she said. “Sometimes they’ll need to talk about it so they don’t explode and do something stupid. Be there for them.”
“We got your back, Roz,” St-Simon said, slapping a hand over his heart.
JJ held up a fist. “Always here for you, mon capitaine!”
Shane’s mother finally looked satisfied. She advanced to her final slide, which simply read: Any questions? And, because she was a little bit of an asshole (like mother, like son), there was an embedded video compilation of Shane scoring on Boston.
Everyone was too overwhelmed for further questions and desperately in need of fresh beer and tacos to help process the whole thing, so the meeting adjourned. Hayden avoided Shane’s gaze and went straight for the fridge, but JJ at least stopped off to give him a back-slapping hug.
“I’m happy for you, mon ami,” he said. “It’s weird as fuck that it’s Rozanov, but who cares what I think? As long as you’re happy.”
“I am,” Shane said, watching Ilya accept hugs and fist bumps from his teammates with a smile. “Never been happier, actually.”
“Well, that’s all I need to hear,” JJ said. “Now, tacos!”
Shane managed to pull his mom over before she could be absorbed into the flurry of dinner chaos, giving her a hug.
“I love you, Mom. Thank you for doing all this,” he said into her hair, then stepped back to take Ilya’s hand. “We really appreciate it. The plan, everything.”
His mother pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Oh, Shane. This is just the best way I know how to apologize. Words can only do so much, you know?”
Shane furrowed his brow. “Apologize?”
Her face crumpled like she was going to cry. She blinked up at the ceiling for a moment, then looked back down at Shane. “I didn’t help you feel safe enough to come out to me. I’m supposed to be your ultimate safe person in the world and I failed in that. I made you feel like who you were as a role model and hockey player was more important than who you are as my son. That’s a pretty bad fuck up. And I’m sorry.”
“Mom, you already apolo—”
“No, let me finish, please. You could have been happier and freer if I’d made you feel safe before. I can’t change the past, but I can make it possible for you to be safe and happy and free now. So that’s what I want to do, if it’s okay with you. But you tell me if I’m ever overstepping, okay?”
“Mom, no,” Shane began, looking over at Ilya to make sure he agreed. Ilya met his gaze, then took a step closer to his mom, a hand half-raised as if unsure a hug would be welcome.
“Yuna, please, I am so grateful for all you are doing. It’s a lot, but we need it. This plan is… the old plan wasn’t…” Ilya paused and regrouped. “I think trying to hide for ten years would have killed me,” he finally said.
“Me, too,” Shane agreed. “Thank you, Mom. For the plan and… the apology.”
“Oh, my boys,” she said, gathering them both close. Shane wrapped one arm around his mom and the other around Ilya, holding them both for a long moment. When they all separated, there were red-rimmed eyes all around.
“Okay,” his mom said, running a perfunctory finger below her eye to wipe away the moisture gathered there. “Let’s go get some tacos before your teammates eat them all.”
 

 
The friendship hard launch began with a photo. Rose and Svetlana had glanced out the wall-to-wall windows of the cottage as everyone was finishing off dinner, looked at each other in a bizarre telepathic moment, and exclaimed in unison: “Golden hour!”
Ilya had no idea what the fuck “golden hour” was, but he let himself be herded out the door along with everyone else. Beside him, Shane shrugged, apparently just as confused as he was. It quickly became clear that “golden hour” was some kind of code word for taking a photo. 
They both allowed themselves to be yanked around and rearranged, first next to each other, then on opposite sides of the group, then carefully apart but not too far apart. Boston and Montreal players were intermingled rather than separated by loyalties at Yuna’s behest, and Rose and Svetlana were carefully placed next to each other between Shane and Ilya. Once Yuna, Rose, and Svetlana were happy with the state of affairs, Yuna took about two dozen photos, with David smiling and providing gentle heckling beside her. After much conferring with Rose and Svetlana, Yuna presented Ilya and Shane with the undisputed best photo to be shared on Instagram.
“Okay, attention really quick, everyone!” Yuna called out. “I’m about to post the photo on Shane’s instagram, and I’m tagging all of you. Everyone please share it sometime this weekend! Ilya, I’ll text the photos to you so you can make your own post. Anyone else who wants it, come give me your number.”
Ilya pulled out his phone and opened Instagram, navigating to Shane’s profile. There, right at the top left of the grid, the new photo appeared.
Good times with good friends, the caption read. In the photo, everyone looked great. Highlighted by golden sunset, arms wrapped around each other, grinning like they all were, in fact, the best of friends rather than a newly-introduced group united by one powerful secret. He double-tapped the photo to like it, then flipped over to his text messages, saved the photo Yuna had sent him, and created his own post. He kept the caption simple:
Summer ☀️
He hit ‘post’ and closed the app with a small smile on his face. It was only a tiny thing, but it still felt important. The world knew he and Shane Hollander were more than just rivals. They existed together outside the ice, and Ilya’s heart gave a thrill of excitement that couldn’t be contained. He reached for Shane, drew him into his arms and, for the first time in front of all their friends, captured his mouth in a deep, hungry kiss. He half-expected Shane to pull away or temper the kiss into something more suitable for public viewing, but all he did was throw his arms around Ilya’s neck and give as good as he got, grabbing handfuls of Ilya’s curls and holding on for dear life. Cheers and whoops went up around them as they broke apart, grinning at each other and pressing their foreheads together.
“Those photos had better go in a locked and encrypted app, Rose,” Yuna called out. Ilya glanced over and caught Rose with a guilty grin.
“Trust me, I am a master of phone security,” Rose swore with a hand over her heart. “If anyone needs a tutorial on how not to have your nudes leaked, I’m here for you.”
Ilya looked to Shane with raised eyebrows, intrigued. Maybe there was a way for them to keep photos of each other after all. It would certainly make the distance easier. Even being only two hours apart, their schedules would still make it impossible to see each other as often as they’d like.
“Okay, everyone, we’re off!” Yuna called out, waving to the group. “Take photos tonight and post them to your Instagram stories, okay? And what are you going to do before you post them?”
“Check the background!” Marly and JJ called out in unison, exchanging a fist bump after.
“Yes, very good, boys,” Yuna said. “Hayden and JJ, just come on by whenever you’re done here. Your guest rooms are all made up on the bottom floor. Make yourselves at home.”
“Good night, all,” David called, raising a hand in farewell. Shane and Ilya walked them to their car and gave hugs, then split up, Ilya to entertain the group and Shane to build a fire in the firepit.
 

 
Shane sank into his task with relief, glad to have a brief break from the chaos of their seven remaining guests. He was mired in a soup of conflicting desires and emotions. He felt exposed and vulnerable and wanted to hide in their bedroom away from the world. He wanted to hang all over Ilya and bite his neck. He wanted to make out with Ilya in front of everyone until they all got sick of watching it. He wanted to hold Ilya in his lap in front of the firepit and let everyone see how soft he could be.
He piled up some torn up cardboard and twigs in the middle of the pit, then made a cone of different-sized logs around it, taking his time to carefully balance each one. Just as he was placing the final logs, hesitant footsteps approached, and he looked up to see Svetlana approaching, empty wine glass dangling from one hand.
“Hey, Svetlana. There’s another unopened bottle in the fridge, still, I think,” Shane said without looking away from his task, his jaw tense. 
“Please, call me Sveta,” she said, taking a seat near him and crossing her legs. After a moment, she sighed. “I’m sorry Ilyusha is such a dumbass. I promise I am no threat to you and never have been. I would never marry him, not even for a green card, knowing that he has you.”
Shane shook his head, trying to swallow away the tightness in his throat. “Yeah, no, I know you guys have… history, and it’s none of my business. It’s fine.”
“It’s clearly not fine, Shane,” she said, her tone wry. “But I would like to be friends, and not just because you’re my favorite hockey player. Ilyusha would like that, too. We are the two most important people in his life. I think it would mean a lot to him.”
Shane nodded. He knew she was right, and he wanted to be able to give Ilya that. And he really, truly did not have a problem with Svetlana herself. If only he could get I could marry Svetlana out of his brain, the rest of it really would be fine.
“It might take a minute,” Shane said as he stuck the grill lighter inside his tent of logs and lit the kindling. “But I promise I’ll try.”
“That’s all I ask,” Sveta said. “Now, let me tell you everything that was wrong with Montreal’s power play this season.”
By the time Ilya and the rest of their friends meandered over, drawn in by the light of Shane’s successfully crackling fire, he and Sveta were deep in it, having moved on from the power play to an in-depth analysis of Montreal’s defensive pairings. Ilya looked positively delighted by the development, and he happily sprawled across the outdoor couch to put his head in Shane’s lap while others were forced to pull up chairs from inside. Shane buried his fingers in Ilya’s hair and scratched slowly at his scalp, smiling faintly at Ilya’s pleased hum. Hayden darted a look over at them, then quickly went back to his conversation with Connors and St-Simon. Rose, Cliff, and JJ were all laughing uproariously at something as they joined the group, Rose easily knocking her hip into Sveta’s to nudge her aside so they could share a seat. It was nice, seeing their friend groups mingling so easily; even Hayden seemed to be comfortable enough. The alcohol flowed, and the conversations got more and more comfortable.  
Too comfortable, actually.
“So, Hollander, what’s it like being gay?” Marleau called across the fire, leaning forward as if eager for the answer. Shane nearly spat out his drink, utterly thrown.
“I… have no idea how to answer that,” Shane said, glancing down at Ilya like what the fuck? “Pretty sure it’s like being straight only I think about dick instead.” He paused, then added: “Also, I’m terrified of people finding out all the time, so I guess that’s… different.” 
Cliff nodded. “Sure, sure. But like, you’ve been with women, so uh… how was that?”
“Not great,” Shane said flatly. “Rose, don’t say a fucking word.”
“I would never!” Rose protested, one hand held up in an oath. “Our bond as gay and bestie is sacred. Though I have always wondered…”
“Oh, god,” Shane groaned. Ilya sat up from Shane’s lap, scenting blood in the water.
Rose continued. “There was this one time when I was giving you head and…”
“Rose, please,” Shane begged.
“And I’ll just say it was different that time,” she continued. “Were you thinking about Ilya?”
Shane launched to his feet. “I am going to walk into the lake.”
“Nooo, please, Shane,” Ilya said, grabbing him by the hand and holding him back. “I want to know, too.”
“Of course you do, you jealous freak,” Shane said, letting himself be drawn back in. He wanted desperately to climb into Ilya’s lap. Then, he remembered he could. Everyone knew. Also, he’d had a few beers. Without another thought, he planted his knees on the outdoor couch on either side of Ilya and sat on his thighs, wrapping his arms around Ilya’s neck as he turned back to Rose. 
“Yes, obviously I was thinking of him. I hate you.” He planted a fierce, closed-mouth kiss on Ilya’s lips, then drew back. “And I hate you, too.”
Ilya snorted. “It’s just funny to hear how bad you are with women because you are so fucking good with me.”
“Yeah, get it, capitaine! We knew you had it in you!” JJ whooped.
“Well, it really helps to actually be attracted to the person you’re fucking,” Shane grumbled. “No offense, Rose.”
“None taken, my friend,” Rose chirped. “I know I’m not packing what I need to keep a gay man satisfied. Especially not from what I’ve heard about Ilya’s—”
“ROSE,” Shane snapped, mortified. The entire group burst into laughter, none more so than Ilya, who buried his face in Shane’s shoulder as he shook.
“I love you,” Ilya said into Shane’s neck, then pulled back to say it again. “I love you so fucking much.”
“God fucking help me, but I love you, too,” Shane replied, and kissed him again.
 

 
Later, around midnight, Ilya sat back and laughed as JJ hauled a nearly delirious Hayden off to Shane’s parent’s cottage, the newborn-induced sleep deprivation just too much to handle when combined with a few beers. Everyone else opened fresh bottles and continued their conversations, blending as if they’d all been friends the whole time. It made something in Ilya’s chest twist and ache to see Shane laughing with his Boston boys, comfortable and a little tipsy and more relaxed than he’d been all day. Shane was a clingy drunk, and he alternately sat on Ilya’s lap, plastered himself to Ilya’s side, and sat on the ground between Ilya’s legs throughout the night.
Ilya loved every second of it. And soon, if he was able to make the move to Ottawa, he could have more of it than he’d ever dreamed would be possible.
It wasn’t until things finally began to wind down that Ilya realized he hadn’t looked at his phone at all since posting the photo. People were probably losing their minds and writing thinkpieces calling them all traitors by now. He unlocked the phone, intending to check his instagram notifications, and instead saw a missed call from Farah and a little red (1) on his email app. He opened it and saw a new email from Farah sitting right at the top of his inbox.
 
Ilya,
Attached you’ll find the approved trade to Ottawa as well as Boston’s offer for you to re-sign. Sorry it took longer than anticipated. Cottage season, you know, had to chase a few people down. Please call me at your earliest convenience so we can go over the details together. Congrats!
All my best,

Farah
 
The Ottawa trade. He got the Ottawa trade.
And the Boston offer.
His gaze slid over to where Shane stood chatting with Marleau, St-Simon, and Connors, all of them laughing over something he’d missed. Marleau threw his arm around Shane, who ducked his head shyly, shaking his head at whatever dumb thing had been said. They were such good guys, all of them. Good teammates. Good friends. He'd miss them.
Ilya clicked his phone off, slid it back into his pocket, and sat back to enjoy the company of his Boston brothers, probably for the last time in a long while.
There would be plenty of time to talk to Shane about the email tomorrow.






      

  












      Chapter 4: Sunrise and sunset
  


    Chapter Summary

    Honest communication? In my gay hockey fic? It’s more likely than you think.



    Chapter Notes

      There’s a lengthy end note explaining Shane’s contract and a few other things for those who are curious!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Rose wished she could look at the objectively beautiful sunrise out her bedroom’s sliding glass door and feel something like awe or wonder or gratitude at the colors staining the sky like spilled paints. Instead, all she could think was: ugh, so fucking early. 
She could tell there would be no getting back to sleep, though. Her body was ready to get up and move, the fucking traitor, and so she rolled out of Shane’s deliciously comfortable guest bed and dragged on a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie. If she was going to be up at—god, not even five in the morning yet—she was going to go outside and look at the fucking sunrise and pretend she was a person who could appreciate it without coffee in her system.
Rose stuck her feet in her sneakers without bothering to tie them, squashing down the backs of them so they were more like slippers, and slid open the door leading out to the lake. It wasn’t until she was already outside and shuffling toward the dock that she realized she wasn’t the only one awake. Smoke curled from one of the adirondack chairs facing the water, and she could just make out a head of curls sticking up over the back. Interesting, and not at all the person she would have expected to be awake at this hour. She headed down and flopped into the chair beside Ilya.
“If I ask to bum a cigarette, will you promise not to tell Shane?” Rose asked in place of a greeting.
Ilya huffed a laugh. “Oh, keeping secrets from your ‘bestie’ now, are you? For shame, Rose Landry.”
“Oh stop,” she said, gratefully accepting the pack and lighter when he held them out. “I have one like every few weeks.”
“Same for me, but it does not prevent the lectures,” Ilya replied, though he looked fond rather than annoyed about it. Rose took out a cigarette and lit it, then handed everything back, curling up in the chair with her knees to her chest as she took her first drag. Ah, perfect.
“What are you doing up?” Ilya asked, keeping his eyes fixed on the rising sun.
Rose shot him an exhausted look. “My sleep schedule is completely fucked from filming in England. My body never has any idea what time zone it’s in anymore. What about you?”
Ilya took a long drag from his cigarette and blew out a stream of smoke before answering simply: “Thinking.”
“About your grand plan?”
“Yes,” he said after a long beat.
Rose huffed in annoyance; no wonder it had taken these boys seven years to figure out their shit. Getting either of them to say anything real was like pulling teeth.
“What part of it are you stuck on?” she prompted again, tapping her cigarette over Shane’s resentfully supplied ashtray.
Ilya was quiet for so long Rose thought he wasn’t going to answer at all, but finally, he spoke. “The plan is for me to trade to Ottawa before the new season. To be closer to Shane and get Canadian residency.”
“And you’re hesitating,” Rose guessed.
Ilya shook his head. “Not exactly.”
Rose wanted to growl. Pulling. Teeth.
“Is it that you’re wanting Shane to move instead so you can stay in Boston?” she suggested.
“No, no, is nothing like that, and his contract makes it impossible anyway,” Ilya said, the tip of his cigarette glowing as he waved his hand. “I really do want Canadian citizenship. U.S. is not so good for Russians right now.” He paused, then added: “Also, after how their election went, maybe not as good for queer people anymore, either.”
“Totally fair,” Rose said, lip curled. “So, what’s worrying you, then?” 
For the first time, Ilya looked over at Rose, studying her for a long moment.
“I am worried Shane will change his mind about me,” he finally said, looking away again. “Or that this will hurt his career and he will hate me for it.”
Rose grimaced. “Ouch. For what it’s worth, I don’t think Shane could ever hate you. That man is more in love than I’ve ever seen anyone in my entire life. But… he’s hurt you before, I guess.”
Ilya tilted his head to the side in acknowledgement. “Yes, but he knows he is gay now. Things are different. Besides, I’ve hurt him, too. There are, ah… no saints in this relationship.”
“I can see how such a big move would be scary, though,” Rose offered. “You’re really taking on the majority of the risk by changing teams.”
Ilya tipped his head back and forth. “Mm, yes and no. I have been wanting to move to Canada for new passport anyway. That part was my idea first. Even if Shane leaves me, I will still get that eventually, like I want. But…”
“But uprooting your entire life is huge, and you love your Boston friends,” Rose said, nodding. “I feel you.”
“It is not even about that. I think…” Ilya trailed off, taking a drag and ashing his cigarette before continuing. “I am not afraid to leave Boston. Making the decision to ask for the trade was easy. I can miss my boys and still think leaving is right. I think I am just afraid about Shane. I need to get over it.”
Rose snorted. This man.
“Yeah, I actually don’t think that’s the move here at all,” she said. “I don’t think there’s any way around you using words and talking to Shane about this. Your relationship is new to being an actual relationship and you’re going to have to get used to talking about hard things like this, especially with something so big on the table. Let him reassure you. It’ll do much more for you than giving yourself lung cancer at five A.M.”
“I thought we were skipping smoking lecture,” Ilya said, a smile curling at the corner of his mouth.
Rose grinned. “What can I say, the spirit of Shane possessed me for a moment. I’ll get an exorcism and we can smoke another one.”
Ilya stabbed his cigarette out in the tray and shook his head, pushing up to stand. “No, I think I’m done. You want coffee? Come on, I’ll make it.”
“Good, because I have no idea how to use that coffee contraption in there,” Rose said, following suit. Ilya snorted. 
“You want to know a secret? Neither does Shane,” he said, leading the way back up to the house. “He bought it a week ago because was recommended on some list of best coffee makers and he still hasn’t figured it out. He just suspiciously waits to have his coffee until after I have already made it.”
“That little shit,” Rose said, giggling as she followed Ilya up the hill toward the house, thinking for the first time that she was glad she’d gotten up early.
 

 
It took Ilya until the next day to tell Shane about the trade offer coming through. He knew he should have done it as soon as all the guests were out of their house, but Shane was so socially drained and exhausted that Ilya didn’t want to make it worse. Then, after a day had gone by, it felt awkward that he’d not said anything yet. The awkwardness made him avoid it even more. Finally, while flipping through the team choice screen during a morning game of Chel, Shane gave him the perfect opening.
“Have you heard anything from Farah yet?” he asked, guileless.
Ilya set down his controller and wiped his suddenly damp palms on his shorts, propping his forearms on his knees.
“Ah, yes, actually,” he admitted. “I heard about the trade.”
Shane whipped around, practically throwing his controller onto the coffee table. “What the fuck, Ilya? What did she say?”
He’d fucked up. No doubt. Best to just get it out there.
“I actually got an email with the trade approval during our party,” he said with a wince. This was going to be bad. “I’m sorry I did not tell you.”
Shane went still. Then, as if coming back to life, he slowly scooted away from Ilya and tucked himself up against the arm of the couch, folding his arms protectively over his chest.
“Okay. That… scares me, Ilya. Why didn’t you say anything? Do you not want to go to Ottawa? Because you don’t have to. Not this year, not at all. If you want to stay in Boston, I promise it’s fine, you just have to tell me, I don’t want you to—”
Shane’s words sped, and his eyes went shiny, much like they did during the I could marry Svetlana conversation. Ilya’s stomach gave a sharp twist. Fuck, he was fucking this up already. They’d barely been together for three weeks and he was fucking things up already. 
“No. Listen. I do want to go to Ottawa. I promise,” he cut in, insistent.
Shane’s nose wrinkled as he sniffed. “It’s okay if you don’t. I know this whole plan is asking a lot from you. Too much, probably. You’re giving up Russia and Boston, and I’m giving up basically nothing. I know it’s not fair.”
Ilya pinched the bridge of his nose. “Shane, no. This is the only time you will ever hear me say these words, so listen, yes? This is not a competition.”
Shane opened his mouth to argue, so Ilya rushed on before he could have the chance.
“These are all things I want for myself,” Ilya said. “I want to cut ties with Russia. I want Canadian citizenship instead of American. I want a trade to make that happen. It’s a lot of change, and it will be hard, but the idea of ever having to go back to Russia… it makes me feel like I cannot breathe. I told you this before when I was in Russia, but you couldn’t understand me. I fucking hate it there. I will still miss things about it, but I will not miss who I am there or what it does to me. Canada is the right choice for me. And on top of it all, you are the right choice for me. I am doing what is practical for the situation, and also what will make me happiest.”
Shane stared off at some point over Ilya’s shoulder, nodding along hesitantly. “Then… why?”
Ilya pressed his lips together, remembered Rose’s words from the previous morning, and forced himself to say it plainly. 
“I am… scared that you will realize being with me is too difficult, or not worth it,” Ilya admitted, staring down at his knees because it was easier than looking Shane in the eye. “Or that we will go through with this plan, and it will go badly with the league, and you will wish you had never done it.”
“Hey, no,” Shane said, unfurling from his defensive position and sticking out a socked foot to rest against Ilya’s thigh. “I won’t lie, I’m terrified about the league part of it. It’s the worst part of this whole thing. But so long as I have you at the end, I could never regret it.”
Ilya leaned back, letting his hand dangle listlessly off the arm of the couch. “How do you know?”
It was Shane’s turn to look uncomfortable. “So, uh… my mom sent me a list of therapists after we made our plan. And she really encouraged me to make an appointment right away because this is all going to move so fast. So, I had my first appointment the day before everyone got here. When I told you I had a brand meeting and locked myself in the guest bedroom with my laptop, it was actually a therapy appointment. I’m sorry I lied. I just felt weird about it.”
Ilya nodded. He would have felt weird about it, too. Probably would have done the same thing.
“Wow. We really suck at this talking thing,” he said, his lips twisting in a wry smile. 
Shane laughed and nodded. “We really do.”
Ilya reached down and gave Shane’s ankle a quick squeeze.
“So, how was it?” he asked carefully. “The therapy?”
Shane shrugged. “It was okay. Good, I guess. The guy was a minor league baseball player for a while so he kinda gets it. We didn’t get very far, it was only an hour, but I’ve been thinking a lot about what we talked about.”
Shane paused, then unexpectedly grinned. “After our basic introduction stuff, he started us off by saying ‘Shane, I wanted you to tell me everything that pisses you off about being gay while playing professional hockey.’ And it was like this massive monster rose up in my chest, and I thought, ‘oh, shit, here we go.’ And I just went off.”
“Fuck,” Ilya said.
“Fuck,” Shane agreed. “It was a lot. It made me realize just how fucking exhausting it is having to hide being gay. And nowhere is worse than the locker room. If I didn’t have to keep up that performance all the time… like, how good could I be at hockey if I wasn’t carrying that?” 
Ilya had never thought about it like that before, but Shane was right, and it made Ilya immediately think of Russia. How much lighter would he feel once he had his permanent residency? How much lighter, still, when he could come out as bisexual? When he could openly be with Shane? The awareness of the weight stole his breath, and he was suddenly desperate for the plan to accelerate, to get to the Cens and get his PR application going now. 
Shane continued. “But here’s one of the things that I’ve been thinking about: Matt, my therapist, really emphasized at the end of the appointment that I had to want to come out for myself, not just for the plan or for you. And I think I do.” Shane gave one single, sharp laugh. “I’m so tired of fighting it. I’m tired of fighting the room. So, I know I won’t regret it, because it’s for me, too, if that makes sense.”
“It does,” Ilya said, then took up a teasing tone to break a bit of the tension. “One therapy session and you are already Mr. Wise, Mr. Insightful, Mr.—”
“Shut up,” Shane said, chucking a throw pillow at him. “There’s still plenty of bullshit to work through, believe me, it’s a mess in there,” he said, tapping his temple. “Apparently I have a lot of ‘internalized homophobia’ or whatever. It's just that I’ve never let myself think about any of this before. I spent so long shoving it all down that I’ve never actually considered any of it. And now that Matt broke the seal, I’m thinking about it all the fucking time.”
Shane’s mouth twisted with sudden fury. “Sometimes I really hate being gay.” 
Ilya’s heart dropped, but Shane rushed on, clarifying.
“Not the sex obviously, the sex is great, and loving you is the best thing I’ve ever felt in my life,” he said, nudging Ilya’s thigh twice with his foot. “So, I guess maybe it’s not that I hate being gay, I just hate all the baggage that comes with it. The way the world treats us. The way it complicates everything. Having to come out. All of that. It’s bullshit.”
“Total bullshit,” Ilya agreed. He took a few breaths while he thought through everything Shane had said and realized he still had one big, lingering fear. Fighting down the voice in his head that called him needy and pathetic, he met Shane’s gaze. “That is all about coming out as gay, though. What about coming out as… with me? That will be its own whole shitshow.”
“And the worse of the two, for sure,” Shane admitted. He scooted closer and grabbed Ilya’s hand in both of his, running his thumbs over the back of it. “A life with you is the reward at the end of all this, though. It’s what I want. Is it still what you want?”
“Of course,” Ilya said instantly. “Fuck the league. Yuna said they cannot keep us from playing. The rest is just noise.”
“Yeah. Noise.” Shane’s thumbs continued their soothing pattern on Ilya’s hand as he seemed to absorb the words. “Not gonna lie, I’m still fucking terrified. But by the time we get there, we’ll have this whole plan supporting us. The narrative around us will be completely different. And I will have been to a lot more therapy by then, so. There’s that.”
Shane rested his forehead on Ilya’s shoulder, then pressed a kiss there before speaking again. “So… are you going to call Farah and take the Ottawa trade?”
Ilya ducked down to kiss Shane, slipping his tongue in and taking his time. When they broke apart, his voice was sure.
“Yes. I am taking Ottawa trade,” he said, then admitted: “I did not even open the offer Boston sent me.”
Shane leaned away, brows furrowed. “I guess I should have expected that they’d send an offer. Obviously. Did they really fight to get you to stay?”
Ilya grimaced. “Yes. In meeting they promised to give me everything I could possibly ask for, highest paid player in the league, all that. I said I would hear them out, but… I do not want to. The best thing I can do for myself is to be closer to you and get the fuck away from Russia. That is what I want, and now I get you a whole year earlier than we planned. I wish I had known last season was my last with Boston, and it’s sad, but it doesn’t change my mind. And I am sorry I did not tell you about what they said.”
Shane chuckled and shook his head. “We really gotta get better at this talking thing.”
“That is what Rose said when I talked to her yesterday morning,” Ilya said. “I guess she is pretty okay.”
Shane smiled. “I knew you guys would get along.”
“Impossible,” Ilya grumbled, forever committed to the bit.
Shane rubbed a thumb over Ilya’s cheekbone, considering. “Have you talked to Sveta about all of this?”
Ilya’s eyebrows went up. “No. Why?”
Shane shrugged. “She’s your best friend, right? I thought you might want to talk it out with her.”
Ilya shook his head. “I have not mentioned anything. She will have hockey-related opinions that I do not really want to hear, because this is not a hockey decision for me. Do not be too horrified, but for me, hockey comes second to all the rest of this. I like hockey, and I like to win, but you love hockey. We are not the same.”
Ilya hesitated, then added: “I thought you did not really like Sveta.”
“What?” Shane furrowed his brow. “No, she’s really cool, I absolutely see why you guys are best friends.”
Ilya stared at him for a long moment. “You really don’t hate her? Even though…”
“No, of course not.” Shane grabbed Ilya’s shoulder and gave him a shake. “I was a little uncomfortable at first, but I was never mad at her, I was mad at you for wanting to marry her instead of me. That’s not her fault.”
“You are right, I am an idiot. I will only ever marry you,” Ilya said, the last words a low growl. He grabbed Shane’s chin and licked into his mouth, drawing out a groan and luring Shane into his lap. Shane braced one hand against the back of the couch and the other back on Ilya’s upper thigh, his thumb dipping along his inseam. Ilya grabbed a handful of Shane’s ass and hauled him closer, Shane’s muffled groan lighting a spark low inside him.
“This is what always happens,” Shane breathed as he ground down against Ilya’s growing hardness. “We fuck instead of talking.”
“Fucking and talking from now on, promise,” Ilya said. “Why choose?”
 

 
Later, sated, showered, relaxed, and sprawled on the couch with the remnants of lunch on the coffee table in front of them, Ilya and Shane managed more of the talking-instead-of-fucking thing.
“I think I want to come out to the team before the regular season starts,” Shane began out of nowhere. “After the roster is set.”
Ilya had Shane cradled between his legs, Shane’s back against his chest. One of his arms was slung low across Shane’s stomach and the other hand splayed over Shane’s collar bones, his thumb doing a slow sweep. Ilya hummed to show he’d heard as he thought about it.
“That is soon,” he said eventually. “You think you will be ready?”
Shane shrugged, the motion felt against Ilya’s chest more than seen. “I will have had like two months of therapy by then to work up to it, so… I guess I hope so? Is that how therapy works? I have no idea.”
“Me either. Therapy is not really a thing in Russia. It exists, obviously, but there is… I don’t remember the word, people don’t like you for it?”
“A stigma?”
“Fuck, that one’s the same in Russian. Whatever. Yes, stigma.” Ilya’s mind briefly wandered to a dark corner where he wondered how his life might be different if his mother had been able to have therapy, but he wrenched himself away from it and turned the discussion back to Shane. “So, why then for coming out?”
Shane splayed his hands over Ilya’s and threaded their fingers together. “I don’t want to distract the team during the regular season by dropping a bomb on them. Doing it at the end of preseason gives the guys a couple days to get used to it and get over any issues before they can affect us during games that actually matter. I could wait longer to make myself more comfortable, but what if it affects us on the ice? I think I’d hate myself for it.”
“It would not be your fault,” Ilya countered.
“Everyone would think it was,” Shane replied. “It would feel like it was. Anyway, if I have a choice to not do that, it feels like I should take it.”
Of course Shane had thought it through in painful detail. Still, Ilya couldn’t help but ask: “What if they are bad?”
Shane sighed. “I don’t know. I deal with it, I guess. My mom seems confident that her new media training she wants to do is going to somehow help me keep the guys in line. I don’t have the heart to tell her that it’s probably not going to be that simple.”
Ilya pressed a kiss to the top of Shane’s head, privately agreeing with him. It was hard for anyone who didn't spend their daily existence in that kind of environment to truly understand how it functioned.
“Maybe not,” Ilya conceded. “But it could help, at least a little. Locker room is all about confidence. If you have planned ahead of time how you will react in different situations, maybe you will feel more like you can be confident in the moment. You show them you will not accept their shit, maybe they don’t give you shit.”
“Maybe,” Shane said, letting go of Ilya just long enough to shove the tip of a hoodie string in his mouth. “I guess if it’s really bad I can try the same thing as you, waiving my no movement clause for Ottawa, but I won’t have the threat of free agency to lean on like you did. I’m under contract until summer 2021. I really wish now that I hadn’t signed for eight years, just so I wouldn’t feel trapped.”
“And Ottawa may not have resources for two really big trades in one year,” Ilya added. “But you don’t want to leave Montreal anyway.”
Shane sat up and turned around in Ilya’s arms, his expression pinched. “Is that… bad? I always dreamed of retiring there, jersey in the rafters and all that. But playing with you is a different sort of dream. Maybe I should be trying to make that happen no matter how coming out goes.”
Shane lifted a hand to the side of Ilya’s neck, then let it drag down over his collarbone, his pec, his ribs. “I wish I could have both, but I know I can’t. And in the end, it may not be up to me anyway. Montreal may decide they can’t handle having a gay captain.”
Ilya captured Shane’s wandering hand and brought it to his mouth, pressing a kiss to his palm. “My mother always used to warn me not to borrow trouble from tomorrow.”
Shane’s mouth twisted into a sad little smile. “Yeah. She’s right. Hard not to, though.”
“Hard not to,” Ilya agreed. As much as playing on the same team as Shane sounded like a dream, it wasn’t realistic at the moment. He had two more years under contract before he’d be in a good position to negotiate a trade to Ottawa. They could revisit it then. Who knew what their lives would look like in two years?
Shane’s phone lit up on the coffee table, chiming an insistent alarm. He leaned over to silence it, swearing at the time.
“We have that meeting about the foundation with my mom in like twenty minutes. We should get going,” he said. 
Ilya groaned as Shane pulled away and stood, but internally, he was pleased. Another chance to see the Hollanders. Another chance to build something new with Shane, something the whole world would see. Another chance to eat David’s cooking. 
What was not to like?
 

 
The Ones Who Know





Ilya

Attention plz i have very important announcement
Saint

Here cap
Sveta

Always so dramatic
Marly

Reporting for duty
14th Best

If this is a sex thing i fucking swear man
Conny

Should i be worried
Rose Landry

I am stuck in a makeup chair please entertain me
JJ

Ngl very fuckin curious
Jane

Ilya, just say it.
Ilya

Yes yes I am getting there
You all know that step 1 of the plan is to deal with my citizenship issue and Russia



I want you all to hear from me before it hits the news



I requested a trade to Ottawa



And it was accepted
Marly

WHAT
Conny

THE FUCK
Saint

Cap noooooooo
Ilya

I know boys
Is sad
But for me is also very happy
I will get canadian residency in less than a year
And then no matter what happens I can legally stay



And I will only be 2 hrs from shane and his dick
Was my idea to move to canada, my choice



So don’t be mad at him
Marly

Fuck, man. This sucks.
Marly

I mean I guess I’m happy you got what you wanted tho
Saint

Yeah i guess we should say congrats?
Conny

Yeah. Gonna miss you like fuck tho cap
Rose Landry

So happy for you Ilya
What you’re doing is really brave
Can’t wait for you to be safe
JJ

And for capitaine’s hometown to have a team worth cheering for again!
Jane

Ouch.
Ilya

You’ve been awfully quiet Sveta
Sveta

I am processing
Ottawa is… a choice
Ilya

I have turned one rebuilding team around and gotten them a cup
I will do it again
Sveta

If anyone can do it it’s you, darling
You’re right
I can’t wait for you to be safe
You renewed your passport recently?
Ilya

Two years ago, have 8 more years
Will be canadian citizen by then
Marly

You gonna tell the rest of the boys too?
Ilya

Yes right now
I will tell them it will all make sense in a year or 2
Act surprised
Marly

You got it
Saint

Will do
Conny

Yes cap
14th Best

Fuck this means we’re gonna have to have you over for dinner aren’t we
Rose Landry

Hayden I say this with all the love in the world
You genuinely suck sometimes
Conny

Ouch man
JJ

Burned by THEE ROSE LANDRY
Marly

I’d be doing some real fuckin soul searching right now
Jane

Let me know if you need a list of local therapists.
JJ

I’ll drop off some aloe on your doorstep
14th Best

Genuinely, fuck all of you






 
The rest of the summer was swiftly consumed by logistics, and Ilya tried not to mourn the loss of calm days at the cottage too badly. The sheer amount of meetings was staggering: with Yuna to get the Irina Foundation legally established, with the Centaurs to sign paperwork and do his introductory press conference, with various brand partners for photoshoots (Shane), with an Ottawa-based realtor to find a new place (Ilya), and to do the English test and medical exam required for the Express Entry application (Ilya again). The fiercely organized immigration consultant Yuna had hired also had her own long list of tasks and paperwork to be completed, which Ilya tackled with a focused diligence. The motivation to get the residency thing moving was strong. 
Somewhere among all that, Ilya flew back to Boston to pack a few things and say a fond goodbye to his Boston boys, though he planned to leave most things for the movers. Svetlana had agreed to oversee the sale of several of his cars, and he arranged shipping for the ones he was keeping. All this on top of the start of off-season conditioning, which Shane and Ilya at least managed to do together in Ottawa as the hockey world reeled over Ilya’s trade and Boston fans thirsted for his blood.
It was chaotic, and it left Ilya’s head spinning. And yet, he still found time to stoke the friendship hard launch flames. Sports media, with the dearth of other hockey news in the post-free agency off-season, had clung to the story of Shane and Ilya’s friendship with a strange sort of fervor. Thinkpieces about the “death of the rivalry” abounded, with much handwringing about what it meant for the upcoming season and the league as a whole, especially in light of the trade to Shane’s hometown. It was all very dramatic, and Ilya liked it maybe more than he should. So, of course, he fed the beast. 
 
Ilya Rozanov is now live!
[Ilya grins at the camera, swinging around to catch Shane and Svetlana in the shot, too. They’re leaning against a kitchen island, deep in conversation.]
Ilya: Hello, internet! Welcome to my new house in Ottawa! Did you know you barely need a real estate agent at all when you have Shane Hollander around? He is Mr. Real Estate, he knows everything about—
Shane: Ilya, don’t start.
[Svetlana giggles in the background. Ilya widens his eyes in an innocent expression.]
Ilya: What? The internet should know you’re good for more than just hockey.
Shane: No one cares about me if it’s not about hockey.
Svetlana: Wow, that was bleak.
Shane: That’s not what I—
[Ilya clutched his heart and put on a distraught expression.]
Ilya: Shane, no, you love more than just playing hockey!
Shane: I meant that—
Ilya: You also love books about hockey, and podcasts about hockey, and going to your fancy cottage… with a practice rink to play hockey, of course, but—
Shane: You’re such an asshole.
Ilya: You wouldn’t have me any other way.
Svetlana: Are you sure about that?
[Ilya waves a hand dismissively.]
Ilya: Anyway, Ottawa people, tell me all your favorite things here that Shane Hollander is too boring to know about!
[Shane thunks his head down on the kitchen island three times. When he speaks next, his voice is muffled.]
Shane: Why do I put up with you?
Ilya: Because you love me so much, of course. Don’t forget to give me those recommendations, Ottawa people! I’m so happy to be here! Goodbye!
[The livestream ends. It is saved to Ilya’s Instagram grid.]
 
Before long, Ilya and Shane found themselves preparing to separate once again, Shane to Montreal and Ilya to his new house in Ottawa, though at least Ilya felt like he could reach across the distance and touch Shane in a way he couldn’t before. They were in the same country, and that comforted Ilya more than he’d expected it to. If he really, really needed Shane, they were only two hours apart with no international border to cross. It felt different. They were pondering buying a house in the middle, but decided in the short term to see how things worked first, relying on their horrifically crowded shared calendar to carve out scraps that still felt like a feast compared to their old ways. The level of joy that color-coded disaster provoked in Ilya’s chest was almost concerning.
On the calendar, the beginning of preseason loomed. So did Shane’s planned coming out.
“In a few weeks, everything will be different,” Shane whispered on their last night together before they were due to report to training camp. “Hopefully better, though, right?”
Ilya pulled Shane closer against him, feeling Shane’s nose press against the pulse point in his neck. He would miss that tiny point of contact when it was gone. But now, with The Plan underway, they’d see each other again in just a week instead of in several months. An immense gratitude flooded Ilya’s chest as he pressed a kiss into Shane’s hair.
“Yes. Better,” Ilya said.
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I know many of you were hoping for a Boston Shane situation, and I encourage all of you to browse fics with the Boston Bears | Boston Raiders Player Shane Hollander tag. Some of my favorite fics are there! However, most of them require major suspension of disbelief re: contracts, trades, immigration, and the realities of the U.S. That’s not a problem, I love it! That’s just not what this fic is. The whole point here is that I’m trying to get them safe and happy faster within a realistic framework, and one that respects Ilya’s canon wish to go to Canada. If that’s not for you, that’s totally cool.

I also want to note that it is okay for Ilya to have mixed feelings about it. He can want to go and be committed to the plan and still be sad about leaving. It doesn’t mean that it would somehow be better for Shane to be the sad one instead. If we’re looking for an option that makes them both completely happy without sacrificing anything… I don’t think that option exists. Give the boys some room to be a little messy and work out their feelings (and undiagnosed mental health conditions!) in real time. Neither one is a villain; I adore them both. ♥

All that said: Shane is not a free agent yet and can’t move anyway! Contract ramblings only for those who are as lost in the sauce as I am (seriously, it's a lot, please don't read unless you give a shit):

Shane and Ilya are almost certainly not unrestricted free agents at the same time, which means Shane can’t pull the same move Ilya is pulling with Boston in this fic. Here’s why.

Both Shane and Ilya would have been on Entry Level Contracts (ELCs) for 3 seasons (2010-11 through 2012-13). Ilya is easy to calculate after that because we know all we need to know from canon: After those three years, Ilya signed a 5-year contract and, as he’s been in the league for >7 years by that point, he becomes an Unrestricted Free Agent when it expires at the end of the 2017-2018 season. (In this fic, he has a No-Trade Clause that kicks in after his seventh season, covering the final year of this contract. We have no idea if this is the case in canon, but it makes sense.)

Shane is tougher, because all we know for sure from canon is that he is a free agent as of July 1, 2021. From that we can infer that he either signed an 8-year contract in 2013, or he signed two shorter contracts; and, the only way he could be a UFA at the same time as Ilya is if in canon he signed a 5-year followed by a 3-year which just feels…weird. It would be unusual for a franchise player and generational talent, especially one like Shane who has been open about wanting to spend his whole career in MTL.

Take a look at Crosby and Ovechkin, our real-world Shane and Ilya analogues. Their post-ELC contracts were 13 years (Ovechkin) and 5 years followed by 12 years (Crosby). And 8 years is now the maximum contract length as of 2013, when Shane and Ilya would have been signing. Examples from the post-2013 era: Evgeni Malkin (8 years) and Connor McDavid (8 years). So it seems highly likely that Shane’s on an 8-year contract, and that’s what I’m rolling with in this fic.

So, since his free agency is years away, he doesn’t have the same bargaining chip to pressure Montreal with that Ilya does. Sure, he could request a trade, but they’re unlikely to trade away generational talent and franchise player Shane Hollander to a divisional rival with no incentive to do so.

Thanks for attending my “fic author now knows too much about NHL contracts” talk.

(Oh god, am I becoming a hockey guy (/gn) ???)


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: Preseason arrives
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane wants to win therapy, Ilya looks for green flags in Ottawa, and Montreal gets a taste of their new-and-improved, slightly bitchier captain.



    Chapter Notes

      NOTE: I’ve taken the liberty of having Harris start with the Centaurs a season earlier, but to square it with canon, he's just an intern here. So, technically it works? Welcome to the Centaurs, Ilya and Harris.

Thank you to all of you for being willing to follow along with a WIP! Having you here does wonders for morale. I've built up another 4-chapter buffer, so I think we're gonna have another double update week.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane wondered if therapists ever got annoyed with their clients. They had to, of course; they were only human. But Matt was always so perfectly calm, and Shane couldn’t help but feel that his own neuroticism would be the thing that finally broke him. On his worst days, he wanted it. Just yell at me, Matt. Just tell me I’m a mess. Tell me to get over myself.
Matt, of course, never broke. He was endlessly patient, and logical, and empathetic, and unexpectedly funny when Shane needed it most. It made Shane irrationally hate the man in his lower moments; the shine had definitely worn off therapy after that first session, and all he was left with was the work. Therapy was fucking exhausting, and he had to schedule his sessions at the end of the day so he could collapse afterward without it ruining his entire routine, especially now that training camp was about to start.
Shane could not wait to collapse after this session.
“So, you have about two weeks to go until you plan to come out to your team. How are you feeling about it?” Matt said, leaning back in his chair, a cat wandering past in the background of the video. Shane followed the cat with his eyes. It was easier than making eye contact, even when the contact was through a camera.
“It’s kind of making me feel crazy?” he said, picking through the sticky mass of ragged, crumpled stick tape that was his feelings. “One minute I want to blurt it out and just get it over with so I don’t have to feel this anymore, and the next I want to go back on the whole thing and stay in the closet forever.”
A wash of shame hit him after those words, and he felt almost proud for recognizing it. 
“I’m so afraid I’m going to disappoint everyone and chicken out,” he murmured, hoping he’d said it too quiet for the mic to pick up. No such luck.
“You know what I’m going to say to that,” Matt prompted. Shane sighed.
“I know. It has to be for me. Fear of disappointing Ilya and my mom shouldn’t be the only thing making me come out,” he recited dryly. “And it’s not, not really. I won’t lie, I’m still not completely comfortable with everyone thinking of me as gay, but I want this weight off my chest. I want to feel like I can breathe in the locker room.”
Matt hummed and jotted a note down on his ever-present yellow legal pad—probably that they needed to circle back to that whole thinking of me as gay thing—then he sat forward. “Okay, Shane, I want you to try something for me. Close your eyes and picture the moment. You coming out to your team. What is it exactly about that picture that makes you feel discomfort?”
Shane did as he was told, picturing the locker room, his teammates all facing him, looking at him as he talked. He couldn’t even see their facial expressions; they were all a hazy blur. He mentally flinched away from the image, and the locker room fell away.
“The idea of standing up in front of everyone and making a stupid speech announcing it makes me feel sick,” Shane admitted in a rush. “I hate it so much. It makes me cringe.”
Matt nodded. “Okay. What would be the ideal way for them to find out?”
Shane snorted. “For the information to magically drop into their skulls with no involvement from me at all, and it’s just something they’ve always known, so there’s no reaction.”
“That would be nice,” Matt said with a wry grin. “So, what if we found a middle ground? A way to come out doesn’t involve you standing up and giving a speech?”
Shane had no idea what that could possibly be, but he was intrigued.
“I’m listening,” he said.
 

 
Training camp with the Centaurs was unavoidably weird. There was no chance it wouldn’t be, after seven seasons on the same team, but Ilya had been assigned an extra mission that was adding a layer of awkwardness he hadn’t been prepared for.
“All your support people you told about Shane are back in Boston,” Yuna had said over dinner a few nights ago, before Shane had gone back to Montreal. “So, I really want to encourage you to feel out your new teammates and see if there might be someone safe you can trust there. I’m not saying spill all your secrets on day one or anything, I just think it wouldn’t hurt to be scoping things out right from the start.”
“It’s a good point,” Shane had agreed. “From everything we’ve heard, the Centaurs are a really good group of guys. I’m sure you’ll find someone you click with. I want to see you as often as possible, but I also want you to settle in with the team, right?”
At the end of the night, Yuna had drawn Ilya into a hug, then pulled back and rubbed her hands over his upper arms. “I just don’t want you to feel alone out here, okay? You always have us, any time, day or night, for any reason. But I know we’re just Shane’s parents.”
Ilya scoffed. “Just Shane’s parents? Please, Yuna, you are a devious mastermind, and David—”
“Don’t try to distract me with flattery,” Yuna scolded, patting his cheek firmly. “We’re here for you, but I know we’re not enough on our own. You need your teammates. I know you and Shane have this whole elaborate schedule to see each other, but as the ‘devious mastermind’ of this whole plan, I am forbidding you from skipping team bonding activities at the start. Go to the bar. Go to the dinners. Find your safe people. Consider it an official step of the plan. Okay?”
“Okay,” Ilya agreed. It was a temporary problem; he’d figure out the new team, find someone to tell, and then go back to prioritizing seeing Shane over all else. It would still be more than they’d ever gotten before. Maybe, once they’d done more to develop their public friendship, he could even bring Shane along to a team event and introduce him. Assuming they truly were good guys. He’d know before long.
And so, he found himself on the first day of training camp arriving for his fitness testing into a room full of mostly strangers, his Bisexual Safety Radar on high alert. The first person he’d spoken to was, of course, Bood, who still wore the A like last season. Ilya had worried there’d be bad blood with him waltzing in and getting the C right away, after the previous captain retired at the end of last season, but it didn’t seem to be the case. Bood had walked right up to Ilya, introduced himself, shaken hands, and clapped him on the shoulder.
“It’s wild to have you here, man, we’re pretty hyped. What brings you to Ottawa?” Bood asked, expression open and welcoming. Ilya’s radar did not ping danger, and so he poked a toe tentatively over the line, watching Bood’s face carefully.
“Ah, I am keeping things quiet for right now, but I moved here for my partner,” he said, giving him a partial truth in a voice low enough to slide beneath the general din of the room.
Bood nodded, his bright smile settling into something softer and more real. “That’s great, man, glad to hear you have someone. I can keep it quiet. I hope we get to meet them someday, though.”
Ilya noted the neutral pronoun and felt his heart lift. A green flag on day one. Maybe it really would be okay here. He marked Bood as a potential ally to watch and gave the younger man a little half-smile.
“Later this year, I hope,” Ilya said, then turned to greet the next person who approached him. He went on like that, shaking hands with most of the established guys, exchanging nods with the awestruck prospects, but swallowing down the temptation to make any further revelations. Instead, he settled in to change, listening closely to the conversation around him for clues about the men he’d be sharing a team with for the foreseeable future. 
It didn’t take long for the topic he’d been dreading to come up. One of the defenseman he’d just met, Nick Chouinard, gave a dramatic pained moan loud enough to be heard over the music and chatter.
“Can you believe our rotten fucking luck, though?” he was in the middle of saying to Dykstra. “First game of the regular season, our home opener, against the fucking Admirals. Am I right, Roz?”
Ilya tensed at being drawn into the conversation, especially this conversation.
“What do you mean?” he asked, bracing for something homophobic about Scott Hunter. 
Chouinard snorted. “Starting off the year playing last season’s cup winner? That’s fuckin’ rough, man. At least it’s not in their barn.”
A general groan went through the room.
“Too right, brother,” Dykstra said. “We should invite Scott Hunter out for a drink after, though. Can’t imagine it’s going to be an easy season for him.”
Several guys nodded or murmured in agreement, and Ilya saw his opportunity. He was new in the locker room, but he was also Ilya fucking Rozanov, cup winner and generational talent. He had sway. He could help set the tone here.
“You should invite Vaughn, too. He is good guy. Then Hunter won’t feel singled out,” Ilya added. “The elderly can be so skittish, you know.”
That got some laughs. He decided to nudge a bit more.
“Though maybe we should introduce him to some men his own age,” Ilya continued. “His boyfriend is way too young and hot to be locked down by dinosaur.”
“Isn’t he only like three years older than you?” Bood shot back with a laugh.
Ilya scoffed. “Absolutely not. Scott Hunter was alive for the moon landing. Scott Hunter lived through the last ice age. He should be dating someone of his own generation, like World War II veteran.”
That got a real laugh out of most of the guys. There was a contingent of vets nearing retirement in one corner who seemed distinctly out of step with the broader team culture, but they stayed quiet and kept mostly to themselves. Ilya mentally marked them as not allies, but probably harmless, while Chouinard, Dykstra, and most of the younger guys got tentative green flags. By the time they were all changed and dispersed for their various fitness tests and physicals, Ilya was feeling much more secure about his choice to come to Ottawa. 
 

 
Boston Boys
Marly

Hey roz
Marly

[An image of the Boston boys in distress. Cliff is on his knees, hands held to the sky, face twisted in anguish. Connors is clinging to a pillar, his cheek smashed against it, mock sobbing. St-Simon has his arms wrapped around himself, expression crumpled as he seems to rock back and forth.]
Marly

Anyway training camp is fine without you or whatever
How are the Cens?
Saint

[A gif from the Alanis Morisette video for ‘You Oughta Know.” At the bottom are the lyrics:

And I’m here to remind you

of the mess you left when you went away]
Conny

Yeah hope you’re good man
Because we are
Totally fine
Ilya

Jesus boys get it together
We are not messy exes
You never had this dick to begin with
Marly

No only your boy can handle All That
Seriously tho how are you?
Ilya

I am okay
Team seems like good people so far
They don’t call each other cocksuckers here at least
Conny

The bar is in hell
Saint

And yet, how many actually clear it?
Marly

Bleak
Ilya

Very
Are people talking about me?
Saint

Yeah man but we got it
Conny

Some people are pissed
Some are still sad
Varkov is weirdly happy
Ilya

That fucker always hated me for some reason
I think he could tell maybe
Marly

What like he’s homophobic?
Ilya

I think so
Saint

Fuck him
Conny

We’ll hide his shoes
Marly

We’ll tape his gloves together
Ilya

I love you boys
Ride at dawn
 

 
The next day, the Centaurs’ first practice was a shitshow, but Ilya had expected that. It would be a long rebuilding process, but Bood was a strong left wing who he had decent chemistry with, and Chouinard and Dykstra were an excellent defensive pair. There were some good building blocks to work with. Losing so often would be rough after taking Boston to the playoffs for so many seasons, but it would help to have The Plan as a side project, another thing to look forward to. His own personal rebuild. By the time Ilya came off the ice with the team at the end of practice, he was feeling far more optimistic than he’d expected. Before he could make it back to the locker room, though, a voice pulled him up short.
“Ilya! Do you have a minute?”
Ilya turned, finding a vaguely familiar young Black man with a neat beard and a sweet smile waiting for him. His jacket, Ilya was delighted to note, had several rainbow pins along the lapel.
“Sure,” Ilya said. “Sorry, have we met yet? My head is spinning from so many new people.”
“Not really, I was kind of in the background yesterday during all the media day craziness. I’m Harris. I just got hired this summer as a social media intern,” the man said, offering his hand for a shake.
“Is good to meet you,” Ilya said, and meant it. This was a man he needed to befriend. “I like your pins very much, especially the little rainbow hockey stick.”
Harris seemed momentarily taken aback, but then softened into a grin. “Thanks. My ex-boyfriend got me that one at an event for You Can Play last year. He kinda sucked, but the pin is cute, at least.”
“Ah, I wish I had been there to get one,” Ilya said. There, that was vague enough, right? He could just be an ally, but it also planted the seeds for more down the road, if he chose. “You needed something, or were just saying hi?”
“Oh, right! I was wondering if we could film another short video for our socials before you head out today. Sorry we didn’t get to it on media day,” Harris said with a wince. “Nothing big or embarrassing, and nothing you aren’t comfortable with. Just a quick welcome to the team Q&A. Would that be alright?”
“Oh, Harris, you will find that I love to be the center of attention. Yes, I will do this,” Ilya said, grinning. “Let me shower and change, then… do you have an office?”
“Yeah, I share with the real social media guy, but I’ll just meet you in the media room. That work?”
Ilya nodded. “I will see you soon, then, Harris. Us new guys must stick together, yes?”
“Right,” Harris said faintly, studying Ilya as if he were a particularly intriguing puzzle. Ilya walked away before he could burst, revealing more than he should to this man who he had just met, who was still a relative stranger. Still, only his first week and he’d met an out and proud gay man who had no issues walking the halls of the Censplex with rainbow pins on, talking about an ex-boyfriend. A good sign on top of all the other good signs he’d observed.  
Ilya felt sure he’d have someone to tell before too long.
 

 
[The video opens with Ilya sitting in front of an Ottawa Centaurs logo backdrop, as seen in the background of every press conference ever. He’s in street clothes, his hair still damp from the shower.]
Ilya: Hi, I’m Ilya Rozanov, and I am the captain of the Ottawa Centaurs for the 2017–2018 season!
Harris (off-screen): We’re so excited to have you here, Ilya, and even more excited that you’ve already signed an extension with the Cens. I know there’s one big question on everyone’s mind: What brings you to Ottawa?
Ilya: Ah, mysterious personal reasons to be revealed at a later date. [He winks.] I loved my time in Boston and will always be grateful to them, but I am looking forward to bringing Ottawa back to the playoffs.
Harris (off-screen): What’s the best thing about Ottawa so far?
Ilya: Mm, it’s only been two days, but I think I am really going to like the guys on this team. Is such positive room, you know? Good vibe. I think we will play some very good hockey together.
Harris (off-screen): I couldn’t agree more. And last, what team are you most looking forward to playing this season?
Ilya: Oh, is always Montreal. Wherever Shane Hollander is, that will always be my favorite. There is no one I like to beat more than him.
Harris (off-screen): And it makes for very entertaining hockey for the rest of us! Thanks, Ilya, we’re glad to have you in Ottawa.
Ilya: Very glad to be here. [He smiles, and it’s genuine, no fierce Russian asshole mask in sight.]
[The video ends.]
-----
hollanova: “mysterious personal reasons” eh?
     ↪  pucksinnetsplz: I thought he said it was because he “wanted a new challenge”
     ↪  thetrapezoid: he also said it was bc he had “a thing for loons”
     ↪  cozywithrozy: my personal favorite was “I’m entering my canadian era”
     ↪  putmeinthesinbin: at least this promises we’ll eventually know the real reason. For his sake I hope it’s something that will satisfy the bloodthirsty boston fans
     ↪  bostonbb81: nothing will ever slake our thirst for his traitor blood
     ↪  putmeinthesinbin: whoa uh… ok
 

 
Shane’s training camp experience started out very differently from Ilya’s. He, Hayden, and JJ all walked into the locker room together on the first day back, laughing and jostling each other, ready to greet the new guys and submit themselves to being poked and prodded by trainers and doctors. Instead, they were almost immediately called out by Comeau.
“Yo, what the fuck is with you traitors hanging out with guys from Boston this summer?” he shouted across the locker room. “Fucking Rozanov, really?”
Yes, I am fucking Rozanov, really, Shane’s mind provided hysterically, but he quickly discarded the thought. Moments like this were exactly why his mother had insisted on new media training, aided by Rose.
“Start laying the groundwork,” his mother had said. “Defusing the hostility toward Ilya now will make things much easier in a year when you come out. Slow steps.”
Rose had given him a brilliant rule to live by. “You’re a little bit of a bitch, Hollander, and it’s okay to let it out some. Think of what the old polished Shane would say. Then, think of what Ilya would say. Now, meet in the middle. There’s your new answer.”
Shane pasted on an amused smirk and raised his eyebrows. 
“Wow. Welcome back, Comeau, hope you had a nice summer. I did too, thanks for asking,” Shane said, laying on the sarcasm thick. “What, none of you have friends on other teams? That’s kind of fucking sad.”
Comeau blinked, clearly taken aback by the slightly sharper version of Shane. “Yeah, but it’s Boston.”
“And when we’re on the ice, I’ll fucking destroy them,” Shane shot back, ripping his shirt over his head to start changing. “In between games, though? Who cares?”
Drapeau frowned. “I thought you hated Rozanov.”
“When did I ever say that?” Shane asked, yanking down his compression top. “I fucking hate losing to him, but we’ve known each other since we were seventeen. Yeah, we’re friends. Don’t tell me you actually fall for his ragebait bullshit.”
That little jab had been his mom’s idea. She’d felt a little stupid for falling for Ilya’s whole asshole persona after getting to know him, and there was no better way to get to his teammates than to suggest they’d let Ilya Rozanov get under their skin.
“It is true,” JJ chimed in as he chucked his hat into his stall. “I couldn’t believe it myself, but Rozanov is actually a good guy. Weirded me out at first. Right, Pike?”
Hayden visibly steeled himself. “Weird is definitely the word for it. But yeah, he’s… fine. And the other Boston guys, too. I know Connors from juniors.”
Mitty nodded from his sprawled stretching position on the ground. “I played juniors with St-Simon. Really legit guy.”
Comeau made a face and waved all the comments away. “Okay, that’s enough of the Boston love fest. It’s still weird.”
“Aww, it’s okay,” Shane cooed. “I know you’ll make friends one day, Gil.”
Mitty raised an eyebrow, studying Shane with that weirdly perceptive goalie stare. “You came back from the summer a little bitchy. It suits you.”
Shane shrugged. “Decided to give fewer fucks this year. Censoring myself all the time is fucking annoying.”
“Hell yeah, brother,” Andropov said, offering a fistbump.
Comeau, pathologically incapable of not being an asshole, sneered at Shane. “Aren’t you going to get in trouble with your mommy?”
Shane snorted. “We’ve agreed to a ‘shift in my public branding’ this season.”
Hayden clapped Shane on the shoulder. “Can’t wait for the media to get to see a bit of the real you. It’s gonna be funny as fuck.”
“A kind and generous soul… who is also a bit of a snarky asshole,” JJ said with a hand over his heart.
Shane held his arms out wide. “I contain multitudes.”
Comeau, however, just couldn’t let things go.
“Rozanov, though,” he said, incredulous.
Shane grinned. “Don’t worry, Gil, I’ll call him and let him know you’re obsessed with him.”
“You call him?” Comeau said, horrified.
“No, I exclusively send him notes by carrier pigeon,” Shane said like ‘duh, obviously’. “‘Dear Rozanov, will you hang out with me? Check yes or no.’”
That one was a bit riskier, but it drew the laughs he’d hoped for and, best of all, made Gilbert Comeau flush like an angry middle schooler. Perfect. Another bit of his mom’s advice implemented: Find the biggest asshole on the team and take him down a peg. A captain’s job is to set the tone of the room. 
Rose had added on to that one, too: Assert your dominance, but with humor instead of chest-thumping. Don’t let him get his claws into those impressionable rookies. Day one: It’s your room.
This was his room. And so far, he thought he’d nailed it.
 

 
Shane’s first opportunity to speak to the press came the following day, when their practice was open to the public. He was herded to the media room after the afternoon session, where half a dozen mics and phones were shoved in his face. Despite the new training, he found himself more nervous than he’d been for media availability in years. He and Ilya’s friendship was out there now, and the fear that they would figure out the rest of it somehow was front and center.
His mother, of course, had a strategy for everything. “If someone speculates about your relationship, just avoid and deflect. Turn the conversation back toward hockey, or answer a slightly different question from the one they actually asked. You don’t want to deny, because then you’ll look like a liar later. If something actually leaks, then the party line is: ‘Yeah, so what? It’s not a secret, we’re just private people.’ Deny them the ability to make it a scandal.”
It was unlikely it would come up, but he was ready if it did. And in the meantime, he had instructions for starting to shift he and Ilya’s narrative. An attractive dark-haired man to his left kicked off the questions.
“Shane, first day back on the ice! How is it feeling after being out for the end of last season due to injury?”
Shane put on his new media smile—a little less polished, a little more natural—and dove in. “Feels great, I definitely missed it. I’m back at a hundred percent for the new season and ready to work hard.”
Normal so far. Easy question. He answered a few more softballs about some of the team’s struggles from last year and hopes for the coming season (a cup, obviously), and then his first opportunity arose.
“What team are you looking forward to facing the most this season?”
Shane grinned. “Oh, it’s gotta be Boston, right? I mean, I look forward to the challenge of the Admirals, always good to test yourself against the recent cup winner, but Boston versus Montreal is always going to have that extra bit of edge.”
The reporter pounced on the golden thread he’d dangled for him. “I thought you were friends with Boston players now, though?”
Shane smiled, shark-like. “Yeah, but that’s off the ice. On the ice, they’re Boston. It’s totally different.” He let his grin turn wry. “Look, in this league guys get moved around all the time. We’ve all got friends on other teams. Like, now that Rozanov is in Ottawa, I think Ottawa games are about to become a new favorite.”
“So you and Rozanov’s friendship doesn’t dampen the rivalry?” 
Shane mentally thanked the reporter for the easy opportunity. “Ha, definitely not. We’ve always been friends, and I’ve always loved annihilating him on the ice. That won’t change just because he’s on a new team. He’s my favorite person to play against and my favorite person to beat into the ground."
“He said something similar about you in a video the Centaurs just posted,” the reporter said.
Shane snorted. “I’m not surprised. I think the world might stop turning if Rozanov quit mouthing off.”
That drew a chuckle from the assembled journalists, and he could tell they were pleased. In the past, he'd rarely played into the rivalry at all during media, and certainly not to the degree that Ilya did. This was like a treat for them: he’d given them the pill of he and Ilya’s “friendship” and wrapped it in a layer of what they really wanted, that competitive fire between rivals. His mother had emphasized that he needed to walk a careful line—he couldn’t get away with the same shit a white man like Ilya could without repercussions—but Shane felt good about where he’d ended up. A little less polish, a little more personality, just like they’d planned. He felt like a real human in a way he hadn’t in a long time.
And then, finally, the topic he’d been most dreading came up.
“Shane, what’s it going to be like facing off against Scott Hunter this year?”
It sounded innocuous, but Shane knew what they were really getting after. He denied them. “Like I said earlier, it’s always a good test for the team to play against last year’s cup winner. We’ll see if winning has made them complacent or if they still have the fire this year.”
“Right, but is it going to be different facing off with Scott Hunter specifically this year?”
Time to roll out one of his favorite pieces of advice from his training with Rose and his mother: Let the homophobes bury themselves.
“I don’t understand. Why would anything be different?”
And he blinked innocently, staring the man down, letting the silence fill the room with no desire to break it. 
Eventually, another reporter broke through the awkwardness with a different question. Shane answered it cheerfully as if nothing had happened. Secretly, something in Shane’s chest purred in satisfaction. This was actually… kind of fun. 
The new Shane Hollander was going to have a very good season. Assuming his team didn’t hate him in two weeks.
Two weeks, and he'd be out to twenty-three more people.
His smile slipped, just for a moment, but he caught it, and pushed through.
Shane Hollander would always push through.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    If you liked Ilya’s instagram live last chapter, I have a whole fic of the guys chaotically coming out via instagram lives: Ilya Rozanov is Now Live. Enjoy!


  


      

  












      Chapter 6: Deadlines
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya decides to trust. Shane comes out to his team.



    Chapter Notes

      Previously On: The boys, in collaboration with Yuna, have a new post-cottage plan to get them happy, safe, and out in just a year or two. They’ve come out to their friends, Ilya has traded to the Centaurs, and Shane has started therapy. In the last chapter, Shane’s therapist pitched an alternate coming out plan, both boys started training camp, Ilya felt out his safety in Ottawa (and met Harris!), and Shane gave his team a taste of his new confident, give-no-fucks attitude.
A/N: This is the second chapter this week, so make sure you caught Sunday's update!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






   
Ilya received his official invitation to apply for permanent residence just before the end of the preseason, about a month after submitting all his initial information through the Express Entry program. Thanks to the fancy immigration consultant Yuna had hired, Ilya was already prepped and ready, and he had his PR application submitted on the day of their last preseason matchup at home versus Montreal. Now, the real waiting would begin, interspersed with annoying menial tasks to keep the process moving. Ilya vowed to stay on top of it all, though; the sooner he did his parts, the sooner he’d have his PR, and the sooner he’d be safe if he and Shane were outed.
And the sooner they could choose to come out on their own terms.
Ilya celebrated the process being officially underway by fucking Shane fast and hard against the door of his new house in Ottawa, shortly after a preseason game neither of them had played in. Their bodies were fresh and unbruised, their energy undepleted, and they made the most of it, eventually moving round two to the bedroom, and then round three to the shower. Laying in bed afterward, Ilya pillowed his head on Shane’s chest and nuzzled in until Shane relented and put a hand in his curls. He rubbed one hand up and down Shane’s thigh—god, his fucking thighs, he wanted to be absolutely crushed by them—and let his mind drift.
“I think I want to come out to Harris,” he murmured after a bit, as surprised to hear the words as Shane seemed to be. Shane’s hand paused in his hair.
“It’s only been two weeks. You trust him already?”
“I know is fast,” Ilya said, the feeling of surety solidifying in his mind even as he spoke. “But he is gay, and very kind, and has talked to me about a guy he is seeing. I have already sort of tested the waters. I think…”
Ilya paused and considered. “I know is partly just that I am missing my Boston boys, how well they know me. I just want to be known here, at least a little. And if he spreads rumor, well, is only rumor, and will be confirmed eventually anyway.” He shrugged. “I do not think he will, though, with this sort of secret. You know I am good at reading people. He is walking green flag.”
The corner of Shane’s mouth turned up, and he leaned in to press a sweet kiss to Ilya’s lips. “You’re right, it’s scary how good you are at reading people. Me included. If you think he’s safe, then I trust you.”
“Thank you, sweetheart,” Ilya said, back to rubbing his cheek against Shane’s bare pec. “To be clear, I am just telling him about me, not about you. That will take more time, to trust him with that.”
“I know,” Shane said. His hand went back to work in Ilya’s hair. “I’m sure we’ll be able to bring him into The Plan eventually, though. I really do want you to have someone there who’s in on it who doesn’t live so far away.”
“I think Harris will be the guy,” Ilya said with certainty. “I think Bood will be, too, but he’s not literally walking around with rainbow pins talking about the guys he fucks, so I will take my time there.”
Shane gave a thoughtful hum. “You said your guys were talking about inviting Scott Hunter out. Should we… tell him? I don’t know if he can actually help, but…”
Ilya sat up, suddenly alert. “Oh, please, please let me tell him. I want to do it. Let me, please, Shane.”
“Okay, okay,” Shane said with a laugh. “You menace. Try not to traumatize him, or be too much of a dick. He might think you’re just fucking with him otherwise.”
Ilya slapped a hand over his heart. “I promise. I will do so good. Though maybe we should have nurse on standby. Might be too much for his aging heart.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Have fun, tell me how it goes. With Scott and with Harris.”
Ilya flopped back on the bed and grinned up at the ceiling. “Wow. Soon you will be out to your team, and I will be out to Harris, and we will both be out to the gay messiah of hockey. And my PR stuff is processing.” 
He paused, trying to wrangle his feelings into some kind of order, but all he could manage was: “Things are happening.”
Shane smiled softly, drawing Ilya down for another gentle kiss. “Yeah. Things are happening.”
 

 
It was the Monday before the start of the regular season, and that meant the roster was officially set. Shane’s deadline had arrived.
It was time to make good on his promise to come out to his team.
He’d had a therapy appointment a few days earlier to prepare. He had one scheduled for that evening to process whatever happened. He had prepped JJ and Hayden for their roles in it. He was as ready as he could be. 
He felt a little like throwing up.
Shane arrived to practice only a little later than his usual time, making sure he’d still be in the locker room once everyone was there getting changed instead of getting out on the ice early as was his habit. JJ arrived soon after him, slapping him on the shoulder as he walked over to his stall. He shot a quick raised eyebrow at Shane as if to say “Ready?” Shane gave a tiny half nod, and JJ turned out toward the rest of the room, arms spread wide. 
“Hello, hello, everyone, let’s look a little less like the walking dead today, yes?” JJ called out, loud and clear above the general locker room chatter. He received a chorus of groans in return, as his forceful brand of cheer often prompted in the mornings. “Ah, fuck all of you. Andy, you manage to seal the deal with that girl last night? Things were looking good when I left!”
Andropov grinned and ducked his head. “You know I did. Had a good night.”
“Eyyy, there he is! I hope she is your future wife,” JJ said, shoving Andropov playfully before turning to Shane. “What about you, capitaine? You got out of here in a hurry yesterday. You meet up with your ridiculously hot boyfriend?”
“Don’t call him that,” Hayden said with a groan.
Shane laughed, at least sixty percent out of nerves, his throat feeling weirdly sticky and thick. “I did. He says hi.”
“Good to know he is alive, after the way you guys dropped off the face of the earth at the end of the summer,” JJ said, getting changed as if this conversation were absolutely nothing out of the ordinary.
Shane shrugged. “Things got chaotic. He’s—”
“Wait, hold on,” Comeau said, loud and clear.
Here we go, Shane thought. Of course there had been a part of him that had hoped no one would react to JJ's boyfriend comment, that he would just be out and everything would be fine, even ignored. It was never the most likely outcome, though. He summoned up every bit of his new “confident gay man who doesn’t give a fuck” attitude and braced himself.
Comeau played his part exactly as expected, staring down Shane with a sort of shocked, disgusted look. “Are you fucking gay?”
“Yeah?” Shane said, furrowing his brow. “So?”
Comeau sputtered. “So? You kept it quiet all this time, why the fuck do we have to know about it now?”
Not the route Shane had expected him to take, but fuck it, Shane was ready, the anger he’d unlocked in that first therapy session swelling and cresting high in his chest. He turned to face Comeau and rolled his eyes. 
“So glad you asked. Not that I need to justify it to you, but I have a whole fucking list,” he said in a fake pleasant voice. He held up one finger. “One, so you assholes will stop pressuring me to pick up girls when we go out. It’s fucking annoying.”
He raised a second finger. “Two, so you’ll all stop trying to set me up with every girl you know. It’s fucking annoying.” A third finger. “Three, so I don’t have to sneak around and hide the fact that I have a boyfriend. Can you guess how I feel about it?”
“It’s fucking annoying?” one of the rookies suggested.
“I knew you were the smart one,” Shane said, shooting the kid a tight smile, then he raised a fourth finger, his heart racing. “And four, it’s fucking exhausting trying to hide it all the time. Am I laughing at the right jokes? Was that comment I made too gay? Am I standing right? Am I acting right? Can they tell? Fuck. Can you imagine how good my hockey could be if I wasn’t so fucking exhausted all the time?”
Shane let his hands fall to his sides, looking around the room, forcing himself to meet gazes where he could. “I am always looking for ways to improve as a player, and this is the best thing I can think of to push myself to the next level, to put this giant fucking burden down and just focus on the game. It’s not a big fucking deal unless you make it one.”
That seemed to land with all the weight he’d intended. Some of the really religious guys had turned away, shaking their heads, but most of the room was still listening. He took a breath in through his nose and brought it home. “I would appreciate it if you all could keep this to yourselves, just for now. I’m going to come out publicly this season, but I need to take care of a few things first, so just give me time before you tell all your friends on other teams. Can you do that for me?”
A general murmur of agreement went through the room. Drapeau and Comeau exchanged a look.
“Okay, maybe I get why you have to stop hiding it with us here, if it’s about hockey,” Drapeau said. “But why do you have to tell the whole fucking world? It’s going to be a giant shit show and everyone will be looking at this team because of it, just like they are with the Admirals this year.”
Shane’s unearthed anger surged again. It was a relief, in some ways, to embrace the anger instead of being so fucking scared all the time, but he needed to not lose it on his teammates when things were actually going pretty well.
“Come on, man, I know you’re smarter than that,” Shane said, shaking his head. “It’s the same fucking reason. Hiding is exhausting out there, too. Constantly worrying about getting photographed somewhere with my boyfriend. Constantly worrying someone will notice where I’m always going and put it together. Not to mention the fact that I don’t want to fucking marry him while keeping him a secret. It’s not fair to either of us. We want to be able to have a wedding where people don’t have to sign NDAs at the door.”
Hayden, who was supposed to be helping by interjecting supportive comments, instead made a strangled sort of noise. JJ’s eyes went wide. 
“Tabarnak, capitaine. I knew you guys were all in love and shit, but I didn’t realize you were there.”
Shane felt himself flushing, but pushed on. “Anyway, that’s it. If you have a problem, I suggest you get over it. I love Montreal and I love this team, but I can always waive my NMC if it gets shitty here. So you all have to decide: Would you like to play with me or against me? Your choice.”
“Oh, fuck no,” Mitty said, face falling in horror. Shane smirked. He loved being every goalie’s worst nightmare, even when they were on his own team.
“It’s up to you guys,” he said with a shrug. “Figure it out amongst yourselves. I’m not the one with a problem here. Let me know if you need to talk something out. Does anyone have anything else they need to air with the group?”
Berkes cleared his throat and looked visibly uncomfortable when every eye turned to him. “I’m not trying to be an ass or anything, we’re cool and all, I just think some guys might be wondering. How do we know you aren’t like… looking at us?”
Shane recoiled in such obvious disgust that several of the guys laughed. Shane found plenty of men attractive, but these guys?
“Besides the fact that I’m a fucking professional with like… integrity?” Shane said. “And the fact that I don’t want to get hate crimed? And the fact that I have standards?”
Hayden scoffed, shaking his head. “I hate to say it, but you haven’t seen his fucking boyfriend, man, or you wouldn’t even be asking.”
Hayden, finally coming in with something useful. JJ barked a laugh. 
“Seriously, guy looks like a fucking Greek statue,” he said. “And if the rumors about what he’s packing are true…”
“Oh, they’re true. Trust me, you all have nothing to worry about,” Shane said. “Anything else? Can we play some fucking hockey now? We do actually have practice in five minutes.”
No one else said a word.
“Great, good talk,” Shane said, and plopped down on the bench to put on his skates, pretending his heart wasn’t racing like he’d just finished a record-length shift on the ice. There was a long silence, then one of the younger guys tentatively spoke up.
“Do we get to know his name?”
Shane looked up with a little half-smile, grateful for such a sweet question. “It’s not safe for him to be out yet, but I’ll tell you guys once it is.”
“How long have you been together?” asked Andropov.
“Yeah, Shane, tell them how long,” Hayden said, goading.
“Fuck off,” Shane said, yanking his laces too tight. He’d have to redo it now. “We were messy as fuck for like six and a half years until we finally started getting our shit together in January. It’s been a long fucking time.”
“Holy shit,” one of the rookies said, then shrank in on himself when everyone looked at him. “Sorry, that’s just… a really long time to have to hide someone.”
“Like I said. Exhausting,” Shane said, then shoved on his gloves, grabbed his stick, and headed for the tunnel. “See you on the ice.”
 

 
Practice was… fine, actually. With Theriault barking orders at them, it was easy to slip into their usual rhythm as a team, running drills and ending with a scrimmage that had Shane feeling almost normal by the end. Things were so normal that he’d nearly forgotten about the whole thing until Theriault poked his head into the locker room and barked his name.
“Conference room one in five minutes,” he snapped, then left before Shane could reply. Hayden shot him a worried look, but he just waved it away. He’d expected this, too, and he was trained for it: Record the conversation. Don’t lie, but tell them only what they specifically ask you and nothing more. Bring it back to hockey.
Shane washed as fast as he could in showers that seemed only somewhat less full than normal, then threw on his clothes and grabbed his phone. He started recording before he even got into the room, carefully laying the phone face down on the table as he sat. Across from him were Coach Theriault and the GM.
Okay, this was fine. This was expected. He could do this.
“Hi,” Shane said, pleased with how even his voice came out.
“Hollander,” the GM began. “Do you know why you’re here?”
“Not really,” Shane said. Don’t give them an inch. Don’t act guilty, because you aren’t. You’ve done nothing wrong.
The GM glanced over at Theriault, then back to Shane. “We heard that you, uh… came out to the team today.”
Shane shrugged. “One of my good friends mentioned my boyfriend in passing, and it led to a discussion, yeah.”
Theriault’s nostrils flared as he visibly kept himself under control. “You didn’t think you should tell management first?”
Shane furrowed his brows in pretend confusion. “I didn’t think management had any interest in who players date. It has nothing to do with hockey.”
There was a long, tense silence. Shane was beginning to like these silences. They sounded like homophobes drowning.
Finally, Theriault snapped. “Is it another player?”
Shane controlled his reaction, but only barely. Well, fuck. He couldn’t lie, and refusing to say was as good as confirmation anyway.
“Yes,” he answered.
“And you don’t think that’s a conflict of interest?” the GM asked, with much less overt hostility.
Shane played up his confusion again. “Guys play against their brothers, cousins, and friends all the time. It’s no different.”
“Who is it? Is it one of those Boston guys?” Theriault demanded.
This was a line Shane would not cross. He shook his head. “I’m not going to name him right now. Once it’s safe for him to be out, I’ll tell you.”
“That’s not good enough,” Theriault snarled.
“It’ll have to be,” Shane said simply.
Theriault looked like he was about to go nuclear. “How do we know you aren’t throwing matches for him?”
Shane scoffed, insulted. “By looking at my stats? By looking at our two cups?”
The GM shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “You were seeing this guy through those two cup runs?”
“Yes,” Shane said, biting his tongue to prevent himself from elaborating further. This was starting to spiral out of control. He needed to end it. “If you want to talk about this any further, or again in the future, please go through my agent. Unless you have an immediate concern that needs to be addressed, or something that’s related to actual hockey, I’m going to go ahead and go.”
Theriault puffed up, his face going red, but the GM lifted a hand to forestall him.
“Go ahead, Hollander,” he said, sounding tired. 
Shane gave them a nod and slid his phone carefully off the table, slipping it into his pocket. Once he was out in the hallway and around the corner, he stopped the recording and immediately emailed it to his mother, Farah, and Ilya, following it up with a text to each of them to look for it. Ilya replied back right away.
 
Lily

You are okay??
I will listen right now
Shane

Yeah, I’m okay. Coming out to the guys wasn’t bad.
I’ll tell you about it later.
Lily

Okay sweetheart
You are very brave
How does it feel to be out?
 
Shane walked back into the locker room, where a few guys were still lingering. No one gave him weird looks. No one said a damn thing other than “later, Hollzy,” and “See you tomorrow,” and the like. No awkwardness. Comeau and Drapeau were already gone, and that was probably where the biggest problems would lie, but if the rest of the room fell in line, they would probably keep their mouths shut.
Time would tell. Probably each new day in the locker room would slide things a little bit back toward normal. Every time Shane mentioned his boyfriend there would be a momentary hiccup, but the room would move on. Eventually it would become ordinary. They’d probably have to start all over again with the Ilya reveal, but for now… he was out.
How does it feel to be out?
 
Shane

Too much for text I think
Better over the phone
After an hour of therapy to figure out what the fuck I’m feeling
But I think it’s good
Lily

Okay
Gonna be at the BoodBQ this evening but I’ll call after
Shane

You coming out to Harris tonight, then?
Lily

Yes I think so
Will let you know how it goes
I love you
Shane

I love you too.
So much.
 
Two hours later, he received an email from Farah.
 
Hey Shane,
You did great. I got together with one of the agency’s lawyers and we sent a little note to the MTL management about that conversation. Pretty sure we’ve got them spooked. They should leave you alone. I’ve got something in the works that should help when your partner’s identity comes to light. More soon.
Best,

Farah
 
He shot back a quick thank you email and pulled up Skype to get ready for his therapy appointment. He hoped Matt was ready for a deluge. 
Today was going to be a lot.
 

 
It was a good thing Yuna had been so persistent about making team meetups part of The Plan, because Ilya found himself sorely tempted to skip the end-of-preseason BoodBQ. All he wanted was to drive straight to Montreal and spend the night holding Shane in his arms, praising him for his bravery. And yet, Yuna’s voice was insistent in his ear; he needed to make connections, feel out the team, find who he could trust… and today, he needed to come out to Harris.
Harris provided a double opportunity, actually. As Ilya loaded up his plate and happily scarfed—after a lesson learned the hard way—the most mildly spiced of Bood’s incredible barbecued chicken, he casually observed Harris as he moved through the party wearing his jacket with the pins. Once he knew what to look for, it was easy to spot the patterns. Harris gave friendly but distant nods to some of the older, soon-to-be retired guys on the team, but eagerly dove into conversations with most of the younger guys, seeming completely comfortable with Bood, Dykstra, Chouinard, and Dillon. He fell in with a few of the WAGs, too, chatting happily and talking up his family’s apples and cider. Ilya perked up when he heard Harris’s conversation turn to dogs.
“You have dogs?” Ilya said, immediately abandoning his quest for more chicken in favor of Harris. “Show me, show me.”
“Oh, here we go,” Cassie Boodram said, slowly backing away. “I’ll just leave you to it.”
She disappeared, chuckling fondly, leaving them alone in a back corner of the yard by the food table and pressed together at the shoulder while Harris flipped through an album of dog photos.
“So, my parents have three dogs, but also kind of a rotating door of fosters,” he said, lingering over each photo so Ilya could coo.
“They are all so good. I want to pet them all,” Ilya said, his night instantly improved. A sudden look of disgust crossed Harris’s face, and he lowered his phone with a flat look. Ilya scented gossip on the breeze.
“You know that guy I’ve been on like two dates with?” Ilya nodded, and Harris continued. “Well, when I told him how many dogs my family has he said, and I quote: ‘Ew, gross.’”
Ilya gasped dramatically. “You must dump his ass immediately.”
“Already done. I could never,” Harris said, solemn. “No dick is worth putting up with a psychopath.”
“Exactly,” Ilya agreed, feeling his opening in the conversation arrive. Now. He should say it now.
“You would like my boyfriend very much, I think,” Ilya said, darting a quick look at Harris to catch his startled reaction. “He is such a perfect good boy on the outside, but secretly very bitchy and funny. I think you would bring it out in him.” 
Harris barked a laugh, clapping Ilya on the shoulder. “Well I hope to meet him sometime. He sounds like fun.” 
“Yes, you will meet him. One day,” Ilya said, keeping his voice low, heart tumbling wildly against his ribs. “For now it is a secret, okay? Not for long. Just for now.”
“Of course. Thank you for trusting me,” Harris said, then looked out over the rest of the assembled team, still feasting on Bood and Cassie’s offerings and wrapped up in lively conversation. “Sometimes they have smaller ones of these where it’s just the core of the team, plus me for some reason, without any of the… more questionable guys who are on the way out. There have only been a few since I was hired in June, but I think it would be safe, if you wanted to bring him sometime.”
That was good to know. Impossible for the time being, but still, it checked out with Ilya’s read of the situation. “It is probably a ways off, but I will definitely bring him one day. It is just… complicated. Because of who he is.”
“Oh, is he famous?”
Ilya snorted. “Yes, especially among this crowd.”
Harris’s eyes went wide. “Is he another hockey player?”
“I will answer no more questions,” Ilya said, miming zipping his lips. “You are too smart, you will figure it out and I will be in trouble.”
“Okay, okay, I’ll stop,” Harris promised, hand raised in oath. “I swear, though, if you ever want someone safe to tell about him, I’m here for you. I won’t tell a soul.”
Ilya smiled. “I believe that. Maybe soon. I will have to check with him. But we have built a sort of… team. Of people who know and are helping us. We have this big plan to come out, but I have to get my permanent residency first. Russian, you know.”
Harris winced. “Ah, yeah, that sucks. Well, for what it’s worth, I would love to join your team. I can help with social media strategy or something, or just be a safe person for you to talk to here. Whatever you need.”
“Thank you, Harris. I really appreciate it,” Ilya said, and truly meant it. “Maybe you can help me figure out who else here might be safe to talk to?”
Harris bloomed with a genuine smile. “Honestly, this team is great overall. I haven’t been here much longer than you have, but I’m obviously, you know, out in a way that’s hard to miss. No one has been anything less than polite and respectful, and most of the guys are actively welcoming and kind. I really think we’ve landed in a safe place, you know?”
Ilya really wanted to believe it. “It is different when you share showers and a locker room with them, I think. But maybe you are right.”
Harris bumped their shoulders together. “And hey, if you ever need someone to gush about your boyfriend to—anonymously, of course!—then I’m here, okay? Let’s be friends. Give me your phone, you need my number.”
“Yes. Friends,” Ilya agreed, handing his phone over without hesitation.
Ilya forced himself to stay at the party until all of the outliers had gone, leaving only Bood, Dykstra, Chouinard, Dillon, and a few of the younger guys, along with their WAGs. As Harris had alluded to, the vibe did change somewhat, becoming more relaxed and open, the sort of atmosphere that only emerged among like-minded company. Ilya began to relax, too, and felt his secrets burning on the tip of his tongue, desperate to escape. Dykstra bragged about Caitlin’s work with the women’s shelter, and Ilya wanted to talk about Shane. Bood diverted all credit for the success of the party to Cassie, and Ilya wanted to talk about Shane. Harris told the group the story of the guy who hated dogs, and Ilya wanted to talk about Shane, Shane, Shane. Finally, he scratched the itch just a little bit, in the only way he could think of.
“I, ah, have phone call scheduled with my partner tonight, so I need to head home. But this was a good time,” he said, gesturing broadly to the grill, the loaded food table, the coolers and string lights and good company. “Even though you tried to kill me with your death chicken, Bood.”
“Tell them we said hi!” Caitlin said from her place on Dykstra’s lap. “It was great getting to hang out with you.”
“Yeah, really nice meeting you! We’re glad to have you here,” Cassie said, which was quickly echoed by all the others.
“I’m not sorry about the chicken, though,” Bood said, clapping him on the shoulder. “It’s a Centaurs right of passage. Also, it’s fucking delicious.”
“Because you’ve burned all your tastebuds off,” Ilya called as he left the backyard, already pulling his phone out of his pocket. He’d call Shane on the way home.
It had been a big day for them both.
 

 
That night, Ilya laid in bed staring up at the ceiling, trying not to let the darkness swallow him whole. He’d told Harris, and it had given him a brief burst of light.
But now he wanted more.
You are so greedy, Ilyusha. So selfish. Nothing is ever enough. Always you want more and more and more.
He closed his eyes and recited the steps of The Plan to himself in his mind. He thought of the confirmation email sitting in his inbox: Your application for permanent residency has been received. He thought of Shane lying in their Montreal bed, feeling new in his own skin after coming out to his whole team. He thought of Harris’s number newly saved in his phone.
Things were moving. The Plan was working.
He just needed to be patient.
He buried his face in his pillow and willed away the burning behind his eyes.
Our time will come.
Soon.
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    If you like Shane being confident in the locker room and telling his teammates to fuck off, you might enjoy my fic Shane Hollander, Pro Level Cowboy.
Re: Coming out to the team: In the books we get very little information about how Shane’s coming out went, and we have no way of knowing if he's telling the truth or downplaying. This short conversation with Rose from TLG is the most illuminating:
“Your teammates know you’re gay, though, right?”
Shane nodded.
“Anyone being an asshole about it?”
“No. I mean, I can tell some of them don’t love it, but they keep quiet about it. I don’t know if even the openly supportive guys would be okay with me and, um…y’know.”
This probably doesn’t reflect real world hockey culture (which is awful), but it’s canon to the books, so I sort of tried to strike a balance: justifying it by letting Shane’s new confidence succeed in this moment while also giving him a little direct pushback. I don’t totally know how I feel about where I ended up, but it’s done!


  


      

  












      Chapter 7: Dinosaurs and rainbows
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane and Ilya gain new supporters. The Irina Foundation is announced. Hayden maybe sucks less?



    Chapter Notes

      Previously On: The boys, in collaboration with Yuna, have a new post-cottage plan to get them happy, safe, and out in just a year or two. They’ve come out to their friends, Ilya has traded to the Centaurs, Shane has started therapy, and preseason has begun. In the last chapter, Ilya came out to Harris as bisexual (but did not mention Shane) and it went great. Shane came out to his team, and they know he has a boyfriend, just not who it is. It went… fine, actually. Pretty okay, all things considered.

A/N: If I can finish chapter 9 tonight then this might be a double update week again. Send swift writing vibes!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Scott Hunter had known he was in for a weird season, but it was only now that he was realizing exactly how many shades of weird there could be. It was their first game of the regular season and the Centaurs (who they’d trounced thoroughly even with Ilya Rozanov at the helm) had invited him, Bennett, and Vaughn out for a drink after. The bar, Monk’s, was a cozy hometown sort of place with pool tables in the back and pitchers of beer aplenty, and all but the jaded veterans of the Cens had made it out. 
They were a good group of guys, friendly, upbeat despite their loss, good sports all around. The weirdness came from the distinct odor of “look, we are allies, we won’t be weird about your whole gay thing,” but it did at least seem to be completely sincere. No one was awkward around him. No one treated him any differently. Which, unfortunately, meant that Ilya Rozanov continued to be Ilya Rozanov.
“Ah, Hunter, so glad to see your knees are still holding up after the game. Careful, Dilly, this one is a fall risk, do not bump into the elderly!”
Scott breathed a sigh heavier than the entire Admirals team combined. “Rozanov, you have got to get some new material. It’s getting sad, even for you.”
“Well, you know, I figured your memory might be starting to go, good to repeat things,” Rozanov quipped without missing a beat, and Scott grimaced. Hadn’t Rozanov’s father had dementia? Then again, if anyone were to use chirping as a coping mechanism…
“Hunter, come, let me buy you a drink,” Rozanov said, clapping him on the shoulder, which Scott didn’t love. “I have something to talk to you about.”
Oh, god, what could Ilya Rozanov have to talk about?
“You buying for me, too?” Vaughn said, sliding up to the bar next to Scott, a clear intervention. Ilya only grinned.
“Sure, sure, of course, but then I need to kidnap your captain for a brief word alone. Do not worry, I promise to have him back in time for his nightly warm milk and prunes,” he said.
“Jesus Christ,” Scott muttered, then ordered a beer when prompted. Once they both had drinks in hand, Rozanov cocked his head toward a quiet back corner of the bar, suddenly more serious. Scott followed, reluctantly curious about what could spur such a notable character change. Once they slid into the booth, Rozanov immediately chugged half his beer, then pasted on a smile Scott could not read to save his life.
“Okay, fuck. This is weirder than I thought.” Rozanov wiped his palms on his thighs, studying Scott closely. “Fuck it. I’m bisexual. Shane Hollander and I are together. It’s serious. We have a plan to come out once I have my Canadian residency. We thought we should tell you. Maybe see if you wanted to, uh, help us.”
Rozanov took another long swallow of his beer, then sat back, waiting for Scott’s reaction.
And what the fuck was Scott supposed to say to that? The bisexual part, sure, maybe he could buy that. He remembered Rozanov’s weirdly intense thank you from the Scott Hunter Night in Vegas a few months ago, and the way he danced with the men in the club. But with Hollander, his greatest rival? No. This was clearly some next level trolling.
“You’re fucking with me,” he said flatly. “When I said get some new material, I didn’t mean invent some gay hockey drama to chirp me with.”
Rozanov opened his mouth to spit a comeback, but Scott beat him to it. “You know, I really thought when you showed up at the club after the MLH awards that maybe you were at least not homophobic. Was I wrong about that?”
Rozanov’s expression fell, and his lips pressed into a thin line.
“Fuck, he told me you wouldn’t take me seriously,” he said, pulling out his phone. “Hold on, let me Facetime him, okay?”
Scott shook his head and took a sip of his beer. “What, so Hollander’s in on this with you? Never would have expected it from him.”
The Facetime call connected, and sure enough, Shane Hollander’s voice came from the phone.
“Let me guess: He didn’t believe you,” Hollander said. Rozanov scowled.
“Saying ‘I told you so’ is not a good look, Mr. Lady Byng.”
A sigh crackled over the speakers. “Maybe if you didn’t run your mouth at every single opportunity—”
Rozanov cut him off. “Sweetheart, I have a feeling you could literally bounce on my dick in front of him and he wouldn’t believe us.”
Scott choked on his beer.
“Ilya!” Shane shouted, horrified.
“We could always have a redo of All-Stars 2011 and fuck in the hotel room next to him to prove it,” Rozanov suggested, grinning as he watched for Scott’s reaction. Scott paused, thinking back to that first All-Star game with the two young upstart rookie rivals, back to grabbing his room key with a grumble and going down to the hotel bar to escape the sounds coming from the next room. His eyes widened.
“Oh my god, that was you?” he said, horrified.
“Fuck, you could hear us?” Shane said over the phone.
Ilya grinned. “See, he heard us anyway, we totally could have—”
“Do not finish that sentence,” Shane snapped. “Hey, Scott? I assume you can hear me.”
Rozanov turned the phone around so Scott could see Hollander on the screen, looking red-faced and contrite. Scott grimaced.
“Hey, Rook. So it’s true?”
Shane looked like he wanted to melt into his pillows. “God, I’m sorry, I really didn’t think you could hear us—”
“No, not that,” Scott interrupted, waving it all away before he could hear more than he wanted. “I mean, you’re really with this idiot?”
And surprisingly, Shane’s whole expression softened, his eyes relaxing, a small smile curling at the corner of his mouth.
“Yeah, that idiot’s mine,” he said. Rozanov looked utterly delighted by this, phrasing and all, looking over at the phone with a soppy expression. Shane continued. “I don’t know if he told you, but we have a plan for getting him safe from Russia and coming out, hopefully later this season. We were wondering if we could run it by you since you’ve, you know, been through it.”
Ugh. Scott was no match for Hollander’s particular brand of earnestness. This whole thing was real. Hollander and Rozanov. And Scott was disgusted to discover that he felt some kind of… protective fraternal obligation for them. Shouldn’t queer hockey players stick together and support each other? It’s definitely what Kip would say.
Scott sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. Maybe he really was getting too fucking old for this shit.
“Well, let’s hear your plan, then,” he said wearily.
 

 
The Ones Who Know
 
Scott Hunter🦖 has been added to the chat
Ilya
Everyone please welcome oldest man in hockey to the team
Do not everyone introduce yourselves, I have shared contacts
Marly
Eyyyyy welcome to the party Hunter!
Rose Landry
Ooh we are in the presence of gay hockey royalty
Sveta
Did you know these two idiots wouldn’t even be together if not for your big stunt?
Ilyusha was going to go back to Moscow to live out his own personal tragic Russian novel plotline instead of going to Shane’s cottage over the summer. Like an idiot.
They will never tell you themselves so I am ripping the bandaid off myself and giving credit where it is due
Jane
Gee thanks Sveta
Scott Hunter🦖
Glad I could help? I guess??
Better Pike
It’s so nice to meet you, Scott!
Saint
Nice win tonight, Hunter
Sorry cap
Conny
Tough way to start out the season
Ilya
I will have to get used to it
Losing so much will be hard but we lost a lot in early Boston days too
And there are some very good players here who just need more team around them
14th Best
Literally any other goalie would be a great start
Ilya
No shit
Also our fucking ancient coach needs to retire
Marly
Get him fired
Ilya
Bad idea as new guy probably
Sveta
I know some people. I will see what I can do.
I doubt I can get him gone this season, but next season, that fossil is out
Conny
You are truly frightening sometimes
JJ
But in a very appealing way
Better Pike
Oh I LIKE you
Rose Landry
Hot behavior tbh
Scott Hunter🦖
I feel like I shouldn’t be seeing this
Marly
That’s what I said when I walked in on Hollzy and Roz dry humping in the laundry room this summer
Scott Hunter🦖
Is it too late to pretend I was never here?
Scott Hunter🦖 has left the chat
Scott Hunter🦖 has been added to the chat
Scott Hunter🦖
Yeah, I thought so.
 

 
Shane felt a special sort of attachment to the Irina Foundation that was at least a teeny bit based in pride. It was the one part of their original terrible plan that had survived, his one good idea; and so, on top of all the real stuff that mattered (helping people, teaching kids, honoring Ilya’s mother), Shane felt a little flicker of self-satisfaction. See, I managed to come up with one good thing to help us! I’m helping!
Shane, his mother, and Ilya had collectively decided to announce the Foundation at an afternoon press conference before the first Montreal @ Ottawa game of the season. It was early November, and the friendship narrative was going strong thanks to some light encouragement through social media interactions both with each other and with their circle of friends. The Foundation would help further cement things, which was undeniably a good thing. Shane spent the ten minutes prior to the press conference freaking out in the bathroom anyway.
The press conference itself went off without a hitch. They managed to not make out in front of the cameras or make intense heart eyes, and the reaction from the assembled journalists was positive. According to his mom’s update over lunch immediately afterward, the website was already receiving lots of traffic and donations were pouring in, as were the email sign ups from people awaiting the launch of camp registration in the spring. People online were largely reacting with support for the Foundation, praise for their collaboration, and empathy for Ilya’s story—minus the obligatory internet assholes, of course.
But, once Shane’s mom left them so they could take their pre-game nap at Ilya’s house, Ilya seemed to collapse in on himself, growing quiet, his mouth small and tight. When they crawled into bed, alarms set so they could get to the rink on time, Ilya stared up at the ceiling with one arm slung over his head. When Shane’s kiss to his shoulder went without acknowledgement or reaction, Shane propped himself up on one arm and looked down at Ilya, laying a hand over his heart.
“Hey, are you okay? Today was kind of a lot, right?” he asked gently.
Ilya glanced over briefly, then looked back to the ceiling, sliding his hand up to thread his fingers through Shane’s. “It was a lot. I am thinking about my mother, so of course that… is what it is. But also, is something else.”
“Like what?”
Ilya shrugged. “I am trying to figure it out. I think maybe I am sad we had to hide at the press conference? I know we needed to. Things are not ready yet, but we are making progress. Many good things are happening, so I don’t know why I feel so sad sometimes.”
Shane leaned down and pressed a kiss to Ilya’s forehead, wishing it was enough to cure the sadness. If only it worked that way.
“Well, we did just launch a mental health charity, so I think it’d be stupid if I didn’t say this, but…” Shane trailed off and bit the inside of his lip, then forged ahead. “Have you considered trying therapy? It’s been really helpful for me, figuring out all kinds of shit I didn’t even know were problems. Ways I tend to think. Things I feel that I didn’t even know I was feeling. You know? A therapist might be able to help you untangle it.”
Shane could see the war play out in Ilya’s expression, his mind echoing back to their conversation weeks ago about therapy in Russia, about the stigma. Shane clamped down on the urge to keep elaborating, to convince, to provide more evidence, and just let Ilya process. He’d had a front row seat to how much it had helped Shane, so there wasn’t much he could say Ilya didn’t already know.
Ilya was silent for a long time, and when he finally spoke, his voice was quiet.
“I will think about it,” he said.
Shane gave a small, soft smile. “That’s all I ask. If you ever have any questions about it, you can ask me anytime. Also, I think you should tell Harris about us.”
That caught Ilya’s attention. He rolled his head on the pillow to face Shane, eyebrows drawn. “You do? Are you sure?”
Shane leaned in for a quick peck on the lips, then drew back. “Yeah. It’s been over a month since you came out to him and things have been fine. You guys hang out. You’re friends. You trust him, right?”
“Yes.”
“Then tell him,” Shane said with a firm nod. “If I were in your position, I think I’d be constantly in danger of exploding and coming out to someone randomly. If you feel that way at all, if that’s part of what’s making you sad, then you absolutely should talk to Harris. Even if you don’t feel that way, you deserve to have someone in the Cens organization you can talk to.”
Ilya pursed his lips, then nodded.
“Okay. I will tell him,” he said. He bumped their foreheads and asked, in a quieter voice: “Is okay that I am so sad sometimes?”
Shane leaned in for a long, slow kiss, then pulled back just far enough that their foreheads still pressed together. “I love you when you’re sad. Or happy, or messy, or chaotic, or loud, or angry, or quiet. I love all the versions of you. Okay?”
Ilya’s mouth pulled to one side in a tentative smile. “Okay.”
“And you’ll tell Harris tomorrow?” Shane prodded.
Ilya’s smile bloomed larger. “Yes, yes, I will find him tomorrow and do it. I promise.”
 

 
It turned out, Ilya didn’t need to bother. Harris found him.
Ilya was unceremoniously yanked into the empty social media office after practice the day after the Foundation announcement, slamming the door shut behind him and whirling around with manic eyes.
“So if I were to have a guess about who your boyfriend is, would you want to know? Or should I keep my big mouth shut?” Harris babbled, lips pressed together to contain his excitement.
Ilya broke into a broad grin. “Yes, you’re right.”
“I am?” Harris squeaked.
“Pretty sure, yes,” Ilya confirmed, folding his arms and leaning against the wall. Harris did a little flailing freak-out dance, then quickly collected himself and blew out a slow breath.
“Okay. So. Just to confirm.”
“Yes.”
“Your boyfriend.”
“Yes.”
“Is #1 Hottest Man in the MLH, two-time Stanley Cup winning champion Shane fucking Hollander.”
Ilya's grin impossibly broadened, his cheeks growing warm with pride. “Yes.”
Harris’s whisper-scream of “Oh my GOD!” was nearly silent and accompanied by a very funny series of little flapping hops. 
“Ilya fucking Rozanov this is the best thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life and I am two seconds away from ugly crying right now so don’t judge me,” he said, wiping away a bit of moisture that had gathered in the corner of his eye. “If you two had existed when I was a kid I would have… god, I don’t even know, it’s unfathomable. This is going to change everything. Wow. Wow wow wow. Okay. I’m cool. This is cool. I’m fine.”
“Are you?” Ilya asked, amused.
“Very,” Harris insisted. “Now look, you do not have to say yes to this, but you mentioned that you have a team helping you through coming out and all that. Can I be on it? Like, your social media advisor or something?”
Ilya pulled out his phone. “I will add you to the group chat. Shane’s mama will want to share a powerpoint presentation with you, but don’t let it scare you. I’m sure you already know most of it anyway.”
As if summoned by the mention, a text message from Yuna appeared on his screen.
 
Mama Yuna
Boys, just wanted to let you know that the stats article Farah’s PR team encouraged into existence is going live in a few minutes with links back to the Foundation. Make sure you both share it.
Jane
Got it mom, thanks
Ilya
Thank you ♥♥♥
 
Ilya smiled fondly, then looked back up at Harris. “I think we have our next social media mission. Check this out.”
 

 
The Ones Who Know
Harris🌈 has been added to the chat
Ilya
Everyone, this is my friend Harris, a social media intern for the Cens
I decided there were too many straight people in here
Needed to improve the ratio
Harris🌈
So glad to be here, all! Happy to help gay things up a bit
Jane
Hey Harris, good to meet you.
Harris🌈
Shane fucking Hollander oh my god hi
I promise to be cool about this, I will NOT be weird
Ilya
I’m sure Shane is happy to have a fellow super gay here
Jane
Do we have to do the super gay/regular gay thing every time?
Ilya
Yes
Rose Landry
Absolutely
Jane
Traitor
Rose Landry
😘
Ilya
This is important though everyone
Harris is not just here to be my gay gossip friend
He is going to help us with social media stuff for The Plan
Harris🌈
And I have a mission for you!
www.espn.com/nhl/story/…
This article about Shane and Ilya’s stats vs. each other just went live and we all need to share it widely with our support
This is a big piece of combating the eventual backlash they’ll face 
By the time they come out, we want the general attitude to be “well obviously it’s never affected their performance, we all know this”
If you have a personal anecdote to share that will strengthen the narrative, even better
Sveta
Very smart. We’re lucky to have you, Harris.
Better Pike
I can already tell you’re amazing at your job ♥
Marly
Mission accepted!
Conny
Hahaha everyone in boston has a million stories about cap wanting to massacre montreal
14th Best
Seriously this article is the least surprising thing I’ve ever read
Saint
I might have the perfect video to go with this lemme see…
Scott Hunter🦖
Smart strategy, thanks for the link
JJ
Should we all share now or space it out a little?
Harris🌈
Good question! It’d be great if everyone could share sometime in the next hour, or as soon as you’re able to. It’ll help the algorithm take it and run.
Jane
We really appreciate this Harris!
Harris🌈
Oh I’m so happy to help, believe me
Ilya
This is going to be great
I love it when the internet is about me
Jane
That makes one of us I guess.
 

 
New Analysis Finds Friendly Rivals Hollander and Rozanov Push Each Other to New Heights
Liam S. Hines and Marie Clarkson
Nov 10, 2017, 01:00 PM ET
Many sports news outlets have been baffled and concerned by the newly revealed friendship between Shane Hollander (C, Montreal Metros) and Ilya Rozanov (C, Ottawa Centaurs, recently departed from the Boston Raiders). Both men, captains of their respective teams, have been pitted against each other even before the 2009 draft, in which they were selected first (Rozanov) and second (Hollander). Their careers, now in their eighth seasons, have been marked with the league’s top honors, with the Rocket Richards Trophy in particular passed back and forth in an almost predictable rhythm. They have long been viewed as fierce competitors driven to best one another specifically year after year.
In light of the renewed interest in the Hollander-Rozanov rivalry and the public fascination with their apparently longtime friendship, our team of analysts have revisited their statistical performances over the length of their careers and come up with one undeniable fact: Hollander and Rozanov play their very best hockey against each other. 
A similar analysis was run with other top players in the league, but no other strong…
[Read More]
 
@espn
Curious how the Hollander/Rozanov friendship affects their performance on the ice? Our analysts have the data:
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
↪  @MetroGoGoGo 
 Ah, yes, I too live to beat my bestie into the ground
↪  @TooLateItsNate
Good maybe everyone will stop crying about some dudes being friends now, it’s been RIDICULOUS
↪  @BlockedShot
 This quote from Roz fuckin kills me: “What, you all do not feel most alive when you destroy your friends at video games or board games or professional hockey? We are not the same.”
 
@CliffMarly
Lol anyone who has played with either of them knew this already
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@JJDagenais 
Some of you haven’t seen the murder in @ShaneHollanderHockey’s eyes before a game against Rozanov and it shows
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@SaintVic 
Look what I found! 
[A shaky video of Roz in the locker room, fully geared up, saying “Montreal goes home crying, please, please.” Guys in the background start shouting “Let’s go, boys!” as the video tilts wildly to the floor, briefly showing skates before it cuts off.]
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@RealRoseLandry
Raise your hand if you’ve witnessed these two literally try to drown each other rather than let the other one win 🙋‍♀️
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@ScottHunterOfficial 
I’ve never been less surprised by anything ever
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@OttawaCens
Check out this incredible breakdown of our new captain @IlyaRozanov81’s performance against longtime friend and rival, @MTLMetros captain @ShaneHollanderHockey!
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@HeyItsHayden 
@ShaneHollanderHockey becomes the hockey terminator every time we play Roz. Just facts.
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@JackiePike35 
Can confirm playing board games with them is a nightmare!
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@MTLMetros
Competition breeds excellence.
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@HockeyByConnors
I have literally watched @IlyaRozanov81 text “see you after the game!” to Hollzy, then turn around and promise free drinks for anyone who blocks a Hollander shot. I don’t know what’s confusing about this to people.
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
@SvetlanaVetrova 
Yes, they are like this about everything.
www.espn.com/nhl/story/… 
 

 
Ilya
@MTLMetros
Competition breeds excellence.
www.espn.com/nhl/story/…  
Hey the metros got one thing right
I am your competition, and you are excellence
Jane
Jesus fucking christ
 

 
Four months into his weekly sessions, Shane had discovered the biggest lesson about therapy the hard way: A therapist could not solve his problems for him. He still had to do it himself.
And that sucked.
“I guess I just realized that… I don’t even know who I am without the hiding, maybe?” he was saying, hunched over his laptop at the hotel room desk in fucking Texas. “Like, do I even have a personality?” 
That was bleak. He shook his head and pushed on. “I’ve been holding myself in so tightly for so long that I almost don’t know how to act anymore now that I don’t have to.” 
Matt smiled, the warmth of it translating even over video call. “You definitely have a personality, Shane, and I do think it’s been shining through more since you came out to your team and started our work together. But it’s true that you may have missed chances to… establish yourself, I suppose? Things you might have liked but wouldn’t let yourself. Things you wanted to discuss. Things you wanted to experience. You have some lost time to make up for, and that’s okay. It means you have a lot of great opportunities ahead of you, but you’ll have to be the one to take them. How does that make you feel, to hear that?”
“Kind of… sad, I guess. Pathetic. Frustrated. Angry, as usual.” Shane paused, pressing his lips together as if trying to withhold his next words. They burst out anyway. “I just have to wonder… Do any of my friends even really like me? Do they know me? If I don’t even know me, how can they? What if they liked who I was before, and now I’m disappointing them? Or what if they were just humoring me before and now they definitely don’t like me now? Sometimes I feel like Ilya and Rose are the only people I’ve ever been real with.”
Matt settled back in his chair and let Shane’s outburst fill the space between them. After a moment, he nodded.
“It’s really hard to form genuine connections with people when you’re so focused on not letting them see you,” he acknowledged. “But was everything about you fake before? Or did they see some true things about you, too?” 
Shane thought for a moment. “I guess it wasn’t all fake, but it was all… incomplete, maybe? Like, there wasn’t a single thing about me that was one hundred percent real because I was always holding back.” He paused, his eyes widening. “Fuck, I think hiding this one big thing just sort of got me into the habit of hiding everything. I probably held back stuff that there was no point in hiding, just because it was automatic. Is that really fucked up?”
“That’s a really good insight, Shane,” Matt said, scribbling on his pad. “And I think it makes a lot of sense. Maybe between now and our next session, you can try to be extra aware of the moments where you feel like you’re holding yourself back. You don’t have to do anything about it right away, but if you feel like pushing yourself a little bit, maybe you can pause in those moments and ask: Is this a thing I want to hide?”
Shane dropped his head to one side and covered his eyes with a hand, sighing. Those were the gentle “this session is almost over so we really gotta wrap it up” words, and he hated them every time. It felt like it took most of the session just to get him opened up and talking, and by the time they were really cooking and figuring things out, it was time to go.
“Yeah, I’ll try to do that,” he said, eyes already drooping with exhaustion. He was going to crash so hard after this, and they didn’t even get a chance to talk about the thing he’d actually wanted to ask about.
“You did great today, Shane,” Matt said, setting his notepad aside. “Any last notes before we go?”
Yes, Shane said silently.
“No,” Shane said aloud. “Thanks, Matt. I’ll see you next week.”
“See you then. Be well, Shane.”
The call ended. Shane stared at the screen unseeing for a long minute, then slid down in his chair and covered his face with both hands, groaning.
So, of course, a knock came at the door. 
Shane briefly contemplated simply shouting an annoyed “WHAT?” but resisted the urge, on the off chance it was a coach or one of the rookies needing help. Instead, he dragged himself out of the chair and stumbled over to the door.
It was Hayden.
“Hey, your appointment is over now, right?” He held up a bag of takeout and a six-pack of ginger ale. “Wanna watch something terrible and zone the fuck out?”
“Fuck yes,” Shane said.
 

 
Shane found himself thoroughly unable to zone the fuck out.
He was full of delicious tandoori chicken. He was passively absorbing some wilderness survival show Hayden was obsessed with. He was mentally, spiritually, emotionally exhausted.
And yet.
“You okay over there, buddy?” Hayden finally asked, muting the TV. “You’ve been huffing and shifting around like Jackie when she’s 9 months pregnant and can’t sleep.”
Shane raised his eyebrows. “That’s the comparison you’re going with?”
“It’s accurate!” Hayden protested, shoving away the now-cold garlic naan he’d been mindlessly munching. “Is something going on? Things with Rozanov okay?”
“Just therapy,” Shane said, waving a hand vaguely. “Got some stuff on my mind.”
“Well, try me,” Hayden said, sitting up cross-legged on the other half of the bed. “I’m no therapist, but a best friend has to be worth something, right?”
Shane indulged himself in one dramatic thunk of his skull against the headboard. He’d barely had the words to talk about this stuff in therapy; could he really dredge it all up for Hayden who, on his best days, had the emotional awareness of a zamboni?
Then again, it had to do with Hayden in part, so he should probably try, right? 
For once, he noticed it: Internally, he recoiled away from the idea of being honest with Hayden. That old instinct to hide was still so strong, even with someone who knew all his secrets now. Something in him was already scrambling for cover, searching for a topic change or a joke or an excuse. I’m just tired, just thinking about the Dallas game tomorrow, this has just been a really long roadie, I just never get to see Ilya even though we live two hours apart, just more gay bullshit, nothing to talk about.
Instead, he blurted: “Hayd, you still like me, right?”
Shane flushed as soon as the words were out. He sounded like a fucking child. What was wrong with him?
Hayden reared back, alarmed. “What the fuck, man? Of course I do. You’re my best friend. My brother.”
In for a penny…
“But I’m different now, right?” Shane insisted. “I act different. I’m telling the truth more often. Do you still like this version of me?”
Hayden ran both hands through his hair and blew out a breath. “Buddy, I liked you plenty before, but I could always tell you were holding something back, and to be honest, it frustrated me. I wished you would just let me know you. And now I feel like I finally do. That’s a good thing.” He paused, then: “Did I… do something to make you think I don’t like you anymore?”
“Not exactly, just…” Shane chewed the inside of his lip and turned to stare at a spot of peeling paint on the wall. “You still seem really uncomfortable with me and Ilya. And I don’t know if it’s because I’m gay, or because of who my boyfriend is, or because I didn’t tell you earlier, or what, but it kinda sucks, man. He’s gonna be there for the rest of my life, so if he makes you not like me anymore…”
Hayden grimaced and thunked a fist against his leg. “Fuck. Fuck. That’s on me, man, it’s nothing to do with you, and Jackie has given me plenty of shit about it. Rose too, privately, if you can believe it. I never thought I’d have my phone blown up by an angry movie star, but this is my life now, apparently.”
He heaved a gusty sigh. “I promise, it’s not because you’re gay or because of anything you did. It’s just me not being able to get my head around the—” He paused and looked around, even though they were in a hotel room alone, then ducked in closer and lowered his voice. “—the Rozanov of it all. I’ve been trying, but… fuck, man, I’m sorry. I never wanted you to think—ugh. Rose was right. And Jackie.”
Hayden stood in a rush and spun around, propping his hands on his hips while he collected himself. When he turned back, his expression was contrite and his eyes were a little red.
“I’m sorry, man. I’m gonna try to be better, okay? I know you love him, you wouldn’t be doing all this if you didn’t, and if you acted like this about Jackie I’d… I’d feel really shit.”
“Yeah,” Shane mumbled. “I just… I know his sense of humor isn’t for everyone, but he’s so much more than who he is on the ice. He gets me, and he treats me well, and being with him makes me so happy. I just don’t get why he’s such a supervillain to you.”
Hayden pinched the bridge of his nose, then dropped his hand away, shaking his head. “I dunno, man. I think maybe I took the rivalry way more seriously than most people? It was you versus him, and you’re my boy, so of course I’m first in line to fight your enemies, you know? You said you guys never hated each other, but I didn’t know that. So I spent years ready to go to war for you against him, only to have everything turned on its head and… fuck. I’m not trying to make excuses. I found out about all this four months ago and that should be more than enough time to get over it.”
“Try harder?” Shane suggested like an asshole. Hayden barked a laugh and nodded.
“Yeah, buddy. I’m gonna try harder.” He flopped back down on the bed and looked up at Shane. “What next in The Plan? Any upcoming steps I can help with?”
Well, that was an improvement, at least. Shane nodded. “I was hoping I’d get a chance to talk about this in therapy today, but we ran out of time. I’m trying to think of how to come out publicly. Now that I’m out to the team and the Foundation is launched, that’s kind of the next big milestone. But I’ll tell you what I’m not going to do is post some fucking statement online. That’s way too…” 
He shuddered. Coming out publicly felt different because Shane was, at the end of the day, a very private person. Or, at least, that was how he used to think of himself, how he still reflexively thought of himself. It would probably take a lot more therapy sessions to fully untangle the concepts of privacy and fear in his mind. Was he actually a private person at all, or just a chronically terrified one? 
He didn't feel like he owed the world his personal life or anything, but he also hated the feeling of everyone hovering over his shoulder, waiting to yell "gotcha!" the second he slipped up. He’d much rather do it on his own terms. He just needed to stick to The Plan. Their eventual soft launch would casually ease them into exactly what he wanted: living their lives without caring who saw until they eventually just stopped denying it. But the next step of The Plan involved him being publicly out. Somehow. Without posting a statement or making a speech, because ugh.
In the end, Hayden surprised him with an idea. “Why don’t we just do what we did in the locker room? We talk about it in public and wait for someone to record you, let it hit the media?”
Shane frowned. “Won’t that feel like a scandal?”
Hayden shrugged. “Maybe at first, but it’ll give you a chance to be like ‘So what? It wasn’t a secret.’ That’s what you’ve been wanting, right? To just have it out there like it’s no big deal?”
Shane nodded slowly. “I… actually think that might work. You would help me with it?”
“Yeah, of course!” Hayden said a little too forcefully, clearly trying to get a head start on making up for the past. Shane shook his head with a small smile.
“Okay, well, I’ll talk to Ilya, Mom, and Farah about it tomorrow. They may not love that it’s so out of our control, just waiting for someone to record, though.”
Hayden snorted. “Nah, I got you covered there. I know exactly where we can go to get that shit on the internet in two minutes flat. Leave that part to me. Okay?”
Shane smiled, feeling something in his chest finally settle.
“Okay. Yeah. Let’s do it.”
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      Chapter 8: Two steps forward
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane takes a big step. Ilya struggles with it, but there’s good news, too.



    Chapter Notes

      Previously On: The boys, in collaboration with Yuna, have a new post-cottage plan to get them happy, safe, and out in just a year or two. They’ve come out to their friends, Ilya has traded to the Centaurs, Shane has started therapy, and the regular season has begun. Shane is out to his team, and they’re both out to Scott Hunter and Harris Drover, who have joined The Ones Who Know. The Irina Foundation has been announced, a stats analysis has proven that Shane and Ilya play their best against each other, and Hayden has vowed to suck less. He also has a plan to help Shane come out publicly without the dreaded PR-approved social media statement.
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Click for more info (minor spoilers)Just a heads up, Ilya experiences a depressive episode in this chapter and mentions some very minor suicidal ideation in passing. He gets help from Harris and finally pursues therapy.
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[The video begins with a shot of a busy bar plastered in Metros merch, a group of young women in the foreground as seen through a phone's front selfie camera. They chat and laugh and are hanging all over each other as they drink.
Woman 1: Here they come!
Woman 2: Hell yes, I hope I get absolutely railed tonight.
The view flips to the back camera to show a long line of men streaming through the door. It’s the Montreal Metros, led by Captain Shane Hollander and Hayden Pike. Pike has a hand on Hollander’s shoulder and is gesturing while he talks. He’s not quite shouting, but he can be clearly heard above the din of the bar.
Hayden: —know all you wanna do right now is go home and call your boyfriend, but just stay for an hour. Have one drink with us. I won’t even make fun of you for texting him the whole time.
Shane: Yes, you will. But fine. One drink.
Hayden: I know long distance sucks, man. When do you see him next?
Shane: Two more days. I’m dying.
Hayden throws his head back and laughs as Shane ducks his head shyly, a soppy grin on his face. The pair move past the camera and out of earshot. The camera remains pointed at their retreating backs.
Woman 1: So, uh… you heard that, right?
Woman 2: Holy shit.
The video ends abruptly.]
 
Shane and Hayden did their little performance at their regular hometown hockey bar a week and a half before the MLH’s three-day Christmas break, and as predicted, the video hit the internet pretty much immediately. It was quickly corroborated by a second video the next morning, taken from a different angle that captured most of the same conversation. The articles swiftly followed from every sports gossip site on the internet, plus a few of the less discerning press outlets. It was a strange sort of mirror image of the thing Shane had always feared, except this time he’d chosen it himself, and had planned his reaction. That made all the difference.
Most of the legitimate news sources at least waited to get confirmation directly from Shane. He’d known it was coming, but it was still a little frustrating when the very first question off an incredible win—after a very strong showing from the Admirals—was about his sexuality. Beside him, Scott Hunter was exuding uncomfortable tension, sitting ramrod straight with a serial killer expression on his face. The reporters were not intimidated.
“Shane, a video was posted online last night of you discussing a boyfriend with teammate Hayden Pike. Can you confirm for us that you have a boyfriend? Are you gay?”
Shane shrugged like it was no big deal, even as his heart threatened to choke him out. Confident gay man who doesn’t give a fuck. Confident gay man who doesn’t give a—
“Yeah, I’m gay,” he said. “Any questions about hockey?”
There was a brief beat of silence, then the room exploded. Any hopes he had of turning the conversation back to the game were quickly dashed. Scott heaved the quietest exhausted sigh.
“You don’t think it’s important to address it?” the next reporter asked.
Shane shrugged again, keeping his body language loose and unbothered. “It’s not like it was a secret.”
“So your team knew?” another man added.
Shane nodded. “Yep.”
A man in the back row stood. “You seem reluctant to talk about this. Are you uncomfortable with being gay? Were you trying to hide it?”
Shane scoffed and shook his head. “Not at all. I’m perfectly happy with who I am, but I never felt like I needed to justify myself with a big formal statement. I’d rather just openly be myself, and that’s what you saw on the video. If I were trying to hide, I wouldn’t be discussing my boyfriend in a public place.”
He paused to gather his thoughts for a moment, holding up a finger so the next reporter wouldn’t jump in, then glanced over at Scott and pressed on. “I don’t want to speak for Scott here, but we’ve discussed this before and I know we’re of a similar mind in that he’s glad he did what he did, and he also wishes it didn’t have to be a big deal that came with a giant—no offense—but, a giant media circus. Right?"
"Right," Scott affirmed. Shane continued.
"We both love this sport and just want to play and be treated like any other hockey player. So yes, representation is critically important, and I’m happy to be that representation for our Asian and gay fans. It would have meant so much to me when I was coming up through the ranks. But we provide that representation by existing here and playing the best hockey we can. I’m here to play, and we just played an incredible game I’d love to talk about.”
A woman in the front row raised her hand. “Just one last question on that topic. Do we get to know who your boyfriend is?”
Shane smiled, thoughts turning to Ilya. “Not yet. It’s not safe for him to be out right now, so I ask everyone to please give us privacy and not go digging. We’ll announce when we’re ready. And if we play a strong season and bring the Cup back to Montreal this year, you’ll see my boyfriend out on the ice with all the other partners.”
The next reporter, thankfully, took the hockey bait. “Montreal’s penalty kill unit is doing some really solid work this season. Walk us through…”
He sat through another few minutes of questions, which were all thankfully hockey related, then shook Scott Hunter's hand and managed to make it all the way back to the locker room before he started shaking. Hayden was waiting there for him, jingling his car keys and rocking from foot to foot. As soon as he caught sight of Shane, his eyes went wide.
“Shane, buddy, you did great! How do you feel?” he babbled. “Fuck, man, you’re out out now. Wow.”
Shane snorted, then burst into uncontrollable giggles, graduating to full-on laughter that refused to be contained.
“Oh my god, sorry,” he gasped, still tapering off into occasional chuckles. “I think I’m having an adrenaline crash or something? Wow. Fuck. Yeah. I think I’m… relieved, maybe?”
Shane flopped down on the bench, elbows propped on his knees, giving a half-hearted wave to the last few stragglers as they headed out. When he picked his head back up, he was wearing a grin he couldn’t seem to contain.
“God, it’s like another huge weight off my shoulders. I got to come out, and I didn’t have to post a fucking social media statement or anything. Thank god Farah and my mom didn’t force me into it. Theriault and the GM are probably going to be annoyed with me, but I don’t really care.”
“Fuck ‘em,” Hayden said, clapping Shane on the shoulder. “I’d invite you out, but I’m guessing all you want is to talk to your boy right now, yeah?”
“Yeah,” Shane agreed. “That and I’m probably going to crash really hard in like half an hour, so I should probably be home when that happens.
Therapy and media training had allowed him to give fewer fucks, but that didn’t mean no fucks. Reality suddenly broke through the overwhelming relief, and he put his head between his knees and breathed through the sudden sharp turn his thoughts had taken.
“Oh god, now everyone knows I’m gay,” he said.
Hayden cleared his throat awkwardly. “I mean, yeah, that was the whole point, right?”
Shane sat back up and buried both hands in his hair. “Yeah, but now every time they look at me they’ll be like—” He pointed to himself. “Gay.”
Hayden nodded, rocking back on his heels. “When’s your next therapy appointment, bud?”
“God, I know, fuck off.” Shane stood. “I’m going home.”
“That’s probably for the best,” Hayden said.
 

 
The Ones Who Know
Harris🌈
Congrats on being officially out, Shane!! You absolutely crushed it up there 🏳️‍🌈🏳️‍🌈🏳️‍🌈
Ilya
So proud of you sweetheart
Rose Landry
SHAAAAAAAANE!!!!!!!!!!
Harris🌈
Okay okay before this devolves into hours of excited screaming we’ve got some social media work to do
Everyone please share this article about Shane’s coming out and react positively!
@Scott Hunter🦖 Your boost would be especially helpful!
www.espn.com/mlh/story/…
You can post it yourself or reshare from the ESPN account, whatever you want
Marly
How the fuck did they get the article posted that fast, it’s been like ten minutes
Scott Hunter🦖
I'd invite you out for a drink tonight but I imagine you're probably feeling kinda done

Jane
VERY done. Yes. Thanks anyway though.
Thank you everyone, actually. I really appreciate your support.
Better Pike
We love you, babe!
Ilya
Babe? 🔪🔪🔪
Sveta
Oh calm yourself, no one is taking him from you
 

 
@espn
Hockey Superstar Shane Hollander Confirms: “Yeah, I’m gay. Any questions about hockey?” See the video and read more:
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
     ↪  @hollanova: [A gif from the video for Livin’ on a Prayer by Bon Jovi. The lyrics at the bottom read “Whoooooa we’re halfway there!”]
     ↪  @rhymeswithorange: YES HOLLZY YES WE LOVE YOU 🌈🏳️‍🌈✨
     ↪  @stixnbiscuits: god more of this shit can we just not
     ↪  @hollzysleftskate: o captain my captain! We are with you forever 🏳️‍🌈
     ↪  @yellingbird: at least he’s focused on the hockey like he should be
     ↪  @ryebri: it’s cool i’m just SOBBING IN FRONT OF MY COMPUTER. He’s right. Representation matters. I wish baby Hollzy could have had someone like him.
 
@JJDagenais 
Mon capitaine, I am always with you 100%!
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@SvetlanaVetrova 
I know you don’t want to make a big deal, but this really does matter, and I’m proud of you. ♥
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@RealRoseLandry
YES BESTIE I LOVE YOU @ShaneHollanderHockey!!!! 🥳🥰🏳️‍🌈
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@ScottHunterOfficial 
I fully second everything he said here. I’ve got your back always, @ShaneHollanderHockey.
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@HockeyByConnors
Huge respect for @ShaneHollanderHockey! The league is better because you’re in it.
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@IlyaRozanov81
Happy for you and all, but can't believe you let dinosaur Scott Hunter beat you to it. Second place again? That must sting.
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 

@OttawaCens
The Centaurs organization is proud to support our Ottawa born hockey hero, @ShaneHollanderHockey!
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@CliffMarly
All the love and respect in the world for you, brother! Hell yeah, Hollzy.
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@HeyItsHayden 
@ShaneHollanderHockey has always been and will always be my best friend in the world. Feeling so proud today.
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@SaintVic 
You’re a legend, Hollzy!
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 
@JackiePike35 
Uncle Shane will always be a treasured member of our family! We’re so proud of you. ♥♥♥
www.espn.com/mlh/story/… 







Shane Hollander was out to the world, and Ilya Rozanov was alone in his bed. He was, in fact, supposed to be at morning skate, but he’d texted his coach and Bood that he was sick and needed to rest up so he could play in the game that night. He was resting, in that he was horizontal in a bed, but he was alternating between staring at the wall and reading article after article about Shane’s coming out. Most were neutral-to-positive, with the occasional hand-wringing about locker rooms and masculinity, but the exact reaction of each article wasn’t the point. It was their existence.
Shane was out. And Ilya was not.
He had gone to bed after his call with Shane the previous night with a heavy, foggy pressure behind his eyes that sometimes came and went. When he’d woken up in the morning, the pressure had been even heavier. He’d gotten up, pissed, and made it as far as putting toothpaste on his toothbrush before he ran out of energy and had to climb back into bed. Fuck, he was pathetic. Couldn’t he just be happy for Shane? Was he really going to lay in bed and pout all day because he had to wait a few more months for his own coming out moment?
Apparently, yes, he was.
His phone was in his hand, face-down on the blanket after his most recent bout of scrolling, when it buzzed just after noon. He’d fielded a few texts from Shane throughout the day, replying with one-word answers and emojis, and expected it was another one from him.
It was Harris.
 
Harris🌈
Hey, heard you weren’t at practice today! You ok?
Ilya
Fine
Harris🌈
Sick?
Ilya
Kinda
Harris🌈
You doing okay after Shane’s coming out yesterday?
 
Ilya stared at the text for a very long time. Too long, apparently, because Harris eventually messaged again.
 
Harris🌈
Okay, my friend senses are tingling. Is this a “leave me alone I need time” situation, a “come sit with me” situation, or a “tough love I’m gonna come drag you out of bed” situation
 
Ilya almost didn’t reply, the naked vulnerability of being seen making the pressure behind his eyes surge even harder. Eventually, he forced himself to tap out a message, painstakingly slow, one letter at a time.
 
Ilya
Maybe one of the last two but I don’t know 
Harris🌈
What is your favorite flavor of ice cream?
 
God, he liked lots of flavors, but nothing sounded particularly good and deciding felt like an insurmountable task. He stared at the text for too long again.
 
Harris🌈
If deciding is too hard, just send me A for something vanilla based or B for something chocolate based
Ilya
B
Harris🌈
You got it. Be there in 30.
 
After thirty minutes that seemed to pass in a blink, Ilya received another text.
 
Harris🌈
Door code?
Ilya
1410
 
The door downstairs beeped, and Harris called out. “Hey Ilya! Coming upstairs as soon as I find spoons.”
The drawers in the kitchen opened and slammed a few times, then the tinkle of clattering silverware and a short “ha!” signaled victory. Footsteps thudded up the stairs, along with the crinkle of a bag. Ilya felt the air change as Harris appeared in his doorway, but he couldn’t bring himself to roll over.
“Hi,” he managed, his voice raspy from dryness and disuse.
“Hey, Ilya,” Harris said, his voice lacking its usual cheerful chirp. “One sec, I’m gonna leave this stuff here and go get us something to drink.”
The footsteps left again. The refrigerator door opened and shut, then the footsteps returned.
“Can I sit on the bed?” Harris asked.
Ilya grunted. “Fine.”
Harris appeared in his field of vision on the other side of the bed and sat heavily on the edge, thrusting a blue Gatorade at Ilya. “No ice cream until you drink this. Sit up?”
He waggled the bottle. Ilya stared at it, trying to muster the energy to sit up. He couldn’t leave Harris sitting there holding it. He flopped a hand over and took the bottle, then lay there for a long moment. Finally, with a monumental effort, he braced himself on the bottle and pushed up to sitting. Or, well, slumping at least. Up enough to drink without dribbling all over himself, probably. He opened the Gatorade—Harris had kindly already broken the seal and loosened the cap—and the second he took his first swallow, his body realized how thirsty it was. He chugged until the whole thing was gone, then capped the empty bottle and chucked it over the side of the bed. With a small thunk, he rested his head back against the headboard and let it roll to the side so he could finally look Harris in the eye. Or, close to it, at least.
“You have ice cream?”
Harris leaned over the edge of the bed and rummaged through the bag, emerging with two pints and two spoons. “Chocolate chip cherry and chocolate cookie dough. I’ll eat whichever one you don’t want.”
“Cherry, please,” Ilya said, making a gimme hand. Harris pulled the lid off and stabbed the spoon inside, then handed it over, opening the other one for himself. Ilya dug out a spoonful with a nice big chunk of cherry in it and was horrified and humiliated to feel tears springing into the corners of his eyes as the first sweetness burst on his tongue. Fuck, he was a mess.
“Thank you,” he finally managed once he was halfway through his pint, already feeling at least twenty-five percent more human. “Shane would want me to be eating something healthier, but I think I needed the shock of sugar.”
“That was my thought, too. I had a friend in college who went through something similar, and a sugary treat sometimes helped. We can get some borderline healthy takeout later to fuel you up for the game. If you’re planning on playing, that is,” Harris said with a wave of his spoon. “So, can I ask about this?”
Ilya shrugged, digging in the bottom of his container for another good cherry. “It happens sometimes.”
Harris hummed around a spoonful. “Does something trigger it, or does it just happen?”
“Mm, can be either,” Ilya said. “Sometimes there will be trigger, but it is not even really about that. I don’t know if that makes any sense. It’s like, the thing will kick it off, but then it is… snowball?”
“It snowballs, yeah,” Harris said. “So you’re not even sad about the first thing anymore, necessarily, you’re just…”
“Sad. Yes.”
Harris studied the chunk of cookie dough balanced on the end of his spoon, then shoved it in his mouth. “Have you ever tried therapy before?”
Ilya snorted. “No. That is what Shane said I should do. I guess he was right. He will be so smug.”
Harris laughed. “I feel like everyone who has a good experience in therapy wants so badly for everyone else in their life to do it, too. It’s a universal thing.” He pointed his spoon at Ilya. “Not a bad thing, though, and in this case, he’s probably right. Sorry. When do you see him next?”
“I get to visit him in Montreal tomorrow, and then a few days after we will get Christmas break together here in Ottawa. It’s good.” It gave Ilya a pained sort of thrum in his chest to think of it. Tomorrow, and then three whole days not long after. Riches. “If I am not too exhausted after the game I might drive down tonight.”
“Well, text me when you get there if you decide to do that, so I know you made it okay,” Harris said, scraping the bottom of his container. “Was it Shane’s coming out that triggered it this time?”
Ilya nodded, too ashamed to come right out and say yes.
“It’s okay to feel however you feel about it, you know,” Harris said, looking over with a raised eyebrow. “I know you’re happy and proud, but you can also be pissy and jealous too. I would be.”
Ilya blinked, surprised. “You would?”
Harris scoffed. “Uh, yeah, of course I would. I mean, maybe you don’t feel this way at all, but I’ve always wanted to be out and proud, so to see someone else get to do that while I had stay in the closet?”
“It fucking sucks,” Ilya admitted.
“It fucking sucks!” Harris said, slamming his empty ice cream container down on the side table. “Your feelings make total sense, Ilya. I’m thrilled for Shane, but I’m also super sad for you. And I can’t wait until your time comes so we can celebrate you so hard.”
Ilya gave up on holding the tears in. A few broke loose and trailed down his cheeks.
“It is coming soon. My residency application is going well. There has been progress. Biometrics, medical, background check, all passed. We will get there.” He took a deep breath and let it gust out in a sigh. “I just have to get through a few more months.”
“And in the meantime…”
Ilya sighed again. “Yes, yes, in the meantime I will go to fucking therapy.”
“Excellent!” Harris said, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. “Now, let’s get you clean, get some takeout, and start getting pumped up for the game tonight. I’m here to dump your ass into the shower if needed. You’re like twice my size but I can totally do this. Let’s go.”
Harris flexed, and Ilya was surprised to hear a small laugh burst from his own chest. The pressure was still heavy and pushing behind his eyes, but his limbs felt less leaden, his mind somewhat less foggy. A shower didn’t feel completely impossible. Maybe if he could get moving, the momentum would carry him straight through to the game that evening. And then, to Shane’s.
If he could just get to Shane’s, everything would be okay.
“Alright, let’s see your muscles, Drover. Push me,” Ilya said, kicking the blankets off his legs.
“Oh, get ready,” Harris said, planting his knees on the bed and steadying himself. “One… two…”
Ilya leaped out of the bed just as Harris lunged forward, barely catching himself as he nearly tumbled straight off the edge.
Ilya cackled all the way to the shower.
 

 
Because he was a fucking coward, Ilya texted Shane while he scarfed his takeout on the couch next to Harris.
 
Ilya
So the therapy thing
How exactly do I find a therapist
Jane
I may have made a list of Russian-speaking, LGBTQ+ friendly therapists in Ottawa and Montreal
It’s a short list but they exist
I’ll email it to you
Ilya
Of course you did
Thank you
Jane
Anytime ♥
You still feeling sad about the hiding?
Ilya
Yes, sometimes.
But also I think I am just sad.
Like my mother was sad.
Jane
I love you so much. Thank you for telling me.
You don’t think about doing what she did, do you?
Ilya
No, no, I do not want to
But sometimes I think I could maybe think about it?
 
This probably should have been an in-person conversation. No, it definitely should have been, or at minimum a facetime. But Ilya didn’t think he could handle Shane’s eyes while he said what he had to say, and so he kept texting, darting a look over at Harris as the burning behind his eyes returned.
 
Ilya
I understand if you want to call off the plan
Or not be with me anymore
I know you did not sign up for this
Maybe I am too messed up
Jane
Hey NO
WHAT
Fuck I wish I could call you right now
Fucking meeting
Of course I still want to be with you. I will ALWAYS want to be with you.
Please don’t ever think I don’t. Remember, I love all the versions of you, right?
I love you. Exactly as you are.
 
“Bathroom,” Ilya rasped, darting out of the room with his phone before Harris had a chance to look. He locked himself in the downstairs bathroom and took a shuddering breath, trying to get himself under control. He needed to rally somehow. He still had to be at the rink in an hour or so. But definitely not with red-rimmed eyes and a hoarse voice. Ilya turned his phone over in his hands a few times, then tried to steer the conversation—and himself—toward a lighter tone.
 
Ilya
I love you too
I can’t wait to see you tomorrow
Jane
Me too.
And then Christmas break soon. 3 whole days.
Ilya
3 whole days
Gonna fuck you on every surface in this house
Jane
Yes please.
I gotta go, but call after the game tonight?
Ilya
Yes
I want to hear your voice
 
And Ilya promised himself that after the Christmas break, he would use Shane’s list of therapists and find someone who could make him better for Shane.
 

 
The original plan had been for Ilya and Shane to head to the Hollanders' house around lunch time on Christmas Eve. Plans changed, however, when Shane saw Ilya’s ass in his newly-tailored slacks, hoisted him up onto the kitchen counter, and proceeded to swallow Ilya’s cock until he came down Shane’s throat with a shout that echoed off the walls. That had led to them stumbling back upstairs, where Ilya opened Shane up torturously slowly, keeping him hanging on the edge until Ilya was hard again. By the time they’d fucked, showered again, and gotten re-dressed in their Christmas Eve outfits, they’d completely missed lunch. When they appeared an hour and a half late, blushing, apologetic, and sheepish, Shane was grateful his parents were tactful enough to do nothing more than exchange an amused look. 
They ate leftovers. It was fine.
Later, the four of them gathered in the living room with drinks and hors d'oeuvres, discussing the season, the future of the Centaurs, and updates on all of the friends who were in the know. Shane could sense the way his mother was gently guiding them toward business and was unsurprised when she set down her wine glass and picked up her laptop.
“So, boys, I know it’s a holiday, but I was hoping we could do a quick check in on how our plan is progressing,” she said, waking the computer. “We’ll keep it quick, then we can watch a movie, okay?”
Shane glanced over to Ilya to check in; things had been a little strained since Shane’s public coming out, and he didn’t want to make Ilya wrestle with his complicated feelings in front of his parents. To his surprise, Ilya had broken out into a grin.
“I actually have an early Christmas present for us all,” he said, pulling out his phone and tapping for a second before turning it around. Shane recognized his permanent residency application tracker, which they’d all been receiving regular screenshots of. His eyes widened, and he looked up to Ilya, whose grin impossibly broadened. “A few days ago, I got my P1 email and filled everything out. The consultant tells me that means my PR has been approved and we are entering final stages.”
“Oh my god!” Shane and his mom exclaimed in unison. 
“Son, that’s great!” his dad said. Shane dove forward, snatching the phone from Ilya’s hand to get a closer look.
“So, what does this mean?” he asked, breathless. “How much longer until it’s done?”
Ilya huffed a laugh. “You know there is no telling with this stuff. It could be three weeks, it could be three months. But the next thing is my eCoPR—” he recited the letters carefully, “—which says I am officially a permanent resident. Most people get that about five, five and half months after applying, so maybe March? But the actual card might not come in the mail for another month or three after that. Traveling is a little messy before the card arrives, but the team said they will help coordinate all that.”
Shane passed the phone back, his eyes stinging. “But once you get the E-whatever, that’s it? You’re safe?”
“Yes,” Ilya said, eyes shining. “Just one more step.”
“Wow,” Shane’s dad said, leaning back in his seat and swirling his drink. “Wow. Ilya, this is amazing news.”
Shane’s mom fanned her eyes, clearly fighting back her own tears. “Oh, I’m so happy. Cheers, everyone.”
She held up her wine glass, and it was met by two tumblers of vodka and a ginger ale. Shane was abruptly not close enough to Ilya and curled up against his side, wiggling until Ilya threw an arm over his shoulders. Ilya chuckled and pressed a kiss at Shane’s crown, nuzzling there for a moment.
“Soon,” he said, and Shane felt his smile.
“Soon,” he replied.
Shane’s mom dabbed at her eyes and then tapped on her laptop for a moment with a small smile. “Okay, well, that’s the best possible update. Item one on my agenda was to see how that was going, so: check! And there’s been so much good buzz online from your friends supporting you on social media, and from the stats article, which has rippled out to the rest of the league. Things are progressing perfectly on that front. You’ve even gotten some great secondary coverage just about the support you’ve received from other players. We’re seeing a distinct shift in the tone of the coverage you’re both receiving, and people really do seem to be viewing you as more of a unit.”
She turned to Shane, her smile edging more toward a smirk. “Shane, people are really enjoying your more open and authentic persona. Lots of comments about your real smile versus your old media polished smile.”
Shane felt himself flush, and he tucked his face against Ilya’s chest. “Oh. Great. I guess.”
“It is great,” his mom said. “And they like your sense of humor, too. Your new image is really solidifying. I’ve been on the lookout for any sort of criticism and haven’t found much of anything that isn’t just overtly homophobic. Obviously some people are horrible, but there’s no getting around that. There were people who hated the old you, too, for whatever reason.”
“Haters gonna hate,” Ilya quipped.
“Exactly,” his mom said. “Ilya, things are both easier and harder on your end of things. Boston fans are still pissed at you even this far into the season, and I expect that to stay true for a while, with a resurgence whenever Boston inevitably misses the Cup finals this year. There’s also some talk about you ‘going soft’ as you become more and more associated with Shane and the Centaurs, leaving behind your old image. On the other hand, a whole new base of fans is really embracing you, and there’s a not insignificant group of people obsessed with your ‘bromance’.”
“If only they knew,” Shane grumbled.
“They will soon enough,” his mom said gently. “So, I think we have a couple of priorities going into the new year. First, I think we continue to have you seen together both with and without other people. Next, we should go ahead and start booking some joint ad shoots, just small ones based in Montreal or Ottawa with quick turn-around that we can squeeze in during the regular season. I know it sucks to take up some of your limited time together, but it’s for the cause, right?”
Shane and Ilya looked at each other and shrugged, sighing. At least on a joint ad shoot they could still have a hotel room together, probably. Better than being apart.
His mom made a few notes, then continued. “Finally, I think we need to continue to work on Ilya’s new image so it’s as solid and well-accepted as Shane’s, and I have a few ideas for that. Ilya, people have noticed that you obviously stopped going out so much over the last year, and that you seem to have stopped almost entirely in Ottawa. I think people need to see that you haven’t just dropped off the face of the Earth. I’d love to see you using your Instagram stories more. Post when you go out with Harris, when you’re at Bood’s for a barbecue, when you’re out at Monk’s, when you’re out with friends during roadies. I’m also going to work on getting you some solo brand partnerships to squeeze in as soon as possible. I think we want to strike a balance between people seeing you living a fun, more chill and casual life you love while pairing that with ad work showing you as cool, masculine, and maybe a touch more elegant than in the past. What do you think?”
Ilya nodded, considering. “Yes, I think that works. I can do the Instagram stories thing. And I will do whatever brand things you tell me make sense.”
“Great, that’s great, Ilya, thank you.” She made a few last notes, then closed her laptop and picked up her wine. “I really think we’ve made some great progress since the summer. Things are coming right along. If you wanted to fully come out after the playoffs are over, I think you’ll probably be ready by then.”
Shane and Ilya locked gazes once again, this time with twin smiles pulling at the corners of their mouths. After playoffs. That wasn’t so far away. 
“Six months,” Shane murmured, grabbing Ilya’s hand and squeezing.
“That’s not long at all,” his dad said brightly.
“Sooner, for the soft launch,” his mom reminded them. “As soon as Ilya’s eCoPR is here, you can start.” 
Ilya’s smile took on an edge of mischief. “That will be fun.”
“God help us all,” Shane said, but he leaned his head back against Ilya’s shoulder as he said it, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “I’m sure you look forward to embracing the chaos.”
“Of course,” Ilya said.
Shane’s dad laughed and shook his head, then stood, holding out a hand to Shane’s mom. “Well, boys, you pick a movie and relax. I think we’ll get started on dinner.”
“Let us know if you need any help, please,” Ilya said, then slung an arm around Shane’s neck and brought his phone up, camera app open. They snapped a few pictures: heads leaning together, kissing cheeks, kissing on the mouth, flopping on top of each other. Shane watched as Ilya carefully saved them to the encrypted photo app Rose had told them about, eyes lingering on the last photo. Their eyes were both shut, crinkled at the corners, their noses nuzzling together as they lay on the couch side by side, smiling perfect contented smiles.
“Can you believe that next Christmas, we’ll get to post these photos like any other couple?” Shane said, staring at the photo with something like awe in his voice. Ilya clicked off the screen and tossed his phone to the other end of the couch, wrapping his arms around Shane and pulling him in close. 
“I cannot wait to show us to the whole world,” he said into Shane’s hair.
Shane nuzzled into Ilya’s chest and breathed his scent in deep, letting out a hum of agreement as he reached up to thread their fingers together. His thumb swiped once, twice over Ilya’s bare ring finger.
“You know what? Me, too,” he murmured.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Happy WIP Wednesday, thanks for following along! ♥

Note: The depiction of Ilya’s depression in this chapter is based on my own experiences and is by no means universal. If you ever feel like Ilya, I hope you’ll reach out to someone. Therapy and meds and stuff really do help! I love you and you deserve to feel better.
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          Comments and kudos are so very appreciated! Thank you for feeding your author.

While you're waiting for updates, I'd love it so much if you'd check out my other HR fics. ♥
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