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We've Got The Keys To Open Paradise

    by weepingwillows

      Summary

      His whole life, Shane has relied on systems. The system provides a constant, to help him cope with changes. But what happens when the wrong things become constant and the system no longer works?

OR

The arrival of 2 rookies makes Shane second guess his future with the Voyagers.



      Notes

        I'm back! Hello!!! Thank you so much for the love in part 1 and for indulging in my little (long) musings ehe! This fic got a little out of hand ahahaha. We're looking at 8 chapters with a similar word count to the previous one. I've broken it down into main 3 arcs so stay tuned!

Tags will be updated as we go but the ones already on there will stay that way!

Notes:

- this chapter is more like an anthology of small moments between where we left off in part 1 and the meat of the story.

- Russian bits are italicized as usual. Sorry if I'm jumping between translations and italicized English. I promise the Russian bits are easy to work out just based on context :)


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Part I: Fraternite
  








  The Voyagers make it 5 games into the first round of the 2017 playoffs before going home with their heads hung in defeat. They won the first 2 against Boston, riding the momentum of 2 cups behind them before losing the third. They forget sometimes, that even without Rozanov at their helm, that Bears still had teeth. They won the 4th game on home ground, bringing the series to 3-1.
 
‘Montreal in 5!’ They all cheered. And they were on track to make good on that promise before Shane’s untimely collision with Marleau ended with him being wheeled off the ice.
 
The accident clearly rattled both teams. JJ and Miitka had done his best to hold down the fort, but without their main offensive player, Boston was able to eke out a win. What followed was the slow and painful death of their cup dreams, played out on live television.
 
Shane got the news before anyone else did. A short personal text from Miitka the day the Admirals lifted the cup onto the ice, telling him that he didn’t re-sign with the Voyagers, and that the goalie Shane had depended on since his rookie season was moving back to Finland.
 
‘To spend more time with my family,’ he texted, along with an invitation to a farewell party right after the NHL awards.
 
Shane wonders why he didn’t share the news with the rest of the team.
 

 
Montreal, July 2017
 
The personalized notification on his phone alerts him that Ilya had posted something on instagram. Shane opens the post and he could feel something in his chest melt. It was Ilya’s cup day and he had brought the cup to the Mira Foundation, a school for guide dogs just 25km outside of Montreal.
 
Ilya had been so excited about the logistics of it all. He flies the cup to Montreal. He, Bresbois and the keeper of the cup bring it over to Mira, with Breezy as his translator, then Bresbois and the keeper bring it over to Quebec city for his turn while Ilya drives out to the cottage with Shane. It all works out.
 
Who knew the day would come when Ilya Rozanov would be excited about logistics? Shane certainly didn’t. Maybe he truly was rubbing off on him. Give it a few months, he’ll have the guy giving up smoking and eating a truly regimented meal plan.
 
Shane scrolls through the carousel leisurely, zooming into each picture and biting on his hoodie string with a giggle.
 
The first picture showed him squatting next to the cup, letting the visiting blind children trace the names engraved around its circumference. In the next picture, he was cradling a massive Bernese puppy and pressing a kiss to its soft fluffy head. Shane will have to ask him for a copy of that one later. The ones that followed seemed more like perfunctory pictures than anything.
 
One with Bresbois as they take a tour of the facility. One with all the staff in a group photo. One of him giving a talk to staff with a big grin on his face. Shane swipes over to his chat with Ilya.
 
Lily♥️
 
Jane
Enjoying yourself?
 
Lily
Very much
[Photo]
 
Shane opens the file and sees a photo of Ilya on the ground being bombarded by full sized guide dogs in training, his smile was like sunshine, so wide and bright as he was assaulted by an army of wet noses, pink tongues and furry bodies the size of at least one of the Pike twins (read: his happy place). A text from Hayden startles him out of his thoughts. He had been staring at the photo for a good 10 minutes now and he was going to be late.
 
With a blush high on his cheeks, he likes the message, forwards the picture to the family group chat and grabs his keys. He had a farewell party to get to.
 

 
Mitty’s house is a quaint little thing just outside the city proper. A gated neighbourhood, a sprawling backyard with a tree house for his two children and a warm house with butter yellow walls and a sauna tucked away somewhere. Shane doesn’t know where it is on the property but the Finnish goalie had mentioned it plenty. Mitty’s wife is a beautiful woman with very pale blonde hair and even paler skin. She greets him at the door and accepts the bottle of wine with a smile that near blinds Shane. She reminds him a lot of Jackie. Bright, warm and funny, though her humour is far drier than even Shane was comfortable with.
 
“Shane!” Hayden gets up from his spot on the outdoor wicker chair and comes up to him with a hug. “Thank god you’re here, bud. I was starting to think no one else from the team was invited.”
 
Only when he pulls away does Shane see what he was talking about. The place was filled with people, but was devoid of hockey players. In fact, the people Shane recognised were few and far between. A couple rink staff, some people from comms, massage therapists and team medics, but aside from JJ, Stedlund and Andropov, no one else from the team was present. Not even their coach.
 
Miitka turns around and Shane has to blink for a moment. He was used to seeing the goalie cleanly shaven, or even the occasional playoff beard. What he wasn’t used to was seeing him with a big mustache, the kind that reminded him a little of a walrus or those musicians from the 80s.
 
“Hollander!” Even beneath his mustache, Miitka’s smile was wide as he put the spatula aside and wraps him up in a big hug. “My man! So glad you came!”
 
“Hey, big guy,” Shane stiffens at the contact but accepts it regardless.
 
“Come! Sit! I’ll grab you something off the grill. What do you want? Burger? Chicken?”
 
“Burger is fine.” He doesn’t think he has it in him to walk around with sticky sauce on his fingers.
 
“Coming right up,” Mitty says cheerfully. The ex-goalie whistles to himself as he drops another patty on the grill and covers the buns in sauce.
 
Beside him, Shane wipes his hand on his pants, eyes drifting everywhere but the grill.  “So, uhm. Rest of the team not here yet?”
 
“Ah, I didn’t invite them,” Mitty waves off nonchalantly and hands him his food.
 
“Oh.” He doesn’t really know what to say to that. If the goalie was bothered by the silence that followed, he didn’t show it. “We’re going to miss you,” he offers instead. “Or at least I will.”
 
A small smile breaks onto Mitty’s face. “Yeah, me too.”
 
“It's going to be so weird not seeing you in our goal.”
 
“I get that,” Miity nods. “But I’ve missed out on too much. It’s time for family I think.”
 
He follows Miitka’s gaze to the children playing on the grass. His daughter wasn’t that much older than Arthur, the two children speaking in their own little language. In the corner of the yard, a young teenager laid on the hammock, nose buried in a book.
 
Miitka was traded to the Voyagers during Shane’s rookie season. He remembers one of their earlier games together, a scrum having broken out mid-game, resulting in one of the other players spitting curses at Shane.
 
“Go back to where you came from you fucking chink!” one of them spat.
 
A large bulky blur sped past him and knocked the guy right off his skates.
 
“He’s from Ottawa, shithead,” Miitka barked back.
 
They have been on good terms ever since.
 
His steady presence was constant, a wall of support Shane had relied on throughout his tenure. They had grown the team to what it is today and in a way, Shane doesn’t know what it meant to be a Voyager without him.
 
The afternoon stretches out comfortably, the warmth of the sun and the light summer breeze carrying the sounds of their laughter. Every now and then, JJ makes a joke about goalies to one of Mitty’s gym buddies, who listens on quizzically. Hayden is telling one of Mitty’s neighbours about feeding schedules and the nightmare that is having 4 kids under 5 and Andropov laughs at Stedlund’s failed attempts to flip a burger in the air. It was nice, being with them like this, and all in all, Shane was somehow enjoying himself, in spite of his rapidly declining social battery.
 
Nobody talks about Mitty’s retirements, or the elephant in the room that is the sparse presence of the Voyagers’ roster on his lawn. Instead, they resolved themselves to enjoy whatever time they had left together, bellies full, beer buzzed and skin sun-warmed.
 
Once the sun began to dip below the horizon, it was time to go. One by one, the guests began to leave. Shane ensured at least 20 other people left before him before he even attempted to approach Mitty.
 
“Thank you, Hollander. You were the best captain a goalie could hope for,” Miity says earnestly.
 
Even after 7 years of accolades and an avalanche of praises, Shane had never known how to react to compliments.
 
“Thanks Mitty. It means a lot, coming from you.”
 
Mitty puts his hands on Shane’s face, his grip firm as his mouth pulls into a tight line. There is worry written in those lines, though he can’t seem to place the source.
 
“You keep doing you, alright? You’re Shane motherfucking Hollander. Don’t let anyone make you forget that.”
 
Shane laughs. “Alright.”
 
“I’m serious, Hollander,” Miity presses.
 
Reluctant as he was, Shane straightens to meet his eye. His expression was tight with concern, like it was pertinent he understood what he was saying.
 
“No one,” Miitka emphasises.
 
It feels like a forewarning, a reminder to watch his back, now that his goalie wasn’t there to guard it. He remembers the panic he first felt when Thierault had pulled the goalie during one of his earlier games with the team, the empty net giving him a sense of vulnerability on the ice.
 
It has Shane searching him for a hint, a clue as to what has his guard raised, but nothing specific comes to mind.
 
He nods firmly, only then does Miitka’s grip loosen, the warm smile returning to his face.
 
“Take care of yourself,” he says finally, leaving Shane to turn his words over in his mind.
 

 
2 days later
 
Ring…
 
Ring…
 
The call connects in the third ring, as it usually does.
 
“Hello?” Shane’s lovely serious voice greets him on the other side.
 
“Jane,” Ilya says giddily.
 
“Lily.”
 
“I think I’m in heaven.”
 
“Seriously?”
 
Ilya’s eyes shine as they scan through rows and rows of snacks he has never seen before. Matcha kitkats? Yuzu gummies? Banana milk? Black soymilk? He didn’t even knew they came in black. There were so many things he wanted to try.
 
“They have grape yakult!” Ilya picks it up, obviously delighted by the discovery.
 
“No. Absolutely not,” Shane says, though could almost hear the smile in his voice. “It’s a 2 hour drive to Lanaudiere. It’s going to spoil!”
 
“But your car has a cooler!”
 
It was Shane’s mistake, sending him to a T&T unsupervised. But between last minute sponsor meetings and packing for the trip, Shane hardly had time to finish stocking his fridge. He should have known better than to think Ilya would actually listen and get the one thing he told him to get.
 
“They gave me a sample of chocolate cake.”
 
“Do not buy a chocolate cake.”
 
“Ooo corn milk! Have you tried?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Is it good?”
 
“Tastes like fake corn.”
 
“Can we get some?”
 
“Ilya,” Shane laughs in exasperation.
 
“It doesn’t even need to be refrigerated!"
 
“That’s not the reassurance you think it is.”
 
Halfway through bickering about peelable peach gummies Ilya hears a sniffle. He turns to the source of the sound and spots a toddler, no more than 3, rubbing his eyes with his fist. His hair was a shockingly pale blonde, nearly white and his cheeks were red where he was rubbing them with his hands. Curled in his fist was a candy bar, some sort of Japanese snack he must have snatched from the shelves.
 
Ilya whips his head left and right but couldn’t find a single adult that looked like they were missing a child.
 
The little sobs that racked his chest were quiet. The memories come back unbidden, of a much younger Ilya, trying to stifle his cries in a quiet corner of the house. Papa got angry when he cried and Mama got sad. So he learned how to dampen the sounds of his sobs between book shelves and old couches. He’s sure the kid’s family situation was nowhere near his, but his heart ached for him regardless.
 
“Ilya?”
 
He blinks the memory from his eyes and remembers he is still on the phone. “Hold on, Shane. There is a kid here. I think he is lost.”
 
“Oh. Okay. Take your time. I’ve got another 10 minutes until I need to be back on set.”
 
Ilya approached the toddler slowly and stopped a few feet away and squats down to his level. He didn’t want to scare the kid.
 
“What’s wrong, malysh?”
 
The toddler stiffened and stumbled backwards, shocked by the sudden appearance of a stranger. There was something familiar about the kid but Ilya couldn’t put his finger on it.
 
“Whoah, hey. It’s ok. I won’t come any closer. Look.”
 
Ilya sat on the dusty floor, legs crossed. This way, he won’t be able to make any sudden movements. The action quells his panic a little. At least he wasn’t seconds from bolting.
 
“My name’s Ilya,” he tries. “What’s your name?”
 
The boy’s eyes narrowed at him. “Lya?”
 
Well, it’s more accurate than the way Shane pronounces it at least. “Ilya,” he repeats slower.
 
“Ee-Lya.”
 
“Close enough,” he shrugs.
 
Ilya wasn’t all that bothered that a random kid in the middle of Montreal couldn’t pronounce his name. Shane’s voice comes through the speaker of his phone.
 
Right. He was still on call.
 
“Shane? Yeah. Still here.”
 
“Everything alright? Are his parents around?”
 
Ilya hums as he looks across the aisle. “I don’t see his parents. I’ll probably take him to the cashier a- hey. Oww. Hold on!”
 
The toddler had lunged for his phone. Ilya rebalanced himself and pushed the kid back. What is it with kids and phones these days? In the matter of moments the kid went from being scared of him to being seconds away from a meltdown.
 
“Shane, I’ll call you back later.”
 
For god knows what reason, that seemed to make it worse and the tears came bubbling back to his eyes. He hides his face in his hands and hiccups as he cries. Ilya sighs. He wanted to give the boy a hug, but he remembered how much he hated it when adults picked him up without asking.
 
So he does his best to reassure him, running a hand up and down his back, like he normally does for Shane.
 
“Is ok, malysh. I know it’s scary, but you are brave. We will find them.”
 
His little cries soften, not seizing his chest as harshly as he follows the sound of Ilya’s voice.
 
“Dye-laj kak,” he says before correcting himself. “Do as I do, okay?”
 
He inhales deeply and exhales, repeating the action until the toddler mimics him. After a few breaths, his breaths started to slow, and he rubbed his hands together sheepishly as he regarded Ilya with caution.
 
“Maladyets,” he says approvingly. “Come on, another one.
 
The toddler takes a deep breath in, his chest expanding dramatically as he does and exhales calmly. Tears still clung to his pale lashes but at least it had stopped overflowing.
 
The boy was pretty good at regulating himself, sniffling and unclenching his fist around the candy bar in his hand. Ilya carefully takes the bar and puts it in his basket for later.
 
“Do you need a tissue?” He asks.
 
The boy nods. Unfortunately all Ilya had was the used napkin from the chocolate cake sample, but it did it’s job. The boy blew his nose and Ilya stuffed it in his pocket to throw out later. He could already imagine Shane shivering in disgust. Exciting stuff.
 
“Okay. Now we go find your parents, yes?”
 
The kid nods slowly.
 
“We work backwards. Where were you before this?”
 
The toddler walks towards the snack aisle, where he had evidently picked up the Hi-Chew bar. In fact, Ilya finds the exact place he might have taken it from.
 
“For mama,” the boy said bashfully.
 
Ilya’s heart softens. That was the first thing the boy had said to him aside from parroting back his name.
 
“Okay,” he smiles. “And before this? Where were you?”
 
They searched each aisle with hopeful eyes, carefully retracing his steps. The boy reminded Ilya of Shane, unusually serious and stubborn. Determined and increasingly frustrated as they come out empty each time.
 
Every stranger they pass makes the anxiety pool in his stomach. Ilya Rozanov shouldn’t be anywhere near Montreal, nevermind with a kid. Sure, he had his cup day nearby, but everyone probably expected him to be back in New York by now. All it will take is for one stranger to recognise him for a rumour mill to start about him. Will they say he kidnapped someone’s kid? Or say he knocked someone up and has a secret child in Canada? He doesn’t want to find out.
 
Eventually, his steps begin to slow and Ilya could tell the boy was on the verge of another breakdown. The tears were back, hanging heavy in his shiny eyes, clumping his long pale lashes.
 
“Tired?” He prompted.
 
The boy bobs his blonde mop of hair. Call it personal experience or instinct but Ilya got the feeling the toddler wouldn’t stop for a break for such a simple reason. So he comes up with one.
 
“Maybe your papa is tired as well,” he suggests. “Maybe he stopped for a drink. Shall we go to the juice aisle and see?”
 
He spotted some of the healthier juice box options Shane had mentioned once a few aisles back and let the toddler consider it.
 
The boy made a huge show of considering it before nodding carefully, his wide blue eyes still watching Ilya, a little more trusting than before.
 
“Okay. Let’s take a break. Come malysh, pick a drink.”
 
The boy’s eyes widened as he took in all the colourful options. Ilya doesn’t blame him. He has never seen half these flavours in his usual supermarket. Grape, peach, lychee, 5 different types of rice milks, even more types of soy milks. It was a bit overwhelming.
 
Then he remembers Shane mentioning a brand Pike’s gremlin army seems to like. That should be a safe option. But it was pretty high up on the shelf. The kid must have had the same thoughts because he is craning his head back to look at the shelf, his heavy head tilted back so far he nearly topples over.
 
With wide blinking eyes, he regards Ilya carefully and raises his arms. Something soft flutters in Ilya’s chest at being handed this little crumb of trust.
 
“You want uppies?” Shane had used this word when he talked about Pike’s army of children. He doesn’t know if it was a universal English word or just something his platoon of blonde children use.
 
With a heavy nod, the kid insists and jerks his hands further up like it will make Ilya pick him up faster. Slowly but steadily, he picks the toddler up and balances him on his hip, trying not to smile as a little hand unconsciously grabs onto the collar of his jacket.
 
“Do you want apple, orange or grape?” He asks.
 
There were times when Shane got too tired and an endless amount of options made him freeze. Decision paralysis, he called it. In those moments, having Ilya there to limit them down to 2 or 3 choices helped him a lot.
 
The toddler chews on his fingers as his eyes regard each and every carton with deep concentration. Ilya looks at the boy’s profile, his pink cheeks round with uncertainty.
 
Maybe he feels guilty for picking a drink.
 
Without a moment of hesitation, Ilya grabs a grape juice carton, prying off the straw packet with his fingers, popping it out against his thigh and stabbing it into the carton.
 
He takes a deep sip and sighs as the sweetness washes over his tongue. This might be his new favourite drink.
 
“Ahh, delicious,” he says.
 
Beside him, the toddler looks at him in shock, like he had done something inconceivable. Following his lead, he takes a carton of apple juice, stubby fingers struggling against the plastic.
 
Ilya holds the carton steady and watches as he slowly gets a grip on it. Shane had gone down a rabbit hole a few months ago about Montessori learning techniques and how parents should let their kids complete small tasks independently, even if it takes ages and spills half the contents all over the place.
 
So he watches on as the toddler on his hip pushes the straw against the seal a bit too slowly, the sharp tip denting and juice oozing out the edges but makes it through in the end. The toddler looks for his approval as he takes his own large sip.
 
“Ahh,” he copies.
 
Ilya doesn’t even try to hide the smile that makes it onto his face.
 
“Wow! Good job, malysh!” he cheers. “You did it all by yourself”
 
His little eyes twinkled with pride at Ilya’s words.
 
“Arthur,” he said, his voice small.
 
Ilya’s brows pinched. “Sorry?”
 
“Arthur, not mal-malish,” the toddler corrects him, his tongue tripping on the unfamiliar word.
 
“Ah, of course. You are not malysh, you are a big boy. King Arthur,” Ilya chuckles. “Like from the story books.”
 
The toddler tilts his head sideways in confusion and Ilya gasps dramatically.
 
“You don’t know this one?”
 
Arthur gives him a small shake of his head.
 
“Your papa never told you?”
 
He shakes his upper body more vehemently.
 
“Okay. I will tell you. So listen carefully.” Ilya clears his throat and begins his tale. “Once upon a time, there was a boy named Arthur-.”
 
Ilya tried to read the book once. Scratch that, he tried to read it 3 times and failed each time. Partway through the book, his eyes glazed over from disinterest and he ended up falling asleep with the thick paperback still in hand. He never got to the part with Merlin or Genevieve. He can barely tell you how many knights are in the round table, but he did finish the bit with the sword in the stone.
 
With careful, stable steps, Ilya carries the toddler to the last aisle and does a quick sweep of each corner, looking for any signs of a panicking parent who might be missing a 3ish year old.
 
By the time Arthur pulls the sword out of the stone, mini-Arthur’s head starts to lol, leaning heavier against Ilya’s shoulder as they make their way to the front of the store. The juice box slips from his sticky hands and Ilya quickly places it in his basket.
 
Ilya frowns. Surely the boy’s parents would have come looking for him by now. For a brief moment, he wonders if his parents were irresponsible. Maybe they had an army of children like Pike and lost track of one of them.
 
His phone buzzes in his pocket before he manages to come up with another excuse for the toddler’s missing parent.
 
The screen lights up with the called ID, Shenyok, and Ilya is immediately giddy at the sight.
 
“Hello.”
 
“Ilya!”
 
He frowns at Shane’s frantic tone.
 
“Yes moya lyubov?”
 
“The lost kid. Are you still with him?”
 
“Yes?”
 
“Is he blonde? Like a really pale blonde?”
 
Ilya looks down at the toddler in his arms, brows furrowed. “Yes?”
 
“Blue eyes?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Tiny birthmark on the back of his elbow?”
 
Ilya turned him around and sure enough, there was a little mark above his elbow.
 
“What’s his name?”
 
“Arthur.” Sleepy blue eyes blink up at him at the mention of his name.
 
“Oh, thank God,” Shane sighs in relief. “Ilya. Listen. That kid might be Arthur Pike.”
 
Ilya’s brows shoot up in surprise. “Pike?”
 
“Yeah. Hayden called me. They were supposed to drop by T&T while Jackie was at the clinic for a post-natal check but he ran off and he panicked.”
 
“... I see.”
 
“Where are you? Can you stay where you stay where you are? I’ll call Hayden to meet you there.”
 
Ilya nods. “Tell him to meet me at the cashier.”
 
He hangs up and stares at the kid in his arms, looking for the familiar features of the Voyager’s forward.
 
“Uncle Shane?” The kid asks softly.
 
Right, ok. That about confirms it.
 
“Yes,” Ilya says.
 
The toddler simply nods and drops his head back against Ilya’s shoulder. “Ok.”
 
Ilya envies the simplicity and the easy acceptance of a child’s mind.
 
The store’s doors open and Hayden Pike bursts through in relief. “Arthur!”
 
“Papa!”
 
The toddler squirms in his hold and Ilya lets him run to his father.
 
“Oh my god, are you okay? Are you hurt? Why are your hands sticky?”
 
Ilya steps in front of his basket to hide the incriminating juice box.
 
“I was so worried,” Hayden sighs, gathering his son into his arms.
 
“Sorry, papa.”
 
Ilya smiles as he watches the scene before him. Just then, Pike’s head lifts up and his eyes narrow at Ilya.
 
“And you! You didn’t do anything weird to my son, did you? Teach him anything or feed him anything?”
 
Ilya rolls his eyes, frankly offended at the accusation. “Relax, Pike. I didn’t do anything.”
 
“Lya helped me, papa!” Arthur proclaimed.
 
It’s the loudest he has ever spoken this entire time and it throws Ilya off guard.
 
It seems he isn’t the only one because Hayden looks down at his son in surprise. “He did?”
 
“Yeah. He-he found me, and helped me look for you and called Uncle Shane.”
 
“Did he now?”
 
Not exactly the most accurate depiction of events but he’ll take it.
 
“Right. Well,” Hayden looked everywhere but Ilya. “Thanks,” he mumbles.
 
He looked like he would rather pull his own teeth out than say it, but he does it anyway.
 
“No problem,” Ilya says in amusement.
 
“Right, ok. I’m… going to go now.”
 
“Okay,” he shrugs.
 
“Wait!” Arthur squirms out of his dad’s hold and runs to hug Ilya’s legs.
 
Ilya almost barks out a laugh at the incredulous expression on Pike’s face but instead, lowers himself to Arthur’s level.
 
“Thank you, Lya,” the toddler mumbles against his neck.
 
“Of course. You were very brave, malysh.”
 
“Hey! I’m not malysh,” Arthur laughs like it is a small joke between them now.
 
“That’s right. You’re King Arthur.”
 
Ilya quickly swipes the bar of Hi-Chew Arthur was holding in his hand earlier and winks at him. The toddler tries to mimic the motion but ends up blinking and Ilya laughs as he waves the father and son goodbye.
 

 
Ontario, July 2017
 
Ilya’s sweaty hands drop to his thighs as he tries to get as many lungfuls of air as he could. Is the air here on fire? Why do his legs itch so much? Fuck, do the mosquitoes here carry malaria?
 
His chest heaves like he had done double triple shifts out on the ice and grips the large rock by his side.
 
“Hollander, you will kill me,” he gasps. “You will actually kill me.”
 
Further up the hill, Shane looks down at him, barely out of breath. “Oh, shut up you big baby. We’re nearly there.”
 
“Lies!” Ilya whines.
 
“Yeah, well, what can I tell you?” he shrugs. “The summit is literally right there. You can literally see it from here.”
 
Ilya lifts his head and squints past Shane’s figure and sees the top of the mountain up ahead. His mother was right to say her son hyperfixates on peaks.
 
“You said you wanted to relax with me.”
 
“I did.”
 
“This is not relaxing.”
 
Waking up at the crack of dawn to hike a nearby mountain cannot be in anyone’s definition of relaxing.
 
“Aww, come on. It’s not that bad.”
 
Ilya glares at his boyfriend. Shane, with his backwards ballcap, long sleeved shirt stretched over the muscles of his broad shoulders and the backpack buckled on his chest. Cheeks flushed, freckles proud against the bridge of his nose, eyes bright and the lightest drops of sweat gathered on the bow of his plump lips. Fuck, he can never win an argument against this man.
 
With a dramatic drag of his hand over his face, Ilya follows his boyfriend further up the blasted trail and tries not to rip his shin on any of the rocks. Around them, the forest comes alive. A light breeze blows lightly between the trees and rustles the canopies above him, cooling the sweat on his lightly burnt shoulders. Maybe he should have listened when Shane said he should put more sunscreen on, or maybe even a longer shirt. Somewhere to their right, Ilya could hear the distant sound of water, a river maybe, and up above, a few squirrels scamper branch to branch. He puts one foot ahead of the other as Shane was going on and on about the transition between the deciduous to boreal forests in accordance with their altitude and how that impacts the biomes and microclimates of the region.
 
He wanted to kiss him stupid.
 
Once he gets over being woken up at an ungodly hour and coerced into taking an eye-wateringly hard trail up the closest mountain Shane put them on, he could admit this was not so bad.
 
He would never tell Shane that, though.
 
They make it to the summit some time before noon. Shane sets his bag down on a grass clearing and Ilya slumps into a starfish position with a groan. The lush patch of grass under him is cool, if not slightly wet from the morning dew that clings to its leaves. Shane sits beside him, legs spread out on the grass and laughs softly when Ilya wraps his hand around his massive calves and nuzzles against his hip.
 
Up above them, the sky is blue, clear and vast. There was hardly a cloud in the sky. The rare ones that pass are wispy, pale white as they move.
 
“You have killed me,” Ilya says after several gulps of water.
 
Shane huffs out a laugh. “Come on, you have to admit the view up here is amazing.”
 
It was amazing. It was vast and wild and idyllic, but a picture would have sufficed. He could have done without the near encounters with a very curious lynx, or passed that one sleepy looking bear. They haven’t spotted a loon just yet but Ilya has long learned that there are worse things than that satanic bird, a fucking cobra chicken.
 
“Aww come on. They’re Canadian geese,” Shane laughs at him. “How are you scared of them? They’re everywhere. We literally passed one after a game when you were in Boston.”
 
“Yes, but the ones here are evil! Maybe they are like you, nice in other places, angry back home.”
 
“Shut up,” Shane shoves him playfully.
 
It does nothing to dislodge the Russian curled onto his side. This is nice, being up here alone together. Ilya never saw himself as the type who would enjoy the quiet countryside but he was getting dangerously used to this.
 
Somewhere inside Shane’s backpack, Ilya’s phone rings and he muffles his groan against his thigh as Shane ruffles through the bag looking for it.
 
“It’s Svetlana,” he tells him.
 
“Answer it,” Ilya says lazily.
 
“What?”
 
“She knows about us I think. She drove your parents from the airport when you were hurt.”
 
Shane bites his lip. “Right.”
 
One blue eye peaks out at him above his shorts. The sun had turned them a deep shade of hazel, and they softened at the sight of Shane’s worry.
 
“She will not tell,” Ilya reassures him. “She is like my Hayden, yes? She knows the worst of me.”
 
“So I am the worst of you?” Shane laughs, slightly self-depricating.
 
“No,” Ilya answers confidently. “You are the best of me. She will try to steal you. Just wait.”
 
Shane shakes his head. The call had dropped a while ago, Ilya’s phone screen darkening again, but soon enough, it lights up once more. This time, Shane answers on the third ring.
 
“Finally! What took you so- Oh, hello,” Svetlana switches to english in surprise.
 
“Uh, hi,” Shane looks away from the screen and clears his throat. “Ilya told me to answer.”
 
“Did he,” she smirks. “Well, it’s nice to finally meet you, Jane. Hopefully I get to properly meet you soon.”
 
“Yeah. For sure.”
 
Ilya smiles against his hip, watching as Shane adamantly avoids meeting her gaze. He knows they have met a couple times before, but that was before she knows she knows now.
 
“Thank you, again. For your help with my parents.”
 
“It’s not a problem,” Sveta waves off. “You can repay me by telling me where your stupid man is. Ilya! Where are you! I know you’re there.”
 
Ilya sighs before reaching up to take his phone from Shane’s hand. “Here. No need to scream.”
 
Svetlana gasps dramatically. “You are outside? On the grass?”
 
“He woke me up at 4 to hike! Hike, Sveta! While I’m on holiday!”
 
“He got you to leave the house and made you touch grass voluntarily?” She asks with delight. “That confirms it. There is no saving you, Ilya,” Sveta shakes her head in mock disappointment. “Jane, he is yours now forever. No returns or refunds.”
 
“Hey!”
 
Ilya tries to ignore how giddy ‘forever’ feels in his chest.
 
“You know I care about you, my love, but you are very annoying,” she cooes.
 
“You call me to tell me this?”
 
“No,” she rolls her eyes. “I’ve got a cup present for you.”
 
“You do?”
 
“Yep. I didn’t know where to send it and you were so kind as to not answer your texts so I thought I’d call.”
 
Ilya’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What did you buy?”
 
The mischievous twinkle in her eye tells him she is up to no good. “You’ll see. Send me your address. You’ll thank me later.”
 
“You know my address.”
 
“The one in New York, yes. Not the one in-middle-of-nowhere Canada. Where are you anyways? A park?”
 
Ilya flips the camera to show her the view, the slope just meters away from where they sat and the cool blue mountainous silhouettes in the distance.
 
“Wow,” she says breathlessly.
 
Shane gives him a look that says “See? She gets it.’”
 
“I am telling you so you know my last location before Shane kills me,” Ilya says.
 
On the screen, Svetlana rolls her eyes once more, mouthing the word debil, and Shane wonders briefly how strong her eye muscles are from how often she does it.
 
“Alright. That is all. Just wanted to make sure you’re not moping somewhere.”
 
“Thanks for checking in, Svetlana. We’ll have to catch up again soon,” Shane says politely, though Ilya could tell he absolutely doesn’t mean it.
 
“Yes. Soon. I need need neeeed to take a peek into that beautiful beautiful brain of yours. Bye boys! Don’t die.”
 
“Bye!”
 
The call drops and Shane lets the tension bleed out. He lays down on the grass beside Ilya and stares up into the clear blue sky. Ilya’s eyes flutter open to stare at his boyfriend’s perfect profile, just inches away from his face. They start where they always do, the freckles sprinkled across his cheeks, darker and brighter after hours of hiking. Then to his cheeks glistening with sweat, dark inky hair pulled back by his white ballcap, long dark lashes, straight nose and down to his plush pink lips.
 
Ilya could spend hours just looking at him if Shane’d let him.
 
Eventually, Shane turns to him and stares right back with his wide brown eyes. Bright, content and crinkling at the corner when he smiles. He drown himself in their warmth and lets the feeling of being known pin him to the ground when he thinks he has flown too far.
 
“See, not that bad, right?” Shane says softly, like this spot was their own little secret.
 
As the wind brushes through the clearing, it ripples through the wild grass like waves, carrying the sound and the smell of the trees with them. It sends a shiver down his arm and leaves goosebumps in their wake.
 
Ilya hums. “We are never doing this again.”
 
Shane snorts. “Sure.”
 
He picks a tiny flower from the grass between them as the smile falls from his face.
 
“Mitty said something weird during the party.”
 
Ilya props himself up on his elbow and stays silent as he waits for him to elaborate.
 
“He said ‘You keep doing you. You’re Shane fucking Hollander. Don’t let anymore make you forget that’.”
 
“He’s right.”
 
“I know, but… it’s kinda weird, right? That he said it? He was all serious about it as well.”
 
To any other person, it might seem like a simple word of encouragement but Ilya has to admit, something about it gave him a sense of trepidation, like Mitty was warning him about something.
 
“Maybe,” he agrees partially. The Voyagers haven’t given him a genuine reason to be concerned, but he doesn’t want to worry Shane just yet. “It will be weird not seeing him in the goal next season.”
 
“That’s what I told him,” the corner of Shane’s mouth twitches. “Any retirements on your team?”
 
“Ah, not yet. Maybe not this season.”
 
“So… next season?”
 
Ilya considers this for a moment. “Maybe.”
 
There is a sadness to his expression and Shane has a feeling he knows who he is talking about.
 
“How’s Hunter doing?” he asks instead.
 
Ilya snorts. “Still has no clue about us.”
 
“This is getting ridiculous.”
 
“Yes.”
 
Shane lets his eyes drop to the cross pooling golden on Ilya’s collarbone.
 
“But it’s nice, you know? Having people know.”
 
Ilya’s brows pinch. “You want to come out?”
 
“God no,” Shane scoffs. “I don’t think I can deal with all…”
 
He could find the words to describe the circus that has been surrounding Scott Hunter the past couple months. Thankfully Ilya understands.
 
“Yes,” he agrees.
 
“But we need a plan.”
 
All the amusement dropped from his eyes and in its place was the intense seriousness Ilya adored him for. The single-minded focus that got this man 2 cups in a row and a room filled with awards.
 
“A plan,” he repeats carefully.
 
Shane bites his bottom lip. “You know I love you, right?”
 
“And I love you,” Ilya scrunches his brow, anxiety thrumming beneath the surface.
 
“And I know that we’ve only been together like… a couple months really. But I’m serious… about us. So I want to make a plan for us to be together. In the long run. And what that might look like.”
 
“You… what? You want us to get married?” Ilya jokes.
 
A big smile stretches slowly across Shane’s features and it steals whatever breath is left in Ilya’s lungs in the cool, thin mountain air. Ilya knows it wasn’t what he meant but apparently he didn’t mind the suggestion.
 
“One day,” he agrees softly.
 
And it both scares and excites him in equal measure.
 
“I mean, we don’t need to decide now. But I think it would be great if we started to think about it. What we want, where we wanna be and how we get there,” Shane finishes.
 
Ilya has never been one for 10 year plans. He has a contract and a visa but he never really let himself think beyond the next couple months. He never had to plan a future, but now that he has Shane, he wants so much. So so much he doesn’t know where to begin.
 
So he works around the lump in his throat. “Okay.”
 
But Shane was the opposite. He doesn’t do things in halves. If he’s bringing this up, it means he already has something in mind.
 
“You have an idea,” Ilya states.
 
Shane nods slowly. “Something small. A flexible step.”
 
“Okay. Let’s hear it.”
 
“I want to change the narrative around us.”
 
Ilya frowns. “What is narrative? I don’t know this word.”
 
“Their perception of us. Your team knows we’re friends and so do Hayden and JJ. I just… We’re 26-”
 
“- ugh don’t remind me,” Ilya groans
 
“- they can’t expect us to hate each other forever,” Shane bulldozes on. “We’re not even in the same division anymore. We can say that we became friends during All-Stars or something. That I approached you-”
 
“-no, I approached you,” Ilya insists.
 
“Factually untrue but that’s not the point,” his hand lands instinctively on Ilya’s waist and taps an unconscious beat on his skin. “We can tell people we found out we have a lot of things in common. We can work on something together. Ads, a small business, a charity, training camps. Anything. That way, it wouldn’t be so weird for us to be seen together and people will start to believe that we’re actually friends. Then we can be together. Not out but… in plain sight.”
 
The vision Shane draws is so vivid, enough to sting Ilya’s eyes.
 
“That way, when we retire, we can be together. For real,” he finishes.
 
“You really think that far?” Ilya whispers wetly.
 
Shane’s smile is gentle but it illuminates something in his chest, warm and safe. “I want a future with you. Is that weird?”
 
He shakes his head and presses his face against Shane’s sternum.
 
“This is what you want?”
 
He feels the press of lips against his curls and settles deeper into Shane’s warm hold. “So much it hurts.”
 

 
Ilya wakes up the next morning to the first rays of the morning sun shining through their large windows. He feels warm, sore in the best way and loose. In his arms, Shane is still fast asleep, his weight heavy and warm. Ilya lets out a content sigh and tightens his arms as he nuzzles his nose against the nape or his neck, the short hairs there course against his cheek.
 
A large shadow passes their window and when Ilya opens his eyes, his whole body turns rigid. Ilya has seen pictures of them, daydreamed as Shane told him about them and snorted as Marley told him about the time one had charged at his car and yet, his mind still seemed to refuse to register that Canada’s fauna did not, in fact, fit in the neat picture books his teachers read to him as a child.
 
Because standing a few feet in front of him, staring right at him as it occupied the entire breadth of their bedroom window was a 6’2” moose with antlers the size of a goalpost. Or at least it looks like a goalpost to him. His mind briefly flooded with the terrifying image of one charging right at them and shattering the glass.
 
“Shane,” he whispers sharply. “Shane!”
 
He shakes the man in his arms and the other groans groggily.
 
“Hmm?”
 
“There’s a very big moose in front of us.”
 
Shane cracks his eyes open slightly and sighs as he settles back onto his pillow. “That’s a normal moose.”
 
“What do you mean it's normal? It's huge!”
 
“Nope,” Shane yawns. “Can definitely get bigger.”
 
That little tidbit is not comforting in the slightest.
 
This isn’t the first time Ilya has seen a moose. They have plenty of them in Russia, but he has always seen them from the safety of his apartment balcony. He’s always looked down and thought nothing of them. They’re basically just big horses. Now that he’s within feet of one, he is struck by the thought that he severely underestimated their size.
 
The horrifying beast takes a step forward and Ilya is spilling Russian curses against Shane’s shoulders. Shane feels slightly more alert now that he feels Ilya’s form shivering behind him. He frowns as he turns in his hold and looks at his boyfriend. Ilya’s gaze didn't leave the moose for a second, seemingly terrified the creature would make a sudden movement the moment he took his eyes off it.
 
“You’re shaking,” he says gently. His fingers tangle in blonde curls, his thumb brushing circles behind his ear.
 
“What kind of a fucking animal is that big?”
 
“A moose?”
 
“How do we make it go away? Do we throw something at it? Chase it off?”
 
“No,” Shane chuckles lightly. “Just leave it alone. It’ll leave eventually.”
 
“But it's not! It’s staring right at us!”
 
Surely enough, when Shane lifts his head once more, the moose is looking at Ilya curiously.
 
“That’s because you’re staring at it.”
 
A protective instinct curls in his chest when the fear doesn’t leave Ilya’s eyes.
 
Something rustles beyond the trees and while the moose turns its head to see, Shane clicks the button to slide the blinds shut, washing the room in darkness. With the beast out of sight, Ilya lets out a shuddering breath.
 
“Hey. Hey,” Shane cups his jaw and forces him to meet his gaze. “You’re ok.”
 
“It’s still outside,” Ilya hisses.
 
“It’ll be gone soon,” he promises.
 
“But what if it doesn’t?”
 
“Then I’ll be here. I won’t let anything happen to you. Okay?”
 
He surges forward and presses a kiss onto Ilya’s lips, chaste and reassuring.
 
Eventually, the moose does get bored of the space and casually walks back into the wilderness. As the echo of its hooves move further and further away, Ilya’s shoulders begin to lower.
 
“See?” Shane says softly. Not a single trace of mockery in it. He presses a kiss onto Ilya’s throat. “Gone. Now go back to sleep.”
 
Ilya lets the tension bleed out of him and he hides his face in the strong curve of Shane’s neck.
 
The world is filled with scary things but between the two of them, Shane has always been the brave one.






      

  












      Chapter 2
  


    Chapter Summary

    The season kicks off in full gear and as new blood enters the team, old problems begin to surface.



    Chapter Notes

      It's time once again! With a pretty long one! Lesgo!!!

CW:
- Explicit sexual content
- Bullying (nothing explicit and nothing as bad as reality)
- Microagressions
- Homophobia


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  7 Years ago: Voyagers Rookie Camp
 
Clap! Stop.
 
Clack clack clack clap! Stop.
 
The sound of the rubber puck against his stick is an old friend, a reliable constant since he held one at the ripe old age of 5. The sound rings across the empty rink like a starter clapper.
 
Light mist blankets the ice in the early mornings. Somewhere in Boston, Rozanov is going through his own training camp, and if he wants to stand toe-to-toe with him, Shane will have to make use of as much of his time on the ice as possible.
 
Under the misty shroud of freshly laid ice, Shane adjusts his grip around his stick. He scooped up the puck, putting it in the least convenient scoring position before slapping it across the ice.
 
Clink! This one hits the top post and falls in bar down. Shane breathes out a sigh and repeats the motion another few times, determined to make himself a reliable sniper.
 
A small smile of self-satisfaction grows on his face as another puck hits the corners of the post. His lonely celebration is interrupted when he hears an impressed whistle coming from the boards.
 
Shane pivots on his toes and spots one of the veterans leaning over the boards, skates laced up but still dressed in civvies. Anntoni Hakkinen, his brain supplies. 1st line left wing. 4th overall draft pick of 2003. Alternate captain.
 
“Mr. Hakkinen,” he says in surprise.
 
Hakkinnen tilts his head in amusement, his blonde hair falling across his eyes, a small dimple appearing on his cheeks. Unexpectedly handsome and so uniquely charming.
 
“Hollander, right?”
 
Shane nods.
 
“You’re as impressive as they say,” he opens the gate and glides across the ice.
 
“Thank you, sir.”
 
Hakkinen waves his hand dismissively. “Tony. Please,” he insists.
 
“Okay,” Shane says hesitantly. “Tony then.”
 
Tony shoves them back into his pockets and looks at the pucks strewn across ice. “Maximising your ice time?”
 
Shane nods. “The equipment managers let me in. Said it was fine as long as one of the rink managers is on site.”
 
Hakkinen laughs softly. “Don’t worry kid, you’re not in trouble. I was just curious.”
 
Shane fidgets beside him, wondering what it was he was supposed to say. He had looked up to Hakkinen for years, dreamed about playing alongside him, and now that he was in front of the man, his mind drew a blank.
 
“You’re an impressive player to watch,” he blurts out. Internally, he winces. That line hadn’t worked on Rozanov. It certainly wouldn’t have worked on Hakkinen. “I mean," he tries to clarify. “I looked up to you a lot… as a kid…”
 
Hakkinen chuckled softly. “Which was what? 3 minutes ago?”
 
A small smile makes its way onto his face. “Fuck off.”
 
The laugh he receives in return is a little louder this time.
 
“How’s rookie camp, anyways? You must be skating circles around the other kids,” Hakkinen punts a puck with his skate.
 
Shane shrugs. “They have a lot of potential. I’m looking forward to learning a lot from the other guys.”
 
Hakkinen leans back and gives him an assessing look. Shane isn’t sure what he is looking for but he seems to smile as he finds it.
 
“Sure,” he smiles, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. “Nervous for the final selection?”
 
“A little,” Shane admits. “Any advice?”
 
For a moment, the veteran seems to consider this and when he does, his smile softens.
 
“I’m going to tell you what my mentor told me. But you can’t tell anyone, okay?”
 
Shane nods eagerly.
 
With a serious tone, Hakkinen skates closer and Shane holds his breath. “Hockey is fun, right? We get to play this crazy sport for a living and get paid millions to do it. But at the end of the day, hockey is a job, and the other guys? They are just your coworkers.” Anntoni pulls back. “Do with that what you will.”
 
Shane never figured out what to make of it.
 

 
Montreal, September 2017
 
The season starts as it usually does, with baseline medical checks, training camp and a flurry of press events asking players what their expectations are for the season. New season, same questions. It’s like a washing machine tumbling the same clothes over and over again because you refuse to wear the special ones in the closet. Great for Shane, honestly. He doesn’t have to think of new answers all the time, especially when he’s on the verge of an adrenaline crash post game, tired, irritated and the only words he could think of would make Farah faint and Ilya cackle hard enough to fall off the couch. 
 
Coincidentally, the women’s league starts earlier than their year and the Voyagers watch the presser on the TV in their locker room.
 
“Claire, we saw some fan photos of you attending an off-season training camp in Montreal with Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov and a couple other NWHL players. How did that happen?”
 
Fan photos? Is that what they’re calling unsolicited paparazzi shots now?
 
“Well,” bless her, she starts with a sigh. “Hollander and I have a few mutual friends and we just… got together and arranged it I guess. It was fun.”
 
TSN pushes in. “And how did that go? Did you learn anything from them and vice versa?”
 
“Yeah. I mean it was amazing. Hollander is an amazing leader and his dedication is incredible. Roz is an amazing player and, mon dieu he’s absolutely going to give me shit for this but, Roz is probably one of the best skaters of our generation. Both super talented and both incredibly hard workers. As for what he took from me,... you’ll have to ask him,” she laughs.
 
It had been Farah’s idea, really. Once he and Ilya had revealed their relationship to her (after much coaxing from Yuna), she and Annalise, their PR manager, talked about how to actualise their strategy, shaping the narrative one piece at a time, starting with a joint training camp with a very colourful cast of characters from across multiple leagues.
 
Telling people about them was terrifying, but Farah and Annalise gave him more confidence in his plans and more certainty that they were on track.
 
“A lot of fans were shocked to see them playing together. With the infamous rivalry between them, fans expected them to clash heads. Do you think they’ve lost their competitive edge?”
 
Stupid question really. Also, they played together in the All-Stars game???
 
Claire raises a brow. “They broke one of the glass panels trying to see which one of them had a higher shot speed. What do you think?”
 
The press gave a polite laugh in response.
 
“In all seriousness,” she clarifies. “It’s very obvious that they both a deep mutual respect for each other. Game recognises game, you know? And if anything, I’m convinced they’re even more competitive against each other, so no. They still got it.”
 
“The boys are going to start their season soon. Anything you’d like to say to him?”
 
“Sure. Which camera?” Claire looks around until someone points to a camera and she grabs a microphone firmly, looking straight down the lens. 
 
Claire clears her throat and glares at the camera. “Ilya Grigorievich Rozanov, you little piece or shit. I saw what you did. Next time we see each other, you’re paying for this. Sleep with one eye open. That is all.”
 
The press laughs awkwardly, unsure if she’s actually serious about the threat. Out in the CN complex, Shane snorts as puts on the practice jersey.
 
“What did he do?” Hayden whispers.
 
“Glitter bombed her gear bag with Chouinard’s kid’s art supplies.”
 
As a father to 2 (now 3) daughters, Hayden is all too familiar with the war on glitter. “... yeah, no. He’s dead.”
 
Shane shakes his head with a smile. “Come on. Let’s go.”
 
He comes into team camp a lot lighter than he had in previous years. More hopeful, excited for the changes it seems to bring.
 
The Voyagers got 2 new kids on their active roster this year. A Boston defenseman fresh off his rookie contract and a young transfer from the KHL.
 
Shane is excited regardless.
 
It’s not often that a Kazakh player ends up in the NHL. There are a few of them in the AHL, and there were plenty of them in the AAA, but the NHL seems to be bereft of them.
 
All this to say Shane is fucking excited to welcome any new blood onto the team.
 
Number 84. Viktor Zharmenov. 20 years old defenseman. Did 2 years in the KHL before being scouted into the NHL and drafted 16th. The kid didn’t speak a lick of English and relied heavily on Andropov.
 
And the other was…
 
“Cadyn McIntyre?” he calls out.
 
Number 39, drafted 2013, 28th overall to Boston. Spent a year in development before moving up to the Bears, signed with Montreal after completing his ELC.
 
The kid looks up from his place on the bench with a careful neutral expression. “That’s me.”
 
Shane walks up to him with a smile. “Welcome to the team. I’m excited to have you here.”
 
The defenseman looks at Shane suspiciously. “You are?”
 
“Mhmm,” he nods. “Not every day you get a bear cub on your roster. You’re Roz’ rookie, right? Told me a lot about you over the summer.”
 
Despite their similarities in leadership styles, the rookies that come to Boston under Ilya’s leadership tend to have a more childlike demeanor than the ones that come under Marley’s. Ilya adored rookies, and he tended to take them under his wing as they learned to settle into their new environments.
 
Annalise had said that he should practice all the ways he could casually bring Ilya up in conversations. Mentions of hangouts, training camps, joint campaigns. It helped him map out what he wanted the season to look like.
 
 
He’s hoping Ilya could come with him to have dinner at Hayden’s the next time he’s in town, maybe ease him into the idea of them being friends.
 
Cadyn brightens at the mention of his old captain. “Really? What did he say?”
 
“He said you’re eager to get to work. Or well, the word he used was ‘bouncy’.”
 
Which Shane can now see is an apt description. With his guard lowered, the kid is bouncing all over the place, like a toddler on way too much sugar.
 
It’s not the most flattering description but Cadyn beams regardless.
 
Shane’s comment must have meant a lot to the young denseman because he throws himself into the drills with enough vigour that the assistant coaches are eyeing him with a smile and a nod of approval.
 
“He’s hungry,” Desjardins says.
 
“Good,” Thierault grumbles. “He should be. Least he could do for making us take him on.”
 
Shane bites his tongue at the urge to snap back. Sure, the team was doing just fine before but years of changes have left their defenses sorely lacking and bringing him on board wasn’t a favour, it was part of the job.
 
Cadyn skates up to them, coming to a sharp stop only a couple feet away from Shane.
 
“How’d I do, Cap?”
 
His eyes were bright and eager as he looked straight at Shane. It’s enough to make Shane look away at a point just off his ear.
 
“Shouldn’t you be asking them that?” He jabs his thumb at the coaches behind him, who are all looking at the new recruit expectantly.
 
At least the guy had the decency of looking ashamed, his face flushing into a bright red as he repeated the question, albeit with a far more polite and subdued tone.
 
Training was productive, if not repetitive, and Shane revels in the predictability of it, focusing on optimising each shift instead of memorising new choreography to a song he doesn’t yet understand.
 
“Ready to win another cup?” Hayden asks him after training camp.
 
And despite the unfamiliar face on the goal line and the bodies in the locker room, the answer came easy.
 
“Born ready.”
 
His aunt had told his mother this year was a year of change, and while his mother had rolled her eyes at her, he was starting to believe it.
 

 
Manhattan, That Same Day
 
Ilya has this huge dopey smile on his face. He’s got his necklace in his mouth, giggling to himself as the ad plays on his phone. It was Hollander’s latest one. Some sort of sports drink with a questionable amount of caffeine and enough food colouring to make the FDA raise their brows.
 
“Does he even drink any of this shit?” Eric asks as he changes out of his shirt.
 
“Nope,” Ilya replies confidently.
 
Still, he stops short of straight up giggling right there on the bench, with his shin guards on and his team socks left forgotten mid distraction.
 
Eric chuckles. “Fuck, you guys are so cute.”
 
“Cute? Hmm, no that’s not possible,” Ilya shakes his head without looking away from the awkward figure on the screen. “Russians are not cute.”
 
“Hmm, yeah. You guys are so big. So strong. So scary.”
 
“Exactly.”
 
On screen Hollander runs his fingers through his hair, the movement highlighting his huge arms and Ilya covers his mouth with the hell of his hand to suppress the small moan bubbling in his throat.
 
Honestly, good for him. He had come back from the summer looking the happiest he has ever been and certainly far more content and settled than Eric was when he was that age.
 
Ahh, young love, Eric sighs to himself. He tightens the strap of his pads.
 

 
Cadyn walks into the training facility with his head held high. He wouldn’t say getting along with the team has been as effortless as it was in Boston, but he didn’t mind it. The city was great, his captain is super cool and he’s clocking in a lot of ice time. 
 
Oh! And he bought this cool shirt he saw online using the money he got from his signing bonus. Gunshot distressed, they called it. He isn’t sure what that meant but it sounded cool.
 
He walks into morning skate donning his new shirt and frowns when no one else has arrived yet. Sans Hollander. Hollander was always early.
 
Boizau was a close second. He claps him on the back on the way in and makes his way down to his locker.
 
The captain looks up from his phone and lowers his tumbler with a smile.
 
“Morning Mackie,” his gaze drops onto his shirt. “Do we not pay you enough to buy you a new shirt?”
 
Cadyn’s jaw drops at the chirp. “This is new!”
 
“Did they run out of fabric at the factory or something?” Pike bounces off at him as he walks in.
 
“Sup, guys!” Taylor walks in and does a double take at Cadyn’s choice of clothing. “Whoah, dude, did you get into a fight with a bear on the way to work?”
 
“Aww come on,” Cadyn pouts. “I like this shirt!”
 
“Well, it’s certainly… a choice,” Hollander smiles.
 
“Hey, I don’t wanna hear that from you, Mr. Under Armour, Adidas, Nike,” Pike points at Shane’s shirt, sweats and shoes consecutively.
 
“Fuck off. At least they’ve got no holes in them.”
 
“Considering your net worth, I damn hope not.”
 
“It’s okay, mon gar,” JJ tells Cadyn sympathetically. “Hayden will take you to Costco after this.”
 
“Costco?” Hayden looks at him incredulously. “You earn millions of dollars a year and you wanna buy clothes at Costco?”
 
“Hey, no shame in it,” he lifts his hands.
 
“How much did this cost, anyways?” The 4 veterans looked at Cadyn expectantly.
 
“...500 dollars,” he says softly.
 
The room is silent for a second. Hayden whistles loudly. JJ is trying not to laugh. Shane is looking at him with concern.
 
“Can you return it?” his captain asks genuinely.
 
“Return what?” Stedlund walks in and sees the shirt. “Damn, kid! That’s one holey shirt.” He seemed so satisfied with his own joke. “They really let luxury brands get away with anything, huh?”
 
Seeing the large pout on Cadyn’s face, Shane’s face softens. He squeezes his shoulder and gives him a sympathetic look. “We’re just messing with you, rook. Wear whatever you want.”
 
By the time the rest of the team files in, Cadyn is already on the ice.
 

 
Koch tosses his helmet into his locker roughly. Practice was brutal, as it usually is leading up to a game against Boston.
 
Viktor walks around him, his steps cautious and quiet. Around the corner, Hollander was in some sort of intense argument with the coach. He only caught bits of the argument but he got the gist regardless.
 
‘-need to put him in.’ ‘-not ready!’ ‘-need experience on the ice-”
 
“What were they thinking, bringing a fucking Bear into the team,” Berkes says.
 
The coaches were considering bringing Cadyn up to their 2nd line and the lineup working exceptionally well to the frustration of the veteran defensemen.
 
“I don’t know,” Hayden shrugs. “I mean the kid’s not bad. He’s definitely got some of that Bear training.”
 
“He guards the corners well,” JJ adds proudly. “Reads the ice like a vet.”
 
“Can’t believe you guys are defending him. He’s a fucking Bear!”
 
“Was,” Shane emphasises as he walks back into the locker room. “Mackie’s one of us now.”
 
“Seriously? You too cap?”
 
As though their job isn’t literally a team sport. It’s not his fault they defend like they're playing dodgeball.
 
“You got a problem with it, take it up with management,” Hayden jabs his thumb over his shoulder.
 
Shane puts his phone face down on the bench as he ties up his laces and Hayden spots the two pieces of confetti trapped beneath the clear and navy phone case. One red, one blue.
 
Wonder what that's about.
 
“How are we supposed to trust a fucking Bear to back us against his own team?” Koch pushes his hair back.
 
“Same way you trusted Mittka or Langstrom. You just do,” Hayden shrugs.
 
“Where the fuck did Mitty go, anyways?” Berkes says in a biting tone. “Why’d he decide out of nowhere to just fuck off back to Finland without saying anything.”
 
Shane chooses to not to say anything as he goes through the routine of untying his laces.
 
“He retired,” Stedlund answered in a tone that was quite frankly hard to read. “He’s putting his family first. Besides, he’s ancient.”
 
“He’s 40,” Andropov rolls his eyes.
 
“Same thing.”
 
Cadyn walks into the locker room with a skip to his step. He picks up his bottle, tips it into his mouth and the cap falls right off, spilling bright pink water spilling out onto his practice jersey. Across the room, some of the other vets snicker under their breath as the defenseman frowns at his ruined equipment.
 
“Dude,” Shane gestures at the pink spreading on the floor. “The staff has to clean that shit.”
 
“Oh, come off it, cap. It’s just a joke,” Koch waves off.
 
“Spoken like a dude who doesn’t know how much our gear costs,” Hayden snorts.
 
JJ puts a hand on the rookie’s shoulder. “You okay?”
 
“Yeah,” Cadyn sheds the soiled jersey and shrugs his shoulders. “No biggie.”
 
Beside him, Viktor steps away with a quiet frown. Despite the multiple attempts to talk to him, Shane had yet to hold an actual conversation with the kid. Even with Andropov there to translate, it seemed like the defenseman was not interested in talking with him, resorting to awkward one word answers and blank expressions.
 
Shane tampers down his disappointment. He had been excited to welcome him onto the team, to learn more about the hockey played across the pond. Maybe if he gave it more time, Viktor would eventually warm up to him. In the meantime, he had games to win.
 

 
Manhattan, September 2018
 
It hasn’t even been a month since they last saw each other and Ilya misses Shane like a missing limb. Like a terrible case of phantom limb pain, he could feel the ache deep wash vaguely through him and seep all the colour out from his world.
 
They call almost daily, whether it be before their morning runs or during dinner.
 
Tonight, Ilya presses the call button just moments after getting out of the shower.
 
Shane’s face fills his screen and immediately he could feel the burdens of the day lift from his shoulders.
 
“Salut, mon fleur,” Shane says from his cozy spot on the bed.
 
“What does that mean, moy khoroshiy? What are you calling me?”
 
He hums. “I guess you’ll have to learn French to find out.”
 
A revenge for all the times Ilya has told him to learn Russian, but refuses to teach him anything practical. It leaves him fidgety, wanting nothing more than to reach across the screen and squish his lovely pretty cheeks.
 
Ilya snorts. “Did you eat?”
 
“Yeah,” Shane dives under the covers. “Had dinner with Hayden after conditioning. Jackie cooks a mean jerk chicken rice bowl. You know Arthur keeps asking when you’ll come over?”
 
“Ah. Pike must hate that.”
 
“He does,” Shane smiles.
 
Something his chest thaws at the sight, like permafrost under the summer sun. He fears what it could reveal, if given the chance.
 
“Чо как, Shenyok?” he asks instead. “How was your day?”
 
“Meh, the usual,” Shane shrugs, before he suddenly remembers something. “Oh! Thierault put Mackie on the second line!”
 
“Good. He’s a good player. He deserves it.”
 
“He does,” Shane smiles. “39 though?”
 
A more goalie adjacent number.
 
“His dad’s number. Played for the Thunderbirds in the 80s.”
 
“Interesting.”
 
Ilya pulls his screen closer, just to see those freckles scrunch up. “You like him. My rookie trying to steal my boyfriend?”
 
“Aww come on, Ilya. He’s like a puppy. Way too young for me.”
 
Ilya groans. “Don’t say it like that. You make us sound old!”
 
“I mean, we are long overdue for a quarter life crisis.”
 
“Nooo,” he whines. “Stop it. No more old people talk.”
 
Across the border, Shane chuckles for the first time all night and he snuggles deeper under the comforter. A tiny wince flashes across his face. One moment it's there, another it's gone. Quick enough you could blame it on an internet glitch, but Ilya has spent the better part of a decade reading Shane’s physical tells and he caught it, the near imperceivable evidence of discomfort telegraphed from miles away.
 
Part of the job almost requires them to ache somewhere somehow at all times during the season, but Shane has never hidden it from him, and it snags on an unsettling feeling in Ilya’s mind.
 
“And you? How’s… how’s the room?”
 
The redirection leaves him mildly disappointed, but he takes it. If Shane doesn’t want to talk about it, far be it for him to force it on him.
 
Ilya slumps onto the bed and shuffles his phone closer. He knows how anxious Shane has been to hear about it, about how the hockey world is reacting to Scott’s coming out. It was only the beginning of the season, and they will have to wait and see how the other teams react, but for now, he was starting to get a grasp of how the team was reacting.
 
“A little awkward. Some of the guys don’t know how to feel about Hunter, but at least they’re smart enough to keep their mouths shut. I think it will be okay.”
 
Shane hums. He drops his gaze, eyes shining with unshed tears and Ilya could feel that phantom ache in his bones again, constricting his chest.
 
“I miss you,” Shane says softly.
 
Ilya swallows the lump in his throat, wanting to just reach through the screen just to feel the warmth of his skin. The wanting is painful, but the idea of living without it hurts even more and he moves to deflect it.
 
“Yes, well, I miss your mouth.”
 
A familiar redirection.
 
He gets a wet smile in return. “How much?”
 
“Hmm?”
 
“Tell me how much you miss my mouth.”
 
Ilya sucks in a breath and his heart beat begins to quicken. It isn’t unusual for them to reach for sex during their late night calls. It was familiar, safe. It was raw compatibility made tangible through simple physiology. It was physical evidence for a tenderness that shouldn’t exist.
 
“I show you,” he says breathlessly. And he lets their words derail into damp pillows and ruined sheets.
 

 
Montreal, October 2018
 
The Bell Center was loud. Loud enough that Cadyn couldn’t hear himself think. He isn’t sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. On one hand, he doesn’t get the chance to overthink things, on the other, he can’t think. He’s been put on the second line, right beside Makar Andropov. He skates backwards as the puck comes into the defensive zone and lifts Connors’ stick, just as he comes too close. Drapeau skates behind the goal, sending the puck back out and Shane picks it up easily.
 
Cadyn had played against Shane a few times in the past few years and it’s one thing to see him coming at you and have him on your side. He sighs in relief as the puck goes past the other blue line. Cadyn tags himself beside Marleau and gives him a playful shove as the captain elbows him with a laugh.
 
One of the Bears’ new defenseman overestimates his pass and the puck misses the player, just as he skated into the defensive zone and the play stops. Offside, the refree calls.
 
“So, rook. How’s it feel to be the only player who’s played with both Hollander and Rozanov, kid?” Marleau had called out to him as the play reset.
 
“Fucking incredible,” he admitted.
 
Stedlund wins the next face-off and Cadyn follows. He skates along the sides and watches as the play unfolds. In his periphery, he spots Hammersmith and St Simon’s close the gap and he slices right between them, breaking up their defense before he’s being pulled back for the next shift.
 
Hollander jumps across the boards and flies across the ice like a man on fire with 3 guys immediately on his tail. A quick pass to Boizau ends up in Pike’s possession moments later. The pass ends up wide and Hollander follows it to a scramble at the boards. Too many sticks and too many bodies fill the small space and his brows furrow as he tries to twist his stick and flick the puck out back into the open.
 
Boston’s freshly drafted rookie has his back pressed against Hollander as he joins the foray. The kid jerks his stick too hard as he tries to catch the puck and pain bursts beneath Shane’s jaw as he registers the strike from his stick. Pike carries the puck, passing it to Stedlund who buried it in the goal and the goalhorn sounds across the Center Bell.
 
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” the rookie follows Shane to his bench.
 
Shane hisses as he tests his jaw left and right. It’ll leave a nasty bruise tomorrow but it’s not the worst he has handled.
 
“It’s ok.”
 
“No, it wasn’t. I wasn’t looking. It was a high stick. Fuck. They should’ve called it.”
 
Cliff Marleau skates up to them with a stop. “You alright, Hollander?”
 
“I’m good,” he dismisses.
 
“I high sticked him,” Hale admitted to his captain. “Was an accident!”
 
Shane waves it off. “It’s fine, I swear.”
 
Marleau stares at the redness blooming beneath his jaw, then to his bench, where Thierault was showing Comeau the play on his tablet and JJ and Hayden looked increasingly unsure. The crowd had clearly seen the hit, the audiences gesturing at the ice and glancing down at them curiously but nothing was being called. They could chuck it up to referees not seeing the hit because there were too many bodies in too little space but it doesn't change the fact the hit wasn’t called and none of the Voyagers are challenging it.
 
“Not going to call that?” he calls out loudly.
 
Thierault finally looks up from his tablet. “What?”
 
“That hit,” he jerks towards Hale. “You not going to call it?”
 
Marleau was well aware of what he looked like. Standing at 6’3”, Cliff was a solid wall of muscle. He was a forward built like a defenseman, towering frame and squared shoulders as he stared down at the bench with a frightening stillness.
 
Out on the stands, the crowds began to murmur as he stared firm and resolute at the coach. This was a rival captain, willing to call out his own rookie for a penalty the referees didn’t even notice. For another rival captain. It was simply unheard of. A challenge against his own teammate, uncontested by the rookie by his side.
 
The rumbles on the stands creep up on the Voyagers’ coach and his face turns blotchy red with shame. “Get back to your bench Marleau!” he barked.
 
“Your captain got high-sticked and you’re gonna ignore that?” Marly baited.
 
Thierault glared down at the rival captain. “I’m not going to repeat myself, Marleau! Step back!”
 
On the bench, Cadyn looked at his ex-captain with wide eyes. He had never seen Marley this serious. His eyes land on the rookie, who has every right to be ashamed by his captain’s actions but instead looks on curiously, because now that Marly pointed it out, it was odd.
 
“Marleau!” a referee interferes. “Get back to your bench.”
 
The captain doesn’t move a muscle, his eyes still trained on Thierault until Shane finally steps in.
 
“Marleau,” he says firmly.
 
A single look from Shane was all it took for him to drop the issue and skate back to his bench. Cadyn thought that was the end of the interaction. Little did he know, it was the beginning of a disturbing pattern he would take far too long to notice.
 

 
New York, October 2017
 
Shane gasps as Ilya wedges his leg between his thighs. Each flex of his muscular thighs pushes against the seam of his pants and the blood pools warm in his belly. He had walked into Ilya’s apartment in the late afternoon, the late summer sun near red as it touched the New York skyline in the distance. He was greeted by a small kiss on the corner of his mouth and the beautiful breadth of Ilya’s bare shoulders, the heat of them radiating off his skin as he cornered his boyfriend onto the kitchen counter the moment his shoes were off.
 
“Hello, my love,” he purred as he caged Shane against the cool marble. A pleased noise leaves his lips as Shane pushes back, hands tangled in his curls and trapping him in a searing kiss. 
 
His voice is breathless, immediately drunken on the heady warmth as Shane pulls him closer. He grinds their clothed hips together and Shane’s breath hitches. His breath begins to stutter, short and shallow as his heart hammers in his chest rabbit fast. Throws his head back when he does it again more firmly, keening as Ilya’s teeth scrape his Adam’s apple. The bruise from the high-stick had long faded but Ilya kissed the spot regardless, soothing the invisible hurt.
 
He gasps out another moan as the pressure mounts between his hips. The hand on the dip of his spine was hot, large, possessive. It was firm and dripping with want.
 
Ilya’s teeth scrape the length on his throat and he feels his moans rumble against his own chest. They were both hard, lost in the languid movement between them. Pleasure was molasses between them, a thick, sweet and syrupy thing they chased with no sense or urgency. Shane let Ilya pull his jacket off his shoulders and tossed it onto the island behind them, sitting on the counter for better purchase. He shivers as he feels the heat of Ilya’s hand through the thin cotton of his shirt, crawling under the hem and spreading his fingers across his firm abs before pinching his nipple.
 
“Ty krasivy,” he muttered against his neck and pressed kisses up his throat.
 
Ilya’s hands trace their way up his strong back and up his nape, cupping his head as he captures his lips once more. He drinks up the sound of his moans with another small rock of their hips. A particularly strong grind had Shane pulling back with a gasp, pressing their foreheads together so he could actually breathe through the damp heated air between them.
 
Then, the shoe drops.
 
A slipper, to be precise, the tapochiki sliding off Shane’s foot as his toes curl against Ilya’s hip. The noise makes Ilya jump and that small distraction is enough for Shane to snap, pushing Ilya off him and out onto the couch.
 
“Whoah,” Ilya yelps as he trips over the arm of the couch and falls onto the seat cushions with a laugh.
 
Shane’s eyes are shining with hunger, warm eyes dark and predatory as he unbuckles his belt and steps out of his jeans and folds them on the arm of the couch. Ilya braces himself up on his elbows as he watches the other slowly undress, unveiling inch by inch of his thick muscular thighs and golden skin. He doesn’t think he could ever get tired of this, of the unmasked desire in his eyes as he tilts his head like he is considering how to best consume his sanity whole.
 
Today, he settled on this. “Sit up properly, Rozanov.”
 
That’s it. He’s dead. Gone. Deceased.
 
Write it in his obituary!
 
Here lies Ilya Rozanov. Death by arrousal.
 
If he wasn’t so horny, he would actually be ashamed of how quickly he scrambled to obey the small order. The only consolation here is that Shane is equally desperate, straddling him before his ass even has the chance to settle on the seat. A hand slams down beside his head and Ilya would rather punch himself in the face than admit to the small noise he made on the back of his throat.
 
He wraps a hand around Shane’s waist, lifting him off with him as they work his pants past his hips and when he drops back down onto the couch, the dense muscular weight of him on his lap punches the breath out his lungs. Shane wraps a hand around their erections and tugs hard enough Ilya hisses at the tight dry heat, his callouses rubbing against the velvety length of his cock. Shane spits right onto the mess between them and Ilya doesn’t even try to suppress the moan it pushes out of him.
 
Shane was so sexy when he got like this, so far gone that he doesn’t mind the mess and he pulls wave after wave of pleasure out of Ilya with a heated gaze. He swipes his thumb over the head of their cocks, collecting the pre-cum there and twisting his hand with every pull and moans. He presses their foreheads together, looking at him through half-lidded eyes.
 
“Oh fuck,” Shane swears into the small space between them.
 
He is enraptured, spell-bound. Trapped by the siren call of the achingly beautiful man above him. His hand sweeps up the stretch marks on his sides and presses into the dimples on his lower back. An ergonomic handle just for him.
 
Each twist of his hand was agonizingly hot, each brush of his callouses across the veins along his cock designed just to drive him crazy. Ilya reaches down to fondle their balls and arches when Shane moans open mouthed against his neck.
 
“Ilya,” he whispers his name against his lips. “Come on, baby. Cum for me.”
 
A shudder runs through him at the raspiness in his voice and he cums into his large hands. He watches with hazy wonder as Shane comes tumbling soon after, the overwhelming pleasure running through his face and adding to the mess between them. He pushed their temples together as they tried to catch their breath, pulling Shane tighter against him as the chill of the room dried the sweat on their skin.
 
Finally, once they gained some semblance of coherency, Shane’s eyes flickered up at him.
 
“Hi,” Ilya says first.
 
The edges of Shane’s eyes pinch as he smiles. “Hello.”
 
“I missed you.”
 
Shane cups his jaw and kisses the corner of his mouth. “Missed you too.”
 
He pulls the shift off his shoulders and wipes the mess off them with his ruined shirt before tossing it on the ground and slumping against him. He lets out a content noise and Ilya kisses the hinge of his jaw.
 
“When will I see you again?”
 
His tone is teasing, even as he fixes the mess he made of Ilya’s curls. “Getting rid of me already?”
 
“Never,” he leans forwards until their fringes rub against each other.
 
Shane’s expression softens. “Grab your phone.”
 
Ilya wraps his arm around his waist, mindful of the mess as he lifts them both up to reach for his phone on the coffee table. His legs burn pleasantly at the weight in his arms and hands Shane his phone as they settle back onto the couch.
 
“Let me see,” Shane types on the password, 1410, and goes to the calendar. He wraps his arm around his neck and scrolls with the other. “We’ve got the game tomorrow night. Then Halloween weekend together. I’ll be in Jersey for a game the night before but I should be able to drive up straight after.”
 
Ilya’s mouth dips into a small frown. It doesn’t feel like enough. It’s never enough. Not when he has been spoiled all summer long, coming home to Shane after a game, cooking dinners with him, spending the summer. Not when he had gotten so used to the weight of his arm around his shoulders.
 
Ilya presses a wet kiss to the curve of his bicep and bumps their heads together as Shane studies their schedules intently. His grip around Shane’s middle is firm, like he might slip away if he doesn’t hold onto him hard enough. “I have a long weekend in 2 weeks. Can fly up to see you,” he suggests.
 
The smile Shane gives him is painfully endearing. “Yeah?”
 
Ilya nods. New York was convenient. A lot of brands have offices here. Any visit from Shane could be dismissed as a sponsor meeting. Montreal felt a little more dangerous but having Shane fly down all the time made Ilya feel guilty, even if the added vigilance of Canada’s hockey capital raised both their hackles.
 
“Does the NWHL have any home games that week?”
 
“I think they do.”
 
“Then… maybe we should go?”
 
Walking around Montreal sometimes made his skin crawl. The feeling of being watched constantly left him feeling on edge, waiting for the wrong picture to go viral and blow up the precious little bubble he built. But for the bright smile Shane gives him, he would do it all as many times as he wanted.
 
“Then it’s a date.”
 

 
Later that day
 
Scott taps the edge of his pen on the clipboard as he stares at tape of Montreal’s last game against Toronto. “They’re getting younger,” he says.
 
It takes a tremendous amount of effort for Ilya to hold off the obvious chirp, held back only by the sheer curiosity of his statement. “Who is?”
 
He nudges to the blue and red team on the screen. “Their roster. You don’t see it?”
 
He has had a feeling that was the case, but he hasn’t voiced it out loud just yet. It wasn’t unusual for new blood to move into teams, but Montreal had lost a lot of their top performing veterans in the past few years then insisted on trading the rest of them, leaving the team younger than it had ever been. It started with Hakkinen, announcing his retirement in 2013. Then, Sinclair the next year. Wilson gets traded off to Colorado, Retsnikov to LA, badabing badabom, a good chunk of their more experienced vets are gone. Miitka was basically one of the last ones standing.
 
It wasn’t really a re-build, but more than half their rosters weren’t experienced enough to have a NMC so Scott might be onto something here.
 
“Rozanov?” Murdock prompts, wanting to hear his thoughts on the matter.
 
Ilya forces his eyes away from the enthralling creature at the center and looks at the whole ice. He clicks his teeth when he sees the defensemen move out of position. They were so focused on offenses they forgot to actually defend, leavinf Hollander far too open to opposing players. The detail isn’t too obvious, with the constantly changing 3rd and 4th line but it's there if you look.
 
“They’re becoming predictable,” he says. “Same starting line up every game. Same power plays.”
 
“With Hollander at the center,” Carter concludes.
 
Murdock hums.
 
Hollander is a brilliant player, no doubt. He has been known to be a genius playmaker and a cerebral player since he was in Juniors. But the league has had 7 years to get used to the way he thinks, to get to know the players on his wings. And without any depth in the lines behind him, it’s baffling to think Montreal expects the center to hold.
 

 
Meanwhile in the visiting locker room, Shane walked in with his spirits high. He hears the sound of laughter and peeks curiously. In the corner of the room, a handful of the players were huddled together looking at their phone.
 
“What’s so funny?” he asks.
 
“Oh, nothing. You wouldn’t get it,” Gagnon waves off.
 
He fights to keep the smile on his face. The team was in a good mood, it doesn't make any sense to spoil it, even if he feels more and more left out of it.
 
Viktor walks in with a polite smile. Supernova, they call him now, or Hollander 2.0. Sometimes Nova Scotia. Shane still calls him Viktor. Because that’s what he told Shane to call him.
 
He was good, better than most of their veteran defensemen. And Shane had requested Theriault put him on the ice but he got a lot of push back for it.
 
“Hollander, stop telling me how to do my job. Ask me again and the kid won’t get any ice time for the rest of the season!” The coach had barked at him.
 
So he stopped trying.
 
He still has yet to have a proper conversation with the Kazakh and he was starting to think it was never going to happen. Shane decides against another attempt and slumps onto his assigned locker.
 
The room felt different this year, small things here and there that Shane couldn’t pinpoint but threw him off balance nonetheless. A wave of laughter washes over the room and Shane spots Cadyn looking down at his skates, filled to the brim with shaving cream and dripping with some unknown foul liquid Shane would rather not know about.
 
“Guys. Seriously?” he says, rather irritated.
 
Some of them wave him off, the others snickered and whispered under their breath.
 
Frustration bubbled in his chest and he swallowed the aching lump in his throat as he tried to comfort the downcasted rookie.
 
Thierault walks past the room. His eyes landed on the mess on Cadyn’s skates and he snorted before walking away completely.
 
This doesn’t feel like the team that he won the cup with. This was far from the team he walked into when he was first drafted and it was irrecognisable from the people he considered his family. His control over the room was fraying and he could feel it.
 

 
Vitya had heard of Ilya Rozanov from his friends in the KHL. It was hard not to, when everyone in the league spoke of him with such deep hatred and admiration in the same breath.
 
Hockey prodigy, wasted talent. Youngest captain of Team Russia, unfilial son. Number 1 draft pick, national disappointment.
 
Everything Vitya knew about the man came from sneers and headlines said in locker rooms and seedy bars and the man seemed to meet every expectation set. He was a quick skater, and a brilliant playmaker, yet he had no problems working in tandem with the other centers in his line. He knows just where to push to get under your skin and has no problems making you know your place.
 
He was infuriatingly good. Enough that it sharpened his team’s focus into a fine-tip point in the practice leading up to the game. Even without the historic rivalry, their eyes were dead set on this specific individual. 
 
Vitya could only think of one other person who could warrant such a reaction. Canada’s Shane Hollander.
 
Vitya’s captain was quiet and polite. Undeniably talented and devastatingly handsome. Passionate, laser focused and quick on his feet for someone built like a brick wall. He was every GM’s wet dream and every publicist's favourite toy.
 
Golden boy, showoff. 2 time cup winner, pretty boy. Generational talent, party pooper.
 
Words thrown around their own locker room with Vitya sitting right next to them, thinking the visibly foreign kid that needed a translator wouldn’t understand a thing they were saying. Jokes on them, Vitya’s listening was leagues ahead from his speaking. He had long learned how to listen while pretending not to, to look the other way when it doesn’t concern him, keep your head down so you don’t attract the wrong type of attention.
 
It’s how he managed to survive in the sport for so long. It’s how he knows his captain knows far more Russian than he lets on. He doesn’t like it.
 
“You’re being paranoid, kid,” Andropov snorted the last time he asked.
 
All this to say Vitya had heard a lot about the NHL’s biggest rivals but most of it was noise. He prefers relying on his gut. So, when Hollander invites him and McIntyre to a free-skate with Rozanov and the Riveters the morning before their game against New York, he decided it would be too good an opportunity to pass.
 
“Hollander! Brought your fan club with you?” Rozanov’s voice rang across the ice. Beside him, one of the forwards from the women’s team shoves him in the arm before skating away.
 
Vitya looks up at his captain and sees an exasperated smile on his face, far more genuine than any laugh he had given the team.
 
“Come on,” Hollander cocks his head and steps onto the ice with the rookies on his tail.
 
“Rozy!” Cadyn raised both his fists as he skated to his ex-captain.
 
“Rookie!” Rozanov matched his tone.
 
Cadyn downright giggles as Rozanov tries to wrestle him and Hollander shakes his head, greeting the Riveters as he skates down the ice.
 
“Took you long enough,” Babson says to Hollander, her braids swishing with each movement. “Any longer and I swear this one was going to hunt you down himself.”
 
To his surprise, Hollander rolls his eyes and chirps him. “Chase me all you want. I still hold the speed record.”
 
A wave of ooohs washed over the group.
 
“Is lie! Machine was faulty.”
 
“In all 3 rinks we raced in?”
 
“Yes!” Rozanov is beaming at him, his expression playful as he gives him a small shove.
 
Hollander shakes his head. “Big baby,” he mutters with a laugh.
 
Finally, bright hazel eyes land on Vitya and he straightens at the intense curiosity in his gaze. Rozanov pats Hollander low on his back before approaching him, his movements far more elegant and controlled without the pads in the way. Vitya’s heart hammers in his chest with every glide of his skate. The man was a very well known charmer. Tall, confident and handsome, with long blonde lashes and golden curls on his head.
 
And despite being about the same height as him, he looked huge.
 
“Viktor, right?” Rozanov switches to Russian.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Nice to finally meet you.”
 
Vitya nods. He isn’t usually one to feel starstruck but something about Rozanov makes him feel unusually shy. He hopes he isn’t blushing because that would be embarrassing.
 
“I heard a lot about you,” he finds himself admitting.
 
“And I, you.”
 
He looks up and sees Rozanov looking back at him with a playful challenge.
 
“Alright! Let’s go!” Babson calls out suddenly. “Hollander, with me. Rozanov, you’re with Alieva.”
 
Vitya turns to the Russian. “What’s happening?”
 
“Scrimmage. IIHF rules.”
 
He nods. A buzz of excitement fills his veins. He’s getting a chance to play with Rozanov! He watches Babson sort another handful of the Riveters onto each side and the goalies take their places in their posts. The Belarusian took her place on center ice and Vitya made a move to skate towards her.
 
“Nuh uhh,” Rozanov puts a hand out and stops him. “I’m taking Mackie for this one. You go with Hollander.”
 
Disappointment floods him at the sudden rejection. “What? Why?”
 
Rozanov clearly wasn’t expecting the objection, and he turned his body to face him fully.
 
“Because Hollander is your captain, and it's your job to have his back.”
 
Vitya clearly doesn’t buy it, not when he glances over and sees Cadyn bouncing on the ice as he talks to Alieva. 
 
“No.”
 
“No?” Ilya raises his brows, though his expression seemed more amused than annoyed. 
 
He stands his ground firmly and doesn’t repeat himself.
 
“Then feel free to sit this one out.”
 
Vitya grinds his teeth and he gets a teasing pout in return. After a while, the pout on his face drops to a neutral expression.
 
“I’m not a dog. I don’t take orders from you.”
 
Ilya smirks.“Good. You shouldn’t.”
 
All sense of admiration evaporated into a petty sense of defiance. Suddenly the thought of being on Rozanov’s side soured in his mind and he wanted nothing more than to wipe that infuriating grin off his face.
 
He skates over behind Hollander and cracks his neck a few times and bends low. When he looks over, he sees Rozanov looking at him in satisfaction. Fuck he got baited into doing exactly what he wanted.
 
The puck drops and Alieva wins the face off. Hollander is right on her tail as she tries to outskate him. Not an easy feat considering how quick he is. But what she lacks in speed, she makes up for in nimbleness.
 
A quick turn and she narrowly avoids his stick, dodging Vitya’s attempts to intercept before burying the puck in the 5th hole. 
 
“Wohoo,” she pumps both fists in the air and gives Cadyn a high five. With a small smile, she turns to Vitya and winks. “Years too early for you to be catching me, kid.”
 
He spots Hollander biting the inside of his mouth to suppress his smile and skates back into position. That just about confirms his suspicions and he skates back into place to wait for the next puck drop.
 
Separated from the on-ice language of brute force, he second guesses his next moves and curses when another one gets away from him. He needs to be more strategic and stay in control if he wants to win this scrimmage.
 
The next time someone crosses into the defensive zone he intercepts their stick, cutting right into their cradle and pushing it towards Hollander’s path.
 
“Go go go go!” Babson is cheering him on as he skates deep into the opposing blue line.
 
Cadyn tries to block his path but Hollander skates wide, using his dangerously tight inside edge to make a wide clean arch close to the boards before using that mean slapshot he is known for and the puck launches itself straight into the net.
 
“Yeah! Let’s go!” Babson cheers.
 
“Showoff,” Rozanov calls out. A word Vitya had gotten used to hearing, though it sounded more like fond compared to the bitterness he was used to hearing.
 
“Zharmenov,” he hears to his left.
 
Babson skates close to him and lowers her voice to a murmur. “Eyes on the gaps, steady around the corners. Read the ice, not just the players, okay?”
 
He nods and takes a deep breath.
 
Alieva wins the face off again and this time, Rozanov carries it far. His footwork is mesmerising, clean glides and smooth transitions carrying him past the red line and straight into the blue. This time, Vitya forces himself to tear his eyes off the Russian and watches the way Babson angles herself. Not to intercept the puck, but to corral Rozanov into changing directions.
 
With his blade digging into the ice, he pushes fast, dodging Cadyn, blocking Rozanov’s play and in the blink of an eye, Hollander steals the puck and is on the breakaway. Vitya’s chest burns as he pushes against the ice just to keep up.
 
Left, right, left, right.
 
He follows his captain across the ice at a breakneck speed. He spots Alieva in his periphery and cuts into her path, almost crashing into her and only barely staying on his feet. With enough force to break someone’s shin, Hollander backhands the puck into the net and the team cheers.
 
“That’s what I’m talking about,” Hollander shouts and he giggles when Babson shakes his arm excitedly.
 
Vitya’s hands drop to his knees as he tries to catch his breath. When he looks up, Rozanov is looking at him approvingly. He gets a small nod of acknowledgement and without sparing him another glance, Rozanov skates over to Hollander’s side.
 
Vitya doesn’t catch the teasing remark he makes, but he doesn’t miss the way the two rivals smile at each other. Hollander and Rozanov were more than just rivals the headlines make them out to be, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was on the verge of discovering something he shouldn’t.
 

 
New Jersey, October 2017
 
Halloween was a couple days away and the locker room was filled with chatter. Even with a game ahead of them, everyone was excited to get the weekend started. Shane, for the life of him, couldn’t bring himself to care about it.
 
Halloween meant costume parties. Costumes meant itchy fabrics. Itchy fabrics meant a night spent scratching his skin raw. But still, Ilya loved Halloween parties, and he especially loved hosting them.
 
New York had a game against Boston tonight, the TV in the locker room playing the live broadcast. Another historic rivalry, one that took a more affectionate turn when Ilya moved to the Admirals. Shane tries not to snort as Cliff and Ilya both point at each other dramatically as they approach the center ice, some sort of dramatic reenactment of a villain meeting a hero, if he had to guess. Though which one of them was meant to be the hero was ambiguous at best.
 
The puck was just about to drop when he heard JJ mention his name.
 
“-know anything about it, capitaine?”
 
“Hmm?” Shane barely looks away from the TV. “Know about what?”
 
“The Admirals-Riveters Halloween party!”
 
When he finally turns his gaze to JJ, he sees a room filled with expectant eyes.
 
“Oh, yeah. They talk about it all the time,” he waves off.
 
He stuffs his clothes into his bag and arranges his locker room just the way he likes it when he realised the team was still looking at him.
 
“Well?” JJ asks.
 
Shane blinks. “Well what?”
 
“Tell us what you know!”
 
“Not much,” Shane shrugs. “I know they’re hosting, but I think a couple other groups are invited too? Marleau, Diaz and Larsen for sure. And Ilya’s got some friends in the New York City Ballet and the… Knicks? I think? So they’re invited as well. It gets pretty big.”
 
“They look like so much fun! I heard it’s invitation only! And they actually check at the door! Crazy!”
 
“Ahaha, yeah… crazy,” Shane rubs the back of his neck and JJ narrows his suspicion.
 
“Captaine…”
 
“Y-yes?”
 
“Don’t tell me… are you invited?” Shane pointedly avoids his gaze and Boizau gasps. “You are!”
 
“I mean,... I am, I guess,” Shane finally admits, arranging his gear in the way he likes.
 
“So, are you going?”
 
“Uh,” Shane looks away. “I haven’t decided?.”
 
He was, however, planning to spend the entire weekend in Ilya’s apartment. Some of the players left in the room peer at him in amazement. Apparently being invited to a super exclusive party will do that.
 
“Why not?” JJ asks.
 
“I went last year,” Shane shrugs.
 
“Mon gar,... please.”
 
“We should have our own party!” Stedlund pipes up. “Invite Les Canadiens while we’re at it.”
 
“Sure,” Hayden snorts. “If you can get any of them to like your sorry asses.”
 
“I mean, they like Shane,” he gestures.
 
“Ha!” Shane barks out a laugh. “Yeah, no. You’re on your own with that one, buddy. Count me out.”
 
“Aww, come on!”
 
“Nope. Don’t drag me into your mess. Now let’s go!”
 
He cuts the conversation short and rounds the team back onto the bus. He gets a text from Rose sometime after they get back to their hotel rooms.
 
Rose Landry
 
Rose
So…
Remember how you told me your man is on the Admirals?
Shane
I said no such thing
Rose
🙄
Anyway
A little birdy told me the Admirals are hosting a Halloween party
Shane
…
Is the birdy’s name Gloria Grey by any chance?
Rose
:D
Shane
Sigh
What about it?
Rose
Do you think your mystery not admiral man can get me an invite?
🥺
Shane
I mean
I can ask?
Rose
<3
 
Shane shakes his head and closes the chat and opens the one with ‘Lily’. He was starting to regret telling Rose he was dating an Admiral.
 
Lily ♥️
 
Jane
Rose is asking if she can come to the Halloween Party?
Lily
You want to invite rose landry to MY party?
Jane
I mean
Why not?
Lily
>:(
Jane
I could always ask Hunter
 
Shane smiles at his phone when Ilya keyboard smashes in response and sends him a picture of a puppy with the biggest wateriest eyes he could find.
 
On the bed beside him, Hayden peers over with a knowing smile. “You and Lily still going strong, huh?”
 
“No idea what you’re talking about,” Shane insists.
 
“Aww, come on dude. Don’t hold out on me. I’ve been covering you for years! Least let me see who I’m rooting for.”
 
Shane rolls his eyes and keeps walking. “Whatever dude. Keep your roots.”
 
“A picture. An insta post. Anything!”
 
“Keep dreaming.”
 
“I would, if I knew what to dream of.”
 
Shane snorts and the conversation drops. For a moment, they let the silence settle between them. It wasn’t uncomfortable. Far from it. And as Shane texts Ilya to let him know when he was going to leave, Hayden decides to speak up again.
 
“You know, it’s funny. I could have sworn Lily was a Boston girl. You used to go out and see her every time we were in town,” he ponders and Shane locks his phone as the fear slowly creeps in. “But now you only ever get like this whenever we’re in New York. If you’re not out with the Admirals, you’re with her. Ever since…” The understanding slowly dawns on Hayden’s face and Shane winces as he braces himself. “Rozanov got… traded… there.” His voice tapers out as he puts the pieces together.
 
He could almost hear them click into place as the silence stretches infinitely.
 
“Hayd,” Shane reasons.

“Please don’t tell me-”
 
“- I can explain.”
 
“Oh my god,” his hand flies to his mouth. “Ilya Rozanov is Boston Lily?”
 
No use denying it now.
 
“Well, New York Lily now,” Shane corrects. Semantics. At least he hasn’t pointed out the confetti in his casing from the Admirals’ cup celebration.
 
“Oh my god.”
 
“Hayd, no one can know.”
 
“Of course not. But god. Seriously?” Hayden wheezes. “Ilya Rozanov?”
 
“Yeah?”
 
“The guy’s an absolute cocksucker!” his expression pales as he hears how his words sound. “I mean, not that I’m against you sucking cock. I like getting my cock sucked. Also, gay people are cool, you know? My neighbour is gay. Not that I’m saying that’s what you are. I’m saying I’ll accept you whatever your labels are. I don’t care. Love is love. If they love sucking cock then far be it for me to get in their way.”
 
“Jesus,” Shane groans, getting increasingly mortified by the situation.
 
“-But like come on, Shane! Rozanov? Have you seen how many puck bunnies he’s been with?“
 
“Recently? None.”
 
Hayden scoffs. “Yeah, right.”
 
“Hayden,” Shane says warningly.
 
“Were there no nice men in Montreal? I’m sure Jackie can help set you up with someone better.”
 
“No,” he says firmly. “Thanks, but I’m not exactly looking.”
 
For some reason, that’s what makes it click in Hayden’s mind. “Oh my god, it’s serious.”
 
“I already told you that.”
 
“Ok, but how serious serious?”
 
“Depends. Are you gonna say something shitty again?”
 
Shane waits for a beat as Hayden tries to find his words. There had been a moment when he had panicked at the idea of Hayden finding out, when the fear of the secret exceeded the realistic outcomes of being discovered instead but after seeing the way Carter and Kip had reacted to their relationship, he sort of felt… disappointed at his best friend. Then mad when it became obvious Hayden had no intention of even giving Ilya the chance to prove himself.
 
And after a minute of silence, Shane drops his shoulders in surrender and decides he no longer wants to be here. He can feel his best friend hover as he folds up the hoodie he ‘borrowed’ the last time he was in New York and moves to pack his skincare from the dresser near the bathroom.
 
“You know,” Hayden starts suddenly, suspiciously amicable. “Someone once told me ‘you can tell a lot about how much a person loves themselves by the partner they choose’."
 
“Oh,” Shane’s head pops out the bathroom as he smiles in self-satisfaction. “Really?”
 
“Wait, why are you so happy all of a sudden?”
 
“Dude, I'm dating a 2 time Stanley Cup winning hockey prodigy who ended both Boston and New York’s cup drought and looks like one of Michaelangelo’s sculptures. And my mom loves him. I’d say I’m doing pretty great, don’t you think?”
 
“Wait, your parents know about him?”
 
Shane tilts head. “Yeah. I mean, we only came out to them this summer but they’ve known him for years.”
 
“Years?”
 
“Summer before rookie season.”
 
“... And what was their reaction?”
 
“Well, my mom said ‘FINALLY!’” he screams the word. “-and my dad pulled out the ice wine he’s been aging for the past decade or so, so… pretty good, I would say.”
 
“Shane,” he whines. 
 
Shane pauses when the realisation clicks. He slowly abandons his packing and turns to his best friend with furrowed brows. “Did you just try to imply that the only reason I’d be with Ilya was because I hated myself?”
 
Hayden swallows tightly. “Shane,” he tries to use a placating tone.
 
Anger overtakes any other rational thought and Shane resumes his packing, albeit more irritated than before.
 
“Shane,” Hayden follows him through the room. “Shane, slow down!”
 
Shane tosses his sweatshirt into his duffle bag with more force than the poor thing deserves and faces Hayden with a blank face.
 
“Look, dude. I’m just trying to look out for you. Like, I’m glad you trusted me enough to come out to me, but like, seriously! He’s an asshole!” Hayden tries to reason.
 
“That asshole found Arthur when you lost him.”
 
“That’s a low bar and you know it!” He pauses. "Oh, shit! Is that how you knew Rozanov was there?"
 
“And I didn’t come out to you,” Shane clarified. “You found out. Big difference.” He sighs. “Look, I get that you’re upset. I’m sorry you found out this way, I really am, and you’re my best friend-”
 
“-and you’re mine, dude.”
 
“-but Ilya is it for me. I know it doesn’t make a lot of sense for you but I’m happy with him. So so happy. So why can’t you just be happy for me?”
 
Hayden falls silent at the thought. Seeing as he isn’t getting a response, Shane sighs and finishes packing his bags. “See you on Monday,” he says stiffly and closes the door behind him.
 

 
Manhattan, October 2017
 
Each year, the Admirals host a Halloween party. They rent out a bar near their usual haunt and throw what is most likely the most exclusive costume party in the sports world. This year, the theme was Brooklyn 99. Police tape, fake blood and evidence markers cover every inch of the Tambourin. Ilya picks out a finger-shaped cookie and pops an eye-ball shaped jello shot into his mouth as he makes his way down the bar. He waves at a particularly glittery corpse and takes a picture with a very sexy burn victim.
 
Shane left the apartment about 30 minutes after he had, and guessing by the amount of time it took to get here, his boyfriend should have arrived about 5 minutes ago.
 
Ilya makes his way down the space and finds his co-A, a pair of suspenders emphasizing the size of his shoulders. “Vaughny!”
 
Carter turns around and his eyes widen. “Rozy!”
 
He gives Ilya a hug and introduces him to his companion. “Roz. I’m sure you’ve met Gloria.”
 
The dark-haired woman dressed as Sharon Jeffords smiles. “Oh, I don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure.”
 
Ilya shakes his head. “Ilya Rozanov,” he offers his hand.
 
“Gloria Grey,” she returns. “I hope you don’t mind. I brought my friend Rose with me. She said she had an invite.”
 
“Not a problem at all. She asked, I offered,” he said politely.
 
“Rose?” Vaughny said, brows raised. “Rose Landry?”
 
“Long story,” Ilya shakes his head.
 
“Yeah, well. She’s here somewhere. She stepped away a couple minutes ago. I think she met one of her friends,” Gloria tells him.
 
“Ah,” Ilya suspects that if he finds Rose, he might just find Shane. “I will go find her then. It was nice meeting you.”
 
“Right back at you,” she gives him a finger gun and he turns away with a smile.
 
Ilya wanders through the crowd, dodging a water-gun filled with some sort of bright green alcohol mix and a handful of Halloween Heist cumberbunds being carried down the dance floor.
 
“Hey, handsome,” Elena kissed his cheeks before disappearing onto the dancefloor holding a couple drinks in hand. A blip in his radar. Blink and you miss her. The center of the club was far too loud for them to do any meaningful catching up and Elena wasn’t going to waste her time screaming gossip at him until her throat bled. They’ll see each other soon enough to talk charity sponsors and organisational structures.
 
In the corner of his eye he spots Hunter dressed as Jake Peralta and Kip dressed as a gender bent Amy, salmon button up and all. The pair give him a wave, Kip pointing in a certain direction like he knew exactly who Ilya was looking for and he clapped his hands together in thanks.
 
He grabs a Dark N‘ Stormy cocktail and was trying to spot a head of red hair when his eyes are pulled towards a familiar sight instead. Ilya finds his boyfriend in a secluded booth by the VIP area, a designated captain's only zone. Beside him, Rose drapes herself across the chaise lounge with a drink in hand.
 
She is as beautiful and elegant as they say, with an unguarded smile and beautiful eyes softening her features. Like two magnets drawn together, Shane’s eyes raise up and he smiles as he spots Ilya walking towards them.
 
“Hollander,” Ilya hands Shane the drink.
 
“Rozanov,” Shane returns, eyes widening in delight as he takes a sip from the cocktail. “Wow, this is actually great. Hey, Martinelli’s here, by the way. He said he would love to-.”
 
Rose clears her throat and Shane’s cheeks darken in embarrassment.
 
“Oh, right. Rose, this is Ilya. The one who got you your invite.”
 
Rose makes the connection immediately. She gets up and shakes his hand with a slacked jaw. “Ilya Rozanov?” She says with a surprised squeal. “The Ilya Rozanov?”
 
“Yes?” Ilya smiles at her in amusement.
 
“Wow. Oh… wow. I can’t even be mad, you’re even hotter in person.” She turns to Shane with a quirky smile. “I feel like I need to congratulate you. Wow.”
 
Ilya can’t even admit he wasn’t preening at that comment. “Pleasure to finally meet you. I see we match.”
 
Indeed they were both dressed as Rosa Diaz, black leather jackets and matching black jeans, tailored sinfully to their legs and combat boots to complete the look.
 
“We should totally take a picture together. The internet will go crazy.”
 
He lets her pull him out of the booth for a photo. Not wanting to generate more noise than necessary, Ilya calls Diaz over to join and grins at their matching costumes.
 
10 poses and 50 pictures later, they let Diaz go and settle back into the booth.
 
Ilya leans into Shane’s space and speaks into his ear. “Feeling better?”
 
He gets a reassuring smile in return. “Yeah.”
 
Shane had arrived in New York in a foul mood. He got the jist of his argument with Pike and asked if he would rather just stay in but Shane had insisted on going.
 
“Fuck, I need to get a boyfriend. You guys are so cute,” Rose sighs.
 
The conversation flows a lot easier than they expected. And despite the unfamiliar and overstimulating environment, Shane was glad to have two of his favourite people here with him. The argument with Hayden falls away and slowly but surely, he feels himself relaxing into the seat.
 
Before long, another familiar face joins them.
 
The colourful lights cast shadows on Svetlana’s curls as she approaches the group, her sparkly dress hugging her slim figure and accentuating her natural sensuality.  She looked like one of those paintings etched onto the side of greek pottery and Ilya immediately gets up to press a kiss to her cheek.
 
“Hello, my love,” she says sweetly.
 
“Sveta. Beautiful as always.”
 
Her sharp eyes land on Shane and she gives him a knowing smile.
 
“Hollander,” she near purrs. “Good to see you up on two feet. Last time I saw you, you were high on pain-killers.”
 
Ilya tilts his head. “Why are you trying to act so cool? I saw you nearly cry watching him last week.”
 
Sveta’s jaw drops and the illusion breaks. “Oh, fuck off, Ilya! You know it was a beautiful goal! Tell me you didn’t get turned on. Come on, lie to my face,” she curls her finger, goading him.
 
“Anyways,” Shane interjects between the two Russians. “Thank you again, for… you know.”
 
“Anything for Ilya,” she says honestly.
 
She doesn’t miss the possessive way Shane’s arm tightens around his waist, hidden by the dark leather and the club’s dim lights. How adorable.
 
Her bright green eyes turn to the redhead beside him curiously and Ilya raises his brows at the slight blush that creeps up Rose’s neck. Interesting.
 
Must be the wine, he jokes to himself.
 
“Svetlana Vetrova,” she introduces herself. “I absolutely love your style.”
 
“Oh, thank you,” Rose replies bashfully. “I’m Rose.”
 
“I know,” she smiles seductively.
 
The rest of the night passed easily with songs shaking the floor, guests coming and going and far too much radioactively coloured candy scattered than any dietitian would recommend. Nestled between Ilya and Rose, Shane felt content just listening to their banter, occasionally jumping in if he felt like it. Halfway through the night, Rose pulls Ilya up onto the dance floor and Sveta hollers as Ilya grinds his ass back against her.
 
From their booth, they could feel the music pulse, the two of them moving to a beat loud enough to rattle their chests. Shane laughs when he sees Rose smack Ilya’s ass.
 
“So,” Shane jolts when he realised how close Sveta was. Her hazel eyes glittered as she leaned into him. “How are you, Shane Hollander?”
 
Before he met Svetlana, Shane had never been intimidated by a woman. Not his mom with her enthusiasm, not his agent with her assertive decisive tone. Not even Rose with all her grace and success. But Svetlana, with her sensual confidence, dark eyes and smooth voice made Shane nervous, tittering between staying and bolting at the next opportunity.
 
“Me?”
 
Sveta nods.
 
“Better,” he admits. “Collarbone is healed, but it twinges sometimes if I get checked too hard.”
 
She hums, resting her forearm on his shoulder.
 
“You know, Ilya is terrible at asking for help,” she says close to his ear. “If he could, he would do everything on his own.”
 
Shane’s gaze drifted to the man on the dancefloor, hands on her hips whispering a joke into Rose’s ear that made her throw her head back in laughter. “Yeah.”
 
“Imagine my surprise when he called me to call in a favour. To pick up Shane Hollander’s parents from the airport and drive them to Mass Gen.”
 
His lips press into a tight line. “I owe you big time for that.”
 
He could feel the way she waves it off in his periphery.
 
He turns to her knowing smile, auburn curls lit blue pink purple as the lights strobe around them. “You and your family have done a lot for him after Boston. Compared to that, this was nothing.” 
 
Shane blinks in surprise, meeting her knowing gaze.
 
“He told you about that?”
 
“That, and the Christmases, brunches with your mom, the brand deals, the apartment….” She tilts her head carefully. “Only recently.”
 
“Yeah, well. My mom really likes him.”
 
Sveta laughs airly and nestles closer to him. “He is easy to love.”
 
A slight twinge of something ugly flares in his chest. “Yeah.”
 
“I asked him all the time. ‘Ilya, why are you going to Canada for Christmas?’. ‘Ilya, who is teaching you American taxes?’ ‘Ilya, why are there pictures of you talking to Hollander’s mom?’. ‘Ilya, who is Jane?’. He never tells me any of it. He’s very protective of you.”
 
Shane is glad the lights block out the blush high on his cheeks.
 
“You helped him anyways.”
 
“I would do many things for him,” Sveta shrugs. “He is in my heart. Always. Even if he forgets it sometimes.”
 
The music slows and the pair on the dancefloor sway to the beat, lost in the feeling of bodies and heat and careless abandon.
 
“I’m glad he has you. And your family.”
 
Shane nods. “We’re lucky to have him.”
 
“Hmm perhaps,” she smiles consideringly. “But you found him, and you introduced yourself. I don’t think luck had anything to do with that, do you?”
 
He supposes not.
 
The night begins to wind down and the four of them make their way to Ilya’s apartment, the chill autumn air cool against their buzzing skin.
 
“Oh, this place is beautiful,” Rose says as she steps in.
 
“Thanks. Shane chose it,” Ilya says as he lays out a few slippers.
 
Sveta lets out an appreciative hum as she looks past the doorway. She puts on the slippers and follows the group deeper into the apartment when she spots a lone image on the shelf near the doorway.
 
‘Oh, ikona,’ she thought instinctively and was moving to do a cross with her fingers when she stops and takes a closer look at the picture. When she does, she bursts into laughter, folding in half and near collapsing on the floor.
 
“What? What is it?” Rose investigates curiously.
 
Ilya follows closely with a knowing smile while Shane groans.
 
"Ah, you found Saint Hollander," Ilya chuckles.
 
“You still have that? I thought you got rid of it! You said you’d get rid of it!”
 
“I did!” Ilya insists. “Vaughny gave me another one.”
 
“Jesus!”
 
Sveta was still clutching her stomach when Rose spots it, jaw dropping as she picks up the image. In a photo, the size of a trading card, she saw Shane’s face, photoshopped onto the body of a patron saint, a renaissance styled halo framing his head.
 
“Oh, my god,” Rose’s hand flies to her mouth.
 
“I love it, I love it!” Sveta proclaims once she has gotten off the ground. “I want it. No, I need it!”
 
“You can have it,” Ilya tells him. “Carter has a whole deck printed out. I think this one might be holographic.”
 
“I hate every single one of you and wish you all a terrible night,” Shane says dryly.
 
“Nooo, I’m sorry, zaichik,” Ilya catches his boyfriend around the waist as he tries to walk away and cuddles him close. “I promise you, we are not making fun of you.”
 
Rose watches them and presses a hand to her chest. “Fuck, I love love.”
 
Sveta pinches Ilya’s cheek affectionately and helps herself to the array of drinks in the kitchen. “Ilya, where do you keep your glasses?”
 
“Shelf above the stove.” He pulls away from Shane and slumps onto the couch. “Help yourself to anything,” he tells Rose.
 
A few glasses of water and a mistaken encounter with rakija later, they were all sat on the couch. Shane with a ginger ale in hand and the girls helping themselves to whatever wine Kip had nabbed from Hunter’s place the last time he was here.
 
“Ah, that was fun,” Sveta sighs into the armchair. “Now what?”
 
“Mmh!” Rose makes a noise against the rim of her cup. “I know what we should do. I feel like you guys would be good at this.”
 
Shane does not have a good feeling about this. “Oh boy.”
 
“Come on, Shaney,” she whines. “It’s a thought exercise. You love thought exercises!”
 
“I don’t. I really don’t.”
 
“Let’s hear it,” Sveta snickers.
 
“Ok,” Rose puts her drink down and lifts her hands. “Style him,” she gestures at Shane. “Head to toe. Clothes, jewelry, perfume, the works.”
 
Ilya has to hide his laugh behind Shane’s back at the obviously affronted look on his boyfriend’s face.
 
“I hate this night,” Shane immediately whines.
 
“Aww come on!” Rose says. “I helped you get your man back.”
 
“Which, I didn’t ask you to do,” he points out.
 
“Ah,” Ilya’s mind drifts back to the All-Stars game just a few months prior. “Should have known that was your work.”
 
Shane glares at his boyfriend.
 
“So Ilya is the judge here?” Sveta asks.
 
“He can play as well,” Rose nods.
 
“But this means you have an unfair advantage, yes?” Ilya points out. “You have experience in the field.
 
Sveta raises her hand. “I bought him your cup win gift.”
 
“I don’t think that counts as ‘dressing’ me,” Shane rolls his eyes.
 
“How was that by the way,” she leans forwards, resting her chin on her hand. “You never told me whether you enjoyed your gift.”
 
Ilya groans and closes his eyes. “Don’t make me think about it, please.”
 
“Oh hoo,” Sveta smiles with mischief. “That good?”
 
Meanwhile, Shane is blushing red as a tomato as he buries his face in his hands.
 
“Context please?” Rose looks at them curiously.
 
“I bought Shane a shirt to congratulate Ilya on winning the cup,” she says simply.
 
“A shirt?”
 
How bad could a shirt be?
 
“What? Was it his jersey or something? A shirt that says ‘property of Ilya’?”
 
“Better.”
 
“She bought me a fucking compression shirt that turns invisible when I stretch,” Shane grits out in embarrassment.
 
“Lace,” Ilya clarifies. “It turns into lace when he stretches.”
 
He could vividly remember the moment Shane tried on the shirt. At first, they thought nothing of it. The shirt was a regular black, just like all the other long-sleeved shirts they wore under their gear. But the moment Shane stretched his shoulders, Ilya could see it, the flowers that wrapped around his ribs and the breadth of his shoulders.
 
They didn’t leave the bed the rest of the day.
 
“Lingerie,” Rose concludes in amusement. “You bought him lingerie for jocks.”
 
“Exactly,” Sveta smiles in satisfaction.
 
“Oh my god. Did you take any pictures?”
 
“No!” The couple replied instantaneously.
 
“Shame,” she shrugs. “Shane’s a lot of fun to shop for.”
 
“What’s wrong with the way I dress?”
 
“Everything,” Sveta nods at him head to toe.
 
“How’s you even know what size to get me?” Shane asked.
 
“Shenka, please. I’ve seen far too many pap shots of you wearing Ilya’s clothes. Everyone else might have missed it but I know,” she says proudly. “From there I just guess the fit and slam credit card.”
 
Sitting there in Ilya’s favourite Fred Perry harrington, Shane flushes dark.
 
“It’s okay, lyubimy,” Ilya pats his thigh. “I think you look pretty with or without your clothes.”
 
“Ugh.”
 
“Aww.”
 
Rose swooned with a hand on her chest while Sveta gagged.
 
The trio end up cycling through brands and clothing items at a rate quicker than Shane’s phone’s search engine could keep up with.
 
“- D squared Wood perfume. Nice Canadian brand!-”
 
“- Armani knitted grey suit would look good on his skin-”
 
“- Off-white Zegna triple stitch shoes-”
 
They went on and on and on, arguing about how to best dress Shane based on different made up scenarios and disagreed on every single one of them. By the 3rd round, Shane had given up on googling any of it and settled for tucking himself against Ilya’s side.
 
“I don’t know, a nice washed black T shirt and dark jeans would be nice.”
 
“Boo! Boring! At least put him in shorts!”
 
“You know what? I give up,” Sveta tosses her hands in the air. “Just wear whatever Ilya wears. The rest is between you and God. And maybe your mom.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Quick notes to hammer out for no reason!

- Cadyn: He's not really based on anyone specific, but if you need a mental image, its Fraser Minten ahahaha
- Kazakh players in the NHL: rare! but not 0. A quick google tells me there aren't any in the active rosters. Sad
- Gunshot distress shirt: finding out how much Connor's holey shirt costed gave me a minor headache. and it's more expensive in black????
- Shane's phone casing: inspired by Rebecca Donaldson's phone case from Carlos Sainz's Baku Podium
- Training schedules and morning skates:... let's just close our eyes
- Saint Hollander: think Charles Leclerc jesus meme with Shane's face on it 😂😂😂

- Changing the narrative: take this fic as me rejecting the notion that Shane's plan doesn't work

- Shane coming out to his parents: i really wanted to write it but there was nowhere to put it and I hated every draft. Same with off-season training camp. All I know is it looked a little something like this:

Shane: mom, dad. I'm gay
Yuna & David: *heart felt. calm* oh wow, thank you for telling us bud.
Shane: and I'm dating Ilya
Yuna: FINALLY!!!
David: what your mom means to say is, we're happy for you and Ilya is welcomed here anytime
Yuna: DAVID BRING OUT THE WINE

Kudos and Comments appreciated!!!


  


      

  












      Chapter 3
  


    Chapter Summary

    Tensions build in the team, and despite Shane's best efforts, the team fractures



    Chapter Notes

      Guys thank you for all the love for my rookies 😭 I'm pretty sure I was overthinking when I made them because I've heard people say they hate OC plot lines but here we are. Tosses you my rookies.

Content Warnings:

- Bullying

- Racism (it's not explicit but trust me its there)

- Microaggressions

- Hazing


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  3 years ago: Bears Training Camp
 
The clash of sticks ring across the empty rink and the puck hits the boards.
 
“Again!” Rozanov barks.
 
Cadyn pants and tightens the grip on his stick. His third one this week. A part of him still calculated the cost of it. Hundreds of dollars, lost just over a week of practice.
 
He faces his shoulders towards his captain, eyes narrowed and tries to re-center himself. Rozanov skates past the red line and Cadyn he skates back, watching his trajectory before pushing off and cutting into his path. He tries to check him, only to be pushed back and stumbles on his skates.
 
Rebalancing himself, he moves towards the inside and tries to block Rozanov from coming within scoring range.
 
Rozanov is skating back into him, switching into a C turn before transitioning back again and Cadyn swipes at his stick. He hooks the curve of his blade into Rozanov’s trying to lift it away from the puck but it won’t budge, his captain’s grip tight around his stick.
 
Using the back of the blade, Cadyn scoops the puck and backhands it along the boards, right behind the goal post and through to the opposite side.
 
“That was good,” Rozanov tells him.
 
The praise does nothing to get any air back into his lungs. The cold empty air stings as he sniffs back the moisture dripping down his nose and he braces his stick on his knees to catch his breath.
 
Even with his eyes closed he can make out the sound of Rozanov’s blades, carving clean lines on rough ice as he skates lazy circles around the rookie.
 
“You have good eyes. Good for defense,” he hears, the sound coming from his left.
 
Cadyn kicks out a breath laugh as he shakes his head.
 
“Strong legs as well. Would be good once you learn how to control your center,” the voice comes from behind him this time. “But if you don’t keep your cool, even Hayden Pike could take you out.”
 
It’s intimidating, being drafted to the team that held the cup last. Even more intimidating when you’ve been singled out by their star center captain and told to stay for hours after practice had ended.
 
He might be a first round draft pick, but that’s nothing compared to the number 1 overall draft pick, and still one of the best and youngest captains in the league.
 
“Hayden Pike is on Shane Hollander’s line,” He reminds the figure in the misty void.
 
“And Connors is on mine. What is your point?” Rozanov passes in front of him.
 
The Russian stops a couple feet from him and taps his stick on the ice, prompting Cadyn to look up.
 
“Every year, 4 times a year, you might have to defend against Hollander’s line. If you’re lucky, is just him. If you’re unlucky, then one day its 4 times a year against him, 4 times against me. If you’re ultra unlucky, then by some minor miracle someone better will move up and then you spend 15% of season trying not to cry.”
 
Rozanov continues his skating. “A good defenseman shouldn’t care if it is me, Hollander or some crazy Swedish rookie. Good defense is good defense, and you need to be ready to take them on.”
 
“That’s impossible.”
 
“Not impossible,” Rozanov shrugs. “Just hard. Listen, learn and pay attention. You think Grozer checked his way out of his mom’s womb?”
 
Cadyn snorts. He swallows as he tries to find his voice. “Do you do this with every rookie?”
 
“Hmm. No,” Rozanov says as a matter of fact, his tone almost careless. “Not all.”
 
Just like everything else he has said about himself, nothing Rozanov said answers any of the questions he has in his head. What a weird guy.
 
Cadyn releases a slow breath and looks back up at Rozanov’s serious gaze.
 
“You are a good kid.” he states. “And there’s nothing hockey hates more than good kids.”
 
For a moment, Cadyn fixes on the unusual seriousness in his captain’s expression. There is a protective sense of concern behind those blue eyes. Then in a fraction of a second, it disappears and Rozanov is smiling back at him with a playful tilt of his head.
 
“I think that’s about enough for today, yes? We pick this up tomorrow. We try my Russian coach’s favourite drill, blindfold backwards skating.”
 
Cadyn coughs out a laugh. He’s joking right?
 
Right?
 

 
Montreal, November 2017
 
roselandreal A Rosa by any other name 🌹
 
Shane smiled as he scrolled through the carousel Rose had posted on her instagram. The first was a picture from the halloween party. She, Ilya and Diaz all dressed up in identical Rosa Diaz costumes, back to back with finger guns and duck lips. The second picture was a picture of Shane walking ahead of her, her heels in hand as they walked back to Ilya’s place. The third was a mirror selfie Svetlana had taken of the both of them, her finger barely covering the fucking Saint Hollander photocard Ilya had given her.
 
Beneath the post, Ilya had left an angel emoji in the comments. Fuck, they were never going to let him live this down.
 
Shane locked his phone with a smile.
 
“Good weekend, capitaine?” JJ said as he walked into the room.
 
“Yeah. Was pretty fun,” Shane shrugged.
 
“Saw Rose Landry’s post on instagram. You sure you guys are not together anymore?” Hayden teases.
 
“Pretty sure,” he answers irritably, slamming his phone down with more force than necessary.
 
It had been a week since the Halloween party, a week since Hayden found out about him and Ilya and in the days that followed, he has not stopped suggesting Shane find someone else. He knew Hayden wasn’t the biggest Ilya Rozanov fan, but he thought that he’d at least give him a chance. Instead, he had ramped up the insults and even encouraged JJ when he offered to set him up.
 
“Who were you even dressed as?” Koch asks.
 
“Oh, I know,” Gagnon raises his hand. “Designated driver.”
 
The guys in the corner chuckled and just like that, Shane’s good mood is immediately lost. It wasn’t even a good joke, but it stuck with him regardless. He stands abruptly and grabs his stick.
 
“Aww come on, cap! No need to get your panties in a bunch, it was just a joke,” Comeau pipes up.
 
“Wasn’t even a funny one,” Stedlund adds.
 
Shane knows he's trying to help but it really doesn’t matter.
 
Coworkers. That’s what Hakkinen called them. He isn’t sure why that memory arises now and he finds himself missing his old mentor more and more.
 

 
New York, December 2018
 
“This is incredible,” Vitya says.
 
Andropov chuckles lightly. “Right?”
 
“How do you even buy smetana here?”
 
“What can I say? It’s a global city,” he shrugs.
 
Coach had given the team a night off to rest before the game tomorrow. With nothing else better to do, Andropov decided to take him out to a Russian restaurant his friend’s mom owns.
 
“I’m just saying. It doesn’t make sense that Pelmeni here is better than the ones in Russia,” Vitya insists.
 
“It’s better than the ones in Moscow,” Andropov corrects. “Big difference.”
 
The two laugh as they moan around spoonfuls of warm dumplings. It had been so long since Vitya had a taste of Russian food. Months of overly sugary drinks, deep friend whatever and maple drenched everything. And now, the thick tangy smetana coats his tongue and it tastes like home.
 
“So. Half a season in Montreal,” Andropov turns his dumplings. “How are you liking it?”
 
“It’s alright,” he shrugs. “Less physical than Russia, but more or less the same.”
 
Different continent, same bullshit.
 
“Wish I got more ice time, though,” he sighs.
 
“Yeah, well. Hollander’s been asking Thierault to put you in a higher line.”
 
Vitya snorts. “Why? Because we’re both Asian?”
 
“Because you’re good,” Andropov corrects. “With Hollander, it’s hockey first, everything later.”
 
“Hmm, yes. I can see that.”
 
“Oh, lay off him. He’s a good guy.”
 
“He’s weird!”
 
“I’d take weird over an asshole any day,” Andropov chuckles and hums around another bite. “And the rest of the team?”
 
Vitya tilts his head. “Also about the same.”
 
Andropov raises his brow. “They still not talking to you?”
 
He shrugs. “Some try. Boizau sometimes asks me if I want to tag along but it's not my fault they only speak 1 language.”
 
“Two,” Andropov corrects, raising two fingers. “A lot of them speak French.”
 
Vitya rolls his eyes. “Right.”
 
Andropov sighs. “I swear it used to be better when Miitka and Retsnikov were around. He was my mentor, you know? When I first got here. Before that I spoke less English than you did.”
 
“What changed?”
 
He lowers his spoon and considers. “I don’t know. One moment we’re winning two cups back to back, next thing I know I’m helping Mackie sweep sand out of his stick and unsupergluing his chest pads. Poor kid.”
 
Hazing isn’t a new concept. In his mind, it was a little bit of an initiation ceremony. Hazing meant they cared. They were testing you, seeing if you could tough it up and join their ranks. Not being the target of these practical jokes was a new experience for him, but he wondered what was worse, not being good enough to be considered worth the pranks, or enduring months of degrading and mean comments under the guise of brotherhood.
 
Vitya remembers the last prank they pulled on his linemate. They had cut his laces, slicing just so they held when he laced them up, but broke under pressure once he was on the ice. It landed him a sprained ankle on one leg and a broken blade in another, causing him to be scratched from the next handful of games. In the early days of training camp, Vitya thought Cadyn was a pushover, letting the veterans walk all over him and making him wonder if Boston was like this as well.
 
Then he sees the tightness in his jaw and the careful blankness in his eyes and realises it’s not acceptance, it’s restraint. And after witnessing him beat up Jackson Reeds in Anaheim, he gained a lot more respect for the defenseman.
 
“Hollander is about the same though,” Andropov remarks. 
 
Vitya’s mind immediately flashes to his captain, the perfect hockey robot. Truth be told, Vitya doesn’t like Shane Hollander. Correction, he doesn’t like fake people, and nothing about Shane Hollander felt real. Everything he says feels practiced, every answer rehearsed and every laugh timed perfectly. It’s a little better on the ice, when the adrenaline strips him of whatever mask he insists on putting on and whatever wild caged animal he keeps locked inside him rears its fangs through breathtaking plays and powerful backhands.
 
“I don’t know what to think of him,” he admits. Because deep down, that’s what unsettles him the most. The fact he can’t pinpoint anything real about this man. He cannot rationalise any bit of his behaviour without it being a misdirection and it irks him endlessly.
 
“Most don’t,” Andropov admits. “But he’s a good guy. Genuinely.”
 
It’s becoming increasingly clear that despite the conflicting opinions in the locker room, some guys love their oddball of a captain.
 
Vitya hums and pushes his dumplings on his plate.
 
He looks out the window and spots them across the wide street. Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov, walking together with barely any space between them, lost in their own little world. Rozanov leans closely and says something to the man beside him and gets a big bright grin in return, cheeks pink from the cold and eyes warm with affection. It’s the realest thing he has ever seen from his captain. Vitya quells the gasp as he comes to the inevitable conclusion.
 
When he turns forward again he sees Andropov looking at them as well, a carefully blank look on his face. He looked almost bored as he dropped his gaze to his dumplings as though the couple across the street were mere strangers.
 
“You saw that,” Vitya states.
 
“Saw what?” Andropov says casually.
 
“Them! I know you saw them.”
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
“You-,” his eyes narrowed accusatorially. “You knew!”
 
Andropov stabs his voice. “Lower your voice, kid.”
 
“But why? This… this is everything! Ros-”
 
“Zharmenov,” he interjects sternly.
 
Vitya’s teeth clicks shut, stunned into silence as Andropov takes a deep breath.
 
“In this life, everybody has their secrets. Some secrets are harmless. Others are dangerous. This isn’t some sort of gotcha moment. It’s someone’s life. Remember where we came from.” He looks up at Vitya and holds his gaze. And when he speaks again, his voice is low and dark. “You saw nothing. You heard nothing, you saw nothing and if anyone asks, you call them crazy and walk away. Got it?”
 
He is silent for a moment, rolling the words in his head.
 
“Got it?” Andropov repeats.
 
Slowly, Vitya nods his head. “Got it.”
 

 
“He looks good,” Cliff said over the phone.
 
Ilya makes a bored noise in agreement. The Voyagers were 2 goals ahead when the Boston captain called. It felt like watching tape together again, sitting on the couch and dissecting plays, even with the hundreds of miles between them.
 
Cliff lets out an oomph when he sees Montreal’s rookie defenseman check a forward particularly hard against the boards. “That’s gonna leave a mark.”
 
They watch as the rookie gets awarded a 2 minute penalty, giving Shane a shrug before making his way into the box. It was a particularly gruelling game, with defenses falling apart on both sides and offenses seemingly missing passes for the heck of it. A particularly well timed quick-release from Dallas’ side sent the puck straight into Montreal’s goal and now the score was tied.
 
“Their goalie sucks,” Ilya says. “Miitka would’ve had that one.”
 
He could feel Shane’s frustrations radiate through the screen as the game moves to reset.
 
“Yeah. Where is that guy anyways? I heard he up and left without saying anything.”
 
“Hmm.”
 
“Did Hollander say anything about that?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“...”
 
“...”
 
“Care to share with the class?”
 
“No.”
 
Cliff barks out a laugh. He calls Ilya an asshole but drops the topic altogether. That’s what Ilya liked about the guy, he knew when to push and when to stop.
 
Shane wins the next face off and makes a perfect pass to Comeau. The play devolves from there as they fail to get the puck anywhere near the O zone.
 
“They have no depth in their defenses,” Ilya comments.
 
“2nd line is not bad, but it’s like they’re not even trying to protect their centers.”
 
Ilya hums in agreement and watches as Andropov blocks the shot, only for the offense to collapse.
 
It isn’t until Shane’s line leaps back onto the ice that the game progresses.
 
Shane cuts right through the foray, swerving and dodging checks at breakneck speed before making a slapshot so hard the shot echoes across the rink and sends it skimming the top of the goalie’s glove into the back of the net.
 
The goal horn rings and Cliff claps on other line.
 
“Let’s go, Hollander!”
 
Ilya smiles at his friend’s support.
 
Out on the ice, one of Dallas’ D men shoves Shane roughly, his mouth spitting venomous words they were too far to see, but they catch the forward pulling his eyes back and leering at him.
 
Ilya’s temper flickers, anger flooding through him as he watches Shane force himself not to react and skate away, even as the D-man followed him with a trail of insults. On the other side of the line, Cliff was unusually quiet, but when he speaks again, Ilya could hear the clear undertone of danger in his voice.
 
“I play Dallas next month.”
 
An open suggestion, to fight back for someone who couldn’t. But before Ilya could respond, a blur of white and blue cuts through the crowd and punches the D-man hard enough for him to fall.
 
“Wha-”
 
The camera finally focuses and Ilya spots the blue 39 on the back of his jersey. Cadyn’s face is a calm fury as he grabs the D-man by the scruff, lifting him back up to land punch after punch until his face was bloody and broken.
 
Most people make the mistake of taking his personality at face value, seeing his bright personality as weakness instead of what it was. Control. Because while he had the fluffy exterior of a golden retriever, Cadyn McIntyre had the temperament and the bite of a well trained Malinois. Loyal, focused, deeply protective. He was Ilya’s rookie after all.
 
“Well, that oughta do it,” Cliff laughs as they watch Boizau yank the rookie off his target and walk him over to the penalty box, whispering in his ear before stepping aside.
 
Cadyn is silent as he sits in the box, not even an ounce of satisfaction on his face as he sees the blood drip on his opponent’s face. In fact, he looked a little bored, flexing his knuckles while the offending D man got put in the sin bin across, screaming vitriol through the glass. Nothing like the bubbly rookie they all knew.
 
Shane skates over to the box and Cadyn’s stoic expression softens minutely. A sense of pride blooms in Ilya’s chest.
 
The rookie shakes his head wordlessly as Shane asked him something, eyes open and alert at his captain’s words and nods as the game restarts.
 
“But he does talk to you, right?” Cliff suddenly says.
 
“Who? Mackie?”
 
“No, Hollander.”
 
Ilya snaps back in attention, an unsettling feeling growing in his gut at Cliff’s tone. “About what?”
 
“His guys.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“It’s… I don’t know dude. It might be nothing but… that locker room is weird bro.”
 
Ilya is silent for a moment.
 
“I just get that feeling, you know?” Cliff continues. “Last game we had, Hale accidentally high sticked your boy and no one called it.”
 
Ilya remembers seeing the bruise on Shane’s jaw on a call that night, but Shane had waved it off and said it was nothing.
 
“Maybe the refs were just blind.”
 
“Maybe. But Thierault didn’t even try to challenge it, even when I asked.”
 
That was weird. Missing a call or making the wrong one isn’t uncommon, Ilya himself has argued with far too many refs for it to raise any brows, but teams were usually adamant about backing their own boys.
 
“Pike and Boizau?” he questions.
 
“Didn’t wanna move unless Thierault did.”
 
The thing is, Ilya has never liked the Voyagers room. Many people assume it's because of the historic rivalry but really, it’s beyond that. It’s jokes that land weird and pranks that leave Shane just on the wrong side of irritated. With Miitka gone, it seems like they have abandoned all pretenses.
 
And when people get really mean, it’s always the quiet ones that bear the brunt of their cruelty.
 
Shane had a weird habit of laughing off jokes Ilya would not have tolerated in his position, and he had rambled on about players being late to practice, not listening to him, missing passes and sloppy defenses, but his complaints had tapered off over time. Ilya had thought it was because the room had gotten better, but then he remembered what Miitka had told Shane the day he left the team, in a farewell party none of them were invited to, in a home where none of them were welcomed.
 
He turned his eyes back onto the screen and was suddenly grateful Shane had Mackie on his side.
 
The barn comes alive as the final horn is rung and Ilya watches the team line up mutedly.
 
“I’ll keep an eye on it,” Ilya tells him.
 
“Good. I’ll leave you to it, then.”
 
“Hey, Marley.”
 
“Yeah?”
 
“Thank you.”
 
Ilya could almost hear him smile from the other line.
 
“Anytime, brother.”
 

 
Montreal, January 2018
 
Shane’s eyes widened as he saw a pair of pants hanging from the rafters. The team had just hit the showers after conditioning when a wave of snickers washes over the locker room, cameras being pulled out as they spill out into the tunnel.
 
Shane had barely gotten his sweater in before following the team out into the rink and seeing Cadyn in the stands, with a towel wrapped around his hips looking absolutely humiliated and wondering how to get his clothes down from where they had been hung.
 
“Gospodi,” Andropov whispered beside him in disbelief.
 
Beside him, JJ, Hayden and Stedlund all stood, mouths agape as they looked up into the stands. They thought they had left the worst of these sorts of rituals back in Juniors, where worst monsters lurked and it was eat or be eaten. Only for those monsters to be promoted up to the highest level of hockey.
 
The disbelief was paralysing, near devastating in their magnitude. A prank like this couldn’t have happened without involving someone on the staff. And while the prank itself was harmless and not uncommon, the months of smaller, seemingly innocuous behaviours shape the cruelty of it.
 
Shane watched as none of the rink staff helped him, waving their hands in the air and so fucking complacently enabling this behaviour as the laughter continues behind him and snap, something in him breaks.
 
“ENOUGH!”
 
The unexpected anger in his tone silenced the laughter in the group. In its place was a different type of shock. Silence, in a room filled with loud personalities. Shane had never raised his voice like that. Never.
 
“What the fuck is your problem?!” He demanded.
 
“Fuckin, chill out, Hollander. It’s just a joke,” Koch snorts, though his voice shakes in the face of Shane’s rage.
 
“Yeah. He’s a Bear! You defending the enemy now?” Gagnon jokes.
 
“The enemy?” It was so ridiculous he wanted to laugh. “You mean our teammate who has been with us for 6 months?!” He shakes his head incredulously. “No. This has gone on for far too long. This ends now!”
 
“Aww come on now, Hollzy,” Comeau towers over him, squaring his shoulders. “It’s just a little fun. We’ve done much worse in the past. You’ve seen it yourself.”
 
It’s true. The things Shane had seen and experienced had been vile.
 
Tony Hakkinen had protected him from the worst of it. JJ wasn’t so lucky. The things they said to him, the things coaches let slip under the radar, had nearly broken him.
 
“Enough Gil,” he pushes.
 
Comeau snorts. “Who died and made you king?”
 
“Management,” he says easily. “When they made me captain.”
 
Shane gets an up close and personal view of the way Comeau’s face scrunch up in an ugly mess of red. He doesn’t have an answer, breath flaring out his nostrils and Shane glowers, deceptively calm as he mutters lowly.
 
“You want to take this outside? We can take it outside.”
 
Comeau’s bravado flickers at the threat. Canada’s golden boy isn’t known to get into fights but the Voyagers know better than to test their captain. They had seen him throw a defenseman over his shoulder and onto the ice on skates. And no one had forgotten the clean upper cut that he had given Hunter just last year.
 
Finally, he breaks, huffing and spitting at his feet before turning away and stalking back into the locker room. Rinkside, the team stands stock still as the tension begins to dissipate.
 
Shane closes his eyes and takes a shuddering breath, rubbing his hand across his face. He doesn’t dare turn to the others, in fear of what he would see on their faces.
 
“Hayd,” he says in a far calmer tone.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“Tell the rink managers to help Mackie out.”
 
“Sure thing bud.” He gets a clap on the shoulder for it.
 
JJ claps his hands and dismisses the group. “Alright. Everybody move out. Show’s over!”
 
The team finally steps out and Shane spends a long while looking out into the ice.
 

 
Montreal, February 2018
 
The confrontation in the locker room had left the team scattered. It caused a rift to form. Big enough the coaches noticed the shift in team dynamics. But that wasn’t the end of it.
 
The true fallout occurred just as they approached the bye week. Vitya had been taking his time walking to the locker rooms when he heard voices clashing in the coach's office. The words were too muffled for him to understand but the voices were familiar enough for him to recognise.
 
“Hollander!-” 
 
Whatever it is that Thierault tells him does little to placate the other but Vitya could tell from the tone of voice that he was getting increasingly irritated, like he was reprimanding a child instead of a cup winning, franchise leading captain and he slows his steps.
 
He catches very little of the tense exchange before the doors slam open and Hollander stalks out of the coach’s office.
 
He turns and sees Vitya around the corner and Vitya’s breath freezes in his lungs. Hollander looked fragile.
 
Hollander was never fragile. He was a rock, an anchor in the team’s temperamental waves. Yet here he was, his eyes glassy and his expression pinched as recognition floods his features. It takes longer than usual for his mask to slip back on but once it does, Hollander’s face is blank, not a crumb of his previous outburst evident on his face as he walks away in the other direction.
 
‘You saw nothing. You heard nothing, you saw nothing and if anyone asks, you call them crazy and walk away.’
 
Andropov’s warning rings in his head, but the longer he thought about it, the less he could stand it. He might not understand everything that happens in the team, and he might not like Hollander the way everyone expects him to, but he is neither blind nor stupid and now he stands on the crossroads of something big. He was tethering on the edge of doing something irreversible, and by doing so, he would be stepping out of line.
 
He takes a moment to think about the consequences, debates just how much trouble he would be getting into for meddling in someone’s business and finds that he doesn’t care. Not when Hollander’s face is still fresh on his mind.
 
He doesn’t see Hollander in the locker room as the team changes into their practice jerseys and he doesn’t spot the captain as they all skate out for warm ups. When he does reappear, Vitya could see his head hung low, eyes red-rimmed but dry and adamantly avoiding any eye-contact with the rest of the team.
 
Defeated.
 
It wasn’t a word Vitya would ever associate with the man, but it was the first one that came to mind as he skated closer to the group and the coaches called them in for an announcement.
 
“Alright, everyone. We got some important bits of news for you,” Thierault starts.
 
Understanding dawns on him then, why Hollander looked the way he did, and as the next words left Thierault’s mouth, Vitya made his decision.
 

 
The moment Ilya lands in Montreal-Trudeau, he receives a text in cyrilic from an unknown number.
 
Unknown Number
Hello Mr. Rozanov
This is Viktor Zharmenov
From the Voyagers
Can I call you?
 
The Russian frowns at the text. He had never interacted with the Montreal rookie, but he knows Shane is very fond of him. He had no way of knowing Ilya was in Montreal, not when Shane himself wasn’t expecting him until tomorrow.
Ilya
Sure
His phone starts ringing mere minutes after he sends the text.
 
“Hello?”
 
“Hi, Mr. Rozanov. Sorry, I didn’t want anyone reading our texts. The team… you know how teams can be with whistleblowers.”
 
“How did you get my number?”
 
“I got it from one of my friends on the national team. Serik? He said he met you at Denis Ten’s vigil.”
 
Ilya’s eyes squeeze shut. Denis was a Kazakh figure skater, someone he met in Sochi during the Olympics. Death always had a way of making him feel off-kilter, even when the only thing they had in common was the honour (or dishonour in Ilya’s case) of having a brother named Alexei, and playing a sport that pays you to walk with knives on your feet.
 
“Ok.”
 
For a moment, Ilya didn’t hear anything from the other end of the line. If not for the sound of passing cars and voices in the background, he would have thought the call had disconnected.
 
“You’re friends, right? With the captain?” the rookie asks hesitantly.
 
Ilya doesn’t need him to specify who he was talking about. His heart quickened with concern.
 
“What of it?” Neither a confirmation nor a denial. “Spit it out, Zharmenov.”
 
The silence continues for a beat longer. It isn’t in his nature to rat out someone on his team, and the guilt of it was already eating at him before he even said the words.
 
“We had a bad practice today,” he starts cautiously.
 
Ilya raises his brows even though the rookie couldn’t see it. “Okay, and?”
 
“I mean, the hockey part was fine, but...”
 
So it’s the locker room then. “What happened?”
 
Ilya isn’t sure if he actually wants to know. But he asks anyway. He needs to know what he’s walking into. He hears Zharmenov take a deep breath on the other line before he speaks again.
 
“Coach said he’s stripping him of the C. Said he wants to try a new dynamic and that we should have 4 As instead. Effective after bye week.”
 
He curses under his breath. He tilts his head up into the sky and sniffs. The cold air was slowly getting to him, but he was rooted on the spot.
 
“That’s stupid,” he affirms.
 
“Yes,” Viktor agrees. “He stayed behind at the rink while everyone else went home. He’s still there right now.”
 
Ilya frowns. He was planning to be home before Shane’s practice ended, but his flight got delayed and it was well past 10. Practice should have ended hours ago.
 
“Right.”
 
“Can you… I don’t know. He didn’t look ok and I just needed to tell someone, I think.”
 
He should have told Pike. That would have been the logical solution, but he was grateful the rookie called him instead.
 
“Okay. Thank you for telling me,” he says earnestly, but he still needs to cover his tracks a little. “I’m in New York, though.”
 
“Right,” the rookie curses. “Silly me. I-Uhm-”
 
“-But I’ll make sure he’s taken care of,” he reassures the younger.
 
Ilya hears a long sigh on the other end.
 
“Okay. Thank you,” Viktor tells him. “Good night, Mr. Rozanov.”
 
“Ilya,” he corrects.
 
“Ilya,” the rookie repeats gratefully. “Thank you… for picking up.”
 
“No worries, kid. Now go to bed.”
 
A tired laugh makes its way through the call and the rookie hangs up. Looks like he needs to take a late night detour.
 

 
The CN Sport Complex was empty by the time he got there, all the players and the staff having gone home hours ago. Ilya bypasses reception easily. It seems the VIP Pass Shane handed him came in handy afterall.
 
He passes the security staff, dozing off in his chair, his body angled at the large monitors showing live footage of the main facilities, completely ignoring the practice rink in the bottom corner of the screen.
 
Good.
 
The long hallways of the complex were only semi-familiar to him, even after nearly 8 years of coming here for away games. He finds Shane easily enough and pushes the heavy door handles as silently as he could.
 
The sound of his slap shots reverberated through the small practice rink, loud and forceful. He knows Shane has spotted him in his periphery, but he chooses not to speak up. Shane needs this, he thinks, and he leans against the barrier, watching as he lets his anger out on the ice.
 
Ilya doesn’t know how many shots he has made, he lost count some point past 38 before Shane finally slows down, his chest heaving, cheeks wet as he loads up the next shot. Each shot gets sloppier and sloppier, until one of them hits the post with a clang. The next one hits the crossbar.
 
With a push of his hand, the gate opens and Ilya steps onto the ice and tries to keep his balance. He takes his time approaching Shane, hands in his pockets as the other lines shot after shot.
 
“You were supposed to be here tomorrow,” Shane says without looking up, drawing his stick back and shooting the puck into the net.
 
“Wanted to surprise you,” Ilya shrugs.
 
“You know I hate surprises.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“You did it anyway,” Shane replies, his tone irritated.
 
He lines up another shot and swings. Ilya crosses his arms and watches him shoot a few more pucks in silence, content to just be there until Shane is ready.
 
“They took away my C,” he tells Ilya, his voice wobbly but so so angry. “7 years, 2 cups and they took my fucking C!”
 
Another puck flies into the net.
 
“I know.”
 
It’s a testament to how badly Shane was faring that he doesn’t even ask how he knows.
 
“I didn’t even do anything.”
 
“I know.”
 
“I mean, I fucking chewed Comeau out the other day. They’ve been harassing Mackie. Did I tell you that?”
 
He didn’t. And Ilya pauses as Shane rambles on.
 
“I thought they were fucking over it. Small pranks here and there sure but none of them were funny and I tried to shut them down but it never stopped. It never. Stopped.”
 
Shane releases another clapper into the net.
 
“I led them to 2 fucking cups back to back and they’re treating me like… like I’m fucking replacable! Like my words don’t fucking matter and I’m just nothing but a puck launcher!”
 
Like he was a problem that needed fixing, a burden that needed shuffling and expected to take it all up the chin with a smile on his face.
 
He didn’t even get the chance to come out to his teammates like he wanted to. The trust just… evaporated. They whittled him down until the disrespect came easy. The compliance was expected. Until all he was was a point scoring machine that generated millions of dollars in jerseys and ticket sales.
 
Shane’s eyes are still locked on the goal as Ilya reaches for the stick in his hands, fingers wrapping around it. It was then that Ilya felt the shaking in his hands, reverberating through the stick and into his touch. He waits for a flinch, for Shane to jerk it away or crosscheck him with it, but the blow never comes.
 
“Shane, let go,” he says gently.
 
Slowly, Shane’s fingers slacken their grip, prying one shaky finger after another until the stick is fully in Ilya’s grasp. He drops the stick onto the ice with a clatter and finally, Shane’s eyes look away from the post. What Ilya sees breaks his heart. He has never seen Shane so raw, so broken and angry.
 
He wanted nothing more than to pull Shane into his arms and let him break. But he can’t. He has to stay 5 feet away and watch him unravel. Because on the corner of the rink, there was a fucking security camera blinking back at them.
 
The distance was killing him. And for what he doubts would be the last time, he cursed their insistence to adhere to the plans. Curses their insistence to hide and take time, like they can con the league into accepting them.
 
“Can we get off the ice? I really want to hold you and…,” he gestures vaguely at the camera on the ceiling.
 
Shane sniffles, looking vaguely in its direction before nodding. “Hmm. Yeah, okay. Sure.”
 
He gathers all the pucks into one corner and skates back to the bench, with Ilya following behind. Once they made their way down the tunnel, Ilya locks the door behind them.
 
Shane drops down onto his locker, puts on his skate guards. Even from where he was standing Ilya could see his hands shake. So he drops down onto his knees in front of him, gentle hands removing his gloves with aching tenderness.
 
His hands twitch as they come free, knuckles white, palms blistered and raw after the punishing force he put them through. They feel empty, painful and empty now that they have nothing to hold on to.
 
Ilya presses a kiss to his palms and works to untie his skates, one after another. The practice jersey comes off next, the fabric tossed aside.
 
Hockey had always been his safe space, it was the place he felt the most like himself, where he excelled, flying down the ice and shooting pucks, one after another. So, when had he become trapped? When did the walls start feeling like a cage?
 
The jersey hit the floor and the air had suddenly stopped flowing into his lungs and like a cornered animal, Shane started to struggle against his pads. His hands pawed at the straps, frantic to get out of the pieces that once protected him.
 
“Get them off. Ilya, get them off!” he whimpered.
 
The wounded noise breaks something in him and Ilya immediately moves to help.
 
“Okay, okay.”
 
Ilya helped him work through his straps. Elbows, chest, shin, pants, all of them, until he was down to his baselayer and Ilya gathered him in his arms, and let him tremble in his hold.
 
Shane wept into his shoulder, shaking as the sobs wrack his chest, tight and needle sharp. Not the devastating wails it deserved, because hockey had long taught him to shrink himself down, but quiet hiccups dampened by wool and polyester.
 
It was agonizing. He never wanted to hear that sound ever again.
 
“I was never going to be enough for them, was I?”
 
Ilya doesn’t dare answer that question. Shane had done everything by the book. Played well, led well. Brought home cups, brought in crowds. He played the role of the honourable captain and the hockey golden boy, and he would continue to do it all for them, even if it meant bleeding him dry.
 
His arms wrap around Ilya’s shoulder, fists digging into his pullover to keep him there. As though Ilya would do something as stupid as leaving if he did.
 
“It’s not just about the C,” he sniffles.
 
“I know,” Ilya says softly.
 
It’s about years of disrespect, years of jokes that landed wrong, years of whispers behind his back, hazing rituals he couldn’t stop, snickers when he wasn’t looking, hang outs he wasn’t invited to, a separate group chat. All brushed off by the organisation who said they were proud to have him, only to agree to strip him of his C and give an A to its instigator.
 
It wounded his pride and his trust. They looked at the boy who gave them everything and slapped him on the face. Embarrassing. All of it.
 
“Why wasn’t I enough?” Shane breaks.
 
“I don’t know, zolotse.”
 
“What did I do wrong?”
 
“Nothing,” Ilya says, firm and protective. “You did nothing wrong. Okay? Nothing.”
 
He doesn’t know if Shane believes it and all he could do was hold him as his chest hiccups and the grief washes over him. Once his tears subsided, Shane let out a wet shuddering breath.
 
“Fuck, I’m scared,” he muffles against Ilya’s neck.
 
“I know,” Ilya rubs his hand up and down his back. “I know, but you are brave.”
 
“I don’t feel brave,” he admits. “Just… tired.”
 
“Then maybe… Maybe you should take a break. A… what is word in English, sabbatical.”
 
“Sabbatical?” Shane pulls away with a frown.
 
Even with tears stained down his cheeks, he looked beautiful and Ilya presses a kiss onto his forehead.
 
“Yes. I can see you burning yourself. Take a break from the team.”
 
“We do that during the off season.”
 
“Yes, but maybe do something different. Take a break from the league. Play somewhere else.”
 
“Like where? Germany?” Shane laughs in disbelief.
 
“Or Finland,” Ilya presses seriously. “Or Sweden. Maybe Switzerland. Maybe not KHL. I don’t think it suits you, but I think it will not be so bad. You could learn a lot from the other leagues.”
 
Shane quiets at the suggestion. “What about you?”
 
“I don’t need sabbatical. But I don’t mind taking sabbatical with you. Unless you want to spend time alone. Will be hard but we can do this.”
 
He could almost hear the ache in Ilya’s voice, just at the mere suggestion of it.
 
“I want you with me. So badly. But miss out on a season when New York is on a tear? I can’t ask you to give that up.”
 
Momentum was important, afterall, and the Admirals had it in spades.
 
“Yes, but will not be giving up anything. I want to play with you. Is fun,” Ilya shrugs, jostling the man on his shoulders.
 
Shane makes an irritated sound where his face is buried against his neck. He thought he would retire here, after a dynastic career that would flood his trophy room. But the thought of staying here any longer made him feel sick.
 
“I wanted to retire here,” he says weakly.
 
Ilya presses his cheek against hair. “Do you still want that?”
 
Shane swallows, the hard truth refusing to pass his lips. “I just wanted to play hockey.”
 
“Yes. But does it have to be here?”
 
He laughs mirthlessly, voice a little wet. “Where else would I go?”
 
“Anywhere. There’s 31 other teams who would be fucking grateful to have you.”
 
“I don’t think that’s true. Why would they?”
 
“Because you’re Shane fucking Hollander. 2 time cup winner, Calder, Lady Byng, Art Ross, Conn Smythe, Hart Trophy, all that.”
 
“Yeah, but you have a Frank Selke.”
 
“Yes.”
 
Shane snorts.
 
“The only award safe from you is a Vezina, even then, only you could win something like that without being a goalie.”
 
Shane laughs. He lets Ilya pull away from him to run his hands down his nape.
 
“They are nothing without you,” Ilya presses, barely suppressing the rage in his voice as he squeezes Shane tighter in his arms. “Nothing.”
 
Because unlike the Bears, the Voyagers had built their success on the back of one person and called it teamwork. And his alternates might try to take on some of that weight, but the rot runs far deeper that they would imagine.
 
“You are like a diamond. You know this, yes? A rare gem.”
 
“A hockey genius. I know.”
 
Ilya frowns at his tone. “No. It has nothing to do with hockey.”
 
There is a furrow in his brow, dark brown eyes peering back at him with confusion. All his life, he has been told he has a gift, an innate talent he had a responsibility to use. Ilya had been the same, but have they not told him anything else?
 
“Diamonds… they have a Mohs hardness of 10. Do you know this? Hardest natural mineral on the planet. People forget, because they are beautiful, precious and rare, that they are very strong.”
 
Lovely and steady and endearingly particular. Tightly wounded and anxious, his Shane is the most valuable thing Ilya has ever held.
 
They want to replace an FL diamond with coloured glass. Let them. They could cut themselves on the shards for all he cares.
 
“That is what you are,” Ilya insists firmly. “Beautiful and precious and strong.”
 
Shane looks at him like he is the precious one, like he doesn’t inspire Ilya to be anywhere as brave or kind, even if it doesn't seem like it on the outside.
 
“And after the break? What then?” His voice tremors.
 
“You’re a free agent next season,” Ilya says. “Then me, year after. We can look for a team that can take both of us.”
 
Shane shakes his head. “No one has that kind of cap space right now.”
 
“No one?” Ilya confirms.
 
He can think of a handful of teams that would be filling to free up some space, if it meant having 2 veteran generational talents on their rosters.
 
“Vancouver maybe,” Shane says, a little uncertain. “Or Vegas.”
 
Ilya nods. “We can move to Vancouver.”
 
Shane gives him a wilting look. “We’re not moving to fucking Vancouver.”
 
Neither of them were willing to consider Vegas.
 
“But it’s not a bad idea, yes? We take our time. Shop for teams to play together, then stay there forever.”
 
The smile Shane gives him is wobbly, just on the edge of teary. “Forever?”
 
Forever sounds nice.
 
Ilya presses a kiss to his temple and nuzzles against him tightly. “Forever. If that is what you want.”
 
He wants it, so badly it hurts.
 
“But… you love New York.”
 
“I do,” Ilya breathes. He had learned to love the eclectic melting pot he now calls home. “But it would be nice not to have Russian passport. And America is… not so safe anymore, I think.”
 
Shane hums in acknowledgement.
 
“And Benny is retiring soon,” Ilya continues. “Will be boring without him.”
 
“I’m going to tell Vaughny you said that,” Shane laughs, voice still a little wet.
 
“How dare you.”
 
The tightness in Shane’s chest begins to unravel as he lets the small inkling of hope take hold. He exhales deeply and finally feels steady enough to untangle himself from Ilya’s embrace.
 
“I feel gross,” Shane sniffs.
 
“We’re both gross.” Ilya runs his hands through sweat-damn curls. “Take a quick rinse. We can take a longer one at home. Then, we will put on your favourite pajamas, eat dinner and watch stupid show about houses.”
 
“Fuck you,” Shane laughs.
 
“Hmm, maybe after,” Ilya considers.
 
He smiles at Shane reassuringly, glad to see some of the warmth coming back to his eyes.
 
“Okay?”
 
Shane nods and presses a kiss onto his lips. “Yeah. Let’s go home.”
 

 
Shane wakes up to an empty bed and the smell of fish. The sheets by his side are cold when he pats at them and he sighs. Their conversation last night still weighs on him heavily and his brain still feels sluggish from all the crying. Briefly, he tries to take stock of his body. There is a familiar ache in his arms and legs from the brutal work he put them through yesterday. The blisters in his palms were also annoying, but they came as no surprise. Then there was the soreness in his lower back, a grounding reminder of the way Ilya took him apart and helped him pick the pieces back up again.
 
He decides to put on a pair of boxers and one of Ilya’s shirts as he finally takes a step out. And the moment he opens the door, he is hit with a scent so familiar he momentarily forgot where he was.
 
“Morning,” Ilya groans, surprisingly groggy for someone who had apparently cooked an entire breakfast.
 
Shane slips his arms around his middle and accepts the kiss Ilya places on the side of his head.
 
“Sit,” he taps Shane’s butt lightly.
 
Shane slides onto one of the tall chairs by the kitchen island as Ilya takes something out of the oven and plates it. He slides it in front of Shane and his breath hitches in his throat. The corner of his eyes prickle as he sees Ilya scoop a heaping spoonful of rice into a small bowl then pours a miso soup into another.
 
Grilled mackerel, rice and miso.
 
It reminded him of warm summers in his grandmother’s house, cousins running in the backyard, the sound of a wind chime on the back porch. Shane has a… complicated relationship with his mother’s side of the family. He had grown up under a microscope, just for being half-Japanese. But even amongst his cousins, there was always someone to measure up to, someone being measured against him.
 
And at the center of it all was his grandma, who called him her favourite and slid him an extra piece of fish when she thought no one was looking.
 
His relationship with his cousins soured when she passed, but this has always been simple.
 
“How?” he asks breathlessly.
 
“Yuna taught me,” Ilya shrugs. “She said it was your favourite food.”
 
“When I was little, maybe,” he laughs wetly.
 
Ilya seemed to sense the mixed feelings tied to the dish and he frowned, fearing he had finally overstepped. “Is this okay?”
 
“Yeah,” Shane shakes his head. “It’s just been a while.”
 
He picks up his chopsticks and takes apart the piece of fish. It’s tender, the fat of the fish buttery as it melts on his tongue. It’s cooked perfectly. Ilya puts his weight on the counter, watching him searchingly.
 
“Have you tried it?” Shane asks?
 
Ilya shakes his head.
 
He smiles around his chopstick and breaks off a big piece of fish. He places it on a lump of rice, scoops it up and raises it across the counter. Ilya wraps his mouth around the chopsticks, his tongue swirling and eyes half-lided as he licks the last of the buttery fish.
 
“Good?”
 
Ilya hums.
 
Shane could sense the mountain of questions he must have, the eagerness to talk about yesterday and what comes next. The hockey of it all.
 
He avoids his gaze and stares intently at the fish, wrapping his tongue around the chopsticks.
 
Ilya sighs. He could see Shane wasn’t ready to talk. Any hopes of talking about teams are suddenly off the table. No problem, they had time. Besides, this was Shane’s day off and god knows his boyfriend needs some proper time to relax.
 
“So,” Ilya leans against the counter. “What do you have planned for us this week?”
 
Shane’s shoulders drop when he realises Ilya isn’t going to force him to talk and the furrow between his brows eased. Nothing really comes to mind. Shane had never been someone to sit still and do nothing but the idea of having zero obligations and zero plans felt really enticing right now.
 
A text on his phone reminds him that that’s not really true.
 
Hayden Pike
Hayden
Hey bud
Just checking in
You okay?
Also
Still down for tomorrow?
 
The texts come in all at once, making his phone vibrate consecutively in a way that makes Shane completely reluctant to actually read it. He flips over to check the message previews anyways.
 
“Hayden actually asked if we wanted to go to the aquarium tomorrow with the kids-" Ilya perks up at the mention of an aquarium. “-but I can cancel-” his boyfriend droops. “-...if it's too much.”
 
Shane suddenly realises he’s never been on a date with his own boyfriend. Doesn’t know what he would prefer as a date idea. If he prefers museums and galleries or something mundane and domestic like ikea trips or grocery runs.
 
And yeah, if they went out today with Hayden and Jackie as a buffer it wouldn’t really count as a date but he was suddenly overcome with this intense need to do it all.
 
“Do you want to go?” He asks Ilya neutrally.
 
Ilya tries not to give anything away and shrugs. “We don’t have to. It’s very public and Pike is very annoying. And you are very tired from yesterday, yes?”
 
Truth be told, he was still a little down. He wasn’t exactly keen to go out but the aquarium sounded nice. And he hadn’t seen the twins in ages. The overwhelming feeling, however, was the desire to just take Ilya somewhere.
 
Maybe not alone, but the image draws itself in his mind, of Ilya watching fish pass wide-eyed with wonder, was too tempting. And Shane had never shied away from what we wanted.
 
“Feeling a lot better,” he admits and makes the decision for the both of them. “We can go.”
 
The bright and eager smile that grew on Ilya’s face makes it all worth it.
 

 
Montreal Biodome, The Next Day
 
“Why the fuck is he here?”
 
“Swear jar,” Shane says without looking up from his phone.
 
Jackie sighs. Truth be told, her husband was pretty easy to rile up. He was kind, and a great dad, and he loved her tremendously, but certain people just got on his nerves more easily than others. Ilya Rozanov was one of those people. Jackie thought it was just an on-ice thing. Just her luck that he wasn’t that great at separating on and off-ice personas.
 
She was pretty sure he thought that quiet Swede from LA was as loud and aggressive off-ice as he was on it.
 
Hayden’s face scrunches up as he curses beneath his breath. “Awww. Frickin frick gosh darn-”
 
She spots him just as the stroller makes it past the entrance, tucked beside Shane, snickering at the very ineffective self-sensorship Hayden had devolved into.
 
Gabby at sales counter 1 could not care less. She gives the men a completely professional but soulless smile as Shane shows her his booking confirmation and rings up his purchase with a bored look on her face.
 
“Shouldn’t you be in New York?” Hayden asks.
 
Ilya jerks his head to the vague army of children approaching behind him. “Shouldn’t you be helping your wife?”
 
Oh, she likes this guy.
 
Hayden opens his mouth only to snap it shut. She could see the inner turmoil going through his head. Cave in and help her and look the fool in front of Rozanov, or be manly and continue glaring.
 
The stalemate only breaks once Arthur comes running to their side.
 
“Ilya,” Arthur says. His tone is soft and calm but his wide eager way his fidgeting hands betray his excitement.
 
Jackie had never seen her son so excited to meet someone, not when he barely left her side during family gatherings and had refused to play with his own cousins. Well, whoever is good on Arthur’s books is good on her books. Especially if Shane was beside him looking all soft and adoring and potentially on the verge of a baby fever.
 
Ilya’s smile softens as he drops down to the boy’s level. “Hi, little king. Here for a new adventure?”
 
The toddler nods eagerly as he looks up at Ilya with such wonder, like he couldn’t believe he was here.
 
“Hi, Arthur,” Shane waves.
 
“Hi, Uncle Shane,” he greets politely.
 
“Ah, so you are Uncle Shane but I am Ilya?” the other exaggerates.
 
Arthur seemed bashful as he nodded and looked incredibly proud of himself for the non-chirp and Ilya breathed out a laugh. Beside them, Hayden looked absolutely appalled by how easily his own son betrayed him.
 
She decides to put him out of his misery and interfere.
 
“Hello, boys,” Jackie sighs as she pushes the stroller. “Ah, you must be Ilya.”
 
“Ee-lya!” Arthur corrects. He had been working on his pronunciation for weeks.
 
Ilya pats his back to reward him.
 
“Ee-lya,” Jackie wraps her tongue around the pronunciation. “Well, Ee-lya, it’s so nice to meet you. I’ve heard a whole lot about you.”
 
She could see the monumental amount of effort it took him to keep himself from saying something like ‘Pike! You talk to your wife about me?’.
 
“You as well,” he says amicably enough. “I did not expect such a beautiful woman to be married to Pike.”
 
Jackie couldn’t help but blush. What a charmer. Beside them, Hayden looked beyond affronted but Shane gave him a stern warning look, like he was pretty sure that was in itself, a form of insult disguised as a compliment.
 
“Arthur, why don’t you show Uncle Shane and Ilya around?” Jackie prompts him.
 
The toddler nods dutifully and grabs onto Ilya’s finger, pulling him deeper into the biodome with Shane following closely behind them. With the unlikely couple and the 3 year old out of the way and the 5 year olds within her line of sight, she turns towards her husband with a disappointed look.
 
“Hayd, we talked about this.”
 
“What? He started it!”
 
“Okay, how?”
 
Hayden opened his mouth and not a single word came out his mouth.
 
“Hayd,” she sighs. “What’s going on? You said you had Shane’s back no matter what.”
 
“I do!”
 
“Then why can’t you just be happy for him?”
 
Shane had apparently asked him something similar. And no matter how many times they go through it, the answer seemed to be the same.
 
“Because! This is Roz-”, he drops his tone to a hard whisper. “This is Rozanov we’re talking about.”
 
Jackie raises a brow. “So?”
 
“So? The guy is a grade A asshole! He calls me Montreal’s 15th best player and asks me if they wrote ‘assistant’ in my job description because of the number of assists I made!”
 
“Okay. You have to admit those ones are kind of funny.”
 
“Jacks!”
 
“What? Shane is clearly happy with him, and he feels a lot more relaxed around him. I wasn’t even sure he was going to come today, after what you told me on Saturday, which by the way, I still think we should have cancelled.”
 
“No way! Shane needs to get out of the house. Get his mind off things.”
 
Jackie sincerely wonders if Hayden actually knew his best friend at all, because Shane absolutely would not leave the house if he was feeling down in any way.
 
“The point is, that it is pretty obvious he feels better because Il-Lily is here,” she slips into the code name. “I mean, come on Hayd, you’ve been saying for years that Shane is absolutely head over heels in love with this Boston girl. You can’t just change your mind because it didn’t suit your version of reality.”
 
They pass the dark room filled with bats and it helps to tone down the intensity of their conversation.
 
“I just… I think he deserves better,” Hayden says softly. “He’s a great guy. Our kids love him. He’s Arthur’s god-dad for heaven’s sake.”
 
“He deserves to be with someone who makes him feel safe,” she agrees. “Someone who makes him feel loved and makes him… fuckin’ bloom into himself!”
 
Hayden whips around and finger guns at her. “Swear jar.”
 
“But he also deserves friends,” she continues. “Friends that have his back and trust him to make the right decision for himself. And yeah, I know nothing about Lily, and this whole thing seems kinda crazy but… don’t you think we owe it to Shane to give him a chance?”
 
Jackie knows her husband enough to see that she had gotten to him. He presses his lips and groans when he knows she’s right. Good. He’ll do it if he knows what’s good for him.
 
With that part behind them, they venture deeper into the Biodome and make it out the other end.
 
Hayden finds them sitting at a table, their sides flush against each other in the cafeteria, despite the vast amount of space left beside them.
 
“You know you don’t have to sit together right?”
 
Ilya raises his brow in question. Making a move to stand before being promptly pulled back down by the back of his shirt and he smiles at Hayden like he had just proven a point. Beside them, Arthur is sat on a high-chair, finishing up the last of his fruit bowl. He shows Ilya his empty bowl and Ilya nods agreeably.
 
“Maladyets, little king.”  Ilya wipes each of his fingers clean with a wet towel.
 
Something in Jackie melts.
 
Maybe it doesn't make much sense on paper. Maybe this is all a big mistake, but even if it is, it is his to make, and all they can do is be there if things fall apart.
 

 
HOLLANDER LOSES THE C 
Montreal Voyagers Announces That Shane Hollander Will No Longer Serve As The Team’s Captain
 
A CHANGING OF THE GUARD?
With Shane Hollander No Longer Act As The Captain Of The Montreal Voyagers, Fans Wonder Who Will Take On The Mantle Next
 
THE SCARLET LETTER
Shane Hollander Braindishes An A Following ASG
 
Each headline feels like a humiliation ritual. On and on and on, every single news outlet releases their think piece on why the Voyagers have suddenly decided to relinquish Hollander of his captaincy mid-season, when the team was well on track to making it to the playoffs.
 
Cadyn himself was appalled at the announcement.
 
He had never witnessed a captain being stripped of his title since he was drafted. While it wasn’t all that rare, it wasn’t that common either. He could count at most 10 across the league in the last decade or so. Maybe not even. And 2 of those were from the same team! So to say he was surprised was an understatement.
 
Sure, their responsibilities weren't all that heavy, but the title is there. The prestige is there.
 
Hollander was a kind captain. He was firm. He led by example. He shut down some of the horrific things guys can toss around in a locker room and took his side when the pranks went too far. He even went as far as to advocate to put Viktor opposite him, even if the guy was far too aloof at times.
 
“Morning, Mackie,” the captain ex-captain walked in, his tone slightly lighter than it had been a week ago.
 
“Hi, Shane,” he greets amicably.
 
Shane Hollander had always carried himself with a high set of shoulders. He had mountains of responsibilities, eyes always trained on him, and pundits waiting to give an opinion on seemingly every breath he takes. He was different. Not everyone reacts kindly to those they don’t understand. Cadyn had always admired his resilience, even as a Bear. Especially as a Bear.
 
The Bears all hated Shane the same way you got mad when someone made a move so good you couldn’t believe it was real. That is to say, not really. They studied him well, of course. They checked him and targeted him on the ice. But beneath it all, was an undercurrent of respect, large enough that every check was clean and none of it was done out of malice.
 
It was hard to hate the Hollander, especially when he is so nice and earnest afterwards.
 
Cadyn had always thought it was because of Roz, but then they gave Marleau the C and the respect continued. If anything, Marleau was even more outwardly protective of Hollander than Roz was, making sure that he was alright after every hard hit and putting a target on any player that has ever thrown a slur at him on or off the ice.
 
Well,.. there was this one time someone ‘ni hao’-ed Hollander on ice. Roz slashed the guy and made it look like an accident. He ran that locker room like a tight ship.
 
So, was he sad he had to leave? Sure. But he was excited to finally see what the fuss was all about and Hollander did not disappoint. He had made sure Cadyn was welcomed, to the best of his efforts, and gave him lots of constructive criticism when he asked for it.
 
None of it stopped the team from being mean or exclusive. Bullies will be bullies no matter what you say to them. They will pick the softest parts of you, the ones that make you good and warm, and tear into it.
 
Because deep down, they all knew. Shane Hollander didn’t need them, and none of them would ever come close.
 
So to see Hollander put on his new jersey, with the A patched onto the front, with little protest felt all the more disappointing.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some notes!

- Andropov looking the other way: I've been raised in a culture that tells you to mind your own business and look the other way. That being said, do I think there are queer? Absolutely. But I also believe there are players like Andropov who adamantly look the other way.

- Pants in the rafters: inspired by a real hazing incident. The prank itself is kinda funny and harmless but the whole point of mentioning it is that it stemmed from months of unfunny ones and pointed comments. We like to think of the Voyagers as the villains in every story but I'd like to think there are a few good ones in there, even if they're frustratingly silent or complacent.

- Denis Ten: real figure skater. I wasn't ever a fan of his but hearing about his death still shocked me

- Mackerel and rice: Look. My guy likes salmon and brown rice. This is a variety I very much prefer

- Montreal Biodome: The look on my face when I realized Montreal doesn't have a dedicated aquarium until fairly recently.

- Hayden: I know we want Hayden to do better, and trust me he gets there but we have to remember he's a dad of 4 and Shane is very good and pretending he's ok. Also, if my friend started to date an Ilya Rozanov I'd be skeptical too. So I'm cutting him some slack lmao

Kudos and Comments appreciated!


  


      

  












      Chapter 4
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane had a plan. That plan changed. It was forced to change. But knowing change is coming is different from looking forward to it. And maybe, just maybe, a small part of his heart still doesn't believe it's real.



    Chapter Notes

      Hi hello. I was going to post this yesterday but I got consumed by a fic and my laptop died on me. Amazing stuff! Anyways, this chapter caps out Part 1 quite nicely. As you can probably tell, we're sending the boys to another team. You've got until the end of the chapter to guess. LOL. The title of the fic is absolutely a clue.

No CWs this chapter, I don't think? There shouldn't be??? Anyways, skoden


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Pucking Around Podcast with Kelly and Oscar
Oscar: What exactly were the Voyagers thinking, taking away that C
 
Kelly: I don’t think they were thinking, Oz. And giving it to Gilbert Comeau?
 
Oscar: Ridiculous
 
Kelly: Producer Gibby just forwarded us their official statement. They’re saying, ‘Gilbert Comeau has been a stellar leader on and off the ice. He instils confidence and fosters unity in our pla-’ What the fuck? No, I’m not reading the rest of this
 
Oscar: They gotta know what they’re doing. They can’t fucking not know how this looks
 
Kelly: It’s putting them right up there with Toronto and Florida as shittiest teams in the league
 
Oscar: A whole pile of shit is what it is. Look here, they’re pulling the diversity card as well!
 
Kelly: Ah yes. You know what screams diversity? Demoting your asian captain. Are they expecting him to just… turn the other cheek and say please and thank you? Big yikes
 
Oscar: It leaves everyone wondering. Did you choose him as your captain for diversity points, or did you demote him because you think he’ll just take it and tolerate that disrespect
 
Kelly: None of which is a good option
 
Oscar: *laughs* Tremblay is out there using his As like a checklist like. White, yup! Black, yup! Asian, yup! Oh, you know what else we need? Another white one! But this one’s got dark hair!
 
Kelly: My friend Amber bumped into him during a night out. She had a lot of things to say about him
 
Oscar: Him?
 
Kelly: Comeau
 
Oscar: Ugh, I bet. You hear all that stuff he says on the ice and you just know, you know?
 
Kelly: If I was Shane Hollander, I’d waive my NMC the second that announcement drops
 
Oscar: And if I was a GM, I’d look at that announcement and start rubbing my hands
 
Kelly: Of course! Any team would be lucky to have him
 
Oscar: My guy deserves so much better than this
 
Kelly: He’s Shane fucking Hollander, for fucks sake! He can go wherever he wants!
 
Oscar: Minnesota. Pleeeease move to Minnesota.
 
Kelly: Hollander, if you’re listening, come to Anaheim! You can live in my house for free!
 
Oscar: He’s got a lot of buddies on other teams, right? Surely one of them can put in the good word
 
Kelly: Oh, remember that mess with Cliff Marleau a while ago? Damn, we should’ve seen this coming. But will Boston take him? With the whole rivalry going on?
 
Oscar: After McIntyre’s move to Montreal? I can see that. I can see Larsen taking him in as well.
 
Kelly: Omph. Hunter, Vaughn and Rozanov in New York? They’re all friends now, right? Throw Hollander in the mix
 
Oscar: Now that’s an All-Star team right there. What a dream, eh?
 
Kelly: It’s the greed they talk in the bible
 
Oscar: Anywhere but Montreal, Hollander. Just get the hell out of there. We’re rooting for you
 

 
Manhattan, February 2018
 
The apartment was quiet when Shane arrived. Quiet but not silent. All around him, small noises filled the space. It was 9 in the morning. The city was already wide awake but here in Gramercy, a whole apartment of hockey players were still having tea with the sandman.
 
He takes a step in and nearly trips on Connor asleep on the rug, hidden out of view by the partition between the entryway and the kitchen, using his own pants as a blanket. It looked really damn uncomfortable. The floor was sticky beneath his slippers, the smell of stale beer permeating the space.
 
Shane grimaces at the mess and tells himself to ignore it as he walks deeper into the apartment.
 
The couch had been pulled out and on it, Eric Bennet and Cliff Marleau snored on, snuggled comfortably under Shane’s knitted throw blanket without a care in the world. Like the press wouldn’t be foaming at the mouth knowing that not only had the Boston Bears hung out with the New York Admirals, but that their captain slept on the same couch as their rival goalie.
 
Shane spots Hammersmith under the couch and wonders how he got there with all the dusty, precarious mechanisms and worried about the two giants sleeping above him. By the window, Carmichael was curled on the beanbag chair.
 
He doesn’t need to go into the dining area to see Matti Jalo’s mammoth frame starfished on his dining table, smacking his lips in content while Victor St Simon laid across 3 dining chairs put together. If he had to guess, Hunter and Huff were probably in the guest bedroom with Breezy or Wagner across the rug on the floor.
 
The most bizarre part of all this was that all of them had Ikea sharks. Blåhajs. Large, blue and soft, pressed against their cheeks, in their arms, between their legs. Every single person in this sticky beer-soaked apartment was cuddling a blue shark plush.
 
None of this can be comfortable, but Shane envied it regardless. The evidence of a good night in, a brotherhood that trades and locker room talks hadn’t been able to ruin. He loved it for Ilya, but fuck did he want it for himself.
 
The need was a dull ache that pulled him into the bedroom. 
 
He carefully shuts the door behind him, separating them from the mess outside and Shane sighs, letting the familiar warmth of the room envelop him.
 
The room was, for the most part, untouched. Beer hadn’t made it this far, and there was a large pile of clothes on the ground, sequestered into a semi-neat pile.
 
The ache loosened when he spotted Ilya with his arms wrapped around a brown bear plush. Shane rolled his eyes fondly. Of course he wanted to be a contrarian.
 
When he steps closer, he realises the plush had taken his usual place on the bed, with Ilya closer to the middle, his cheek squished against the brown fur and Carter Vaughn along his back. Ilya wriggled in his sleep and Carter’s arm flops off the edge of the bed and his own shark lays abandoned on the floor.
 
Unable to keep the wanting to himself, Shane steps closer and runs his hand through blonde curls. He is rewarded with a soft pleased sound as Ilya presses into his touch.
 
Shane drops onto his knees by the side of the bed, leaning his arm against his plush substitute and his face just inches from Ilya’s just to get a little closer. 
 
Ilya’s eyes fluttered open like he sensed the proximity and a sleepy smile grew on his face. All tender and adoring.
 
“Solnyshko,” he croons. Sleep still weighed heavy on his consciousness, threatening to pull him back under. He was warm and comfortable and Shane’s warm, woody, softly spiced perfume enveloped him so sweetly. His cheek squishes against the brown bear plush and he takes in Shane’s outfit. “You look nice.”
 
He does look nice. In his large black oversized chunky zip up and a faded loose shirt underneath, Shane looked irresistibly soft. Ilya wanted to pull him close and snuggle into his warmth. He knew Shane had pulled a red-eye to fly in this morning, just so they could have breakfast together before he headed out to his meeting.
 
“Mom said I should be comfortable.”
 
He gets a hum in reply and Ilya makes a grabbing motion for him. “Come here.”
 
It takes a while for his sleep-addled mind to register why Shane hadn’t moved an inch. Outside was a room full of people. He considered all of them his friends, and he was out to about 2 of them, but the danger and the habits persisted.
 
He reaches a hand over the bear’s soft fur and Shane allows himself this. Their hands laced together, a thumb rubbing soothing circles over his knuckles.
 
He lurches up to kiss him and whines when Shane jerks back with a smile.
 
“All this after you bring another man into our bed?” he says playfully and Ilya’s jaw drops open with a laugh.
 
“Please, moy lyubov. Forgive me. I will kick him out right now.”
 
Ilya is willing to beg if need be. It will be worth the small giggles that come out of him like little gems, even as the other man lays a sack of potatoes on Ilya’s side of the bed.
 
The doorbell rings. Shane jerks away and Ilya groans, slumping back onto the plush bear.
 
“Were you expecting anyone?” Shane asks warily.
 
He hears a ‘Kip’ muffled against the plush and some of the tension softens. He presses a kiss onto his dark blonde curls and gets up to check the door, even as Ilya whines at the loss.
 
Like a spy in a room filled with lasers, Shane steps over players, nudging clothes with his slippers and walking over Connors’ legs again before making it to the door. He takes a quick look through the door’s peephole before opening it and Kip looks surprised, if not delighted to see him.
 
“Shane! Hi!”
 
“Hi, Kip. What are you doing here?”
 
He waves a large bag in his hand. “Ilya said I could have the honor of waking the boys up if I brought breakfast.”
 
“You bought them breakfast?”
 
“It’s on Scott’s card, don’t worry,” Kip says as he steps in.
 
“Oh, watch out.”
 
“Oh, shit,” Kip trips over Connors’ foot to get to the dining area.
 
By the time they got there, Ilya was texting Maria a photo of the massive defenseman on his table saying ‘Come get your man’. He gets a 😂 in reply.
 
“Morning, Kip,” he sighs.
 
“Morning, Ilya.” He places the bag of food on the only free dining chair and pulls out an airhorn. “May I?”
 
Ilya gestures at him to go ahead and presses the heel of his palms firmly against Shane’s ears.
 
In front of him, Shane stands confused. “What?”
 
A sharp piercing sound jerks the whole apartment awake. Even Ilya, who had anticipated it, jumped a bit at the sound. What followed was a cacophony of groans coupled with St Simon falling off the chair, Carmiachel rolling off the beanbag and Hammersmith’s head hitting the bottom of the pullout couch.
 
“Fuckin’ oww,” he grumbles.
 
“Not even waking your own boyfriend up?” Scott whines and heads straight for the coffee machine. “Brutal.”
 
“Wake up boys! Bears! Ilya said you got practice at 11. I got you breakfast.”
 
“Roz, bud,” Marleau rasps as he sits up, eyes struggling to open. “I think you gotta rethink your friend choices, dude.”
 
Beside him, Eric turned over and groaned into his shark plush.
 
“Oh, so what you’re saying is you don’t want these B.E.C.s,” Kip waves the sandwiches.
 
A pause.
 
“My bad. I take it back. Roz, you’ve got amazing friends.”
 
“Thank you,” Ilya snorts.
 
There were murmurs of thanks, curse words in multiple languages as everyone finally got up. Carter finally pokes his head out of the bedroom looking far more put together than the rest of them when his eyes land on Shane. “Oh, hey! Hollander!”
 
The group whips their heads around having finally noticed the newcomer and Shane has to suppress the urge to hide at the sudden attention.
 
“Sup, rook,” Scott jerks his head in greeting as he sips from his cup.
 
His shoulders lower a fraction at the casual tone. “Hey, Scott.”
 
Cliff snaps his fingers and points at him. “Hollzy, my guy! Lookin hot as always!”
 
“Marleau,” he chuckles.
 
“What you in town for?”
 
Shane shrugs. “Brand deal. The usual.”
 
“Don’t joke. Calvin Klein is not ‘the usual’,” Ilya grumbles.
 
“The underwear?” Hammersmith gasps.
 
“The jeans,” Shane corrects.
 
“Damn. Wish my agent got whatever juice yours is drinking. I could use some new underwear.”
 
“I… don’t think that's how it works,” St Simon says around a bite. “Besides, your ass doesn’t really scream underwear model.”
 
“Yeah, well, not everyone’s been blessed with an ass like Roz’s,.”
 
Ilya raises a brow as he lowers his sandwich. “You’ve been looking at my ass, Smithy?”
 
“Bro, who hasn’t? Admirals. Back me up on this one.”
 
“You do have a really nice ass,” Matti says.
 
Ilya gasps, indignant. “Matti!”
 
“What?”
 
“Boys!” Eric shouts. “Not in front of my sandwich.”
 
Connors lobs his foil wrapper at the goalie.
 
“Ey, ey, ey!” Scott snaps. “No tossing trash around. This isn’t your house.”
 
“Sorry, Scott.”
 
“This is so weird,” Shane whispers to his boyfriend. Ilya simply smiles at him sweetly and presses a warm sandwich into his hand. A wholegrain turkey BLT. His eyes feel a little hot as he carefully unwraps the sandwich and takes a bite as the group paces warmly around him.
 
With their sandwiches downed and a sufficient amount of coffee consumed, the Bears looked slightly less hungover but far from ready for a morning skate.
 
“Alright boys, wrap it up! Cab will be here in 10 minutes,” Marleau shouts.
 
“You got it, cap!” Hammersmith says.
 
One by one, the place gets cleaned. Bottles picked up, trash sequestered, crumbs dusted.
 
“I’ll show them out,” Matti offers quietly. “Promised Maria I’d be back before lunch.”
 
Ilya claps his back in wordless thanks.
 
“Breezy! Huff! Want me to drop you off on the way?”
 
“Yeah sure!”
 
“Thanks, Matt.”
 
In a matter of minutes, the Bears had transformed the sticky messy apartment to a sticky okay apartment, gathered their Blåhajs and escorted themselves out the door.
 
“Bye Roz!”
 
“Thanks, Roz! And Kip for the sandwiches!”
 
“See you in Boston!”
 
Cliff slaps Ilya on the ass before pulling him in for a hug. “See you around, Roz.”
 
Ilya shoves him off with a smile.
 
The Bears leave with maximum fanfare and as the door closes behind them, the apartment is jarringly quiet. With the noise finally gone, Ilya sighs, pulling Shane close to him with an arm around his waist and bumps their heads against each other.
 
It goes to show just how tired he was that Shane doesn’t resist, though he desperately wanted to rest his head on Ilya’s shoulder, just a little while. Behind them, Scott’s eyes widened, jaw paused mid chew as he witnessed Shane lean into his touch. Kip grabs his arm and shakes his head. Now is not the time to ask.
 
“You doing okay, Shane?” Carter asks softly.
 
“Yeah,” Shane squeezes his eyes shut. “No, yeah. I’m fine.”
 
“You sure? You must’ve caught a red-eye to get here. You look like you could use a nap,” Kip says.
 
Up close, Ilya could see how dark the bags under his eyes were, though his shoulders were still tense from the amount of people around them.
 
“What time is your meeting?”
 
“3.”
 
“Oh. 3 hours, easy! At least 2,” Kip says a little brightly. “Go catch some zees. I’ll make you a green smoothie when you wake up.”
 
“Maybe.” Shane sighs. “Thank you for the sandwich, by the way.”
 
“No problem, Shane. Though I will say, I was kinda confused when Ilya asked me to order a turkey sandwich.”
 
A tired chuckle leaves his lips and Ilya nuzzles against him. “Go shower, milyj. I know you hate the airplane smell. Then nap, yes? I will join you later.”
 
He protests just for the sake of it but concedes anyways. But before he could go far, Ilya pulls him back in, squeezes him tight and presses kisses to his temple. One, two, and a particularly hard third that has Shane squirming away with a laugh.
 
He closes the door behind him and leaves the Admirals to themselves.
 
“Fuck, you guys are cute,” Eric mumbles with a dreamy tone.
 
“I’ve been telling you for months, bro,” Carter nudges him.
 
“I’m sorry,” Scott shakes himself. “I think we moved on a little too quickly. Did we all see that?”
 
Ilya blinks innocently. “See what?”
 
“You! Getting all…,” he fumbles around for a word. “Cuddly and shit with Hollander!”
 
“Eh, he is like a brother to me,” Ilya waves off.
 
“Yeah, right. You telling me you go around kissing your brother like that? No way. Also, you hate your brother! That’s a whole-ass relationship right there!”
 
Carter groans while Eric pumps his fist silently.
 
“Cough it up, Vaughn,” Eric extends his hand.
 
Scott’s brows furrow. “What’s happening?”
 
“We made a bet on how long it would take you to figure out those two were together,” Ilya explains.
 
“I said before playoffs,” Eric says. “Carter gave it a year. Rozy here said never.”
 
Scott snorted. “Of course you did.” He pauses.
 
“Hollzy said ‘when the wedding invites come in’.”
 
“Hollander? Seriously? Wait, wedding? You guys are seriously together? For real?”
 
“Yes, Hunter, catch up,” Ilya snaps his fingers.
 
“Not as crazy as the amount of cash you all owe me,” Eric laughs. “You too, Grady. Don’t think I forgot about you!”
 
A pensive look remained on Kip’s face as he looked at the bedroom door like he could see right through it.
 
“Is he okay?”
 
“Yes. Why?”
 
Ilya is trying not to sound too defensive. He knows exactly why Shane looked so tired but that was private.
 
“He looks really tired, dude. Like fucking exhausted,” Kip says.
 
“Has it got something to do with why he’s got an A now instead of a C?” Eric asks as he counts his cash.
 
The silence stretches for far too long before Kip sighs.
 
“Ilya, please,” Kip rolls his eyes. “This is an Admirals household. You’ve never held back against any team. Why start now?”
 
If he wasn’t holding back an entire RGB spectrum of insults against the Voyagers, he would be embarrassed at how easily he folded.
 
“Okay, fine. Montreal is shit. I want to drown all of them! They’re doing bad and being mean to him and I don’t like it,” Ilya relents. The frustration leeches into his voice and he pushes back his curls. “But Shane will not tell me anything and now it’s very bad.”
 
Eric frowns. “Is this a new problem?”
 
Ilya sighs deeply. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. It is not new, but I also don’t know how bad it is. I didn’t notice it. I should have noticed it. There were…  signs! And he never said anything!”
 
“Well,” Carter tilts his head. “Did you use to talk about this stuff before?”
 
Ilya pauses. “What do you mean?”
 
“Like, before you got together. Did you used to talk about your teammates? Did he tell you about the stuff people said in the locker room?”
 
His mouth thins.
 
When he looks back on it, Shane used to tell him all the nice stories to cheer him up. Rookies that got along well, drunken mishaps, all of it. But never the bad stuff.
 
“No”
 
“Then what makes you think he’d start now?”
 
Ilya shrugs. “I don’t know. I just thought…. I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t trust me with these things.”
 
“Maybe. But there could also be a chance he didn’t want you to know, you know? Like he thinks he can handle it himself,” Kip shrugs. “God knows Scott did it.”
 
“Hey!” Scott taps his arm, affronted. Kip pats his knee consolingly.
 
“Look. I am grateful for your concern, but I’ve got it. Okay? I’ll take care of him.”
 
“I know you will,” Kip nods. “I’m just saying you don’t have to do it alone. You’re not alone. Neither of you are.”
 
Ilya’s voice is quiet when he responds. “I know.”
 
“Good. I’ll go grab some stuff from Scott’s. I’ll be back to wake you both up in a couple hours.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
“Not a problem. Go take care of your man.”
 
“Uhh, you guys go ahead,” he waves off. “Kip, I’ll catch up with you soon.”
 
Scott stands awkwardly, his hands stiff in his pockets as the others shuffle out.
 
“Look, I, uhh,” he drops his gaze, thinking about what to say. “I’m going to be honest, I’m still trying to wrap my head around all this.”
 
“What? Me and Hollander?”
 
“Yeah. You guys play the part pretty well.”
 
The thought devastated him, like they had been taught to dig their own graves but were too scared to claw out of it. Was their struggle truly that invisible? Did no one notice them suffocating?
 
Scott knows the feeling well, of playing the good soldier, and he refused to let them climb out on their own. “You know, I meant what I said, during the awards. You guys are like family to me. You’re probably the closest thing I have to a little brother.”
 
Ilya’s face twists into a dramatic look of disgust. “Ugh.”
 
“Yeah, I know,” Scott snorts. “But I mean it. I know I’m not the most popular guy in the league right now but… Kip is right. You don’t have to do any of this alone. You can come to me for anything. You don’t have to, but you can. I’m here for you. Both of you.”
 
It shouldn’t touch him. It should annoy him that Scott is right, he has been more of a brother to him than Alexei has. He wonders if that makes his mama sad, wherever she is watching from.
 
“Okay.”
 
“Yeah,” he nods awkwardly. He didn’t look entirely convinced that Ilya understood what he was saying. “I know guys like us are used to doing things on our own but,” he shrugs. “There’s no award for struggling the most, you know?”
 
The words knocked Ilya off kilter, and he could see it reshaping the way he saw things in his mind. Given time, he would have been mortified, at getting a pep talk from Scott and somehow not chirping him, but his mind refuses to leave the boy just a few feet away from them, not knowing he doesn’t have to struggle alone either. He wonders how long it will take for the lesson to stick.
 
“Okay,” is all he could really say but to Scott it was enough. “I will try.”
 
“Good. Because it’s gonna look real goofy if the person starting a mental health charity doesn’t know when to ask for help.”
 

 
Years of being cowed into silence and stealthily sneaking through his ancient relic of a house has trained Ilya to move like a ghost. He lightens his steps, walking on the edge of his toes as he approaches the bedroom and turns the knob slowly, so as to not make a sound.
 
He takes a peek and sees Shane tucked under the covers, dressed in Ilya’s clothes and holding the Ikea bear’s leg close to his chest. The sound of his soft snores reach Ilya’s ears and the tightness unwinds in his chest. Fractionally, but it's there. Looks like the talk will have to wait.
 
Ilya slips onto his side and watches him breathe. Even weary, with his face half squished into the bear’s soft belly, Shane is still the most beautiful person he has ever seen.
 
“I’m sorry I didn’t notice sooner,” he whispers. Even now, he hides under his native language. His throat tightens as his thumb brushes the dark circles under his eyes. “I should have noticed. You do not deserve this.”
 
He pulls Shane towards him and Shane folds himself around him easily, the bear’s warm leg promptly abandoned. Ilya presses a kiss to his glossy dark hair, playing with the strands that fall over his face.
 
Three hours later, Kip wakes them both up with something Hunter calls the Christopher Grady special. Using the violent sounds of a high powered blender and the promise of a good morning smoothie.
 

 
Montreal, February 2018
 
Hollander was already lacing up his skates the moment JJ walked into the locker room. That wasn’t unusual.
 
He and Hollander were almost always one of the first ones there. It took a lot to stand at the top of the Voyagers, and theh both shared an odd sense of camaraderie, from constantly having to prove themselves to everybody else.
 
Together they had learned that having needs made them a burden, that being anything other than perfect wasn’t for people that looked like them. And vulnerability wasn’t an option.
 
“Captaine!” JJ greeted in a quiet cheerful tone.
 
He still called him that, even with the change in titles. Call it a quiet defiance, a reminder that even with a different patch on his chest, he will always be his captain.
 
Hollander looked up and, yeah he could see the bags under his eyes but there was more colour on his face than there was last week.
 
“Hey,” Hollander smiled.
 
He always smiled, even when he didn’t mean it. Sometimes JJ wished he’d get mad. Really mad. Take up space and call them out for what they have done. Not just for other people like he had for Mackie, but for himself.
 
“Have a good break? You went to New York, right?” JJ asked casually.
 
The ex-captain froze, eyes darting between his, searching for an explanation.
 
“Vaughn posted a picture of you guys hanging out,” he explained.
 
“Oh,” all the tension drained out of him. “Yeah, I was there for a meeting with a sponsor. Thought I’d catch up with them before my flight back.”
 
Hollander had been getting cagey about New York lately and JJ hadn’t had a clue what it could be about but it must be pretty damn important.
 
“Planning your move to New York already?”
 
“Nah,” Hollander laughed it off. “They don’t have that kind of cap space. Not with Hunter and Rozanov there.”
 
That was the first time he hadn’t immediately shut down the idea of moving teams and JJ couldn’t help but smile wistfully. It would be sad to watch him go, but he deserved better. There was nothing left for him here.
 
Did it hurt that his friend didn’t trust him enough with his secret? Whatever it was? Maybe. But as long as he was okay, JJ could stand to wait a bit longer.
 

 
Montreal, March 2018
 
Late March brings a mess of wet, cold air. Sometimes it snows, sometimes it rains. Not quite Spring but only just breaking out of the cold merciless grasp of Winter.
 
The warmth of Shane’s Westmount apartment does little to settle the mess of emotions in Yuna’s chest. The front door opens and she rushes to wipe the silent tears that had fallen.
 
By the doorway, Ilya stalls with a bag of bagels and a couple cups of coffee cradled in one arm.
 
“I didn’t know which one you liked so I got a few options,” he said carefully and Yuna smiled as the familiar smell of St-Viature bagels filled the air.
 
“Thank you.”
 
Somewhere out there, the Voyager’s morning skate had begun, leaving Yuna to ruminate on what her son told her the night before.
 
The bit about a potential lockout isn’t that big of a surprise. Scott Hunter’s coming out had a big knock on effect on the league. Bigger than any of them anticipated. The coming out itself had done little. The Admirals’ stance on the issue, however, made a lot of players realise their management wouldn’t do the same, should any other issues arise.
 
The rumours of roster shuffles and player trades were endless. It became convoluted enough that Shane had turned off the google alerts, when he realised he could no longer tell which ones had weight and which ones were simply very confident groundless speculations.
 
Coupled with years of mismanaged funds, greedy franchise owners, bad investments in questionable marketing strategies and a lack of accountability was starting to weigh on the league. It was only a matter of time before they entered another lockout.
 
The bit about signing a short-term contract doesn’t surprise her either. It makes sense. Shane loves hockey too much to enter a break without a plan.
 
The part that does surprise her is the plan to leave the Voyagers.
 
Her son is a Newtonian object in constant motion, determined to maintain a certain speed. A change in direction implies a force big enough to push him to make it.
 
After summer last year, she thought Ilya might have been it. Turns out, Ilya had been content to watch Shane’s steady motions. He was more than happy to skate alongside it.
 
Yuna knew it was only a matter of time. Only a handful of players have stayed in the franchise that drafted them and the boys were in their prime.
 
So why now?
 
Something must have happened. Something Shane isn’t willing to tell her. Big enough he would walk from the organisation he once told her he wanted to retire in. And it might have something to do with the new letter on his jersey.
 
“I want names, Ilya,” she says darkly, her voice shaking with barely contained fury. “Tell me who I need to bury.”
 
Ilya smiles. “If I had names for you, you think I would not have gone after them myself?”
 
True. Ilya would not have let these people go unscathed. And he knows Shane would do the same for him.
 
“He will not tell me,” he finishes.
 
She lets out a shaky breath.
 
Being angry isn’t productive, and she can’t help him if she’s chasing targets he will constantly hide.
 
“Alright. So you want to play on the same team,” she starts.
 
Ilya nods.
 
“You would leave New York?”
 
He shrugs. “I accomplished everything I wanted. New York is nice, but I don’t mind moving somewhere closer.”
 
Yuna’s face softens.
 
“Is not as urgent,” Ilya insists. “It would just be nice not to have a Russian passport. And America is… not so safe anymore.”
 
She leans back with a sigh and crosses her arms, considering.
 
“I doubt there’s many teams with that much cap space available but there’s bound to be more if we give them time to shuffle their players around. You’ve got an extra year before you’re a free agent so Shane will have to move first.” Her fingers tap against her elbow as she thinks out loud. “Any idea where?”
 
“We have a list of teams we have don’t want. But nothing solid yet.”
 
A few names have been added besides Montreal’s. Toronto, Boston, Dallas, Florida, Vegas and Nashville. ‘I’m not playing in a fucking team that calls themselves predators’, Ilya had said.
 
“That’s 7 out of 32 teams,” Yuna nods as he lists them. “2 of which are in Canada. That crosses out 20%, at least.”
 
Which leaves Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Ottawa and Winnipeg. She uses the logical puzzle as a way to tamper the nagging feeling inside her.
 
“This isn’t a new problem, is it?” She asks, more as confirmation than inquiry.
 
Ilya shakes his head silently.
 
“Did I…,” she starts. “Did I make him feel like he couldn’t leave?”
 
The guilt floods her. The idea that he felt like he needed to stay, likely bolstered by her support for the team growing up and that he felt like he couldn’t come to her for this.
 
“He probably didn’t want to disappoint you,” Ilya provides. It’s the best he could come up with without assuming how Shane felt.
 
Yuna scoffs. “Like he could ever disappoint me.”
 
It pulls a smile out of Ilya. “He doesn’t understand that, I think. Even if we remind him every day.”
 
“Stubborn,” Yuna states with a sniff.
 
“He said you were a Voyagers fan since he was very little. It means a lot to you, yes? Hockey?”
 
“Voyagers is my team, yes. And hockey made me feel… like I belonged,” she says. “But now, I might just hate them.”
 
Ilya’s eyes widened. “Really?”
 
“I love hockey, but not more than Shane. Never more than Shane. I loved the Voyagers because he loved them. Because it's him in that jersey. I never loved the jersey. Just the boy in it.”
 
Ilya gives her a cheeky smile. “We have that in common I think.”
 
Yuna snorts a laugh and shakes her head.
 
“I’m glad he has you to look out for him.”
 
The smile falls from his face and Ilya’s thumbs fiddle with the cup sleeve in his hand.
 
“I couldn’t tell,” he admitted. “That he was struggling. I knew something was bothering him but I didn’t notice. I let it get too long, I think.”
 
“No. You don’t get to blame yourself for that,” Yuna says firmly. “You play a high intensity sport with a very packed schedule while trying to build a mental-health foundation and balance a long distance relationship. We’re not mind-readers, Ilya. You were bound to miss something.”
 
“Yes, but-”
 
“No buts,” she interjects. “You were there for him when it mattered, and you were there to listen when he needed you.”
 
Ilya pauses, a solemn smile on his face. “He’s lucky to have you.”
 
“Us,” Yuna insists. “He has us.”
 
Finally, the smile on Ilya’s face loses some of its stiffness and the morning feels lighter.
 
When Shane comes home from practice, Yuna tackles him to a tight hug and brushes his hair.
 
Support is a fickle thing. It can withstand scandals, inflammatory headlines, game losses and the like. It can be unwavering and constant. But sometimes, all it takes is a bit of a shake for you to wake up and realise the thing you have been obsessed with is no longer worthy of your devotion.
 

 
Montreal, April 2018
 
Farah scheduled a call with both of them late into April, while Ilya was on the road. She had sent out some feelers across Europe. None concrete, and all highly discrete. Because technically, both of them were still under contract and any discussion regarding movement would be considered tampering.
 
“Alright,” Farah sighs, which Shane takes as a sign that it’s not good. “I’ve got some news. There has been a lot of interest, across a few different leagues-”
 
“- of course,” Ilya adds.
 
“- but so far, none that are willing to take a risk on both of you simultaneously.”
 
Shane frowns as he processes this information. He knew this was possible. He knew their reputation as rivals had protected them from being discovered, and while some of it has eased with Ilya's move to New York, the story is still there, and its made it hard for others to believe they were capable of playing together, even if their record (read: All Star Games 2017) proved otherwise.
 
“Is it because of our reputation?” Ilya inquires. “The rivalry.”
 
“Hmm. In part,” she nods. “But it’s also because most teams aren’t willing to invest in short term players. Especially forwards, considering most of them already have a solid first and second line.”
 
“What have we got so far?”
 
“Well, Geneva seems to be interested in Shane specifically,” she starts. “While Liiga has started inquiring about Ilya.”
 
Finland, Shane thinks to himself. It isn’t too far off from Switzerland, but it's still a different country. Not even the same part of the same continent.
 
“Then we’ve got the EIHL, and a couple promising offers coming in from Germany, but nothing that really stands out.”
 
Shane’s fingers tap his arm as he thinks. “So… none that can let us play together?”
 
Between the hotel wifi and the general disconnect that comes from video-calls, it was difficult to decipher the look on Farah’s face. She pauses for a moment to consider this information but decides to bring it up anyways.
 
“There is one, but we haven’t really gotten any confirmation from them.”
 
“Let’s hear it,” he breathes out.
 
“Moscow-”
 
“No,” Shane shoots it down immediately.
 
Out in Columbus, Ilya frowns into the screen. “Shane-”
 
“No,” he repeats firmly. “Absolutely not.”
 
The last time the both of them had been in Russia was a disaster. Russia had a habit of bringing out the worst out of Ilya. And sure, they talked about Sochi, so it wasn’t that much of a sore spot between them, but the idea of playing together in a country that considered their love ‘propaganda’ felt like a trap. If it had been him, he probably would have been okay with it. But he wouldn’t send Ilya back there for a sabbatical that he decided to take because of him. He wouldn’t risk it.
 
Not him. Never him.
 
“We can work something else out, okay?”
 
Across the line, Ilya’s eyes drop to the ground and he nods. It feels unfair, holding all the veto power on this, but if there was any time for him to use it, he would use it now.
 
“Okay,” Farah breathes. “I will keep looking. I am going to need a little more time. We don’t have to decide now, and we still have time to decide where we want to go. In the meantime, please consider the offers I have presented and I will get back to you shortly.”
 
Shane nods. “Thanks, Farah.”
 
“Thank you,” Ilya adds.
 
The call drops and Shane sighs. It seems like they still had a ways to go.
 

 
Boston, May 2018
 
The Voyagers lose the 2nd round of the playoffs with little fanfare. They took one too many hits, literal hits, in Florida in the first round then limped into the second against Boston with bruised ribs and sprained shoulders galore.
 
For the 2nd year in a row, they couldn’t make it past the Bears, and this time, the team can’t pin the blame on a scratched star center.
 
Which is how the team finds themselves in a club downtown, washing their woes away in booze and hot bodies. Shane slumps against the booth of their private table, head tilted up as he tries to blink away the flashing lights.
 
He feels her before he sees her, the easy way she slides into the seat beside him. He un-tenses when dark auburn curls fill his vision and sharp green eyes look back at him.
 
“Shane Hollander,” the way her accent curls around his name is warm and familiar.
 
“Svetlana,” he greets. “Why are you here?”
 
“I’m out with friends,” she turns to wave at a table of people not too far from them.
 
Shane gives them a polite nod and sinks further into his seat.
 
“Then I saw this handsome man sitting all alone in one of the best clubs in town,” she continues.
 
He smiles to himself, dropping his gaze to the soda can between his fingers.
 
“Lily tells me you’re not very fond of these spaces.” Sveta’s fingers run up and down gently.
 
“You could say that.”
 
“Then why are you here, zaichik?”
 
Shane’s mouth quirks into a frown. “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do? Go out and socialise with my friends?”
 
A pair of perfectly sculpted brows rise in disbelief. “These people are your friends?”
 
He tilts his head so as to say ‘well…’.
 
“I mean, they are my teammates.”
 
Sveta hums.
 
He hears a set of wolf-whistles a few feet away from them and blushes when he realises his teammates are looking at them. A couple of them give Svetlana an appreciative look and she smiles, even as she curses them under her breath.
 
“Idiots. The lot of them. Deserves less than the dirt beneath my shoe.”
 
“Sveta,” Shane chides.
 
“What? They made Lily’s favourite person sad. Lily told me all about it. In fact, he went on and on and on. My sweet Shane this, my lovely Shane that. Disgusting.”
 
It pulls a soft laugh out of him and Sveta’s gaze softened.
 
“Come,” she grabs his hand. “Let’s go out for a smoke.”
 
“I don’t smoke.”
 
“Oh, I know. I just figured you’d like to go somewhere less…” she draws a vague circle in the air.
 
Fair enough. His nerves were already frayed around the edges and his skin prickled as everything got too much. Besides, the boys were all looking at him expectantly and their attention made him feel raw.
 
The cold dark night was jarringly quiet as he steps out of the club. He follows Sveta to a secluded area and watches as she lights her cigarette. She takes a long smooth drag and blows the smoke downwind.
 
“You know, I have yet to give you the shovel talk,” she says lightly.
 
Shane fixes his eyes on her earring, moving under the warm street lights. “Do I need one?”
 
Sveta mere hums, a little casual if not for her usual mildly intimidating aura. “He is very serious about you.”
 
“And I, him.”
 
“Good,” she nods. “Then, shovel talk over.”
 
There is a great deal more than she wants to say, a mountain of things she wants to ask, but she knows it is not her place. She dare not reveal the softest parts of him, even if she knows Shane could guard it fiercely. Not when she knows he isn’t on the steadiest of ground either. It was too heavy a burden. Instead, she turns her attention to the shifting tectonic plates and wonders how he will respond to it.
 
“So?” she tilts her head. “What’s the plan?”
 
“Take a sabbatical next year. Sign a short-term contract elsewhere. My agent is still putting out feelers but she is confident we can get a team to take on both of us. Then once my contract is over, I move.”
 
He avoids her gaze wiping his hands on his pants as he looks anywhere but her. If he did, he would have noticed the slight furrow of concern between her brow.
 
“You don’t seem convinced.”
 
Shane shrugs. The plan is already in motion. No point in dwelling on his discomfort now.
 
“There is still a part of you that wants to stay?” She asks carefully, trying to keep the judgement out of her voice.
 
“They’re my team,” he says weakly.
 
“Yes.”
 
“And they’re historically the best team in the sport.”
 
“Sure.”
 
“I’ve won two cups with them.”
 
“Meh,” she waves off. “Yes, but last time before that, we were still in diapers. You’ve done it once, you can do it again.”
 
The dismissive shrug she gets angers her. Like he doesn’t really believe her. Just how much have they eroded his confidence away that he thinks he cannot succeed without them?
 
“I am going to ask you something. And it’s going to sound condescending but I promise I just want to know your answer.”
 
Shane is silent, waiting for her question.
 
“Let's say they apologize. Coach tells them to say sorry. Gives you back the C. Does it fix the problem? Is it enough to make you stay?”
 
He drops his gaze, unable to find an answer because… no. It should be, but it no longer is. It doesn’t fix anything. Trust and respect, once lost is near hard to gain back and everything else just seems like a consolation prize.
 
It fixes nothing, and after being trained to stay loyal and to say nothing, it feels hard to speak up.
 
“Shanechka,” she says.
 
The foreign nickname gets him to look up.
 
“Look at me,” she insists. She could tell he was uncomfortable with the eye contact, but she grasped his chin and forced him to maintain it regardless. This was important. “You are Shane Hollander.”
 
He trembles beneath her touch. “I know.”
 
“I don’t think you do,” she shakes her head. Finally, she releases him and his eyes immediately fall back to the ground. “You forget which one of you has two medals from World Juniors. And a fucking gold one from the Olympics. You move so fast on those beautiful legs of yours you forget to stop and see how far behind everyone else is. Tell me. How many of them have a Calder?”
 
He tries to shake his head to deny it but he couldn’t help count the number of Calders on the team. One, and it’s his.
 
“You’ve done it once, you can do it again,” she repeats.
 
The look on his face is uncertain when it meets her gaze. “And what if you’re wrong?”
 
“I never am. You are a diamond, zaichik,” she says softly. “And they are all tactless fools. They do not deserve you.”
 
His eyes burn hot as he tries not to meet her intense gaze. “Lily said something like that.”
 
“Yes, well. He can be right. But only sometimes.”
 
He breathes out a wet laugh.
 
“I know what you think. Keep your head down, work hard, tough it out and one day, they will realise how valuable you are. I know because I have been taught the same. But Shane… you already did the work.
 
You put in the hours. You held your end of the bargain. You played your shifts.
 
They think everything came to you on a silver platter? Fuck them. You worked for that silver. Now, they want to eat off of it and say they earned it? And you will let them?”
 
Shane didn’t have an answer for her.
 
“I know you don’t believe me but, there are… a lot of people that support you. Less than you deserve, but far more than you think,” she says seriously. “Lean on them. Make that jump and trust that they will catch you. Because there is no award for enduring the most suffering, my love.”
 
The smile Shane gives her is rueful as he avoids her gaze. “You make it sound easy.”
 
“It’s not,” she swears. “But I promise you, it will be worth it.”
 

 
Lanaudiere, July 2018
 
The Free-Agency period hit the league like a hurricane, a flurry of moves, contract renegotiations, salary arbitrations and the like breaking headlines over and over again.
 
The email notification seemed innocuous amongst the endless stream of messages Shane received daily. A small symbol on the top of his phone, the same font and format as all the others. Underplaying the impact it will undoubtedly have on his life, career, and maybe even his relationship.
 
He decides not to open it until he gets home, though he could tell from the timing of the message Ilya sent him that he had just received the exact same one. That’s good. That means they’re playing in the same team, at least. It means Farah has done her part exceedingly well and deserves a big fat bonus when all is said and done.
 
He tries not to look at his phone on the drive home and turns on the radio just to distract himself.
 
He doesn’t know what he’s worried about. He knows whatever it is, it’ll be good news. They will be playing on the same team. In the same league. Away from the intensity of North American hockey and the pressure that comes with it.
 
It’s a big change, but one he is looking forward to.
 
Still, he knows his reaction to the news will be intense, and good or bad, he has the guts to read it before he gets back to the cottage. He parks his Jeep with far more calm than he feels and had barely dropped the groceries on the counter before Ilya found him.
 
“Shane! Did you get the email?”
 
Shane smiles when he finally gets to see him.
 
“What? No hello? How are you?”
 
Ilya frowns but presses a kiss to his cheek in greeting anyways. “Yes, yes. Hello, was the drive good? Yes? Got your mountain of vegetables? Great. Now, email.”
 
Shane chuckles. “Yeah, I got it. Did you open it yet?”
 
“Of course not! I was waiting for you.”
 
He melts into Ilya's hold, tucking his face against the slope of his shoulder as he lets himself breathe. Slowly but surely, his shoulders slowly drop. “Okay. Let’s do this.”
 
They grabbed their phones, sat cross-legged on the couch in front of one another and opened their apps.
 
Ilya immediately straightens. “Ready?”
 
Their fingers hover over the email. Fuck, he should not feel this nervous over something that was pretty much a done deal. He focuses on Ilya’s face and finds him looking back at him with equal intensity.
 
They were in the same boat, no matter what. The reminder is enough for him to take a breath and count down.
 
“Go.”
 
Shane doesn’t even bother to read the subject line before the email opens and a green and golden logo is shining back at him, a pair of antlers embellishing the bottom. Skogkungen HC.
 
“Gothenburg,” he hears across from him.
 
He lowers his phone to show Shane the email and Shane does the same. Shining side-by-side, the two green-emblems matched. Relief floods him like a dam breaking, visceral enough that his hands shake and his eyes water.
 
“Solnyshko?” He hears Ilya say.
 
Shane sniffles. “Yeah. No, this is amazing.”
 
More than amazing. They would be playing together!
 
“Farah deserves a new car after this.”
 
He lets out a wet laugh. “Yeah. She does.”
 
Shane looks at his boyfriend and couldn’t help the smile on his face. “Fuck, Ilya.” The phones fall between the cushions and he pulls him into a hug, hands grabbing at the shirt on his back desperately as he tries to hold himself together. He sobs as Ilya squeezes him tightly against his chest.
 
His heart felt so full and it felt like all his emotions were on the brink of bursting out of his chest. He knows the situation wasn’t ideal, and he knows this isn’t the life he had imagined for himself, but fuck he is so excited for what is to come.
 
“Looks like we’re going to Sweden.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    That's right fellas! We're going on a trip! How many of you guessed correctly lol.

More on Skogkungen next chapter, but the name roughly translates to King of the Forest. Which is... apparently an elk/moose lol. Swedish people, if I've made any mistakes, feel free to let me know. Mercifully please. I live 2 continents over and I've only been to Sweden ONCE and only to Stockholm. Knowing how much they cost here, I regret not buying myself a Moomin.

On a more serious note, the world has been a really scary place lately, and like Shane and Ilya, sometimes I need to remind myself that there are good people out there and there are more people supporting you than you think.

And on that note, see you in the next one!

Kudos and Comments appreciated!


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: Part II: Lagom
  


    Chapter Summary

    Lagom (Swedish): def. Just the right amount

As the lockout continues, Shane and Ilya begin a new season across the pond



    Chapter Notes

      This feels like a great time to add a disclaimer. Skogkungen HC might be based in Gothenburg but it is very loosely based on Farjestad BK out in Karlstad instead. Mostly because I'm not a fan of Frolunda's branding lol. This bit isn't meant to be a reflection of the SHL, but is more so written as an 'escape' and these next couple chapters are written using the power of google search engine, lol. I've been to Stockholm, and I loved it there, but I've never set foot in Gothenburg (unfortunately) so take this all with a grain of salt.

I was originally going to skip out on writing Sweden at all but I felt like it was necessary plot wise to see them learn from a system very different from the one they're used to.

We also just passed Kanelbullens dag a couple weeks ago and... I want.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Montreal, June 2018
 
Cadyn finds him looking up at the rafters with a wistful expression on his face. The rest of the team had gone home. All that remained were the admins in the office and the sound of the zamboni slowly sweeping across the ice. Cadyn knows that look. He had seen it in the mirror just this morning, and he knew what it meant.
 
“You’re leaving,” he says. A statement, not a question. “Good.”
 
Shane blinks, his thoughts slowly focusing on the boy beside him.
 
It sounded bad now that he heard it out loud, so he rushed to amend it.
 
“I mean… I am too. Leaving I mean,” he hopes Shane realises what he means.
 
“You are?”
 
“Yeah,” he sighs. Cadyn drops his gaze, shifting on his feet. “I deserve better.”
 
Somehow, the look on Shane’s face isn’t judgemental in the least. Instead, he turned to Cadyn with understanding.
 
“Sorry,” he offers.
 
“You do too, you know,” he adds quickly, completely ignoring the apology. “Some of them tried, but fuck, you really tried. Don’t apologise for them. They knew what they were doing.”
 
This time, it is Shane that looks away first. He had tolerated too much for far too long. And he might not be that close to Cadyn, but it warmed him, knowing that someone recognised how hard he worked. Not just on the ice but off it as well.
 
He looks back up at the cup flags up on the rafters. Two of his own hanging up amongst the rest.
 
“I thought I’d retire here, you know? I know only about 100 or so actually spend their entire careers in one franchise but I thought I’d be one of them.”
 
Cadyn nods. “It’s ok to want change, I think.”
 
“Yeah, well, I’ve never really been good at change,” Shane smiles. “But I’m learning that it isn’t always bad.”
 
“It isn’t.”
 
“You know, you never told me why you signed with Montreal. You could’ve gone anywhere. Hell, I’m sure the Bears would have loved to resign you so… why the Voyagers?”
 
Cadyn steps beside him and leans over the boards. “What happened to Rozanov…That shit rocked the whole team. Got the whole team thinking. If it could happen to him, it could happen to any of us. He won them a cup just a year before. And me? I’m just a defenseman. 1st round, yeah, but nothing as impressive as 1st overall. It was okay for a while, and the boys there are amazing but… I don’t know. I got tired of sitting around and waiting for my turn and left.” He turns to Shane with a blinding smile, eyes creasing on the side. “Then I got the offer to play with the Shane Hollander.”
 
Shane snorts.
 
“No seriously! You have no idea how badly I wanted to play with you.”
 
“Right,” he laughs. He lets out a long breath. “So, what now?”
 
“Now?” Cadyn exhales. “I wait. Management has already agreed to let me walk, now we’re just waiting to see where I land.”
 
It was such a wide world of possibilities. The announcement of a league wide lock-out hasn’t been announced just yet, but the warning bells have been rung. The future was so vague and uncertain and yet Cadyn looked so… free. Like it didn’t matter where he landed, he was sure he would adjust.
 
Shane found himself admiring the defenseman for a moment.
 
“And you?” Cadyn finally asks.
 
Shane shrugs. “I think I’m gonna lay low for a bit.”
 
Sweden, August 2018
 
The moment the plane takes off, Ilya could feel the clawing grip of anxiety slowly release from his chest. Its talons are removed one timezone after another, until all 6 hours are behind them and all that’s left are blue skies and wispy white clouds.
 
Gothenburg, sorry, Göteborg was quiet in a way Ilya was not used to. Of course it was, no other city compared to the noise of Manhattan. It was a coastal city, with long winding canals and quaint little cafes. It was wet and old, in a way all of Europe was wet and old and Ilya had somehow forgotten.
 
The apartment they chose was about 30 minutes from Skogkungenborg, and another 30 minutes from the Scandinavium in the other direction. It was plain, like a house pulled straight out of an Ikea showroom-
 
Wait…
 
He forgets at times that he was now standing in the country that birthed Ikea and its legendary meatballs. This isn’t the first time Ilya had moved countries, but it still didn’t feel any less jarring. Maybe more so for Shane than for him, considering this was his first time moving across the country borders, straight into a country that speaks a different language.
 
But maybe he is worrying for nothing because beside him, Shane is rapping his knuckles on the walls and deemed them thick and well insulated enough to his liking. It pulls a smile out of Ilya. His diligent Mr. Real Estate.
 
“So will the neighbours hear us when I make you scream?” he asks playfully, trying to dismiss the feeling of longing he feels for home, even if he is no longer sure where home is.
 
Shane snorts. “They shouldn’t. These walls were built to withstand the wint- oh haha.” He stops himself when he realizes Ilya was just making fun of him.
 
“Right,” Yuna dusts her hands. “That should be the last of it.”
 
Just as she had insisted on helping him move to New York, Yuna wasn’t going to miss the chance to help them with the move to Sweden, even if they were only there for a year. Her fussing felt familiar, just on the edge of overbearing but welcomed nonetheless.
 
“Come on, boys, let’s head out for lunch. We can unpack later.”
 
Ilya lets his eyes wander over the streets of the Haga district, mindlessly following Yuna as she guides them past a row of wooden buildings towards whatever restaurant she found on one of her deep dives on google maps. A wave of deja vu washes over him and in his mind, the sidewalks of Yonge Street superimposing themselves over cobble-stoned ones.
 
“Hey.” Shane’s soft voice jerks him out of his thoughts. He blinks as he takes in the frown on his boyfriend’s face. “You okay?”
 
Ilya nods slowly, shaking the strange fog out of his head. “Yes.”
 
Shane’s eyes are searching, cataloguing his reaction, but he doesn’t push.
 
He is thankful that Yuna and Shane are here to help them get settled because he couldn’t for the life of him focus on the endless list of tasks they need to get done. Go to Ikea to see what else they need. Get a tram card. Contact team management. Convert money to Krona. So on and so forth.
 
The fog continues, even as Yuna leaves and Ilya can’t help but feel guilty for it. He has everything he wants, everything he could ask for and he is still unhappy. Just how ungrateful and greedy could he actually be?
 
He wonders this, even as he lays beside Shane in bed at night. Close enough for him to brush their foreheads together and count his breaths until he falls asleep.
 
The sun was well past the horizon by the time Ilya woke up that Sunday morning, the bed beside him cold and empty.
 
There was a farmers market in their neighbourhood that Shane had been wanting to visit. He must have gone out early to have a look. Ilya knows that realistically Shane must not have wanted to wake him up, but a part of him wished he still woke him regardless. Maybe he wanted time to himself, already tired of being around Ilya’s somber self.
 
Left to his own devices, Ilya makes use of his time alone to do… absolutely nothing.
 
He stares blankly at the wall, some sort of auditory stim looping in his mind as he makes a list of things he needs to do but ultimately doesn’t. He doesn’t know how to summon the energy to do them.
 
Maybe he should call Sveta. She would know what to do. Or Benny. Carter even.
 
There was a 6 hour time difference between here and New York. It was an awkward gap, because while many of his friends were night owls, he doubted any of them would be up at 3 in the morning.
 
The front door opens and Ilya feels the weight on his shoulders lighten a bit.
 
“I’m back!” he hears from the door.
 
It takes a disconcerting amount of effort for him to sit up and shake the lead from his limbs and he finally steps out of the bedroom. As soon as he passes the threshold, Ilya freezes, his eyes dropping to the bundle in Shane’s arms.
 
His boyfriend steps out of his shoes, bag of groceries in one and the large paper-wrapped bundle cradled carefully in another.
 
“You will never believe how big that market is,” Shane starts as he puts his shoes aside. “There are so many cheese options. And so much bread and blueberry juice. A bunch of cakes for, uhm, fika, I think it's called? They looked pretty sweet so I didn’t get any. I did get some ice cream, though.”
 
He rambled on about his odd finds as he stepped deeper into the apartment and Ilya was happy to let him keep going. Maybe that was what he needed. A long trip to the nearest coop and tasting everything that looked remotely different. Marly did it with him when he first moved to Boston.
 
Curiosity finally wins over and Ilya takes a few steps closer.
 
“What is that?” he asks.
 
“Hmm?” Shane follows his gaze and smiles, all soft and tender. “Oh, I was buying a couple loaves of bread and I saw these! Give me a second.”
 
He unpacks the groceries on the kitchen counter before carefully tearing away the paper wrapping. And as soon as the paper falls away, Ilya’s breath catches in his throat.
 
17 large lilies stared back at him, a brilliant white and blush pink, vibrant against the plain order of their little home.
 
“Inga said it was kind of a thing for Swedish people to buy flowers for their home every week,” Shane says bashfully. “And when I saw them, they kind of reminded me of you so… I got them.”
 
He hands Ilya the precious bundle and Ilya’s vision began to blur. No one had ever gotten him flowers before.
 
“For me?” he asks carefully.
 
“Yeah.” It would have come across as nonchalant if not for the furious blush on his face. “Is that okay?”
 
Ilya swallows the lump in his throat. “Very okay.”
 
The smile Shane gives him in return makes him fall just that much more for this boring predictable man he calls his own. He transfers the bundle into his arms, the brown paper scratchy against his arm and he marvels at their weight.
 
It takes them a while to find something they could use as a vase, Ilya taking a very long time to arrange them the way he liked before counting them one by one.
 
“Why 17?”
 
“Because we were 17 when we first met,” Shane shrugs. “81 is too much and 24 is an even number, and I know Russians don’t give flowers in even numbers unless it’s a funeral, so I settled for 17. It seemed like a good number.”
 
Ilya nods. “Yes it is.”
 

 
They meet the team’s head coach, Liam Hellvig, who welcomes them with a conserved smile and a brutally honest introduction.
 
“Welcome to Skogkungen HC. Don’t expect special treatment,” he concludes.
 
It puts a smile onto Ilya’s face and a determined expression to Shane’s. You’d never know he had a panic attack just moments before leaving the apartment.
 
Beside him, a tall blonde stepped forward.
 
“Erik Lundvall,” the captain introduces himself humbly, like they both hadn’t watched him dominate on the ice in the Olympics just a few months ago.
 
“Shane Hollander,” Shane shakes his hand, dumbfounded.
 
“I know. You’re an incredible player to watch.”
 
Ilya turns to him with a large smile on his face and Shane absolutely refuses to acknowledge it.
 
“Listen,” Liam says with a serious expression. “I know you guys have a pretty intense rivalry thing going on back home but here, you’re on the same team, okay? That means working with each other and not against each other, and I need you both to be professional. Is that going to be a problem?”
 
The unlikely pair looked at each other and Ilya bites down a smile. Oh, if only they knew.
 
“No, Sir,” Shane answers.
 
“Liam,” he corrects with a smile. “Now, show us what the NHL has to offer.”
 
The first step onto the ice blows the mental fog clean off his head. Ilya takes a deep breath and takes in the familiar smell of ice, sweat, metal and rubber. Shane smiles as he sees Ilya’s eyes clear for the first time in days and chases him down the ice as they warm up.
 

 
They have their first scrimmage about a week into camp. Liam taps his clipboard and starts reading the lines, each player getting up to start.
 
“Team A! Left to right. Theo, Erik, Ilya. Defense. Elias and Nils. Team B! Frans, Olle, Emil. Defense, Julian and Lars. Go!”
 
The team hops the boards and changes their jerseys as they prepare for the 5 on 5 and Shane is stuck on the bench, blinking up in shock. He had never been left out of a line up. Surely there must be some sort of mistake.
 
He must have done a terrible job of hiding his shock because Coach Liam comes up and looks at him straight in the eye.
 
“I will need you for the next bit. For now, just sit, listen and learn.”
 
It does little to placate the rotten feeling of inadequacy in Shane’s chest but he appreciates the reassurance.
 
The scrimmage starts and he watches Ilya fly across the ice with Erik and Theo beside him. Behind them, the defense hovers behind the blue line, ready to intercept at any time. Their passes are deadly accurate, perfectly in control as they pivot to block the defense from catching their sticks and turning to shoot the puck back out the middle.
 
Erik is so patient with the puck. He doesn’t rush into plays or push through defenses. He ensures his shots are purposeful. Clean and deadly accurate.
 
The forechecks are purposeful, board scrambles barely there. They apply pressure where necessary with no wasted movements. It was a sight to behold.
 
A few minutes in, Liam blows his whistle and calls Ilya over.
 
“You think quickly under pressure. Good. But you’re rushing. Putting more pressure on yourself than needed. The more you rush, the less control you have over the play. Control the play. Don’t just figure it out when you get there. Okay? Go!”
 
The play reset and Shane watched as Ilya pulled back from rushing straight down the middle. The speed-difference wasn’t really that far off but after spending the better part of the decade watching him, Shane knew exactly how he moved.
 
The play unfolds differently this time. Erik wins the face off and Ilya takes it down the ice. With the defensemen all coming towards him, he slows down and resists the urge to pass. It would have been blocked anyways. Instead, he makes a double deke, making the defensemen commit to two separate moves and watches as a space opens up on its own.
 
With a hole broken into the defenses, Ilya weaves out into the open middle and finally passes it to Theo and the puck shoots into the back of the net.
 
“Nice!” Erik calls out.
 
The boys give each other hi-fives and before long, it was Shane’s turn.
 

 
Liam told the GMs time and time again not to sign short term players. Having them adjust to the team takes time, creating plays with them only to take them out is more work than frankly necessary.
 
“Don’t worry, Liam,” they said.
 
“3 years or longer, Liam,” they said.
 
Bullshit.
 
The moment the NHL announced their lockout, they’ve somehow managed to not only get one, but two 1 year contracts. The NHL’s prized birds. A rivalling pair.
 
One was a well trained falcon, displayed on every billboard across the nation. The other was a peacock with a reputation.
 
All this to say Liam wasn’t the fondest of the idea. He expected the two to walk in, already in fisticuffs. Instead, the two were first to the arena, warming up side by side, chatting like they had been friends forever.
 
“Olle,” he calls one of the boys over. “You’ve got a cousin in the NHL, right?”
 
The rookie nods. “Yeah. On the Voyagers. Shane was his captain.”
 
“Right,” his finger tapped against his board. “And his thoughts? On those two?”
 
Olle bites his lip as he watches them gain speed, elbowing each other as they go. “He said… don’t believe everything you hear.”
 
It gives him pause for thought.
 
By now the two had gone into a full sprint and were skating laps around the others.
 
“They’re fast,” he comments.
 
“The fastest,” Olle comments.
 
Liam turns to his rookie and is surprised when the boy beamed at him.
 
“Aww come on, Liam. I’m the biggest Rozanov fan. I’m trying my best not to freak out here.”
 
The coach rolled his eyes and patted him on the back to release him.
 
Liam wasn’t surprised, then, to find out they were both highly technically skilled. Great skaters, excellent shooters, remarkable playmakers. No surprise they both have their names written on the Stanley Cup twice, both times with a letter on their chest.
 
Even with 8 years behind them, they still had yet to reach their peak. And what coach doesn’t get excited at that thought.
 
The surprise comes later, when Liam was testing out his defense formations, putting Shane at the center. Having an Olympic gold medal winning center at your disposal was fun. It was like aiming a bazooka at a tank and seeing if it held. Exciting stuff.
 
“Good job Magnus!” Liam calls out to the goalie. Nothing like a good shut out to get your blood pumping.
 
Shane skates over to him with a tense look on their face. “Sorry, Liam.”
 
Liam waves it off. “What are you sorry for?”
 
“I,” Shane swallows. “I didn’t score.”
 
“I know. I saw.”
 
That was kind of the point. Liam happily ticked off another formation off his list and directed Markus and Simon into position.
 
“I promise I’ll do better,” he insisted. “Just let me try again.”
 
Liam pauses, frowning as he puts his pen down. “Better how?”
 
He shakes his head, wracking for an answer. Like he wasn’t expecting to be asked to elaborate.
 
Shane had done just as he had instructed, had done everything by the book. The fact he hadn’t made it past their defenses was a good thing. And he isn’t sure how Theriault ran his camp but he counts this as a win.
 
Or maybe not, because the kid seemed to take this as a personal loss.
 
Then he remembered that one American skater back in Pyeongchang who the media had spent the better part of a year lauding as the record breaking skater of his generation, only to come down at him like a guillotine when it was clear the global pressure was too much on him. Like they hadn’t placed the pressure on his shoulders with their own hands.
 
He wonders if that was what Shane felt, pressure. Because Montreal had a legacy. It was an Original 6. They were a very good team but they had poor offensive depth and their GM’s did what every GM seems to enjoy doing, trading defensemen for untested mediocre centers. The two brilliant defensemen they managed to acquire last year were both far too young and far too inexperienced to move the needle.
 
From where Liam is standing, it looks like they had a brilliant star centre as a captain but did a piss-poor job of treating him like one and instead reminded him that the buck stopped with him every chance they got.
 
Why else would he look like he was expecting punishment for doing exactly what was asked of him. At a training exercise at that!
 
“Shane,” he says patiently. “I don’t know what kind of training you did back home but… This isn’t a test. This is practice. And this is a team sport, yes? Isak and Bjorn were there too, not just you. I picked you because you know how to break through the strongest defenses. We wanted to test our gap control, remember? You were not supposed to score that easily.”
 
His head hung as he tried to catch his breath, eyes squeezing shut. Fuck, how could he not feel bad for this kid.
 
Liam claps him on the shoulder and uses the tone he normally used on his son.
 
“Take a lap. Calm down. Then we go again, okay?”
 
Shane nods and sucks in a shaky breath as he takes a lap around the ice. With the Canadian in the corner of his eye, he resets the play, moving players around to see what works. GMs like getting shiny new forwards. Liam gets it. Forwards are flashy. They sell merch. They get you goals and playoff spots.
 
But hockey is a team sport, and your forwards are only ever as good as their defense.
 
Before long, Shane makes it back to his side, looking far calmer than he had a few minutes prior.
 
“Better?” he asks.
 
The centerman nods shyly.
 
For someone who has got their face printed on the front of the NHL’s video game, Shane Hollander was far more reserved than Liam expected and it threw him for a loop.
 
“Ok, let’s go again. Remember, act, don’t react. Don’t be afraid to slow down, breathe and take stock of the whole ice. There is no such thing as an impenetrable defense, just a difficult one. And just because there are no obvious answers, doesn’t mean that none exist. Okay?”
 
Shane nods.
 
“Alright. Let’s run that one more time!”
 
Practice becomes far more productive afterwards. With every task checked off his list, Liam dismissed the boys and stepped off the ice to jot down his notes. The season was bound to start soon and with 2 shiny new forwards in their line up, the suits expected shiny new results as well.
 
He comes in the next day to get some extra work in before the start of the season. Technically, today was a day off and Sweden took its rest days seriously, but he needed to get this done if he was going to get any sense of peace over the weekend. He just about makes it down the hallway when he sees the rink doors open and the sound of voices filtering through.
 
Curiosity gets the better of him and Liam pushes the door a bit further to slip past it, silent as a mouse. As he passed the tunnel, he heard the scrap of skates on the ice along with the sound of a metronome playing overhead.
 
“Again,” he heard. The voice sounded a lot like Shane.
 
A very Ilya-like groan could be heard rinkside and the scrapping sounds continued. 
 
The pair were dressed in thick sweaters and warm sweats. Besides the sticks and gloves in their hands and the skates on their feet, there were no other pieces of gear in sight. There was a great urge for him to walk up and ask the boys what they were up to, but the better part of him wanted them to continue as they are.
 
After another set of whines from Ilya, the pair skate back to the ringette line. It seems that for as much as he complained about doing whatever it is they were doing, Ilya did it all anyway. And Liam watched as he executed a complex turn with a dangerously sharp outside edge.
 
Shane’s turn was up next and while he did every technique correctly, there was a difference between proficiency and mastery.
 
“No, no. You’re doing it wrong,” Ilya’s heavily accented voice cuts through the empty rink.
 
“What? No, I’m not! I held on to third.”
 
“Yes, but your outside edge is shallow. Pay attention to your entry and go faster.”
 
They make it back to the blue line, bent forward as they skate down the middle. Shane swerves on his feet and comes to a stop. Beside him, Ilya looks at him with a blank expression.
 
“I know, I know. Again!”
 
Then they move to reset again.
 
Liam watched as the pair leaned on their forearms against the boards, shoulders pressed together and looking down as Ilya drew curved lines and circles over a vague drawing of the ice. It takes him an embarrassingly long time to realize they were practicing how to control their speed.
 
Having spent the better part of yesterday being told that they rushed into play too quickly, the pair sought out to practice their timings and played around with them, seemingly for hours, judging by how the sweat curled their locks.
 
“Boys!” He barks out.
 
The pair of them stiffen, having been caught red handed. Rest was important. The line between doing enough and doing too much was a fine one, but these two in particular didn’t seem to think it existed.
 
“Hi, Liam,” Ilya waves sheepishly.
 
“What did I say about practicing?”
 
“Lagom är bäst,” they both mumbled.
 
He cups his ear dramatically. “What?”
 
“Lagom är bäst!” They repeated louder, their pronunciation completely butchered.
 
It was the first Swedish phrase they had been taught, and he could see the concept had yet to stick to their minds.
 
“And what are you doing?”
 
“Too much,” Shane answers. “Sorry, Liam.”
 
The odd pair skates off the ice with their heads hung in defeat.
 
Ilya pauses to give Liam a cheeky smile as he tries to hide the guilty look on his face. “You look nice today, Liam.”
 
He snorts. “Shut up and get out of here, Ilya.”
 
Liam sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. He can feel himself growing fond of those two. He’s going to fucking love them, isn’t he?
 

 
By the end of pre-season training, Benney calls them out of boredom and asks them what it’s like.
 
“Hard,” Ilya says. “Really fucking hard.”
 
Shane rolls his eyes. “The hockey is hard, but everything else is easy.”
 
And that’s all they could really ask for.
 

 
The sun finally makes itself known once more and it does a whole lot of good in lifting Ilya’s mood. Suddenly, it was like the sun refused to set, the days stretching far longer than they were used to. Just in time for the team outing arranged by the coaches.
 
“I hope you guys don’t mind sharing a tent. The rest of us were already paired up before summer break,” Erik says.
 
“Oh, we don’t mind,” Shane says politely.
 
“Right! You guys live together, right?”
 
Ilya could feel his boyfriend stiffen beside him, just waiting for the other shoe to fall.
 
“Yes,” Ilya answers for him.
 
“Well, that’s nice. Having someone you know from home, I mean. My cousin went to university in England. She had a… what do they call it in the UK again? Oh, right. Flatmate. Her flatmate was Norwegian. They’re not from the same place, but it helps, having someone who knows what is familiar to you.”
 
Slowly but surely, Shane’s shoulders drop and he nods. “It does.”
 
“Well, good then!” Erik claps his hands. “Now come along, it’s almost time for fika.”
 
Emboldened by Erik’s acceptance, Shane kills the instinctive urge to move away from Ilya.
 
Team bonding, as it turns out, entailed biking into the wilderness. It wasn’t enough that they had to peddle up the steady inclines, taking them further from the city proper, but they also had to make sure they didn’t stray from the group. A hard ask, considering the beautiful vast pine forests that stretched across the countryside.
 
The entire time they cycled, Ilya insisted on biking behind Shane, citing that the view was much better where he was and his boyfriend rolled his eyes.
 
The team stops by a small cabin for lunch before making their way down to the river, where they apparently had to build their own rafts.
 
“Getting the full viking experience, huh?” Erik nudges Ilya with his shoulder.
 
They get broken down into groups of 6, slowly rolling pre-chopped wood down to the water’s edge before securing the logs with rope.
 
Ilya couldn’t help but gawk at his boyfriend, mesmerized by the way his shirt rides up as he reaches forward and his muscles rippled as he tied the ropes to secure the raft. Half-wet and glistening, Shane moves through the exercise with devastating efficiency so sue him, he wanted to look. And he wasn’t the only one. Some of the other guys paused what they were doing to watch Shane navigate the ropes with ease.
 
“Damn, and here I was thinking he was a city boy,” Olle says.
 
“He’s Canadian,” Ilya shrugs, tearing his eyes off glowing warm skin and slowly working his way through his own set of ropes.
 
Erik barked out a laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. “Who would have thought that out of the two of you, you’d be the city boy?”
 
“I grew up in Moscow,” he shakes the hand off.
 
With safety jackets on and paddles secured, the team rows down the river. Predictably, Shane’s raft was sturdy, while Ilya’s wobbled dangerously.
 
“You think we’re going to capsize?” Elias jokes
 
“Happened to me last year,” Lars shrugged.
 
Still, no one was all that concerned when the boat struggled to hold and they jumped off the last few meters, just to make it back on land. The rest of the team gave them a good natured laugh and welcomed them back on shore.
 
Dinner was a feast of steaks grilled on a make-shift fire-pit. Here too, Shane Hollander was unbelievably competent.
 
Ilya had spent one too many nights at his cottage watching Shane light a fire not to know this.
 
By sun down, the team had gathered around the campfire to sing songs Shane barely recognised and wind down for the night. It made them nostalgic for a high school experience they never had, their academic years swallowed up by training and away games.
 
Ilya crosses his legs and leans against his hand, his expression unreadable as he looks at Shane across the fire.
 
This far from home, it was easy for them to forget who they were, the problems that shaped their everyday life washed away with coffee and a mouthful of hagebullen.
 

 
After the team’s questionable rendition of I Won’t Give Up by Jason Mraz, the coaches retire for the night, leaving the players alone around the camp fire.
 
“Come on, boys. It’s time to play Never Have I Ever!” Theo rubs his hands together.
 
Julian groans. “Aww come on. I hate this game! I know too much about all of you at this point.”
 
“Yeah, but we know nothing about these two,” he jabs his thumb at Ilya and Shane.
 
The others begin to tap their thighs in agreement. It looks like they’re playing.
 
Shane frowns as they begin to circle. “I hate this game,” he says to Ilya quietly. “It’s the only time I hate winning.”
 
Mostly because of the appalling realization of how sorely inexperienced he was compared to his teammates.
 
“Let’s start with an easy one. Never have I ever gone skinny-dipping,” Erik says.
 
Almost all the guys lowered one finger and Shane found that, yeah, okay, that’s not a bad first round. He was never really tempted to go skinny-dipping but Ilya had convinced him to do it after cheekily taking off his pants and running down the docks to jump straight in the lake last summer.
 
“Alright. My turn. Lemme think,” Lars tilts his head up as he considers his options. “Never have I ever had sex outdoors.”
 
Shane lowers another finger and watches as far less of the guys lower theirs. That’s normal. The numbers usually balance out towards the end anyways.
 
“Interesting,” Olle looks at him considering. “Didn’t think you were the type.”
 
His face heats up. “It was one time!”
 
One languid summer afternoon. Skin warm and sun golden, a day that smelled like grass, water and sunscreen. He and Ilya had rutted against each other on the picnic blanket, erections still trapped in their swim shorts as they grinded against each other until they both came.
 
“Me next!” Frans calls out. “I got a good one. Never have I ever dropped my underwear in the shower 3 games in a row.”
 
That’s oddly specific, Shane thinks. Then he hears Nils’ groan vaguely to his left and understands, now the game has gotten competitive.
 
The game progresses and as predicted, Ilya gets eliminated pretty quickly.
 
Shane, with his naturally reserved personality and rigid systems, usually ends up last in the game, but as the game continues, he realises that may not be the case this time around. To his growing horror, one finger goes down after another and he comes to the startling realization most of these experiences can be condensed to one singular summer. Centered around one singular person.
 
And the culprit behind all these questions?
 
He is having the time of his life making smores as the game continues.
 
And when someone says ‘Never have I ever fucked my partner in my jersey’, Shane puts his final finger down, and for the first time in his life, he looses Never Have I Ever.
 

 
Ilya’s mouth was on his the moment he zipped the tent shut. The smell of smoke, pine and chocolate still clung to his lips as he breathed back a sigh. Beyond the thin barriers of their tent, the darkness of the coniferous forest blanketed them and Shane leaned into the hand around his jaw as he deepened the kiss.
 
“You were so sexy today,” Ilya murmurs against his lips. His hands hook around Shane’s waist, creeping up the edges of his hoodie and he swallows the gasp that leaves his lips.
 
“Fuck, we can’t do this out here. They’ll hear us,” Shane whispers.
 
He can just about make out the mischief in his shining blue eyes as Ilya nuzzles close. “Then you’ll have to keep quiet.”
 
He makes a small noise as when Ilya dives back in and licks the roof of his mouth before he pulls back.
 
“I’m serious,” he whispers harshly. “Tents have 0 noise insulation, Ilya. I’m not doing this with you.”
 
Seemingly sensing the slowly growing panic in him, Ilya frowns and sighs. He tucks his head into Shane’s neck, still hard in his pants, but not moving to do anything about it.
 
Slowly, Shane’s hands creep up his hoodie, splayed across his ribs and he catches Ilya’s lips once more. The kisses turn sweet, a slow glide of lips that do nothing to sooth their desperate need but just enough to sate the need to touch.
 
With lips swollen and cheeks flushed, he bumps their foreheads together.
 
“I’m glad you’re here with me,” Shane whispers against his lips.
 
Ilya breathes out a content sigh. He feels cross-eyed as he meets his gaze, running the back of his fingers down the straight profile of his nose and presses a kiss onto the freckles on his cheeks. “Nowhere else I’d rather be.”
 
They fall asleep in their own individual sleeping bags. Yet somehow, sometime during the night, Ilya’s hands wrestled free of their warm confines and he wakes up draped on top of Shane with his legs still stuck in the bag.
 

 
Smoking was increasingly uncommon in Sweden. So when Liam smelled the distinct scent of cigarettes in the air, he followed it to the source and found his player in a low squat, with the offending stick between his fingers.
 
Ilya froze, having been caught and moved to hide the evidence, only to stop when Liam waved it off and pulled out his own pack.
 
They smoked in silence as the morning mist started to settle. Out on the lake, some of the boys had grabbed paddle boards and decided to paddle out to explore the area. Among them was Shane, who stood surprisingly steady as he waited for the others to catch up.
 
Liam’s eyes narrowed at Elias as he blew out the smoke. The guy was sitting on a log, one of the trainers wrapping his arm in a sling.
 
“What happened there?” He gestured at the group.
 
Ilya blinked before focusing on what the coach was referring to. “Ah. That. He challenged Shane to a wrestling match last night. Landed badly. Sprained his shoulder.”
 
“Really?”
 
“Hollander has a black belt in judo. And we go kickboxing sometimes. You don’t challenge him in wrestling. Is stupid.”
 
Liam laughed under his breath, the smoke coming out his nostrils. The silence between them was easy, the morning air lending to the laid back mood everyone seemed to be in.
 
“You live with him, right?”
 
The hum he receives is non-committal.
 
“He must hate this,” Liam lifts his cigarette.
 
Ilya shrugs. “Not really. I don’t smoke much anymore.”
 
He really only pulled one out because the morning seemed too nice not to. That much Liam could understand.
 
“Did you ever really hate him?” He asks, mostly out of curiosity, partly out of coachly duties.
 
He wasn’t all that surprised when Ilya shook his head wordlessly and watched as the group finally made it into the water.
 
Liam snorts. “Fucking American media.”
 
Ilya seemed to laugh to himself at that. Nothing like a good complaining session to help bond Europeans together.
 
“Montreal, maybe. But not him.”
 
There is a surprising amount of venom in his tone that Liam chose not to investigate.
 
“The city? Or the team?”
 
“Both. I cannot understand anything they’re saying.”
 
That pulls a good natured laugh out of them both.
 
“Still, they won 2 cups back to back.”
 
Ilya reluctantly agrees.
 
The guys finally spot them and they’re waving their hands, beckoning Ilya to join them.
 
“Go,” he jerks his head at the group. He watches as Ilya runs down the small hill and catches up with the rest of the group.
 
Hopefully, none of them will be stupid enough to engage in any other wrestling matches.
 
Gothenburg, September 2018
 
14 teams, 8 months, 52 games a year. 2 trophies they had never laid their eyes on, on a team in a country none of them have played in. The challenge was enticing, a refreshing change to their usual 82 game format.
 
The schedule, for the most part, isn’t all that different from the one back home. They had about 2 games a week, mostly on the weekends, then the rest of the week was spent on training and conditioning. The locker rooms might differ, and the words on the signs might be unfamiliar, but the smell of the ice is the same, and so are the markings. Well, besides the fact the face-off circles have recognisable company logos on them.
 
“Let’s go to the Carlsberg circle,” Ilya liked to say.
 
It had taken a while for him to adjust to the width of the rink, but once he did, he felt the familiar calm settle in him (the complete opposite of how he felt when Liam took the team out to play Bandy).
 
Their first game was loud. Gothenburg vs. Karlstad. A rivalry so deeply historic that it felt like being back in Montreal again, with Boston waiting across the ice. Only this time, Ilya is on his side of the ice.
 
“Watch,” Liam tells him vaguely.
 
Erik wins the face off and makes a text-book pass to Ilya. The puck makes it into the offensive zone and Elias is waiting for him on the other side. Watching Ilya move is captivating. Shane knows this. In fact, he has told him as such.
 
But he knows that isn’t what Liam wants. So with a monumental amount of effort, he peels his attention away from his boyfriend and switches over to the captain, who moves swift and decisive on the ice.
 
Ilya makes a risky backwards pass towards him from the slight gap beneath the defenseman’s inside edge and Erik takes it from there. The reaction was immediate. Defensemen, trying to herd him like a sheep and forwards nipping at his heels and yet, Erik remains calm and makes a swift decision. He pivots on the outside edge, maintaining possession of the puck and releases in Elias’ direction.
 
The puck skates across the ice, moving towards Elias…
 
Only to miss him. A fake pass!
 
Instead, it ends up straight into Ilya’s possession and the opposing defensemen all scramble to tighten the gap back up. By then, it’s too late. Ilya aims at the crease, launches it forward and it gets blocked by the goalie’s knee pad, straight into Erik’s awaiting hands. A single tip in and the buzzer sounds. They have gotten their first goal of the season.
 
The crowd is up on their feet and the team raises their open palms beside their heads in cheer.
 
Shane looked at Magnus for an explanation.
 
“Moose antlers,” is all he gets.
 
Odd, but then again, who was he to judge a team for their celly.
 
The game continued and before long, it was his turn.
 
“Remember. Act, don’t react,” Liam tells him.
 
Shane nods and with a pat on his shoulders, he’s off.
 
He darts towards the center, jumping a bit to get rid of any remaining nerves. The difference was immediate. Not so much in speed, but in pressure. Shane immediately understood that this was a cerebral game. Luckily, he has always been known as a cerebral player.
 
They lose the game 2-1 and Shane can’t find himself feeling too bad about it. It had been so long since he enjoyed hockey so thoroughly, and Karlstad was such a challenging opponent. Little by little he starts remembering just how fun hockey is and as Ilya follows him into the tunnel, he can imagine just how much more fun it was going to get.
 
“Good goal,” Ilya says, nudging him with his elbow.
 
With a large grin on his face, he returns the gesture. “Good assist.”
 
There is banging on the acrylic panels above him and Shane suppresses the urge to wince at the sound. That was, until he focuses on it and hears his name being called.
 
“Hollander!!!”
 
The voice sounded so intimately familiar that Shane’s head whips around to the source. He looks up and sees a mammoth of a man on the stands, his blue and red jersey standing out amongst the sea of green, red and yellow. The man waves down at him with a very wide smile.
 
Shane’s jaw drops in disbelief.
 
“Mitty?”
 

 
Mitty brings them to a fucking sashimi restaurant of all places. He sits down with that huge Mitty smile of his and rubs his hands in excitement. Shane, on the other hand, has very mixed feelings about this. Not so much because of the choice of venue but more so from the fact Ilya was sitting right next to him.
 
He pointedly avoids looking at either of them and fixes his gaze elsewhere. Outside, the trees are covered in colourful… sweaters? Yarn blankets?
 
Do trees wear sweaters here?
 
No, Shane you dummy, trees don’t get cold…
 
... Do they?
 
His eyes finally land on the massive Moomin plush Mitty had bought him. Hell, the thing is big enough to take up its own seat at the table! Fuck, Shane wasn’t even all that fond of plush toys. They collect so much dust!
 
At least it will fit right in next to Ilya’s massive Djungelskog back in New York.
 
He banishes the thought before he lets it take over him, lest the retired goalie can sense the thoughts from him.
 
Miitka, after all, had known Shane for a very long time. Almost as long as Hayden. He knew him pretty well. Surely he would find out. They knew each other too well.
 
“I didn’t know you liked sashimi,” Shane says instead.
 
“I didn’t use to,” Miitka admits. “But since I’ve been back, my niece has gone absolutely crazy about sushi and her parents won’t let her order it, so she comes around to mine. She watches those Japanese cartoons. Tried to get her into Moomin, but nope. Rainbow haired characters it is. One moment, this orange haired kid is jumping tree-to-tree. Next thing you know, your kid wants to dress up like the character and go to these massive fairs.”
 
Ilya snaps his fingers. “Ah! Like a comic-con. I know this. Wagner and Breezy went to one.”
 
“Yes!” Miitka says excitedly. “They have concerts and everything. So for her sweet 16, we ordered a massive sushi platter. No, seriously, Shane. Don’t look at me like that! Wait, I have a picture.”
 
The ex-goaltender pulls out his phone and scrolls until he finds it. “Aha!”
 
He flips over the phone to the other two players and there it is, a massive tray covered in all sorts of rainbow rolls.
 
“Oh! We have something like this. My friend Olek had it for his birthday. People do not know this but Russians love sushi. Sveta said she tried one where they replaced rice with uhhh… what is the word. Buckwheat! And last time I was there, they had one where they replaced the seaweed with blini.”
 
Shane is pretty sure his maternal grandmother is rolling in her grave right now. “Wow.”
 
“Exactly,” Mitty nods amicably. “And the sashimi is the best part! Been craving it ever since.”
 
Platters of sushi arrive at their table and Mitty digs right in. “Eat! The salmon in Scandinavia is amazing. You will never want to eat an Alaskan one ever again.”
 
“Fighting words,” Shane snorts.
 
“He's right though,” Ilya says.
 
Mitty points at him with his chopsticks and an approving smile. “I like you, Roz. You’re a funny guy.”
 
“Says the guy who ended up at a Rozanov effigy burning during our cup parade,” Shane deadpans.
 
Mitty throws back his head in laughter. “True that. No hard feelings, right Roz?”
 
“None,” Ilya smiles, arms crossed against his chest. “Russians do this. We burn effigies to welcome spring.”
 
“In March,” Shane emphasizes.
 
He waves it off like it doesn’t mean a thing. “It’s just a bit of fun.”
 
“I hardly call that PR monstrosity ‘fun’.”
 
“You just have to treat it that way,” Miity shrugs. “Because one day, you will wake up and you will realize all that?” he waves his chopsticks around. “Doesn’t matter. The cups don’t matter. The medals don’t matter. What matters is the people in your lives that make it so much richer.”
 
“You say that, but you’ve got 2 cups, a couple Vezinas and an Olympic bronze medal.”
 
Miitka shrugs. “You don’t believe me now, but trust me. Some day, you will.”
 
Beneath the covers of the table, Shane could feel Ilya’s knee press firmly against his.
 
“I’m going to go to the bathroom real quick,” Ilya stands up after they finish. “S’cuse me.”
 
The pair watch as he steps away and moves towards the restroom, finally leaving them alone.
 
“He’s going to pay for dinner, isn’t he?” Mitty says.
 
“Yep,” Shane says, popping the P.
 
“Fuck. I was gonna pay.”
 
He shrugs. “Gotta move quicker than that.”
 
Mitty gives him a good natured chuckle.
 
“So you and him,” his gaze flits between Shane and the empty seat. “You guys are actually friends, huh?”
 
“Is it that weird?”
 
“When I think about it, I guess not. You guys have known each other for a while, right?”
 
His nod is tense, a small jerk if anything. “Since 2009. World Juniors.”
 
“Shit, that’s older than my kid,” Mitty leans back and crosses his arms with a sigh. “So how is it, then? Playing with him? Playing with the Swedes?”
 
“Good,” Shane says. And he finds himself meaning it. “It’s different and it’s hard playing here, but I forgot, I think…”
 
“About how hard it is?”
 
“How fun it is,” he corrects. Shane finally meets Mitty’s eyes and there is laughter bubbling in his voice at the bittersweet admission. He covers the smile on his face as the realisation settles in his chest. “I forgot how fun hockey is.”
 
The ex-goalie smiles, a bit teary. “You look happy.”
 
“I mean, it’s only been one game but, I feel happy, you know?”
 
“Good,” Mitty nods. “You deserve to be.”
 
He gives the pair of them a firm hug at the end of the night. Ilya wasn’t really sure if he should return it but was surprised at the firm embrace and the even firmer clap on the back he gets from the gentle giant.
 
“Take care of each other, yeah?”
 
Shane readjust the oversized Moomin in his hold. “Will do Mitty.”
 
Miitka smiles. “You know, you’re in Nordic territory now. You have to call me Soren.”
 
“Alright Soren,” his mouth butchers the syllables. “See you around.”
 
Only then does Mitty leave them. “Don’t be a stranger!”
 
“Wasn’t planning on it!”
 
He rounds the corner and with a content breath, he turns to Ilya, who has got both their bags slung over his shoulders. “Shall we?”
 
Ilya nods. With shoulders bumping with step and a quiet laughter under their breath, they make their way back to their new home. Maybe not hand in hand, but it’s the closest they could get. And for now, the city’s quiet acceptance was more than enough.
 

 
Their first away game takes them up as far up as Lulea. A region so far north you’re surrounded by tundras, Santa's reindeers and white birds with red angry eyebrows screaming ‘awebo!’ at you any chance it gets. That’s Lars’ opinion anyways.
 
On the plane, he tucks a nicotine pouch under his upper lip and pulls out his tablet just as the plane reaches cruising altitude. Beside him, Olle had already taken his usual trip to dreamland and in front of him, Shane and Ilya were speaking quietly between themselves.
 
Just like anyone else on the team, he had been worried about putting the two in any form of close contact. They had been warned. Even here, a continent away, their rivalry was… let’s just say their marketing team was a little more than ambitious.
 
Some elements of it he understands. The way they play keepaway… you’d think it was an olympic sport instead of a simple exercise. So, sure, the competitive bite makes sense. But the rest of it must be hyperbolic PR because those two are perfectly capable of sitting next to each other on the plane, completely relaxed and talking about… biomes?
 
“-just covered in conifers and these beautiful birch trees. Do you think I could get some shipped back for the cottage? Like we’re so high up and close to the Arctic Circle that-”
 
Ilya groans. “Seriously, Shane? Forest talk again? You are so boring.”
 
That’s a little rude, Lars thinks.
 
“Shut up,” Shane responds dryly, with far less bite than he had when Lars accidentally called him an American. “Anyways, these Taigas-”
 
“-the singer?!” Ilya interrupts.
 
“You mean tigers? No, what? So anyways-”
 
It’s Tyga, boys. But okay.
 
Lars wasn’t exactly sure what he was expecting when Liam told the team they got Hollander and Rozanov for the season, but it can’t be all that bad, if their usual conversations consist of tree talk.
 

 
Their arrival in Lulea places them in a situation they have never been in before. In the same hotel room. As assigned roommates.
 
The team manager had called out their names without any preamble, handed them their cards and moved onto the next pair as though this wasn’t unusual. Maybe it wasn’t, and they were just far too used to a different type of media circus, but it left them speechless, sharing an uncertain look before moving towards the elevators with their bags rolling behind them.
 
The hotel door finally closes behind them, bags deposited by the door and the realisation probably settles in. This is their new normal now, 1 year of assigned rooms. A full season of shared locker rooms, passing stick tape, public anonymity and 0 linguistic understanding of any form of media scrutiny. He could search out for some english commentary, sure, but he has been working on not caring what other people say and Annalise had told both of them to just enjoy the season and leave the rest to her. She will alert them if anything worth noticing happens and so will Yuna. God knows his mother will give him notes if he asks.
 
But as the season properly starts, he finds himself reaching for that feedback less anyways. Sweden was supposed to be a semi-clean slate for him and he was sure that if there was anything he needed to improve on, Liam would tell him. 
 
The assigned rooms were an unexpected bonus.
 
One he fully intended to exploit.
 
Passports are placed on the table, keycards dropped onto the credenza and a look is shared.
 
“Come here often?” Shane jokes as he drops his backpack in the corner.
 
“Hmmm, no. First time,” Ilya plays along, slipping off his shoes.
 
“Oh, me too.”
 
“What a coincidence,” he says, crowding him against the desk. “Wanna explore the city exploring together?”
 
The insinuation was obvious. Almost as obvious as the growing hardness in their pants. The tension simmers between them, pulled taut like a rubber band as they dance around each other.
 
“Yeah,” Shane breathes.
 
A second of silence and the tension snaps. Shane launches himself at Ilya and he kisses him like he has been starved. He still smelled like airplanes and buses, still tasted like the coffee and cinnamon bread they had for fika, but underneath it all, he still smelled like their home.
 
The simple 2 bedroom apartment in Gothenburg, with a bathroom with both their toothbrushes and a bed that smelled like both of them.
 
Shane licked a stripe up his neck, stubble rough under his tongue, and he could feel Ilya shivers in his hold as he sucked against his jaw.
 
“Fuck, Shane,” he breathes.
 
He gets a moan in return. “God, you’re so hot.”
 
“Yeah?”
 
Shane hums, running an appreciative hand up his arms and down his toned chest.
 
“Tell me more.”
 
He pretends to consider this for a moment before saying. “No. I don’t think I will.”
 
He pushes him closer towards the closest twin bed and Ilya wrestles against him, grabbing him by the forearm, pivoting on his heel and twisting Shane around as the other resists his hold.
 
He knows Shane can throw him over his shoulder. He knows his boyfriend is more than capable of wrestling control back if he wants it, yet something in him still sings as Shane falls back onto the bed with a giggle, eyes creasing as he smiles and pulls Ilya back against him to meet his lips once again.
 
He sighs into his mouth. No one has ever held him so firmly before, no one has ever held onto him so fiercely, not without wanting something back.
 
Well, he does want something back, but this, Ilya willingly provides.
 
“Fuck, I’m so happy you’re here,” Shane sighs.
 
“Yeah?”
 
He pulls back, just to get a glimpse of the soft adoring expression on his boyfriend’s face and what he sees sends a flutter in his chest. He feels weightless, pupils dark and wide as his large capable hands cup his jaw and pulls him back once more.
 
His voice breaks against Shane’s lips. “Me too.”
 
Shane’s hands slide under Ilya’s waistband, grasping his round ass and squeezing them in his large hands. Ilya groans against his mouth, pushing back into his hold and grinding down and swallowing the desperate sounds Shane makes beneath him.
 
“Off,” he says breathlessly.
 
He almost regrets it when Ilya pulls back and he is left with cold air between them. He steps off the bed and walks towards their bag to retreat the lube and Shane props himself on his elbows, unable to tear his eyes away as Ilya pulls the hoodie above his head with one hand, revealing the broad expanse of his sculpted back.
 
His breath goes shallow as he watches Ilya fold his clothes haphazardly and places them on the other bed, and waits for him to do the same. Shane takes his own clothes off and gets a wet, heated kiss on his shoulder as a reward.
 
With both their clothes folded, Ilya brackets Shane’s hips and waits, letting the other drink his fill. It never gets old, the searing hunger in his eyes as he takes in every little detail of Ilya’s bare skin. Every scar, every mole, every bruise and dent earned from a game hard won and every muscle trained and fed to play the one sport that had become the basis of their whole world.
 
His touch is reverent as it traces up the line of his necklace, fingers brushing against the gold chain and up his neck until it cups his face and anchors around his jaw. Shane’s attention used to leave him feeling unkiltered, thrown off from the usual balance of control and desire he fought so hard to get. Now, it tastes like freedom.
 
Ilya presses kisses under his jaw and leaves a lingering one on his lips. “Turn around,” he mumbles, low and hot against his mouth.
 
Shane scoots back on the bed, a coy smile on his face as he gets on his hands and knees. He gasps at the feeling of warm lips trailing up his spine, the promising click of the lube being opened somewhere behind him sending a buzz of anticipation across his skin.
 
Ilya drapes himself across his back, chin hooked onto his shoulder as he opens him up.
 
“So pretty,” he purrs. “So beautiful for me.” He presses a kiss onto the thick column of his neck, watching the beautiful profile of Shane’s face as his eyes flutter shut and focuses on the sensation of his fingers stretching him open.
 
“Not so bad yourself,” Shane teases back breathlessly. He was particularly proud of the way his voice didn’t crack.
 
He could feel Ilya’s heart against his back, his breath in his ear and the weight of him keeping him anchored as the edges of his reality begin to blur.
 
“In me,” he rasps. “I want you in me.”
 
He gets a kiss on his shoulder in response. “Patience, lyubimy. We have time.”
 
They do. They have so much time now and Shane’s eyes sting at the thought but the pressure between his hips was pulsing, aching with need.
 
“No. Ilya,” he pushes his hips back, grinding back against the digits in him and moans. “Ilya, fuck me.”
 
Ilya curses, a rush of Russian praises mumbled against his skin and he pulls away to grab a condom. The loss of heat against his back sends a shiver down Shane’s spine, the sweat between them cooling and letting him get some of his bearings back.
 
He pushes in, the pressure and the heat so good that Shane’s elbows buckle and his face drops back onto the pillows. He feels so full like this, can feel him so deeply that his lungs struggle to take in any air. There is a warm calloused hand on his hips, rubbing comforting circles into his lower back as he bottoms out and Shane breathes through the stretch.
 
Just as the ache dulls, he looks back at Ilya, meeting his heated gaze and nods.
 
He starts with slow shallow thrusts, adding more lube to ease the friction then fucks into him harder and harder each time. Shane’s mouth falls open, his voice breaks as his thrusts send a rush of pleasure into his veins. His hips smack against his ass each time, pressing against his perineum and sharpening the euphoric feeling higher and higher.
 
Ilya doesn't speed up. He doesn’t have any intention of speeding up as he keeps that steady space to fuck hard and deep into him. He presses a thumb against his rim and Shane cleanches, just at the thought of it slipping into him and splitting him impossibly wider.
 
Ilya leans back onto his knees and pulls him up against him, and it impales him deeper onto his cock. Shane has to clap his hand over his mouth to stifle the surprised yelp at the new angle and his head falls back onto Ilya’s shoulder as he fucks up into him.
 
“Look at you,” he gasps into Shane’s ear, groaning each time Shane drops back down against him. “So beautiful. My love, my Shane. My pretty pretty Shane.”
 
Shane whimpers with each relentless drive into him.
 
“I said look.”
 
The commanding tone forces him to crack his eyes open and when the lights flood his vision, he sees himself reflected on the dresser mirror. His skin glows with sweat, a flush bright across his face emphasizing his freckles, lips spit slicked and kissed swollen, down his chest and traced by the pale hand making its way up to his dark nipples.
 
He turns away, unable to keep looking but also unable to tear his eyes away from the wild look in Ilya’s eyes. He feels a kiss against his jaw, pure want and adoration bleeding into his expression as they look at each other through the mirror.
 
“Mine,” Ilya breathes.
 
“Mine,” Shane counters for firmly, and that sends Ilya free-falling over the edge. Wrapped in that warm possessive tone.
 
The sight of him unraveling brings Shane closer to his own end, the hand wrapping around his cock pushing him into his own climax and his vision whites around the edges as he cums into Ilya’s fist.
 
His lungs burn as he tries to take in air, mouth parted in desperate gasps as his heart thumps so hard against his ribs he thinks they might bruise. Behind him, Ilya is nuzzling against his neck, his arms wrapped tightly against his middle as his legs tremble and his mind buzzes.
 
“Fuuucckk,” Shane sighs sluggishly.
 
Ilya hums, pressing a kiss against his jaw. “We just did.”
 
A content laugh falls out of his mouth and he leans back into Ilya’s hold as the ground slowly settles beneath him. Ilya kisses his shoulder as he pulls out and makes quick work of the condom before pulling back the covers and tucking them under it.
 
“We need a shower,” Shane scrunches his nose.
 
He settles against Ilya’s chest anyways.
 
“I know. Later, okay? Just stay like this. Just a little while.”
 
His hand brushes against his dark silky hair and Shane sighs contently and tucks his face into his neck.
 
In a few moments, they will have to get ready for team dinner and a potential night of card games, but until then, there was plenty of time to soak in the moment.
 

 
With no other hockey to cover (there was plenty) and bored out of their minds asking players what they were up to doing the lockout, it was only a matter of time until the North American media made their way across the pond to take a peek at what the Hollander-Rozanov was doing. In fact, Shane was surprised they held out this long. He secretly expected them to jump out the bushes before their first game and follow them straight into public transport.
 
“Coach! TSN here. How does the rivalry between Hollander and Rozanov affect the team?”
 
Stunned at the sudden recognition of English, Shane looks up from where he was waxing his stick and frowns at the broadcast in the locker room.
 
Just in time to see Liam shrug and say, “It doesn’t.”
 
“The pair have a long standing rivalry in the NHL. Surely they have clashed heads at least a couple times by now.”
 
Shane rolls his eyes. Okay, now they’re just baiting.
 
“Uhh, sure. They’re super competitive on ice. Very dedicated during training but that’s good. It means they’re serious.”
 
It became pretty obvious pretty quickly that Liam had no intention of engaging with whatever tomfoolery they wanted out of him. Whoever they were back home didn’t matter to him. They signed onto the same team. And any question regarding their rivalry only creates an illusion of division within the team and they don’t want that.
 
Thankfully, not everyone had flown across the Atlantic for a gossip headline.
 
“How well did they adjust to the team? We know the American Canadian playing style is quite different in its approach to hockey.”
 
That softens Liam’s frown, even if just marginally. “It took some time for them to adjust, but they’re smart players. They learn quickly. There might still be some bumps on the road but I have no doubt they would do well here. Just watch. They’ll be best friends best the season ends.”
 
An excellent sound bite that will undoubtedly fuel hundreds of think-pieces. Now that they have gotten what they came for, they let the coach go.
 
“Thank you coach, we appreciate it.”
 
“Thank you,” Liam ducks out.
 
Shane releases a breath he didn’t know he was holding. 
 

 
“Wyatt Hayes was just traded to Ottawa,” Ilya tells him on the bus offhandedly from the aisle across.
 
Shane drops the book back on his lap and turns to look at him. “What?”
 
He shuffles in his seat and turns his screen towards him.
 
Hayes had been Toronto’s backup goalie, someone Ilya had mentioned a couple times, if only because Ryan Price had introduced them during his time with the Guardians. Shane himself only played against him maybe once, when their starting goalie had been on IR. Even then, the guy left an impression on him he didn’t quite know what to think of. One that reminded him a little of Bennett and a lot of Mitty.
 
“Ottawa, huh?” Shane wonders to himself.
 
As the lockout slowly ends, news regarding trades and moves eventually flood his feed. This one is nothing new. The news was a small blip on his radar, rather insignificant in the grand scheme of things. But the idea sinks its claws into the forefront of his thoughts and it didn’t have any intention of letting go.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Other notes!

- Calling players by the first names: From what I've grasped, players call their teammates and coaches and all that by their first names but during games, commentators will use their surnames? Correct me if I'm wrong.

- Ice: Standard European rinks are apparently wider than NHL rinks. Also, I didn't get into it much but seeing Amazon prime face-off circles and McD on jerseys gets a good chuckle out of me. I'm tempted to slap Asda right on there somewhere.

- Team outing: Based on Farjestad BK's team bonding activity this summer, I just like the idea of Ilya drooling over his very competent man, Map Contact style

- Russian sushi: my Japanese friend looked very pale reading about it. rip

- Yarn-covered trees: Real. Saw them all over Stockholm. Apparently its called yarnbombing

Kudos and Comments appreciated!
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    Chapter Notes

      I feel like it's about time I add Sweden to the tags. I'm glad everyone likes this arc because the amount of googling I had to put into these couple chapters is insane lmao. If there are any mistakes in my Swedish, I apologize.

Anywhooo

CW/TW:
- Depression
- Mentions of substance abuse
- Overdose (not hollanov)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Gothenburg, January 2019
 
The phone rings midway through fika and Shane picks it up with a sigh.
 
“Shane! Did you hear?” Hayden’s voice came through, eager and very very loud.
 
“Yep,” Shane says simply.
 
“The lockout is over!”
 
“I know.”
 
“Coaches say practices start on Monday!”
 
“That’s nice.”
 
The dryness of the reply cuts right through Hayden’s excitement. “You’re not coming back for the season are you?”
 
“Nope.”
 
Silence fills the call for a beat before Hayden bounces back.
 
“Welp, worth a shot. Have fun bud!”
 
“Thanks, Hayd. Catch up with you over the weekend?”
 
“Sure thing, bud. Hey, launch your boyfriend into the boards for me, will you?”
 
Shane rolls his eyes. “Right, okay. Bye, Hayd.”
 
He hangs up the phone and sees Ilya sitting across him with a hagebullen in hand, brows raised in question.
 
“Hayden wants me to check you into the end boards next practice,” he explains, to which Ilya snorts.
 
“A beautiful wife and 4 kids and Pike is still obsessed with me. He can get his ass over here and check me himself.”
 
“Don’t tempt him. I swear he wasn’t joking when he said he wanted to bring the whole family here during the All-Stars break.”
 
“Does he even know you’re moving?”
 
Shane tilts his head. “No. I mean, maybe? I don’t really want to break the news before anything is signed, but it feels pretty obvious, you know?”
 
He gets a non-committal hum in reply.
 
They pick up a couple groceries on the way home, talking about everything and nothing at the same time and it feels like a dream. Shane drops by the florist to get some flowers for their home. Never the same colour, and not always the same size.
 
Always lilies, always 17 of them.
 
This week they were white, the sharp white floral smell of the delicate lily of the valleys detectable, even through its paper wrapping.
 
“Apparently they’re highly poisonous,” Shane reads off his phone. “They contain toxins that can disrupt your heart and your digestive systems.”
 
They walk down the familiar path leading up to their apartment, far enough from everyone else but close enough that the edges of their coats brush with every step.
 
“I’ll be sure to remember that next time I want a snack.”
 
“Oh, fuck off,” he shoves Ilya with his elbow. “Hey, did I ever tell you about how my mom tried to set me up with a Swedish Princess?”
 
Ilya’s eyes swivel to him, mouth tilting up in a smile. “What? Yuna tried this?”
 
“Mhmm.”
 
“When?”
 
“Uhh,” Shane tries to recall. “Same time I got my Rolex deal? Sometime in the fall. 2016, I think. She said they offered to fly me out to Wimbledon for some sort of campaign.” He pauses. “Now that I think about it, she said it would be fun to meet a Swedish Prince, before saying Swedish Princess.”
 
“Wow,” Ilya laughs. “She thinks you would, what, seduce Prince Wilhelm?”
 
Shane blanches. “Isn’t he like in high school, or something?”
 
“He has an older brother,” Ilya offers.
 
“Not interested.”
 
“What I am just saying! You could be a Prince.”
 
“And let you win more cups? In your dreams.”
 
“Yes, Hollander. That was my plan all along. Let you marry Swedish royalty so I could keep the cups to myself. This is my number one priority,” he rolls his eyes playfully.
 
“You’re an asshole,” Shane laughs.
 
“Don’t worry, Hollander. I will make sure that no Swedish princes ruin your cup chances. You’re not getting rid of me that easily. I’m going to annoy you till the day you die. Maybe even after.”
 
The face splitting grin Shane gives him tells him that he doesn’t seem to mind that idea at all. “Damn straight.”
 

 
Lanaudiere, August 2017
 
The late summer sun glitters as it touches the lake. It’s cool out today, white fluffy clouds moving leisurely through the sky. Out on the back patio, Shane watches his dad teach Ilya how to secure the boat to the docks. Beside him, Yuna leaned against the wooden balustrades, a glass of wine carefully balanced on her fingertips.
 
“A charity, huh,” Yuna wonders out loud.
 
Shane nods. “Something mental health-focused, I think.”
 
Yuna hums. “It’s not a bad idea but why mental health?”
 
He rolls the words over in his mind, not wanting to give away too much but just enough to be honest.
 
“Ilya told me about his mom the other day.”
 
Yuna turns to her son in surprise. “Oh?”
 
“She had a hard time, I think. It’s not really my story to tell.”
 
Yuna doesn’t push, even if she had a million questions, and for that, Shane was thankful.
 
“Then I thought about Hunter, back before the trade,” Shane continues. “I know we gave him shit for it, and Ilya doesn’t talk to me about it but… I think he was really struggling. I know part of it is him not wanting to share, but sometimes I wonder how much of it is him not having a safe space to share, even if he wanted to. I mean yeah, he’s got Vaughny, Kip and Ilya now, and that’s not nothing, but-”
 
“-It’s not enough,” Yuna finishes.
 
Shane nods. “I think… it would be good if we could help create those spaces. Raise awareness for mental health in athletes and all that. Support structures and systems, so people like Hunter or Ilya’s mom know the signs and know that help is there when they need it.”
 
The idea has taken form, even if it doesn’t have a shape yet, and Yuna is surprised by just how much her son has grown into himself these past few years. Proud is too small a word to describe the feeling in her chest.
 
“A hockey camp would be kinda cool,” Shane thought to himself. “I can’t figure out how it connects to mental health but I think we could do something to help make hockey more accessible”
 
“A hockey camp?” Yuna’s eyes widened.
 
“For underprivileged youths.”
 
She taking a long sip of her drink. “That could work. But I didn’t think you’d want to work with children.”
 
For the most part, her son has been rather indifferent towards them.
 
“I’m not good with them,” he admits with a shrug. “But he is.”
 
Out on the docks, David throws his head back in laughter at a joke Ilya says, a cheeky smile on his face.
 
“He’d be a good dad one day, I think,” Shane muses to himself, and Yuna hides her smile against the rim of her cup.
 

 
Gothenburg, January 2019
 
Ilya had not slept since he had gotten the news. He had a flight, later that day, that would take him to a small town in Ontario. To the funeral of someone he barely knew.
 
An enforcer, found unresponsive in his home. An active player he had maybe only played against a handful of times. The player’s association had released a stiff message of condolence on their social media page and barely anything else. The leagues and the other teams followed.
 
Duncan Harvey had dedicated his life to hockey and yet his career had been reduced to a singular post. Carefully neutral and almost devoid of personality. It weighs heavily in Ilya’s mind. More than he cared to admit.
 
If he looked a little deeper into it, he could admit that it reminded him too much of Zullo. About how he tried to support him, but neither had the knowledge, patience nor resources to do so. And maybe he was being unfair to himself. Zullo had rejected his help countless times, and he truly didn’t know Harvey, but the guilt remained.
 
He could feel Shane’s lips against his hair as he began to stir. His breathing patterns changed, though the steady thump of his heart remained constant under Ilya’s ear.
 
“What are you thinking about?” Shane asked, his voice still rough from sleep.
 
The thing about Sweden is that it's so quiet. That makes sense, New York is loud, unashamed and vibrant and somewhere along the way, Ilya had started to let the sounds of the city fade into white noise.
 
Here, it did no such thing.
 
Gothenburg was peaceful, idyllic, and silent. But it made him restless, made room for the thoughts in his head to get loud, to put themselves in the forefront and push back against the peace he fought so hard to have. And he knows he might not be so happy, he knows he might not be ok, but Shane is.
 
Shane is luminous here, happy with his hyper-tactical hockey, boring flowers and increasingly boring boyfriend. Here, away from all the noise, he was safe and content.
 
Ilya swallows as he blinks away the numbing blankness behind his eyes. When he speaks, his accent is thicker than it has been in years. “Harvey and Zullo. Ryan Price, a little. My mama, a lot.”
 
He thinks about Duncan and sees his mama, sitting in her sun chair. And he thinks about Price, and the numbness on his face when they won the cup. It had been nearly 5 years since they won that cup, and his face still haunts Ilya’s dreams. Because he recognises that expression in the rare times sleep evades him. When the days get too cold and the nights stretch far too long.
 
He thinks about himself in Sochi, and Shane in Montreal and wonders how a game could make them feel so miserable.
 
“I think I am like my mama,” he admits, his voice cracking.
 
Shane’s arms tighten around him.
 
“Have you ever thought about…,” he doesn’t dare say it out loud, lest the thoughts in his head listen to his unconscious summons.
 
“No, no,” Ilya shakes his head against Shane’s chest. He presses a kiss to his collarbone apologetically. “No, but… my head… It's scary sometimes.”
 
He would never have admitted to it a year ago, wouldn’t have let himself admit to this weakness so easily, but it terrified him, what his mind was capable of. And when he looked at Harvey and Price and Zullo, he wondered if that was his fate, to dedicate his life to hockey in search of himself only to find it at the bottom of a bottle and a mountain of pills.
 
“I know… sometimes… being with me is hard.”
 
Shane’s brows furrow. “What do you mean?”
 
“I mean,” Ilya couldn’t meet his eye, his gaze drifting to the freckles on his collarbone. “I’m moody. Some days, I’m sad. Some days, I am angry. I can be lazy and messy,” he swallows as he makes the next admission. “Like my father.” He feels a hand grasp his jaw firmly and he holds onto it, letting it anchor him. “I have hurt you before-”
 
“-so have I,” Shane interjects.
 
“Yes but… what I am saying is, I understand that this isn’t easy. It’s ugly and I don’t know if I can ever fix it. You deserve better, I think.”
 
He is suddenly reminded of something Kip said a while ago, about the irony of them running a mental health charity, only to resist the very support they were promoting. He wonders if maybe they were part of the problem. Bystanders in the eye of the storm, letting themselves get pulled into it.
 
He feels a kiss on his forehead and another on his lips and Shane grips his chin tightly to face him.
 
“Look at me,” he says gently.
 
It takes a monumental effort to meet his eyes, but when he does, he doesn’t see a trace of pity, or remorse. He sees warmth and love and sadness rolled into one.
 
“This year hasn’t been easy. In fact, it’s been pretty fucking hard,” he says determinedly. “But loving you is the easiest part. Okay? It’s the easiest thing I’ve ever done.” Ilya’s eyes begin to shine and Shane brushes his cheeks with his thumb. “I’m marrying you. I want to have kids with you. So like it or not, I’ll be here. Okay? You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”
 
He gets a wet laugh in response.
 
Ilya kisses him hard and pretends he doesn’t feel the sting behind his eyes.
 

 
Ilya comes back a week later with bags under his eyes, limbs heavy and head muddled with jetlag. He walks into their kitchen wordlessly, where Shane was typing away on his computer. He drops his bags and coat haphazardly by the door before wrapping his arms around Shane’s shoulders from behind and sighs into the scent of green tea shampoo, clean laundry and Shane.
 
He presses a small kiss against the back of his neck in greeting and hides his face there. Slowly but surely, the weight of the week slowly eases itself off him and he feels his eyes slowly droop. Shane lets him stay there as he continues typing, rubbing soothing patterns onto his arm as he scrolls with one hand.
 
“I think I need to talk to someone,” Ilya says into the small safe space between them.
 
Shane was never great at picking up certain cues, and he misses more than half the signals people throw at him, but he seemed to understand this one. He pushes his laptop away from him, grasping the arms around his neck firmly and leans back into Ilya’s hold.
 
In typical Hollander fashion, Shane helps him carry his weight, with absolutely no fear of overstepping. “I’ll help you look.”
 
It should be annoying, he should be furious about his constant need to help and fix things, but right now, he couldn’t help but feel grateful. Because admitting this is scary enough, and if it wasn’t for Shane, he would probably have chickened out on making the next move.
 
“Okay,” his voice cracks. He trusts Shane to know what’s best.
 
Shane presses a kiss against his forearm. “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
“Is that allowed?”
 
“I mean, I don’t think so. I don’t really know how all of this works, and I don’t think it’d be a very productive session with me there, but I can sign up for a session myself, just to see what we’re getting into.”
 
The laugh he puffs up is wet and broken and he sniffles as he burrows more deeply into Shane’s neck.
 
“No, it’s ok. I’ll go.”
 
He is exactly where he wants to be. He’s playing at the top level of the sport with a man he loves in a city that barely recognises him.
 
They just came back from a holiday in Lapland where they got to play with reindeers and make love under the northern lights in their tiny hut with glass ceilings. He should be fucking incandescently happy, but he’s not, and it fucking sucks.
 
But Shane is here offering to look for a therapist and come along with him. He felt like a child, letting their parents take a fake shot before him because he’s scared of needles.
 
And maybe he will be ashamed after all this. Maybe he will go down kicking and screaming like a cornered animal once this haze lifts over him. But he still wants to try, if not for him, then for Shane. Because Shane says he wants to marry him some day, and Shane, his beautiful, talented, boring and overbearing Shane, deserves nothing but the best.
 

 
“Simon! Markus! Watch that gap!” Coach barks, clapping at each word as Shane focuses on holding the puck while maintaining his edges. “Snabbare, Shane! Håll i pucken!”
 
He weaves past Simon, shoots the puck between Lars’ legs and Erik slaps it into the goal.
 
“Yes!” Liam cheers.
 
Ilya is tapping his stick on the ground. He watches as Shane accepts the affectionate pats on his helmet and skates back to the bench.
 
“Good job,” Ilya tells him.
 
Shane doesn’t have the breath to reply, so he just nods. The next line hops the boards and moves across the ice. There is a person in the stands looking down at them, and the longer he looks, the closer he gets to recognising him.
 
“Hey, is that…”
 
Ilya turns to follow Shane’s gaze and it lands on a familiar face. He couldn’t for the life of him put a name to it but he recognized it regardless.
 
“Byt!” their coach says.
 
He didn't get to figure it out before it was his turn to move.
 
Surely enough, Inga knocked on the plexiglass barriers the moment practice was over and pointed at the figure in the stands. “Someone from the NHL wants to talk to you guys.”
 
“The NHL?” Ilya raises his brows.
 
“Both of us?” Shane’s expression narrows suspiciously.
 
Inga shrugged. Having done her part, she leaves them to decide if they will entertain his visit and heads back into the offices.
 
“Hey,” Ilya leans closer after they step out of the showers. “Who was that guy?”
 
“Brandon Wiebe. Played in Detroit for a bit, I think. Retired before we came up.”
 
“What does he want with us?”
 
“Beats me. Also, can you back up?”
 
Ilya winks at him knowingly and Shane has to think of taxes just so he doesn’t get hard.
 
By the time they got out of the showers, Wiebe had moved down to the lower bowl and gotten another cup of coffee. His expression brightens when he spots both of them and he moves to shake both their hands.
 
“Hey there. Brandon Wiebe.”
 
“Shane Hollander,” Shane replies politely.
 
Ilya shakes his hand but doesn’t give him a name. If he's standing before them, he knew exactly who he was seeking out.
 
“Inga said you’re here on behalf of the league?”
 
Wiebe tilts his head. “Eh, not exactly.”
 
His gaze drifts around to the open rink, the space wide beneath them and their voices echoing slightly in the empty stands. “Can we find somewhere… nicer? To talk?”
 
Shane looks at him for a moment, his expression carefully neutral as he searches him for an answer. And when he finds none, he looks over to Ilya and nods. “Sure. Do you like waffles?”
 
Wiebe blinks at the both of them before offering a smile. “Who doesn’t?”
 

 
He takes them to a waffle spot the team likes, a spot called Luca that was vaguely inspired by American diners but filled with Swedish charm, even if the owner was Norwegian and their coffee was served in obnoxious bowls with no handles on the side. At the smell of coffee, bacon, eggs and pancake batter, Wiebe visibly relaxes.
 
“Right, so. As you know, I’m… no longer part of the league. I retired a few years before you guys moved up.”
 
“And you’re back now?” Ilya prompts, mildly impatiently, to get to the point of it all.
 
“Not yet,” Wiebe clarifies. “I-” he looks around and leans forward, dropping his voice. “I’m not supposed to be telling anyone this, but the Ottawa Centaurs had offered me the position of head coach. Starting next season.”
 
That’s… a choice.
 
While Brandon Wiebe had not been a bad player by any means during his long tenure, he wasn’t a spectacular one either. In fact, his reputation stood out more than his middling career bouncing back and forth between the NHL and the AHL and now Shane is left to wonder what it all meant. What did the Centaurs want to achieve, hiring someone the league had branded a ‘troublesome character’ and ‘difficult player’?
 
“Why are you telling us this?” Shane asks finally.
 
“Because. A little bird heard through the grapevine that two big names are looking to move somewhere and told me that I needed to meet the two of you.”
 
Beside him, Ilya remains quiet, determined not to let all his cards show.
 
“And you think that’s us?” Shane asks.
 
“The birdy was very adamant that I meet you,” Wiebe laughed to himself. “He has spoken highly of you. Both of you really.”
 
Players come and go, but there was really only one player that has ever played under both of them. A puppy-like personality that once told him he deserved better.
 
“You flew all the way to Sweden because of this bird?”
 
“I flew to Sweden because I needed to try.” Wiebe sighed. “Look, you can tell me if I’m completely off base here, but rumour has it, the Voyager’s locker room is lookin’ pretty split right now but no one in the organisation is talking.”
 
That bit, at least, is true. There was some ugly sense of vindication that washed through him as he watched Montreal stumble down the rankings once the lockout ended, but another part of him was sad that it had come to it.
 
“I know we’re not exactly the most attractive team on the market,” Wiebe continued. “We’ve been terrible for a long time, we’ve got a dying fanbase and a city filled with nothing but government workers. But the new GM, Andy Skelton? He’s making big moves. And I trust his vision, but without a strong center, I’m not sure there’s much we could do.”
 
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve got Luca Haas.”
 
“Yes, but he’s too young. He needs someone more experienced to guide him.”
 
“You have Boodram for that,” Shane adds.
 
“True. And they have been playing beautifully, but we need more. We need people who know what excellence looks like.”
 
“You need a benchmark,” Shane clarifies.
 
“I need a North star,” Wiebe corrects once more. “Someone who can give the team direction and whose own work motivates the team to be better.”
 
They were being hard on him, he knew, but no one had ever come to them with a clear direction before, and their skepticism had been proven right one too many times to be put aside now.
 
“And if we say no?”
 
“Then I walk away,” he nods. “I will do my best with the players I have and see how far I can take them.”
 
Ilya’s foot is firmly planted against his, the warmth of his knee grounding him as his thoughts swim.
 
“What do you want?”
 
“A chance,” Wiebe answers, straight forward. “3 years.”
 
Ilya’s brows shoot up. “To win the cup?”
 
“To rebuild the locker room,” he corrects. “Look. I can’t promise you cups. That would be stupid. I can’t even promise you a good playoff run, but what I’m trying to build here is a team with good heads on their shoulders. And the best place to start is to reshape the locker rooms into the kind we want.”
 
“And what kind is that?”
 
He looks up at Ilya, not shying from his scrutiny as he answers. “The inclusive kind. Where anyone can play.”
 
“Anyone?” Shane presses.
 
“Anyone,” he responds firmly. Wiebe’s expression is incredibly determined as he meets their gaze. “I know what it’s like to feel left out. To be made to feel like something is wrong with you, simply for being you. I want to change that. With or without you two.”
 
Shane nods in understanding. He of all people understands what it's like to be different, but he doesn’t read between the lines. But that’s okay, because Ilya has spent his whole life understanding that the curtains aren’t just blue, and his gut tells him that there is more to what Wiebe is saying than meets the eye.
 
The implication was there, laying in plain sight. He was dangling the bait right in front of them, but right now, it felt far too dangerous to take it. So he baits back.
 
“How much cap space do you have left?” Ilya asks.
 
Wiebe blinks at the sudden change in subject. “Right now? Plenty.”
 
Both their salaries are public. And if taken at surface level, the inquiry could look like greed, an attempt to see just how much the Centaurs were willing to pay him, but Ilya takes a different approach.
 
“But is it enough?”
 
Wiebe’s brows scrunch in confusion.
 
“Afterall,” Ilya continues. “A bird needs two wings to fly.”
 
A flicker of surprise passes through Wiebe’s features, and Ilya maintains a stoic expression, not letting him read a single thing. If Wiebe was saying what he thought he was saying, then the question should be obvious enough.
 
“It might take some negotiating,” he starts carefully. “And it might not be instantaneous, but I’m not against it.”
 
A stance, presented like an agreement.
 
“We will think about it,” he says in the end.
 
It seems to be a good enough answer for Wiebe nods. “I appreciate it.”
 

 
Gothenburg, February 2019
 
Some time after the mid-season, Liam had pulls them aside and asks Shane if he had ever played wing.
 
Shane’s brow scrunch in surprise. “I have, but not since I was AAA.”
 
“Left? Right?”
 
“Right.”
 
But again, not in the past 9 years.
 
“Willing to try again?”
 
His heart begins to quicken in his chest, the grip around his stick tightening.
 
“Yeah. Sure. I’ll give it a go,” he says easily.
 
Liam nods. “It might not amount to much, and we might not be doing it in game, but we’ll see what we’re working with. Okay?”
 
Shane nods.
 
“Alright,” he then begins to read the lines. “Team A! Shane, Erik, Ilya. Defense, Nils and Lars!-”
 
He doesn’t hear the rest of the line up. He looks up and sees Ilya already looking back at him. They were finally going to be on the same line again. It sends his heart racing at an uncontrollable pace.
 
Shane skates up to the face off point, leans forwards directly across from Ilya, face to face on the ice, but for the first time in his life, they’re on the same side. A wild electric feeling pumps through him as Erik skates up between them.
 
The opposing side gets into position and puts his stick down. He takes quick stock of the ice, briefly meeting Erik’s eye and waits.
 
The puck drops, the play begins. Now it’s time to dance.
 

 
Helsinki, February 2019
 
“So let me get this straight,” Shane says as they wait in line. “We’re in Finland, getting Norwegian salmon, grilled by a Balinese lady on a port that leads to Stockholm.”
 
“Yep,” Erik pops the P. “Just wait until you try it. It’s life changing. My cousin who hates seafood now loves it because of this.”
 
It was spring, in Finland, and while the sun was out, Shane could still feel the occasional water droplet land against his lashes. It had been cold and incredibly foggy when they won the Champions Hockey League and after a full night of celebration, the boys were out like a light.
 
So while the rest of the team slept on, Erik had invited Shane to try some salmon in Katajanokka that he swore by. 
 
“Shit, I forgot to ask. You eat salmon right?” Erik asks with a jolt.
 
Shane tried not to look so affronted by the question. “Of course!”
 
“Hey,” Erik raises his hands in surrender. “You’ll never know. You could be one of those guys in one of those ‘carnivore’ diets.”
 
“Hell no.” He grimaces just at the thought of it.
 
“Ilya looks like he’d be into that.”
 
Shane snorts. “Between the two of us, he’s the better cook.”
 
He freezes, cursing at himself wondering if he had revealed too much, only for Erik bark out a laugh.
 
“Shit, really? He doesn’t look like he’s ever held a pan in his life!”
 
He feels partially relieved that it somehow flew under the radar. “Yeah, well. Ilya has a way of surprising you.”
 
“Yes I’m learning that.” Erik chuckles.
 
“That and he said my cooking is a disgrace to all our ancestors combined.”
 
The captain tosses his head back and laughs. “Fuck. I wish I had a housemate like that. Back in high school, all I got was a guy who tried to boil pasta without water. Nearly burnt the whole place down.”
 
They get a serving of salmon, with pan grilled potatoes and some sauerkraut on the side.
 
They thank the sweet little lady and sit down on one of the tables out near the tent. The grilled salmon was delightfully crispy on the outside and moist and tender on the inside. It was seasoned with herbs, mild and fragrant and the moment you put it in your mouth, the fat melted like butter on your tongue.
 
Shane outright moans at the first bite and Erik smiles. “See, told you.”
 
Out on the docks, tourists were boarding a Viking cruise line that will take them to Stockholm.
 
“Ever ridden one of those?” Erik points at the ships with his fork.
 
“Nah. Cruise ships are disgusting.”
 
“Fair enough,” the captain snorts. “But it's 17 hours and €125 per cabin. That’s travel and accommodation settled for €25, per person. Or at least it used to be. My friends and I used to cram 5 of us in one of those and take a weekend trip here.”
 
Shane adds a bit of sauerkraut to his potatoes. “You travel a lot? Outside of hockey?”
 
“When I can,” Erik shrugs. “Most of the time, I just try and make use of the time I have in a new city. Like during the Olympics, a buddy of mine from Team Korea rented a small bus and took a bunch of us to Seoul for a couple days. Ate everything we could get our hands on.”
 
Shane quirks his mouth. “Can’t relate.”
 
“Oh, shit! Right! That whole NHL mess! Damn. That must suck.”
 
“Yeah it did.”
 
“Aww, you guys would’ve loved it there. That country has so much soup! And you know how much Russians love their soup.”
 
Shane smiled, not willing to look him in the eye. “Well, maybe if you spent less time on soup and more time on the ice you’d have gotten a medal.”
 
Erik let out a dramatic gasp.
 
Then he landed the final blow. “I wasn’t even there and you still lost.”
 
The gasp pitches with Erik clutching his chest in shock. “Shane Hollander,” he chides. “So the rumours are true. You are an asshole.”
 
Shane chuckles as he shakes his head.
 
“Still. Must be a relief not to go. The Olympics is a lot of pressure. Not everyone can handle it,” Erik says.
 
The thought made Shane go quiet. Last season wasn’t particularly easy on him, and looking back, he wasn’t exactly in the mental space to prepare for the games. He wasn’t captain in Sochi, but he was projected to be captain in PyeongChang. He isn't sure how he would have handled it, being appointed captain of Team Canada, all while being relegated to Alternate in his own club.
 
“But hey! At least you can come back with a shiny new trophy to add to your collection,” Erik pipes up.
 
“I still have space for one more, I think.”
 
A Le Mat Trophy would fit nicely next to his other awards back home.
 
“Competitive little shit.” Erik breathes out a laugh. “This is our year, I think. I know every team says that every year, but I can feel it.”
 
And the fans could feel it too. It was part of the reason why they had so much pressure on their shoulders. Because the team had signed two of the NHL’s biggest names onto their roster.
 
Leaving without the Le Mat would be embarrassing. For all of them.
 
Shane pushes the sauerkraut around the plate. “How… how do you handle it? The pressure.”
 
The captain thinks about this question before leaning close across the table and dropping his voice.
 
“You want to know what my father taught me? When you play, you represent the name on the front of your jersey, and the name on the back of your jersey. The name on your back is Hollander. The name on the front can be anything. For the longest time, it was the Voyagers, but it’s sometimes Canada. Now, it’s Skogkungen.”
 
He pulls away and stabs another piece of potato.
 
“The name on the front can change, but the name on the back stays the same. Always. So it’s important to stay true to that person,” Erik concludes.
 
It felt like a lot of weight to carry, the interchangeable mess on the front.
 
“And when you’re not playing?”
 
Erik shrugs. “Don’t wear a jersey.” He takes a big bite of his salmon and smirks.
 
It gives him a lot to think about.
 

 
Gothenburg, May 2019
 
Shane could feel the nervous energy in the crowd. It was electric, almost tangible. He could taste it on the tip of his tongue. Or maybe that was whatever electrolytes had been dumped into his water. The distinction isn’t particularly clear.
 
They were just about to start the third period, the score was tied, and the team was running on fumes and smelling salts at this point. There wasn’t a single part of his body that didn’t ache and no matter how many times he has done this, he doesn’t think he will get used to it.
 
No. There was no way he would get used to this feeling, because finally, after months of waiting, Liam had put him and Ilya on the same line.
 
“Ready?” He asked them.
 
Shane nodded wordlessly.
 
“Whatever happens, let yourself feel it. Okay? Live in the moment. You earned it.”
 
It was different from all the other pep talks Liam had given him before, and it took him by surprise. He gives Liam another nod and takes a deep breath. It was time.
 
He gets a firm pat on the back and once his feet hit the ice, he lets the rest of the noise fall away. His heart thunders in his chest as he skates up to the red line.
 
When he looks up, he sees none of the giddiness that Ilya exuded when they first got put in the same line. In its place was focus, singular in its aim. A reminder to just how much they both dedicated themselves to this sport. He has never looked more attractive.
 
Shane had never been to the playoff finals with Ilya. It wasn’t possible. But here, more than five thousand kilometers from home, he finds himself indulging in the impossible, and the feeling was electric.
 
Erik bends down at the face-off point, stick laid on the ice and the puck drops.
 

 
Being on the ice with Ilya was like alchemy. Shane knew this, but his mind never got used to how potent it could be, even with a minute left on the clock and minus one on the board. The Ilya he knew from the Boston Bears was lightning quick, dashing from one point to another so quickly it had referees on the verge of calling offside.
 
This Ilya was controlled. He reads the ice, not just as it is, but how it could evolve, and he calculates the risk instead of diving straight into it. He swipes the puck straight off of a defenseman’s stick and takes it past the red line. In a matter of seconds, a wall of players forms, waiting for his next move.
 
Ilya makes a fake pass to Erik, the puck shooting straight into Shane’s possession where he waits right behind the blue line and he takes it past the ringette line.
 
The angle isn’t the easiest, and the ice was far from empty, but he sees the potential opening, and carves it up himself. He dangles the puck in front of a defenseman, sliding it behind him before forcing it back into center, and there it was, an open path.
 
The toe drag release was perfect. His shot was immaculate. Shane puts everything he has into it and…
 
It wasn’t enough.
 
The puck just about grazes the goalie’s expended glove, bounces off against the bar and flies behind the goal line. The final buzzer sounds and it was over.
 
They had lost. 
 
Across the ice, Karlstad exploded in celebration, bathed in a sea of helmets and gloves and Shane stood frozen where he was as it all unfolded. It wasn’t enough. He worked all year and it wasn’t enough! They had played Karlstad in their first game of the season. He knew they were good. Why hadn’t he done more?
 
A mass of pads crash into him in a tight hug and it takes a moment for him to register that Erik was hugging him.
 
The guilt rattled through him as he hugged his captain back. “I’m sorry.”
 
“No. You did everything right. That shot was beautiful. I saw it. We all saw it. So no sorry, okay?”
 
A lone sob leaves him as Erik knocks their heads together and skates off to their goalie. For the first time since his debut, Shane was grateful he wasn’t the captain and let his eyes gravitate to Ilya instead.
 
The tears refuse to fall as he skates up to Ilya and hugs him on center ice. The touch of cold fingers digging into his nape grounds him as he struggles to find any words to say. In the end, he says nothing at all, and Ilya doesn’t try either.
 
When he pulls back, Shane could see pride amongst the disappointment and Ilya smiles at him, just because he can.
 
“Okay?”
 
Shane nods.
 
His hands stay on him as they head down to at least thank their goalie for his efforts.
 
The locker room was silent when they slump into it, dropping onto the bench and tossing their helmet in, just to drop their head between their legs and let the adrenaline fade into the background.
 
Liam walks in last, eyes a little red rimmed, and takes a long deep breath before addressing the room.
 
“I will leave the constructive feedback for another day because right now, we have something more important to talk about.”
 
The team pays rapt attention to their coach, already anticipating what he was going to say.
 
“Today was Ilya and Shane’s last game with us,” he continued, barely holding in the emotion in his voice. “We all knew this day was coming, but fuck it came quicker than we all thought.”
 
Beside him, Shane hears a sniffle and when he looks up, he sees his teammates looking tearfully at them.
 
“Shane, Ilya,” the pair looked up. “I don’t know what the GMs were thinking when they signed you. They saw two rival NHL players, looking to sign a short term contract at a lower rate and thought ‘Buy1Get1Free!’”
 
The locker room chuckled lightly.
 
“And to be honest, I thought they were crazy. But you two made it work. God, you made it work so well. So thank you, for this crazy year. It was such a joy having you here. I’m proud of you both, and I’m sorry we couldn’t give you this as one last parting gift. Thank you.”
 
A wave of applause washes over the room, hands clapping on their backs, ruffling their hair, pulling them in for hugs.
 
“If Canada or Russia doesn’t want you, come back here, alright? We’ll find some way to get you guys into Tre Kronors,” Theo jokes as he shakes their hand.
 
Olle comes next. He hugs them wordlessly and tearfully, happy to have had the chance to play with them.
 
“Still coming for Midsommar at Lars’ right?” Nils asks.
 
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Shane smiles.
 
“Hey, isn’t there a horror movie that just came ou-”
 
“No,” he shuts it down before it even comes up. He rather enjoys his sleep, thank you.
 
“Aww come on! We’ll do it over taco friday. It’ll be great!”
 
“You do realise that’s worse, right?”
 
The laugh he gets in return tells him he isn’t going to have a say.
 
Shane didn’t know what to expect when he signed his contract with this team, but he is slowly realising that maybe it’s ok not to have everything figured out.
 

 
Ilya fucks him slow and deep that night. It felt all the more unbearable. It should feel like a comfort, hearing the soft sweet words whispered against his skin. Every groan, every sound he makes should have been a balm over their loss, and yet it scared him. It reminded him that this was it, their time in Sweden was coming to an end soon and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
 
He feels helpless against the onslaught of pleasure, his body quivers with each thrust as he surrenders himself to this achingly tender and fragile feeling in his chest.
 
His fingers dig into Ilya’s back as he cums, making hard insistent marks that would undoubtedly bruise and he couldn’t find it in himself to care.
 
It isn’t like he has practice tomorrow.
 
“What now?” he asks once the sweat cools on their skin.
 
Ilya hums, turning on his side to press a kiss on the top of his shoulder. “Ottawa, is not so bad I think.”
 
Wiebe’s offer still took space in his mind. The hometown appeal was pretty good, so was the individual player stats, but they haven’t been able to put together a season good enough to even get a wild-card spot, not with Boston, Montreal and Toronto in the same division.
 
Then there’s the locker room.
 
Shane has met Boodram and Chouinard once before, during their admittedly impulsive off-season training camp, and they were wonderful to talk to, but what about the rest of the team?
 
3 years to rebuild the room. That was what Wiebe was asking for, wasn’t he?
 
“It would not hurt to give them a chance,” Ilya says. “Is a Canadian team. We can be closer to Yuna and David. And they have the cap space.”
 
“Yeah, but the team has never won a cup.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, eyes sparkling. “But they have never won a cup.”
 
Shane tilts his head in confusion as he tries to read the giddy anticipation in his boyfriend’s eyes. Then the realisation clicks.
 
They have never won a cup.
 
“It’d be their first one,” Shane concluded.
 
“Yes.”
 
“You think we could do it?”
 
Ilya pouts playfully. “You don’t?”
 
A challenge, so deliciously enticing. The chance to do something completely new and on their terms.
 
And oh, does that do something to Shane’s sanity.
 
Another thought comes unbidden, the idea so irresistible his mind becomes completely preoccupied by it.
 
Their names, side by side on the cup.
 
Maybe those bumblefucks back home were onto something when they called him a hockey robot, because he’s already half hard thinking about it.
 
“What are you thinking about?” Ilya asks.
 
“Hmm?”
 
“You have this… crazy look in your eyes. You just taught of something boring, didn’t you?”
 
Shane shuffles onto his side, eyes sparkling.
 
“Ottawa Centaurs. Twenty twenty… something.” Growing up, Shane’s goals were precise. This time, he doesn’t reach for an exact number. “Put the GMs names, throw in the staff, then, Shane Hollander Capt., Ilya Rozanov.”
 
Ilya’s smile widens, the kind that never fails to make his heart do summersaults in his chest. Radiant with giddiness and Shane could see the moment the dream played out in his mind. Vivid, and just out of reach.
 
“Ahh. So in this scenario, you are captain.”
 
“Of course.”
 
“No, I will be captain.”
 
“Yeah, well, I get there first.”
 
“You are an asshole, Hollander. Asshole.”
 
Shane slaps him in the stomach playfully and lets himself be tackled into a hug.
 
“But that is okay. I love your asshole,” Ilya continues.
 
“Of course.”
 
Shane settles in his hold. Content, warm, and ready.
 
Nothing in their future is certain, but for the first time in his life, he feels ready for it.
 
“Still boring?”
 
He knows the answer. You don’t get this far in the game without being a little hockey crazy yourself. He just wants to hear it. When he does, he knows his mind has been made.
 
“No. Not boring at all.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Ottawa: I wanted to give them MORE reasons to want to be in Ottawa. Like I know Shane was already being pragmatic mentioning cap space, lack of a star centre, Canadian citizenship and all that but I wanted Ottawa to lowkey fight for them as well.

Balinese lady in Helsinki: real true story. I used to hate eating fish but she truly did change my diet astronomically. Balinese lady, if you're seeing this, I love you. You changed my life.

Viking cruise: Also based on a real cruise line. My friends and I went on one years ago

Jersey metaphor: was actually adapted from something Kelina Eldredge said but with a different point.

Kudos and Comments appreciated!


  






  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Trying to make better ANs so here we go.

- Mira Foundation: is a real NPO outside of Montreal that works to train and provide guide dogs. check them out!

- Berners: no notes. I just love them

- Fun fact I learned writing this, the average NHL player's career is like 5 years, with most of them retiring in their mid 30s.

- Moose: those things are MASSIVE. Even then apparently the ones in Europe can get bigger 🫠 Keep your distance guys!

Kudos and comments appreciated


        


    


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








