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doesn’t mean that i was never afraid

    by yhronez

      Summary

      Rose volunteers for a nonprofit that rescues sex-trafficked omegas, and Shane thinks it's a great cause. He even attends their fundraising galas.

Then, one night, Rose calls to ask for a favor: She wants Shane to let a recently-rescued male omega live with him. In his apartment.

His name is Ilya, Rose explains, and the thing is, despite omega hormone levels, he acts and smells just like an alpha. He can't keep staying in an omega group home because he's scaring the other omegas and endangering the staff.

But he could live with Shane, Rose insists. "You're a big strong alpha hockey player, so he can't intimidate you physically. But also he needs to feel safe, which he can with you, because you're not like other alphas." She pauses. "You know?"

By which she means Shane has never had a full rut, his scent glands barely work, he can't form a knot, and he has no interest in sticking his dick in anyone. Which, whatever. It's fine.

But if being a failure as an alpha means he can help this omega, Ilya, who's apparently as much of a biological anomaly as Shane is…

Shane says yes.

And maybe it's a stupid decision. But he knows that it's also the right one.



      Notes

        a few notes:

technically, ilya is an omega in this story, but for all intents and purposes, both in terms of his secondary gender traits and his relationship with shane, he’s basically an alpha. shane, likewise, is technically an alpha, but he lacks almost all quintessential "alpha" characteristics. so just a forewarning that this isn’t just a straightforward a/b/o fic with omega!ilya and alpha!shane. but neither is it alpha!ilya and omega!shane.

also i want to be clear that there is no non-con or abuse that occurs during the fic itself; all of it is in the past. past trauma will be discussed in detail, but the focus is on healing.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        


      
          	
            Translation into Español available: no significa que nunca haya tenido miedo by MisaKishimoto
          

      


  






      

  












      Chapter 1: omicron house
  



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Shane is in bed, glasses on, book in hand, when his phone lights up with a FaceTime call from Rose.
It's 11:33 PM, later than she'd usually call. He answers immediately, concerned that something is wrong, and feels a rush of relief at the sight of her smiling on his screen.
"Shane!" she says brightly. "I know it's late, sorry, but—"
"No, it's fine," Shane assures her. "What's up?"
"Oh, nothing's up," Rose says, but there's a cajoling note in her voice which tells Shane that something is, in fact, very much up. "Just— well, you think it's great that I volunteer with Omicron House, right? And you think their mission is, like, super important?"
Shane almost laughs at the ridiculousness of the question. Omicron House is a nonprofit that works to rescue omegas from sex-trafficking, then provides them with housing, therapy, medical care, and long-term support. Ever since Rose first told him about volunteering with them, Shane has made sure to mention the organization in interviews whenever he can. He donates to them regularly. He attends their fundraising events.
"Of course I do," Shane says slowly. "They do incredible work; you know I think so." He takes off his glasses and sets them on his nightstand. "Why do you ask?"
"Okay, well, I don't know if you've seen anything about this, maybe in the news or something," says Rose, "but on Saturday night, there was a huge multi-province operation to take down this certain omega sex-trafficking ring. And it was super successful. Like, multiple locations raided along Highway 401, tons of traffickers arrested, fifty-eight omegas rescued." She sounds proud— as she should, Shane thinks.
"Shit," he says. "That's great. That's— wow. Fifty-eight omegas? And they're with Omicron House now?"
Rose nods. "They are, yeah. Most of them went to our locations in Ottawa and Toronto, but some came here to the Montreal one. Which, um, kind of leads me to why I called you? I have a favor to ask. On behalf of Omicron House."
Probably something fundraising-related, Shane thinks, to capitalize on the news of this raid. Maybe a gala? Not Shane's favorite type of activity, but he'll go if Rose will be there. "Yeah, sure," he says. "What's the favor?"
"Uh." Rose takes a deep breath. "Right. So... there's this one omega who was rescued," she says, her expression twisting in anticipation, as if she already expects Shane to react negatively to whatever she's about to propose. "And he, uh— look, I'm just gonna come out and say it," she says in a rush. "I wanted to know if there's any way you'd be open to letting him live with you?"
"What?"
"Just— just listen, okay, Shane? His name is Ilya, he's 21, he's originally from Russia but he speaks English," Rose continues, evidently trying to get everything out before Shane has a chance to fully refuse, "and— okay, so the thing is, he definitely is an omega, like according to blood tests and hormone levels and everything. But biologically there's... like, something else going on too? Because if you didn't already know his designation, you'd never, ever guess that he wasn't an alpha."
Shane says nothing, just stares down at the screen, his phone burning against the palm of his hand.
"Like, he smells exactly like an alpha," Rose presses on. "He's gotta be at least six feet tall, and he's strong, and kind of... combative, I guess you could say? And he can even use Alpha Voice, which is obviously a shitshow, and..." She sighs. "It's just— it's a bad situation, Shane. The other omegas are scared of him because of his alpha scent. He refuses to use blockers. And he's sort of... endangering the staff? Like, using Alpha Voice on them, getting aggressive. So tonight, um, the higher-ups in management made the decision that he can't stay in any of Omicron's group homes anymore. He's going to have to leave. But Shane, he has nowhere else to go, and it's— it's just not fair." And shit, suddenly she's crying. "He's really not a bad person," she says shakily, wiping at her cheeks. "He's just fucking terrified. He's been through horrific things. He deserves to live somewhere he can recover, a place where no one is afraid of him, you know?"
"And... you think that place is my apartment," Shane says, making no effort to keep the skepticism out of his voice. "With me."
"Yes. I do."
Shane sighs. He leans back against his pillow. On his phone screen, Rose is watching at him intently. "Okay, but like, why?" he asks, averting his eyes from her gaze. "Why me specifically?"
"Shane, please," says Rose. "Just think about it. It's perfect. Because you're a big strong alpha hockey player, so he can't intimidate you physically. But also he needs to feel safe, which he can with you, because you're not like other alphas." She hesitates. "...You know?"
And yes, of course Shane knows: He knows that he's a 22-year-old alpha who's never had a full rut, whose scent glands barely function, who can't form a knot, and who genuinely has no interest in sticking his dick in anyone. It's actually the reason why Rose broke up with him last year— the reason they're better off as best friends than mates, although she makes sure to tell him, constantly, that he's still absolutely perfect just the way he is. Whatever that means.
"Right," Shane sighs, staring absently past Rose's earnest face on his phone screen, "So basically he's an omega who acts like an alpha. And also he was previously sex trafficked by alphas. And meanwhile I'm an alpha who acts like an omega, which means I'm enough of an alpha that I can hold my ground with him, but not enough of an alpha for him to feel threatened by me. That's your argument?"
"Uh... Something like that? I guess?" Rose says, her voice small. "Fuck, I'm sorry, is that, like, offensive? I just—"
Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. "No, it's okay," he mutters. "It's not offensive. I mean, I have to admit that I do kind of see the... twisted logic of it."
Rose smiles tentatively. "You do?"
"Yeah, I do." Shane closes his eyes, one hand pressed to his forehead. "Fuck."
And here's the thing: It's not that Shane hates himself for being different from other alphas. He used to, a little, when he was younger, but he's made peace with himself. And he'll probably never find an omega who'll settle for him as their mate, but who cares? Definitely not Shane. Because why the fuck would he? He has hockey. He has his family. He has his friends. He has a great fucking life. 
It's just that maybe, it would be nice if the things about himself that he's always seen as failings (because they are, objectively, failings, despite what Rose and his parents tell him) could instead be... well, perhaps not quite good things, but at least things that make him somehow uniquely suited to helping out someone in need. Especially someone like this Ilya, who is, in his own omega way, apparently as much of a biological anomaly as Shane is.
"Okay," Shane says at last. "Yeah. I'll do it."
"Wait, really?" Rose squeals. "You will?"
"Yeah, it's fine, he— Ilya. He can stay with me."
Rose positively beams at him through the screen. "Oh my god, Shane, I love you so much. You know that, right? You are absolutely the best, best, best person in the world."
"Yeah, yeah, I'm amazing," says Shane wearily. He knows, thinking logically, that this is probably a mistake. His mom would definitely not approve. But somehow he can't quite bring himself to care. "When should I be ready for him?"
Rose hesitates. "Is tomorrow too soon? Late afternoon, maybe?"
Which is insane, but fuck it. "I'll make it work."
"I know you will, Shane. Okay. So I have, like, provisional approval from the higher-ups, but I'll talk to them more first thing in the morning and then give you a call with my findings, alright?"
Shane nods, suddenly overwhelmingly tired.
"Good night, Shane," says Rose, with an earnest sort of fondness in her expression that makes Shane want to disappear.
"Night, Rose," he tells her. He ends the call.
He sets his alarm for 6 AM. He plugs his phone into the charger. He turns off the lamp on his nightstand and settles back into his bed.
And he tries very hard to fall asleep.
Instead, he lies there for hours, wide awake, wondering what the fuck he's gotten himself into.
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      Chapter 2: not retail therapy
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  Shane has managed maybe two hours of sleep when his alarm goes off the next morning, but he forces himself out of bed.
He goes for a run, works out, eats breakfast, and takes a shower, like it's just any regular day in the off-season.
Then he panic-cleans his entire apartment, because it's actually not a regular day at all— because if everything works out, there'll be an omega arriving here in less than like nine hours, and Shane is not fucking prepared.
Finally, a little after 11 AM, Rose calls.
"So I had to talk with like four separate groups of people in management," she tells him, the moment he answers the phone, "but it's official, Ilya's going to be staying with you! Omicron needs a few things from you, paperwork and stuff, as like, a formality. But they said yes, Shane!" She grins. "Aren't you excited?"
And Shane has to admit that he actually kind of is. Like, it might not be the pure, unbridled excitement that Rose is feeling, but it's at least the same kind of excitement he feels before an important game, the same anticipatory sort of tension coiled in his chest.
***
The next several hours pass quickly.
Shane's first stop is Omicron House's administrative office in Montreal.
Rose has to be downtown for the rest of the day for some photo-shoot-slash-brand-partnership thing, but she gives Shane a detailed rundown of what he can expect from the Omicron people, which he appreciates.
First he gets fingerprinted and fills out paperwork for a background check. Then he fills out more paperwork with his contact info, his address, and how best to reach him.
There's also a page with instructions for receiving direct deposits of a monthly stipend, something Omicron House apparently offers to anyone who houses an omega in their own home. Shane speaks to the front desk and tells them it won't be necessary in his case.
He also gives them printouts of his medical records from his endocrinologist and his alphenologist, test results and doctor's notes documenting all the many idiosyncrasies of his secondary gender presentation. An office worker makes a copy of each page, "for their files," then hands the originals back to him with a smile.
And finally, he has a brief interview with one of the Omicron House administrators, a female beta named Stephanie who asks him a couple perfunctory questions, then informs him that she's a huge Metros fan and tells him how encouraging it is to see an alpha who cares about omega welfare.
"Oh," Shane says. "Yeah. Um. Yeah, it's important. Omegas, I mean. I'm, uh, happy to help." He pauses. "He knows about this, right?"
"Ilya? Yes, he knows."
"And he's... okay with it?"
"Well, I hear it took some convincing from his case manager— Svetlana; you'll meet her later today. But yes, Ilya thinks, just as we do, that living with you would be his best option."
"Okay. Uh. I'm glad he agreed to it, at least."
"Mr. Hollander, you're really doing a great service here, for Omicron House and for Ilya," Stephanie says. "We always prefer to house rescued omegas in one of our group residential settings if possible. And for omegas who require more individual support, we have trained community partners who are available to take them in. But they're all either betas or omegas, which made them poor candidates for Ilya."
"Because he can use Alpha Voice?"
"That was the main concern, along with his physical size. We take the safety of our staff and partners very seriously. We were really at an impasse until Rose Landry told us about you."
"Oh. Yeah," says Shane, looking anywhere but Stephanie's face. "Well, like I said... I'm happy to help."
Stephanie nods. "You're how all alphas should aspire to be," she says solemnly.
Shane wants to fucking die. It's one thing to be praised for his skill on the ice, to be told he's one of the best in the game. But he has no idea how to respond to being praised for being— what, a good person? A weak alpha?
He stares at the desk in front of him and hopes Stephanie doesn't expect a reply.
"Well," she says, finally. "That's all from me then, Mr. Hollander. I did just hear from Svetlana, the case manager, a few minutes ago, and she said the current plan is that she will bring Ilya to your house at 4 PM. Does that work for you?"
It does. Shane tells her his apartment number and the code to the door of his building, and Stephanie says she'll pass the info along.
Then she writes Svetlana's number on the back of one of her own business cards and gives it to Shane, telling him he can feel free to reach out to either of them if he feels "unsure of how to handle any situations which may arise."
It's not the most reassuring comment, but Shane doesn't feel like getting into it. He just thanks her, shakes her hand, and leaves before she can tell him, yet again, what a noble fucking alpha he is.
***
He texts Rose once he gets to his car.
Shane:

Finished the paperwork stuff at omicron house. Are you free? I'm going shopping.
Rose:

Oooooh retail therapy! 🛍️🤑
Shane:

No, not retail therapy. I am going shopping for Ilya. I need you to tell me what to buy.
Rose:

Lol babe I was joking. Will call you in a few!!!
Shane:

Thank you.
***
Shane is wandering aimlessly through the grocery section of the store when Rose calls him ten minutes later.
"Okay, hi," she says breathlessly. "I have like half an hour before I have to get back to the shoot, if I'm lucky. What are we shopping for?"
"So far, just food."
"Oh my god, please tell me you're buying him actual food and not just your stupid macrobiotic crap."
Shane rolls his eyes, his phone pressed between his ear and his shoulder. "Yeah, don't worry, I'm getting the good stuff— Nothing whole grain, a shit ton of sugar and chemicals, the whole nine yards." He tosses a few packs of pasta into his shopping cart next to the loaf of white bread and moves onto the next aisle.
Rose laughs. "Perfect."
"Okay, but does he have any preferences? Or favorites or anything?"
"Ugh, Shane, I wish I knew. Just get a lot of different options, okay? Because he really needs to eat more; his case manager told me he hasn't had a single actual meal since he arrived at Omicron. He just straight-up refuses everything. He's been living on, like, granola bars from the snack closet."
Shane frowns. "Why?"
"No idea; he won't say."
"Language barrier?"
"No, I told you, his English is fine. And his case manager is Russian. He's just... not very talkative."
"Like he's shy?"
"Yeah, I mean, maybe. But also like... you know. Really fucking traumatized."
"Right. Okay," Shane mutters, and tries not to think about how painfully out of his depth he's about to be. "And what about, like, toiletries? Does he have those?"
He grabs a selection of the sodium-filled microwaveable meals from the freezer section, and a pint of cookies 'n' cream ice cream. Ilya has to like ice cream, right?
"Well, Omicron House gives a little welcome bag thing to each omega. It has, like, travel sizes of everything hygiene-related. I help put them together. Ooh, and everyone gets a little stuffed animal too— it's this little teddy bear wearing a t-shirt and he's super cute; honestly I kind of want one for myself."
Shane wonders absently what Ilya's thoughts are on the teddy bear. He's reached the snack aisle now. "And what about clothes?" he asks.
"Every omega has the basics provided, like socks and underwear, pants, shirts, a hoodie. But I'm sure he wouldn't mind some more options. And the shirts are all, like, Omicron House merch, you know? Like the same shirts they sell on their website."
"So I'll buy him some normal shirts," Shane murmurs. He stares up at the boxes of granola bars on the shelf. There are five different flavors. "What size does he wear?"
"Same as you, I think," says Rose. "You guys are built kind of the same."
"Oh," says Shane. He considers this for a moment. "Rose, what is he like?" he asks then, finally acknowledging the curiosity that's been building within him since last night. "Like, as a person?"
"Ilya?"
"Yeah."
"I mean, to be completely honest, I haven't spent that much time with him, but I think the two of you will get along. He's nice. He's, uh. Kind of brooding? But he's funny when he wants to be."
"Like he tells jokes?"
"Not jokes, just— Wait, sorry, I have to go now," Rose says, her voice suddenly rushed. "My manager is looking for me. And after the shoot I'll be at a meeting and then there's gonna be a dinner so I probably won't be able to reply, but text me updates okay?"
"I will."
"Good. I believe in you, Shane. Love you, okay? Bye!"
"Bye," says Shane.
He grabs two boxes of each flavor of granola bar, just in case, and adds them to his cart.
He finishes up his shopping— he probably goes way overboard with the toiletries and clothes, but he figures it's better to be safe than sorry— and drives back home.
It's almost 3 o'clock.
Shane unloads his purchases, carefully putting away the groceries in the kitchen and everything else in the guest bedroom and bathroom.
He goes back downstairs and flops into the green armchair in his living room, the one his interior designer had said added a nice pop of color.
And all the while, Rose's description of Ilya bounces around endlessly in his head. Cool, nice, brooding, funny, and really fucking traumatized. That's the phrase he keeps coming back to— really fucking traumatized.
Shane has no experience with traumatized people. And he has no idea what it's like to be sex trafficked, let alone sex trafficked as an omega.
Once, a few years ago, he'd started to watch a documentary about the so-called dark world of omega prostitution in America. He'd made it about ten minutes before he'd had to turn it off, finding the whole thing too depressing.
And one time he'd attended an Omicron House event where an omega survivor had given a speech, but he's ashamed to realize that he remembers none of what she'd actually said, just that she'd cried.
If he's honest with himself, he's not even sure he'd been paying attention.
Fuck. Shane pinches the bridge of his nose and wonders when he'd become such a privileged fucking asshole.
And before Shane even fully realizes what he's doing, he's calling Rose. He stares at his phone as it rings— once, twice, three times.
Rose's face appears on the screen. "Shane?"
"Hey, sorry, am I interrupting your thing?"
"Nah, I escaped to the bathroom; we're good." Rose frowns. "What's wrong? You seem... freaked out."
"Nothing, just. I was thinking."
Rose's mouth twists upward. "Always dangerous."
"No, shut up. This is serious. What if I'm not, like, a good fit? For Ilya?"
"Wait, why? Is he there already?"
"No. But I just realized, like, I don't know anything about, like, trauma or whatever. I don't have any special training, I don't know how I'm supposed to act around him, I don't know what to say to him..."
"Shane, breathe, okay?" Rose says. "Look at me."
Shane forces himself to meet her gaze through the screen.
"You don't have to treat him in some special, careful way. In fact, you shouldn't," Rose says. "Just act normal, okay? And say normal things." She smiles. "Or at least, the Shane Hollander version of normal."
"But what about— I don't know how to, like, talk to him about what he's been through. I don't even know what he's been through."
"Shane, listen," says Rose. "Omicron House has plenty of psychologists, when Ilya is ready for that. You don't have to give him therapy, okay? Literally all you have to do is give him a safe place to live and a safe person to live with. And trust me, you are more than capable of that."
Shane nods, wishing he shared her confidence. He does feel sort of reassured though.
"Okay, I gotta go," Rose says abruptly. "But text me!"
The call ends.
It's a quarter to 4 o'clock.
Shane would love to spend the next fifteen minutes being productive somehow, but he feels too fucking wired to even move.
So he just tosses his phone onto the coffee table, slumps down in the armchair, and waits, impatiently, for Ilya to arrive.
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  Finally, finally, at 3:58 PM, there's a knock at Shane's front door. He hurries over and pulls it open immediately.
And then he proceeds to stand there in silence, like an idiot, glancing from the woman— a beta in a navy blue blazer, with dark, piercing eyes and a mane of curly hair— to the man beside her.
Ilya.
He's wearing an oversized yellow Omicron House hoodie, the hood up and his head down, so Shane can't see his face. He can smell him though, and it's an undeniably alpha scent: musk and pine and something like cold winter air.
For some reason, when Rose had said he smelled like an alpha, Shane had imagined there would still be some omega scent mixed in there, even if it was weak and mostly buried by the alpha one. But it's not like that at all; Ilya smells of nothing but pure, crisp, overpowering alpha.
Then the woman speaks, interrupting Shane's thoughts.
"Hello. I am Svetlana Vetrova, case manager and survivor advocate at Omicron House," she says, each word landing with perfect precision despite her Russian accent.
"Right, hi, nice to meet you. I'm Shane Hollander," Shane says quickly, holding out his hand.
Svetlana gives it a single firm shake. "Yes, it is a pleasure to meet, Mr. Hollander." She glances over at Ilya, as if waiting to see if he will make his own introduction. When he remains silent, she turns back to Shane. "And this, you probably can guess, is Ilya Rozanov," she says.
"Hi," Shane tells him. "I'm— yeah, like I said, I'm Shane. Um. It's really nice to meet you, Ilya."
Ilya still says nothing, but he does lift his gaze.
And Shane just fucking stares back at him, speechless.
He's handsome, objectively, like a fucking Roman sculpture or something, with high cheekbones and strong brows and a perfectly curved Cupid's bow.
But fuck, all Shane can focus on are the fucking bruises— pooled around his left eye, pressed along his jaw, trailing down his neck— angry even in their half-healed state, sickening yellows and purples against Ilya's pale skin.
It's strangely unnerving to be confronted with undeniable evidence that Ilya has, in fact, been hurt. Which is stupid, because of course he's been hurt; he's spent the last God-knows-how-long as a fucking omega sex slave.
But Shane has been trying really hard not to think about that too much, not to imagine the details of what specific abuses Ilya has probably endured.
He's sure as shit imagining it now though, as he looks at those bruises—
Ilya being held down by violent alpha hands. Punched in the face. Pressed into the ground. Choked. Kicked. Raped.
Fuck. Shane feels fucking sick.
Ilya's expression is completely blank, as is his scent— not that Shane is ever any good at identifying people's feelings in their scents with any real precision, because he's not, but at least he can usually tell that they're feeling something. With Ilya though, all he can smell is that base scent of alpha pheromones. It's kind of impressive, actually, the degree to which Ilya must have his emotions locked the fuck down.
"Well, Mr. Hollander," says Svetlana at last, in a tone that makes Shane realize he should have been doing something other than gape dumbly at Ilya for the past thirty seconds, "now that we are all introduced, I am going to pretend that you have warmly invited us into your home instead of letting us stand in hallway, yes?"
"Fuck, yeah, I'm sorry, just, yeah— please, come on in, sorry I didn't—" Shane rambles.
He steps aside from the doorway and gestures for them to enter, which they do.
"So. First I will need to conduct brief inspection of the house," Svetlana says. She removes her high heels without being asked, which is nice, and places them on the floor beside Shane's Reebok-laden shoe rack.
Ilya follows suit, toeing off his own shoes with a level of care that Shane finds fascinating, like they're something far more valuable than a pair of cheap slip-ons that Omicron House probably bought in bulk from Dollarama.
"Mr. Hollander?" prompts Svetlana.
Shane drags his eyes away from Ilya's now-sock-clad feet. "Huh?"
Svetlana looks unimpressed. "I said I will need to do brief home inspection now? If you would be so kind as to give tour?"
"Oh! Yeah, no problem," Shane says. He's not sure he's ever felt so inept in his entire life. "Do you just— like, okay, well, this is the living room. I worked with, like, an interior decorator. She chose the paintings and stuff. Uh. And then over here is the kitchen..."
***
Svetlana carries out her inspection of Shane's apartment in silence, for the most part. Shane's not entirely sure what she's looking for. Guns? Whips? A basement full of captive omegas?
She checks inside the cupboards in the kitchen and opens the refrigerator, nodding in apparent approval.
"The bedrooms?" she asks then, and Shane leads her and Ilya upstairs.
"So this is my room," he explains, indicating the first doorway on the right.
"I may go inside?" asks Svetlana.
"Please, yeah, be my guest."
It's only after Svetlana has entered his room that Shane remembers, mortified, that there's a giant purple dildo in the top drawer of his nightstand.
But luckily, Svetlana just gives the bedroom a cursory walk-through. It seems to meet her standards, and soon she's back in the hall.
"We continue?" she prompts.
Shane nods. "Um, okay, and then this is the guest room," he says, when they reach the next door. "Or Ilya's room, I mean. I bought some extra clothes for him. They're in there, if you want to check. Oh, and the sheets are clean and everything. And there are towels in the bathroom linen closet. And I got him some full-size bottles of shampoo and stuff."
"That is good to hear," says Svetlana. "I will take a look?"
"Yeah, yeah, go for it."
She slips past Shane, into the bedroom, and begins to conduct a much more thorough examination than she had in Shane's room. She checks inside the closet, opens the drawers of the dresser and nightstand, then heads into the en-suite bathroom.
Ilya stays in the hall behind Shane, a few feet away from the doorway.
Shane turns to him. "You don't wanna go in too? You could put your stuff in there, so you don't have to keep carrying it," he offers, with a nod toward the small black duffel bag, emblazoned with the Omicron House logo, that Ilya is holding at his side.
Ilya shakes his head, his gaze fixed on the floor. "No. I can carry. Is not heavy," he says— the first words he's spoken since he arrived. His voice is deep, his accent much thicker than Svetlana's. Immediately, Shane wants to hear more of it.
But just then Svetlana finishes her survey of the guest room and breezes back through the doorway, nodding. "Alright, everything seems to be in order there," she says. "So. That is all, for my inspection. You have lovely home, Mr. Hollander. I see nothing to be concerned about."
"I— thank you," says Shane. "That's, um, good to hear."
Svetlana smiles minutely. "Now, I assume you will not mind if we return downstairs to go over some paperwork? Perhaps we could sit on your sofa for this?"
Shane, of course, does not mind. They head back down the stairs and over to the living room, where Svetlana takes a seat on one side of the leather sectional. Shane sits on the other part, diagonally across from her. Ilya remains standing.
"Ilya," says Svetlana. "Sit down, please. Next to me."
But Ilya hesitates. To Shane's slight horror, he looks to Shane, his brow furrowed, as if unwilling to act without Shane's express permission.
"Shit, yeah, Ilya, please, make yourself comfortable," Shane tells him hurriedly.
Ilya's frown deepens, but he does at last sit down on the cushion beside Svetlana, his duffel bag in his lap, his eyes lowered.
Shane stares at the duffel bag. It's so fucking small, smaller than the carry-on Shane uses for overnight trips, yet he can only assume it contains every single thing that Ilya owns, not including the stuff Shane bought for him today.
"So, Mr. Hollander," says Svetlana brusquely, directing his attention back to her. "This is very irregular situation. We rarely house omegas with private citizens, and we never house them with alphas. Management granted exception for Ilya's case. I trust you will not make them regret this?"
"No, of course not, I don't—"
"Good." Svetlana regards Shane for a moment, then pulls a few sheets of paper from the folder she's been carrying. She sets them down on Shane's coffee table. "I have contract for you. Rules and expectations for Ilya's time in your home."
Shane nods.
"I am going to go through it with you section by section," says Svetlana. "I want to look into your eyes and judge for myself if you understand your responsibilities here. Yes?" And she fixes him with a look of such intensity that it kind of makes Shane's head feel like it's on fire.
"I— okay," he says, willing himself not to be the first one to break eye contact.
And finally Svetlana nods, as if satisfied— though by what, Shane has no fucking idea.
He glances over at Ilya, who's still just sitting there rigidly, unmoving, head bowed. A few dark-blond curls peek out from under his hood. There's a mole on his bruised cheek.
Shane wishes he would look up. Or say something. Or even just let the tiniest hint of emotion out in his scent, because right now Shane doesn't know if he's feeling scared or angry or bored or something else entirely, and it's kind of driving him crazy.
Svetlana clears her throat.
"Mr. Hollander?"
"Huh?"
"You are ready to discuss contract now?"
Shane nods, finally tearing his eyes away from Ilya. "I'm ready, yeah," he tells her.
"Alright," says Svetlana. She pushes the papers on the coffee table a few inches closer to Shane. "So. We will begin."
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  Shane looks down at the first sheet of paper in front of him.
There's a part at the top that has been filled in with his own information and Ilya's, and a paragraph outlining the various parties involved— the Agency (Omicron House), the Host (Shane Hollander), and the Omega (Ilya Rozanov). Then there are a series of bolded headings, with a paragraph or two following each.
Svetlana points at the first section. "So first," she says, "our arrangements with community hosts are usually for three months, to start, after which they can be extended. Barring unforeseen circumstances, can you commit to housing Ilya until at least the fifth of September?"
"Yeah, that— that'll be fine, yeah," says Shane. He's not sure what will happen once the season starts, but that's not until early October. And honestly, Shane can't imagine that his hockey commitments would make it so that Ilya had to move out, as long as he's fine being home by himself for stretches of time.
"Excellent," Svetlana says. "I am glad to hear this. Stability will be very important for Ilya's mental and emotional well-being in the weeks and months ahead. He needs to know that this is not some fleeting fancy of yours, but real commitment."
"Yeah, no, I'm, uh. I'm committed," Shane tells her.
He tries to meet Ilya's eye, because it feels kind of fucked up to just be talking about him in the third person as though he can't hear everything they're saying. But Ilya doesn't look up, just continues to sit there, unmoving, shoulders tense, head bowed.
"Now," Svetlana goes on, "if, at any point before that time, you or Ilya have the need or desire to change the terms of this contract, or to dissolve it, you must contact Omicron's administrative office and we will work with you to find solution. You agree to this?"
Easy enough, as far as Shane is concerned. "I agree, yeah," he says.
Svetlana produces a pen from her purse and hands it to him. "Please initial beside this first section then," she requests, and Shane dutifully writes the letters SH on the little line provided.
"Very good," says Svetlana. "Onto the next section, which is Ilya's right both to liberty and to privacy. Ilya has freedom here, yes? As you have shown to me, he has his own bedroom. He may come and go as he pleases from this bedroom. You will not enter it without his permission. It must lock from the inside, and only the inside."
Shane frowns. "What, you think I'd put a padlock on his door or something?"
Svetlana raises an eyebrow.
Beside her, Ilya shifts uncomfortably, still staring down into his lap. Fuck.
"I would never," Shane says, and there's a small part of him that wants to feel offended at the implication that he could even possibly be capable of such a thing. But most of him just feels a helpless kind of horror at the knowledge that, logically, the only reason the contract contains this provision is that far too many people in the world are capable of such a thing, and of far worse things too. Things that Ilya has no doubt been subjected to in the past. "I would never," he repeats, more quietly.
He wonders if Ilya believes him.
"Mr. Hollander," Svetlana says, sounding almost sympathetic. "This is standard contract for these situations. Is nothing personal against you, okay?"
"No, I know," says Shane. "I know that."
"Okay," says Svetlana. "Then I continue. Just as Ilya is free to come and go from his bedroom, he must be also free to leave this house unaccompanied if he wishes. He is to have his own key. He may not be locked out of the house for any reason."
"Yeah. I mean, obviously," says Shane, once again suppressing the urge to feel insulted. 
"Good," Svetlana says lightly. "Then you may initial beside this next section."
SH, writes Shane, his handwriting perhaps a bit shakier than usual.
And Svetlana continues:
"He will have no limits on access to water, to toilet, to shower, or to clothing," she says. "You must provide him three meals per day and additional food must be available to him at all times if he wishes to eat."
"There is literally no circumstance where I would ever withhold any of that from him," Shane says.
"He also has his own cell phone," Svetlana goes on. "It is paid for by Omicron House. It belongs to him. You are not to monitor or restrict his use of it. He is to have access to it at all times. I will be calling him periodically to check on him. You agree?"
"Yeah, of course."
"You are not to set rules like what time he is to wake, sleep, or eat. You are not to ask that he do any sort of work or chores for your own benefit. He is not your servant."
"Yeah, no shit," says Shane. "I mean— sorry. Of course. I know."
"Then initial here, please," Svetlana instructs, and Shane does so.
"Next: Ilya receives fifty Canadian dollars per month from Omicron House. He may spend this on anything he chooses, unless it is something illegal. You are not to request any portion of this allowance from him to pay for food, clothing, rent, utilities, or other necessities. As you know, Omicron House typically gives a monthly stipend to private individuals who volunteer who provide room and board to one of our omegas. I am told that you have chosen to waive this stipend. That does not change the fact that you are not entitled to Ilya's allowance. You understand?"
"I understand," says Shane. "One hundred percent."
"Initials."
Shane scribbles yet another SH.
"Now, regarding transportation. Ilya does not have car or driver's license, nor is he familiar with the city of Montreal. For his safety, it is expected that you will provide transportation in your personal car if he needs it, within reason."
Shane nods.
"Tomorrow at 2 o'clock, he has follow-up medical appointment at Omicron House clinic to go over bloodwork. You will bring him to this appointment, and you are likewise required to bring him to any and all future appointments he may have— medical, dental, immigration, et cetera."
"Yeah, I'll take him anywhere he needs to go," Shane says. "Um— you mentioned immigration?" He glances at Ilya again. "Is he, like, a Canadian citizen?"
"No. He has been issued Temporary Resident Permit, which was expedited because he is victim of human trafficking. It is valid for six months, after which it can be renewed. But IRCC may need to meet with him at some point during his time with you."
"Oh. Okay, cool, that's— that sounds good."
"Initials," Svetlana says.
As Shane writes his initials, his eyes land on the next heading of the contract: PROHIBITION OF SEXUAL ACTIVITY BETWEEN HOST AND OMEGA. 
Jesus Christ.
Svetlana clears her throat. "Now, Mr. Hollander, this following section is very important. I hope it would go without saying, given the nature of this arrangement, but I must be perfectly clear: no sexual activity may occur between you and Ilya. No sexual comments, nothing that could be deemed sexual harassment, no voyeurism, and absolutely no sexual contact whatsoever. And this refers to all sexual contact, yes? Kissing, fondling, manual stimulation of genitals, oral sex, anal sex, any form of penetration... You understand?"
Shane looks over at Ilya, who's now staring resolutely away, his arms folded tightly around his midsection, his jaw clenched. 
"Svetlana, I swear to you," he says, though she's not actually the one he's swearing to at all. He takes a deep breath, then continues, his gaze still fixed unwaveringly on the side of Ilya's face: "I understand. I won't abuse my position here, ever. I have no interest in having any fucking 'sexual contact' with Ilya. None. I'm not... like that. I'm not that kind of alpha, and I'm not that kind of person. Okay?"
Shane might be imagining it, but he thinks he sees some of the tension leave Ilya's body. He uncrosses his arms at least, and drops his gaze back into his lap.
"Mr. Hollander," says Svetlana. "Look here, please."
Reluctantly, Shane shifts his attention away from Ilya.
"If any sexual contact occurs between the two of you, under any circumstances, you must call Rose, myself, or Omicron House immediately, and next steps will be determined. Ilya's safety is our number one priority."
"It's mine, too," says Shane honestly.
Svetlana regards him for a moment. Shane can't read her expression. But finally, she points a manicured nail down at the agreement. "Initial here," she instructs.
Shane does so, with no hesitation.
"Alright. Just two more sections," says Svetlana. "You are not to punish him. This includes all kinds of punishment: confiscation of possessions, confinement, verbal abuse, humiliation, deprivation, any sort of physical discipline, etcetera. You understand?"
"I do."
"Initial there," Svetlana says.
He writes his initials for what feels like the thousandth time.
"And finally," Svetlana says, "remember that you are not his parent. You are not his legal guardian or conservator. It is unique situation, but you are still two equals who live under one roof, yes?"
Shane nods. "Yes."
"Now, that being said: Although you are not Ilya's guardian in the eyes of Canadian law, you are entering into a contract with Omicron House. You are agreeing to be responsible for his safety and general well-being. We do not take this lightly. If you are negligent in your duties to him we will pursue legal action. You agree to these terms?"
"Yeah, no, I— I get it. I agree."
"Very well, initial one last time. And then please look over entire contract. Read it to yourself. If it all looks good to you, you may sign at the bottom your full name and date. Then there is release and waiver of liability. You will need to sign that as well."
Shane nods, and quickly skims both pages. It's everything Svetlana just went over, plus an extra section about Omicron House's duties and responsibilities toward him. Then there's the liability waiver. It all seems perfectly above-board, though Shane knows his lawyers would probably have a fit if they knew he was doing this without consulting them. 
Shane signs the contract and prints his full name below.
"Fifth of June, 2013," Svetlana supplies, when he gets to the line for the date.
He writes it in, then flips the page and signs the waiver.
"Now, I will sign too, as witness," says Svetlana.
Shane hands her the pen and watches as she adds her own signature to the bottom of the page, then places the pages back into her folder and snaps it closed.
"Very well. That is that, then."
Shane nods.
"Do you have any questions for me, Mr. Hollander?"
"No— I mean, I don't think so, for now, no."
She hands him a business card. "If you think of any, you can contact me at any time," she says. "And Ilya, do you have questions for me? Or for Shane while I am here?"
Ilya shakes his head.
She says something to him in Russian, and he rolls his eyes.
"Ilya," she says gently. "I mean it."
"Okay," Ilya tells her.
"Alright. Thank you. Good bye, Ilya," she says. "I will see you soon. And I will call you later tonight."
Ilya just rolls his eyes again.
Svetlana stands up. "Mr. Hollander, would you be so kind as to walk me out?" she asks pointedly.
"Sure, yeah, let me, uh—" Shane scrambles to his feet and leads her across the apartment to the front door. He reaches for the doorknob.
But Svetlana touches his arm. "Mr. Hollander," she says quietly.
"Yeah?"
"I just want to say, before I go: I— I ask that you be patient with Ilya," she tells him, her voice hushed but her tone stern. "I do not know anything of his story before the night he came to Omicron House, but I guarantee you he has endured more than you or I ever will. That sort of trauma has lasting effects. He may do or say things that you find infuriating or upsetting. He may even try to test you, so to speak, in an effort to assure himself of your intentions. He likely will expect you to punish him if he makes mistakes. Please, Mr. Hollander, try to respond to him with openness and understanding, rather than anger or reproach. Try to keep in mind how vulnerable he is likely feeling, how new this is for him. Give him the reassurance he needs. And— and remember that however uncertain or inconvenienced you may feel, letting a stranger into your home, you are the one with the power here. Do not fucking misuse it."
"I know," whispers Shane. "I won't."
"Good," Svetlana says. She removes her hand from his wrist with a small, curt nod.
He opens the door for her. She steps past him, into the doorway.
"We will be in touch," she says. "Remember, he has that appointment tomorrow. 2 PM."
"Right," says Shane. "Yeah. I— thanks."
"You have my number if you need anything."
"Yeah, definitely, I'll let you know."
She gives him one final, appraising look. "Good bye for now then," she says at last.
"Bye," Shane echoes. "And— and thanks for everything."
"My pleasure," says Svetlana. "I am trusting you, Shane."
And then she leaves, closing the door behind her.
***
Shane returns to the sofa and sits back down with a sigh. He feels suddenly very aware of the fact that he only got two hours of sleep last night. He also feels very aware of the fact that Ilya is staring at him. Shane meets his eye for like a second before quickly looking away.
"She talked about me," Ilya says then, startling him.
"Huh?"
"Svetlana," says Ilya sullenly. "She talked about me to you before she leave, yes? I could not hear the words, but I hear her voice." He wrinkles his nose. "Sad voice, like I am lost puppy."
"No, no, it wasn't— it wasn't like that," Shane says quickly, even though it was pretty much exactly like that. "I mean, sort of. But mainly she just told me, like, not to be an asshole, you know?"
Ilya considers him for a moment, then shrugs one shoulder. "Okay. Whatever you say, Alpha," he mutters, so tersely that the "Alpha" sounds more like an insult than a term of deference. Shane prefers it that way, to be honest, but even so:
"You, uh— you don't have to call me 'Alpha,'" he says. "Just Shane is fine."
Ilya doesn't reply, just narrows his eyes ever so slightly.
And Shane sits there, avoiding Ilya's gaze and feeling so unbearably awkward he can't fucking stand it.
"So, um. Welcome to my apartment," he says at last, when he can no longer bear the silence. "Or— you know, our apartment now, I guess."
"Thank you, Alpha," Ilya replies tonelessly.
"Ilya, I'm serious. I don't want you to call me that. Like, ever, okay? Please just call me Shane."
Ilya gives Shane a look like he finds him very stupid. "Okay," he says eventually.
"Okay," Shane repeats. He folds his hands in his lap, then unfolds them and shoves them under his thighs, then wishes he didn't have hands at all because everything he does with them definitely looks stupid and Ilya is still just watching him, looking him up and down with sharp, probing, eyes— assessing him the way Shane would do with a strong player on a rival team.
Shane wonders what someone cool and outgoing would do right now, if they were in his place. Probably small talk. But Shane hates small talk. So he tries to think of what his mom would say in this situation. She'd offer something, he realizes, suddenly aware of what a terrible fucking host he's been.
"So um, can I get you anything?" he asks hurriedly. "Water, or maybe some—"
"You have cigarette?" asks Ilya, cutting him off.
Shane frowns. "No. You shouldn't be smoking."
"I do not smoke. I have not had cigarette in many years," says Ilya. "Is why I want one." He lifts his eyebrows, as though this line of reasoning should have been obvious.
"Okay, well. I don't have any cigarettes," Shane says. "And I'm not going to buy you any either," he adds after a moment, though he resists the urge to give Ilya a lecture on dangers of smoking, which he can't imagine would go over very well.
Ilya shrugs. "Is fine," he says. "I—" He hesitates briefly, his expression searching. Then he shrugs again, the corner of his mouth quirking upward. "I am independently wealthy now, yes? Fifty whole Canadian dollars per month. Plenty for cigarettes."
And Shane can't help but let out a laugh, personal aversion toward smoking be damned. "Hey, if that's what you want to spend your, uh, newfound riches on, go for it," he tells Ilya easily.
Ilya seems pleased at Shane's response. His expression softens fractionally, though his eyes remain just as focused as before. "Okay. So then what about vodka?" he asks. "You have?"
"Uh, no," Shane says. "Sorry, I'm not really a big, like... alcohol person? I do have ginger ale though, you want it?"
Ilya lolls his head back in mock frustration. "Boring," he says, with an exaggerated sigh. "I will tell Svetlana this when she calls tonight to check I am not dead. That you are boring." He shoots Shane a fleeting glance out of the corner of his eye, as if trying to gauge whether he went too far.
But Shane just laughs again. "Fine by me," he says. "I'm not offended at being called boring."
Ilya nods, and tilts his face back in Shane's direction. "Good," he says. He smiles, almost imperceptibly. And he stares, eyes sweeping over Shane's face as though he can read something meaningful there.
It makes Shane uncomfortable to be perceived with such fucking intensity, especially by someone who's still a total enigma to him. It makes him feel exposed in a way that he would never willingly agree to be, to anyone. Maybe not even to himself.
"You want a granola bar?" he blurts out.
Ilya blinks. "Granola bar?" 
"Yeah, like. As a snack."
Ilya uses his fingers to pantomime an elongated rectangle shape. "Crunchy?" he asks. "With wrapper on each one?"
"Yeah, those. Uh. Rose Landry said you liked them," Shane feels the need to explain.
Ilya frowns. "What about these granola bars where whole thing is dipped in chocolate? You have that kind?" he asks, sounding skeptical.
And for the third time that afternoon, Shane finds himself laughing. "I have every kind," he says. "They're in the kitchen. Wait here, okay?"
"Okay," says Ilya. He hesitates, then adds, with maybe a hint of derision: "Shane."
But he didn't say "Alpha," notes Shane, as he heads to the kitchen. And that feels like a win.
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  Shane returns to the living room with one of the two boxes of chocolate-dipped granola bars he'd bought that afternoon.
He holds the box out to Ilya, who sits up a bit straighter and reaches for it, almost tentatively, like he thinks Shane might snatch it away at the last second.
Shane obviously does no such thing, and Ilya takes the box from him, after which Shane sits back down on his side of the sectional.
He watches as Ilya carefully pulls open the cardboard container. He withdraws a single granola bar, tears the wrapper down the side, and takes a bite, still staring at Shane with some degree of uncertainty.
"So," says Shane, as he searches mind for some interesting, nonthreatening topic of conversation. "Uh, Svetlana seems nice," is what he lands on. Which she does— intimidatingly competent and understandably protective, sure, but nice. "Do you like her being your, uh... case manager?"
Ilya scowls deeply. "She treat me like I am child," he says.
It's sort of true, maybe, now that Shane thinks about it. But still, it feels like an unfairly negative assessment of her, especially when she so plainly has Ilya's best interests at heart.
"I'm pretty sure she's just trying to make sure you're—" he starts to say, only to break off at the look Ilya shoots in his direction.
"I am not child," Ilya says, with sharp finality.
"I mean— no, obviously, of course you're not," Shane concedes, "but—"
"You and me, we are same age. Exact same," Ilya goes on. He peels back a bit more of the granola bar wrapper, then adds, "We would have been drafted to MLH in same year, if I was not omega."
It takes Shane a few moments to fully process Ilya's statement, and a few more before he's able to stammer out a semi-coherent reply. "Wait— Are you— What's— Do you play hockey?"
"I did," says Ilya, chewing on his granola bar. "Before."
Shane gawks at him, honestly a bit overwhelmed at this revelation, at the idea that after spending the last hour and a half feeling frustrated at his total inability to connect with Ilya, he's suddenly uncovered such sacred common ground that the two of them share. "Holy shit. Ilya, that's awesome," he says. The words feel insufficient. "We seriously both play hockey? How come no one told me this?"
"Was long time ago," Ilya says with a shrug. "I played only in— how to say? Molodozhnaya?"
Shane just shakes his head. He knows approximately four words in Russian and that is definitely not one of them.
"Is league with teenagers," Ilya explains.
"Juniors?"
"Yes, that one. I only played in Juniors League. Back in Russia."
"But you wanted to play for the MLH?"
Ilya takes another bite of the bar. "Is better than KHL, right?"
"But then you presented," Shane says slowly, as the details slide into place in his mind. The MLH only accepts alphas, just like every other professional hockey league in the world. Secondary gender is confirmed with a blood test before the draft. Once Ilya presented, any chance of him going pro would have been off the table.
"Yes," Ilya says, around his mouthful of granola bar. "And I was omega. Which was very lucky for you, Shane Hollander," he adds. "Less competition in draft."
Shane can't help but smile at the implication. "Well, okay, hold on," he says good-naturedly. "I was the number one draft pick, so—"
"Yes, I know this," Ilya says.
Which brings Shane up short. "But... you think you would have been my competition?" he probes, unsure what to make of Ilya's confidence.
"Yes." Ilya pops the last piece of the granola bar into his mouth.
Shane stares at him. "Are you fucking with me? You're that good at hockey?"
"Back then, yes. I was the best," Ilya says simply, in a tone that Shane finds impossible to doubt, which— holy shit.
Then Ilya gives an easy shrug, crumpling up the granola bar wrapper in his hand and shoving it into his pocket. "But I have not stepped foot onto ice in five years almost." He shrugs again. "So now, probably not so good anymore."
He says it as though he couldn't care less, like it's no big deal, but fuck, the thought makes Shane's chest hurt.
He tries to conceive of what it would be like, to be kept off the ice for five fucking years. Or even, like, one year. Or even a couple months. His brain feels like it's short-circuiting, just thinking about it. He could cope without playing professional hockey, maybe, yeah. But he wouldn't be able to cope without ever being able to even skate. He'd go crazy. He'd lose his will to live.
"Ilya, fuck, I'm so sorry," he tells him. "I— We should go to a rink together. Like, ASAP, okay? We'll get all the equipment you need, and you can—"
"No, no, no. Is fine." Ilya gives a dismissive wave of his hand. "I am good at other things now." He looks over at Shane. "For example," he says, "I am very good at sucking cocks of handsome alphas." And he fucking smiles, smug and coy and questioning all at once.
Shane freezes. "Ilya—"
"I could suck yours," Ilya goes on, seemingly oblivious to Shane's rising panic. "You would like it."
"Ilya, no. No, I don't— why would—" splutters Shane. "Are you insane?"
Ilya takes another granola bar from the box and rips open the wrapper, pulling it down to expose the top half of the bar's chocolate-covered surface. "Not insane," he says, with a wink. "Just big fan of cocks."
And slowly, Ilya glides the granola bar into his mouth, sliding his lips down the length of it in a way that is quite frankly obscene, drawing the the bar back out so that only the tip remains in between his lips, then once again pushing the rest of it into his mouth with a rhythmic, practiced ease.
"Ilya! What the fuck! Stop it!" Shane says, feeling slightly hysterical at how little Ilya seems to be comprehending the gravity of what he's doing. "This isn't funny. Did you not hear everything Svetlana just said about—"
Ilya pulls the granola bar out from between his lips, its chocolate coating shiny with his saliva. He touches it to his mouth in a shushing motion. "Shh. Svetlana worries too much. We will not tell her. I am very good at keeping secrets, Shane Hollander."
And then he shoves the granola bar back in his mouth and continues to fucking fellate it.
"No," repeats Shane.
Ilya lifts an eyebrow. He actually seems more comfortable now than he has at any previous point since he arrived, which is vaguely disturbing to Shane for reasons he doesn't feel equipped to examine.
"No, listen to me," says Shane, as calmly as he can manage. "I do not want a fucking blowjob, okay? I don't want anything sexual from you. At all. Just like I told Svetlana."
Ilya rolls his eyes and once again withdraws the granola bar from his mouth, this time leaving a smear of melted chocolate on his lower lip. "You are like stick in mud. No fun," he says. "Is okay though. I will teach you about fun." He moves his duffel bag off of his lap, setting it down on the cushion beside him. Then, methodically, he balances the box of granola bars atop his duffel bag and places his unbitten granola bar on top of the box.
"Ilya," Shane warns.
But Ilya pays him no mind. He scoots over to the corner of the sectional, closer to Shane, close enough to touch him. And then, fuck: he does touch him. He reaches out a hand and rests it on Shane's leg, just above his knee.
Shane doesn't move. Can't move. Why the fuck can't he move? He squeezes his eyes shut. He can feel Ilya's fingertips sliding over his joggers, toward his inner thigh.
"Please, Ilya," he hears himself whisper. "Please don't touch me."
And instantly, the weight of Ilya's hand vanishes from Shane's leg.
Shane opens his eyes.
Ilya sits there, perfectly still, the offending hand drawn up to his chest, his expression empty.
But for the first time since meeting him, Shane can detect a hint of emotion in his scent: something like embarrassment, maybe? Guilt? Self-hatred?
"Alpha— I— I am sorry. I did not try to offend you," Ilya says in a strained, hollow voice. "I never mean to offend."
Shane inhales slowly, then lets out a sigh, trying to get a grip on himself. But Ilya's scent fills his nostrils as he breathes, growing stronger by the second, so strong that even Shane can finally identify the emotion that's souring it as shame. Deep, all-consuming shame.
"I'm not offended," he tells Ilya. Which is true. He feels shaken, definitely. Surprised and disturbed and concerned that this is only the first of many such incidents: sure. Heartbroken for Ilya: yes. A tiny bit violated: maybe.
But not offended.
Ilya shakes his head, apparently unconvinced. "No, I am sorry," he repeats. "You are angry. Forgive me, Alpha."
"I told you, please don't call me that," Shane says.
Shane doesn't say it harshly, doesn't raise his voice even a little, but Ilya still flinches like he's been kicked.
A new wave of shame blooms in the air, but this time it's mixed with fear, as though now that Ilya's let one emotion slip through, he's struggling to keep any of his other feelings out of his scent either. He crosses his arms defensively over his chest and sits there in silence, glowering at Shane, so obviously confused and ashamed and terrified that Shane almost wants that unnervingly suave, sexually animated version of him back.
Shane shuts his eyes for a moment, exhaling deeply, and runs a hand through his hair. "Okay," he says. "Okay, how about— let's just take a chill pill, okay?"
"Pill?" Ilya echoes faintly. He seems alarmed at the idea.
"No, it's— not, like, a real pill. It's just a figure of speech. Like. Let's calm down. Let's take a breather."
Ilya just stares at him.
"Like... like an intermission in hockey, you know?" Shane tries.
And slowly, Ilya nods.
Shane nods back. "Alright, cool," he says. "So how about you go to your room?"
Ilya says nothing, but Shane can smell  fear swirl anew in his scent.
"Not in a bad way!" he says quickly. "Like, not a punishment or anything. I just think it'd be nice if you had some time to yourself, you know? So you can, I don't know. Relax. Unpack your stuff. Take a shower. Take a nap. Whatever you feel like."
"You are angry," Ilya says. It doesn't sound like a question.
"No, I'm not angry. I told you, it's not a punishment. I just thought you might want some, like, alone time right now."
A long moment passes.
"Okay. I will go to bedroom," says Ilya at last, but he stares at Shane as he says it, something like betrayal in his eyes.
Fuck.
"Okay, hold on," Shane says slowly. "Um. I'm getting the feeling that maybe that's not actually what you want?"
Ilya remains silent.
"Ilya, listen, I wasn't trying to give you orders; I just wanted to suggest— Because, like, if I were you, I'd want to go be alone in my room right now, because I like to be alone when I'm embarrassed— Not that you're embarrassed, or should be, or anything, just—" Shane rambles. He wishes Ilya would stop looking at him like that. "But obviously it's up to you, and you're not me, so I can't, like, assume... I shouldn't have made it seem like—" He trails off and pinches the bridge of his nose. "Look, do you want to go to your room or not?"
And, haltingly, Ilya shakes his head no.
Which is progress, right? "Okay," says Shane. "That's fine. That's great. You can do whatever you want here, okay? What do you want to do right now?"
Ilya's mouth twists at the question, a pained little smile that somehow makes his expression look even more miserable than before. "Other than give you best blowjob of life?" he asks.
Shane probably should have expected that, but it still catches him off guard. Is this what Svetlana meant about Ilya trying to test him? If it was, he feels like she should have been more specific. “Other than that, yes," he says. "Come on, there's gotta be something else. What about, like... Are you hungry?"
"...Hungry?" Ilya repeats, sounding strangely haunted. "You mean— for um..." He doesn't finish the sentence, but his gaze drops to Shane's crotch.
Jesus fucking Christ. "Ilya, no," yelps Shane, feeling so fucking overwhelmed in the face of Ilya's seemingly unrelenting confusion. "That is not what I'm talking about, fuck! I just mean food! Regular food! Not everything in life has to do with sex, okay?"
Ilya looks away from Shane's cock, embarrassment spreading through his scent.
Instantly, Shane feels like a piece of shit. "I'm sorry," he says. "That was— I, um. I guess up until, like, less than a week ago, everything in your life kind of... did have to do with sex, huh?"
Ilya stares down at his knees. "Pretty much, yes."
"I'm sorry," says Shane again.
"It's because you asked if I am hungry," Ilya tells him tonelessly, without looking up. "Every time in my life when someone speaking English ask if I am hungry, they always mean hungry to eat cock. Or to swallow cum from cock. Or to lick cum from floor. But always something that has to do with cock. So I just..." He shrugs.
Shane actually feels nauseous. "Ilya, Jesus Christ, I'm so fucking sorry." He clears his throat, swallowing back bile. "I— I was literally just trying to ask if you want to have dinner. Like, regular dinner."
"But— you already give me granola bars," says Ilya, glancing at Shane for a fraction of a second. "I ate one, remember? And I give other one blowjob."
Shane chooses to ignore that last statement. "Yeah, but granola bars are just a snack."
Ilya just frowns in reply.
"Listen. Ilya," Shane says, resolving to be as clear as humanly possible for once. "I'm not trying to trick you. I'm not trying to embarrass you. I just want to know, like: if I make dinner for us right now, will you eat it?"
No sooner have the words left his mouth than Ilya jumps to his feet. "I will make," he says, his eyes wide. "Please. I will make the dinner."
"Ilya, no, you're my guest," Shane reminds him. "You don't have to make dinner, okay? I'll handle it. Just tell me what you feel like eating," he says, and he stands up too, turning toward the kitchen. "I have, uh, chicken, pasta—"
But Ilya steps in front of him, blocking his path. "No, wait, please, I will make," he says. "Please, Alpha— I mean Shane. I want to. I am good cook. I can make anything."
Shane puts out a placating hand. "Hey, Ilya, it's alright. Just listen to me, okay? That's not your job. Like Svetlana said, you're not my servant, remember?" It feels important that Shane set this boundary right away, that he let Ilya know, in no uncertain terms, that he has no responsibility to do things like cooking and cleaning, just as he has no responsibility to suck Shane's cock.
And yet every word Shane says just seems to make Ilya more panicked.
"Sure, fine, is not my job, but I like to do. I want to," he says. "Why you won't let me?"
There's something accusatory in his tone, and something like mistrust in his scent. Shane doesn't understand it, but it gives him pause, makes him wonder if his insistence on being a good host is doing more harm than good. He's so fucking bad at things like this.
"Okay," he says, a bit desperately, "um, what if... what if we make it together? Would that work?"
Ilya frowns. "Both cook at same time?"
"Yeah. Like, you know, teamwork or whatever."
"Oh," says Ilya. Then, tentatively, he nods. "Okay," he says. "Is fine. Together is fine."
Shane wants to fucking cheer. He settles for a brief, encouraging smile in Ilya's direction. "Cool," he says. "Great. Um. How do you feel about, like, I don't know... spaghetti and meatballs, maybe?"
"Is good."
"Yeah? You like spaghetti?"
"Yes." Ilya shrugs. "Is good."
"But are you just saying that because you think you're supposed to," Shane feels obligated to ask, "or do you honestly like it?"
"No, no, I like!" says Ilya, nodding earnestly. "Is good. I swear. Anything real food is good."
Which is actually a very depressing sentence if Shane allows himself to think about it too much, so he doesn't.
"Okay," he says, returning Ilya's nod. "Spaghetti it is, then. Come on."
He sets off toward the kitchen.
And Ilya hesitates for only a moment before falling into step behind him.
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  "It's supposed to be five liters, according to the instructions," Shane tells Ilya, skimming the back of the spaghetti package as Ilya fills a cooking pot with water at the sink.
Ilya scoffs incredulously. "You measure water for pasta?" He turns off the tap and places the pot, now filled with an unknown quantity of water, onto the stove.
"I mean, yeah, I just... follow the instructions."
"I will tell Svetlana this too," Ilya says, turning on the burner. "No cigarettes, no vodka, and reads back of pasta box to see how much water."
And Shane smiles, in spite of himself. "I'll get the salt," he says.
Immediately, Ilya looks over his shoulder at Shane. "What salt?" he demands.
"To put in the water? It says to—"
"No salt," Ilya says sharply, returning his focus to the pot of water.
"Oh. Um. Okay." Shane frowns. "Are you trying to, like, cut back on sodium or something?"
Ilya just shrugs, keeping his back to Shane. For a while, neither of them speak— Ilya just stands there at the stove and Shane hovers a few feet behind him, unsure what to do with himself.
"Do you know the expression, um, a watched pot never boils?" Shane offers eventually, hoping it comes across as lighthearted, though he's beginning to feel sort of unnerved by the intensity with which Ilya is staring into the water.
"Yes, they say this in Russian too. Except about tea kettle," Ilya mutters. "Is bullshit."
"Oh. Cool," Shane tells him, disappointed to have exhausted that topic so quickly, yet unable to think of anything else to say.
He busies himself with gathering a few more items— a wooden spoon, a pair of tongs, a jar of marinara sauce, a pan— and setting them out on the counter.
Then he goes back to standing there, awkwardly, behind Ilya, and wishing that, like, even just the tiniest fraction of his talent at hockey could have instead been talent for making conversation.
How long does it take water to fucking boil, he wonders, staring at the Omicron House logo emblazoned on the back of Ilya's hoodie. Beneath it are the Greek words οικία • οικογένεια • ολότητα, which Shane knows he heard the translations for at a fundraiser once, though the only thing he can remember about them now is that they all start with the Greek letter omicron.
Then, abruptly, Ilya speaks:
"Is it because I am whore?" he asks, without turning around.
"What? Ilya, why would you even, like— Don't call yourself that, okay? You're not a whore," Shane says, because how the fuck else is he supposed to respond?
"Okay," Ilya intones. "But is that why?"
"Is that why what?" Shane asks helplessly. He has no idea what Ilya is getting at.
Ilya shrugs, his gaze still fixed on the pot. "Why you think that I am disgusting," he says, his tone almost casual. But that same undercurrent of shame from earlier has returned to his scent.
Shane's stomach drops. "No. No, Ilya, I don't think you're disgusting," he says. "Not at all, okay?"
"Right," Ilya scoffs, with blatant derision. "Except for you did not want me to touch you for even one second."
Oh.
"No, that's not— I don't mind if you touch me," Shane rushes to explain. "I mean, not if it isn't, like, sexual, you know? It's not like I'm trying to avoid us ever coming into contact or something. It's fine if— Like, see?" Shane reaches out and places a hand on Ilya's shoulder.
Immediately, he regrets it.
Ilya flinches violently, jerking away from Shane's touch, his hand colliding against Shane's arm with a surprising amount of force as he wheels around.
"You try to hit me?" he demands, breathing hard, staring Shane down. But around him, the air is suddenly heavy with the scent of fear.
"No, sorry, fuck. No," says Shane. He takes a step backward and holds up his hands in a show of peace. "I'm sorry. I was just... I just wanted to show I don't mind touching you. Because you're not disgusting," he says, desperate for Ilya to understand, for the smell of his fear to fade. "But I shouldn't have done it like that, with no warning, when you had your back to me."
Ilya just scowls at him. Shane looks at his battered face— his swollen black eye, the bruising all along his jaw— and feels like such a fucking idiot.
"I'm sorry," he repeats weakly. "I didn't mean to scare you."
"Not scare," grunts Ilya, turning back around, his shoulders hunched as he returns his gaze to the pot of water. "Just startle."
"Okay, but still. I'm sorry."
"Is fine," Ilya says tersely. He doesn't smell afraid anymore, Shane notes. It doesn't make him feel any less guilty.
A few minutes drag by in silence, broken only by the sound of bubbling water.
"It's boiling," Ilya announces finally. "Watched pot boils just fine, see?"
Shane laughs. "Wow, yeah. You sure showed that old adage who's boss, huh?"
"I did, yes," Ilya replies. He dumps the spaghetti into the pot, picks up the wooden spoon, and begins to stir. "So," he says then, with an edge of skepticism in his tone, "you do not think I am disgusting whore."
"Ilya, of course not."
"Okay, then how come you said please don't touch me and sound like you were going to cry?"
"Because!" says Shane, trying not to sound overly indignant, though Ilya has to know that he's being unfair, right? "Because I kept telling you that I didn't need anything sexual from you and you just— you wouldn't stop! It wasn't about the touching; it was about the whole, like... everything else, you know? I didn't expect you to act like that; I wasn't prepared for it, like, at all, and then suddenly you were— You weren't just gonna touch me, Ilya; you were gonna try to give me fucking blowjob!"
At this, Ilya glances back at Shane, evidently intrigued. "So you don't like blowjobs?" he asks. "You want my ass? You can have it. Is very nice ass."
"No! For fuck's sake!" snaps Shane. "No blowjobs, no ass, nothing. Okay?"
Ilya's expression shutters. He jabs at the spaghetti a few times. "You are not attracted to men?" he asks then.
"I—"
Shane wants to say no, he isn't, but he can't quite get the words out.
He thinks of Rose's objectively perfect breasts that he could never bring himself to take any interest in. He thinks of all the boners he's hidden in locker rooms over the years. All the sweaty torsos he's ignored. All dicks he's tried not to look at in the steam of communal showers. He thinks of the porn he's watched in incognito tabs and then tried to forget about— male betas with male betas, male betas with male alphas, male alphas with other male alphas...
"I, um. I am attracted to men," Shane admits quietly. "Only to men, I think.”
He's never said it aloud before. Rose probably has her suspicions, but the only thing they explicitly discussed when they broke up was his secondary-gender-related weirdness. Ilya is the first person he's ever actually told. It's more of a relief that he'd expected.
"Hmm," hums Ilya. "You are?"
"Yes."
"But not to me?"
"What?"
"You are not attracted to me?"
Shane isn't quite sure how to answer him.
Because Ilya is attractive. That much isn't really deniable. He has, like, a fucking perfect face. But he also has a face that recently got the shit beat out of it. And Ilya is charming and witty and flirtatious. But he's also terrified, which is probably why he's even being so charming in the first place. And Ilya keeps on begging to be fucked, but he panicked when Shane just barely touched his shoulder.
And maybe in some other life, Shane would want Ilya to push him against the wall and put his hands on his chest and kiss him until he sees stars.
But in this life, Shane just wants Ilya to feel safe. Wants to let him heal from all the shit he's been through. Wants to be someone he can trust.
"No," Shane tells him. "I'm not... attracted to you. But, like— it's nothing personal, okay?"
Ilya snorts. "Nothing personal? What, you take vow to never fuck, like monk? So now you do not like to fuck anyone at all?
And what the hell is Shane supposed to say to that?
Gee, you got me there; it's true, I don't like to fuck anyone, but only because I want to be the one getting fucked instead, I think. Except I've never actually tried that with another person, just a stupid dildo. And I don't know who I ever would try it with, because the only people I hang out with are hockey players, none of whom are gay. And even if they were, they're all alphas, and what alpha wants to knot another alpha?
"I don't know. Maybe something like that," he mumbles eventually.
"Bullshit," says Ilya. "You are too hot for being monk."
"Well, it's not— obviously I'm not actually a monk," huffs Shane. "I'm not, like, celibate. I'm not opposed to having sex. Lots of sex, even. I'd love to. It's just... I don't know. Complicated."
"Why complicated?"
"I guess... because it has to be with the right person. Someone I'm compatible with."
"'Compatible'?" asks Ilya, shooting Shane a backward glance. "What is this?"
"It's like, when two people work well together. And get along. And just... fit together comfortably, I guess. As people."
"I am not compatible to you?"
"Like, sexually? No. You're not." Shane sighs. "But it isn't— I mean, honestly, sometimes I think there might not be a single person on earth that I'm compatible with, sexually. So. Yeah." It feels like he's confessing his deepest, most shameful secret.
But Ilya just scoffs. "You are not so special, Shane Hollander. I can be compatible to you. I can be compatible to anyone who fucks me. Otherwise, I would be dead a long time ago."
This isn't the first time that Ilya's made an offhanded comment that was completely fucking devastating in its implications, and Shane is sure it won't be the last. It still makes him feel like he just got the wind knocked out of him. He takes a deep breath. "Ilya. That doesn't sound like compatibility," he says. "That sounds like people were abusing you in horrible ways and you were doing whatever it took to survive. And I promise, you never have to do that with me. Ever."
Ilya gives the spaghetti a particularly violent stir and boiling water sloshes over the pot, spilling down the side. "So what do you want from me then?" he asks hollowly. "Because I will do it for you. I will be good, yes? You will enjoy me. I— I can be compatible. I want to be."
And Shane really isn't a hugger in general, but fuck if he doesn't wish he could give Ilya a hug right now.
"Ilya, I want us to be compatible too, but not like that," he says. "Okay? Let's just worry about being compatible as, like— roommate, uh... housemate... living-together people, you know?"
"Roommate housemate living together people?" Ilya repeats drily, after a beat. "I think you are worse at English than I am."
Shane laughs, but Ilya doesn't look at him, just continues to stir the spaghetti.
Eventually though, he clears his throat. "So, uh, how do we be this kind of compatible?" he asks, somehow managing to sound both contemptuous and hopeful at the same time. "This... housemate people kind?"
Shane exhales slowly. "Well," he says, "for tonight, how about first we finish making our spaghetti. You can keep going with the pasta, and then we'll add the sauce, and I'll microwave some meatballs. And then when it's done, we can sit down at the table and eat dinner together and— I don't know, talk about hockey or something. Get to know each other.”
"And... this sounds compatible to you?" asks Ilya, apparently unconvinced. "Just... eat spaghetti and talk about hockey?"
"Yeah. It does," says Shane. "It, um— yeah." And fuck, maybe Shane has been lonelier than he realized, because the idea of spending an evening in quiet companionship with someone else makes his chest feel weird. "It actually sounds really fucking great," he tells Ilya honestly.
Ilya narrows his eyes, his expression a bit too astute for Shane's liking.
"What?" asks Shane. "You think it sounds boring?"
"Of course. Very boring," says Ilya. "But—" He hesitates, turning his attention back to the spaghetti, giving it a few contemplative stirs. "But maybe is good kind of boring," he offers at last.
Shane doesn't think he's ever smiled so widely before in his life, let alone at something that could arguably be considered an insult. But coming from Ilya, it feels like the highest fucking praise.
"Awesome," he says. "Then that's a plan."
"Yes, okay. That is plan," Ilya replies, and something about his voice makes Shane think that he might be smiling too.
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  Ilya seems to have placed himself in charge of both the pasta and the marinara sauce, so Shane busies himself with other pre-dinner tasks.
"What do you want to drink?" he asks Ilya. "I've got water, obviously. Uh, ginger ale, like I said. Red wine. White wine too, but since we're having spaghetti I guess red would—"
"You have water in plastic bottle?" Ilya interrupts, his voice tight, like he thinks it might be an unreasonable request.
"Uh, I should have a few somewhere," Shane says, opening a cupboard to check. "Yeah, I do. It's Eska; is that okay? It's, like, locally-sourced in Quebec or something."
"Is with cap on top?" asks Ilya, turning to see.
Shane holds up a bottle. "Yeah, it's just... regular bottled water?"
"Okay." Ilya nods. He goes back to monitoring the stove. "Thank you," he adds, with what seems to Shane like unnecessary solemnity.
"Yeah," says Shane. "Of course."
***
Shane microwaves the meatballs. He does not allow himself to read the dietary information on the back of the package, nor does he allow himself to dwell on the fact that this is probably the least-healthy meal he's had in months. He reminds himself that they're having spaghetti because it's a broadly-appealing meal which is easy and fast for two people to make together in the kitchen. And Ilya agreed to it despite having refused all the food at Omicron House, which is what matters here, not Shane's stupid performance diet. Besides, it's off-season.
While Ilya drains the spaghetti, Shane gathers two plates, napkins, silverware, a bottle of water for Ilya, and a ginger ale for himself and sets them down at one end of the table.
"Do you want me to make salad?" he asks. "Or toast or something?"
"No," says Ilya, stirring the sauce into the pasta.
When the microwave beeps, Ilya flinches, then turns and watches, unblinking, as Shane takes out the bag of meatballs and cuts it open.
"Shall I add them to the pasta?" he asks Ilya.
Ilya gives the bag a long look, then nods.
***
Ilya insists on being the one to carry the pot of spaghetti to the table, as well as the one to serve it up. Shane stands nearby, watching as he dishes it out— a whole plateful for Shane and a much smaller portion for himself.
"That's all you want?" Shane asks, doubtful.
Ilya nods.
"You're sure?"
"Yes. I am not, um... obzhora."
"What's that mean? Hungry?"
"No. I— I do not know English word. Is, uh, greedy person? Who eats like pig?"
Jesus Christ. Shane exhales slowly. "Ilya, you're not a... a glutton, or whatever word you're thinking of. Just give yourself as much as you gave me, okay? Please?"
Ilya frowns, but he does pick the tongs back up and add a decent amount of additional spaghetti to his plate.
"Amount is same now," he says eventually. He stands there, scowling, but there's a tension in his shoulders, like he's expecting some show of approval from Shane.
So Shane nods. "Looks good," he says. He pulls out a chair and takes a seat at the table, then gestures toward the chair across from him. "You can sit," he tells Ilya gently.
Obediently, Ilya picks up his plate and circles around to the other side of the table.
"Yeah, right there," says Shane. "Right across from me."
Which brings Ilya to an abrupt stop. "Across?" he echoes, his plate trembling minutely in his hand.
Shane sighs. He thinks of Ilya's earlier reluctance to take a seat on the sofa, even after Svetlana invited him to. "Ilya, it's okay," he says. "You're allowed to sit. You don't need my permission."
But Ilya shakes his head, eyeing the table like it's something deeply suspicious. "No, is— is all wrong," he says.
"What?"
"Forgive me for— But— Sir. Shane. You are alpha. You should sit at head of table, not there. And I cannot— Omega cannot sit so near to alpha at table. Omegas sit far away, close to other end," he explains, with a hushed, almost patient earnestness, like at any moment Shane will come to his senses and recognize the obvious logic of what he's saying.
But Shane doesn't see any logic in it at all, to be honest. "What is this, the Middle Ages or something?"
Ilya stands there wordlessly, gripping his plate of spaghetti with both hands now, his knuckles white, his eyes distant.
"Ilya," says Shane. "Please? It's fine if you sit across from me. I promise. It's 2013; Omegas can sit wherever they want, okay?"
Ilya shakes his head. "Not in Russia," he says quietly.
Shit.
"Well we're not in Russia right now," Shane reminds him. "So don't worry about that."
Ilya says nothing, and it occurs to Shane, suddenly, that Russian culture is likely the only one that Ilya has any true familiarity with— that even though he's been living in Canada for a while now at least, the only aspect of Canadian society that he's actually experienced is the fucking sex trade. Has he ever even been to, like, a restaurant here? Or a store? Or a park? Or anywhere at all where he wasn't getting raped by some alpha?
Well, Omicron House, Shane supposes, but a group home for abused omegas isn't exactly representative of Canadian society at large, either.
"Ilya," he says, "listen, okay? We haven't had rules in Canada about, like, where omegas can and can't sit since probably the 1800s or something. You don't have to worry about all that secondary-gender hierarchy stuff anymore. Omegas have equal rights here."
Ilya scoffs. "Wow. Thank you for telling me this," he says, his voice laced with sarcasm. "I did not know that Canada is omega paradise where omega is never treated like shit. Very good news."
"No, I didn't mean— obviously there's, like, discrimination, and prejudice, and— I'm not trying to deny that. But like. It's better than Russia, at least," Shane tries.
"Oh? And what do you know about Russia?" asks Ilya, with a look that makes Shane want to disappear.
"Honestly, um. Not very much. Basically nothing," he admits. Vladimir Putin, his brain supplies uselessly. The Cold War. Babushkas. Matryoshka dolls. Hockey. Some kind of authoritarian government. And a vague notion that omegas are oppressed there, though he's completely ignorant as to any specifics of what said oppression might involve.
"I'm sorry," he tells Ilya, who obviously does not have the privilege of sharing in Shane's ignorance, who is intimately aware of all the countless ways that omegas are oppressed both in Russia and Canada, and who has no fucking need for a lecture from Shane about his alleged Canadian rights. "I was talking out of my ass, I guess. The point is, we can sit together, okay?"
Ilya just stares at him, his brow furrowed.
"Okay, um. How about this," Shane says. "I'm going to move over one space to the left, so I'm at the center on this side of the table. And then you can sit directly across from me on that side. And that way neither of us will be at either end of the table. Just right in the middle, okay? Like friends. Equals."
Ilya still doesn't move.
Shane sighs. Why the fuck does he even have a dining table that seats eight fucking people, anyway? Why did he let the interior designer talk him into that? It's not like he's hosting banquets every night. The only person he ever invites over is Rose. He could have just gotten a nice little four-person table and none of this would be an issue.
"Please?" he says, feeling kind of pathetic. "How are we going to talk about hockey if we're not even sitting close enough to hear each other?"
And this, finally, seems to unlock something inside of Ilya. He sets down his plate. He pulls out the chair that Shane had indicated, slowly, and sits down.
"You are very strange alpha, Shane Hollander," he says.
Shane shrugs. "If you say so." He picks up his bottle of ginger ale and holds it out. "Let's toast," he offers. "To, uh, compatibility. As friends."
Ilya raises an eyebrow, but he does lift his water bottle and tap it against Shane's.
"Cool. Cheers," says Shane. "How do you say 'cheers' in Russian?"
"Depends on situation. Za vstrechu, maybe."
Shane does it best to repeat the words, and for the first time all day, Ilya laughs.
"Not even close."
Shane laughs too. "Well I tried, right?" he says. "Now c'mon, let's eat."
He takes a bite. Ilya does not. For fuck's sake, thinks Shane.
"Ilya, you can eat," he says.
Wordlessly, Ilya picks up his fork and stabs some of the spaghetti. He brings it to his mouth and chews it slowly, his eyes never leaving Shane's. He swallows. His face is set, his gaze hardened, like he and Shane are engaged in some battle of wits that only Ilya knows the rules to.
He takes another bite, just as cautious as the last. He swallows again. Shane sees something flicker in his expression. He seems to deflate a bit.
And then, suddenly, Ilya begins to shovel spaghetti into his mouth with such heartbreaking desperation that it feels impolite to watch.
Fuck. Shane stares down at his own plate and wonders how long it's been since Ilya had a decent meal. Because even Shane isn't naïve enough to think that anything could motivate someone to eat the way Ilya currently is— with that level of painful, frenzied urgency— except for the knowledge of how it feels to be, like, actually starving.
It's Wednesday now, thinks Shane, and Ilya definitely hasn't had anything substantial to eat since at least Saturday night, because Rose said he was subsisting on junk from the snack closet the whole time he was at Omicron House. And before that... Shane kind of hates to imagine it. What do sex traffickers feed their victims, anyway? Crusts of bread and water, like some medieval dungeon situation? Shane has no fucking idea. Was he kept hungry as punishment? Did they want him weak and unable to fight back? Did he have to endure terrible things to earn the right to something as basic as food?
Shane keeps his head down, trying to get a grip on his imagination as he eats some more of his spaghetti. It kind of tastes like shit.
He should have offered Ilya food right away. Actual food, not just granola bars. He should have guessed he'd be hungry. He shouldn't have been so—
"Thank you," says Ilya quietly. "Was good spaghetti."
Shane looks up. Ilya's plate is already empty. He doesn't meet Shane's eye, just scoops up some leftover sauce with his fork and eats that too.
"You're, um. You're welcome," Shane says. "Do you want seconds? There's plenty."
"'Seconds'?"
"Like, you know. A second serving."
"More... of food?" asks Ilya.
"Yeah."
Ilya narrows his eyes. "Why?"
"Because— I don't know, aren't you hungry?"
"No. I am not."
"Oh," says Shane, though that's obviously bullshit. "Well, still. Feel free to have more. As much as you want." He gives Ilya a smile.
Ilya just glares back, as if in challenge. A few moments pass. Then, almost begrudgingly, Ilya picks up his plate and serves himself a second helping of spaghetti. Unlike last time, he fills the entire plate without needing any encouragement from Shane.
"I am not hungry," he reiterates, twirling his fork in the heap of pasta and shoving it into his mouth. "It taste good, so I eat more. That is all."
"That's fine," says Shane. "Uh. I'm glad you like it."
He watches for a moment as Ilya continues to eat, not quite as ravenously as before, but still too quickly.
Shane sort of wonders if he should tell him to pace himself so he doesn't make himself sick or something, but he'd hate to say anything that Ilya might interpret as, like, restricting his access to food.
So he keeps quiet and goes back to eating his own plateful of what's probably the most mediocre spaghetti he's ever had in his life.
***
"You want to talk about hockey, yes?" Ilya asks after a while.
Shane spears a meatball and smiles. "Of course. Always."
"Okay, so?" prompts Ilya, his eyebrows raised expectantly. "Why you don't talk about it?"
"Oh. Right, yeah," says Shane. "So, uh..." He trails off, trying to come up with something interesting to discuss. It should be easy, in theory. Hockey is pretty much the only thing he ever thinks about. But right now he's finding Ilya's face strangely distracting. "Um, what, like— what position do you play?" he asks at last. Low-hanging fruit, but whatever.
Ilya shrugs. "I told you, I do not play hockey anymore."
"I mean, when you did."
"Center," says Ilya, after a pause. "Like you. But better of course. Much faster."
Shane feels suddenly self-conscious. And maybe a little defensive. "You don't think I'm fast? When have you watched me play?" he asks. "Have you been, like, following my hockey career, or something?"
For a moment, Ilya looks amused. "You want to know if I am Shane Hollander fan? Seeing all of your games? No, I am not. Is just— uh." He lowers his eyes. "Is just because my first, uh... owner? Back in Russia. He was very obsessed with North America hockey. Well, all hockey, but he liked MLH most of all. He would watch it very often on his computer, and he would always be fucking me while he watch it, so I would watch it too, a bit." He takes another bite of spaghetti and glances at Shane as he chews, his expression unreadable. Then he swallows, and looks back down at his plate. "Is how I saw draft, in 2009," he says. "I did not pay so much attention, because, uh, I was in heat and stuck on his knot. But I did pay attention to the name Shane Hollander. And I always remembered it, because— you know." He shrugs, and gives Shane the smallest shadow of a smile. "It should have been me instead. No offense."
"None taken," Shane says automatically, but his mind is reeling.
He thinks of himself on that late-June day in 2009. He thinks about how happy he was, eighteen years old, posing for photos, proudly holding up one finger because he was number one, because all his hard work had paid off and he finally had everything he'd ever wanted.
And he thinks of Ilya on that same June day, also eighteen years old and quite possibly just as talented as Shane was, yet forced to watch the MLH draft from Russia, trapped in a life of sexual slavery, suffering though his heat with some fucking rapist alpha owner.
It's honestly too painful of a juxtaposition for Shane to even fully wrap his mind around. 
"I saw you play too sometimes, when he would watch Montreal games, after you joined team," Ilya goes on, continuing to plow through his spaghetti. "I was usually, uh, distracted, and he sold me before end of season, so I did not see you very much. But I see enough to know you are too slow. And have weak backhand."
Shane forces himself to smile, so that Ilya will know he's not upset about the ribbing. Which he isn't. He is fucking upset though— at the thought of what Ilya means when he says he was distracted while his owner watched hockey. At the fact that he even had an owner in the first place, Jesus Christ. And at the way he casually references being sold, like it was just a normal part of life.
"I saw you one other time after that, also," Ilya says, interrupting Shane's thoughts. "It was last year. I saw you do interview after game, at motel. In Montreal."
"Wait, when was I at a motel?"
Ilya rolls his eyes. "No, me," he says "I was at motel. Back then I had, um, this pimp, yes? He would bring us into different motels all the time. You know, for people to fuck us there."
Jesus Christ. "Oh," Shane says weakly.
"Anyway, one time, customer had TV on and I saw end of Montreal game. I watch you score hat trick. Then after, you had interview, speaking in French. Is very sexy language, yes? And I was thinking to myself: 'Wow, I wonder what it is like to be Shane Hollander, so perfect— being alpha, and playing in MLH, and speaking French, and not ever getting fucked ten times a night in shitty motel.'"
Shane stares up at the ceiling. He's pretty sure there are actual fucking tears in his eyes.
"I'm so sorry, Ilya," he says.
"Why? You did not make me omega."
"I know, but I'm sorry that you had to, like— Just— You didn't fucking deserve that. Any of that shit you had to go through. I wish— I wish that we could have been drafted together. And played on the same team. Or shit, even rival teams. I just wish you could have played hockey instead of... everything else that happened to you."
"Hmm. Yes, rival teams is good," says Ilya. "Then my team could always be beating you. And you would have to give French interviews about being loser. And—" He breaks off suddenly. "What is wrong?"
"What?"
Ilya is staring at him. "You are crying."
"I'm not crying," says Shane, blinking away the dampness from his eyes. "I'm like. Tearing up a little. I'm fine."
"Why?" asks Ilya. He seems genuinely unnerved. "Why you are crying?"
"Because, I—" Shane sighs. "I'm just sad, I guess. Just thinking about how fucking unfair the world is. It's depressing, you know?"
"Alphas do not cry."
Shane wasn't even really crying, but the comment grates at him. "Oh please, don't tell me you believe that stupid macho alpha masculinity stuff."
"Is not about believe. Is just..." Ilya frowns. "Alphas should not do this."
"They shouldn't cry?" It's nothing Shane hasn't heard before, of course, but something about Ilya's matter-of-fact tone gives him pause. It's as though, in Ilya's mind, he isn't saying it to be a bully, just stating an established fact.
"No. Crying, it is for children and omegas. And beta women. And sometimes beta men," Ilya replies, poking his fork at the last of his spaghetti. "But alphas are not weak like this."
"Who told you that?"
"I don't know. My father. My coaches. Everyone."
"So... what about you? You never cry?"
"I am not alpha," Ilya tells him stonily. "You are."
"Yeah, I am," Shane says. "And sometimes I fucking cry. Which is normal, okay? When you're really sad, or really happy, or you watch, like, I don't know, a sappy movie or something? It's just... human nature."
Ilya frowns. "How often do you do this?"
"What, cry? Jesus, I don't know." It's not actually very often, if Shane is being honest, but still. "Whenever I want to," he says firmly.
Ilya seems to consider this. He looks almost— impressed, maybe?
"What?" demands Shane. He feels like he's missing something.
"You are... strange for alpha," Ilya says, lowering his gaze.
"Yeah, you told me that earlier."
"Well, it is true."
"Okay. I mean, I'm not gonna deny it, I guess." Shane doesn't know how else to respond. Because coming from Ilya, it's a compliment, right, to be strange for an alpha? Considering all the abuse that Ilya's suffered at the hands of other alphas, how could it not be?
Yet nothing about Ilya's tone made it sound like praise. In fact, Shane is pretty sure there's a hint of fear in his scent. And when he looks up at Shane, his eyes are narrowed, in judgment or distrust or— well, it's something negative, that much Shane is sure of.
He sighs, and Ilya flinches.
"Hey," says Shane quickly. "It's fine, okay?"
Ilya saying nothing. He's finished his spaghetti, Shane notes.
"You, uh... you want more spaghetti?" he asks. "Or dessert? I have ice cream."
"Ice cream?" Ilya repeats.
"Yeah, uh, it's like, cold, and—"
"Yes, I know ice cream," says Ilya.
"Do you like it?"
"I— I used to," Ilya whispers, his gaze growing distant. "When I was little, my—" He breaks off. "I don't know. I have not had it in ten years, maybe."
There's a sadness in his scent. Shane hates it. "Well, you should have some tonight," he says decisively. "You can have the whole pint, okay? I bought it just for you."
"It... is new?"
God, sometimes Ilya's questions kind of make no sense. "I mean, I got it today, so yeah?" Shane tells him.
Ilya nods slowly. "Okay," he says. "I will eat ice cream. Thank you."
He still smells of sadness, and the mistrust hasn't quite left his expression. But hey, thinks Shane, hopefully the ice cream will help.
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  Ilya eats the ice cream slowly, as though he's either suspicious of it or savoring it, or maybe both. Shane wishes he could tell.
"Do you like it?" he asks eventually.
To his relief, Ilya nods. "Yes. Is very good. Is nice with the... little cookies inside."
"Oh yeah, the Oreos? It's cookies 'n' cream flavor. I didn't know what flavor was your favorite, so I just sort of... chose that one and hoped for the best."
"Mm. Was smart choice," says Ilya. He gives Shane a small smile. "Good job, Shane Hollander."
To Shane's horror, he feels himself blushing. Ilya's smile grows. Shane looks away, waiting for the heat to leave his cheeks.
Then, all of a sudden, Ilya speaks again:
"Um, Svetlana told me you are..." He takes another bite of ice cream. "How to say? Like circus freak, I think?"
"She— what? She did?" asks Shane, trying to process both the abrupt shift in topic and the unexpected bluntness of the description. It doesn't seem like something Svetlana would actually say, even just based on the brief time he's spent with her.
"Yes." Ilya keeps eating his ice cream, seemingly unbothered. "She said you are, uh... defective, is word? As alpha. Because your alpha parts do not work right."
What the fuck? What is Ilya's goal here? To make Shane feel like shit? "Okay, that's... Sort of reductive, but whatever," he says, in as level a voice as he can manage, the same voice he uses to field antagonistic questions at press conferences.
"'Reductive'? What is this?" asks Ilya.
"It means, like, overly simplistic."
Ilya looks at him blankly.
"Like, too simple," Shane tries. "So simple that it's not even true."
The effect of this explanation on Ilya is strange but immediate. "Oh," he says, setting his jaw, dropping his gaze. "I— I understand. Uh. Forgive me, for insulting. I am less stupid usually." There's something new in his scent— like anger, but less sharp. Regret, maybe? Self-loathing?
Shane frowns at this response. "No, hey, it's fine Ilya. I'm not insulted," he tells him. Which— okay, maybe he does feel a little insulted. And kind of hurt, if he's being honest with himself. But not enough that Ilya should have to feel bad about it, especially when this is starting to seem more like a language-barrier issue than anything else. "And you're definitely not stupid, okay?" he adds.
"No, I am," Ilya says, shaking his head. "Svetlana tell me lies and I believe her. And then I insult you. That is very stupid."
"Wait, what lies?"
"About you," Ilya says hollowly. "See, Svetlana, she has silly idea that I am scared of alphas, even though I tell her many times that I am not. But she does not believe me, so she thinks she must tell me these, uh, reducting lies about you or else I will not live here. About you being defective alpha." He glances at Shane for a moment, his expression pleading, then looks away. "I am sorry for offend," he concludes, miserably shoving a particularly large scoop of ice cream into his mouth.
Shane takes a deep breath. Fuck. What had he been thinking, wondering if Ilya was intentionally trying to make him feel bad about himself? Of course Ilya's only goal in bringing this up was to determine how much of a threat Shane posed to him as an alpha. Shane should have realized that. Instead he'd just gotten defensive, as though his stupid alpha pride was more important than Ilya feeling safe.
"Hey, no, I wasn't trying to, like— I mean, it's true. I do have... a lot of differences from other alphas," Shane says.
Ilya just frowns.
"Could I ask, um— what Svetlana said about me, in specific? Like, did she give details?"
Ilya says nothing, but Shane doesn't miss the note of fear in his scent.
"You can tell me," Shane assures him. "Even if it's not accurate or something, I won't be angry. I promise."
Ilya pokes at his ice cream with his spoon for a while. "Fine, whatever you want," he says at last. "She said that, um, you do not have ruts, not even if you are with omega in heat?" He pauses, glancing at Shane briefly, another trickle of fear leaching into his scent.
"Yeah, that's true," Shane says, and Ilya lowers his eyes again.
"Um, she also said you do not smell like alpha even if you don't wear scent patch. And you cannot use Alpha Voice. And you cannot do mating bite. And you cannot make knot."
"Okay, well, that's also all true," says Shane. "So don't worry. It sounds like she was a hundred percent correct in her description of me."
Ilya looks unconvinced. "Is not lie?"
"Nope. Not at all."
"But you said that reducting... reduct... what is word?"
"Reductive?"
"Yes. You said it means not true."
"I— I shouldn't have defined it like that. I was just trying to explain what 'overly-simplistic' means, but sometimes it's hard to, like, think of accurate synonyms." Shane sighs. "Plus, I guess I was a little thrown off, just hearing myself described so... harshly?" he admits. "And by Svetlana of all people? Like, it's pretty fucked up to call a human being defective. And the circus freak part was sort of... I don't know. Usually people just don't really say things like that. They sugarcoat everything."
"'Sugarcoat'?"
"Like. Say it in a nicer way."
"Oh. Well, Svetlana said in Russian," Ilya mumbles. "Sorry if... probably I translate wrong to English and say it more rude." He hesitates. "Um. And she did not say 'circus freak.' She said just, um, thing that is strange, in medical way? Medical fenomen? You know this word?"
"Phenomenon? Like a medical marvel or something?"
Ilya shrugs. "I think so." He seems to consider this for a moment, then asks, "What is sugarcoat way to describe?"
"Well, like— medically, the technical term is APSG. Which stands for, uh, 'atypical presentation of secondary gender.'"
"And what is this?"
"Well, 'atypical' is like, not normal. The opposite of typical. So in my case, APSG basically means that I presented as an alpha, but not a normal one."
"'Atypical'..." Ilya repeats slowly. "This is like 'defective'?"
Shane frowns. "No, uh. Not exactly. Also, I'm pretty sure I already mentioned, but 'defective' really isn't a word you should use to describe anything to do with people, okay? Only objects."
"Oh." Ilya scoops up some ice cream and stares at it on his spoon. "Sorry. I learn it from pimp."
"The... word 'defective'?"
Ilya nods. "He call me this like it is my name," he says with a shrug. "Is how I learn about 'circus freak' too. From pimp. That was different pimp, though."
Jesus Christ. Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. "Ilya, that's... fuck. They shouldn't have called you those things," he says. "That's really messed up."
Ilya raises an eyebrow, like Shane's earnest response is amusing to him. "Is fine. Mean names... this is not really big deal in my life," he says. "And they had to warn customers what to expect from me, yes? All the ways I am fucked up as omega. Or else customers would be angry."
Shane wonders how it would feel if everyone he met were immediately informed of all the ways his physiology fell short of the alpha ideal. As it is, all anyone knows is that he's in the MLH, so he's an alpha. His teammates, his coach, other teams, the brands he works with— to them, he's just a normal alpha who religiously uses scent blockers.
But what if hockey announcers introduced him as Shane Hollander, the defective alpha freak who's only ever had one pathetic little rut the day he presented, who can't form a knot, who secretly wants to be fucked like an omega?
God, it would be so fucking humiliating.
And yet that was what Ilya had to go through every day, wasn't it? All the idiosyncrasies of his omega designation would have been known by everyone who interacted with him, because the only reason anyone interacted with him was to fuck him. And then on top of that, for his pimps or traffickers or whoever to be so intentionally demeaning about it...
"Okay, but— that's still cruel of them to say," Shane insists, frowning. "And really, like, dehumanizing. You're not defective, Ilya. You're not fucked up as an omega. And you're not a circus freak, okay? Neither of us are." Shane might sort of feel like one sometimes, but that's not really relevant to the issue at hand, is it?
Ilya gives his spoon a dismissive wave. "Mm... yes, I am. Is fine to say. I do not care."
"Ilya, no. You're not. A circus freak is, like, bad. I mean, not actual, like, sideshow performers; they're fine, obviously— but, like, the term 'circus freak' is negative, you know? And like, yeah, you and I are different from other alphas and omegas, but that's what makes us who we are. It doesn't have to be a negative thing."
He's repeating the same empty platitudes his parents would use to try to cheer Shane up when he was a teenager and feeling shitty about himself, concerned that hockey scouts could somehow tell there was something wrong with him, worried that he'd never find a mate. Shane hadn't found any of it convincing back then, and he doubts Ilya will now, but he feels like he should at least try to be encouraging.
"It can just be... a thing," Shane goes on. "Like, not a good thing or a bad thing. Just— just plain old APSG. Just a biological thing that happens sometimes, like needing glasses or— I don't know, having an extra finger or something."
Ilya shakes his head, staring absently into his half-empty pint of ice cream. "Is not me," he says.
"What's not you?"
"This... the letters? Atypical... whatever?" says Ilya. "This is not me."
"What, APSG? I mean, obviously the specifics are different," Shane hastens to explain, "but I'm pretty sure that technically we'd both be considered to have it. It's a pretty broad, like, umbrella term. So there's a lot of variation in people's specific atypical presentations, you know?"
"What about if presentation is normal though?" Ilya asks. "Not atypical?"
"Well, that'd be the rest of the population of alphas and omegas in the world, right? They just present in the typical way."
"Yes," says Ilya. He points at himself with a spoonful of ice cream, then sticks it in his mouth. "And me too," he says, as he swallows the bite.
"I don't... understand," Shane tells him, feeling painfully aware of the language barrier between them.
"Okay," says Ilya. "Is like this: I presented when I was sixteen, yes? Normal omega. Everything normal. Now..." Ilya shrugs. "Now I am different. Atypical. But at first... typical."
"Wait, but— how?"
"What do you mean how?"
"I mean, like, how is that possible?" Shane asks. "You're saying you started developing alpha traits after you'd already presented as a typical omega? Because I've done a lot of research on APSG, and I haven't read anything about it ever being, like, late-onset or anything."
"Well, maybe you have not read enough about, uh... alpha fathers who do not want omega son, so they force son to go to many doctors, and they pay lots of money for these doctors to turn son into alpha instead," Ilya intones. "But then it does not work right. So son is still omega. Except for now he is atypical." He says the last word like it's a slur.
"Ilya, what the fuck?" whispers Shane, half-hoping he's misunderstood what's being implied here. "Your dad paid doctors to turn you into an alpha?"
Shane knows that there are people who feel uncomfortable with their secondary gender and seek treatment to modify it in various ways. Shane isn't sure of all the specifics, but he completely understands that kind of situation. Back when he first presented at fifteen, his own endocrinologist had even talked with him about options he had, through surgery or medication or both, to increase his production of alphenic hormones and possibly develop more traditional alpha traits.
Shane hadn't been interested, personally. As long as he was an alpha according to blood tests, and therefore able to one day play in the MLH, that had been enough for him. He hadn't wanted to take time away from hockey for medical procedures and recovery, or to risk experiencing any unintended side-effects that might hinder his ability to perform athletically at the absolute highest level possible.
But the point is, it's not the idea of modifying one's secondary gender expression that disturbs him.
It's— fuck, it's the way Ilya made it sound like it was something done to him against his will. The pain in his voice. The bitterness. His use of the word "force."
Ilya shrugs. "Well, like I said, it did not work. But yes, this was what he wanted. For doctors to fix me so I would be alpha."
"And, uh... was it also what you wanted?" Shane asks, though he has a feeling that he already knows the answer.
Ilya's brow furrows deeply, and something dark flickers behind his eyes, a haunted sort of terror. "What, do you think I could tell him no?" he whispers, and as he says it, the scent of his fear— searing and raw in a way that it hasn't smelled at any point before now— floods the air.
Jesus. Shane closes his eyes.
The fact that even now, years later and an ocean away, the thought of disobeying his father makes Ilya feel that fucking afraid…
Shane feels a rush of fury toward this man he's never met, this cruel, bigoted alpha who clearly didn't deserve a son like Ilya.
"Besides," Ilya says, "I just always kept reminding myself that if it worked, I could play hockey. I did want to play hockey." He eats some more ice cream and shrugs. "And it did almost work, too. Except for that my body decided to fuck everything up."
"What happened?" asks Shane, not sure he really wants to know, yet simultaneously desperate to better understand Ilya— what he's been through, how to help him.
"You want whole story?" Ilya asks. "Is long and boring."
"I like boring, remember?"
"Yes, how can I forget?" Ilya smiles briefly, then goes back to eating his ice cream in silence for long enough that Shane wonders if he doesn't actually intend to tell the story after all.
But at last, Ilya clears his throat. "So, uh. I presented after I just turned sixteen," he says, tracing his spoon around the rim of the ice cream container, his eyes distant. "It was summer. My father talked to coach, pulled me from team for entire next season because of, uh, private family matters, he said. Then he start taking me to doctors. All types of doctors. And they do... all types of things to me. Many injections, with hormones. And surgery to remove mating gland and womb. And, uh... gennaya terapiya? Gene therapy, I think is called in English?"
"That sounds intense," Shane says, trying to digest everything Ilya is telling him. Fucking gene therapy? He didn't even know that was possible for things like this.
"Yes," agrees Ilya. "It took many months. And then more months for recovering. Then it was summer again, and I had to practice hockey for twelve hours every day to get my skill back up. But when the season started I was ready, yes? I was better than I had ever been before. And for Juniors League, in Russia, there is blood test before each season, to make sure no one secretly presents as omega over break. So I was worried, but it came back fine. Hormones all good. I was approved as alpha. I thought— I thought that everything would be okay." He lifts up a spoonful of melted ice cream and tilts it slightly, watching as it drips back into the container. "I was stupid."
Shane realizes he's been holding his breath. He exhales shakily, and waits for Ilya to continue.
Which, eventually, Ilya does. "First game of season, great. We won. Then... there was second game. And I went into heat. On middle of ice, in front of whole crowd. No pre-heat or anything, no warnings. It just... happened. Ambulance took me to hospital. More blood tests. And wow, big surprise, my omega hormones are high now. Very, very high. So then... my secret was not secret anymore. Everyone knew I was omega."
"Fuck, Ilya. I'm sorry. That must have been— I can't even imagine."
Ilya nods vacantly. "After that, no more hockey, of course," he says. "And my father was... very furious." He isn't eating his ice cream anymore, just staring into the depths of the little container, his spoon clutched desperately in one hand.
"What did he do?" Shane asks tentatively. "Did he kick you out?" In his mind, he's attempting to fill in the gaps in the story that would explain the horrific leap from Ilya being unable to play hockey to Ilya being owned by that fucking MLH-watching alpha he'd talked about earlier.
"Kick me out? No," says Ilya, with a small, humorless laugh. "No, he sold me."
"Who did?"
"My father."
Shane blinks, uncomprehending. "But how could— why would he ever—"
Ilya laughs again, just as humorlessly as before. "Well, you know, he wasted a lot of money on me. On all the medical treatments. And on my hockey training, ever since I was young. And on raising me in general for seventeen years," Ilya says, his voice mocking. "So he had to try to make at least some of this money back, yes? And there are many alphas who will pay very much to have personal omega sex toy."
Shane squeezes his eyes shut, utterly overwhelmed by the horror of it all, his distress only growing with each successive word out of Ilya's mouth.
"My father was in police," Ilya goes on. "He has, uh, many connections to people who deal with this kind of business. Very easy for him to call someone who will find buyer and handle the sale."
"The sale... of you," Shane says faintly, still struggling to even fathom such a thing. "His son. As a sex slave."
"Yes."
Shane's stomach hurts. He presses his trembling hands to his knees and tries to get his breathing under control. He feels sort of dizzy, actually— lightheaded with rage toward Ilya's fucking pathetic excuse for a father, who sold his own 17-year-old son into the hell he's had to endure for the past five years.
"You are angry."
Shane looks up with a start. "What?"
"All day I have not smelled you be angry," Ilya says quietly. "Even when I thought you should be. But now... you smell angry."
Does Ilya think that what his father did was acceptable? Does he think it doesn't deserve outrage? "Yeah, no shit," says Shane. "Of course I'm fucking angry. I don't think I've ever been so angry in my fucking life."
Ilya's eyes widen. "But I didn't— wait, please, Alpha, I'm sorry. Shane. Please— whatever I have done wrong, or said wrong, I will make it up to you— I will do what you want, I can—"
"No, no, Ilya, fuck, I'm not angry at you," Shane tells him in a rush. God, he is such an idiot. When will he stop being an idiot and start thinking before he says things that Ilya can easily misinterpret? "Not at you," he repeats. "Not at all."
"But... you are angry," Ilya says slowly, obviously struggling to understand.
"Yeah, at your dad!" Shane shouts.
Ilya flinches.
"Sorry, fuck," says Shane. "I didn't mean to yell. But I'm just—" Shane takes a deep breath, determined not to raise his voice again. "I am so fucking angry at him, for what he did to you, everything he put you through, and I just— holy shit, Ilya. I think I want to kill him. Like I genuinely wish I could hunt him down right now and kill him with my bare hands."
"Oh." Ilya stares at Shane for a moment, thoughtfully, the smell of fear steadily draining from his scent. Then he smiles. "Wow. How compatible of us," he says. "I wish I could do this too."
"You do?" Shane asks weakly.
"Yes. But, I cannot, so. Instead I just decided a long time ago that I will always try to stay alive, no matter how much everything is shit. Because my father would hate that almost as much as he would hate to get killed."
Ilya lifts up his pint of ice cream like a cup and drains the rest of its contents into his mouth, casually, as though there's nothing at all significant about what he just said, nothing profound about his commitment to resilience in the face of unimaginable difficulty.
And Shane starts to cry. For real, this time. Tears are streaming down his cheeks. He wipes them away impatiently, sniffling.
Ilya stills. "You are okay?" he asks, eyeing Shane with obvious discomfort.
"I'm fine," says Shane. He dries his face on his sleeve and draws a ragged breath. It feels almost presumptuous, to be crying like this on Ilya's behalf. Like, for fuck's sake, Ilya is the one who actually had to survive all the trauma, and meanwhile Shane can't handle even hearing about it without crying?
Ilya sets the empty pint of ice cream down on the table and crosses his arms over his chest. "Is second time you cry today."
"Yeah, I know," sniffs Shane.
Ilya nods uneasily. He opens his mouth as if to speak again, then closes it, averting his eyes.
Shane feels like he should say something to reassure him, or perhaps to justify himself, but nothing comes to mind.
Just then though, mercifully, a tinny ringtone sounds softly from somewhere, sparing Shane from the need to speak.
Ilya flinches at the noise, then pulls out a flip phone from the front pocket of his pants. He looks down at it.
"Um. Is Svetlana," he says. "I can talk to her?"
Shane nods hurriedly. "Please, yeah, of course," he tells Ilya. "Go for it. You don't have to ask."
"Okay." Ilya keeps his eyes trained on Shane as he answers. "Allo?"
Shane can make out the muffled sound of Svetlana speaking Russian on the other end of the line, and Ilya says something dismissive in reply.
There's a bit more back and forth between them, until finally Ilya sighs and presses a button on the phone.
"I put her on hold. She said I must go to my bedroom to talk, so you cannot listen," he says to Shane, rolling his eyes. "I try to tell her this is stupid because we are already speaking in Russian, but she thinks is very important."
"No, she's right," says Shane. "You should have privacy. Go talk in your room. And feel free to lock the door if you want, okay? That's totally fine."
"But I did not clean dishes yet," Ilya says.
"What? No, don't even— that's not your job. I'll handle the dishes."
Ilya shakes his head. "I will clean after call."
"Ilya, you're my guest, remember?" says Shane. "The only thing you need to worry about for the rest of the evening is, like, taking it easy, okay? I'll do all the cleaning. No problem."
Ilya purses his lips, eyeing the empty plates on the table like it physically pains him to see them there.
"Just talk to Svetlana," Shane says gently. "She's been waiting on hold there for a long time."
"I— You are sure? I go to room? Now?"
"I'm sure," nods Shane. "Please. Seriously, you don't have to ask me about this stuff. You can come and go wherever you want in this apartment. It's your home too, okay?"
Ilya gives him a long, appraising look. "Okay," he says at last. He glances down at the phone.
"And Ilya," Shane says.
"What?"
"Don't forget to tell her how boring I am, alright?"
Ilya takes a second to process this. Then he grins, broadly, his entire face lighting up. "Oh," he says. "Do not worry, Shane Hollander. I will tell her all about how boring you are. And how strange. And how you give me cookies 'n' cream ice cream."
And with that, still smiling, Ilya stands up from the table, resumes his call with Svetlana, and— after one long, final look at Shane— turns and heads towards the stairs.
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  "So have you unpacked your things yet?" Svetlana asks in Russian, as Ilya walks up Shane Hollander's stairs.
"Shh, Svetlana! This is serious," Ilya says with mock severity, also in Russian. "Not a single word until I'm safe behind closed doors, remember?"
Svetlana sighs. "I know you think it's unnecessary, but I'm only trying to make sure that you feel able to speak to me freely, Ilya."
This is one of many annoying things about Svetlana: She has no sense of humor. She always treats everything like it's so serious, like Ilya is a delicate little flower growing in her garden and she needs to protect him from the big scary world. Like she doesn't realize he's actually just a fucking weed growing from a crack in the sidewalk, who won't die even if everyone wants him to, even if the soil is shitty and it never rains and he gets stepped on a hundred times a day. He doesn't need a gardener trying to tend to him.
He reaches the second floor of Shane's apartment and walks down the hall until he reaches the guest bedroom. He takes a deep breath and steps inside, closing the door behind him.
Shane had said he could lock it— Shane might even think that he truly wouldn't mind if Ilya locked it— but Ilya doesn't dare, because he isn't stupid. He can already tell that Shane Hollander is a fucking control freak. The first time Shane tried to get into a room in his own house and found it locked, he'd realize he actually can't stand it, and suddenly Ilya wouldn't be allowed to close doors at all or some shit.
"Okay, I'm in the bedroom," Ilya tells Svetlana. "We can discuss the state secrets of Mother Russia in private now. Or did you have something else in mind?"
Svetlana doesn't even acknowledge the joke. "So how has your evening been?" she asks.
"Fine."
"And have you done anything in particular since I left?" He hates the way she talks to him sometimes, in such a patient, gentle voice.
"No."
"You've done nothing?"
"Only boring things," Ilya says. "Shane is extremely boring."
"You're calling him 'Shane'?" asks Svetlana, and Ilya feels a rush of panic.
"No, I mean, he makes me," he says defensively. "He told me not to call him 'Alpha,' only 'Shane.' I'm just doing as he said."
"No, that's good," says Svetlana, in that same patient voice. "I'm very glad to hear it, in fact. I'm glad that you feel comfortable addressing him like that."
Ilya most certainly does not feel comfortable addressing him like that. Up until today, the only alpha that Ilya had ever called by his first name was Alexei.
But Ilya is nothing if not adaptable. Shane Hollander had responded badly to being called Alpha. He had ordered Ilya to call him Shane instead. And Ilya can obey orders, even ones that make him uncomfortable.
"So. Tell me, what are some of these boring things that you've done tonight?" Svetlana asks him.
"I don't know." Ilya kicks at the abstract-looking black and white rug that's on the floor in front of the dresser, resisting the urge to open any of the dresser drawers. Svetlana had checked them, right? So they can't contain anything too terrible. "We talked, I guess," he says. "We had dinner. We talked more."
"You had dinner?"
"Yes."
"You did?" asks Svetlana, sounding pleasantly surprised.
"Yes," Ilya says. "Spaghetti."
"And you ate it?"
Svetlana had been very obsessed with whether or not he was eating, back at Omicron House.
His first day there, he'd stayed in his room during their stupid little scheduled mealtimes. He'd been aware that everyone who worked there, including Svetlana, was annoyed with him— pissed off that he wasn't the kind of polite, grateful, well-behaved omega they were used to, who did whatever anyone asked. It would have been much more convenient for everyone if he were a bit more submissive. More sedated. Which is why he had no intention of consuming a single fucking thing they served there, at least not until he got too hungry to be rational anymore.
The next morning, Svetlana had asked him directly if there was anything that would make him feel more comfortable with eating. Do you have food allergies? Do you have specific preferences? Do you have concerns about the food's cleanliness or freshness? Are you worried about your food being tampered with?
But admitting what he was scared of would have meant revealing himself to be vulnerable, and confessing how deeply he distrusted the staff would have only made them more determined to control him.
So Ilya had, of course, told her no, no worries, no concerns.
Svetlana hadn't argued, just said she understood, then brought him to the rec room and opened a door to reveal shelves and shelves of pre-packaged foods. This is the snack closet, she'd said. It's for everyone. You can eat as many snacks as you want from here; there are no limits. No one will mind.
Ilya had nearly cried with relief.
And Svetlana had left him alone there to gorge himself on granola bars in private. So maybe she really had understood, at least a little.
And maybe she truly is glad to know that he had dinner tonight with Shane.
"Yes," Ilya says. "I ate it." He ate way too much, actually, and too fast, and now his stomach hurts. But Svetlana does not need to know that.
"And you enjoyed it?" Svetlana asks.
"Yes."
"Well, I'm— I'm very happy to hear that, Ilya. I hope you'll continue to enjoy the food there."
Ilya says nothing. He wants to sit down, but doesn't know where. Shane hadn't mentioned whether he's allowed to touch the bed, and Ilya's not sure he'd want to even if he did have permission. It's been so long since he's been on a bed for any reason other than so someone could fuck him there. At Omicron House, he'd preferred just to sleep on his bedroom floor.
"So, how do you like Shane?" asks Svetlana.
Ilya snorts. How does he like Shane? What sort of question is that? Shane has been kind to him this evening. There have been stretches of time where Ilya has not felt actively afraid of him. But Ilya doesn't like him. Ilya isn't stupid enough to ever let himself like people.
"He's fine," he says to Svetlana. "I told you, he's boring."
"Boring in what way?"
"Ugh, so many ways," says Ilya, with a theatrical groan that he knows is wasted on Svetlana. "Like, for example, he has no cigarettes in his house. None. And no vodka, only ginger ale. And he loves rules. He wanted to follow the spaghetti recipe to the letter. And he actually cares about that stupid contract you gave him. It's all very annoying."
"That contract he signed isn't something he has the option not to care about, Ilya," Svetlana chides him. "It would be highly inappropriate if he didn't adhere to it."
Again, no sense of humor. Maybe Svetlana is the boring one, Ilya thinks. At least Shane laughs at his jokes.
Ilya decides, eventually, to just sit down on the rug by the dresser. He draws his knees up to his chest and leans back. Fuck. His back hasn't healed from the belting he got last week, and it fucking hurts where the handles on the dresser drawers dig into the lashes.
In fact, pretty much everything hurts. His ass. His ribs. His knees. His wrists.
But at least the pain is a distraction from his steadily-increasing nausea.
"Ilya, did you hear me?" comes Svetlana's voice in his ear.
Ilya scowls. "What?"
"I said that the contract is very important."
"Yeah yeah, I know. The world will end if Shane Hollander fucks me."
"Ilya—"
"I'm joking."
"Well, I am not," says Svetlana. "Has he done anything to make you feel uncomfortable since I left?"
Ilya resists the urge to scoff at her. Shane has done many things to make him uncomfortable: sitting in the wrong seat at the table, openly crying two separate times, not letting Ilya give him a blowjob. But nothing that Svetlana would care about.
"No," he says.
"Has he been treating you with respect?"
Ilya hesitates. "Yes."
Too much respect, probably. More than any alpha should give an omega.
"And you'll tell me if anything changes? If he does anything inappropriate? If you ever feel threatened?"
"If I say yes, will you stop nagging me about it?"
Svetlana exhales shortly, but apparently decides it isn't worth pursuing. "Alright. But there's one other thing I wanted to discuss," she says. "I don't know if you remember, but you have a followup appointment at the Omicron House clinic tomorrow."
"I remember."
"And how are you feeling about it?"
"Fine," says Ilya. Shane will be driving him there no matter how he feels about it, so why does she even care?
"I wanted to talk to you about it, because even though you'll mainly be going over blood test results, I think there's a chance that the nurse will suggest the idea of a physical exam, since you didn't have one on Sunday."
Ilya tries to ignore the jolt of cold panic that passes through him. "Well, that's no surprise," he says lightly. "Everyone loves seeing me naked."
"You know it isn't like that, Ilya. A medical checkup is a standard part of the intake process at Omicron House. Many omegas arrive here with injuries that need attention. Infected wounds, broken bones, anal or genital trauma— these are very common among survivors of sex trafficking. A physical exam is the first step in getting any treatment you might need, okay Ilya? We want you to be healthy."
"Well, lucky you, because I already am healthy. I have none of those problems."
He holds the phone between his ear and his shoulder and pulls back the sleeves of his hoodie to peer at his wrists, ringed with scabbed-over sores from the cuffs Daniel made him wear for the past month. They don't look infected, at least not as far as Ilya can tell.
He probably does have fucking "anal or genital trauma," as Svetlana put it, but who gives a fuck? It's not like he's actively bleeding from his asshole.
And if any of his bones are broken, it's just a rib or two, which there isn't any treatment for except to breathe through the pain. Anyway, they're probably not even broken. Maybe just sprained.
"Okay, Ilya. I'm glad you're healthy," says Svetlana, like she's decided it's not worth arguing with him about. Which it's not. "And if you don't want to undress, or don't want any physical exam at all, that's alright. No one is going to force you to. But obviously, at your appointment on Sunday, there were a few incidents."
"Yes, I know, I was a very naughty little boy and scared two nurses. Shame on me."
"You didn't just scare them, Ilya. You used Alpha Voice on them."
"I know," Ilya bites out. Fuck, his stomach hurts so fucking much. He wraps one arm around his legs and pulls them closer to his body. "You've given me enough lectures about it. And so did that lady Karina." Was her name even Karina? All Ilya knows is that she had eventually decided he was too much of a threat to stay in her precious omega sanctuary.
"Karine, the program director, yes," says Svetlana. "I do know we talked about this with you already, and I know that so far, you haven't used Alpha Voice to cause any real or intended coercion or physical harm. But it's a slippery slope, okay, Ilya? Improper use of Alpha Voice is illegal in Canada. And aside from that, being subjected to Alpha Voice can feel very violating, even if—"
"Yes, I know what it feels like," snaps Ilya. He can resist Alpha Voice in a way that most omegas and betas would never be able to, but he's still susceptible to it. And for fuck's sake, all he'd done was tell them to leave him alone. If the nurses thought that was violating, they should feel what it's like being ordered to get on their knees and beg for some disgusting alpha's cock.
He hears Svetlana sigh on the other end of the line. "The only reason I'm bringing any of this up again is that I want tomorrow's appointment to be a more positive experience for everyone."
"Okay, how about if this time the nurse doesn't tell me I have to take off my clothes? That would be a more positive experience for me."
"No nurse here would have told you that you had to do that. She may have asked whether—"
"I will tell you what she said," snaps Ilya, and he switches to English: "She said to me, okay, now how do you feel about if I leave room while you take off clothes and put on stupid paper dress instead, and then I will come back to see how fucked up your asshole looks."
"She did not say that," Svetlana says in Russian. She doesn't sound amused.
"Okay, but I know that's what she was implying," huffs Ilya. "So yeah, I told her to get the fuck away from me in Alpha Voice. And I'd do it again, too."
"Ilya, I'd ask that you please don't. At the beginning of the appointment, tell your nurse that you don't want a physical exam. She will listen to you. And if anything comes up later in the appointment that makes you uncomfortable, if she asks any questions that you don't want to answer, you can say so. I know it's difficult, and you may feel scared, but you don't have to jump straight to Alpha Voice."
Obviously, Svetlana thinks he's stupid. And she's right, too, isn't she? He's been told to strip countless times over the years. Daniel hadn't even let him wear clothes at all. And Ilya had never, ever argued. If an alpha wanted him naked, Ilya would get naked without a moment's hesitation.
And now some friendly beta nurse asks politely how he would feel about undressing so she can check if he's injured, and he immediately uses Alpha Voice to force her out of his presence? Why did he think he had any fucking right to do that? It doesn't even make sense for him to have overreacted so dramatically.
"I'm sorry," he mumbles into the phone, hating how small his voice sounds. "I just don't like doctors."
"That's alright, Ilya. I imagine you've had negative experiences with doctors in the past," Svetlana tells him, in a sympathetic, patronizing tone that makes Ilya want to hang up on her.
Ilya scoffs. He wonders what she's imagining. The doctors who had treated Mama's broken bones while joking with his father about their own unruly omega wives? The doctors who had twisted Ilya's body according to his father's demands when he was sixteen? The doctor who'd been Ilya's final owner in Russia, who'd given him heat stimulants every day for three months straight to keep him constantly, tortuously in heat, until at last Ilya had managed to run away?
No, of course not. Svetlana isn't imagining any of that, because she has no idea what she's talking about.
"But you won't be seeing a doctor tomorrow," Svetlana continues calmly. "You'll see a nurse, like before. And all the clinicians at Omicron House want the best for you, alright? They never want to cause you any additional stress or discomfort. They've all been trained in helping people who have experienced trauma. In English, they call it 'trauma-informed care'— do you understand the words?"
"Yes," mutters Ilya. "It sounds like something stupid that Canadians would make up."
"It's not stupid," Svetlana says. "It's very important. It's essential, in fact, for—"
"For what? For helping sad, traumatized little omegas feel safe? I'm not like those other omegas, Svetlana. I don't need your fucking Canadian trauma-informed care. Or any kind of care. I'm not twelve years old."
"Everyone needs care, Ilya, not just children. And not just omegas or abuse survivors, either. Everyone."
"And what if I don't want it? What if I don't want anyone to fucking take care of me?"
"What do you want?" Svetlana asks softly. "What will help you feel supported?"
Ilya closes his eyes. He wants so many fucking things, but nothing he would ever allow himself to actually hope for.
He wants to go a full month without being forced into heat. He wants to be allowed to sleep through the night sometimes. He wants his ass to have a chance to heal before Shane fucks him there. He wants to get better at English. He wants the tattoos of his pimps' names to disappear from his skin. He wants his mother's crucifix necklace back. He wants to skate on the ice again, even just once. He wants to not be scared all the fucking time. He wants Shane to want him.
"I want this fucking call to be over," he tells Svetlana. "How about that?"
His fingers hurt from holding the phone so tightly.
He hears Svetlana take a deep breath. "Okay," she says. "That's alright. It's been a long day for you, hasn't it? I'm sure you're tired."
Ilya says nothing. She's using her patronizing voice again.
"Get some rest tonight, okay?" Svetlana goes on. "And have a good day tomorrow. A good appointment. I will call you again tomorrow evening to check in. But you can contact me any time, day or night. Nothing is too trivial." She pauses briefly. "And Ilya. Please. Just promise that if Shane does anything to make you feel unsafe, anything at all, you'll tell me immediately, alright?"
"Yes, Svetlana, I will tattle to you if Shane rapes me, okay?" says Ilya. "Goodbye."
He hangs up the phone and shoves it back in his pocket. He rests his forehead on his bruised knees. He inhales shakily.
He hates himself. He is such a bad person. Svetlana doesn't deserve to be treated like that, after everything she's done for him.
When the police had been hesitant to turn Ilya over to Omicron House on Saturday night, convinced he might be an alpha in disguise, Svetlana had been the one to come outside and speak to them.
They'd opened the car door so Svetlana could see Ilya as he sat there in the backseat, wearing nothing but a shiny silver blanket and refusing to meet anyone's eye.
She'd taken one look at him and immediately pulled a fingerprick hormone test out of her purse. Then she had squeezed herself into the car so she, too, was sitting in the back, right next to Ilya.
What is your name? she had asked, and once Ilya told her, she'd switched to Russian.
This is going to take some blood from your finger, okay? she'd said. Have you done a hormone test like this before?
Ilya had nodded, and sat there numbly as Svetlana administered the test.
Now we wait fifteen minutes, she'd told him, paying no mind to the two policemen looming impatiently outside. She'd passed the time by speaking softly to him in Russian, assuring him that everything would be okay, telling him about this place called Omicron House. She hadn't forced him to answer any questions. She hadn't mocked him when, at some point, he'd started to sob. She'd stayed there beside him for the full fifteen minutes it took the results to develop.
And as soon as the test had deemed Ilya an omega, Svetlana had taken his hand, guided him out of the car, and shoved the test at one of the policemen.
He'll be coming with me, she'd said. You can leave now.
And that had been that.
So yes, Ilya is grateful to Svetlana. He probably owes her his life or something, because who knows what the police would have done to him if she hadn't been there? And she is, as Shane had said, "nice." He thinks she really does want the best for him, in her own way.
But god, sometimes she's just so fucking annoying. And so naïve. Has she even thought about what would actually happen if Shane did end up violating her precious contract?
Ilya knows that before Rose Landry had somehow convinced Shane to get involved, Omicron House's plan had been to send Ilya to live in a hotel. They would pay for his room and food, Svetlana had explained, and Ilya would stay there until a more permanent home could be found for him.
So Ilya is sure that if he were ever to make Svetlana think Shane was abusing him, that's the plan that Omicron House would fall back on. They would remove Ilya from Shane's apartment— for Ilya's own protection, of course, they would say— and then they would send him off to a hotel.
Svetlana probably thinks that seems like a perfectly acceptable thing to do, because Svetlana does not understand how the world works for people like Ilya.
But Ilya understands his position perfectly. He's a male omega with no family or friends or experience doing anything except playing hockey and getting fucked, and he can't play hockey anymore. He has no way to survive on his own. But also he's too fucked up to live with other omegas.
Which means that Ilya has only two options in life: being owned as the personal omega of an alpha master, or being owned as a whore by an alpha pimp.
And sending Ilya to live in a hotel would inevitably lead to the second option. Ilya knows this, because he fucking knows about hotels. He's spent hundreds of nights getting fucked in hotels. He met his first ever pimp at a hotel in Russia, after he ran away from his fourth owner. And he is never, ever going to stay in a fucking hotel again, if he can help it.
Which is why, when Svetlana had come to his room early this morning and told him about the possibility of him living with Shane, he had agreed to it. He'd been angry, of course, that even the staff at Omicron House apparently saw him as an object to be given away. And bitter that he was about to be owned by Shane fucking Hollander, of all people.
But he had also been relieved, as shameful as it feels to admit to himself that he could ever feel relief about belonging to an alpha. Getting fucked by the same alpha every night was better than getting fucked by five or ten or whatever a pimp decided his quota was for the day.
And the more Svetlana had talked, the more cautiously-optimistic Ilya had become. He hadn't been sure if he fully believed her when she said that Shane had no knot and never went into rut, but even a small knot would be nice. And maybe his ruts wouldn't be quite as terrible as the ones Ilya is usually subjected to. And if Shane had dated Rose Landry, as Svetlana claimed, he probably wasn't a psychopath, right? Ilya liked Rose Landry. And she was an omega. Which, Ilya had told himself, must mean that Shane was capable of fucking an omega without acting like a complete monster.
And so, when he and Svetlana had arrived at Shane's apartment earlier this afternoon, Ilya had felt like he knew what to expect: that Shane would be a slightly-less-sadistic version of every other alpha owner he'd ever had. He would be violent, but perhaps not without some kind of reason. He would treat Ilya as subhuman sometimes, but maybe Ilya would deserve that. And of course he would fuck Ilya, but there are worse things than getting fucked. Many, many worse things.
***
Then he had actually met Shane.
And now it all feels much more fucking complicated.
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  Shane Hollander doesn't act the way an alpha is supposed to.
Ilya would know, because he's met many, many alphas in his life. Probably thousands. And none of them have been anything like Shane.
He doesn't smell like an alpha, first of all. Which is good, because Ilya fucking hates the smell of alpha pheromones. The specific scent notes don't even matter— there's always the same putrid, threatening undercurrent to the scent of every alpha Ilya has ever encountered, and it always disgusts him. And maybe scares him too, a bit, as Svetlana seems to suspect, though Ilya would never actually admit to anyone that he's pathetic enough to be afraid of fucking smells.
But even though Shane lacks the scent of alpha pheromones, he does still give off the scent of his emotions. And for an alpha, Shane's emotions are very fucking bizarre.
He always smells uncertain, for one thing. Alphas aren't usually uncertain around Ilya: They know exactly what they want from him, and they don't hesitate to tell him what it is. But Shane seems hesitant all the time. In fact, there's a constant tension in his scent— the weight of too many emotions tangled up together, too many thoughts, like he's never sure exactly what he should feel or say or do.
It's almost endearing, Ilya thinks. But also it's unnerving, because it makes him unpredictable. If Shane himself doesn't know what he should feel at any given time, then how the fuck is Ilya supposed to guess what will please him?
Shane had sounded so confident in that one interview Ilya had watched of him. And when he's on the ice— fuck, Shane must smell completely different when he's on the ice, Ilya thinks, because Shane Hollander does not play hockey like someone who ever smells uncertain.
That was the version of Shane that Ilya had expected to meet today: the dominant, self-assured, generational-talent version. Ilya had been prepared for that. It would have been familiar. Easy. Because Ilya is an expert at getting fucked and beaten and demeaned.
He is not an expert at... whatever the fuck is actually going on with Shane Hollander.
There's a softness to him that Ilya has never seen before in an alpha. Even his fucking emotions are soft. He feels things like sadness and surprise and sympathy and guilt, and doesn't even seem embarrassed about it. He's cried, for fuck's sake. Twice. Has no one ever hit him for crying? Does he cry in front of his alpha hockey teammates? In front of his father? Ilya hates to even imagine it.
But stranger than Shane's mushy little feelings themselves is the fact that he's apparently feeling all these things because of Ilya. As though Ilya isn't just a worthless omega who deserves to be put in his place, but a regular human being who deserves some fucking sympathy sometimes.
And somehow it doesn't feel patronizing, coming from Shane. Svetlana is a beta, so Ilya can't smell her emotions, but the thing about her is that it always seems like she pities him, like she sees him as something small and hurt and breakable.
With Shane, it's different. He never smells like pity. When he looks at Ilya, his eyes dark and earnest, and tells him he's sorry that he had to go through whatever shitty thing Ilya talked about, the only emotion in his scent is an indignant sort of sadness. Like he's truly upset on Ilya's behalf, the way he might feel about someone he saw as an equal.
Which is, in and of itself, extremely abnormal behavior for an alpha. Ilya will never be Shane's equal. Which is a fact that Shane should be well aware of, although it seems to Ilya like perhaps he actually isn't?
Because the emotions that Shane doesn't smell of are just as strange as the ones he does. He doesn't smell of hatred, or arrogance, or contempt, or disgust, or twisted anticipation at the thought of his own power, or any of the usual feelings that alphas have when they first meet a stupid omega whore like Ilya.
He's only smelled of anger once, and that had been anger toward Ilya's father. Which had made Ilya feel a little bit good, if he's being honest. Hating Ilya's father is definitely a point in Shane Hollander's favor. It had been reassuring, too, to know that when Shane feels real fury toward something, it does indeed show up in his scent. Ilya had been starting to worry that he wouldn't be able to smell it when Shane was angry at him, since up until that point, he hadn't detected any rage in his scent whatsoever, which had seemed impossible.
Someday, Shane's righteous fury will be directed at Ilya. Probably sooner rather than later, because Ilya is very talented at fucking up— he always has been, ever since he was a child. But at least so far, Shane hasn't been angry at him, not even when Ilya has deserved it.
And most unnervingly of all, Shane doesn't smell of arousal. Since the day Ilya was sold for the very first time, he hasn't been near a single alpha who wasn't aroused by him. But as far as Ilya has been able to tell, Shane hasn't smelled aroused even once this whole evening. Not when Ilya had flirted with him. Not any of the multiple times Ilya had begged to give him a blowjob. Not when Ilya had invited him to fuck his ass.
It's sort of insulting, really.
But it's also frightening, because fuck, if Ilya wants to stay here, then he needs Shane to be find him arousing. And—
And Ilya does want to stay here. He wants to live with Shane for as long as Shane will allow him to.
It's not that he trusts Shane, of course; he's not delusional. And it's not that he feels like he's safe here, or that he thinks the world has suddenly decided to be kind to him.
If the world were kind, Ilya would never have to endure another alpha cock in his ass ever again. So obviously the world is not kind. But of all the alpha cocks that Ilya could be forced to endure, Shane's is probably one of the least terrible, especially if it's true that he can't form a knot and won't go into rut. God, Ilya would be so grateful to spend a heat without being knotted and completely at the mercy of some violent, rutting alpha. Shane can't even use Alpha Voice.
And fuck, even if the world isn't kind, Ilya thinks that maybe Shane himself might have the potential to be kind, sometimes. At least in certain ways. He let Ilya sit on his sofa. He gave Ilya granola bars because Rose Landry said he liked them. He offered him a second serving of spaghetti— which Ilya never should have accepted, because now he feels like he has to puke, but that's Ilya's own fucking fault, not Shane's. He's already shown Ilya more patience in one day than any other alpha has in his entire life, including his fucking father. He says he's sorry like it's the most natural thing on earth, like he doesn't realize that alphas aren't supposed to apologize to omegas.
Sometimes he even smiles at Ilya— not cruelly or mockingly, but with actual warmth, his eyes all bright and crinkly, and it makes Ilya feel like a person.
And as pathetically desperate and vulnerable as he feels admitting it to himself, Ilya likes feeling like a person.
Which is why everything is so much more complicated now.
For years, Ilya has been so focused on surviving the next day, or the next hour, or sometimes even just the next minute, that he hasn't had any energy left to think about the future. Besides, he learned a long time ago that it's easier not to let himself care what happens to him next. There's a comfort to be found in hopelessness, in knowing that everything will always be terrible and the only thing he can do is try to stay alive.
When Ilya had arrived at Shane Hollander's house today, his only real goal was to get through his time here with as little pain as possible. He would spend three months here, or less if Shane got sick of him, and then he would be back where he started. And that had been fine with him, because it had to be fine with him, because it would be stupid of him to ever hope for anything better.
Except now he does.
It's not like Shane has to give him three meals a day or keep letting him sit on the sofa or anything unrealistic. Shane doesn't even have to smile at him ever again if he doesn't want to. Those things would be nice, but like, Shane could keep him chained in the dark and forbid him from speaking and fuck him till he passes out from pain, for all Ilya cares.
Ilya has been through all those things before, and he's survived, hasn't he? And before, it was at hands of alphas who also would also use Alpha Voice on him. And knot him. And go into rut all the fucking time.
None of which Shane is capable of.
So it's only logical, right? That Ilya doesn't want to leave? Stupid, yes, okay, but also logical. Because he will never meet another alpha like Shane Hollander. He will never have an opportunity like this again. So he has to at least try to make Shane enjoy being his owner.
Otherwise, in September, when Shane's stupid little contract with Omicron House ends, Shane will go back to being a hockey star and Ilya will be faced with the same two options as always. Omicron House will either stick him in a hotel, where he'll wind up back with a pimp, or they'll find some new alpha's house for him to stay at, where he's guaranteed to be worse off than he is here with Shane.
Ilya had heard Svetlana telling Shane that they would possibly extend the arrangement after the initial three months were over, but why would Shane agree to that? Ilya doesn't even know why the fuck Shane is letting him stay here in the first place, if he isn't interested in fucking him. Is it to make Rose Landry happy? Is it some kind of public relations charity work? Does he think he has a moral obligation to help the less fortunate or some bullshit like that?
Whatever the reason, Ilya can't imagine that Shane wants him to be here long-term. At least not if it doesn't benefit him somehow. And he refused the fucking stipend from Omicron House, which means Ilya is even more of a burden than he would be otherwise, because now Shane is spending his own money to buy Ilya's food. And he'd told Svetlana that he bought extra clothes and toiletries for Ilya too, which— god, why the fuck would he do that if he's not accepting money from Omicron House?
Unless maybe Shane actually does want to fuck Ilya, but he's biding his time? Maybe he's waiting until the contract ends, because he's Mr. Canadian Golden Boy who doesn't want to break any rules?
But then why doesn't he ever smell aroused? Or even curious?
No, Ilya is pretty certain that Shane wasn't lying when he said he isn't attracted to him.
Except... there's something in the way Shane stares at Ilya's face, like he's trying to heal his bruises with his eyes, which makes Ilya think that perhaps he wants to be attracted to him. But he can't quite bring himself to be, at least not yet, because he can't forget that Ilya is a fucking "survivor of sex trafficking," as Svetlana would call him.
It's like he wants to make believe that Ilya isn't inherently worth less than him. He clearly gets annoyed at anything that reminds him of Ilya's inferiority— when Ilya flinches, when Ilya apologizes too much, when Ilya calls him "Alpha," when Ilya calls himself a whore, when Ilya follows basic social norms that all omegas should. Ilya is trying to be better about not doing those things. It's difficult, but if it will make him seem more attractive to Shane, he can do it.
What he can't do is transform his body into something Shane would ever find desirable. Because if Shane is turned off by the fact that Ilya has a measly black eye, then he'd probably be downright disturbed by the sight of Ilya naked.
Ilya tries to avoid ever looking at himself in mirrors, but he knows what he'd see if he did.
The physique he'd once worked so hard to build up is long gone after years of shitty food and no exercise, replaced by the ugly sharpness of bones that stick out where they shouldn't.
His torso and thighs and knees and throat are covered in bruises, dark and disgusting, like he's an apple someone dropped too many times then left to rot.
And there are scars all over his body. Fuck. So many hideous fucking scars:
The ones all over his back from being beaten with belts and canes and sometimes actual whips. The circular ones on his arms and stomach from being used as an ashtray. The vertical one on his abdomen from the hysterectomy. The mess of bite-shaped ones where his mating gland used to be, from all the alphas who've tried in vain to mate him while in rut. And the burn on his left pec, where he'd had a tattoo of his second pimp's name until his next pimp seared it off with a fire poker.
He's kind of grateful for that scar, actually. He wishes someone would finish the job and burn off the rest of his tattoos too. There are three others, each branded onto his skin to mark him as an alpha's property, because that's what he was.
It's what he still is, too, technically.
Because as much Svetlana and everyone else at Omicron House seem to want to pretend otherwise— to "sugarcoat" it, as Shane would say in English— Ilya belongs to Shane Hollander. Shane may not have paid money for him, but he owns him all the same. Every inch of him. His mouth, his ass, his entire useless body. Shane can do whatever he wants to him. No one will stop him, least of all Ilya.
The problem is that Shane doesn't seem to want to do anything to him at all. And if the thought of complete and absolute dominance over an omega doesn't turn Shane on, then what does Ilya have to offer him?
Well, there are some things, he supposes.
Shane is lonely. Ilya can tell. So Ilya can give him company, the way he did tonight. They can be "compatible as friends," or however the fuck Shane described it. But the problem is that Ilya is not an interesting person. He's not friendly. He's not a good conversationalist. He used to be, he thinks, years ago, when he was a regular teenager who played hockey and hung out with friends and had sex because he actually wanted to.
But he's forgotten how to be normal like that. All he knows how to do now is be charming and flirtatious and sarcastic, how to say what he thinks people want to hear or what he thinks will piss them off, depending on his mood.
Shane will be looking for something deeper though. He'll try to get Ilya to have real conversations with him. He'll think he wants to hear Ilya's real thoughts and feelings about things. But Ilya's father taught him, long ago, that no one fucking cares what Ilya Rozanov thinks, and it's a lesson that's served him well in life with all his masters and pimps and customers. He still forgets, sometimes, and then he has to pay the price. Because it's true. His thoughts are stupid. If he doesn't want to get in trouble, it's almost always better if he shuts his mouth.
And Shane will get tired of that, eventually. So platonic compatibility won't be enough. Ilya needs Shane to physically desire him. He needs to give Shane something Shane thinks no one else can: sexual compatibility. Ilya doesn't know why the fuck Shane would believe he isn't sexually compatible with anyone in the world, but that's what he said, and Ilya needs to show him that it isn't true.
Plus, Ilya has the impression that maybe Shane is a virgin when it comes to men. Something about the way he talked about it made it seem like he knows he's gay, but hasn't yet acted on that desire. So Ilya could give him that, too— the chance to finally act on it.
Really, Shane's first time fucking a man shouldn't be with someone like Ilya. He deserves much better than that. But then again, Shane is a rich, successful hockey player. He would be able to have sex with other rich, successful men all the time if he wanted to. And yet, apparently, he hasn't. So there's something holding him back. Which means Ilya might be able to convince him that he could suffice.
And Ilya would make sure he does more than just suffice. He would make Shane feel so good, so capable, so powerful, the way he does when he's playing hockey.
Alphas love to feel powerful. It could become addicting to Shane, to know that he can feel that power in bed too, not just on the ice. Then he'd never want to get rid of Ilya, right?
Of course, before the hockey season starts up again, Ilya will also need to convince Shane that he can leave Ilya alone in his apartment, but that should be doable. He'll make sure Shane sees how careful he can be, how respectful of the fact that this is Shane's house. He'll never cause any damage or touch anything of Shane's, ever. And once Shane trusts him, he'll be able to travel for his games and just leave Ilya behind. That way Ilya won't be any kind of distraction from hockey. And then, when Shane returns to Montreal, Ilya will be waiting for him, as subservient and fuckable as he can possibly make himself be, ready to praise him if he won and comfort him if he lost.
And maybe then, even if Ilya's skin is still fucked up beyond hope and Ilya himself is still basically as worthless as ever, Shane would see that he can provide some kind of value. Shane could come to need him, to enjoy him.
And maybe Ilya could even enjoy it too, a little. Not the getting fucked part, or the acting submissive part, or the being owned part. But... the Shane part?
Ilya knows he shouldn't get his hopes up, ever, for any reason, but he just can't help but think that Shane might not always be rough when he fucks him. That maybe sometimes he would fuck Ilya the way Ilya used to fuck Sasha. He might use lube, or at least spit or something. He might stretch Ilya beforehand. He might ask if Ilya is doing okay, and of course Ilya would say yes no matter what, but still. He would appreciate being asked, sometimes.
Then after Shane fucked him, maybe he would let him leave to clean himself up. And if Shane made him stay in bed with him afterward while he went to sleep, it wouldn't be so unbearable, would it? Ilya would force himself to stay awake, of course. But at least he wouldn't have to just lie there suffocating in the terrible stench of alpha, because Shane doesn't smell like one. And he could pass the time by looking at Shane, who is not bad to look at.
Ilya has known Shane was nice to look at since the first time he saw him on his owner's shitty laptop screen, grinning about being drafted to Montreal.
But in person, he is even better.
He has freckles on his cheeks and nose. Ilya never noticed them on TV, and now he keeps catching himself staring at them. His lips have a good shape too— nice and plump. He'd kept his t-shirt on all day, but even through the fabric Ilya could make out the shape of his muscles. Very large, very impressive muscles. And his skin is beautiful. His eyes are beautiful. His whole face is beautiful.
Fuck.
Ilya hates that he feels this way. He hates it. He hates that he can only ever know Shane under these current circumstances, where Shane is perfect and talented and beautiful, while Ilya is worthless and damaged and filthy all the way down to his fucking soul.
He wishes he could have met Shane before either of them presented, back when Ilya was just a normal amount of fucked-up, not yet shamefully, irreparably broken. Back when he wasn't scared of anyone except his father. Back when his body was something admirable, strong and toned, and any bruises he had could be explained away by hockey. Girls had loved his body back then. Boys had loved his body back then. Shane Hollander would probably have loved his body back then, too.
And Shane would still have been a virgin with men, like now, but Ilya would also have been... well, much more of a virgin than he currently is, at least. They could have kissed, the slow, tender, yearning kind of kiss that Ilya hasn't had in so long. And Shane wouldn't have been an alpha yet. So maybe he would have been happy to get on his knees in front of Ilya. Maybe he would have taken Ilya's cock between his perfect plump lips and looked up at him, his eyes warm and reverent, and—
No.
Ilya cannot be thinking this way, fuck. It's stupid, it's wrong, it's disrespectful, it's— it's almost blasphemous, really, to imagine an alpha in such a demeaning position. And Ilya isn't worthy of being pleasured like that by anyone, let alone by Shane fucking Hollander, not even in his mind.
He presses a hand to his stomach, steeling himself against a sudden wave of nausea. He tries to focus on something else instead:
The pain in his ribs, where he got the shit kicked out of him like an hour before the police raided Daniel's house. The fact that he sort of needs to pee, which he doesn't think Shane would mind if he did, but he isn't completely sure. The idea that maybe, someday, he could admit to Shane that ever since the doctors fucked him up, his heats haven't actually been normal heats.
They still smell like heats— Ilya's heats are the only time he smells like an omega, in fact, unless he's being forced to wear an alpha scent blocker. And they still make him produce a shit-ton of slick.
But he has none of the usual desires of an omega in heat. He doesn't want an alpha inside him, fucking him, knotting him, mating him. He still feels the deep, fiery pain of desperate need, but it's different, because it's a need to be the one doing the fucking.
So it's like he's in rut, basically. Which means his heats are always just nonstop torture for him, because usually he's not even permitted to touch his own cock when he's in heat, let alone stick it inside of anyone.
With one exception. Some of Ilya's pimps would keep multiple omegas in the same room, or transport them all together in the back of a truck or something. Generally, at any given time, at least a few of them would be in heat. And so they would fuck each other, because— why not? They were all in the same shitty situation, miserable and helpless and struggling to cope with the agony of their physical needs. The least they could do was help each other out. And for Ilya, it had felt like such a luxury to be able to get what he actually needed, to relieve some of the pain. Those are the only times in his life that he's ever experienced any relief while in heat.
He would do fucking anything to be able to feel even a little bit of that relief again sometimes.
Of course, he would never tell Shane all the specific details of what makes his heats so wrong. If he did, Shane would have no choice to admit that Ilya really is defective, and Ilya would prefer to avoid that.
But it would be harmless enough for Ilya to tell him that his heats are slightly abnormal, right? He could claim that, of course, he still loves to have a giant alpha cock inside him the whole time, but he just also likes to touch his own cock a little bit, occasionally.
If he explained it like that, then maybe Shane would allow him to at least jerk off while he fucks him. That would be better than nothing. Or maybe, if Shane felt really generous, he would let Ilya save his allowances from Omicron House until he could afford to buy some kind of toy he could use to masturbate with.
But even if Shane told Ilya no, it would be okay. As long as he doesn't force him to take heat stimulants, Ilya probably won't have more than a few heats a year. And going through torture a few times a year is much better than going through it multiple times a month, right?
And even if he does give Ilya heat stimulants, maybe he won't do it too often.
And—
And fuck, Ilya still feels so nauseous. He shouldn't have had the second plate of spaghetti, and he definitely shouldn't have had any fucking ice cream.
But Shane had offered it to him, and Ilya had just— he'd thought of Mama. He'd remembered her taking him to the ice cream parlor when he was a child and letting him get two scoops. And in a moment of weakness, he had told Shane yes, he wanted ice cream.
It had been very good ice cream. Better than Russian ice cream, even.
But if anything, it had only made him miss Mama more deeply.
Fuck, he wishes she were here right now. It's an unfamiliar feeling. Ilya is used to wishing she had never died, wishing he'd somehow been able to help her more, wishing everything could have been different.
But it's been a very long time since he's wished she were actually physically present with him.
For the past five years, to have her with him would have meant her seeing him completely debased, covered in cum and blood and slick, allowing alphas to do unspeakable things to him. Begging for it, sometimes, if he was on enough drugs.
And Mama would have been so disappointed to see that. So sad at what her sweet, talented Ilyusha had become.
But maybe here, in Shane's house, it wouldn't be so painful for her to see him. At least he's wearing clothes here. There's no cock currently in his mouth or ass. He's not in heat. He's not unconscious. He's free of any bodily fluids. He took a shower this morning. All his scars and tattoos, and even most of his bruises, are conveniently hidden by his hoodie.
So it would be possible, here, for Mama to think that he's not beyond hope. He'd had so much potential at one point. Mama had always believed so deeply in his potential. Fuck, she probably still would, even now.
She would sit next to him on this rug, and Ilya would rest his head in her lap, like when he was little. She would stroke his hair and tell him shhh, it's okay, he's not a bad person for eating too much, he just couldn't help it.
She'd tell him how brave he is. She always used to tell him that, and Ilya would always try to act like it was true, for Mama's sake, no matter how afraid he actually felt. He would try to be brave now, too, if she were here.
And he'd tell her how much he loves her, and she'd tell him she still loves him too, even though he's an omega, even after everything he's done, everything that's happened to him. And she would mean it, too.
Fuck. Ilya misses her so much.
He thinks he's going to cry.
Instead, he fucking vomits— down the front of his hoodie and onto his pants and all over Shane's stupid fucking rug.
Dazed, he staggers to his feet and stumbles hurriedly into the bathroom, barely managing to collapse to his knees in front of the toilet before he throws up again. And again, and again.
He fucking hates himself. He never fucking learns, does he?
How many times did Ruslan call him a pig for this exact behavior, for eating too much and then puking, before shoving his face in whatever he'd vomited up and making him eat it all over again?
So Ilya should have known better. But he'd been so hungry, for so long, and he just— he hadn't been able to fucking control himself. He never can. He is so fucking pathetic. And weak. And undisciplined.
He retches again into the toilet, spaghetti and ice cream mixed with stomach acid.
And suddenly all he can think about is the fact that Shane Hollander cannot fucking know that this happened. Ilya losing control, wasting Shane's food, ruining his rug— these are things that Shane would not approve of. Things that would finally make him truly angry at Ilya, maybe angry enough to want him gone.
Because Shane would never be so weak, would he? Shane is too neat and self-disciplined to ever forget his manners and eat like some pathetic starving animal, then vomit it all back up.
But how will Ilya hide the fucking evidence? He'll try to clean the rug, but spaghetti sauce will leave a stain. And he can probably clean his hoodie, or dispose of it somehow, but what if Shane catches him? Fuck. There's no point. Shane is smart. Shane is going to find out, sooner or later.
But a beating from Shane wouldn't be so bad, right? Shane probably wouldn't take any real sadistic pleasure in it. And at least there would be a reason for the punishment.
And maybe Ilya could pay Shane back for the rug, with sex or chores or every allowance he ever gets from Omicron House.
That way Shane might still let him stay.
And Ilya would never eat so much ever again. And maybe Shane would even forgive him, eventually.
Ilya dry heaves a few times before vomiting again, loudly.
And then he hears a knock at the bedroom door.
Fuck.
"Ilya?" comes Shane's voice.
Ilya doesn't respond.
"Ilya, are you alright? You smell, um... ill? Like, nauseous?"
Ilya groans. Fucking alphas and their ability to smell omega weakness. Anything that could indicate pre-heat in an omega— fever, nausea, migraine— can be smelled by alphas with frustrating accuracy, even from very far away. It doesn't matter if the nausea actually has nothing to do with pre-heat and everything to do with the omega being a greedy fucking idiot.
"Hey, uh. Ilya?" Shane calls through the door. "Can you hear me? Can I come in maybe? Or... um, did you lock the door?"
"You said is okay," Ilya shouts miserably, feeling dizzy. "You said... okay to lock."
"Yeah, of course, it's fine," Shane says. "I just— I'm kind of worried about you. Like, are you sick?"
"No," Ilya moans, wiping his mouth on the shoulder of his hoodie. "I am fine."
"Are you throwing up?"
"No!"
"Do you think I could come in there and check on you? Just so I can see if you're doing okay? Um. Like, could you maybe unlock the door?"
Ilya presses his hands to his face. "Is not locked," he admits, hating himself. "I did not lock."
"So can I— can I come in?" asks Shane, giving the door another gentle knock.
Ilya is so fucking tired.
"Ilya. I'd really like to come in," Shane says, his voice more firm than before. Fuck, he must be getting angry.
And suddenly, Ilya feels all the fight leave him. "Yes, Alpha," he calls out automatically. "Sorry, you come in, yes."
He hears the bedroom door open.
He pukes one last time, just bile. Then he closes his eyes, rests his forehead on the toilet seat, and waits for whatever Shane has in store for him.
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  "Ilya," Shane says breathlessly, as soon as he reaches the bathroom doorway.
"I'm sorry," Ilya tells him. He lifts his head but doesn't dare look at Shane, just stares numbly down at the spaghetti-filled toilet water. "Please forgive me. Is my fault. I know is my fault. Please forgive."
And then, before Ilya even fully realizes what's happening, Shane is sitting down next to him, right on the fucking tile floor.
"Hey, no, don't worry about it, okay?" Shane says. "Seriously. It's fine. Everything's fine; I'm not angry."
Ilya frowns. Shane must not have noticed yet that there's vomit on his fancy rug, because it's actually true that he doesn't smell of anger. Only of... concern? But what is he concerned about?
Ilya sits there, shoulders hunched, still unwilling to meet Shane's eye.
"Are you doing alright?" Shane asks. "Did you already throw everything up, or is there still some, like... left?"
Did you waste all the food I gave you, or only some of it?, is what Ilya knows he's really asking.
"Everything," Ilya says hollowly. "I'm sorry, I eat a lot, like pig, I know. You give me so much, so generous, I am grateful, but I— I did not deserve. Shane, I am sorry."
Shane shakes his head. "Okay, no, hold on. I'm the one who should be sorry. I shouldn't have insisted that you have a second plate of spaghetti; that was probably naïve of me."
Which confirms it, right? Shane regrets allowing Ilya to eat so much. He's pissed off about all that food, all that generosity, being vomited away.
Logically, he will now withhold food as punishment. Two servings of spaghetti is two meals, and Shane seems like he would obsess over making his punishments fair. So that would mean nothing to eat for the next two days? Which won't be so bad. Though Ilya does wish he'd at least had the foresight to bring that box of granola bars up here and hide it somewhere Shane wouldn't think to check.
"Ilya?" Shane says gently.
It sounds nice when he says his name like that, Ilya catches himself thinking, for a short, idiotic moment.
Then Shane lifts his hand.
Ilya ducks his head down, bracing himself for pain.
But Shane does not strike him. He lowers his arm instantly, his scent sharp with guilt, not anger.
"Sorry! I just— I was gonna rub your back or something," Shane says. "I didn't think it through, sorry. That was dumb. But I wasn't gonna hit you."
There's a tiny, weak, foolish part of Ilya— probably the same part of him that wanted the ice cream today— which thinks it might feel good to have his back rubbed right now. Even by an alpha.
He hates that part of himself.
Well, he hates every part of himself, but especially that part.
He also hates that Shane doesn't know about the rug yet, because it means he's treating Ilya with compassion he doesn't deserve.
"I would never hit you," Shane adds, even more softly.
And Ilya can't stand it any longer. He squeezes his eyes shut, hunches his shoulders. "No, you— you should hit," he says. "You did not see it, I think, but I ruined your rug. I puke everywhere onto it. And I will try to clean, but— but there will be stain. I am sorry. I will—"
"Hang on, slow down. It's okay. Which rug?"
"In bedroom," whispers Ilya.
"Wait, the— the black and white one?" Shane replies, sounding incredulous, like he can't believe what Ilya just said.
Fuck. This is bad. This is worse than Ilya had even thought. That rug must have been very important to Shane, and now Ilya has destroyed it.
"That one, yes. I'm sorry," Ilya says, with a tentative glance at Shane, who's staring at him with what looks like horror. Ilya quickly lowers his gaze again. "I'm very sorry. Please, Shane. I told you, I— I will clean. And if I cannot clean, I will pay. Please just— just forget about when I said I will buy cigarettes; you can have my fifty dollars, and next month too, every month, to pay for rug, for staining."
"No, hey, don't even— that rug cost like four thousand dollars or something insane; I would never—"
Four thousand fucking dollars?
The number echoes in Ilya's mind, loud and mocking. He feels, suddenly, very far away. It's hard to breathe. His ears are ringing.
Two months ago, when Daniel bought Ilya from his previous pimp, he paid 1,500 Canadian dollars for him. Which is less than half of what Shane's fucking rug cost. Which means that Ilya could sell his whole self, twice, and still not be able to pay Shane back for it. That's how fucking worthless he is.
Fuck.
Somewhere in the distance, Shane is saying his name, repeatedly, like he wants a response. He still doesn't smell like anger, which must mean he's waiting to decide how angry to be until after he's given Ilya a chance to make excuses for himself.
Except that Ilya doesn't have any excuses for what he's done. All he can do is fucking beg for Shane's forgiveness and hope for the best.
"Ilya?" Shane says again. "Are you— are you like... there? Do you hear me?"
"Yes, Shane," says Ilya, exhaling shakily, closing his eyes. "Shane, please, I cannot— fifty dollars allowance is only money I have, I am sorry. I cannot pay this four thousand. But please, you can punish me however you will like to, and— And you can fuck me too, yes? Is okay to fuck now, see, because I owe you. So you can forget contract."
"Ilya, don't—"
"No, please. I will be good," Ilya goes on desperately, because he will be good, and he can't let Shane interrupt until he understands how fucking good Ilya will be. "I will eat such little food, you will hardly notice. I will never make mess again. I will do every chore, I will never be bother, just— Shane, please, let me stay living here. You will not regret. Just let me stay."
And with that, Ilya opens his eyes and waits for Shane to pass judgment.
"Ilya," says Shane, sounding very solemn, yet somehow not unkind. "Of course you can stay here. Jesus Christ. You think I would, like, kick you out or something?"
"You could."
"No, I couldn't. And I wouldn't. And— like, why would you even think that? Because of the fucking rug?"
Is this a trick question? Ilya forces himself, finally, to look at Shane, to see if he can tell from his face what his true intentions are.
But Shane's eyes are as earnest as ever, and his brows are pushed together in confusion, like he seriously can't believe Ilya would worry about being made to leave after ruining four thousand dollars' worth of property.
"Yes, because of rug," snaps Ilya. "Is this stupid reason, you think?"
"I mean... yeah, kind of?" Shane says.
For a moment, Ilya feels like he's been slapped in the face.
"Not like you're stupid, obviously," Shane adds quickly. "Just... like, I would be, if I ever got that upset about a fucking inanimate object. Jesus Christ. You don't owe me anything, you don't have to— fuck, I would never make you..." Shane closes his mouth, as if he can't even bring himself to repeat the things Ilya offered him. "I'm not angry," he says at last. "Okay? I'm not angry, you haven't done anything wrong, and there's nothing you need to, like, repay me for. Plus, that rug is ugly as shit; my interior designer insisted on it, and I only said yes because it was just the guest room and I didn't want to seem difficult."
"You don't... care about rug?" asks Ilya.
"No. Not at all. In fact, I think it'd be best for everyone if I fucking got rid of it immediately."
"Oh."
"And Ilya, listen. Even if I did care about the rug, it wouldn't matter. Like, you could've thrown up on some priceless family heirloom of mine and I still wouldn't be angry at you. Okay?"
Ilya frowns. "Why not?"
"Because it wasn't your fault. Jesus, Ilya."
"But... it was my fault," Ilya says slowly. Why should this be hard for Shane to understand? Is he playing dumb? "I— I ate very fast, too much food. This was mistake, yes? Very bad and stupid mistake, to eat like this. So... yes, my fault."
"Ilya, hey. Look at me," says Shane.
Ilya looks at him.
Shane's eyes are sad, and for the first time all day, there's fucking pity in his scent. Which Ilya hates. But pity is better than rage, he supposes, and right now he'll take what he can get.
Shane inhales deeply, like what he's about to say is very serious. "Listen, okay? I don't know all the details. Or, like, any details." He takes another deep breath, his gaze drifting to somewhere past Ilya's shoulder, then continues: "But I get the feeling that, um, where you were before, the— you know, your traffickers or owners or whatever were sort of... assholes to you about food, maybe? Like, you probably didn't always get enough to eat? And I— I have no idea what that's like, except I'm sure it really fucking sucks, but— I mean, we all need food to live, right? So I think it makes sense that if a person is maybe used to going hungry a lot, and they're suddenly given a bunch of food, then that person would try to eat as much as they could, like, as quickly as possible. And that wouldn't be a mistake, Ilya. Why would that ever be a mistake? To me it just seems smart."
Ilya scoffs. This whole situation is very absurd, if he thinks about it objectively: him kneeling in front of a toilet that's full of his own puke, wearing clothes that are covered in his own puke, apologizing ten thousand times so that maybe Shane will forgive him— while Shane sits there cross-legged beside him, smelling very worried, acting like everything is fine and there's nothing to forgive, lying to Ilya so that he won't feel so much like shit. Telling him that he's smart.
Ilya is not smart. If he were smart, then he wouldn't feel tempted to believe that Shane is genuinely being kind to him right now.
But... Shane is being kind, isn't he? That's what Ilya doesn't understand. He knows it would be stupid to accept Shane's kindness, but it also feels a bit stupid to reject it. Especially right now, when Shane keeps trying so hard to give it to him. When he's sitting with him on the fucking bathroom floor, for fuck's sake.
And it seems like he genuinely might not be angry, and might not even be on the verge of becoming angry. He hasn't smelled angry for even a single second. He says he doesn't care that Ilya ruined his obscenely expensive rug. He says it's okay that Ilya wasted all that food, that it makes sense for Ilya to have eaten so fast.
He'll still have to punish Ilya, of course, as a matter of principle. But Ilya now suspects that it will be some silly, harmless punishment like no food in the morning but then he gets to eat dinner.
It seems like he won't end up being beaten at all, not even spanked or anything.
And most importantly, Shane is going to let him stay. He had seemed, and smelled, very disturbed by even the suggestion that he would ever make Ilya leave for something like this.
"Ilya? You heard what I said, right?" Shane asks.
"Yes," says Ilya. "I heard. Eating food is not mistake, I am smart, blah blah blah." Ilya leans forward and flushes the toilet, watches as the best meal he's had in fucking years disappears in a swirl of water. "Thank you," he adds stiffly. "For letting me stay living here."
"Yeah, it's... no problem," says Shane. "I didn't even consider, like, not letting you. But yeah, it's— of course. I'm glad you're here, you know?"
Ilya just nods.
There is an emotion in Shane's scent that Ilya can't identify by name, one that he's only ever smelled in his mother's scent before now. It's a positive emotion, gentle and warm. Fondness, perhaps, or something like it.
Ilya has never been allowed to make himself a nest, but he thinks that if he did, it might feel like the scent of this emotion.
They're still just sitting there together on the floor. Ilya knows he should tell Shane he can leave, but selfishly, he doesn't want him to.
"So, um, how are you... feeling now?" Shane asks him.
It's a funny question. Ilya feels disgusting. He feels humiliated. He feels tired. He feels hungry. He feels like shit.
He always feels like shit, every day of his fucking life.
"I am fine," he mumbles.
But Shane must be able to tell that it's not true, because he does the same thing he did earlier, where he reaches out his hand to offer some reassuring kind of touch.
Ilya knows that, but he still flinches reflexively, like an idiot. Shane pulls his arm back without making contact.
"Sorry," he says. "I'm so sorry, I keep doing that. Like, almost forgetting not to touch you without permission. Sorry."
Shane is watching him with a soft, worried expression, his hands twisting together awkwardly in his lap.
Ilya feels so tired. He looks Shane in the eye, and, just this once, decides to give into the stupid, needy part of himself that he despises so much.
"Is okay, Shane," he says. "You can do. Is fine."
Shane shakes his head. "Hey, I told you, I would never hit you. Alright? I'm sorry for— it's like earlier, I was just gonna touch you to like. Comfort you? Like, rub your back or shoulder or— but I'm— yeah."
"I know," says Ilya. "This is what I mean. This... comfort. You can do."
"I— wait, really?"
"Yes."
"You don't... mind if I touch you? Because I don't want to, like, make you feel threatened or anything."
Ilya sighs. Shane is acting almost like Svetlana, like he thinks Ilya can't take care of himself, as if Ilya hasn't been taking care of himself since he was twelve years old. Maybe even before that. "Okay," Ilya tells him, "so if you make me threatened I will tell you to stop, and if you do not I will punch you in mouth. Is good?"
Shane blinks at him. "I— okay, yeah, that's— that's good. I mean, you won't have to punch me; just tell me to stop if you want me to and I promise I will, okay? But yeah."
"Okay," says Ilya, nodding. He braces himself, determined not to flinch this time if Shane lifts his arm suddenly. And Ilya's hoodie is thick, but he knows the welts on his back will hurt if Shane puts pressure on them, even through the fabric, and he doesn't want to flinch at that either.
A long moment passes. Ilya holds his breath.
Then Shane reaches out, settles his hand on Ilya's shoulder— and begins to pat at him awkwardly, the way small children smack their hands on animals when they're first learning to pet them.
It's so ridiculous that Ilya feels some of the tension leave his body. "Shane," he says. "What is this? This is not comforting. I thought you will rub my back, not slap like you think I am choking."
"Fuck, I know, hold on," mutters Shane. His hand goes still and he squints off into space, his brow furrowed, as if he's doing mathematical calculations in his brain. "Just a second, I need to like... recalibrate. Sorry," he says.
Ilya doesn't know this word, "recalibrate," but he nods. "Okay. I forgive."
Shane just rolls his eyes, smiling. He thinks Ilya is funny. Ilya can tell.
Then, cautiously, Shane starts to move his hand again, this time in large, slow circles over Ilya's back.
It feels nice. It feels gentle. So gentle that it doesn't hurt, not even a little bit, when he passes his fingers over the places Ilya was belted.
No one has touched Ilya gently like this in fucking years, and he's sort of afraid he might start crying about it. He drapes his arm over the toilet seat and hides his face in the crook of his elbow, just in case.
"Um," says Shane. "Is this better, or...?"
"Yes. Good job, very comforting now," says Ilya tightly, hoping he doesn't sound as close to tears as he feels.
"Okay, cool," Shane murmurs. He keeps rubbing Ilya's back. Sometimes he touches his hair a bit too.
Ilya likes it. He knows it's foolish of him, and embarrassingly fucking childish, but he does.
What was that stupid thing Svetlana had told him before he hung up on her? That everyone needs care, not just children?
Maybe she'd been right, sort of.
She'd still been wrong to use the word "need," of course. Ilya still doesn't need care. Shane could be beating the fuck out of him right now and Ilya would get through it just fine. He would survive and life would go on, no care necessary.
It's just that it's so much much fucking nicer to have Shane doing this instead. His touch is so light, but also somehow so steady. That same warm, well-meaning emotion as before is there in his scent. And, gradually, Ilya maybe lets himself relax, just a little.
"Hey, do you know what this Greek part means under the Omicron House logo?" Shane asks after a long while, his hand briefly lingering over the spot on Ilya's hoodie where the motto is printed.
"Uh, yes, I think," Ilya mumbles into his sleeve. "Svetlana told me, but in Russian. Is, um... home, family, and— I do not know English word. Is like... being not broken inside."
"Oh yeah, wholeness," says Shane. "Right, I remember that now. I mean, like, I've heard the translation before; I just forgot it at some point."
Ilya doesn't reply. He thinks of this English word, "wholeness," and of the Russian word tsel′nost′. He wonders what it's like to feel like that. To feel whole.
Someone like Shane Hollander probably feels whole all the time.
But not Ilya. Ilya just feels like he's been shattered. Like there are huge, jagged parts of himself that are missing, and all the little pieces he has left are rusted and dirty and not even worth keeping. And Shane is still just sitting there, touching Ilya's back with such fucking gentleness, because he hasn't yet realized Ilya is broken beyond repair.
"Shane," he says, lifting his head. "You can stop. Is enough."
Shane stops immediately. "Sure," he says. "I'll just— yeah." He folds his hands neatly in his lap and offers Ilya a cautious little smile.
"Thank you," Ilya tells him after a moment. "Was nice."
Shane's smile brightens. "Yeah, anytime," he says. "I— I hope you feel at least, like, a little better now?"
"Yes, I do," Ilya tells him, and it's not even a lie. He does feel better. Still a bit like shit, but not nearly as much as before.
"Good. I'm glad. I, um— I know it sucks to throw up. I'm glad I could, like, be here to help." Shane pauses, seemingly considering something. "Hey, um," he says eventually, "I was thinking, let's maybe get you out of these clothes, okay?"
Ilya freezes. It feels like all the air has left his lungs, but also he's somehow breathing very fast, too fast—
"Wait, fuck, not— not like that," says Shane, his scent flooding with panicked regret. "I'm sorry, I don't know why I phrased it that way; I just meant— you know, maybe you want to change into something else? But not in front of me! Like, I'll leave the room. And then after you're in clean clothes, we can go downstairs and I'll wash what you're wearing right now." He pauses. "Does that sound okay?"
"Yes," Ilya whispers, feeling very stupid, wishing his body would realize it can start breathing like normal again, hoping that Shane can't smell the humiliation in his scent. Then he finishes processing Shane's words, only to be hit with another wave of panic. "I mean— I mean no," he says. "No, please, I will wash this clothes. You should not work for me, or do chores because of me. You are owner. I will wash, yes?"
But Shane shakes his head. "First of all, I'm not your owner, what the fuck? And second of all— Ilya, just let me do this one thing for you, okay? It's literally no trouble. I'll just throw everything in the washing machine; it'll take two seconds. Don't worry about it."
Fuck. He sounds so sincere, like it will hurt his feelings if Ilya says no.
So Ilya shrugs. "If you want to, then... Is your house, yes? I will not stop you," he says.
"It's both of our house now, remember?" Shane tells him firmly. "But also yes, I do want to. So... cool. I'll just, um, I'll leave the room while you get dressed in something new, okay? Then we'll go downstairs, I'll toss the dirty clothes in the washer, and you can sit on the sofa, drink some water, recover a little. I can get you another water bottle, if you don't like tap? And then while you do that, I'll make you some soup."
"Soup?" repeats Ilya, trying to translate everything Shane just said. He knows all the words, but he feels like he still must be misunderstanding. Shane wants to feed him again?
"Or toast? Just, like, something for you to eat that's easy on the stomach."
"But I ate already today. Then I threw it all up," Ilya feels obligated to remind Shane. Has he forgotten that Ilya just wasted two meals' worth of food? He must still plan to punish him for that part, at least, even if he doesn't care about the rug?
"Yeah, I know, which is... why you need to eat something else? Like soup?" says Shane, seemingly very confused. "Otherwise you'll get hungry tonight."
Yes, that would be the point, thinks Ilya. For him to be hungry. As punishment. Does Shane not understand that? Does he not think Ilya deserves it? Is he that fucking stupid?
Or that fucking merciful?
He's staring at Ilya with his kind, beautiful eyes, smelling unthreatening and uncertain as ever.
And Ilya isn't actually foolish enough to refuse food, as long as no one has spiked it with anything. "Is soup... from can?" he asks.
"I mean. That's what I had in mind, but if you'd prefer something—"
"No," says Ilya. "Soup from can is good. But I will make, okay?"
"Ilya, no," sighs Shane. "I'm making you the soup. Just chill out on the couch and let me serve it to you when it's finished."
Shane smells frustrated. Fuck. The last thing Ilya needs is for Shane to decide to personally make all of Ilya's meals for him out of spite or something.
"Or— or you make, but I can watch?" Ilya offers quickly. "Please?"
"I... Sure, yeah, if you want. But, like, why? Wouldn't you rather just relax?" asks Shane, both sounding and smelling genuinely baffled.
Ilya imagines what the truth would sound like if he said it in English: Oh, thank you for asking me this, Shane Hollander. You see, I prefer to spend the night not being made unconscious or put into heat or turned into drooling little bitch who will submit to you no matter what. So I just need to watch you make food to check if you are putting any drugs in, no big deal.
It would sound stupid. He doesn't even really think Shane will drug him. In fact, has a suspicion that Shane might not even know these kinds of drugs exist. But also, he doesn't know that Shane won't drug him. Which is the problem. It's just so much easier to watch. Because if Shane is willing to let him eat food that isn't drugged, then why should Ilya risk ever eating something that is?
"I don't know, maybe you are very bad at making soup," he tells Shane lightly, raising his eyebrows. "So I must watch carefully to be sure you do not fuck it up."
As Ilya had expected, Shane smiles at the comment, even though he still smells slightly perplexed.
Ilya is coming to the conclusion that Shane enjoys being made fun of sometimes. He seems to find it amusing rather than enraging when Ilya makes sarcastic little comments at his expense— the types of comments which, in the past, have only ever lead to Ilya getting slapped, or worse. But if Shane likes it, Ilya won't complain. It's much more fun to tease him than it would be to grovel at his feet.
"High standards for your canned soup, huh?" says Shane, sounding amused. "But I mean, sure, feel free to judge my microwaving prowess or whatever, if it makes you happy."
Ilya does not know all of the words he just said, but he knows enough to understand that Shane is agreeing to let him watch him make the soup.
"Thank you, I will judge very hard," he says.
Shane chuckles at this. He gives Ilya one last, tentative pat on the shoulder. Then he stands up. "So I'll just, um. I'll leave you here to change then, I guess? I, um. I bought kind of a lot of clothes for you," he says, a hint of embarrassment in his scent as he gestures vaguely into the bedroom. "Like, arguably way too many clothes, but I wanted to just play it safe because I wasn't sure of your, like, fashion... preferences? And hopefully everything will fit. I think it will. Anyway, just pick out whatever you like. The closet has more... nicer types of things, I guess. And also stuff for colder weather. And then the dresser has more casual stuff, like regular t-shirts and pants. Plus, like, socks and underwear. Just— yeah, you can just look through all of it. It's literally all yours, okay? Wear anything you want."
Ilya nods slowly, still seated on the floor. Did Shane say he bought him clothes for colder weather? As though he's prepared for Ilya to stay with him past September?
"Great," says Shane. "Awesome. Yeah. So I'll be out in the hall probably, or maybe downstairs? You can just come find me. And I'll lock your door from the inside before I leave, so I'll be locked out once I close it; don't worry."
"Okay," Ilya tells him. Shane's mind is mysterious. Why does he think Ilya can't lock his own door? But then again, Ilya wouldn't have locked the door, because he still isn't convinced Shane truly wouldn't care. Does Shane know that, somehow? "Um. I will see you," says Ilya. "After I put on new clothes."
"Yep, I'll be waiting." Shane gives him a jaunty little wave, then heads out of the room.
Ilya hears the bedroom door close, hears the click of the lock as it engages.
He leans forward and grabs a handful of toilet paper, which he uses to wipe as much half-digested spaghetti as possible off of his clothing and into the toilet. He flushes it.
Then he rests his elbows on his knees, presses his hands to his face, and lets out a deep, self-pitying sigh.
Because changing his clothes means that Shane is going to see his neck. And Ilya fucking hates his neck. On the left side is his fucked up, scarred-over mating gland, for one thing, which is embarrassing. But much worse is the tattoo on the right side, forced onto his skin by his first pimp in Russia: the capital Greek letter omega, Ω, encircling the Russian word СУКА. It's ugly, it's shameful, and Ilya doesn't want anyone to fucking know about it except Svetlana, who already saw it that first night he met her.
That's why he's been wearing this stupid yellow Omicron House hoodie every day, because the hood is very big and completely covers both sides of his neck, even when he doesn't have it up over his head.
But now he's going to take off the hoodie, and it seems unlikely that Shane bought him any of those kinds of shirts that hide the neck. Vodolazki, in Russian. He doesn't know the English word for them, but he'll have to try to learn it so he can buy some for himself, eventually.
For now though, he's fucked. Shane will notice the tattoo and recognize the symbol for Omega. Then he'll ask what the Cyrillic letters mean, and Ilya will have to tell him it's the Russian word for bitch.
And it will be so fucking humiliating.
But Ilya's whole life is humiliating, right? He can deal with it. He always does.
He allows himself one more sigh, then gets shakily to his feet and exits the bathroom.
The rug is gone. Shane must have taken it away to get rid of it, just like he'd said he would. Ilya feels an embarrassing surge of gratitude toward him.
Slowly, he walks over to the dresser, reminding himself every few seconds that Shane said this was okay. Shane told Ilya to look through the dresser and closet for fresh clothes to change into. He told him to choose anything he wanted to wear. He ordered him to, even, one might say. So this is fine. This is allowed.
Ilya opens the top right drawer of the dresser and finds it full of packages of socks. More socks than any human would ever need to own, probably.
The drawer on the top left is just as full, except with packs of underwear. It's ridiculous. Shane is ridiculous. Ilya can't help but feel a little charmed by the mental image of Shane fretting about what sort of underwear Ilya would prefer, before apparently deciding to just buy every single variety in the store.
It was thoughtful of him, Ilya thinks. But also very ridiculous.
The third drawer Ilya opens is stuffed with packages of undershirts. The fourth and fifth ones are full of neatly-folded shorts and pants. Did Shane fold all of these today? For him? He pulls out a pair of black joggers at random and tosses them onto the bed.
Then he opens the sixth and seventh drawers, which contain shirts, both short- and long-sleeved, in all different colors and styles, and—
Fuck, there are three of the type of shirt that Ilya hadn't dared hope to find, with fabric at the neckline that goes up to the ears and folds back down. One is burgundy, one is black, and one is the color of mustard. He pulls out the burgundy one and stares at it, unable to believe his luck. It's very soft, obviously high-quality, probably fucking expensive. But all Ilya cares about is the fact that it will hide his neck from Shane's observant, sympathetic eyes. He sets it down on the bed too, next to the joggers.
Then he strips out of his dirty clothes. He folds up his hoodie and pants carefully, so the parts with vomit on them are safely contained by the clean parts, and sets them down on the floor. He also takes off his t-shirt, because it has a few spaghetti-colored splotches on it too, fuck. His socks and underwear are okay though.
Mechanically, he changes into the clean shirt and joggers. Then he grabs the bundle of dirty clothes off the floor, returns to the bathroom, and forces himself to look in the mirror.
He looks... well, not so great. His face is all pale and ashen, like he hasn't slept in a week or something, and the bruises around his eye and jaw are a lot more hideous than he remembers them being.
But the shirt looks fine, at least. His neck is completely covered. And it's not as though Shane hasn't already seen his stupid face.
So Ilya walks back over to the bedroom door, takes a deep, steadying breath, and pulls it open.
Shane is in the hallway, leaning against the wall and typing on his cell phone. The rug is nowhere in sight, so he must have somehow disposed of it in the time it took Ilya to change.
Immediately, Shane looks up from his phone and smiles at him. "Hi," he says. "Hey, I like the turtleneck."
Is this some kind of English insult? Ilya frowns at him. "You... think my neck is like turtle? Why do you say this? Is good or bad? Explain," he demands.
"No, no! It's just, your shirt," laughs Shane. "That's what it's called, a turtleneck. I guess it's a weird name; I've never thought about it before." Shane clears his throat and shrugs. "But it— it looks nice on you. The turtleneck. Like, you look nice. In it."
"Oh." Ilya is very out of practice when it comes to receiving compliments, or at least ones that don't have to do with his ability to take a cock up his ass. "Um, thank you," he mutters, looking away and definitely not blushing at all. "I— I was happy when I see you buy me these," he admits after a moment. "These... turtlenecks. I like to wear them best of all shirts."
"Cool," says Shane. "I just kind of bought a few of everything, so... we should go shopping soon and get more turtlenecks for you, if you want."
Ilya lifts his face to find Shane still smiling.
"I... I would like this. Thank you," he says, unsure what to make of this offer but not daring to question it.
"Cool," Shane repeats. He puts his phone in his pocket and pushes off from the wall. "Now c'mon," he says, "let's go and make you that soup, okay?"
Ilya nods. And together, they set off down the stairs.
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  It's like there are four different Ilyas, thinks Shane, as they walk downstairs.
There's Quiet Dutiful Omega Ilya, who keeps his eyes politely lowered and barely speaks and doesn't let a single emotion into his scent. That was the Ilya who first arrived with Svetlana.
Then there's Sexually Provocative Ilya, who flirts and fellates granola bars and smiles as he offers himself up to be fucked. Who insists that he's actually extremely eager to suck Shane's cock. And it's just a façade, Shane knows— one that Ilya has built up to protect himself after so many years of being treated like a sex object— but if anything, that only makes it all the more depressing.
Then there's Terrified Ilya, whom Shane has unfortunately become very well-acquainted with today, because it feels like Ilya is almost always terrified.
Terrified Ilya flinches when Shane reaches out to him. He apologizes for things that aren't his fault. He's afraid of being beaten and raped and starved and probably a million other horrible things that Shane can't even imagine. And he's convinced that Shane will make him leave, which sort of seems to scare him more than anything else. He babbles about all the ways he'll "be good" if Shane lets him stay. He offers sex too, but not in the seductive, flirtatious way that Sexually Provocative Ilya does. No, when Terrified Ilya begs to be fucked, it's in a desperate sort of panic, like he thinks it's the only means he has of proving his worth and avoiding Shane's wrath. As if Shane is even capable of wrath. Jesus Christ.
And then there's the Real Ilya. Not the other versions of Ilya aren't also really him, Shane knows. But there are times when it seems like Ilya lets his guard down just enough to reveal who he is when he isn't focused solely on trying to survive, and those moments feel like glimpses of a deeper, truer part of him.
Real Ilya plays hockey. He likes cookies 'n' cream ice cream. He calls Shane "strange" and "boring" and somehow makes them sound like compliments. He doesn't seem to think less of Shane for crying, despite apparently being raised to believe he should.
He's a contradictory, kaleidoscopic mix of smart and sarcastic and stoic and melodramatic and vulnerable and brash and a million other things that Shane finds himself transfixed by.
And just now, he had let Shane rub his back for like fifteen minutes straight, which Shane still hasn't gotten over, and feels like he possibly never will. He'd assumed that it would be months before Ilya let himself be touched even with, like, a high-five. But no, they've barely known each other for four hours and Ilya has already allowed Shane to touch him in a way that actually meant something. He'd let Shane comfort him. And Shane can't imagine that Ilya has received much comfort over the past few years, so it feels like such a fucking honor to have been allowed to give him some. The thought of it actually kind of makes Shane want to cry.
But he doesn't, because just then they arrive at the base of the stairs.
Shane leads Ilya around the corner and pushes aside a sliding wooden door.
"So, uh, this is the washer and dryer," he announces, since he's pretty sure that Ilya hadn't come close enough to see any of this when Svetlana was conducting her inspection. "And then a little further down is a bathroom, see? I put an extra towel in there for you; it's the blue one."
Ilya frowns minutely, but nods.
"Cool," says Shane. "So... you want to give me the stuff?"
Tentatively, Ilya holds out the wad of clothing he's been carrying.
Shane takes it from him and lays everything out on the lid of the dryer. He sprays all the splotches of vomit with a stain remover while Ilya looks on in silence.
"Alright, we'll let those sit for a while," Shane tells him. "And in the meantime, we'll go make you that soup."
"Okay. Thank you," Ilya intones.
"You really don't have to thank me. It's just soup," says Shane, as he sets off for the kitchen.
Ilya follows obediently. He seems to be back in Quiet Dutiful Omega mode. Which is fine, Shane tells himself. If it makes Ilya feel safe to act like that, then it's fine. Even if Shane had, maybe, been looking forward to hearing some snarky comments about his can-opening technique or something.
"Okay, first let me get you some water," he tells Ilya. "You could have another water bottle, or, uh— Wait, do you want it cold? Because the water from the front of my fridge is, like, nice and cold. And it's purified or whatever. So—"
"No, I— I do not need water cold," says Ilya. "I only like water if is in bottle with cap, please."
"Oh, okay, uh. Cool," Shane tells him. It's good that Ilya feels comfortable enough to make a specific request, right? Even if it's kind of a weird one. "I just thought I'd ask."
He grabs a bottle of water— he only has three left in his cupboard now, so he'll have to go shopping soon to buy more— and hands it to Ilya.
"Drink it slowly, okay?"
"Okay." Ilya twists off the cap almost reverently and takes a tiny sip. "Thank you," he says.
God, he always sounds so serious when he says thank you, like everything Shane does for him is some life-changing act of mercy. Shane wants, very badly, to teach him to take basic decency for granted.
He opens up the cupboard where he keeps his canned goods and considers all the numerous types of soup he'd purchased at the store this afternoon: cream of mushroom, tomato, split pea, garden vegetable, chicken noodle...
He'd like to just list out the choices and let Ilya pick one, but he's pretty sure that too many options would only inspire another disheartening claim along the lines of "anything real food is good," which has been echoing in Shane's mind all evening.
He looks over his shoulder at Ilya, who's standing there in the middle of the kitchen, his water bottle clutched to his chest. "Uh, so for soup," Shane asks, "do you like chicken noodle?"
Ilya is nodding before he's even heard the whole question, as though he would have agreed to anything. Which he probably would have.
Someday, Shane tells himself, he will learn Ilya's actual preferences when it comes to food. For now, he'll just have to content himself with the knowledge that he likes cookies 'n' cream ice cream and chocolate-covered granola bars.
"Okay," he says. "Chicken noodle it is, then."
***
"So what's the verdict so far? Do I live up to your, uh, very high soup-making standards?" Shane asks as he starts the microwave.
Ilya shrugs, like he couldn't care less, as though he hadn't just watched with unblinking focus as Shane had opened the can of soup and poured it into the bowl.
Shane looks at him. He seems uncomfortable, constantly tugging upward at the collar of his turtleneck, nervously touching his ear, gripping his water bottle far more tightly than necessary.
"So, other than the obvious choice of canned chicken noodle, uh, what's your absolute favorite kind of soup?" Shane asks, more to fill the silence than because he expects a meaningful answer. It seems to him like a nice, low-stakes topic.
But Ilya's face contorts unexpectedly at the question. For a moment, it looks like he's going to start crying. Then he scowls.
"Is... kind of soup from back in Russia," he mutters. "Does not matter."
Well, now Shane is intrigued. "C'mon, yes it does," he says. "Tell me. Whatever kind it is, we'll get some for you."
Ilya smiles sadly. "Is impossible to get."
"We could make it ourselves then. From a recipe or something."
"No, we—" Ilya shakes his head. "Maybe just— maybe we do not have to talk about it?" he asks, in a low, defeated voice. "Please?"
Fuck, thinks Shane, wondering what horrific soup-related trauma of Ilya's he's unintentionally dredged up. "Shit, no, I— no, we don't. Of course we don't. Sorry if—"
The microwave beeps.
Ilya practically begs to be the one to bring his soup to the table, so Shane lets him, even though he knows it will mean some kind of drama about their respective seats. Ilya carries the bowl in both hands, his water bottle held under one arm, and walks like he thinks his life will end if he spills a single drop. And then, as Shane had expected, when he finally reaches the dining room, he sits in one of the two chairs nearest to the foot of the table. At least he doesn't wait for Shane's permission though.
Shane takes the seat across from him, and Ilya shoots him a glare. "You do this on purpose to fuck with me," he says. "Sitting in wrong place."
"No," Shane tells him, "I'm doing it on purpose to fuck with stupid, old-fashioned rules about where we can and can't sit."
Ilya looks down at his bowl of soup. "At foot of table is not so bad," he says. "In Russia, if there is guests visiting, some alphas do not let omega even sit at table at all."
"That happened to you?"
"Well, yes, but..." Ilya shrugs. "I was slave, so it makes sense. But I mean that some alphas do this even with their mate." He slurps up a tiny spoonful of his soup.
Shane nods slowly. Ilya is talking about his parents, right? He must be. His father is an alpha, and if he's as obsessed with traditional secondary gender bullshit as he sounds, then it only makes sense that Ilya's mother would be an omega. God, Shane wonders, how had she reacted to Ilya being sold as a fucking sex slave? Had she been forced to step aside and let it happen? Had she tried to save him? Is she worrying about him right now at this very moment? That would be awful.
But Ilya hasn't mentioned her all, and Shane feels like it would be overstepping to ask him about her directly. Someday, maybe. But not yet.
He watches for a while as Ilya eats his soup, one small, cautious bite after another.
Then he clears his throat. "Um. So for tomorrow morning," he says, because it seems like something they should make a plan about sooner rather than later, "uh, my usual routine is that I wake up at 6 AM, then I go for a run, then I come home and have a smoothie and take a shower. But you definitely don't need to wake up that early, unless you want to. Do you usually sleep in, or...?"
Ilya shrugs. "Usually I sleep whenever it is allowed."
"Oh," says Shane.
Jesus Christ. Sex, food, sleep... Is there any aspect of, like, basic human existence that hasn't been used to control Ilya in some way? Maybe breathing, he thinks, until he remembers the bruises on Ilya's neck that his hoodie hadn't quite been able to hide. Fuck. He tries to push the image from his mind. "Okay, well, your appointment at Omicron House is at 2 PM," he says. "So as long as you're up before, like, noon, that should be fine. And— wait, actually, I should've asked, are you okay being alone here by yourself for like an hour, when I'm out on my run?"
Ilya nods quickly. "Yes," he says. "I will not touch anything or cause any trouble in house, I swear this. I will not leave bedroom at all until you are back to let me out."
"No, that's not..." Shane frowns. "I'm not asking if I can trust you here alone; obviously I can. I meant, like, do you feel safe being here alone? Or would you rather have me skip my run?" Shane would really, really rather not skip it, but he will, if that's what Ilya prefers.
"Yes, of course I am safe alone," says Ilya, much to Shane's relief. Then he shrugs. "No one here to hurt me if I am alone, yes?"
Which— well, there's no one here to hurt him when Shane is home either, Shane sort of wants to remind him. But there are other, more important issues to address right now, like the fact that Ilya apparently thinks Shane might try to keep him confined to his room.
"Okay, uh, cool," Shane says. "But listen, Ilya, you don't have to stay in your bedroom, even if I'm not home. Okay? You're not, like, my prisoner or something. You can come and go from your room whenever the fuck you want. Just like it said in the contract. That's... you remember the contract, right?"
"Yes, I remember contract," Ilya says with a scoff. "I just do not give a shit about what it says."
"What do you mean?"
Ilya sighs, as though Shane is a naïve little child. "I mean contract is just silly thing that Omicron House people write to feel good about themselves. You can make your own rules for me, Shane Hollander." He looks Shane dead in the eye, and adds, his voice sharp, almost goading: "You can make any rules that you fucking want."
"But... why would I?" Shane asks tentatively. "Everything in that contract is completely reasonable."
He feels out of his depth, suddenly. The idea that Ilya doesn't think Shane is actually bound by the contract he'd signed— the very thorough, very detailed contract written specifically to protect Ilya— is actually kind of disturbing. Has Ilya been operating under the assumption that Shane hadn't genuinely agreed with every stipulation he'd initialed beside? And does he really believe that Shane is acting with no oversight, that no one would step in to help Ilya if Shane ever, like, completely lost his mind and started to mistreat him?
Ilya lets out a rueful laugh. "Oh really, it is reasonable? That contract says you cannot punish me ever. You think this is reasonable?"
"Yes, obviously!"
"You do?"
"Yes!"
Ilya frowns. "Okay, but someday you will punish."
"Jesus, Ilya, no! I won't!" cries Shane. "I won't. I fucking swear. I'm never going to fucking punish you."
Ilya opens his mouth as if to reply, then shuts it. He sets down his spoon and wraps his arms around his chest, staring at Shane in silence, his brow furrowed and his eyes wary. He looks utterly lost.
Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. Maybe he and Ilya should make their own contract, just between the two of them, and both sign it? Would Ilya find that more trustworthy? Probably not, but… well, it's something to consider.
For now though, Shane is just going to have to clarify some things verbally.
"Okay, Ilya, just... listen to me, alright?" he says. "You can leave your bedroom whenever the fuck you want. You can go anywhere in this apartment. Except, like, my room, I guess. Or at least, not without knocking first. But everywhere else— the kitchen, the living room... I'm not worried about you, like, messing anything up. And even if you do, I fucking promise you, Ilya: I will not care. I will not be angry. Just, you know, make yourself at home here, okay? You can sit on the sofa. You can sit at the table. You can help yourself to whatever food you want. There are no rules here about when or how much you get to eat. And also there's no such thing here as you not being allowed to sleep. That's fucking inhumane. I think it's like actually a recognized form of torture. So... yeah. You can sleep whenever you want. You don't need to ask permission. Okay?"
Ilya nods slowly.
"Do you have any, like, questions? Like, is there anything that you're not sure is allowed or whatever?"
Ilya shrugs. "What about, uh... to piss?"
"What?"
"Just, it is okay that I go to piss any time? Not asking first?"
The question is... very fucking upsetting.
"Ilya, do you— do you have to pee right now?"
"No," is Ilya's instantaneous response.
Shane is not fucking convinced. "Okay, um," he says delicately. "For my, uh, peace of mind, can you still just go use the bathroom right now, like, just in case? You remember where it is? Behind that sliding door?"
Ilya nods, almost imperceptibly. Then he stands, pushes in his chair, and walks toward the downstairs bathroom, shooting Shane a backward glance every few steps until he finally turns the corner.
Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. He imagines Ilya skating like it's the most natural thing in the world, fast and free and happy. He imagines the two of them playing hockey together, and of course Shane is better, but not by much. He imagines taking Ilya to a fancy ice cream shop, where Ilya would mock all the novelty flavors before secretly enjoying them. He imagines Ilya owning a million fucking turtlenecks, one in every color, and looking really fucking good in them.
He very carefully does not, for even a second, allow himself to imagine Ilya being tormented by terrible people.
And, a couple minutes later, Ilya returns. He sits back down, his eyes fixed on Shane.
"I used blue towel," he says.
"Great, yeah."
"And I used the soap. Is okay?"
"Of course."
There's a pause. "Thank you," Ilya says then, more quietly.
Shane nods. "Yeah. Um. Yeah, you're welcome, but just to— to be clear, you can go to the bathroom whenever you want. You definitely do not need my permission. And also I don't care what you do in there. Like, fucking… take a shit, jerk off…" Shane feels kind of insane being this specific, but better safe than sorry. "I just— it's fine. You never have to ask."
"Okay," is all Ilya says in reply.
Shane takes a deep breath. Then, possibly against his better judgment, he asks the question that's been gnawing at him for the past five minutes: "Ilya, were you often, like, actually not allowed to pee when you needed to?"
"No, not so often," says Ilya, with a shrug. "Just for, uh, humiliation, I think is word? For punishment."
Shane feels horror settle in his chest. "But you can't just, like, hold your bladder forever," he feels the need to point out, as though he doesn't understand exactly how this punishment would work. "At some point it's not really a choice."
Ilya shrugs again. "Yes, I know. So after long time, you will piss yourself. This is why is for humiliation, yes?" he says matter-of-factly, staring down at what's left of his soup.
"Jesus Christ, Ilya," whispers Shane. He folds his arms on top of the table and buries his head in them. "Jesus fucking Christ."
He hates this. He hates knowing what Ilya has been through, but he hates that he still probably doesn't know even half of it. He hates how badly he keeps reacting whenever Ilya confides in him, hates that he's here on the verge of tears at the thought of something that Ilya seems completely unbothered by. But also he hates the fact that Ilya seems unbothered by it. He hates that Ilya has been subjected to so many horrors that some apparently don't even feel horrible to him anymore, comparatively.
But more than anything, Shane hates every fucking person who has hurt Ilya. His father, his doctors, his owners and pimps and— just, all the men who've ever bought him or sold him or paid to abuse him.
"Let me guess," says Ilya, after a while. "You are angry, but not at me. And now you will maybe cry. Yes?"
Shane laughs weakly. "Something like that," he says, his face still hidden in his arms. "How'd you know?"
"I am genius. But… but do not cry, okay?" Ilya tells him, sounding concerned. "It really was not often. Only one pimp. Maybe just five times or something. And only if I was being extremely annoying piece of shit, so—"
"Ilya, stop," Shane mumbles into his arms. "Don't talk like that, like you did something to deserve it."
Ilya is quiet for a moment. Then he pokes at Shane's shoulder. "I did not really think you would do this, about me pissing. I just was wanting to be sure, yes? So... is why I ask."
Fuck, thinks Shane. He lifts his face. "No, that's— that's good," he assures Ilya. "I'm glad you asked. I'm really glad. I'm sorry I'm such a fucking wimp whenever you tell me about, like, abuse and stuff. I really do want you to tell me. It's just... fucking hard for me to deal with, sometimes."
Ilya frowns. "You are not wimp, Shane Hollander. Wimp is like weak, yes? You are not weak." He looks at Shane, his expression unreadable. "You are... something. But is not weak."
"What, boring? Strange?"
"No. I mean, yes, of course. But right now I am meaning something else. I just do not know word."
"Well, what is it in Russian?"
"See, that is problem. I do not know this word in Russian. Or in English. You are like... mystery." And with that, Ilya goes back to eating his soup.
Shane sits there for a moment, bemused. Then his phone buzzes in his pocket.
It's Rose. Shane had texted her briefly when Ilya was talking with Svetlana, just to let her know that Ilya had arrived and things were going fine. But of course, now she wants more details.
"Very popular," Ilya observes, as Rose's fourth text arrives.
Shane puts away his phone. "Nah, it's just Rose Landry. "
"You are gossiping about me?"
"No. I mean, literally all I said is that you're here."
"Okay, well, Rose Landry thinks I am very cool, yes? So do not dare embarrass me to her." Ilya says it like he's joking. Shane knows he's not.
"Don't worry, your cool guy reputation is safe," Shane tells him, smiling slightly. "Like. Seriously, I won't tell her anything personal about you, okay? Not without permission."
"Good," says Ilya.
"And same with when I talk to Svetlana," Shane adds. Which reminds him— "Hey, I never asked, how was your call?"
Ilya frowns. "Not so good. I yelled at her."
"Oh."
"She said is because I am tired and it has been long day. But actually, is because I am just asshole."
"You're not an asshole."
"You don't even know me, hardly."
"Well, I know you're not an asshole."
Ilya scoffs.
"Plus, like, I mean— she has a point," says Shane. "You probably are tired, right? I know I'm definitely tired."
"Yes, but..." Ilya shrugs. "Is only same tired as every day. I am used to this."
"Well, still," Shane says firmly. "I know it's, like, not even 9 PM, but I think we should probably just go to bed after we're done down here."
This suggestion, for some reason, seems to really get Ilya's attention. He drops his spoon, which clatters against the bowl, and sits bolt upright in his chair. "Go to bed? Both of us?" he asks.
"I mean... yeah? Since we're both tired?"
Ilya smells, inexplicably, of fear. He lowers his eyes. "Okay," he says, very quietly. "Um. In your bed?"
Jesus fucking Christ. "No! No, fuck. Separate beds," Shane clarifies in a rush. "Separate rooms. Not— no. We're not going to have sex tonight, Ilya. I don't want that from you. Okay?" He's trying very hard not to feel frustrated, and he really hopes that any frustration he does feel isn't evident to Ilya in his scent, but fuck, how many times will he have to assure Ilya that he doesn't have to worry about being raped?
"Okay. I... am sorry," says Ilya. He picks back up his spoon, frowning. "I just thought— for this soup, maybe."
Shane takes a deep breath. "Ilya, you do not have to repay me for food with sex. You don't have to repay me for anything with anything. I told you that already, didn't I?"
"But... you do not accept stipend from Omicron House."
"Well, yeah, duh," says Shane indignantly, "because it would be kind of fucked up for a millionaire to take money he doesn't need from a nonprofit organization, wouldn't it? But that doesn't mean you owe me."
Ilya stirs at his soup in silence for a moment. Then he shakes his head. "You buy me so much though," he mutters. "I see all this clothes in dresser. And in my bathroom, this soaps and toothbrush and everything else. I already have these from Omicron House, but you still buy them again for me; I do not know why. And then all of this food. This soup, and... and dinner before. And ice cream. Is too much things, too much money."
Shane sighs. "Okay, first of all, it's not too many things. It's just, like, a regular amount of things. It's normal to own clothes and toiletries and it's normal to eat food."
Ilya shifts in his chair, refusing to meet Shane's eye, and eats another bite of soup.
Shane decides to press on. "Second of all," he says, "it's not too much money. Like, it feels weird to keep mentioning this, but as I just said, I am a millionaire. I have millions of dollars. You're not causing me any kind of financial hardship whatsoever. You couldn't, even if you tried. And third of all... Ilya, providing you with, like, basic necessities is literally what I signed up for when I agreed to let you live here with me. Me giving you food and clothes and whatever else is the bare fucking minimum. It's not, like, some special privilege that I might randomly decide to take away at any time."
Abruptly, Ilya looks up from his soup with a stricken expression that tells Shane he managed to articulate something that Ilya had, in fact, been concerned about. Thank god.
"Everything in your bedroom is yours, okay?" Shane continues. "You're not just, like, borrowing it from me. You own it. It belongs to you. The bed, all the bedsheets and pillows and everything, the towels, the nightstands, the dresser, all the clothes in the dresser and closet, all the toiletries in the bathroom. Every single thing in there. You don't have to pay me back for any of it. You don't owe me anything in exchange for it. It all belongs to you. Like, end of story, okay?"
Ilya stares down at his soup. "What is this 'end of story'?" he asks.
"It means, like, that's all. There's nothing else to say." Shane pauses. "Except actually there is, like, a tiny bit more I want to say. Um. Just, after the rug thing, I want to be really clear that if you somehow... just, like, if anything happens to any of your stuff— or actually to anything in this whole apartment— I'll just buy more. It's not a big deal. And if you use up the shampoo or something, I'll also buy more. You don't have to worry about, like, making it last."
Ilya raises his eyebrows. "What, you think I will be here long enough to use up whole shampoo?" he asks, his voice sharp, almost mocking.
Shane feels a bit thrown off by the sudden hostility. "Yeah, I... I mean, there's not really an end date to how long you'll be living here, right?"
Ilya scoffs. "Yes there is. You forget? Three months. It says in your stupid contract even. Three months, then is September and you practice hockey."
"Wait, Ilya," Shane says slowly. "Three months is just how long the contract I signed is for. After that, I'll sign a new contract, that's all. I'm not gonna make you leave after three fucking months. I'm— fuck, Ilya, I'm sorry. I probably should have said that explicitly."
Ilya stares at him for a moment, his mouth slightly open. Then his expression hardens. "You are not telling bullshit to me?" he demands. "You mean this?"
"Yeah, of course."
Ilya seems to deflate a bit at Shane's matter-of-fact response. He hunches his shoulders and scowls down at the table, fiddling with the collar of his turtleneck. "But what about— when you are traveling to games?" he asks.
"I mean, are you okay with staying here alone in the apartment?"
"Yes."
"Cool, then you can just do that, right?"
Ilya lifts his face and nods, still frowning, but his eyes are shining with such blatant relief that it kind of breaks Shane's heart.
"Look, we'll figure out the details as we go," he tells Ilya. "But the point is that you'll definitely be here long enough to use up a bottle of shampoo, and when that happens, I'll buy you some more, no problem."
Ilya says nothing.
"Okay?" Shane prompts.
"Okay," Ilya whispers. "Um. I— I eat soup now, yes?"
Which Shane gathers is his way of saying he doesn't want to talk about this anymore.
"Yeah, no, of course," Shane tells him. "Enjoy the soup. Uh. I'll go put your clothes in the washing machine."
***
They don't really talk much, after Shane returns, but the silence feels strangely comfortable. At last, Ilya finishes his soup. Shane puts his spoon and bowl in the dishwasher.
And then they're on their way back upstairs, where— as Shane really hopes that Ilya actually understands— they'll go to sleep in their own separate rooms.
"Remember, you can use the toothbrush and toothpaste and mouthwash and stuff," Shane tells him, as they reach the hall on the second floor. "And there's a comb... maybe multiple combs. And a brush and, like, razors and shaving cream. It's all in the bathroom, under the sink. And you can take a shower if you want. And there are pajamas in the bottom right drawer of the dresser, if you're, like, into that. But you can wear whatever you want to bed. And if you need more blankets, they're in the closet. And— wait, do you have your cell phone on you? I'll tell you my number and you can send me a text, okay? Then we'll be able to contact each other if something comes up when I'm out on my run."
Ilya rolls his eyes but obliges, laboriously typing out a message on his chintzy little flip phone. Soon it pops up on Shane's screen:
hello this is ilya rozanov who is better at hockey than you
Shane snorts. "Nice."
"Yes. See, I want it to be clear, in case you know some other Ilya Rozanovs."
"Right, yeah, I appreciate it," says Shane.
Ilya smirks at him. It makes Shane feel strangely flustered.
"Anyway, just— like— now you can call me if you have any problems while I'm gone, or— yeah," he stammers out, as he puts his phone back in his pocket. "And you know the number 9-1-1, right? For emergencies?"
"Oh my god, yes," groans Ilya. "You worry very much, Shane. I am fine."
"Okay," Shane says. "Okay, no, you're right. I— Good night, Ilya."
"Good night." Ilya stands there for a moment, like he's waiting for something, his expression strange, almost calculating. Then he smiles. "Well, if you want me during night, you know where to find me, yes?" he says, and he turns to push open the bedroom door.
Shane's stomach drops. "Ilya, wait. Stop," he says, trying to keep his voice steady. "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?"
"Calm down, okay? It just means like what it sounds. You know where to find me," shrugs Ilya, his hand resting on the doorknob.
Which is really not an acceptable fucking answer. Shane takes a step closer. "Ilya, listen to me," he says. "I am not going to come into your bedroom tonight. I do not want you lying awake all night waiting for me to show up and... do something to you. I won't. I will never. You don't have to worry about that, I swear. And if I'm lying to you right now, may I never fucking win a hockey game again as long as I fucking live. Okay? Do you understand how serious I'm being?"
Ilya rolls his eyes. "Yes, Alpha," he says mockingly. "Very serious, you will not come to my bedroom, I understand."
"Good," says Shane, before suddenly remembering Ilya's hesitant question from earlier:
In your bed?
"And— and I don't want you visiting my room either, okay?" Shane adds hurriedly. "Please don't think I expect you to, like, get in bed with me so I can fuck you or something. Because I really do not want that."
Ilya says nothing, but his scent fills with shame.
"Wait, Ilya, were you actually planning to do that?"
"No!" Ilya snaps. Then, more quietly, "Maybe. I— I don't know. I did not know yet. I did not decide. But... I was thinking I should try, probably, just... to see."
"To see what?"
"To see if you will want," mutters Ilya, another wave of shame flooding into his scent.
"Ilya," Shane says. "Can I tell you what I want?"
Ilya crosses his arms and glowers at him in a way that would probably feel intimidating if he didn't smell so fucking ashamed. "Yes, please," he says tersely. "Tell me what the fuck do you want."
Shane takes a deep breath. "Okay. Here's what I want: I want you to have a really good sleep where you feel totally safe and comfortable all night long, and then I want you to wake up tomorrow feeling, like, refreshed and ready for the day."
"That seems... very fucking boring," says Ilya.
"Yeah, it is. Because you deserve a boring night, Ilya." Shane gives him what he hopes is a reassuring smile. "Like, the good kind of boring, you know? Like you said earlier."
Ilya stares at him. Shane forces himself not to look away.
And at last, Ilya's frown softens microscopically. He uncrosses his arms. Very slowly, he nods. "Good kind of boring you say, yes?"
"Yes."
"And if you are lying, may you never win hockey game in the rest of your life? You still are swearing this?"
"I am."
"Okay." Ilya nods again. "Okay, I will see you tomorrow then, Shane Hollander."
"See you tomorrow. Remember, you can sleep in as long as you want. And feel free to lock the door, okay?"
"Yeah, yeah, fine," says Ilya, with a disinterested wave of his hand. He enters his bedroom and shuts the door behind him.
Shane stands there in the hall for a moment, listening for the sound of the lock turning.
It doesn't come.
Shane tries not to feel too disappointed.
***
Shane doesn't read in bed tonight. Instead, he settles back against his pillow and he takes out his phone to finally reply to Rose's texts from earlier.
Rose:

Yay I'm glad he's there safely! Tell me everything!!!!

Hello Shane?

More details please?

You're being super nice to him and making him feel welcome, right?
Shane:

Sorry, was busy with some stuff. Yes, I'm trying to make him feel welcome.
Rose:

Did he eat yet?
Shane:

Yeah he did. We made spaghetti together for dinner.
Rose:

!!! Omg Shane that's really great!! Yay spaghetti. Svetlana will be so happy!
Shane doesn't know what to text back. To tell her the full truth would obviously be to violate Ilya's privacy.
A few moments later, another text arrives.
Rose:

So do you boys have any fun plans for tomorrow?
Shane:

Well Ilya has an appointment at the omicron house clinic

Other than that, not sure. Maybe shopping for more clothes for him if he feels like it.

Also I want to go buy more ice cream for him

Oh and I need to stock up on bottled water
Rose:

?? Wait since when are you a bottled water guy? Save the planet Shane :(
Shane:

No, Ilya's a bottled water guy. He was very specific about it. Apparently he only likes to drink water if it's bottled with a cap
No sooner has he sent the text than his phone is buzzing with an incoming call from Rose.
He answers, keeping his voice low. "Um, hi? Rose? Ilya's in the room next to mine and he's hopefully asleep so I can't talk too loudly, but what's—"
"He said he only likes to drink water if it's bottled with a cap? Like, those were his exact words?" asks Rose, without even a cursory word of greeting.
"Yeah, uh. That's what he told me, why?"
"You didn't think that was, like, a concerning thing for him to say?"
"No? I— wait, concerning in what way?
"Shane, he's scared you're going to drug him."
"What?" cries Shane, before remembering he's trying to speak softly. "Drug him?" he hisses. "Jesus, where'd you get that idea from?"
"Uh, from how that's the number one piece of advice they always give for not getting roofied? 'Only accept a drink if it's in a sealed bottle or you watched it being made,' you know?"
Fuck. Shane shuts his eyes.
On the other end of the line, Rose sighs sadly. "This water bottle thing is what made it click for me, but Shane, I bet that was his problem with the meals at Omicron House too," she says. "He couldn't watch the food being made. But tonight... I mean, you said you guys made dinner together, right? So he could keep an eye on it."
Shane's mind is reeling.
He thinks about how actually, Ilya had asked to make the spaghetti all by himself. Shane had assumed that he was just concerned about fulfilling his imagined duties as some kind of omega servant, but fuck. He had probably caused Ilya so much unnecessary stress by insisting they do it together.
He remembers how Ilya had overreacted to his suggestion that they add salt to the pasta water. How intently he'd looked on as Shane had microwaved the meatballs. How he'd begged to watch Shane make his soup just now.
And god, all of those perplexing questions about granola bar wrappers and water bottle caps, which Shane had attributed to English being Ilya's second language... No, he realizes now, Ilya had known exactly what he was asking.
"Rose," Shane says weakly. "I am so fucking stupid."
"Sometimes, yeah," Rose agrees, sounding sympathetic. "But hey, that's why you have me, right?"
Shane presses a hand to his face. "It's not like I never asked him why he was being weird about food," he mutters, more to himself than to Rose. "He just always had some excuse or smartass comment or something."
"Yeah, because he doesn't trust you, Shane. No offense."
"No, I know, I just..." Shane sighs. "I wish he did. That's selfish of me, right?"
"I think that's normal of you. But it wouldn't be fair to expect that of Ilya."
"I don't expect it of him," insists Shane. "Not, like, consciously. I'm trying, like, really fucking hard to make him feel comfortable here. And to explain everything to him. But— I don't know. I think I'm bad at this."
"No! Oh my god, no, you're not," says Rose. "I'm sure you're not. I'm sure you're doing absolutely amazing. Okay? Don't beat yourself up, Shane."
But shouldn't Shane be beating himself up, like, at least a little bit? Because why the fuck hadn't he been able to put two and two together and realize that Ilya was worried about his food being tampered with? It seems so obvious in retrospect, yet Shane had been too fucking dense to see it.
Some things that Ilya does are easy for Shane to understand. He flinches when Shane moves suddenly because he's afraid of being hit, for example. That makes sense. But Shane feels like, if he were smarter, every little inexplicable thing that Ilya does or says would make just as much sense to him as the flinching does. It's just— it's so hard for Shane to imagine the full scope of the trauma that Ilya has had to endure. And obviously Ilya doesn't want to tell him about all of it, because as Rose so rightly pointed out, he doesn't trust Shane. Nor does he have any reason to trust Shane. Which is why it's Shane's responsibility to not be a naïve fucking idiot about these things. But he is a naïve fucking idiot, and it makes him feel so fucking helpless and useless and guilty.
"Shane?" Rose says. "You're doing great, okay? It's been one day. Don't be so hard on yourself."
Shane doesn't reply.
"I'm serious, Shane. Stop self-flagellating."
"I'm not self-flagellating."
"You definitely are, and I need you to do me a favor and cut it out, okay? Just get some sleep. Talk to Ilya tomorrow. Everything's gonna be fine, I promise."
"Thanks," Shane says hollowly.
"Good night, Shane. I mean it about the self-flagellation. And I'll text you, okay?"
"Okay. Good night, Rose," sighs Shane.
He hangs up the phone.
He wonders what Ilya is doing right now. He hopes he's asleep. He hopes he'll forgive Shane for being such an idiot. He hopes Rose is right, that everything is going to be fine.
Because right now, all he can focus on is the very real possibility that Ilya will never trust him, and he'll never feel safe here, and Shane will never be capable of helping him in any way that matters.
And fuck, Shane thinks, the weight of his own ineptitude pressing down on him— how could any of that ever be fine?
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  When Shane wakes up at 6 AM, the first thing he does is breathe a sigh of relief that Ilya hadn't visited his bed in the night. The next thing he does is get ready for his run, as always.
Before he leaves the house, he stands in front of Ilya's door briefly and listens for any sounds that might indicate he's awake, but all is quiet. So he's probably still asleep. At least, Shane hopes so. God, Shane really fucking hopes he sleeps for like at least another four hours— a deep, peaceful, nightmare-free sleep. If anyone on earth deserves that right now, it's Ilya.
***
Shane goes for his run, has his smoothie, and takes his shower. It all feels very normal, except for the fact that literally all he can think about is Ilya.
Shane is going to do research this morning, he's decided. He's going to, like, educate himself, starting today, in hopes that maybe someday he'll no longer be so stupid and sheltered about everything. For Ilya's sake.
So as soon as he's done with his shower, he grabs his laptop and new computer glasses and heads back downstairs.
Then he sits himself down at the kitchen island, opens up his laptop, and starts Googling.
help person who has had food withheld trauma, is the first thing he searches for.
The advice he finds is mostly aimed at foster parents of children who have been neglected or abused, but the majority of it is still somewhat applicable. He reads about food insecurity and food anxiety, food maintenance syndrome and food hoarding.
The recommendations are pretty common-sense: have consistent meal times, keep snacks out in the open for easy access, never restrict or make threats about restricting food, offer reassurance that there will always be enough to eat. Shane is doing those things, right? He's certainly trying to. Which means that, despite how guilty he'd felt last night... maybe he actually isn't handling everything so terribly after all?
Shane exhales, encouraged by his findings so far.
The next thing he Googles is omega sex trafficking drugs, which is a string of words that feels like it should be illegal to even type out.
But thankfully, everything that comes up is from reputable organizations and sources discussing the topic from a perspective that's sympathetic toward omegas.
Shane takes a deep breath, steeling himself, and begins to read.
There are heat stimulants and heat inducers, of course, which he learns are different things even though everyone uses the terms interchangeably.
And there are the so-called date rape drugs that people always talk about, like GHB and rohypnol, which Shane was obviously aware of before today.
But then there's also a drug called obsequesol (apparently known by the street names "queso," "cheese," and "bitch pills," Jesus Christ) which acts to radically increase an omega's submissive drive toward alphas. He reads the Wikipedia page about it with steadily-increasing horror.
Then he clicks on an article called "Obsequesol: In Omegas' Own Words," which starts with a quote from an female omega who works in a Los Angeles strip club: "Alpha Voice makes you obey even if you don't want to, but bitch pills actually make you want to. That's the difference. You can do some f--ked up s--t because of Alpha Voice, but deep down you know it wasn't you. With bitch pills, it feels like you really did that s--t on purpose, and that f--ks with your head for real."
Shane spends about one second imagining Ilya having to feel like that, and quickly decides that he probably won't be able to stomach the rest of the article. He closes the tab and sits there for a few moments, wondering how the fuck he never knew about this before.
Like, he's pretty sure he's heard the word obsequesol, but he'd never had any idea what it was. And he's seen movies and stuff where people make references to drugs that can control omegas, but he'd always assumed it was just an urban myth type of thing, like truth serum.
But no, it's fucking real. Does Rose know about it? She must, right? But are all omegas just going around in constant fear of being dosed with obsequesol, while Shane has been living in privileged alpha ignorance of its existence?
Fuck. He runs a hand down his face and sighs. Then he opens a new tab.
gene therapy to change secondary gender, he Googles, followed by a series of related searches:
consequences of gene therapy to turn omega into alpha
is gene editing illegal for secondary gender modification
forcing minors to change secondary gender
how common is forced secondary gender change of minors
He learns that gene editing to modify secondary gender traits is considered non-therapeutic and is therefore prohibited worldwide. And yet it does happen, as news story after news story describes. He reads about cases in Turkey, China, Russia, the United States, the Caribbean... in all of them, doctors were attempting to turn teenage omega males into alphas, and in almost all of them, the omega ended up dead— which is what brought these specific cases to the attention of authorities. But it doesn't seem like death is necessarily a common outcome, because before being caught, most of the doctors in these news stories had been carrying out these gene editing procedures for years, under the radar. And pretty much every article has a paragraph at the end about how the full scope of this issue is unknown and thousands of cases likely go unreported and unprosecuted around the world each year.
There are also surgeries other than the two that Ilya got— for example, there's total ablation of Lieberkühn's glands, the glands which produce slick during an omega's heat. Apparently, there's even such thing as transplantation of actual alpha scent glands obtained through illegal organ harvesting, which— what the fuck.
Then Shane finds an article that features multiple interviews with victims, now adults, who were forced to have these various treatments and procedures as minors, and... okay, honestly, it's straight-up harrowing to read the accounts of their experiences. But Shane forces himself to do it anyway, because if Ilya went through it, the least Shane can do is fucking read about it, right?
All of the victims talk at length about how dehumanizing and violating the process was, how betrayed they felt by their families, how they were left with lifelong medical trauma and identity issues and self-doubt, and—
"Hello."
Shane looks up with a start to find Ilya standing there in the kitchen, wearing an ochre-colored turtleneck and staring at him intently.
"Oh, hey! Good morning," Shane says, smiling as genuinely as he can manage, the words from those interviews still sort of floating in his mind. "How are you?"
"Good. Yes," nods Ilya. "Um... I sleep for very long time, as you can see."
"Yeah, like— what, fourteen hours?" says Shane, checking the time on his laptop screen. 11:49 AM. "That's pretty impressive."
Ilya narrows his eyes, like he's not sure whether Shane is criticizing him or not. "You said... is okay if I sleep late in morning, yes?"
"Yeah, yeah, of course! No, it's great. I was just trying to say, like, you must have needed the sleep. So I'm glad you got it."
And it really does look like the sleep did Ilya some good. Not that he looked bad before, by any means, but his face has actual color in it now. His bruises seem less angry. And his curls are, like, fluffy? Shane almost wants to run his fingers through them, he thinks, before quickly clearing this throat.
"Uh. So you slept well then?" he asks.
"Yes."
"And how was the bed? Comfortable?"
"Hmm... Not enough pillows," Ilya says somberly.
It takes Shane a second to realize he's joking. "Shut up," he laughs. "My interior designer picked them out."
Ilya shakes his head in mock regret. "I am sad to say, but this interior designer has bad tastes, Shane," he says. "First there is ugly rug for four thousand dollars. Now all these many, many pillows..."
"Okay, well, next time I have an apartment to decorate, I'll run everything by you first. Happy?"
"Yes," says Ilya.
A moment passes in silence.
"You are wearing glasses," Ilya observes then. "Like little professor. What are you studying on laptop so seriously?"
Shane whips the glasses off. "They're just for reading and computer stuff. I know they look stupid," he says, embarrassed. He hopes he isn't blushing.
"No, no, I like," Ilya tells him with a smile.
Well fuck, now Shane is definitely blushing. He closes his laptop and stands up so abruptly that the barstool he'd been sitting on nearly clatters over. He reaches out to steady it. "Fuck. Sorry. Right. So, um," he says, with as much dignity as he can manage. "Are you hungry?"
Instantly, Ilya's smile disappears.
Shane kicks himself mentally, remembering a moment too late that Ilya had reacted badly to that question yesterday as well, with a very depressing explanation about how people usually only ever ask if he's hungry for cock, or something.
"I mean. Just. What do you want for breakfast?" Shane amends. He takes a deep breath, then launches into the presentation of tamper-proof food options he's been planning all morning: "I have a bunch of stuff that you can choose from. Let me, um. Come here, let's go into the kitchen."
He heads straight for the freezer, and Ilya follows along beside him.
"So, um, there's microwaveable frittatas," Shane tells him, opening up the freezer door, "which are like little muffins made out of eggs, kind of? With vegetables? And you can microwave them yourself; it just takes, like, 45 seconds in the microwave. Or I also have microwaveable, uh... it's called a 'meat lovers breakfast bowl'? Or you could have cereal; always a classic, right?" Shane closes the freezer and gestures sweepingly toward the array of cereal boxes on top of the refrigerator. "Um. I have an unopened thing of milk and, like, several different types of cereal, as you can see up there. In boxes. Which have also never been opened. Or—"
"Shane, this is enough," says Ilya, crossing his arms.
Shane breaks off. "Huh?"
"I said is enough," Ilya repeats. He meets Shane's gaze and holds it until Shane looks away. "How did you figure it out?"
"Figure what out?" asks Shane, aiming for casual and missing by several miles.
Ilya rolls his eyes. "You are not being so sneaky, Shane Hollander," he says. "Yesterday you are trying to cook all my food for me, getting very confused when I want to watch you do it and when I ask about packagings. Now today you are offering to me everything sealed up and not opened and telling me I can microwave it by myself. So what has changed?"
Shane sighs. "I talked to Rose Landry," he admits. "But not about you! Like, not in detail. I literally just said something about planning to buy more water bottles for you because you like bottled water, and she... she realized what you were worried about."
"Ah, Rose Landry, she is very smart woman," Ilya replies breezily, but fuck, he suddenly smells so, so ashamed. He pulls the collar of his turtleneck further up, then walks past Shane and yanks the freezer back open. "First she had idea for me to live here, now she knows I do not want food with drugs. So smart."
Shane genuinely can't tell if Ilya is being sarcastic. "Yeah, um. She's great?" he offers.
Ilya pulls out the box of microwaveable frittatas and slams the freezer door. "I will eat this," he says. "Frittatas."
"Nice, sounds good," says Shane, getting out a plate from the cupboard and passing it to Ilya.
Ilya takes it wordlessly.
Shane watches for a moment as Ilya tears open three plastic-wrapped frittatas from the box and arranges them on the plate.
"I'll, um. I'm gonna go sit down, I guess? At the table?" Shane tells him. "And I'll bring a water bottle for you too."
"Okay," says Ilya. He keeps his back turned and puts the plate in the microwave. And all the while, the scent of deep, all-consuming shame just continues to radiate from him.
It makes Shane feel awful. He slumps into a random chair at the dining table and sighs, listening to the whir of the microwave. He feels like he mishandled this. He should have been more forthcoming from the start about his conversation with Rose. He'd been trying to go about everything in a way that would allow for plausible deniability if Ilya preferred to let himself believe that Shane still didn't know about the drugging, but he should have realized that Ilya would care far more about the truth than the option of plausible deniability. Now it seems like all Shane managed to do was embarrass him or blindside him or something.
Just then Ilya enters the dining room, carrying his plate of frittatas, and sits down at the head of the fucking table. He doesn't even hesitate, just casually takes a seat in the spot that he'd sworn, yesterday, only alphas are worthy of.
He looks at Shane, eyebrows raised defiantly, but there's a note of fear mixed in with the scent of his shame now, like deep down he expects to be chastised for his impudence.
Shane just grins, moving into the chair that's closest to Ilya's. For a second, Ilya smiles back.
And then, suddenly, it's as though all of Ilya's confidence runs out at once. He drops his gaze. "Please," he says brokenly, staring down at his frittatas, "do not imagine it in your head."
"Imagine what?"
"You know. The— the drugs. Me being fucked while I am unconscious. Me being fucked while I am part conscious. Me being fucked while I am on bitch pills and I am seeming very eager for it."
So Ilya has been given obsequesol. Not that there was ever really any doubt, but still. "Yeah, uh, I have no interest in imagining any of that," Shane assures him. "I honestly try really hard not to think about you suffering, like, at all."
"Okay, but I know you imagine something, because you smell like you are feeling pity. And I do not want this. I do not want your pity," Ilya says, glaring momentarily at Shane before picking up a frittata and glaring at that instead.
"Um... sorry. I'm not, like, intentionally pitying you. But I don't think I can really help it?" Shane says weakly. "Just— Ilya, people put drugs in your food. That's... that's gonna make me feel bad for you. Because it's fucking horrific, you know? I'd feel bad for anyone who had that happen to them."
Ilya finally takes a bite of his frittata. He chews it slowly, swallows, then takes another. "Well, if it will make you feel better," he says, "um, the part where they mix the drugs into foods and water is my fault. Most omegas, the other omegas, they just take the pills, very nice and obedient. At first, I was never like that. I always spit out or fought or some way tried to refuse. And if they used Alpha Voice to force me, sometimes I could resist, because I am not regular omega." He shrugs. "But you see, if they made me have no water and then after long time they give me water with drugs, I will drink it, yes? Or if they did not feed me for many days and then finally they give me food with drugs... then I will eat this food with drugs and be happy about it."
Shane blinks back tears. There's a lump in his throat. "Ilya... what the fuck," he says hoarsely. "This is supposed to make me feel better?"
"Well, yes. Because I was asking for it, you see?"
And Shane can't help it; he lets out a sob.
Ilya sets down his frittata. "Wait, you should not... Do not cry about this. Why you are crying?" he asks.
"Because you— Ilya, you were drugged and raped and you think you were asking for it?"
"No, I was not asking for being drugged and raped. Only for these foods and water," Ilya says, as if that makes everything better. "I am just saying that if I had been good boy and not refuse pills, then it would have been more easy for everyone. Eventually, um, I learn this lesson a little bit, yes? And sometimes I give up and just ate the pills. But most times I still... I could not help it. I— I did not want these fucking drugs, and I would still fight back, and then... of course then they would have to..." He trails off, his expression distant, like he's staring at something very far away, or like maybe he himself is very far away, lost somewhere in the darkness of his own past. Then, abruptly, he looks back at Shane. "My pimps, I did not obey them," he says, with sudden, desperate intensity. "But you, Shane Hollander, I will always obey, yes? I will behave for you. I am happy to. So you— you will not get any ideas, right? About using this drugs? I— I do not think that you will, but just, um— Please?"
"Ilya, it's okay," Shane tells him softly. "I get it. I mean, I don't actually get it, because I've never been drugged, but I get why you'd be worried about me, uh... maybe getting ideas or something. Not that I'm gonna— I mean, I fucking swear, Ilya, I would never drug you, not in a million fucking years, but... it's fine if you don't necessarily believe that yet. Or— or even ever. I'm not expecting, like— Just, it's okay if you don't trust me, you know? Because I am going to do everything I can to make sure you never have any reason to doubt if your food is safe to eat, whether you trust me or not. I'm going to take this so fucking seriously, okay? I will buy you so many sealed foods. And you can do all your own cooking, if you want. Or obviously we still can cook together. But just— Ilya, I guarantee you that I will do whatever it takes for you to never have to worry about being drugged ever again."
Ilya considers him for a moment, his expression thoughtful. "This is how you are when you are team captain, hm?" he says at last. "Very... intense. Lots of passion."
"Sorry," mumbles Shane, with a surge of embarrassment.
Ilya smiles. "No, is cute, I think. And..." He lowers his eyes. "Thank you," he adds, much more solemnly. "I, um. I appreciate. This things you said."
"Of course. I really mean it, okay? You don't have to trust me at all, like, as a person. But you'll always be able to trust your food."
Ilya glances up, frowning. "You are sad," he says.
"What?"
"Your scent. It was smelling very strong and passionate, before. Now it is all sad."
Fuck, is Ilya always able to read him this easily through his scent? Does he usually just choose not to comment on it? "What? No, it's— it's nothing. I'm fine," Shane insists.
"Is because you think I will never trust you?"
"No, I don't need you to trust me, remember? I don't expect that of you."
For a moment, Ilya just looks at him like he can see into his soul. "I will tell you something," he says then, "but do not— do not make big deal, okay?"
"Sure, I— what's up?"
Ilya exhales shortly. "You remember yesterday night, I was eating soup, and then you, um. You knew I had to piss even though I said no, so you told me to go to bathroom?"
"Yeah," says Shane slowly, sort of glad to get confirmation that his instincts about that had been right. "I remember."
"Okay, well, when I came back to table... I was wondering if I should still eat this soup. Since I left you all alone with it when I go to pee. And you— you could have put some drugs in there while I was gone, yes? It would have been very easy for you. But then I decide... I will eat the soup anyway. Because I did not think that you would drug me like this."
Shane stares at him.
"So you see? You do not have to be so sad." Ilya picks his frittata back up and takes a bite, like he doesn't realize how fucking overwhelmed with emotion Shane is right now.
Shane doesn't respond. He doesn't think he'd be able to respond if he tried. There aren't any words to even describe what he's feeling at the knowledge that Ilya does, in fact, trust him, even just a tiny bit.
"But uh," Ilya goes on, "these things from your little team captain speech— this sealed foods and doing cooking together— I still want this. Please. Even though I think you will not drug, I know you will not drug, I don't— I can't—" He shakes his head. "I just... my brain makes up some stupid ideas sometimes."
Shane nods. "No, of course. I'm really fucking touched, and, like, honored that, um. That you kept eating the soup. I didn't even realize. I mean, I didn't know, at the time, about the drug thing. Even in retrospect though, I didn't realize. But seriously, don't worry about— Like, obviously everything I said before still stands, about me buying you pre-packaged food and stuff. Okay? And it's not stupid for you to want that."
Ilya just purses his lips and moves on to his second frittata.
"Do you want to go grocery shopping after your appointment?" offers Shane. "For more food and snacks and stuff?"
"Okay," Ilya says. But then he frowns, a tinge of fear in his scent.
"What's wrong?" Shane asks.
"I, um. For appointment?" says Ilya. "I want to ask for favor. From you."
"Oh! Sure, anything you need."
Ilya swallows another bite of frittata before responding. "Uh, Svetlana," he says, "on phone last night... she told me that nurse will maybe want to do physical exam with me being naked."
"Oh shit, yeah, I— I don't have to be in the room, okay? Don't worry."
Ilya shakes his head. "No, that is not... that is not why I am telling you. I am telling you because I do not want to do this naked exam."
"Oh."
"So Svetlana said I should say to nurse at beginning of appointment that I do not want to take off clothes. Except I think maybe nurse will not listen to me, and then— then I will accidentally use Alpha Voice. That is what I did last time, when nurse ask me to undress," he explains, his tone perfectly level, though the scent of his fear is growing stronger with each word. "And I cannot keep doing this with Alpha Voice or else... I don't know, maybe I will go to prison."
"Okay, I think we're getting a little ahead of ourselves," says Shane. "No one's gonna take you to prison. Let's just get back to... uh, you said you had a favor to ask of me?"
Ilya nods. "Because you are alpha."
"Yeah..." Shane agrees slowly, unsure what that has to do with anything. "So what?"
"So that means nurse will respect you," Ilya says. "So I had idea, um, that maybe if you tell her I don't want to be naked for any exams, she will not keep trying to make me. And then I won't use Alpha Voice." He meets Shane's eye for a moment, then looks back down at his one remaining frittata. "This is favor I wanted to ask," he concludes quietly. "If you will tell nurse this for me."
"Of course," says Shane. "Yeah, fuck, of course, I won't let anyone pressure you to get undressed. And if there's anything else you don't want to do that comes up during the appointment, just... poke me or say my name or something and I'll stick up for you. Don't worry. I'm— I'm on your team, okay?"
Ilya looks up. "My team?" he echoes, one eyebrow slightly raised. "Do you see whole world like it is hockey game, Shane Hollander?"
"I guess so, yeah, pretty much," Shane admits.
Ilya just smiles, and kicks Shane's foot under the table in a way that somehow strikes Shane as fond.
***
"Can you also tell nurse I do not want her to touch me unless I give permission?" says Ilya, as they drive to the clinic.
"Sure," Shane tells him.
Ilya seems... tense, with his arms hugging his chest and his shoulders drawn forward as he stares out the car window. Shane wishes he knew what to say to reassure him.
"And when you tell her not to make me undress, um. Is actually better if she does not even ask if I want to," Ilya goes on. "Because other nurse, she did not really give me command or pressure or something. She just... suggest it to me. But I still used Alpha Voice."
"Got it," says Shane.
He feels a bit silly for it now, looking back, but when Rose had told him that Ilya had used Alpha Voice on Omicron House staff, Shane had imagined something a lot more aggressive and unwarranted than Ilya just... panicking at the idea of having to strip naked? Which honestly strikes Shane as a completely understandable reason for him to use Alpha Voice, all things considered.
"I know this must seem very stupid," Ilya mumbles. "Like, I am whore, so I should be used to taking off clothes, right?"
"Hey," Shane says. "You're not a whore. And no, it doesn't seem stupid. The fact that you had to take your clothes off all the time before is probably the reason why you don't want to do it now that you have a choice, right? That's, like, completely logical. Okay?"
Ilya doesn't reply right away, but he lets out a deep breath and seems to sort of... unfurl. He straightens up a bit in his seat, unfolds his arms, adjusts his seatbelt.
They pull into the parking lot, and at last Ilya nods. "Okay."
***
They enter the clinic through the public entrance, rather than going through Omicron House itself, since Ilya technically isn't a resident there anymore. "Clinique Omicron: Centre de Santé des Omégas" reads the sign above the door.
The receptionist greets them, and Ilya prods Shane in the arm. "You talk," he whispers.
"Um, hi," says Shane. "We're here for a 2 PM appointment for Ilya Rozanov?" He gestures toward Ilya.
The receptionist nods. "Yes, perfect. I will get you checked in. And... oh, it seems like we're missing an intake form from you, Mr. Rozanov," she says, looking over at Ilya. "It's just a very basic form; usually it would be filled out before your very first appointment here? But—"
"Yes, at first appointment I crumple paper into ball."
"I see, okay," says the receptionist, as though traumatized omegas crumpling intake forms into balls is a perfectly normal occurrence. "Well, we will need the form from you eventually, so would you like to take a look at it and fill it out right now, or did you want to wait to just go through it with the nurse?"
Ilya glances at Shane.
"Up to you," Shane tells him.
"Uh— yes, I will look at form," says Ilya.
The receptionist nods and hands Ilya a clipboard and pen.
"If you want to skip any questions, or you don't know some of the answers, just leave those parts blank; that's not a problem here, alright?" she says.
Ilya nods. "Okay."
***
The waiting room is empty, which is nice. Shane and Ilya sit side by side, Shane watching the muted TV and Ilya filling out the form.
"I have not hold pen in very long time," Ilya mutters after a while. "Or write anything. Not even my name."
It's such a simple statement, but it strikes Shane as so fucking sad.
Then, abruptly, Ilya sighs, shoving the clipboard into Shane's hands and leaning back in his chair. "You do the rest," he says. "Too much English."
"Oh— uh. Okay. Sure," says Shane.
He looks at what Ilya has filled out so far.
First name: Ilya, Last name: Rozanov, Middle name: Grigoryevich, Preferred name: Ilya, Case manager: Svetlana Vetrova, Emergency contact: Shane Hollander.
Shane stares at his own name, written there on the page in Ilya's handwriting. Ilya has nice handwriting, he thinks. He makes his Ls all loopy.
He keeps reading.
Gender: male, Secondary gender: omega, Date of secondary gender presentation (dd-mm-yyyy): 13.07.2007, Date of birth (dd-mm-yyyy): 15.06.1991.
"Ilya, wait," says Shane. "Your birthday is in, like, less than two weeks?"
Ilya shrugs. "Yes. So?"
"Uh, were you ever gonna tell me that?"
"Probably not. Why? What does it matter when is my birthday?"
Shane squints at him. "Like... so we can celebrate it?" he says, half wondering if maybe Ilya is joking. "Isn't that the point of birthdays?"
"No," says Ilya. "No, not, um. Not mine. I— I don't— I do not need celebrate. You should not, um—" He shakes his head. "Just fill form, okay?"
"Okay," Shane sighs, wishing he'd never brought it up, but how was he supposed to have known Ilya would get upset about his own birthday, of all things? "We don't have to talk about it. Um. I'll just..."
Shane busies himself with filling in his own address, plus Ilya's cell phone number and his own cell phone number. The next section is easy too— Country of birth: Russia, Mother tongue: Russian, Do you speak French? No, Do you speak English? Yes.
"Alright," Shane says finally, "First section. Do you have any ongoing medical conditions?"
"Uh... being fucked up kind of omega?"
"You are not fucked up," Shane says firmly. "I'm gonna put no. Okay, then it asks for any past surgeries and the year you had them."
"Is just ones I told you, womb and mating gland," Ilya says. "In 2007."
Hysterectomy (2007), Copulectomy (2007), writes Shane, pleased with himself for remembering the formal name for mating gland removal that he'd learned this morning.
Ilya answers None for the questions about prescription medications, over-the-counter medications, and medication allergies.
"Okay, then it asks if you currently drink alcohol or smoke nicotine or tobacco, and how often," Shane says. "No for both, right?"
"Until you take me shopping to buy cigarette," grumbles Ilya.
Shane smiles. "Soon, okay? Uh. Then it wants to know if you've ever smoked, and if so, how long did you smoke for and when did you quit?"
"I quit, um, when I am sold. Before that, I smoke for four years I guess."
"You started when you were thirteen?"
Ilya shrugs. "Yes."
"Your parents let you?"
Ilya lets out a derisive scoff, and Shane gets the impression he should move on. "Okay, uh next part. Any illicit drug use? 'For example, cocaine, crack, meth, LSD, PCP, ketamine, MDMA, heroin, fentanyl, oxycontin, or inhalants'?" he reads out.
"No."
Shane hesitates. "They never like... gave you heroin or anything?" he asks carefully. He feels like pimps and hard drugs kind of go hand in hand, right?
"No, of course not," Ilya says. "Then I would not have heat."
"Wait, what? How?"
Ilya shrugs. "I do not know how; I am not scientist. I just know that if omega take drugs to get high very often, then their heats will stop. And pimps always want lots of heats from omegas, so it would be stupid to give these drugs. They give to betas, I think, to make them be addicted. But never omegas."
"So you're saying... if an omega takes drugs, they won't have heats?" Shane asks slowly. How is that even possible, if there are drugs that can literally send omegas into heat?
"No, is not for all drugs," says Ilya. "Is only the drugs like ones you said. Drugs to get you high, or something. But with alcohol, you still have heat. And drugs that make you relax, like for anxieties. And, um, barbituratov? And... and also drugs to— to put you unconscious." Ilya scowls. "With all of these ones, you will still have heat."
"Oh." Shane wonders, grimly, how many of those drugs Ilya has been given to keep him sedated, then tries to push that thought from his mind. "Um, okay, so the— the last section is family medical history," he says. "Do you have any family history of heart attack?
"No."
"Cancer?"
"No."
Shane continues to read off the list of medical conditions, with Ilya answering "No" for each.
Then he reaches "Alcohol or substance abuse."
Ilya frowns. "My father... he drank but is not alcoholic, just Russian, you know? My brother, uh. He did cocaine. Probably he still does."
"You have a brother?"
"Yes."
Shane just stares, itching to know more details but hesitant to ask outright.
Eventually, Ilya rolls his eyes. "His name is Alexei, he is four years older, he is alpha, he always hated me, I hate him too," he offers perfunctorily. "Continue with form."
Shane swallows his million followup questions and nods. "Right. Um. Okay, any family history of bipolar disorder?"
"No."
"Schizophrenia?"
"No."
"Depression?"
Ilya goes very still. "I don't— um—" He shakes his head. "Skip. Skip this. Skip all the rest, please. No more family questions."
"Sorry," says Shane, as though he's the one who made up the questions. "I'm sorry, I— that's it, actually. Like, that's the end of the form. So... I'll just go hand it in, okay?"
"Okay."
Shane walks back to the front desk.
Please don't ask Ilya anything about family mental health history, he quickly scrawls beside the last few unanswered questions on the form, before returning the clipboard and pen to the receptionist.
"Thank you," she tells Shane. "And then if you could send Mr. Rozanov up here please, there's something I need to talk to him about alone really quick."
***
It only takes a few moments for Ilya to return from his mysterious private discussion with the receptionist.
"She just ask if I want you to be in appointment with me or not," Ilya informs Shane as he sits back down. "I told her yes. Of course I do."
Shane nods. And even though he'd already known that Ilya wanted him in the room, something about the way Ilya had said "Of course I do" just now fills him with an embarrassing rush of sentimentality that he really hopes Ilya can't smell.
***
Eventually, a beta in scrubs comes to fetch them from the waiting room. She measures Ilya's height and weight, then leads them into an exam room where the walls are painted to look like a garden.
Shane sits in one of the two chairs, and Ilya sits beside him.
"Just hold tight for a minute and Nurse Vivi will be right in to see you," the lady tells them, before closing the door.
"This is same room I was in on Sunday," Ilya observes quietly.
"Oh, are you— is that okay? Does it have, like, bad associations? We can ask to switch rooms."
"Is fine," says Ilya. "Last time I was alone here. But this time..." He meets Shane's eyes and shrugs.
This time Ilya's not alone, is what he means, Shane knows. This time Shane is here with him.
Shane doesn't say anything, because he doesn't quite trust himself to speak without crying and he doesn't want to be fucking crying when the nurse arrives.
But he does nudge his shoe against Ilya's with a small, understanding smile. And Ilya smirks, and nudges Shane's shoe right back.
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  It isn't long before the door opens and a female omega with long, dark hair enters the room.
"Hello, my name is Vivienne; I'm one of the specialized nurse practitioners here at this clinic," she says, with a light French accent. "You can call me Nurse Vivi, okay?"
"You are omega," says Ilya shortly.
"I am, yes."
"But you are nurse?"
"Last time I checked," she laughs, tapping her badge.
"You went to school for being nurse? They let you do this?" Ilya asks.
Shane frowns. Are omegas not allowed to pursue higher education in Russia?
"I certainly did," says Nurse Vivi, who thankfully doesn't seem insulted by this line of questioning. "Four years to become a nurse and another three for the master's program to become an SNP."
"Oh," says Ilya. Then he adds, more quietly, "I never knew there is omega nurse."
"Well, we mostly work in certain specialties— pediatrics, neonatology, women's health, omega health, those sorts of things... But yes, we exist." She smiles warmly at Ilya. 
Ilya just stares at her.
"So," Nurse Vivi says after a moment. "You're Ilya, right? Is that how you'd like me to address you?"
Ilya nods. "Uh, yes. Ilya. And he is Shane Hollander," he adds, jerking his head toward Shane. "He is alpha. I am living in his house."
"Yes, your case manager Svetlana spoke with me about your, uh, special circumstances. It's very good to meet you both," says Nurse Vivi, with another smile. She gives each of them a brief nod of greeting, then settles her gaze on Ilya. "Now, Ilya," she tells him, "before we begin, I just want to let you know that anything we discuss today, anything you tell me, is confidential. The one exception is if you are going to commit an act of violence against yourself or others, okay? But otherwise, what we talk about in this room will only be shared with other healthcare professionals who are directly involved in your care here at this clinic. No one else will know. Not Svetlana, not any other staff members or volunteers at Omicron House. Not even Shane, if you want him to leave at any point so you can talk to me in private."
"No, I do not want him to leave," says Ilya quickly, which makes Shane feel like his heart might actually explode.
"That's okay," Nurse Vivi replies. "I'm just telling you that if you change your mind at any time, you can let me know, okay?"
Ilya nods. "I will not change mind but okay, yes."
"And you understand any of your medical information we discuss today will be kept private?"
"Yes."
"Okay, wonderful. So, first, do you have any questions for me?" asks Nurse Vivi.
"Uh." Ilya nudges Shane's arm with the back of his hand. "Shane," he says. "You can tell her now?"
Shane clears his throat. "Yeah, okay, um, sorry, it's not really a question, but, uh— Ilya wanted me to let you know that he doesn't want to take his clothes off at all today. Like, he doesn't want to undress for a physical exam or anything. He doesn't even want you to, like, suggest it to him. And also he doesn't want you to touch him without his permission."
"Alright," Nurse Vivi says to Shane, before looking over at Ilya. "Ilya, you agree?"
Ilya nods vigorously. "I tell him to say these things, yes."
"Okay, no problem," says Nurse Vivi. "Thank you for sharing these boundaries with me, Ilya. Of course I will respect them."
Ilya gives her another nod, more hesitant this time, then drops his gaze. It's like he'd expected her to challenge his requests, and isn't sure how to respond to such instantaneous agreement.
"So, now, before we talk about your bloodwork," Nurse Vivi goes on, "I just had a few things I wanted to discuss with you, Ilya. Would that be okay? If you're uncomfortable with any of the topics or there are any questions you don't want to answer, you can just tell me and we'll move on right away."
"Um. Okay, yes," says Ilya.
"Alright, great. So first, I saw on your intake form that you had a hysterectomy and copulectomy when you were 16 years old. Is this correct? Your uterus and mating gland were surgically removed?"
"Yes."
"And were either of these surgeries due to medical issues? Infection, tumors, fibroids...?"
"No."
"Alright," Nurse Vivi says. She types something into Ilya's chart on the computer she's standing beside. "And... before these surgeries, had you ever been pregnant or had a mating bond?"
"No," says Ilya.
"Never?"
"No, never. Nothing," says Ilya. "I—" His expression clouds over, and he lowers his eyes. "I know, um. I am lucky this way, for omega. Other ones I was with... they are pregnant and mated so many times. Every heat, usually. And then all the abortion pills, and bond reverse pills..." He shakes his head. "It is so hard for them," he whispers.
Nurse Vivi's scent brims with empathy. "Yes," she says. "It's true that most omega survivors of sex trafficking have experienced repeated pregnancies and forced mating bites. We provide them with the specific care that they need, just as we'll provide you with the specific care that you need, okay? And I'm sure that, even if you do feel lucky in certain ways, your unique situation posed plenty of its own challenges."
Ilya scoffs. "Like what, too many heats all the time because I'm only omega they can put into heat without ever have to worry about any abortion after?"
"Like that, yes," says Nurse Vivi quietly, the smell of empathy still permeating her scent.
Ilya just frowns.
Shane, who wants very, very badly to reach out and rub Ilya's back again, clasps his hands in his lap to keep himself from doing anything rash.
"Is it okay if I ask you a few more questions?" asks Nurse Vivi, after a brief stretch of silence.
Ilya nods.
"Alright," she says. "So, sort of on a similar subject... I know you have a few other traits that set you apart from most omegas— that alpha scent, for example, and the fact that you can use Alpha Voice— and I was wondering if you've ever been diagnosed with APSG."
"Uh, yes, once, yesterday, by Shane Hollander," says Ilya, gesturing toward Shane with one hand, like some kind of game show presenter. "But... is not true. I do not have this thing, APSG. Is, um..." He meets Shane's eye. "You can explain to her, Shane, about why I am like this? In English, very short version? I am not in mood."
Shane blinks. "Oh, uh. Sure," he says, sort of taken aback at the idea that Ilya would trust him to accurately communicate something so personal on his behalf. But fuck, he'll do his best. "So, uh. Ilya's presentation as an omega was actually, um, completely typical," he tells the nurse. "All the alpha traits he has now are due to, like, medical procedures, or— or more like medical experimentation, I guess— which was done to him, uh, right after he presented as an omega." He glances over at Ilya for some sign of approval, and Ilya gives him a satisfied nod. Shane exhales in relief.
"I see," says Nurse Vivi slowly. "And this... this process involved the surgeries? The hysterectomy and copulectomy?" she asks Ilya.
Ilya nods.
"Do you feel comfortable giving me any more details about the circumstances that led to these procedures?"
"Not really," says Ilya.
And he knows it's kind of petty of him, but Shane feels a flare of pride at the thought that Ilya doesn't want Nurse Vivi to know the details he'd told Shane without hesitation.
"Alright, that's no problem at all," Nurse Vivi says. "Now, just one more thing I'd like to ask you about, okay?"
"Okay."
"Good. So. As you requested, we certainly don't have to do a full physical exam, and you do not have to undress, okay? But I wanted to mention that the nurse who drew your blood on Sunday made a note in your chart that you had some injuries to your left wrist that she was worried about. I understand that you didn't want her to look at your wrist at the time, but would you let me take a look today? You wouldn't have to remove your shirt at all, just roll up your sleeve a bit."
"No, he doesn't want—" Shane starts to reiterate, but Ilya cuts him off.
"Shane, is okay," he says softly. He looks back at the nurse. "This injuries, um. Is on both wrists, actually," he admits. "You— you can look. Just... not touch, yes?"
Nurse Vivi nods. "I won't touch."
Ilya pushes up the sleeves of his turtleneck and holds out his arms for the nurse to see.
Shane looks too, of course, and... fuck. He'd been imagining, like, bad bruising from Ilya being held down or something— not the very inflamed, very painful-looking scabs that encircle each of Ilya's wrists, surrounded by skin that even Shane can tell is pinker than it should be.
"These are from handcuffs?" asks Nurse Vivi quietly. Her scent is full of compassion. God, Shane wonders what emotions are in his own scent right now. Horror, rage, and sadness are a given. Probably some of the pity that Ilya seems to hate so much. And maybe, like, a tiny, immature prick of resentment over the fact that Ilya hadn't mentioned this to him.
"Yes, but... not police kind," says Ilya. "Chain is long, between wrists. So I can move arms. And chain can hook to wall."
"Like shackles?" Nurse Vivi asks.
Ilya nods.
"How long were you forced to wear them?"
"Um. I think one month. But it did not start to bleed until like one week ago."
"For one month, constantly? They were never taken off?"
"No, not until police cut them off," shrugs Ilya. "My pimp, um. He did not like me very much."
Shane feels lightheaded. He squeezes his eyes shut and tries to get a grip on himself, but Jesus Christ, Ilya was kept in shackles for a fucking month?
"I'm so sorry you experienced that," Nurse Vivi says to Ilya— very gently, very evenly.
Shane wonders how the fuck she's able to stay so calm, because personally, he kind of wants to break something. Preferably, the neck of Ilya's last pimp.
"And Ilya, I'm very glad you showed me this," Nurse Vivi goes on, "because these wounds are infected, okay?"
Ilya frowns at her. "You are sure?" he asks sharply.
"Yes."
"But... I have had so many wounds that get infected before. They all looked very worse, with— with pus, and red," says Ilya, his frown deepening. He glances over at Shane, like he wants Shane to back him up on this, as though Shane has the power to dictate whether or not his wrists are infected.
"Perhaps those infections were allowed to progress further before you received treatment for them," Nurse Vivi suggests gently. "Thankfully, your wrists are not at that point yet. But they are still infected."
"Oh." For a few seconds, Ilya stares down at his wrists like they've personally betrayed him. Then pulls his sleeves back down, clutching at the fabric with his fingers to hold it in place.
"It's alright though, we'll clear this up with some antibiotics, okay?" Nurse Vivi says with a smile, her tone suddenly upbeat. "It comes in a blister pack so everything's very easy and organized for you, and you'll just take one pill twice a day for seven days, okay?"
Ilya's scent fills instantly with fear. "I, um. This pills, I don't want— um—"
"Ilya, it's okay," Shane hurries to assure him, "a blister pack is where each pill is individually sealed."
"Oh," says Ilya. Almost immediately, his scent returns to normal. "Okay. That is okay then."
Nurse Vivi glances between the two of them. Shane can practically see the wheels turning in her mind. "Yes," she says. "Don't worry, everything is factory-sealed."
Ilya nods. "This is good. Thank you."
"Not a problem," says Nurse Vivi. "Now Ilya, do you have any other injuries you want me to take a look at today? Anything at all?"
"Uh, last week—" Ilya lowers his eyes, sets his jaw. He sits there in silence for so long that Shane kind of wants to step in and, like, encourage him to continue with whatever he's been about to say. But Nurse Vivi just waits, so Shane does too. And finally, Ilya does speak again. "I had, um. Beating," he says. "With belt, on my back. Mostly was just bruises, only very small blood. Is okay, I think, but— but maybe you can see?"
"I would be happy to."
"And also, two ribs are sprained or something," Ilya adds offhandedly.
God, why the fuck didn't he tell Shane literally any of this? Or Svetlana, even?
"We should certainly check those out too then," says Nurse Vivi.
"Okay." Ilya takes a deep breath and nods, like he's trying to psych himself up. "Okay, I will take off shirt only. But—" He glances at Shane, his expression pleading. "Shane, you must not watch. You must close eyes please."
"Sure, yeah, I'll— Would you rather have me leave the room?"
"No!" says Ilya immediately. "Do not leave. Stay inside room but just do not look."
"Okay," says Shane.
He shuts his eyes and holds his hands over his face too, just for good measure.
"So you can just sit up here, Ilya," says Nurse Vivi, and Shane hears Ilya stand up, then the sound of rustling paper as Ilya presumably takes a seat on the exam table. "And you can remove your shirt whenever you're ready, no rush," Nurse Vivi tells him.
"Okay, um—" There's more rustling. "Just— do not ask me about any of these, okay?" Ilya says then, with a desperate sort of urgency in his voice. "Do not talk about them at all, please."
"Don't worry," says Nurse Vivi. "We'll only discuss your injuries." She smells very sympathetic, and Shane is dying to know what the fuck they're talking about if not more injuries, but of course he keeps his eyes dutifully closed.
What follows are several very agonizing minutes, during which the nurse examines Ilya's back and ribs and Shane is left to imagine exactly how brutally he's been hurt.
"So we'll start with your back," Nurse Vivi says. "You said these are from a belt?"
"Yes, but not with buckle part. So it was not so bad."
Jesus Christ.
"And when did it happen?"
"One week ago. I think... two days before police come."
"So last Thursday. Okay. Well," says Nurse Vivi, "you do have a few spots where the skin was broken, but not deeply, and they're healing well. I don't see any signs of infection here. The bruising is... quite significant though, even a week later. Does it hurt?"
"Um, if I lay on back, maybe, or lean so something will push on it. Other times no, is not bad."
"Have you been using any over-the-counter pain relief medication?"
"No."
"So I would avoid Ibuprofen because it can increase bleeding, okay? But feel free to take Tylenol for the next few days."
"Ilya," says Shane, speaking up from behind his hands, "we can buy a brand new Tylenol bottle for you from the store so it'll be sealed, and you can keep it in your room."
"Thank you Shane Hollander," says Ilya, sounding almost embarrassed, like a kid who's being doted on by his parents in front of his classmates. Shane has had a lot of personal experience with being that kid.
"Good. Now, is it alright if I look at your ribs?" Nurse Vivi asks Ilya.
"Okay."
"Do you feel comfortable telling me how this happened? These bruises?"
"Um, yes. From being kicked. By customer."
"When was that?"
"Saturday."
"And since then, have you had any blood in your urine, or coughed up any blood or strange-colored mucus?"
"No."
"Any shortness of breath, when you feel like you can't get enough air?"
"Sometimes, but... uh, only if I am a little bit panicking. Not because of ribs."
"And does it hurt to breathe?"
"Yes," says Ilya.
God, it hurts him to breathe? Shane wants to feel like a bad person for not noticing that Ilya has apparently been in constant fucking pain this whole time, except he doesn't actually think there's been anything to notice. Which is even more upsetting than the alternative, because... Jesus Christ.
Shane's been playing hockey his whole life. He can take a nasty fall on the ice and brush it off like it was nothing. He can deal with pretty severe pain. He can play injured— he's done it before, countless times, and ended up winning too.
What Shane can't do is act like an injury of his just doesn't exist at all, especially once he's off the rink. He doesn't think that's, like, a normal skill to have. It actually makes him kind of sick to think about what Ilya's gone through that's made it necessary for him to get so good at it.
"Shane, stop wanting to cry. Is not a lot of pain," comes Ilya's voice from across the room, which almost makes Shane feel worse. It's not Ilya's fucking job to make him feel better, especially not when Ilya is the one who's been hurt. Except that Ilya obviously feels like it is his job, at least on some level, because this isn't the first time he's done it.
"Don't worry about me, okay?" Shane tells Ilya, pressing his hands more firmly against his face. "Just pay attention to the nurse."
"Are we okay to keep going?" Nurse Vivi asks Ilya, after a moment.
"Yes," says Ilya.
"Alright. Do you mind if I touch a few spots on your torso and ask you if it hurts?"
"Is fine."
"Okay, I'm going to touch you now. Does this hurt?"
"No."
"This?"
"Yes."
"And what about this?"
"Yes."
Nurse Vivi keeps going like that for a while, asking him if it hurts in this place or that place, when he breathes like this or moves his arm like that. Then she listens to his heart and lungs.
And at last, she gives her assessment: "Well, your ribs are not broken," she says. "Your lungs and kidneys are fine too, breathing is good, no pneumonia or anything like that. Your intake form said you don't smoke; is that true?"
"Yes."
"Good. You definitely shouldn't be smoking anything at all until this is fully healed in about five weeks, and— What are you making that face for?" she asks.
"Nothing," mutters Ilya.
Privately, Shane grins into his hands. He can only imagine what Ilya's expression must look like at the idea of five more miserably cigarette-free weeks.
"Okay," says Nurse Vivi. "But you promise no smoking, right?"
"Yes."
"Good. So other than that... the Tylenol will help with the pain in your ribs too, in addition to your back. No heavy lifting. Try not to twist your torso. And breathe deeply, okay? That's very important."
"I know this. I know what to do. I have hurt ribs many times," says Ilya. "And not just from beatings," he adds, sort of fiercely. "I used to play hockey."
"Well it's good you knew what to do," says Nurse Vivi. "I'm sure you did your healing a lot of good by making sure to breathe deeply from the very start."
There's a moment of silence. Shane imagines that Ilya is nodding.
"Any other injuries you'd like me to check for you?"
"No," says Ilya. "And— and just in case you were wondering about it, my asshole is fine. I— I know how it feels like when asshole is hurt really bad. And right now, is not bad, okay?"
"I, um. I'm glad to hear that, Ilya," says Nurse Vivi. "I'll just mention that staying hydrated, getting plenty of fiber or fiber supplements, and using stool softeners can help if you have pain during bowel movements, okay?"
"Why do you tell me this, if I said already that asshole is fine?" Ilya mutters.
"I just thought you should be aware," says Nurse Vivi patiently. "Now, if there's nothing else you want me to take a look at, you can go ahead and put your shirt back on, okay? And feel free to stay sitting up here or go back to your chair, whichever you prefer."
Shane hears more paper rustling, and then the sound of Ilya's footsteps as he trudges back over to the chair beside Shane's.
"You can open eyes, Shane Hollander," Ilya says.
Shane does so, blinking at the sudden brightness of the room.
Ilya is staring at him. "You look like baby deer just born."
"What?"
"Your eyes, very big, with eyelashes," says Ilya, like that explains it, before directing his attention back to Nurse Vivi, who's standing by her computer again, typing something.
"Thank you for trusting me to look at these injuries, Ilya," she tells him. "Again, I'm very glad you did, because now you can get proper treatment."
Ilya lowers his gaze and nods, almost shyly.
Shane knows it's awful of him to think this way, but he kind of hates how comfortable Ilya seems with the nurse. Or— like, he's glad, of course, for Ilya's sake. He would hate it if Ilya didn't feel comfortable here. He just wishes that Ilya could feel that comfortable with him, too. Nurse Vivi hadn't even needed to do anything to win his trust except simply be a female omega. And yet Ilya had immediately been willing to show her the injuries on his torso, had let her touch his bare, bruised skin. He seemingly hasn't felt the need to offer her sexual favors, either. He hasn't smelled afraid of her at all since she entered the room.
And Shane can't help it; he feels fucking jealous. No matter how atypical Shane is, at the end of the day, he'll always be a male alpha. And Ilya has spent his entire life being abused by male alphas. Which means that Ilya will never just automatically trust Shane the way seems to trust Nurse Vivi, will never see Shane as someone who's truly, inherently safe.
But... Well, at least he'd wanted Shane to be here in the room with him for this appointment. Of course I do, he'd said. And he's chosen to sit next to Shane again instead of staying up on the exam table. And just now he'd said Shane looked like a baby deer because of something to do with his eyelashes, which had felt like a compliment. So that's something, right?
"Okay, so," says Nurse Vivi. "Is it okay if we talk about your blood test results now?"
"Yes, is okay."
"Great." She clicks at something on her screen, glances at it, then looks at Ilya. "Alright. So, first we'll discuss your hormone levels, okay? Now, I know you were already given a finger prick test for secondary gender when you first arrived at Omicron, right?"
Ilya scowls. "No, I was given three finger pricks test, because nobody here wanted to believe I am omega. Svetlana had to keep showing."
"I'm sorry; that sounds very stressful," says Nurse Vivi.
Ilya shrugs. "Is fine. At least Svetlana believe."
Shane feels a pang of gratitude toward Svetlana. He hasn't thought much about what that first night at Omicron House must have been like for Ilya, but it can't have been easy. He hates to think that on top of everything else Ilya had probably been feeling, he'd also had to put up with ignorant people questioning his status as an omega— especially when being an omega was what had fucked everything up for Ilya in the first place, what had forced him to give up hockey and be sold into a life of sexual exploitation.
"I'm glad to hear that about Svetlana. It makes such a difference when we have people we can trust to help advocate for us, doesn't it?" says Nurse Vivi, interrupting Shane's thoughts.
Ilya glances at Shane, then quickly looks away and shrugs.
"Alright, well," Nurse Vivi continues after a moment, "as you probably know, the finger prick tests just give one of three basic results— alpha, beta, or omega. The blood test results we have for you now are quite a bit more detailed, okay?"
Ilya nods.
"Okay, so. Let's see here. Your alpha hormones are in range for an omega, barely, but they're quite a bit higher than is typical, presumably because of— those procedures you told me about. Your omega hormone levels are... uh, also very high. Much higher would normally occur naturally. Now, that's a very common result in the bloodwork we do during intake here at Omicron House. Usually we see it with omegas who have routinely been given drugs to induce heat, or heighten their submissive responses, or both, okay? Do you feel comfortable telling me if this is something that's happened to you?
Ilya nods. "Yes, um. I have these kind of drugs many times."
"Alright. That's alright, Ilya. Do you know how often?"
"The bitch pills— that's the ones for being more, um, submissive—"
"I know all the slang terms, it's alright."
"Okay. Um, I had bitch pills... very often. I don't know. Is different, with different pimps, but maybe, um, every day or every other day?"
"Alright. Thank you for telling me that. I'm very sorry you were subjected to those drugs so frequently, Ilya."
Ilya shrugs. "I just— I need them more than other omegas because, uh, I am more tall and strong and sometimes fight against customer."
And god, Shane can't stand the way he says it so casually, like he actually believes it's a sensible explanation for him having been drugged so fucking often.
Nurse Vivi presses her lips together for a moment. Then she asks, quietly, "Are you familiar with the full name for bitch pills, Ilya? Obsequesol?"
Ilya nods.
"Okay. Well, I want you to know that Obsequesol is a Schedule I drug in Canada," Nurse Vivi tells him. "It is illegal to even possess, let alone to use on another human being. There is nothing that could justify the fact that you were forced to take it even one single time, okay?"
Ilya nods again, almost begrudgingly. "Okay."
"Do you feel up to answering some more questions?" Nurse Vivi asks him.
"Yes," Ilya mutters. "Is fine."
"Alright. Uh, what about drugs for heat stimulation or induction?"
"This is drugs to start heat?"
"Sorry, yes. Exactly. How often were you given any drugs to make you start your heat?"
"Umm... is not so much. Two or three times every month. Uh, sometimes more, if customer pay extra. And if I am already in heat, sometimes there is drugs to make it keep going longer." Ilya shrugs. "I don't know."
"Okay. So, uh, that's right about at the upper limit of what we ever want to see for use of heat inducers or stimulants. Any more often than that and there starts to be a risk of serious systemic effects, organ damage, that sort of thing."
"Really?" asks Ilya faintly.
"Yes, unfortunately these drugs— HISDs, they're called— are very hard on the body, if used too frequently. But you're fine, okay?"
Ilya just stares at her. He smells terrified.
"Ilya? Can you tell me what's bothering you?"
Ilya lowers his eyes. "Um, in— in Russia," he says, his voice wavering slightly, "is— is two years ago, I think, um— there was alpha that I was with for three months. And he made me be in heat all the time."
Jesus. Shane takes a deep breath and tries very hard not to become so upset that Ilya feels compelled to comfort him again.
"How often is all the time?" Nurse Vivi asks.
"Every day," whispers Ilya. "All day. Just... never stopping."
For a moment, Nurse Vivi smells of outrage, but she does an impressive job of suppressing it almost immediately. "You were kept constantly in heat for three months straight?"
"Yes. Uh. So... that is many heat drugs, right?" Ilya asks quietly. "Is that, uh, bad for me?"
"Yes," replies Nurse Vivi. "That is medically very dangerous, Ilya. As well as extremely inhumane."
"Okay, well, he was doctor," Ilya mutters.
"He was your doctor?" asks Nurse Vivi, sounding horrified, outrage blooming once more in her scent.
"No, he was my owner," sighs Ilya. "He bought me. But for job, he worked as doctor, in hospital."
Nurse Vivi takes a deep breath. "Ilya," she asks, her voice tight, "is this man still practicing medicine? Does he still have a medical license?"
"I don't know; I told you, was in Russia," Ilya says impatiently. "But is my organs not working now?"
Immediately, the anger in Nurse Vivi's scent drains away. "No, don't worry, you're alright, Ilya. We tested your liver and kidney function and everything looks good. Your organ function is just fine, okay? I— I cannot begin to imagine how difficult it was for you to experience that sort of sustained heat, both emotionally and physically. But your bloodwork doesn't indicate any long-term effects on your body. Alright?"
Ilya nods. "Thank you," he mumbles.
"Certainly," says Nurse Vivi. "Now, I do have some more questions for you about hormones, scents, heats, that sort of thing, if that's okay with you?"
"Yes, is okay."
"Alright, when did you have your last heat, do you remember?"
Ilya shrugs. "Um, two weeks ago, maybe."
"And how long do your heats typically last?"
"Uh... depends. Sometimes is two days, sometimes five. More drugs is more days."
"So your natural heats last about two days?"
"I think, yes. But for natural heat I have pre-heat too. This is also two days."
"Alright, got it." Nurse Vivi types for a while. "What's the longest period of time you've gone without any medication to induce or stimulate your heat?" she asks then.
"My... my first owner in Russia. He did not give me drugs. I was with him for like one year and a half."
"Do you remember how often you naturally had heats, during that time?"
"Yes, uh. Is every three months."
"So four times a year; that's very standard." Nurse Vivi nods, typing into Ilya's chart. Then she looks over at him. "Alright. So, something that helps a lot of omegas here feel more in control of themselves and their bodies is to go on heat suppressants. Have you ever been on heat suppressants before?"
"Yes. But they do not work on me. Not even very strong ones that are illegal."
"When you say they don't work on you, what do you mean?"
"I mean I have heat even if I take suppressant. It just make me have no pre-heat, so, um, is surprise," Ilya says darkly. "And it make them happen not as often, I think. But they still happen."
"I... see," says Nurse Vivi, frowning as she types something out on her computer.
"I swear, is not lie. I am telling truth," insists Ilya. "Is because, um, I think after all this treatments and gene therapies, my— my brain does not know anymore if it should make rut or heat. So if I take heat suppressant, my body is thinking it can still give me rut. But is never actually rut, yes? Is always just heat."
Nurse Vivi nods. "I didn't think you were lying to me, Ilya. I just don't have prior experience with a case exactly like yours, so I was trying to figure out how to indicate it in your chart. I do wonder whether, um— Have you tried rut suppressants?"
"Yes, but these also do not work. It make my heats stronger. And— if I take both together, for heat and rut, I will have to go to hospital and almost die. So do not suggest me that either," Ilya says sternly.
"I... am so sorry you ever had to be hospitalized due to someone's medical negligence," replies Nurse Vivi. "Any competent healthcare professional is well aware that heat and rut suppressants should never be mixed, okay?"
"Okay. Good."
Nurse Vivi nods. "Alright, well. For the heat suppressants, it's up to you, Ilya. Would you like me to write you a prescription so you can have them on hand, in case you ever do want to take them? Those will come in a blister pack too."
"Yes, is fine," Ilya shrugs.
"Alright, great. That'll be in our onsite pharmacy for you when you leave, along with the antibiotics. Now, I wanted to ask you about your scent. As you're likely aware, there is no safe medication that can block an omega scent. However, in your case, you do have that alpha scent, so—"
"No," whispers Ilya. "No scent patch. Shane, tell her."
"Uh. He doesn't want to use scent blockers," Shane states unequivocally, hoping this is what Ilya had intended for him to say. "Please don't ask him again."
Nurse Vivi looks at Ilya, who nods.
"Okay then," she says lightly. "That is not a problem. Shall we continue to discuss your bloodwork?"
"Yes."
"Good. Let's see. Uh... so you're a bit underweight for your height, okay? And your blood test results are consistent with some degree of chronic undernutrition, which means your body hasn't been getting enough of all the nutrients it needs. It's not too severe— you're not in danger of refeeding syndrome or anything like that— but we definitely want to start correcting those nutritional deficits, okay?"
Ilya nods.
"Ideally, you'll be eating small meals at regular times, and then snacks in between," says Nurse Vivi. "You've been living with Shane since when?"
"Last night."
"Have you had anything to eat since you got there?"
"Yes."
"What did you have for dinner last night?"
"Uh." Ilya glances at Shane, then looks back at Nurse Vivi. "Chicken noodle soup."
"And for breakfast this morning?"
"Frittatas. Is egg and vegetable."
"Okay, very good. And lunch?"
"Oh. Um. I— I get up late this morning, so I eat this frittatas in afternoon," Ilya mumbles.
"I see, well, that's perfectly alright; sleep is important too, Ilya. It sounds like Shane has been taking very good care of you so far in terms of food," says Nurse Vivi, smiling.
Something about the way she says it rankles Shane. Like Ilya is his pet or child or something.
But Ilya just nods. "Yes, he is," he agrees solemnly.
"I'm glad. Now, to help address your nutritional deficits, meal replacement drinks like Ensure can be helpful at first."
"No, wait," says Ilya immediately, "I do not want this drinks— Shane— please—"
Shane frowns at Nurse Vivi. "Uh, he doesn't have to have those, right? The meal replacement things?"
"No, it's certainly not a requirement," Nurse Vivi says, looking toward Ilya. "Especially if it would cause you stress for any reason, okay?"
Shane has noticed that she doesn't seem to like to talk to him when it's something to do with Ilya, only to Ilya directly. When Shane asks her something, she tells Ilya the answer. When Shane makes a comment, she directs her followup questions to Ilya. Which is exactly how it should be, Shane thinks, since this is Ilya's appointment— even if it does kind of take him by surprise whenever she does it. It's such a welcome change from when Shane and Svetlana had gone over the contract together with Ilya just sitting there in silence.
"I definitely do want to get you started on some supplemental vitamins though, Ilya, okay?" Nurse Vivi continues. "We can give them to you at our pharmacy, but they won't be in blister packs."
"We'll buy them at the store so everything's sealed in bottles," says Shane. "Can you write them down or something?"
"Yes, absolutely. It'll be in your electronic record too, Ilya, but I'll make a little shopping list for you," says Nurse Vivi, smiling. She writes out the vitamins on a piece of paper, which she hands to Ilya. He puts it in his pocket.
"So Ilya, I know you mentioned you slept in today before you had breakfast," Nurse Vivi says then. "I did want to talk with you a bit about sleep, in general. Is that alright?"
Ilya nods slowly.
"Okay. So first, I'll just ask: how have you been sleeping these past few days?"
Ilya lowers his eyes and shrugs. "Fine."
"He slept for fourteen hours last night," Shane says proudly.
Ilya gives him a sidelong glance, and Shane's confidence falters.
"Didn't you?" he asks.
Ilya purses his lips and shrugs.
"Well how long did you sleep, then?" asks Shane. "You didn't come downstairs till almost noon."
"Mr. Hollander," Nurse Vivi says warningly. "Let's spare him the interrogation, okay?" She looks at Ilya. "Ilya, you're doing just fine, alright? Many omegas, when they first arrive at Omicron House... they've had very irregular sleep schedules for years. Perhaps they slept during the day and were made to work at night, or their sleep was frequently interrupted, or they were only permitted to sleep after they met certain expectations. All of this, along with trauma and chronic stress, can really disrupt sleep patterns, okay? That's very common. You may feel tired during the day but hyper-vigilant at night. You may find yourself automatically waking up every couple of hours feeling like you have to check your surroundings. You may have frequent nightmares or night terrors and wake up in a panic, and then it may be a struggle to fall back to sleep. This is all normal. Okay?"
Ilya scowls but nods, his eyes fixed on the floor in front of his chair.
"Your body will adjust over time," says Nurse Vivi. "For now, during the day it's good to go for walks outside, get that vitamin D exposure, get yourself moving. And at night, it helps to establish a calm nighttime routine, okay? A lot of omegas we work with find it comforting to sleep with a nightlight or some kind of low lighting. White noise can be good for some people too. If you can try to go to bed and wake up at the same time every day, that's great. But above all, just be easy on yourself, okay?"
Ilya nods again, no longer scowling quite so hard.
It makes Shane feel like shit, to be honest, that Nurse Vivi knows so much more than he had, even though obviously that's why they're here at this appointment in the first place. Because she's a nurse. And not just any nurse, but one who routinely works with sex trafficking survivors. She has experience with these things. Of course she fucking knows more than Shane.
It's just... Shane had been so satisfied in his belief that Ilya had slept in as late as he'd needed to today, so pleased at the idea that Ilya had felt safe enough in Shane's house to sleep for fourteen hours straight.
Ilya hadn't even really lied to him, had he? He'd said he slept a long time, but for him a long time might be like five hours. And he'd said he slept well, which for him might mean he wasn't forced to wake up multiple times in the night so an alpha could fuck him.
And it hadn't crossed Shane's mind that Ilya might want a nightlight or white noise machine or something. Fuck. He'll ask Ilya about that later. He wants to ask him other things too, like how long he actually slept last night, but he isn't sure how to do that without making Ilya feel like he did something wrong.
"Okay, now," Nurse Vivi goes on, "we've gone over your liver and kidneys; they're looking great. Your cholesterol is fine. Your thyroid... well, your T3 is a bit low, but that should normalize now that you're getting enough to eat. Let's see, what else... Uh, well you're not pregnant, obviously. Your toxicology screen is negative for everything except obsequesol. So those results are all pretty much exactly what we want to be seeing, okay?"
Ilya nods.
"Good. So, the last thing we have to go over today is your sexual health screening. Is that alright for us to do now?"
Ilya just nods.
But Shane is hit with an immediate surge of dread, because a sexual health screening is for STDs, right? Somehow it hadn't even occurred to him that Ilya might have any STDs, but fuck, he probably does, doesn't he? Shane doubts that many of the alphas who pay to rape omegas are big fans of condoms, especially if they're in rut. And Ilya's traffickers probably weren't concerned about getting him tested or treated for anything that didn't affect their bottom line.
"Okay. So. You tested negative for HIV, Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C, and trichomoniasis, which is good news," Nurse Vivi says. "Some of your test results were positive though, okay? For chlamydia, gonorrhea, and syphilis. But these are all cured very easily with antibiotics, and we can get that treatment started today, alright? Do you have any questions so far?"
Shane exhales deeply, relieved that Ilya doesn't have anything, like, incurable.
But Ilya doesn't seem to share in that relief. He frowns. "I... have these diseases?" he asks. "This... syphilis, chlamydia, and gonorrhea? You are sure?"
"Yes, but these are very common STIs. It's not your fault and it's nothing to be ashamed of, okay? And like I said, they can all be easily treated and cured with antibiotics. So—"
"But— but I don't have symptom," says Ilya. "I don't have any symptom at all, I swear."
"That's completely normal," says Nurse Vivi. "Many times, these STIs don't cause any noticeable symptoms, especially in men."
"But syphilis makes there be rash," Ilya protests, though he doesn't sound very confident. "I have seen it on other omegas, male omegas."
"It does often cause a rash on the hands and feet, but not always," says Nurse Vivi. "But that's why we use blood tests, okay? So that we don't need to rely on symptoms. And now that we have your results, we can give you the proper antibiotics to cure you, okay?"
"I— okay," whispers Ilya. "It takes long, this antibiotics?"
"No, not long," says Nurse Vivi. "For chlamydia, we'll use an antibiotic called doxycycline. You'll take a pill twice a day for seven days. That'll be in addition to the antibiotic you take for your wrist, okay? But it'll come in the same type of blister pack, don't worry."
"Okay," says Ilya.
"Then for the gonorrhea, that will be treated with one dose of an antibiotic called ceftriaxone, which we can give you today. And syphilis is treated with an antibiotic called penicillin, which you'll get three doses of, one per week for three weeks, also starting today. Now, these antibiotics, the ceftriaxone and penicillin, are a bit different from the doxycycline, okay, because they aren't pills. They'll be given as injections in your hip."
Fuck, thinks Shane, as Ilya's scent curdles with fear.
"Injections... in hip?" Ilya repeats weakly.
"Don't worry," says Nurse Vivi, "you won't have to undress; you can just pull your clothes aside a bit to expose some of your skin, okay?"
But Shane knows that that's not what's scaring Ilya right now.
He remembers that article he'd read this morning, the one containing interviews with omegas who'd been subjected to the same forced medical treatments as Ilya. The interviews had outlined the disturbingly numerous kinds of injections that such treatments involve— drugs to block the release of omega hormones, experimental doses of alpha hormones, dangerously-strong heat suppressants, vectors containing genetically-engineered RNA, and a wide variety of sedatives and anesthetics. The victims had recalled being injected daily, sometimes multiple times a day, without any explanation as to what the syringes contained, even when they begged to be told. They had talked about how difficult it had been to live with the terrifying knowledge that no agency was regulating these treatments at all, that many of them hadn't even been through human clinical trials. Some of the victims had mentioned that whenever they'd experienced side effects, they'd been certain they were about to die.
Shane imagines that Ilya, who's been through those same experiences, who's known that same terror and pain, probably never wants to be injected with anything ever again. Which— Jesus, who could fucking blame him?
"Nurse Vivi, I'm sorry, um— I don't think he wants to get these antibiotics," Shane says. "Like, he specifically doesn't want the injection part."
"Ilya?" asks Nurse Vivi. "Is that true? Can you maybe tell me what it is that concerns you about injections specifically? Then we can talk about it, okay? And see if we can work together on some solutions."
"No," says Ilya frantically. "No, nothing to talk. Just— no injection. Please do not make me be injected. Please. I don't—"
Ilya's scent is changing. He still smells frightened, but the fundamental scent of his alpha pheromones is stronger now than the scent of his fear, and only growing stronger by the second, rapidly calcifying into something icy and unyielding, and— and fuck, Ilya's about to use Alpha Voice, isn't he?
But Nurse Vivi presses on. "Ilya, it's really important that you get the treatment you need, okay? But what if we—"
Ilya takes a deep breath. He opens his mouth. And—
Shane stands up.
"Maybe I wasn't clear enough before," he says, "but this conversation is over. Ilya won't be getting any injections today. It's not happening. Like, end of story, okay? And actually, I think we're gonna probably just head out now."
"Excuse me, Mr. Hollander, but you do not have the authority to make this kind of choice on Ilya's behalf. You are not his medical proxy. This is his health we're talking about here, and only he gets to decide what he wants to do."
"Yeah, and he did fucking decide!" yells Shane. He can feel something unfamiliar pulsing deep within him— a wild, furious sort of protectiveness that starts in his chest and is surging through the rest of his body with terrifying force. He takes a step forward. "He decided that he doesn't want any injections today. Alright? That's his decision. Or did you not hear him say 'no' to you like twenty fucking times?" he shouts.
"Mr. Hollander," says Nurse Vivi. She looks him directly in the eye, her voice quiet but firm. "I ask that you please control yourself. You may be an alpha, but you have no right to speak to me like that, okay?"
Her words wash over Shane like ice water. "I'm sorry," he says immediately. The sensation of righteous, territorial fury that he'd been overwhelmed with a second ago is suddenly gone. Because fuck, Shane has never gotten the "you may be an alpha, but..." treatment from anyone, not even once, in the entire seven years since he presented. He's simply never done anything to warrant it before, never had any kind of stereotypical alpha outburst, and definitely not toward an omega. Fuck.
Nurse Vivi is regarding him with obvious disapproval, and Ilya smells even more frightened than before, which is probably because Shane yelled, right? Fuck. "I'm sorry," he repeats. "Nurse Vivi, I— you're absolutely right; I shouldn't have raised my voice. That was— that was rude. And uncalled for. But—" He falters. He needs her to understand that yes, he was in the wrong, and he's very sorry, but right now, Ilya's feelings are more important than either of their own. "Please," he says quietly, "I'm just— I'm really trying to do what's best for Ilya here, okay? I know I got carried away, but I promised I'd stand up for him, so that's what I'm doing, and— Please, can you just tell me whether— Like, he isn't literally going to die if he doesn't get the antibiotic injections today, right?"
"No, of course not, but—"
"Okay, then I just— I really do think it'd be best if Ilya and I left now," Shane says. "Like, thank you for everything. You've been so great, really helpful, but this just really isn't, um..." He sighs, glancing over at Ilya, who seems to be trying to take up as little space as possible in his chair. Then he looks back at Nurse Vivi. "Look, Ilya's already had so many bad experiences with medical stuff," he says, with renewed conviction. "And I'm not gonna let him have another one today. I'm just not. So yeah, we're— we're gonna leave."
Slowly, Nurse Vivi nods. Her scent, to Shane's relief, has softened to something less hostile. She takes a deep breath. "Ilya?"
For a moment, Ilya just glares up at her. Then he rises from his seat. "What he said," he mutters, crossing his arms and sidling closer to Shane.
Nurse Vivi looks from Shane to Ilya, then back to Shane, and Shane gets the uncomfortable impression that she understands something he doesn't.
"Okay," she says at last. "That's alright, Ilya. Shane is correct that nothing has to be done right at this very moment. Someone from the clinic will be in touch with you or Svetlana to discuss future appointments, okay? And your prescriptions will be up at the front. I— I enjoyed meeting both of you today. I'll see you next time, I hope."
"You too," says Shane. "Thanks again. I appreciate all the—"
But Ilya is already striding over to the door. "Shane," he says, pulling it open and standing there expectantly. "We go now."
"I— okay," says Shane.
He gives Nurse Vivi one last look, which he hopes conveys something vaguely along the lines of, Hey, you were really kind and knowledgeable and I'm so glad Ilya could have an omega nurse and thank you for looking at the injuries that he doesn't want me to see and I'm grateful for all the information you gave us to work with, but also, like, I really hope you can see where I'm coming from here, because the thought of getting an injection makes Ilya feel unsafe right now and he's trusting me to keep him safe and I would rather fucking die than break that trust.
And Nurse Vivi nods in reply, so maybe he was at least partially successful?
"Shane, I said we go," Ilya repeats, almost petulantly.
So Shane gives Nurse Vivi a quick nod back, then hurries to follow Ilya out the door. Ilya pulls it closed behind them.
They've made it like halfway down the hall that leads back to the waiting room before Ilya comes to an abrupt stop.
Shane glances over, frowning when he sees the wide-eyed intensity of Ilya's expression. "Hey, you okay? What's—"
"Thank you," Ilya says, his voice hushed and fervent. "Thank you, Shane, for not allow her to give me injection."
Oh.
"You're— you're welcome, yeah. Of course," Shane tells him. "I mean, I don't think she actually would have, like, stuck a needle in you without your permission, or at least I sure hope not, but—"
"But I was going to use Alpha Voice on her," Ilya says brokenly, cutting him off. "I tried not to, I did, but it was too hard, and I just..."
"I know, I could tell. It's okay. That's why I spoke up, just how we talked about, right? It's like I told you, we're on the same team," says Shane.
Ilya nods. "Thank you," he repeats, more quietly. Then he lowers his gaze. "Um. I want to say also, thank you for— that when she talked back to you, even though she is omega, you did not become violent to her for punishment."
Jesus Christ. Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. He feels another brief urge to ask Ilya about his mother, to find out whether he's correct in assuming that she's an omega, and if so, to make sure she's, like, somewhere safe right now, because what the fuck? Nurse Vivi isn't a slave or anything, and they're in public, yet Ilya had still expected Shane to become violent with her for "talking back"? Is that why he'd smelled so frightened— not because Shane had shouted, but because Nurse Vivi had called him out for it?
"Ilya, in my entire fucking life, I've never gotten violent with someone I wasn't playing hockey against," Shane tells him firmly. "Ever. And even during games I'm not, like... particularly aggressive, to be honest. It wouldn't even occur to me to try to punish an omega for talking back to me, okay? And also, Nurse Vivi wasn't even talking back to me. She was standing up for herself, and she was very polite about it. I was the one who was being an asshole. But— but even if she'd, like, fucking screamed at me, and even if I hadn't deserved to be told off— which I did, in this case— I still wouldn't have wanted to punish her, or hurt her, or do anything bad to her. I'd never do that. Just like how I'll never do that to you. Okay?"
"Okay," Ilya whispers, but if anything, he smells even more afraid than before. He has his eyes dutifully lowered and his hands behind his back.
"Ilya. We're gonna figure out what to do about this whole... situation," Shane tells him, with maybe slightly more confidence than he actually feels. "I promise you. But let's not worry about it right now, okay? Right now, all we have to do is get your stuff from the pharmacy and head back home."
Ilya shakes his head desperately, the smell of his fear so strong that Shane can hardly stand it. "No, please. Wait," he begs Shane. "There is more, um— more things I must say. Is important. I need— I need for you to listen. Please."
Shane perceives, suddenly, that the scent of Ilya's fear is marked by a certain undercurrent of defensiveness, one that he recognizes from yesterday. Which is kind of crazy, because Shane has always been embarrassingly bad at identifying even basic emotions in other people's scents, and now suddenly he's able to distinguish between Ilya's different varieties of fear? He's not quite sure how that's possible.
But apparently it is, because Shane can tell that this is specifically the way Ilya smells before he starts frantically listing to Shane all the things he'll do to make up for something that isn't actually his fault.
And god, Shane fucking hates to imagine what Ilya plans to offer him as some kind of penance for having STDs, and he doesn't really feel like finding out while they're still here in the clinic.
"Ilya, I'm not angry at you, okay? So if you're worried about that, you don't have to be," Shane says, just to get that out of the way, though he doubts it will make any difference. "But yeah, of course, I— I'll listen to whatever you want to say to me, I swear. Just, how about we maybe get your prescriptions first?" he suggests tentatively. "And then we can go to the car and talk there. Is that okay?"
Ilya doesn't respond right away, just stares at Shane with searching, skeptical eyes, his jaw set and his brow furrowed. But at last, he looks away and nods.
"Cool," says Shane. "Come on then."
So they continue heading down the hall, back toward the waiting room.
And Shane wonders how it's possible for Ilya to be walking right there beside him, so fucking close, and somehow still seem so unbearably far away.
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  Ilya follows Shane in total silence as they walk into the waiting room and then out through the door that leads to the on-site pharmacy.
The pharmacist is a female beta with a calm voice who explains the administration instructions and possible side effects of each medication, answering patiently whenever Shane interrupts with a question and pausing every so often so he can type out notes on his phone.
The whole time, Ilya stands by Shane's shoulder like a ghost, his chin tucked against his chest. The smell of his fear is still there, but it's duller now than the frenzied terror from before.
"Come on," Shane says to him quietly, once he finally has the medications in hand. "We can go to the car now, okay?"
Ilya just nods.
***
"Okay, so the pharmacist said to take the first dose of the antibiotic for your wrist right away, with water, okay?" Shane tells Ilya as they exit the clinic. "I have an unopened water bottle for you in the car. And then you'll take the second dose tonight, and also the chlamydia stuff, because—" Shane cuts himself off at the empty look on Ilya's face. "Anyway, does that sound okay?"
"Is fine," says Ilya.
*
But once they're sitting in the car and Ilya is actually holding the blister pack of pills in his hand, he just sort of... stares at it.
"Everything okay?"
"They are orange," Ilya says tonelessly. "And ovals."
"Is that, uh, bad?"
Ilya shrugs. The scent of his fear hangs thick in the air.
And, like, it isn't exactly hard for Shane to guess what's bothering him: presumably, one or more of the drugs he's been forced to take in the past were also orange ovals.
So Shane pulls out his phone.
identify pill by appearance canada, he Googles.
He clicks on the top result, a website that lets you search for a pill by its description to find out what medication it is.
"Can you, um, remove one of the pills?" he asks Ilya. "You don't have to actually take it. Just look at it for me."
Ilya's brow furrows slightly, but he presses one pill out through the foil of the blister pack and lets it sit in the palm of his hand.
"So I'm gonna check off the boxes on this website that say it's a tablet, orange, and oval," Shane tells him. "Is there any writing on it?"
"Yes, it has letter L," says Ilya.
"What about on the other side?"
"Is number six and number zero with line between."
Shane types this information into the box labeled Pill Imprint, then clicks Search.
There's only one result. He holds out his phone so Ilya can see the screen, which shows a photo of the front and back of the same orange pill that Ilya's currently holding in his hand. "Look, see? Cephalexin 500 milligrams," Shane tells him. "'Cephalexin is a cephalosporin antibiotic,'" he reads aloud. "'Cephalexin is used to treat infections caused by bacteria, including skin infections—'"
"Okay, okay, I get it," mutters Ilya. "I am stupid to think it is bitch pill."
"What? No, you're not stupid. That wasn't what I was... I just wanted to prove to you that, like, an independent website would identify the pill as exactly what it's supposed to be." Shane puts his phone in his pocket, wondering how he could have fucked up something so simple.
"Well, you rub in my face, reading to me like I am idiot," says Ilya, embarrassment trickling into his scent.
"Ilya, I'm sorry, I— I wasn't trying to," Shane tells him weakly. "I was just trying to help. I was reading the description to show, like, it's literally just an antibiotic that's used for skin infections, nothing you have to worry about."
Ilya purses his lips and gives Shane a long, appraising look. Shane forces himself to maintain eye contact until, finally, to his relief, Ilya's frown lessens.
"Okay, well, you sounded like know-it-all. But fine, I believe it is antibiotic," Ilya says. "Thank you for showing this website," he adds after a moment, more quietly. And he pops the pill into his mouth and washes it down with the brand new bottle of water.
Shane holds out the paper bag from the pharmacy and Ilya sticks the blister pack back inside. Then he crosses his arms and turns his face away from Shane.
Shane stares absently through the car windshield. He watches the trees in the parking lot as they sway in the breeze. He undoes his seatbelt, which he'd buckled out of habit when they'd first entered the car. And he waits for Ilya to work up the nerve to talk, to tell Shane whatever it was that had gotten him so worked up back in the clinic hallway.
It's a nice day out. The sky is blue. There are birds chirping somewhere nearby.
But all Shane can focus on is the fear in Ilya's scent, which is, with each passing minute, steadily transforming back into that specific, preparing-to-beg-for-mercy kind of panic that he's been dreading the return of.
And at last, without looking at Shane, Ilya starts to speak.
"You are good person, Shane Hollander," he intones. "I know this, okay? I know you are Golden Boy of hockey in Canada. And very, um, careful. And clean. So is important that you cannot ever get sick or something."
Shane blinks. Whatever he had been expecting, it definitely hadn't been a disjointed ode to his own, like, goodness? Immunity to illness? What the fuck?
"Um... thanks, I— I think?" he tells Ilya. "I'm just... Sorry, I don't really get what you mean? By that? Because, like, I get the flu and stuff just like anyone else."
Ilya exhales shortly. "What I mean is that— that I did not realize I have this diseases, Shane," he says, in a strained, impatient tone. "This STDs. Okay? I was never trying to give you some disease, when I offer you to fuck my mouth and ass. I would never want to make you infected with STDs like how I am, I swear."
It takes Shane a second to process what Ilya is even talking about, because it's a line of thinking that would literally never have entered his mind unprompted.
"I know, Ilya," he says at last. "Don't worry, okay? I know that the only reason you've ever offered me sex is because you thought you had to. Like, you thought that's what I expected from you. Obviously you weren't trying to, like, secretly give me an STD. That would be insane, if I thought that."
"Yes," Ilya says breathlessly, finally turning to look at Shane, wide-eyed, like he can't quite believe that Shane is actually agreeing with him. "Yes, exactly. I would never give secret STD; that— that is insane. And— and also, is really true, what I tell nurse. I don't have any symptom. I am not stupid; I know what are symptoms for STDs. I see them so many times in other omegas. If I had symptoms, if I thought there even is tiny chance I had any disease, I would have told you this."
"Yeah, I know," Shane repeats, still sort of dumbfounded that Ilya had expected this to be something he'd be angry about.
"I would have told you right away, before you sign contract," Ilya goes on, "so you could, um, you could change mind very easy, if you wanted. I swear I would have."
The words land in Shane's chest like fucking stones. He feels like he got the wind knocked out of him. "Ilya," he says faintly. "You mean, like— change my mind about— what, about you living with me? Because of some stupid STDs?"
"Yes," says Ilya earnestly. "Not— not that you cannot still change mind! But first, um. Please, just let me— You said you would listen, yes? To what I have to say? You promised, back there, that you would listen."
Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. "Of course I'll listen," he says, "but Ilya, I would literally never—"
"Okay, wait, please. Before you say something. Just listen. Just, please understand me, yes? Understand me that, um, even though I have all this— this STDs, this does not mean that you cannot, um—" He takes a deep breath, then begins to speak in a rush, his voice low and pleading and pitched with desperation: "You can use condom, yes? If you put condom, then no diseases for you, but you can still fuck me in mouth and ass, you see? And I know maybe you will not like as much, and it will not feel so good to you as no condom; I— I am sorry for this. But I will still make you enjoy, I swear to you."
Fuck, Shane hates this. He hates this so fucking much. "Ilya," he says gently, "I don't—"
"Or— or, please! If you do not want to put condom, you can fuck me with dildos," Ilya tells him hurriedly, frantically, as though Shane's interruption had done nothing but increase his panic. "Very big ones even; I can take any kind of size. Or objects too. You can use objects in me. And you could be very creative about these objects; I will never argue, I swear."
Shane isn't sure if he wants to bang his head against the steering wheel or cry. Maybe both. He definitely wants to beg Ilya to stop talking, but it seems like Ilya would only interpret that as Shane refusing to hear him out. So Shane just grits his teeth and resolves to let him finish saying everything he wants to say, as painful as it is to listen to.
"And, um, I am sorry, I know this diseases are in my mouth," Ilya continues wretchedly, "so if you do not want to put condom, um, then I cannot do blowjob, but— but I am good at handjob too, yes? I am very good. I can make you cum with handjob so easy. And I— I could do other things. Whatever you will like me to do, even if it is very— even if you think I will not like it, or it will be humiliation for me. I still do not mind to do it, okay?"
Shane shuts his eyes. He cannot, for the life of him, understand how Ilya is sometimes able to joke around with him and accept comfort from him and even genuinely trust him a little— and yet simultaneously think that Shane is capable of abusing him in all the horrific ways that he's describing right now.
"Just, whatever will make you cum best, I will do," insists Ilya. "Or you can do to me. I— I know you tell me you will not punish, but if you do it just so you can be aroused, is not punishment, you see? Is just for you to get off on. So you can give beatings or humiliations however you like best. And with these ways, I can be useful even if I have these diseases in me, and you could still let me stay with you, even if I— I cannot be as enjoyable as I want to be for you, and— and I am fucked up, and infected, and, um, dirty, inside of me, and I cannot— I will never be clean h-how you deserve, or good— and— and—"
Shane scents him.
He's never scented anyone before in his life, but it's like fucking instinct or something: He doesn't even hesitate, just takes Ilya's hand in his own, presses together the undersides of their wrists so their scent glands are touching, and lets comfort flow into Ilya.
Ilya falls silent. He stares at Shane for a moment, slack-jawed and wide-eyed.
Then, "You are... scenting... me?" he asks haltingly. Disbelievingly.
"I'm sorry, fuck; I'm so fucking sorry," says Shane, coming back to his senses with a start and realizing that he hadn't even asked for permission to touch Ilya, let alone to fucking scent him.
Immediately, Shane tries to let go, to remove his offending touch as soon as possible, as if that could somehow repair the damage he's already done.
But Ilya doesn't let him. "Please," he gasps, his grip tightening around Shane's hand. "Please do not stop." He says it so earnestly, with such open longing. Fuck.
"Okay. Okay, I won't stop, don't worry," Shane tells him quickly. "Just... if you do want to stop, let me know, alright?"
Ilya just nods.
"It, um. It doesn't hurt, right? Your wrist?" Shane asks, after a moment. "With the..."
"No. Scabs are all on top, where wrist has bones. Not on scent gland."
"So this feels okay?"
"Yes," Ilya whispers. "Very okay."
Shane stares down at their hands, watches as Ilya shifts his fingers to interlace them with Shane's, and tries to wrap his mind around the fact that this is actually happening.
Scenting someone isn't sexual, or even romantic. But it's very personal. And kind of... intimate?
Which, actually, now that Shane thinks about it, is probably why Ilya doesn't mind it. Because scenting almost certainly isn't something any alpha owner or trafficker or buyer ever did to him. No one would scent someone they saw as their inferior, someone they didn't have, like, at least some basic level of respect for. And it definitely isn't a way to show dominance or exert control. In fact, if anything, it's more like an expression of deep vulnerability, to offer someone comfort in the form of your own scent.
Shane knows that in movies and stuff, it also usually transitions into, like, a mutual exchange of scents, where one person scents another and eventually that person scents them back.
Ilya is not scenting Shane back.
But that's fine, as far as Shane is concerned. As he keeps trying to make Ilya understand, he doesn't need anything in return from him, ever.
It's more than enough just to feel the grip of Ilya's hand around his own, to watch as Ilya sits there in the passenger seat with his eyes closed, his breathing slowly evening out, the smell of his fear gradually dissipating from the air.
Shane is sort of overwhelmed, actually, by the knowledge that it's him, or at least his scent, that's providing this sense of peace to Ilya. And it's so easy, too. He'd imagined that it would take a lot of effort to scent someone, but it doesn't at all. Like, his scent gland itself feels different than normal— sort of warm, sort of tingly— but the flow of his scent isn't something he has to consciously moderate. He wants it to happen, so it happens. And he's always heard that eventually, the act of scenting someone becomes exhausting. But right now, looking at Ilya's face, Shane feels like he could do it forever.
*
"Ilya?" he says cautiously, after a while. "I'm gonna... tell you some stuff, okay?"
Ilya nods without opening his eyes.
Neither of them move their wrists.
Shane takes a deep breath.
"Okay, so, um, first of all," he says. "You don't have to act like you're gonna go the rest of your life with fucking untreated gonorrhea and syphilis, because you're definitely not. We're gonna to get you treated, okay? We'll figure out some way for you to have the antibiotics. I don't know how yet, but— but I'll do research."
"With your sexy little glasses?" Ilya mumbles.
"I— what? They're not sexy; they're just glasses, but yes, I'll— Shut up," snaps Shane, when Ilya opens his eyes and smirks at him. "Just— we'll come up with a plan, okay?" he says in conclusion, as firmly as he can.
"Yes, Professor Hollander. I will wait for STD plan."
"Good," says Shane. "Okay. Um. And second of all— Listen. Ilya. I know I keep telling you I don't expect sex from you, right? But maybe I didn't explain clearly enough that, like— I don't expect it in the future either. Ever. Like, I'm not letting you live with me in hopes that someday I'll be able to fuck you. So that's literally a non-issue, okay? That shouldn't be something you worry about for even, like, a second. You staying with me is not connected at all, in any way, to you giving me anything sexual."
Ilya's hand twitches in Shane's. "So then why you want to make plan to cure this STDs I have?" he asks, very quietly.
"What do you mean?"
"I mean why do you care," Ilya says more sharply, "if you never want to fuck me?"
"Why... why do I care?" breathes Shane. "Are you kidding?"
Ilya just frowns, because of course he's not kidding, and Shane already knew that. It's just— God. It's so fucking sad.
"I care if you have STDs because I care about you. Like, as a person," Shane tells him softly. "Okay?"
Ilya says nothing, but he lets go of Shane's hand and pulls his arm to his chest like it's injured, angling himself in his seat so he's facing the car door.
Shane's fingers ache with the sudden feeling of emptiness.
"Ilya?" he says tentatively, leaning forward to try to see his expression. "Did you hear me?"
Ilya doesn't answer. He just sits there, his jaw clenched, his head turned to stare out the window.
There's a fucking tear running down his cheek.
"Ilya, hey. What's wrong?" Shane whispers.
Ilya wipes his face against the shoulder of his turtleneck, then scowls down at his lap, still avoiding Shane's eyes. "Fuck you, Shane Hollander," he says brokenly. "Do not fucking talk to me. You do not make any fucking sense."
Shane bites his lip and resists the overwhelming urge he has to say something reassuring. Do not fucking talk to me is a pretty cut-and-dried request, and Shane will honor it, even if he does suspect that Ilya doesn't really mean it. It's pretty obvious to him that Ilya isn't actually angry— He's scared and confused and doesn't know how to accept that someone could care about him without wanting anything back in return. And he's probably about to be even more scared soon, Shane realizes grimly, once he processes the fact that he dared to address an alpha with something other than utter deference.
Sure enough, it isn't long before fear begins to creep back into Ilya's scent. His breathing speeds up again, turning shallow and erratic, and he shoots Shane a frightened glance before ducking his head down defensively. "Please, Alpha— I mean Shane, sorry, fuck— please. I am sorry," he says, any hint of vitriol gone from his voice. "I did not mean to say fuck you. You are alpha, I know this, I did not mean to disrespect, or offend, or— I did not— I cannot— I am so sorry—"
"Hey, no, you're okay," Shane assures him. "You don't have to apologize. I literally don't care, alright? I'm not offended. It's fine."
Shane looks directly at Ilya as he speaks, hoping that Ilya will be able to read in his face the truth of what he's saying. But Ilya just shrinks under his gaze, hunching his shoulders and self-consciously pulling down the sleeves of his turtleneck.
And fuck, Shane had only wanted him to feel seen— not, like, scrutinized. He looks away and fixes his eyes on his steering wheel instead. "I'm sorry that, um— that you're upset," he tells Ilya quietly. "And I'm sorry if I'm the one who upset you. But, like, it really is true, that I care about you as a person. And I'm not going to take that back just because it doesn't make sense to you. Because, like... The way that other alphas treated you in the past— did that make sense to you?"
"Yes. Of course," Ilya grits out. "I maybe did not like it. But it always made fucking sense."
Shane nods slowly. "Okay, well. I'm nothing like those other alphas," he says. He can feel Ilya staring at him, but he keeps his eyes trained on the center of the steering wheel. "So if they did make sense to you, then I'm actually really glad that I don't. You know? Because all those alphas who hurt you, they were terrible fucking people, Ilya. They were, like, abusive and twisted and evil and sadistic and cruel and inhumane and—" Shane could keep going on, but he stops himself. He takes a steadying breath. "And if you're expecting any of that shit from me," he says, "then I'm just going to warn you right now that I won't be meeting those expectations, because those are really fucked-up expectations. Which is not your fault, okay? Like, of course you would expect that stuff if it's been the only thing you've experienced for fucking years. But— but Ilya, I really, really hope that eventually you'll learn you can expect other things, now. Like, better things. I literally only want good things for you, okay? I want you to be healthy, and happy, and I want you to play hockey and enjoy your life and— and for as long as you want to live with me, I want you to do that too. Even if it's, like, years. Even if it's forever, okay?" he says honestly. "And not because I want to fuck you. I promise."
With that, he does finally hazard a glance in Ilya's direction, only to find him once again staring resolutely out the window.
"What, um. What do you think?" Shane asks cautiously. "About what I just said?"
"I think it is stupidest thing I have ever heard anyone say," snaps Ilya. "And I think you mean it too, which is even more stupid. And—" He draws a ragged breath and wipes roughly at his face with his sleeve, then looks over at Shane. "And also I think that I will start to believe you, maybe, if I am not very careful, so— so probably I am most stupid of all." He lowers his eyes.
"Ilya..." breathes Shane.
"Shut up," Ilya tells him. "Just—" He exhales shakily, then flops his arm out, wrist up, over the center console of the car. "Just do again," he orders. It's impressive, Shane thinks, that he can sound so miserable and so bossy at the same time. "Scent me."
And Shane, of course, does exactly as he's told.
***
"So, you want to go get ice cream?" Shane asks eventually, after Ilya's breathing has calmed down and his cheeks are fully dried of tears. "Like, from an actual ice cream place?"
Ilya whips his head around to look at him, the same strange, sad expression on his face as last night when Shane had asked him about his favorite soup. Shane is about to try to backtrack, to spare Ilya whatever heartbreak an ice cream shop might cause him, when suddenly Ilya presses his lips together and nods. "Yes, I want," he says tightly. "If... you do not mind?"
"Yeah, I don't mind at all. I could go for some ice cream too," says Shane. But then it occurs to him: "Wait— is that, like. Do you feel okay eating something like that? Like, since it's not pre-packaged?"
"Yes, I do not care. From shops like this, it will be fine." Ilya shrugs. "They cannot drug entire ice cream or else every customer would be drugged. And when they scoop, I will just watch it." He hesitates for a moment, then narrows his eyes. "I can get two scoops?" he asks.
"Ilya, you can get as many scoops as you want."
"Okay," says Ilya solemnly. "I just want two."
***
Shane drives with only one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting atop Ilya's so he can continue to scent his wrist.
He's decided to take them to Ben & Jerry's, mainly because it's the only ice cream shop he can think of that isn't some fancy touristy place with a line around the block, and no line means less chance of Shane being recognized. Not that Shane cares about being seen in public with Ilya— to a stranger, Ilya would just seem and smell like some random alpha who got a black eye in a bar fight or something. It's not like there's anything about him that screams "omega sex trafficking survivor." It's just that Shane has a feeling that any kind of attention from a hockey fan would really freak Ilya out, and he'd like to avoid that if possible.
"I did sleep last night," Ilya volunteers out of the blue, after they've been driving for a few minutes. "Um. Six hours, I think, or seven. It is longer than I sleep in many years, unless when I was drugged to be unconscious. But I know that you wanted me to sleep more than this. So... I am sorry I could not."
It's such a ridiculous thing to apologize for that Shane actually huffs out a laugh. "Ilya, you don't have to be sorry. Like yeah, sure, I wanted you to sleep in if you needed it, but... It's fine, okay?"
"But you were annoyed," says Ilya. "That I let you believe I sleep fourteen hours."
"I mean. I was a little annoyed, I guess, but mainly with myself. Because I felt stupid for not knowing that it wasn't, like, a realistic thing to hope for. But, um." Shane swallows, his throat suddenly tight. "I'm really happy to know that you slept better than you have in a long time. That's, um. Thank you for telling me that."
"You sound like Nurse Vivi."
"Fuck, I'm sorry."
"No, no, is not bad thing," laughs Ilya. "I like Nurse Vivi. She was nice, yes?"
Shane glances at him for a second, then focuses his eyes back on the road.
"I mean, it kind of seemed like you were angry at her, toward the end there."
"No, I was not angry," Ilya says. "I just... I did not want injection. But is not her fault I freak out. She was very polite, and she listen every time when you tell her to stop. And I— I like that she treat me like real person."
"That's kind of a low bar," says Shane, half under his breath.
"Not for me," replies Ilya simply. "Why? You did not like her?"
"It doesn't really matter what I thought; she's your nurse. But uh, no, I liked her a lot," says Shane, which is very true, and he's relieved to find out that Ilya agrees. "I thought she was great. And she knew about stuff I had never thought of before." Shane pauses. "Like you know, uh, what she was saying about things that can make it hard to sleep?" he asks carefully. "Is that what it's like for you? Like, waking up every couple hours to check your surroundings and having a lot of nightmares and stuff?"
"Sometimes."
"Are they bad nightmares?"
"No," says Ilya. "They are really fun."
"Right, sorry, dumb question. I just meant, you know, if they're ever, like... really bad. You can always knock on my door and wake me up, you know? Not for sex, okay? No sex whatsoever. Just, if you want some company, or, like, I could scent you. Or if you'd rather stay in your own room, you could call me on the phone and we could talk or something. Just— you know. Some ideas, if you ever feel like it."
They reach a red light.
Shane takes the opportunity to glance over at Ilya, who's watching him with apparent amusement.
Shane blushes. "Like I said, just some ideas. No pressure, if you don't want to."
"No, it is nice, these ideas," says Ilya. "You are just... so serious about these things; is funny. I have nightmares my whole life and I never wake someone up after."
"Not even when you were little?" Shane asks tentatively.
Ilya's hand goes slack under Shane's. "No. My— my father, he would never have allowed this."
"Oh," says Shane. He could have guessed that, he supposes, but still. "Well, fuck him, right? Just— yeah. Just know that you can always wake me up for stuff like that."
The light turns green, and Shane makes a left turn.
"Okay," says Ilya quietly. "You too, also."
"What?"
"You too," Ilya repeats. "Like, if you have some nightmare, or you are feeling too much of anxiety or something? You could tell me. If it is night, you can call on phone, like you said. Uh. Call is better than knock on my door, I think."
"Ilya," murmurs Shane. "Fuck, that's really... that's really nice of you. To offer. But I would never ask that from you, okay?"
Ilya's grip on Shane's hand tightens unexpectedly. "Why?"
"Huh?"
"Why you would not ask that from me?" Ilya demands. "Because I have too much sad trauma to ever help you?"
"What? No." Shane feels caught off-guard by the abrupt shift in the direction of this conversation. Is Ilya angry at him? Is Shane supposed to be spilling his guts to him about how fucked up and lonely he feels all the time? As if Ilya doesn't already have enough shit to deal with?
"Okay, so then why?" asks Ilya.
"I— I don't know," admits Shane. "It just seems unfair."
"But how is unfair?" Ilya asks matter-of-factly. "We talk about my problems very often. Is fair to talk about yours too, yes?"
"Oh." Shane hadn't really... thought of it like that. He frowns. "I mean, yeah, no, you're— you're right. I guess I just. I don't know. But yeah, sure, if I ever have, like— I don't know, like, a panic attack in the middle of the night or something, I'll call you, okay?"
They pull onto the empty street behind the Ben & Jerry's.
"Yes, call," says Ilya. "I promise I can handle your deep, dark secrets, Shane Hollander. And who knows. Maybe I even have good advices."
Shane glances over at Ilya, and Ilya winks at him.
Shane looks away.
And then Ilya fucking scents him. Only for like, a microscopic fraction of a second, but he does it. Shane feels the scent shoot through him, warm and reassuring, undeniably Ilya's in every way except that fuck, it's an omega scent. Ilya's original scent, Shane thinks wonderingly. His true scent. It's gone before Shane has even fully registered it, and he wants it back immediately, wants it so fucking badly.
He takes a deep breath, opens his eyes, and realizes, not a moment too soon, that his car is veering rapidly toward the fucking curb. He grabs the wheel with both hands and slams on the breaks.
"Fuck!" he cries. "Ilya! Do not do that with no warning while I'm driving! Jesus Christ!"
"It feel nice?" asks Ilya.
"Shut up!" says Shane, breathing hard, gripping the steering wheel very tightly. "Yes, it felt nice! But it would not have been worth crashing into a wall!"
Ilya grins. "You stop car in time though, yes? So no problem."
Shane gives him a look.
"But okay, okay, I will warn next time," says Ilya, rolling his eyes, still smiling.
"Good," grunts Shane.
"Is just, you scent me for ten minutes straight or something, so I thought I should do it back, a little. And you see? Is comforting. My scent. Even to perfect Shane Hollander. Even if I am omega whore and have all these traumas."
He says it lightheartedly.
But Shane just stares at him, unsure how to respond. "I— Ilya..." he whispers. "Don't... I don't see you like that; I never felt like you couldn't, like..."
"Shhh. No more talking. Just park car," says Ilya. He raises his eyebrows and adds, very seriously, "I think I cannot survive one second more without this ice cream, okay?"
"Okay," Shane laughs. And once again, he does exactly as he's told.
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  The guy working at Ben & Jerry's is a male omega who looks about eighteen and barely glances up from his cell phone to greet them.
"Bonjour," Shane echoes, before asking in French if they can switch to English for the sake of his friend.
The guy takes a few more seconds to finish typing something on his phone, then slides it into his pocket and smiles. "Yeah, no worries," he says. "English is fine. What can I get for you today?"
"Uh," says Shane, suddenly distracted by the realization that Ilya is standing halfway between the front door and the counter, frozen in place, just... staring at the guy. He doesn't smell scared, so that's good, but he does seem inexplicably perturbed. "Ilya, hey, you alright?" Shane asks quietly.
Ilya doesn't answer, just trudges the rest of the way over to the counter with obvious trepidation, never once taking his eyes off the guy behind the cash register.
"Is something wrong?" the guy asks Ilya, a defensive edge to his voice— which is understandable, Shane thinks.
But Ilya just continues to fucking gape at him.
"I'm sorry, uh, no, nothing's wrong," says Shane, when it becomes clear that Ilya isn't going to apologize. "He's from Russia and they, um— they just stare at people rudely for no reason there, sometimes," he adds pointedly, hoping Ilya will take the hint.
"Oh, um. Okay?" says the guy, turning to Shane. "Because I could get my manager if you—"
"No!" cries Ilya. "No, please, no manager. Please. You and me can talk, yes? Alone."
The guy takes a step backward, his scent souring with concern. "Uh... actually, to be honest, I'm feeling a bit uncomfortable here right now, so I think—"
"Wait," Shane says, because the last thing he wants is for Ilya to have to feel guilty for unintentionally freaking out some teenage omega retail worker. "I'm so sorry, um. English isn't his first language. He's really not trying to be intimidating or, like, to threaten you or anything, I swear."
And to Shane's relief, the guy seems somewhat convinced by this explanation. His scent starts to neutralize.
"Yes," Ilya agrees hurriedly. "Um, very bad English. Sorry to— to scare you. I just have question I must ask you, please, um— Can you tell me, you earn money to work here or no?"
Instantly, the guy's expression shifts from lingering distrust to blatant confusion. "You want to know if I earn money?" he asks. "At— my job?"
"Yes," whispers Ilya. "Like, um... do you get paid?"
"Well, it's just minimum wage, but yeah, of course I get paid," says the guy, "It'd be illegal if I didn't, right?"
Ilya squints at him, frowning. "And, um, what is this 'minimum wage'?" he asks.
"Like 10 bucks an hour," shrugs the guy. "It's cool though; this is just a summer job, you know?"
"You earn 10 dollars per hour?" asks Ilya, his eyes growing wide, only to narrow again almost immediately. "And do you keep all this money? Or do you have any kind of, um, like this manager you talk about, or some dangerous boss or something who— who take this money from you every day?"
The guy cocks his head to one side. "A dangerous boss? What are you talking about?" he asks. His scent, once again, fills with concern. "Hang on," he says. "Are you from the Russian mob?"
"No, he's definitely not from the Russian mob," Shane tells the guy firmly. "And I'm really sorry for all his questions; you don't have to answer any of them. Just— if you could excuse us for, like, one second?"
"Uh... sure, whatever," says the guy, his Russian mob fears apparently assuaged. He leans against the counter and takes out his phone. "I'll be here if you want ice cream."
"Thanks," Shane says.
He shoots Ilya a significant look, then strides briskly away from the front counter, beckoning for Ilya to follow. Ilya follows along with a scowl.
"Shane," he whispers immediately, once they reach the furthest corner of the shop, "I need to talk to him, to find out if he is okay. Why you keep interrupting?"
"Because you're being weird!" Shane whispers back. "Like— staring at him, asking how much money he makes, telling him not to get his manager? That's, like, fucking weird behavior!"
"He is male omega."
"Yes! Exactly! Which is why you can't act like this with him!"
"Act like what?"
"Like some kind of alpha creep!" Shane hisses.
Ilya's face twists. "I am omega."
"Yeah, but nobody fucking knows that," Shane reminds him, as forcefully as he can without raising his voice. "You smell like an alpha. And when alphas stare at omegas, it's rude. And intimidating. And, like, aggressive."
For a moment, Ilya just continues to glower at him. Then his expression crumples. "But I need to be sure if he is safe," he says plaintively. "He is very young. And unmated. I am trying to see if he seems scared or something."
Fuck. Shane pinches the bridge of his nose and tries to figure out how best to handle this. It's actually really sweet, he thinks, that Ilya cares about this random omega's well-being. But Ilya needs to realize that even if his intentions are noble, it's simply not socially acceptable to go around gawking at every omega he meets while smelling like an alpha. "He's fine, okay?" Shane says at last, as patiently as he can. "I guarantee you that he's fine."
"Okay, but maybe I should ask, to make sure," Ilya whispers. "Because what if— what if he has to let someone fuck him to have this job? Or what if they are making him work and take all his money? Then we must call Svetlana, so she can help him."
"There's no way anything like that is going on here."
"But how do you know?" Ilya asks, his voice low and deathly serious.
Because that stuff doesn't happen in Canada, Shane wants to say, except obviously it fucking does happen in Canada. It happened to Ilya, right? And to the fifty-seven other omegas who were rescued the same night as he was. And probably to, like, literally thousands of others who are being abused all over the country right at this very moment.
Shane sighs. "Okay, look. If you want to ask him if he's safe or something... I— I guess that's fine. No, like, that's good. That's nice of you. Just please do it, like, in a normal way, alright? So you don't freak him out?"
Ilya lowers his eyes but says nothing.
"Ilya?"
"Um. I do not think I can do it normal, maybe," Ilya says quietly, staring down at the checkered floor. "Many times, with you, I say things, and I think they are normal. But then... they are not normal, actually. Because I am fucked up person."
God, Shane wants to hug him. He wants to hug him so badly. And he feels like a piece of shit for tossing around words like "weird" and "creepy," when Ilya is just trying to be a good person. A better person than Shane, honestly, who would almost always rather mind his own business than risk embarrassing himself by misreading a situation.
"Ilya, you're not fucked up," he whispers. "The things people have done to you are fucked up, not you. And, like, I bet it's pretty fucking hard to act normal all the time when nothing about your life has been normal for years. That's not your fault. Okay?"
"Okay," Ilya repeats, without any real conviction. Then he lifts his face and says to Shane, very solemnly, "But can you maybe ask him for me, please? And ask in way that is normal and— and will not be weird?"
"Sure," says Shane. He takes a deep breath. "Sure, I'll ask him."
Ilya nods gratefully.
And with that, they return to the ice cream counter.
***
The guy looks back up from his cell phone and raises his eyebrows. "So... what's up? Everything's okay?" he asks. "Are you ready to order?"
His name tag reads Felix, Shane notes.
"Hi, yeah, um— in just a second," Shane tells him.
Ilya has his hands clasped anxiously behind his back, and if he were standing any closer to Shane, their shoulders would be touching.
"Okay, well, just let me know when you've decided. Or do you want some samples?" asks the guy, Felix.
"Uh, maybe, but first— Listen, I'm sorry if this is weird," Shane says, feeling more awkward than he ever has at any press event in his entire career, "but my friend here is very passionate about, like, omega rights? He's actually involved with an organization called Omicron House; you can look it up if you want. They just— they help omegas who've been, like, human trafficked. But anyway, he— my friend— he just wants to make sure that you feel safe, like, working here at this job? And that no one is forcing you to do things you don't want to, or yeah, like he said, withholding your wages or anything?"
The guy looks somewhat taken aback. He glances from Shane to Ilya, then back at Shane, then back again at Ilya. "Oh. I... yeah, don't worry, everything is good," he says slowly. "It's a cool job. My paycheck is just put straight into my bank account? And my manager, she's great. And she lets us eat as much free ice cream as we want."
"Your manager is woman?" asks Ilya skeptically.
"Uh, yeah? Why, is that some kind of problem?"
"No, no," Ilya says. He shakes his head. "No, that is really good. Woman manager is good. And, um, also, I may ask— Do you have some family maybe, who can help you, if you need?"
"Well, I live with my parents, so yeah, that's pretty helpful," laughs Felix.
"Your parents? They let you do this?" asks Ilya. "How long?"
"Well, at least until I graduate," Felix says easily. "They really want me to save all the money I can while I'm at university. And rents are, like, crazy here, you know?"
"You are in university?" Ilya breathes, with something like longing in his voice.
And fuck, Shane feels like his heart is just repeatedly breaking, first at Ilya's questions, then at his reactions to the answers.
"Well, okay, not yet. But almost," says Felix. "I'm starting in August."
"Oh," Ilya says. "I— I am very— um." He sounds like he might cry. He looks over at Shane, helplessly.
"Hey, that's awesome, congrats," Shane tells the guy on Ilya's behalf. "Again, sorry for all the weird questions. Um, like I said, he's just really passionate about omega welfare. I mean, honestly both of us are, so..."
"No, that's cool." Felix's eyes linger for a moment on Ilya, who's now looking down at the floor, his arms crossed tightly and his breathing sort of uneven. "Il va bien?" he asks Shane quietly. Is he okay?
"Uh... Il en a bavé," Shane tells him.  "Mais il va mieux maintenant." He's been through a lot. But he's doing better now.
The guy nods slowly. "I see. That's good," he says to Shane. "Uh. So..." he goes on, after a beat, "do you want ice cream, or did you just want to ask me about, uh..."
"Oh, sorry, yeah, we definitely do want ice cream," says Shane. "Um. I think we're just gonna need to look at the flavors for a minute?"
"Yeah, it's cool. Take your time. Tell me if you want samples," Felix says, and he goes back to scrolling on his phone.
***
For the next couple minutes, Ilya walks back and forth in front of the tubs of ice cream on display behind the glass, staring at the options.
And Shane follows along beside him, staring at Ilya's face.
He's not sure what he finds so fascinating about it, except maybe kind of everything: the shape of his lips pursed in concentration, the tiny crease between his eyebrows, the slight upturn of the tip of his nose, the three little freckles on his right ear, the way the deep yellow color of his turtleneck brings out the gold in his hair and the blue in his eyes—
"What did you say to him about me?" Ilya asks eventually, under his breath.
Shane looks away. "Nothing. Just, he asked if you were okay," he whispers. "I said you've been through some shit but you're doing better now."
"Oh." Ilya seems to consider this for a moment, then shrugs. "Okay. Is not wrong," he says, returning his attention to the ice cream. He points at one of the flavors through the glass. "What does this one have?" he asks. "These little signs are all in French. Even when name is English, it describes in stupid French."
"Well, yeah, 'cause we're in Quebec." Shane peers down at the description of Everything But The…, the flavor that Ilya had indicated. "Uh, so it's chocolate and vanilla ice cream with peanut butter cups, pieces of toffee covered in fudge, almonds covered in fudge, and chunks of white chocolate."
"All of this in same ice cream?"
"Yep."
"Okay, I will have one scoop of that," Ilya proclaims, with a satisfied little nod. "And then which else is good?"
"Uh... well, this one is mint with chocolate chips, if you like mint ice cream," says Shane. "This one here is strawberry. That one's chocolate. This one, uh, 'Phish Food,' is, let's see... chocolate ice cream with marshmallow, caramel, and pieces of fudge shaped like fish."
"Fish? Why?"
"No idea; your guess is as good as mine. Uh, then that one there has chocolate ice cream mixed with chocolate cookies and 'chocolate pudding ice cream,' whatever that is," Shane says, pointing. "It's called 'Chocolate Therapy.' And then next to that is—"
"Chocolate Therapy, is name?" asks Ilya, immediately perking up.
"Uh-huh."
"Very good, I will have this one. Chocolate Therapy," Ilya says decisively. He looks over at Shane, and adds with a grin, "Svetlana will be so happy to hear. She tell me many times that I should have therapy."
Shane lets out a huff of amusement. "Right," he says, "yeah, I'm sure she meant the ice cream kind."
"Yes, of course," says Ilya, tilting his head to one side and batting his eyelashes innocently. "Why? Is there some other kind?"
***
Ilya orders his two scoops of ice cream in a chocolate-and-sprinkle-dipped waffle cone.
Shane opts for a regular old cup, despite Ilya's protestations, but he does allow Ilya to talk him into getting two scoops instead of one— his usual berry sorbet, plus a scoop of Salted Caramel Blondie (Ilya's choice, since "fruit ice creams are boring").
"Thank you. Uh. Merci," Ilya says, as Felix hands him and Shane their ice creams.
"Hey, look who speaks French after all!" laughs Felix.
"No, no, I do not, I just—" Ilya stiffens slightly, staring down at his ice cream. "I just meet lots of people who— who like me to know how to say some things. In French," he mumbles.
Jesus, thinks Shane. He hates to think what the rest of Ilya's French vocabulary must be like, if it consists solely of words his fucking francophone customers had wanted him to know.
Felix, oblivious to the implications of Ilya's statement, just laughs again. "Nice. Maybe you'll be a polyglot soon."
Ilya apparently doesn't hear him. He stands there, head bowed, nibbling absently at his cone.
"Sorry," Shane offers. "He's, um—"
"No, it's fine," Felix says. He seems to understand that there's something up with Ilya, even if he doesn't quite know what it is.
Shane swipes his card to pay, then slides Felix a very large tip. "That's for you, okay?"
"What the fuck? Are you sure?" asks Felix, staring down at the money.
"Of course," Shane tells him. "Just, you know... thanks for being nice about everything."
"Yeah, no worries," says Felix. He shoves the cash into his pocket and gives Shane a slightly bewildered smile. "You guys enjoy your ice cream, okay? And hey, good luck with that charity for omegas, too. It sounds cool."
***
Shane and Ilya leave the shop and sit down together at one of the tables outside.
Shane eats some of his caramel ice cream, which is honestly very good. He's glad that Ilya suggested it. He eats a few more spoonfuls, watching as Ilya licks at his heaping scoop of Chocolate Therapy.
After a while, Ilya meets Shane's eye. "I can pay you back for mine," he says tentatively. "I have 50 dollars, remember? It is in my duffel bag that is on your sofa."
"Ilya, no," Shane tells him. "Please, it's on me, okay?"
Ilya frowns. "On you?"
"I mean, like. This is my treat."
"Treat?"
"Sorry, fuck. Um, 'my treat' is like, I'm paying for it, as a treat for you. Like, I'm treating you to it."
"But I do not need you treating me to it. I can pay."
"I know, but— but don't you want to save your money for cigarettes or something?" tries Shane.
"I cannot smoke for five weeks."
Shane sighs. It's so fucking hard to strike the right balance with Ilya, to treat him like an equal but also recognize that he's still in, like, a vulnerable position. And Shane knows that his own judgment isn't always the best when it comes to interpreting Ilya's requests, as evidenced by his refusal to let Ilya cook his own food, which had only heightened Ilya's fear of being drugged. But also, sometimes Ilya's worldview is, like, really fucked up, as though he's constantly trying to follow rules that no longer exist— the type of rules that Shane wouldn't be able to invent even if he tried, but which Ilya can't imagine ever being free from.
"How about if I pay this time," Shane offers at last, "and then next time we go out for ice cream, you can pay. Okay?"
Ilya shoots him a brief, sulky look, but nods. "Okay," he says. "But then next time you must also get cone with— what are these ones called again? Little colored things?
"Sprinkles."
"Yes. Next time I will pay and you will get cone with sprinkles."
Shane smiles. "Sounds good to me."
They eat in silence for another few minutes.
Then Ilya speaks again. "Shane," he says quietly. "I have question."
"Yeah?"
"Um." Ilya glances up at Shane for a moment before once again lowering his eyes. He clears his throat. "Uh, is it normal? That he has this job?" he asks. "This omega in there?"
"What do you mean, 'normal'?"
"I just— I have never seen male omega working in job like this. Regular job," says Ilya, picking at the edge of his cone's paper wrapping.
"Never?"
Ilya shakes his head.
Do male omegas not have jobs in Russia, or something? Are they all sex slaves? What the fuck?
"Not even here in Canada?" is all Shane asks.
Ilya shakes his head. "I live here for two years, yes, but I did not... go out. I just stay in whatever place pimp is keeping us, or otherwise pimp drive us to all these shitty motels or customer's house or something. I did not walk around free and see if omegas are working inside of stores."
Shane nods grimly. He'd sort of figured as much, but it's still unpleasant to hear it laid out so clearly, to realize that this is probably the first time in fucking years that Ilya has been able to just sit outside and relax.
"That sounds like prison," Shane says. "I can't even imagine."
Ilya shakes his head. "No. It was not prison," he says darkly. "My last pimp, yes, shackles, okay. But the others, um. There was not usually locks. Sometimes I— I could have left, if I wanted." He smells, suddenly, very ashamed.
Jesus Christ, thinks Shane. He wonders why Ilya doesn't want to take Svetlana up on her suggestion that he go to therapy, because it seems to Shane that it could be helpful for him. Like, maybe someone professionally trained in this stuff would know how to properly address the fact that apparently, on some level, Ilya blames himself for not— what, like, leaving his traffickers? As if that had ever been an actual option for him?
Shane, on the other hand, has no fucking idea how he's supposed to reply. "Ilya, don't— you couldn't have—" he stammers out. "You were, like— You didn't have a choice; it's not your—"
"Okay, whatever, not my fault, blah blah blah, I know," says Ilya sharply, cutting him off. "Can you just answer question?"
"Huh?"
"My question," snaps Ilya. He crumples up the paper wrapper from his cone and tosses it onto the table. "I ask, um. Is it normal. In Canada. For— for male omega to have job like this."
"Oh! Fuck, sorry I didn't— yeah. Yes. It's totally normal," Shane says hastily. "Male omegas work all kinds of jobs. Regular jobs." He hesitates for a moment, then finally decides to ask: "Um, why? What's it like in Russia, for male omegas? In terms of jobs?"
Ilya scoffs. "Not good."
"How so?"
Ilya shrugs. "With female omega... they can work in some jobs if they must. Not good jobs, but regular kind of jobs, yes. But then for male omega, there is not any regular jobs they can have. Only jobs like whore."
"So then how do they, like, survive?"
Ilya shrugs again. "They could live with their family sometimes, if— if family is not asshole and does not care if everyone will judge them," he says. "Or if their family is very rich, they could maybe get married to beta. But mostly, um, if you are male omega... you just hope you can find some alpha mate as soon possible."
"So male omegas can't, like, make their own money?" asks Shane.
Ilya just gazes down at his ice cream for a while, seemingly lost in thought. "I guess they could," he says at last, "if they are whore and somehow they do not have pimp. But I think they would mostly have pimp. I— I spent only one night without pimp, after I run away from— uh, you remember this owner I talk about to Nurse Vivi? Who made me be in heat for three months?"
Shane nods. How could he ever fucking forget?
"Well, the night I finally run away from him, um, it was winter. With snow. And— and I did not want to freeze. So I whore myself out, yes? For money, so that I could sleep in hotel and not outside. And I did it, I made enough money to rent room, but... guy who own hotel was friends with some pimp, so he called him. And then, um. Then I had pimp." Ilya shrugs. "So I think it is hard, for omega whore to make their own money. Some pimp will always find them."
"Oh," says Shane, trying not to imagine Ilya, in heat, selling himself in the back alleys of Moscow or wherever just so he wouldn't have to sleep in the fucking snow. "But I mean, like, apart from... prostitution type stuff... male omegas don't have any way to earn a living? Like, other jobs won't hire them?"
"No."
"But why?"
"How the fuck should I know? I did not choose for world to be like this." Ilya breaks off a chunk of his ice cream cone with his fingers and pops it in his mouth. "And jobs is not only problem, either. Landlords, they will not rent apartment to male omega. And in many stores, if male omega come there alone, someone will tell them to please leave. So if they do make some money, what can they even buy? Is always better just to find mate."
"Jesus fucking Christ," sighs Shane. "Okay, well, it's definitely not like that here, alright? Male omegas can rent apartments, and buy houses, and walk around alone, in stores or anywhere else. And they can have any kind of job, too." Shane pauses for a second. "Well I mean, I guess there are some exceptions, like I don't think they're ever security guards or police officers or that sort of thing. And— well, you already know that some professional sports leagues are alpha-only, unfortunately. And then there's still, like, prejudice or whatever, so usually male omegas aren't, like, politicians or CEOs. But all of that applies to female omegas too; it's not like male omegas are uniquely discriminated against. I mean— wait, fuck, I'm not trying to make light of discrimination or anything; it's terrible, of course, just—"
"Okay, I do not care about this. I do not care about fucking discriminations," says Ilya impatiently. "I care about that this omega in there just told me he makes 10 Canadian dollars per hour and gets to keep it. And you say this is normal? For male omega?"
"Yeah, of course. But Ilya, that's just minimum wage. Lots of male omegas make way more money than that."
Ilya makes a strange expression, hurt or betrayed or something, his eyes unbearably sad. Then he furrows his brow and takes a gigantic bite of ice cream.
"But I do not need more money than that," he says, swallowing roughly. "I do not even need all this 'minimum wage'; is fine if they will pay less. I just— I could have real job? Not— not only whore or slave or something?"
"Ilya..." says Shane, trying to come to terms with the implications of what Ilya is asking him.
"It does not have to be fancy job," Ilya goes on earnestly. "Just any job where, um, I am not being fucked all the time? You think I can get some job like this?" He says it like it's a secret desire that he's hesitant to even speak aloud.
Which— Fuck. Has Ilya been made to believe that the only way he'd ever be able to support himself independently is through, like, selling himself for sex? Has he been assuming that unless he lets people pay to fuck him, then he'll just have to be completely financially reliant on someone else for the rest of his life? And Jesus Christ, Shane thinks, his chest suddenly constricting, even then, Ilya wouldn't be safe, would he? Because at any fucking moment, the person that he's completely reliant on could also decide to start demanding sex from him, and if Ilya is dependent on them for survival, then...
"Ilya," he says. "Oh my god, Ilya, yes you can get a job. You can get whatever job you want, okay? You're— you're smart, you're hardworking, you're—"
"Even if boss knows I am omega? You are sure?" Ilya interrupts. "Because I— I know I smell like alpha, but you need some papers for job, yes? And if I get these papers, it will say I am omega. And also— Shane, I could go into heat, in— in front of everyone," he adds in a whisper. "Like last time, in Russia. During game."
"Yes, Ilya. I swear. It's like I just told you, male omegas have all kinds of jobs in Canada. It's really not an issue."
"Oh," says Ilya. Then, with sudden urgency, "You maybe could help me though?" he goes on. "Because I do not know how to find job in stupid Canada. And I did not finish school, not even in Russia. And— and my English is bad, and probably I do not have any papers I will need. Svetlana said police will try to find my passport, to see if my pimp kept it somewhere, but I— I do not know if they will. Also I am lazy," he finishes. And then he stares at Shane expectantly, his brow furrowed and his eyes pleading, as if Shane is currently holding his entire future in his hands.
Shane takes a deep breath. "Uh... okay. So first, you're not lazy; where the fuck did that idea come from? And second, I guarantee you that— that none of that other stuff means you can't get a job, okay? So don't worry." Shane is mostly talking out of his ass here, but he is pretty confident that none of the obstacles Ilya just listed off are, like, truly insurmountable. "And I would bet anything that Omicron House deals with these situations all the time. They probably have, like, a whole system worked out to make sure that the omegas who live there are able to find good jobs. So I'm sure they'll be able to help you too, okay? And of course I'd also be glad to help, like, in any way I can."
"Really?"
"Yes. I promise. But—" Shane sighs, and tries to decide how best to phrase what he's about to say. "But Ilya, it's way too soon for any of that, okay?" he tries at last, as gently as he can.
"No, is not," Ilya insists, fear rippling through his scent.
"It is," Shane tells him. "You— you were being sex trafficked, like, less than a week ago. And that's just not— I mean, you wouldn't expect the other omegas who are still at Omicron House to go out and get jobs right now, would you?"
Ilya glares down at his ice cream. "No," he huffs. "But they are different than me. They are... too sad. They are scared all the time. And if they are working in store and some alpha walk inside, they will probably have panic attack or something."
Shane just nods, allowing Ilya's own words to hang in the air.
And at last, Ilya's face scrunches into a pout. "Okay, fine. You make your point, Shane Hollander," he says petulantly. "Maybe is too soon."
"Someday, Ilya," Shane tells him, "when you're ready, I know you'll be able to have a really awesome, fulfilling, well-paying job, if that's what you want. But right now, you don't have to worry about that. You can just focus on, like, finally being safe, and recovering and stuff."
Ilya's pout only intensifies. "But I do not need to do this. This recovering."
"Yeah, you do," says Shane bluntly. "Ilya— some people take months to recover after, like, a breakup. And you went through a lot more than a fucking breakup."
"But I do not want to wait months," says Ilya.
Shane sighs. "Look, I understand that it's probably frustrating to be, like, financially reliant on me or whatever," he starts.
Ilya scoffs. "Oh, you understand, really?" he says. "That is funny, Shane Hollander. That is really good joke."
Which is... fair. Because honestly, no, Shane doesn't understand. How could he?
Professional hockey is the only actual job Shane's ever had. Up until he received his first MLH paycheck, his parents had bought him everything he needed. And he'd been fine with that. Like, he'd been grateful, of course, to have such supportive parents, but he'd never felt undeserving of their support, never worried that they might snatch it away or hold it over his head or one day demand repayment or anything like that.
Meanwhile, Ilya's fucking father had considered every cent he'd ever spent on Ilya to be a waste, then sold Ilya into sex slavery to try to recoup some of his losses. And ever since then, despite being made to work, like, all the fucking time, in miserable conditions, doing unbearable things, Ilya has never had any money of his own, or really any resources whatsoever, has he?
Well, up until a few days ago, when Omicron House had given him 50 whole dollars for the month. Which is what, like, 12 dollars a week?
"I can pay you a bigger allowance," Shane blurts out. "I could give you as much money as you want."
Ilya tenses. "I am not— I do not want— that is not, um. That is worse, I think," he says haltingly.
Right, thinks Shane, feeling stupid. If what Ilya wants is to not be totally reliant on Shane, then Shane offering to pay him more money solves absolutely nothing.
But then Shane has an idea. "What if— what if I told Omicron House I changed my mind about receiving the monthly stipend?" he says. "And then you could have that money."
"How?"
"They gave me paperwork about getting it deposited directly at my bank, but I remember there was also a section at the bottom where I could choose to receive it on a debit card instead."
Ilya just looks at him blankly.
"So, like, you'd get a card every month with 800 dollars on it— that's the amount of the stipend," says Shane. "And then you could spend it on whatever you want."
"You would really give me this?"
"No. I mean, yes, but like... I wouldn't actually even touch it. It'd arrive every month in an envelope, and you could be the one to open it, and it would be yours. And that way, it won't be me paying you, see? It'll just be money from Omicron House."
Technically, Shane might still sort of be the one paying Ilya, because he's already been planning to, like, massively increase his monthly donations to Omicron House. But it's the principle of the thing, right?
"You said... it is 800 Canadian dollars?"
"Yep."
"And what do I have to do?" asks Ilya quietly. "To— to earn?"
"Jesus Christ, Ilya. Nothing. You don't have to do anything. That's the point. It's like, instead of a 50-dollar allowance each month from Omicron House, you'll get 800 dollars. I won't be involved at all, you know?"
Ilya stares at him.
"Do you, uh. Like that idea?" Shane asks, after a few moments, unable to read Ilya's expression.
At first, Ilya just nods. And then, all of a sudden, he's crying. "Yes," he chokes out. "Yes, I like. I like idea. I— thank you. I cannot, um. Shane." He shakes his head, wiping at his face with his free hand. "Thank you."
"Yeah, of course. It's nothing. I mean, it's something, but not... I'm glad you think it's a good idea. I hope it— I hope it makes you feel better, to have that," Shane rambles. "Um. But yeah. So that's what we'll do, okay?"
Ilya scrubs at his eyes again. "Okay. Yes. Thank you," he repeats. "And you know I am not— I am not greedy?" he adds, inhaling raggedly. "Is not about having so much money. Is about, um. I don't know how to say. To have big— bigger, um. Able to do things, if I must? And not to be always needing, um—" He makes some kind of ambiguous gesture in front of his chest, then sighs in obvious frustration. "Fuck, I do not know these fucking English words."
"What about, um—" Shane pulls out his phone, opens the Google Translate app, and sets it to translate from Russian to English. "Here." He holds the phone out to Ilya. "Write it in Russian."
Slowly, wordlessly, Ilya takes it from him. He taps at the screen for a few moments with one hand, still gripping his ice cream cone in the other. Then he passes the phone back to Shane.
At the top of the screen is what Ilya typed out in Russian, and below that, Google Translate's version in English:
Expansion of opportunities. Freedom from dependence on another person's mercy.
Shane swallows thickly.
Ilya speaks very good English, and is impressively skilled at conveying complicated ideas even if he doesn't know the precise English words for what he wants to say. But it gives Shane a weird feeling in his stomach to discover that sometimes, mentally, Ilya is writing, like, the fucking Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms or something, and then has to settle for using phrases like "bigger able to do things" to express those same thoughts in English. Like, fuck, how is he not constantly on the verge of combusting from sheer frustration?
"It makes sense?" asks Ilya after a moment, sounding apprehensive.
Shane nods emphatically. "Yes. It makes total sense, Ilya. Of course it does. I know it's not about, like, the dollar amount, okay? It's about what it represents. I get it."
"And I will only use very little bit. Like, if we go to ice cream and I am treating you, or I want something stupid that— that you should not have to pay for it. But most of this money, I will not even spend. I will just keep."
"Yeah, that's fine. Anything you do with it is fine. You don't have to justify yourself to me, okay?"
"Okay," Ilya mumbles. He bites off a some of his ice cream cone and chews at it silently for a while. Then, suddenly, he looks up at Shane. "You say people take months to recover from breakup?" he asks.
"I mean, sometimes, yeah."
"And... this happen to you?" Ilya gestures at Shane with what's left of his ice cream cone, then takes another bite. "You take months to recover from breaking up with Rose Landry?"
"Oh, um."
The truth is that it hadn't taken Shane even a full week to get over the relationship itself. He and Rose are, objectively, much better as friends. But it had taken him a lot fucking longer to come to terms with the broader implications of the breakup for the rest of his life, the reality that he's not what anyone is looking for in an alpha partner, the fact that he'll probably never find someone who wants him, like, sexually, let alone as a mate or a husband. But now is not the fucking time to explain all that to Ilya. Honestly, he probably never will.
"She's the one who broke up with me, actually," Shane says at last. "But no, um. I took, like, maybe three days to recover from it."
"Really?" asks Ilya. He seems bizarrely pleased by this information. "She dump you and you did not give a shit?"
"Well. Kind of, but only because— Wait, why are you smiling?" Shane asks Ilya, who's now blatantly smirking. "I thought you liked Rose Landry."
"No, I do!" says Ilya quickly, his expression softening. "She is always kind to me. In Omicron House, we sit in rec room when everyone else was eating and she talk to me like I am really her friend, not like she is movie star and I am stupid whore. And she is happy person, with good sense of humor, yes? And very beautiful, and smart." Ilya shrugs. "Is just funny to me, that now I learn sometimes she is also dumb."
Shane frowns at him. "Dumb? How is she dumb?"
"Because she break up with you," says Ilya, like the answer should have been self-evident.
"What? No, that wasn't dumb of her," Shane protests. "That was, like, the smartest thing she could have done."
"Why?"
"I— I don't know. I guess... the whole time we were dating, it felt like I was putting on a performance or something, you know?" says Shane. "I was just trying so hard to be what she needed. And it was really fucking stressful, because I wasn't what she needed, but I was, like. In denial. She was the one who was smart enough to see through all that and sit me down and be like, 'Hey, this isn't working.'"
"Because... you are gay?"
"I'm not gay," says Shane reflexively, only to realize what a stupid thing it was to say, because 1) he already admitted to Ilya, yesterday, that he's gay, and 2) him being gay is a lot easier to explain than him being an alpha who's pretty sure he'd love to be fucked like an omega.
"But when we make spaghetti... you tell me you are only attracted to men," Ilya says, squinting at him. "This means gay, no?"
Which thankfully gives Shane a chance to backtrack. "Um. Yeah. Sorry, yeah, you're right," he forces out. "It's because, um. Because I'm— Yeah." He takes a deep, steadying breath.
Ilya is watching him, his eyes still narrowed astutely, like there's a lot he wants to say right now but he's biting his tongue for Shane's sake.
Shane, meanwhile, just wants this fucking conversation to be over. "So yeah, that's why Rose and I aren't compatible," he says with finality. "I mean, not compatible like that. Like, sexually," he clarifies after a moment. "We're very compatible as friends. She's a great friend."
Ilya nods, then lowers his eyes. "And what about, uh, you and me?" he asks.
"You and me?"
"Yes," says Ilya. "Do you... do you think we also are compatible as friends? And as— whatever you said yesterday? Living together roommate people, or something?"
"Oh! Of course I do, yeah. Definitely," Shane says, without hesitation. "Why? Don't you?"
"Hm. Yes. I think so too." Ilya swallows the final little piece of his waffle cone. Then he shrugs. "I never imagine that I could be compatible with someone so boring, you know. But, do you want to hear secret?"
"Obviously."
Ilya licks a stray drop of ice cream off of his hand, an action that Shane finds strangely unmooring.
"Okay, Shane Hollander. I will tell you this secret," Ilya says then, lowering his voice. "It is that sometimes, you are so very, very boring that you sort of become interesting again."
He pronounces interesting with four distinct syllables, and something about it makes Shane's spine tingle. Makes his cheeks flush. "Wow, thanks," he replies, as flippantly as he can manage. "If they ever put me on a cereal box or something, I hope that's exactly what they write under my picture."
"Ah, yes. I can see in my mind," says Ilya, grinning. "Cereal box with photo of you on ice, playing hockey, looking very handsome and serious. And under it is words: 'Shane Hollander, so boring that he is sort of interesting.' Yes?"
"Exactly." Shane scrapes the last bite of sorbet from his cup and sticks the spoon in his mouth. "That's the dream."
And god, Shane really hopes he isn't still blushing. But something in Ilya's delighted expression tells him that he definitely is.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    thank you for reading!!! please never hesitate to leave a comment and tell me your thoughts! <3

i've given up on trying to say what will happen in the next chapter, because what i expect will be one chapter always turns into at least two lol, but i will say that the next two to three chapters will contain shopping, mcdonald's, a debrief on the scenting situation, and some discussion about ilya's mom.

also, there will more ilya pov coming somewhat soon, though i'm not sure how many chapters away that'll be

thanks again for reading!!


  


      

  












      Chapter 17: giant tiger
  



    Chapter Notes

      thank you all so so much for your beautiful comments last chapter! i seriously can never thank you all enough for your unending enthusiasm, support, and very kind words. also welcome anyone who recently found this fic within the past couple days!

enjoy!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  "So, do you still feel up to going shopping?" asks Shane, as they walk together back to his car from Ben & Jerry's.
"Yes please. I want to," says Ilya, a hint of panic in his voice.
"Okay. Okay, we will, don't worry." Shane takes a deep breath. "Um. I do just want to warn you though, there might be people who, like, recognize me. Do you feel, uh— like, do you think that'll be okay? If people approach us?"
"Is fine. I do not care," shrugs Ilya. "Why you even ask me? You're the one it will embarrass, for your little fans to see you with omega whore."
Shane comes to a halt, and Ilya follows suit.
"Hey," Shane says to him.
"What?"
"You're not a whore, first of all," Shane states firmly. "So I don't know why you insist on calling yourself that. And second of all, no one can tell you're an omega. Okay? No one."
"Yes. I am aware," says Ilya.
"Well, okay, but I feel like you keep forgetting."
Ilya just snorts, and continues walking toward the car.
Shane hurries after him. "Which, um, that brings me to my next point, okay?" he says, falling back into step beside Ilya. "When we're shopping, there'll probably be some alphas in the stores who aren't wearing scent blockers. And I'm guessing that might be kind of... upsetting to you. So just let me know if you feel scared or anything, or if you want to leave. I promise I won't mind, okay?"
Ilya doesn't respond.
"Ilya? Did you hear me?"
"Yes. I heard," mutters Ilya. "But— but I am not scared of alphas."
"Oh. Okay, well. Cool." Shane isn't sure why Ilya is so always insistent about these sorts of things— not being scared, not being hungry, not being in too much pain. But Shane feels certain that if he were to express any sort of skepticism about such claims, it would do way more harm than good. He clears his throat. "Still though, um. Just try to keep in mind that you also smell like an alpha who's not using scent blockers, okay? There's nothing about you that makes you seem like any kind of target for alphas. Literally nothing."
"Yes, Shane Hollander. I know this."
Shane doesn't think he really does, but he decides to let it go for now.
***
Before long, they're back in Shane's car. Shane puts his key in the ignition, only to realize he has no idea where they're headed.
"Uhhh... okay, so I think it might be good to figure out our priorities, in terms of what to buy," he says. He glances over at Ilya, who's seated in the passenger seat, his hands folded tightly in his lap. "So we can get those things first, and then after that just play it by ear."
"'Play it by ear'?"
"Like, go with the flow," says Shane. "Or, sorry, like—" God, why does English have so many fucking idioms? "Like, we'll see how you feel after that. If it gets to be too much, we can go home. Or if you're still doing fine, we can keep shopping, you know?"
"Okay," says Ilya.
"Okay," repeats Shane. "So what do you think is, like, the absolute most important thing for us to get today?"
"Turtlenecks," Ilya says, without any hesitation.
Shane frowns. "Oh. Sure, yeah. Turtlenecks." Honestly, he'd sort of forgotten about offering to buy Ilya more of those, and even if he'd remembered, he never would have guessed that they were Ilya's number one priority.
Ilya is watching him fixedly. "Is okay?" he asks at last, with obvious apprehension. "Yesterday night, you— you said."
"No, yeah, it's totally fine!" Shane assures him. "Don't worry, okay? We'll get you your turtlenecks."
"Thank you," whispers Ilya. As always, he says it like Shane just saved him from certain death.
"No problem," Shane says. "Um. And then what are some other top priorities?"
"Bottles of water. And..." Ilya hesitates. "Maybe those pills for pain Nurse Vivi said? I do not remember what they are called."
Instantly, Shane feels a wave of guilt crash over him.
"Oh my god, Ilya, I'm so fucking sorry. We should have stopped somewhere to buy Tylenol before we got ice cream; why the fuck didn't I think about that?"
"Is fine."
"No, it's not fine; you're in pain. Your ribs are hurt, and— and your back. I should've made sure you got painkillers ASAP."
"Okay, but I am in some kind of pain every day for five years. Or even for six years, mostly. So why does it matter another hour or something?" asks Ilya.
Shane isn't sure what's more depressing, Ilya casually mentioning that he's been in pain for the better part of six years, or the fact that he thinks informing Shane of this will make him feel less guilty.
"Besides, maybe I rather would have ice cream first," Ilya adds with a shrug.
It doesn't even sound like a lie either, which actually does give Shane a tiny bit of solace.
"Okay, well, there's a drugstore across the street," he says decisively, finally starting the car. "We'll get your Tylenol there right now, okay? And vitamins. And then we'll go somewhere to get turtlenecks, and then the grocery store for pre-sealed food. Oh, and bottled water. And—"
"Is it cheap?"
"Bottled water?"
"No, this— this stores," says Ilya. "Because I do not, um. You are m-millionaire, yes? So you shop in expensive stores? But I do not want this. I want cheapest store."
Shane sighs.
It's not fucking fair. Ilya deserves nice things. Shane is more than capable of providing him with nice things. Why won't Ilya just let him?
But no, that's a selfish way for Shane to think, isn't it?
Ilya probably doesn't want Shane to buy him expensive things for the same reason he hadn't wanted Shane to personally give him a bigger allowance: he's wary, with good reason, of being in someone else's debt. Of being "dependent on another person's mercy," as he'd said via Google Translate.
And if buying Ilya some cheap fucking turtlenecks will make him feel safer, well, that's a very minor sacrifice for Shane to make, in the grand scheme of things.
"Okay," he says. "How about Giant Tiger?"
"What the fuck does that mean?"
"Sorry, um, it's a store," chuckles Shane, turning into the drugstore parking lot. "Or— actually, here, it's called Tigre Géant."
Ilya throws his head back against his seat and groans. "Everything in Canada has ridiculous names," he says. "And in Quebec, even worse, it is ridiculous French names."
"It's actually not a law that trademarked names have to be in French in Quebec," says Shane, as he maneuvers into a parking space. "Like, it's still called Canadian Tire here, not 'Pneu Canadien' or something. And that's also why a lot of the Ben & Jerry's ice cream names were in English, even though the descriptions were in French. But some companies with English names still have an alternate name in Quebec, just to, like, appeal to the francophone market. I mean, there is a law requiring the use of French in Quebec, Bill 101; it just doesn't apply to trademarks."
"Wow, so many details. You must have researched very hard," says Ilya, like he thinks it's funny.
"You asked."
"No I didn't."
Which is true, Shane realizes with a twinge of embarrassment. "Whatever," he mutters. He yanks the key out of the ignition and pulls up on the parking brake.
"Shane."
"What?" snaps Shane.
"I like when you know about things," Ilya says. "I did not try to hurt your feeling."
"No, you— you didn't hurt my feelings," says Shane, though he suddenly feels much better than he had a couple seconds ago.
"Okay, that is good," nods Ilya. "Then we go into drugstore now, yes? Wait, first, let me guess name— Medium Size Jaguar, in French?"
"Pharmaprix," laughs Shane. "But close enough."
***
The drugstore is relatively deserted inside, to Shane's relief. He can smell that there are alphas in the store, somewhere, but none that they ever come face-to-face with.
They find the Tylenol quickly, and then Ilya takes out the little list from Nurse Vivi so they can gather all the various vitamins she'd recommended.
They're on their way up to the front counter when Ilya notices cases of bottled water stacked on an end-cap, so they grab one of those too before they leave.
"Wow, Mr. Strong Hockey Man," says Ilya mildly, as Shane carries the water to the register.
Shane rolls his eyes.
And when it comes time to pay, Ilya only pushes back briefly at the total price, which feels like a success.
***
Shane insists that Ilya take a dose of Tylenol as soon as they get back out to the car.
"It's two pills every six hours," Shane says, watching as Ilya peels the tamper-proof seals off the bottle and removes two white tablets. "Do you want to see that website again, with the pill descriptions?"
"No," shrugs Ilya. "It was inside of regular store, and with seal around cap and also underneath cap. And I can read that the pills say Tylenol 500, so. I think is okay." He smiles at Shane and swallows the two tablets, washing them down with a brand new bottle of water. "Okay," he announces. "All done. Bye bye pain."
Shane snorts. "Nice. Okay. So, you ready for Giant Tiger now?" he asks, pulling up directions on his car's GPS. "It's a twenty-minute drive."
"Yes chauffeur, I am ready," says Ilya. He places the bottle of Tylenol into the car's drink holder and takes another sip of water.
Shane feels really fucking proud of him. He wonders if that's patronizing or something. Like, he wouldn't feel proud of Hayden for taking a couple of painkillers, because that would be ridiculous.
But Ilya isn't Hayden.
"Hey, would you feel offended if I said I'm proud of you?" he asks Ilya outright as he pulls out of the parking lot and onto the road.
"Proud for what?"
"That you felt confident enough to take Tylenol without looking up the pills online."
"Oh. No, I... I am not offended, I think."
"Good. You should be proud of yourself too," Shane tells him.
Ilya says nothing, and gradually, Shane notices a tiny trickle of fear in his scent.
"You okay?" he asks.
"Yes," says Ilya tightly. "I just, um. I'm sorry. I— for other antibiotic, for chlamydia, I will want to check, I think. On this website of pills. I know it is silly; I— I really am sorry, Shane. But— but can I still? Please?"
His voice sounds so small.
"Ilya, shit, of course you can," says Shane. "When I said I was proud, I wasn't— that didn't mean I don't want you to ever check the website again. You can look at it whenever you want, okay? It's not silly at all."
Ilya scoffs. "No? Is not silly? Tell me, does Shane Hollander look up pills on websites before he takes them?"
"Well, no. But I've never been drugged," says Shane, because sometimes it's easier to just speak candidly. "Honestly, uh... this morning I had to Google what obsequesol even was."
"You did not know before?"
"No," Shane admits.
"Wow, lucky you."
"I know," Shane says. "I am. I've been so lucky in my life, and so privileged. Which has made me, like, ignorant. About a lot of stuff. But I want to learn, Ilya. I really want to understand you."
To which Ilya lets out a derisive little scoff. "Why? Because you 'care about me as person'?" he asks, a mocking echo of Shane's words from earlier that afternoon.
"Yes," Shane tells him simply. "That's exactly why."
"Oh." A few moments pass in silence. "Is that what you study this morning, on your laptop?" Ilya asks eventually.
"Yeah. Among other things."
Ilya doesn't reply.
Shane glances over at him the next time they come to a stoplight. "What's up?" he asks.
"Nothing," mutters Ilya. "Just, it must be nice for you how when you want to learn things, you can always go online and look it up. And just get all these answers so easy, and— and translate words, and search about pills. And you could study some languages... make sure if pimps are still in jail... read what is happening in world..."
And Shane feels a horrible, sinking sensation in his chest, because Jesus Christ, until now, he hasn't given a moment's thought to how utterly isolated Ilya must feel. He has a flip phone with, what, two numbers in it? Shane's and Svetlana's? But other than that, he has nothing to connect him directly with the rest of the world. He can't drive. He has no one he can talk to outside of Shane's apartment. He doesn't have a computer. He has no way to access the Internet on his own— if he wants to look up anything online, he has to ask Shane to do it for him.
He doesn't even have any fucking books to read.
"Oh my god, Ilya, please let me get you a laptop," Shane says hurriedly. "They make cheap ones, like less than a thousand dollars."
"No. No, I never would ask for this," Ilya whispers.
"I know, but I'm offering it. Ilya, for god's sake, I bought a fucking rug for four thousand dollars so my interior designer wouldn't be mad at me; please let me buy a laptop for you. Come on, you— you could take online English lessons. Or French, or whatever you want. And you could study for your GED," Shane says, trying any and every angle he can think of that might make Ilya feel comfortable accepting this offer. "And, like, a lot has happened on the Internet in the past five years, you know? You want to get caught up, right?"
"Six," says Ilya.
"Huh?"
"Six years," Ilya intones. "Because, um, the day I presented, my father took away my computer. He did not want me to contact anyone, to tell anyone about what was happening to me. And... that was six years ago."
"Fuck."
"He took my cell phone also, of course. And put lock on outside of my door. And he remove every single blanket and pillow from my room, so I could not make nest," Ilya continues quietly. "He had to be sure I knew that, um— that I was really all alone."
"Ilya, holy shit. I can't— I don't even—" Shane grits out, white-knuckling the steering wheel, completely fucking overwhelmed with rage on behalf of 16-year-old Ilya. "Look, I know we already established that we both want to kill your father, but— Jesus Christ, Ilya. I'm ready to buy my fucking plane ticket to Russia, like, right fucking now. Like, I want him dead tonight, you know? What a fucking asshole. Fuck."
"Okay, um. I really love this passion here," says Ilya, sounding amused. "But listen. If you buy ticket to Russia, you will not even be there by tonight, let alone murdering anyone. And when you do murder him, maybe they will catch you, and then they will send you to... uh, this kind of prison where you are forced to do work; how you call it in English?"
"Uhh... the gulag?"
"Well. Not quite, but okay, sure," laughs Ilya. "And if they send you to gulag, then what will happen to your hockey career, hmm? And how will I live in your house forever if you are in fucking Russian prison?" He prods Shane gently in the shoulder, and Shane loosens his grip on the steering wheel a bit. "So you see, you must be reasonable," concludes Ilya. "My father is not worth any of this."
"You do make some good points," says Shane, with mock solemnity.
"I know," says Ilya. "But I will tell you what: For, um— what is word, when both people do not get everything, but both get some things?"
"Compromise?"
"Yes. For compromise, I will let you use Russia plane ticket money to buy me this laptop like you want to, okay? I will allow."
Thank fucking god.
Shane smiles. "You'll allow, huh?"
"Yes."
"Alright, cool. Awesome," says Shane. "I'll order it on Amazon as soon as we get home, and it'll probably arrive in two days. So, like, Saturday, okay?"
"Saturday," Ilya says, sounding contemplative. "That will be, um. One week, since police did raid."
"Oh, wow. Yeah."
"This is very strange to me," Ilya muses softly. "Very strange to think about. Because one week ago, I never imagine about... about this. About everything: Svetlana, Omicron House, Rose Landry, Nurse Vivi, nice food, nice clothes. And— and you, also. I never could imagine you."
Shane sort of feels like crying. "Yeah. I guess, um. A lot can change in a week," he forces out.
"Yes," Ilya says. "Or even just in 24 hours, too."
***
Thursday afternoon at 5 PM must not be a popular time for shopping, because Giant Tiger is even less busy than the drugstore had been.
As soon as they're inside, Shane and Ilya head to the men's clothing section— where, by some miracle, there's a whole little two-tiered, four-sided fixture of turtlenecks on hangers.
Ilya methodically grabs one of each color: dark green, grey, white, brown, dark blue, red, neon yellow, and neon fucking magenta.
"Okay," Ilya says, placing all eight in the shopping cart that Shane is pushing. He hesitates, then asks, "Maybe could I buy even more of them?"
"Sure," says Shane, who often buys two of any clothing item he likes. "Go for it."
Ilya gathers a second set of eight turtlenecks, and puts these in the cart as well.
"Thank you," he mumbles.
"Anytime," says Shane.
He's not sure what it is that Ilya finds so compelling about turtlenecks, but he can relate to having preferences that others might find arbitrary. And if turtlenecks are important to Ilya, then Shane is happy for him to have as many as he wants.
***
Next they start to make their way toward the grocery area, which is located all the way in the back of the store.
"May I interest you in any additional throw pillows for your bed?" asks Shane, pointing at some as they pass through the home goods section.
Ilya lifts his eyebrows. "I did not know you were funny, Shane Hollander."
"I can be," says Shane. "When I want."
They continue on, past various bins piled high with blankets and sets of bedsheets.
Shane's eyes land on a bin full of gray bedspreads patterned with little cartoon hockey players. "Hey, Ilya, look," he says. "These are hockey-themed. I'm gonna buy you one."
Ilya crosses his arms, clearly unimpressed. "This is for five-year-old child, Shane."
"So... What, you don't want it?"
"No."
"Okay then, I'll get it for myself," says Shane, tossing one into their shopping cart.
Ilya sighs. "Fine, get it for both. One for you and one for me."
So, with immense satisfaction, Shane grabs a second bedspread and throws it, too, into the cart.
***
"Oh, hey, do you want a white noise machine, like Nurse Vivi talked about?" asks Shane, when they walk by an aisle of baby-related items.
"No," says Ilya quickly. "Please, I like it just silent, so— so I can hear what is around."
"Okay. Uh, and what about a nightlight?"
At this, Ilya scoffs. "These are for babies, yes?"
"No they're not."
"We are in baby area," Ilya points out, rolling his eyes. "And besides, I am not scared of dark."
"Well, I didn't ask if you're scared of the dark; I asked if you want a nightlight."
Ilya shoots him a glare.
"Hey, nightlights are cool," says Shane. "Like when I'm at a hotel and I don't know where anything is, I'm always glad when there's a nightlight in the room."
"I know what you are trying to do," says Ilya. "You will not make me change mind. But if you want to buy some nightlights just to have them in your house, I—"
"You will allow?" Shane offers.
Ilya looks startled for a moment. Then he lets out a laugh. "Yes, okay," he says. "I will allow."
***
At last they reach the grocery section, and head toward the aisles of canned food.
"Can I ask you something?" says Shane, after passing a display of meal replacement drinks.
"Yes."
"You don't have to answer, if you don't want to. But, um, when Nurse Vivi mentioned Ensures, you kind of... Uh. Anyway, I just wondered what it is that you don't like about them."
"Oh," Ilya says nonchalantly. "Is not big deal. I just had pimp once who feed us these every day. Like five times a day, just always these fucking Ensures. He had basement with just stacks and stacks against every single wall, even many that already expired. And he always, um. You know. Mix it with some drugs. So— so now I just—" He shrugs. "I just do not want to drink these anymore, ever."
"Right. Yeah. Totally understandable," says Shane. He takes a deep breath, trying not to dwell on the idea of Ilya having to subsist on expired Ensures laced with drugs. "Um, any other foods you'd prefer to avoid?"
"Do you know restaurant called KFC?"
"Yeah."
"Okay. I prefer to avoid."
"Got it," Shane says, making a mental note. They've already come a long way since yesterday, he thinks, when Ilya had panicked at questions about what he wanted to eat, promising that any kind of real food was okay.
They find the soup aisle.
"And what about other fast food? Like McDonald's and stuff?" asks Shane, as Ilya contemplates all the numerous cans of soups and stews lining the shelves.
"Others is fine," Ilya says with a shrug. "McDonald's is good; we have in Russia too. I used to go all the time. How many soup may I get?"
"I— what? As many as you want," says Shane.
"You are sure?"
"Yes, very sure. Like, please," Shane insists, "fill the whole shopping cart, for all I care. It's fine."
Ilya presses his lips together, like he still has his doubts, but he does pick out probably twenty cans of soup, setting each one down carefully in the shopping cart. Then he chooses nearly as many cans of ravioli and Beefaroni and Alphaghettis.
Their next stop, at Shane's suggestion, is the canned vegetable aisle.
"For the fiber," he tells Ilya. "Like Nurse Vivi mentioned."
"My ass is fine."
"I know, but. Still."
"Shane, it does not hurt," Ilya insists.
"Okay, well, it's not just because of... that. Vegetables are healthy in general."
"Healthy is so boring though. I do not—" Ilya starts to reply, but that's as far as he gets.
Because just then, an alpha enters the aisle, and Ilya goes completely rigid, his scent instantly saturated with fear.
"It's okay," Shane tells him. "Ilya, it's fine. You're safe. Do— do you want to go to a different part of the store?"
But Ilya doesn't even seem to hear him. He continues to stand there, his brow furrowed deeply, watching in obvious horror as the alpha casually approaches.
"Excuse me, I just need to get some green beans," the alpha tells them in French. He pauses about a foot away from Ilya and reaches out to grab a can from the bottom shelf.
Ilya flinches at the movement, stumbling backward, clutching at one of the shelves to keep from fully losing his balance.
"Shit, are you okay? Did I trip you?" the alpha asks, still in French. "Are you hurt?"
"I'm sorry, he doesn't speak French," says Shane quickly. "But no, he's fine. You didn't make him trip."
The alpha frowns. "Hey, I really don't want any trouble," he says slowly to Ilya, this time in accented English. He lifts up his hands in a show of innocence, his can of green beans wedged under one arm. "Let's not start anything here, okay?"
The alpha smells worried, like he thinks Ilya poses some kind of threat. As though he can't smell how scared he is. Which would be insane, because Ilya smells so fucking scared, but...
Maybe this alpha is somehow oblivious to Ilya's scent? Because Shane just can't really imagine that he'd be acting this way if he weren't. And if not for the fear in Ilya's scent, he would appear angry, Shane supposes. His eyes are like flint, his eyebrows drawn together, his fists balled at his sides. To Shane, it's clearly defensive posturing, but if someone couldn't smell that Ilya was afraid, then... yeah, maybe it would seem like he was about to throw a punch or something?
Shane steps in front of Ilya, partly for Ilya's sake and partly for the alpha's. "It's fine, really," he says. "He's fine. We're fine."
"Okay then. So I will just be going now. I'll leave you two alone. Uh... Really sorry about all that," stammers the alpha. "No hard feelings, I hope. Again, I don't want any trouble."
"No, no, you're good. It's fine," Shane tells him, for like the millionth time.
The alpha just shoots Ilya a final wary look, then turns on his heel and hurries out of the aisle.
As soon as he's gone, the fear in Ilya's scent increases tenfold. He sags against the shelves for a second, his breathing shallow, his eyes squeezed shut.
Then, slowly, he sinks down to the floor in front of the canned vegetables and draws his legs up to his chest. He's practically hyperventilating now, his scent completely clotted with horrible, agonizing terror.
Shane doesn't know what to do. He longs, more than anything, to provide Ilya the reassurance he so obviously needs right now. But he doesn't want to scare him by coming any closer, doesn't want to scent him without permission, doesn't want to say the wrong thing and make everything worse.
So for a moment, he just fucking stands there.
But then Ilya looks up at him with wide, vacant eyes. "Shane," he says weakly, like he'd forgotten Shane was even there.
And that's the only invitation Shane needs. Immediately, he sits down on the floor, just to Ilya's right, careful to leave a few inches between them. "It's okay," he says softly. "You're okay, Ilya."
He can't help but think that if this is how frightened Ilya smells after a thirty-second interaction with an alpha who meant him no harm, then what kind of unimaginable fear had he lived with during all those years when he was constantly surrounded by alphas who were, like, actively hurting him?
"Shane," Ilya repeats. He flings out his arm so it lands on Shane's left knee, wrist-up.
Shane scents him, of course.
Ilya scoots closer.
And then, without any warning, he rests his head on Shane's shoulder.
Shane freezes.
Once, when he was like eight, Shane had visited a nature museum with his parents, and there'd been this butterfly pavilion where you could walk around among live butterflies. At one point, a giant blue butterfly had landed right on Shane's arm, and he'd felt like the luckiest person in the world. He remembers so vividly trying to stand as still as a statue so he wouldn't scare it away. Eventually, his mom had had to stop taking photos so she could remind him to breathe.
That's how Shane feels right now. Like Ilya is that butterfly. Like if Shane moves or speaks or breathes, then Ilya will panic and remember that Shane is an alpha. That he can't trust him. And fuck, Shane wants so badly for Ilya to trust him.
Ilya shifts slightly, and for a moment Shane is sure he's about to come to his senses and shove Shane away.
"You can touch hair?" he asks instead.
"What?"
"My hair," Ilya says, sounding almost impatient. "Can you touch it?"
"Oh! Sure, yeah," says Shane immediately, despite his shock at the request. "I'll just have to, um— hold on—"
Quickly, he replaces his left wrist with his right atop Ilya's, careful to continue scenting him the entire time. Then he weaves his left arm around Ilya's back and settles his hand on his head, which has the effect of, like, tucking Ilya closer to himself. But Ilya either doesn't notice or doesn't mind, just keeps his face nestled against Shane's shoulder.
Shane draws a steadying breath. He traces his thumb along Ilya's hairline, all the way down to the baby hairs behind his ear. Then he moves his hand back to the crown of Ilya's head and begins to run his fingers through his curls as gently as he can.
"Is this okay?" he asks.
"Yes," whispers Ilya.
Shane has no idea why Ilya is allowing him do this, but he's grateful for it— grateful for the opportunity to give Ilya some kind of comfort. It's like when Ilya had asked him to rub his back last night, except this feels more significant, if only because they're physically so much closer this time. Like, the sides of their bodies are touching. Shane can feel Ilya breathing. And Ilya's head is on Shane's shoulder— like, right fucking there, just millimeters away from Shane's face.
"I am sorry," Ilya says, "if your stupid fans will see us, and— and take photo or something."
Somehow Shane hadn't even thought about that being something that might happen, but now that Ilya has mentioned it, Shane finds he doesn't give a single fuck about the possibility.
"No, don't even worry about that," he tells Ilya firmly. "What'll the headline even say, 'Shane Hollander Comforts Friend While Shopping'? Not very exciting news."
"But it is embarrassing to you," Ilya mumbles. "You are alpha; you should not, um. Comfort, like this. Is shameful."
"No it's fucking not," says Shane.
He glances over at Ilya out of the corner of his eye and is seized, suddenly, by the insane impulse to kiss the top of Ilya's head. Instead, he just sort of... presses his cheek to it.
"It's not shameful, Ilya," he repeats. "There's nothing I'd rather be doing."
***
Even with Shane actively scenting him, it takes a few minutes for Ilya's breathing to return to normal, and several more for the last traces of fear to drain from his scent. They continue to sit there in silence for a while longer, wrists touching, Shane stroking Ilya's hair.
Then Ilya speaks. "I am stupid," he mutters. "I am so stupid. And coward."
"You're not stupid, and you're not a coward," Shane tells him. "You're, like, the bravest person I've ever met."
Ilya scoffs. "I am afraid of all alphas. That is not brave. That is very coward and very stupid, for me to be so afraid like this."
"Of course it's not stupid," says Shane, relieved that Ilya has seemingly given up on pretending he's not scared of alphas. "If you meet a dog and it, like, viciously attacks you, you're gonna be a little bit scared of dogs after that. If you meet dogs every day for five years and all of them viciously attack you, you're gonna be fucking terrified of dogs. You're never gonna want to meet another dog again."
"Dogs are much better than alphas," grumbles Ilya. "If dogs are attacking you every day, is probably your own fault."
Shane sighs. "But you get what I'm saying, right?"
"That you don't like dogs?"
"No! Dogs are great. Cats are better, but dogs are great. Just— Ilya, it's okay to be scared of alphas. It's very logical, after what you've been through."
"But I know not every alpha in the world wants to rape me. This would be very conceited, to believe I am that attractive."
"Ilya. That isn't funny," says Shane.
"Okay, fine, but I mean it about the alphas. I know that— that this alpha here, he was just looking for some stupid vegetable. And is like you said, he could not tell I am omega. He did not even know that I was afraid of him," Ilya says. "I did not let any fear into my scent, not until after he left."
Shane frowns, unsure what to make of Ilya's confidence in this fact. He feels like he's missing something, because Ilya had definitely smelled scared. And yet... it's true that the alpha hadn't seemed to notice the very obvious scent of Ilya's fear. So maybe Ilya is right. But then is Shane, like, hallucinating? Or— or is he somehow able to smell things in Ilya's scent that other people can't? Is that even possible?
"I think that he thought I would fight him," Ilya goes on.
"Yeah," Shane says slowly, still pondering the scent thing. "I, um... I agree that he seemed pretty intimidated by you."
He feels Ilya nod. "It is often like that with me, when I am panicking. Is why I need all these drugs, see? No one wants to fuck omega who seems so big and angry. Even if actually he is weak. And scared."
Shane's stomach lurches. "Ilya, oh my god, don't—"
"Anyway," Ilya interrupts, "even if this vegetable can alpha found out I am omega, what did I think that he would do, use Alpha Voice on me? Strip my clothes? Start to fuck me on floor inside of Giant Tiger, while you are right there? Of course he would not."
Shane says nothing, just closes his eyes and buries his fingers in Ilya's hair.
Ilya inhales shakily. "Is just that, um. Ever since when my— my father sold me, this is only thing any alpha has wanted. To fuck me. Except only four have not. Is two policemen, you, and— and that one just now. You know?"
"I know," Shane says. "I know, Ilya. But we're gonna get that number up today, alright? Up from four." He feels Ilya tense against his side, and hurries to add, "If you want to, I mean. Only if you want."
"I think... I do not want," says Ilya, very softly. "I think four is enough, right now."
He pulls away his wrist and wraps both arms around his knees, though he doesn't move his head from Shane's shoulder.
"That's fine too," Shane says. "That's totally fine. We can leave the store right now, okay?"
Ilya nods. "And also, um." He hesitates, a frisson of fear passing through his scent, then continues more quietly: "Maybe I am hungry. But only a little. I do not need to eat. Only if you wanted me to, or something?" he says, and the more he talks, the more frightened he smells. "I swear though, I do not need anything. I'm not really even hungry; I— I barely notice." Abruptly, he lifts his head away from Shane's shoulder. "I'm sorry," he says. "I should not, um— I should never—"
"No, no, hey. It's fine," Shane rushes to assure him. "All you've had to eat today is three frittatas, like, five hours ago; of course you'd be hungry. That's normal. That's not a problem. I'm glad you told me, okay?"
Ilya just shakes his head absently.
Shane can only imagine that the last time Ilya had dared to tell anyone he was hungry, it hadn't ended well for him. And it's as though now, in his mind, Ilya is... there, back then, being hurt or punished or whatever.
"Hey," Shane tries again. "Ilya. I mean it, okay? I'm glad you said something. We'll go buy this stuff, and then we can eat. Do you, uh— do you want to have something at home? Or do you want to, like, drive through McDonald's?"
Ilya still doesn't respond, just sets his jaw and continues to stare into the distance.
Shane reaches out, slowly, and tucks a curl behind Ilya's ear. He half expects Ilya to flinch.
Instead, Ilya turns his head and blinks, his empty expression flickering back to life. He raises an eyebrow. "You... you touch my hair and I did not have to ask?"
"I— yeah. Wait. Sorry, did you not—"
"You like it?"
"What, your hair?
"Yes."
"Oh. Um. Yeah. It's nice hair," Shane says stupidly.
The corner of Ilya's mouth twitches upward. "Good. I like when you touch it," he says. "And also, I want to eat McDonald's."
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  "So you're definitely fine with eating McDonald's food even though you can't watch it being prepared?" asks Shane, as he pulls the car into the surprisingly-long McDonald's drive-through line. "Because if you're worried, like, at all, we can always make burgers at home or something."
Shane thinks that Ilya would have smelled at least a tiny bit scared by now if he had any real concerns, and he's currently on Shane's phone, scrolling intently through the online McDonald's menu, seemingly perfectly content.
But still, Shane wants to be a hundred percent sure.
"Yes," says Ilya, without glancing up from the phone. "We are doing driving through, so it is fine."
"Cool." Shane considers this briefly, then asks, "Wait, then how do you feel about sit-down restaurants, like where you're at a table and a server comes and takes your order?"
"Uh, not good," says Ilya. "Well, I have not been to any restaurant since... before. But when I imagine it— no. I do not trust this."
"Are you scared someone at the restaurant would drug the food before they served it to you, or something?" asks Shane, probably far too directly, because Ilya looks up from Shane's phone with a scowl.
"You think I am crazy for this?"
"No. Fuck no, of course I don't," says Shane in a rush. "I was just curious."
At which Ilya's expression softens into something almost mischievous. "Why curious?" he asks. "You want to know if you can take me to some fancy restaurants and order me expensive foods?"
"No, that wasn't—" starts Shane, before realizing there's actually no reason for him to protest. He hadn't been consciously making plans or anything, but it's not like he'd be opposed to taking Ilya out to eat at expensive restaurants. And maybe on some level he had been thinking about it, like, a little bit. Otherwise, why had he asked? "I mean, I guess, sort of," he says.
"Mm," hums Ilya, continuing to scroll through the menu on Shane's phone. "You know word, uh... is like 'irratsional′no'? You understand this?"
"'Irrational'?"
"Yes, that one."
"You think it's irrational for me to want to go to a nice restaurant with you?" asks Shane, feeling strangely hurt.
"No. No, I think it is irrational, um... all these things I am scared about," mutters Ilya. "Because— because you are right, is true, I have some stupid idea that maybe if restaurant server person sees me and— and smells me or something, then they will want to drug me. Even if I smell like alpha. Which it does not make any fucking sense; I know this. I know it is irrational. I do not want you to think I am so stupid to believe these sort of things. I do not believe it. I just... think about it. And I worry a little. I— I cannot help it, even if it is fucking irrational." Ilya lets out a deep, regretful sigh. "But maybe someday, yes?" he says then.
"Someday what?"
"Someday we can go to expensive restaurant," Ilya says. "When, uh. When it has been more than six days since I had any drug in my food." Then he glances up from the phone again. "What you will order from here?" he asks, before Shane can react to Ilya, like, asking his future self out to a restaurant date on Shane's behalf.
"Oh— uh. Yeah, I don't know yet," says Shane. They're three cars away from the front of the line, so he still has time to decide. "I'm not actually a huge McDonald's fan?" he admits, hoping this doesn't quash Ilya's enthusiasm. "Like, it's okay, but. I don't know. It's sort of gross."
"You don't like taste or what?"
"No, it's not... the taste," Shane says slowly. "It's just really ultra-processed, you know? And... and like, insanely high in salt, and fat, and—"
"Ugh, what the fuck," groans Ilya. "Why do you even care about these things? If someone should care, it is me, no? Because I have these fucking nutritional deficiencies. Nurse Vivi said, remember? But you are very healthy and strong athlete. No deficiencies. And it is not even during hockey season right now. You can eat whatever the fuck on earth.
"Whatever the fuck on earth?" Shane repeats, smiling in spite of himself.
"Is what I said, yes. Anyway, listen to me," Ilya tells him. "I have idea for you."
"About what I should order?"
"Yes," states Ilya firmly. "Okay. So. First, uh... is there word in English for when someone else does something instead of you, but you feel like you do it too, by watching them?"
"Like, living vicariously through them?"
"Vicariously?" Ilya repeats carefully.
"Yeah."
They move up one spot in the drive-through line.
"Okay, good," says Ilya, with resolve. "So I really want to have this Double Big Mac, see it?" He zooms in on the phone screen and hands it over to Shane. Shane stares down at the image— three buns, four patties, at least one piece of cheese, a bunch of pickles... It looks gross, as expected, but whatever floats Ilya's boat, right?
"Yeah, go for it," says Shane.
"Ah ah ah, I am not finished," Ilya chides. "I really want to have this Double Big Mac, but I think that if I eat it, maybe I will puke. So how about if you get this Double Big Mac instead, and I will just enjoy it vicariously. Yes?"
Shane frowns. "Ilya... you said you were hungry. You need to order something for yourself, okay? Like, there's a middle ground between a Double Big Mac and nothing. You can't just eat vicariously through me."
"Oh no, do not worry, I will get something too," says Ilya, flashing Shane a smile. "I will get size large of fries and Quarter Pounder with Cheese. Yes? It is just that I will also enjoy your Double Big Mac vicariously, for bonus."
"Oh, I—" says Shane. "Okay, yeah, that's cool then."
"Yeah? So you will do this? You'll get Double Big Mac?" asks Ilya, looking delighted.
Shane rolls his eyes. "Sure. I'll get a gross Double Big Mac, for your sake."
"Very good," says Ilya. "And you know my order too? My Quarter Pounder with Cheese and my large fries. And also ketchup. Many little packages of ketchup."
"Yeah, I got it," says Shane. "Uh, and do you want a drink too? Like a soft drink or something?"
"Well I like Coca-Cola," Ilya says, fiddling with the collar of his turtleneck. "But menu did not have any can of Coca-Cola, only in cup." He sounds genuinely sad about it. Fuck.
"Next time we go to the store, we can buy Coke for you, okay? In cans," Shane promises him.
Ilya glances over at Shane momentarily, then looks away. "Yes, can is good. Bottle is also good. Just not in cup," he says.
Shane nods, running through in his mind the complexities of what he knows so far about things that Ilya is and isn't afraid to ingest.
Pills bought from a store, clearly printed with the drug name and contained in a double-sealed bottle— that feels safe to him. Pills from a pharmacy, factory-sealed in a blister pack yet labeled with cryptic markings and reminiscent of pills he's been drugged with in the past— those don't feel safe, unless he can double-check them online.
Ice cream from an ice cream parlor: Safe, as long as Ilya can watch it being scooped. Food from a sit-down restaurant where your order is prepared in the back: Unsafe. Food handed over through a drive-through window: Safe. But an unsealed cup of Coke from the same drive-though: Unsafe.
There's a whole complicated internal logic to it. Like, it's not a logic that Shane can always predict— and it might not be logical at all in the strictest sense of the word— but there are rules.
And even if those rules don't necessarily make sense to Shane, he's resolved to memorize all of them. He will learn them backwards and forwards and do everything he can to ensure that Ilya is always comfortable.
"Thank you. For offer to buy cans in store for me," Ilya says suddenly. "I never thought I would get to drink Coca-Cola again in my life."
"Yeah, of course," says Shane.
And he just... god, he wants Ilya to give him a list of everything he worries he might never get to do again in his life, even little things like drinking a can of Coke.
And then he wants to make it his mission to ensure that Ilya does every single one of them.
***
"We can sit outside again, like how we ate ice cream?" asks Ilya, as they finally exit the drive-through with their food in tow. "There, um. There is tables in front. I saw them. If it is okay with you?"
Shane is starting to understand that the more hesitant Ilya sounds when he makes a request, the more important it is to him. And right now, he sounds very hesitant, which means that Shane needs to be very reassuring.
"Yeah, that's a great idea!" he says, with such enthusiasm that Ilya gives him a weird look. "Sorry, just... yeah, eating outside sounds nice," Shane amends, more calmly. "Like, for Vitamin D and stuff. From the sun. Like what Nurse Vivi said, right?"
Ilya shifts in the passenger seat, rolling the bag more tightly closed, hugging it nearer to his chest. "Yes. Good," he says absently. "Vitamins from sun."
Shane feels like there's something more significant than vitamins on Ilya's mind, but he doesn't press him for details. "Should we get out then?" he asks, grabbing his cup of ice water from his seat's drink holder. "I'll handle our drinks; I'll get you a new water bottle from the back seat," he says. "And... you want to handle the food?"
Ilya nods immediately. "Yes please, I will carry food." He curls his fingers, clutching still more tightly at the top of the greasy McDonald's bag. Then he sighs, and looks over at Shane. "This is also irrational, I know," he says. "I do not really think you will do something to— to my food. I just..."
"Hey," says Shane. He reaches out, cautiously, and sort of ghosts his hand over Ilya's upper arm. Ilya follows the action with his gaze, but doesn't flinch.
Shane takes a deep breath and moves his hand upward, allowing it to settle on Ilya's shoulder. "Ilya," he says, "I'm not, like, judging you, okay? You know that, right? You don't have to explain yourself. I don't think you're stupid. And all this stuff that you're, like, scared of or whatever... I really don't give a shit if it's rational or not. Like, you want to feel safe. That's fucking rational, okay?"
"You are nice person," Ilya says softly, without any hint of sarcasm.
Shane tries very hard not to overreact, not to do something stupid like burst into tears. "Wow, you flatter me," he says with what he hopes is a nonchalant sort of smile. "Strange, boring, and nice?"
"Yes," Ilya says, smirking. "It is, uh... trifekta?"
Shane feels his smile grow, like, an embarrassing amount. "Wow," he says again, daring to give Ilya's shoulder a tiny little squeeze. "A trifecta, huh?"
"Yes," Ilya says, his eyes warm. "Trifecta. Shane Hollander trifecta."
***
They walk from the car to the outdoor seating area outside the McDonald's, where there's an overhead awning and several round tables with benches attached.
Ilya plunks the bag of food down on one of the tables and begins to distribute the contents— napkins for each of them, a burger for each of them, and French fries for himself. Shane lays out one of the napkins in front of him on the table like a placemat, which Ilya watches with apparent amusement before promptly doing the same with his own napkin.
They sit down across from each other and open the greasy cardboard boxes containing their respective burgers. Ilya picks up his Quarter Pounder, brings it to his mouth— and hesitates. Like he's fucking waiting for permission again, Jesus Christ. Shane had thought they were over this.
"Go for it," Shane tells him with a nod. "Bon appétit, okay?"
And slowly, Ilya starts to eat his burger.
"Priyatnogo appetita, you too," he says as he swallows his first bite. "Is 'bon appétit' in Russian."
"Priyatneva abitita?"
"Uh... sort of," Ilya says, smiling. He takes another bite of burger. "And also, you can share my French fries if you want."
***
The Double Big Mac isn't great, but it's somewhat better than Shane had expected.
He eats it without any real enthusiasm, his eyes trained on Ilya, who's taking bite after carefully measured bite of his Quarter Pounder. Eventually, he meets Shane's gaze.
"So how's the burger?" Shane asks him.
"Good," says Ilya. "Very good. I would eat faster but, um. I do not want to throw up."
"No, that's smart. There's no rush."
Ilya nods, swallowing, then lifts his eyebrows questioningly. "And... your Double Big Mac?" he asks. "Do you like? Be honest."
"Eh. It's okay," Shane shrugs. "It's kind of dry. Like, not enough sauce. And I feel like the beef-to-cheese ratio is off; there should be more cheese. And the pickles don't add much. I don't know. It's not terrible though."
Ilya laughs. "Okay, Mr. Food Critic," he says. "So tell me what you like to eat usually, then. Other than smoothie for breakfast."
"Oh, you'd absolutely hate to know," says Shane, taking another bite of his burger. "The boringness would send you into cardiac arrest."
"What, you eat only lettuce like rabbit or something?"
"No, it's not that bad. It's just, I follow, like, a pretty strict performance diet, usually. Especially during the actual season. But in the off-season too, when I can. It's kind of like, macrobiotic-inspired? Which is, like, only whole grains, vegetables, stuff like that. And meat, but mainly fish and poultry."
"No burgers with four patties?" asks Ilya, sticking out his bottom lip dramatically and dragging a finger down his cheek in the path a tear.
Shane rolls his eyes. "Sadly not. I mean, that kind of thing is okay, like, sometimes. And since you're still adjusting and everything, I'm— I'm taking a break from the diet, I guess, for right now. But, yeah, I'll probably want to get back to the more macrobiotic stuff eventually."
Ilya just nods.
"It won't affect you at all," Shane adds. "Like, you'll still be able to eat whatever you want; you definitely don't have to follow a fucking macrobiotic performance diet, okay?"
Ilya shrugs. "Is fine. I can eat same as you. This performance diet macro-whatever."
"Really?" Shane asks skeptically. He feels like Ilya would fucking hate it.
"Yes. Better than diet I was on before, right?" says Ilya, with another shrug.
"And... what diet were you on before?" asks Shane, his mind jumping to the days when Ilya had played hockey.
Which, it turns out, is not what Ilya had fucking meant.
"Oh, every pimp make up their own special one," he says blithely. "But usually is very cool and exciting diet called 'no food unless I meet quota and do not piss off customers.' Or— or sometimes other diet, which we talk about already, called, uh, 'all my food is fucking drugged and if I don't want drug I do not get to eat.' So. Really good times."
Ilya stares at the remaining crescent of his burger for a moment, then shoves the entire thing into his mouth and starts to chew.
Shane, for his part, sets down the fucking Double Big Mac, his appetite suddenly gone. "Fuck, I'm sorry," he says. "I thought you were talking about, like, an actual, like— But fuck, I— I should have— fuck. I'm sorry." And then, before he can stop himself, "You mean, like, a monetary quota?" he whispers.
"Uh... there is some different kinds of quota," says Ilya, still chewing. "How much hours I work, how much money I make, how many— uh, how many people fuck me." He swallows his mouthful of burger and raises his eyebrows. "You want details of numbers?
Definitely fucking not, thinks Shane. Yesterday Ilya had made a vague allusion to being raped by ten people in one night. If it ever got worse than that, which it probably had, Shane selfishly doesn't want to know. But if Ilya feels like talking about it, well— he'll listen, of course. "Do you... want to tell me?" he asks.
"No," Ilya admits. "I want to eat my French fries with giant fucking pile of ketchup."
"Yeah, that sounds much more fun," laughs Shane, helping himself to one of the fries, as Ilya had invited him to earlier.
Ilya smiles. Then he tears open a packet of ketchup, squeezes it into the lid of his burger box, and moves onto another one.
Shane is just about to give his dry Double Big Mac another try when he feels his phone buzz, like, multiple times in rapid succession.
He takes it out of his pocket and checks the screen to find five texts from his mom:
Mom:

Any thoughts on what dates you'll be coming to the cottage this summer?

We'll be there mid June through mid August, exact dates still to be finalized.

I know the MLH hasn't reached an official agreement to send players to Sochi yet, but word is the Team Canada orientation camp will likely start August 25, so no conflicts there.

We'd also love to drive up for dinner in Montreal this weekend if you're free!

Love you honey.
Shane sighs.
"Who is it? Rose Landry?" asks Ilya, squeezing at what's probably like the tenth ketchup packet so far.
"No, it's my mom," Shane says. "Being... my mom-ish."
"This means what, 'mymomish'?"
"Oh," laughs Shane. "It's not, like, an actual word. Just 'my mom' plus '-ish.' I'm just saying she's being her typical self."
Ilya nods slowly. "And, um. What is she like? Her... typical self?"
"Just, planning things out and asking a million questions."
"Ah. This sounds also Shane Hollander-ish," says Ilya.
Shane rolls his eyes.
Hi Mom, busy this weekend, sorry!, he texts her back.
"You are close?" Ilya asks then, quietly. "You and your... mother?" The word seems to stick a bit in his throat.
Shane looks up from his phone. "We are, yeah. She's great. And also she's, like, my business manager, so I can't really blame her for all the planning." Even if it is a bit exhausting sometimes, he thinks, as two new texts arrive.
Mom:

Maybe next weekend. :) Miss you!

And what about dates for the cottage? Do you have any commitments in July?
Shane scoffs down at his phone. Yes, he does have commitments in July, and for the rest of the foreseeable future. Or rather, he has one singular commitment, who's currently sitting across from him, eating French fries.
"What do you mean she is business manager to you?" Ilya asks.
"Like, she works with my sponsors and stuff," Shane says distractedly.
Shane:

Next weekend maybe, I'll keep you posted

I'll also get back to you later about the cottage. Not sure yet
"And before she is business manager, she had other job? She went to... university or something?" Ilya asks, in a tone just slightly too strained to sound casual. "Or did she, um... did she get pregnant right away after being mated?"
Fuck, thinks Shane, comprehension finally dawning on him. He sets his phone down on the table and looks Ilya straight in the eye. "Uh, she went to university, yeah," he says. "But my mom's a beta, actually. Not an omega."
"Your mother is beta?" repeats Ilya, sounding skeptical.
"Yeah."
"Your father... also is beta?"
"No, he's an alpha."
Ilya frowns deeply. "Your parents are married?"
"Uh, yeah. Very happily married."
"But— why your father would marry beta, if he is alpha?" asks Ilya, his tone matter-of-fact, like this is a very logical question. "Beta cannot have mating bond."
"Uh, I don't know, maybe because he fell in love with a beta instead of an omega? And that mattered more to him being able to mate?" replies Shane. He doesn't want to sound too harsh, but like, what the fuck. "A mating bond isn't everything, you know."
"Your father..." says Ilya, very slowly, like a detective trying to piece together contradictory clues, "he is like you, as alpha?"
The question stings for some reason. "No," Shane says. "He's... normal. Just a normal alpha."
"Then why the fuck he would not care about mating bond?" asks Ilya sharply. "Normal alphas, this is always what they want. They want to claim omega with mating bite, to have this power, yes? To control. Beta will never submit to alpha like how omega will. Beta will not go into heat. Only omega."
Jesus Christ. "Okay, wait," Shane says, after taking a moment to process the litany of bullshit that Ilya just regurgitated as if it were the incontrovertible truth. "When you asked if my dad is like me, were you asking if he has APSG? Or were you asking if he's, like, not an abusive asshole?"
Ilya purses his lips, then holds up two fingers and wiggles them.
So... the second one, then.
"Okay, right, sorry— in that case, yes, my dad is definitely like me," says Shane. "He's not, like, some controlling, domineering, scary type of alpha. He's pretty much the opposite. Like... you would definitely find him boring. The good kind of boring. And he has no interest in my mom being, like, property or something, Jesus Christ."
"Does he cry?"
"Uh. Yeah, I guess. Sometimes."
Ilya nods, as though this is, to him, some kind of defining quality of a non-threatening alpha.
"And he really doesn't mind to be married to beta?" Ilya asks then, very hesitantly. "Even though she does not have heat. And he cannot claim her with mating bite. He never complain about this?"
"Never. Not once, not even for a second."
"Oh." Ilya drags a French fry through his mountain of ketchup.
"I'm guessing, um, your father... he's not the type of alpha who would ever want to marry a beta?" Shane asks.
Ilya gives the ketchup a final swirl with the fry, then sticks it in his mouth. "No, uh. My father is type of alpha who would want to marry beautiful, perfect omega who is thirty years younger than him, and then every day just treat her like fucking shit," he says quietly. "Even though she never, ever deserve this."
Well, that confirms all of Shane's worst suspicions about Ilya's mother being an omega. "I'm sorry, Ilya. That's really awful."
Ilya doesn't give any sort of dismissive reply, doesn't say it's fine or it's no big deal or anything else to discount Shane's concern, the way Shane is sure he would if they were discussing his own mistreatment rather than his mother's. Instead he just nods, like he's sorry too.
"Ilya, can I just ask, um," says Shane, before he can stop himself, "your mom. As far as you know, is she still there in Russia?"
Ilya gives him a sad, bitter little smile. "Yes," he says. "She is still there."
"And... if you had to guess, like, do you think she's still stuck with your father?" Shane asks cautiously.
"No," says Ilya, at which Shane feels a momentary rush of relief. But then Ilya goes on: "No, she is stuck buried in ground."
And instantly, that brief flash of relief Shane had felt is replaced by something entirely different, something sharp and painful, like all the air in his lungs has turned to ice.
"Wait, like, the ground as in... like she's—" he stammers out like an idiot.
"Dead," Ilya says flatly. "Yes."
"Oh my god," says Shane. "Ilya, fuck, I'm so sorry."
Ilya shrugs. "It was long time ago."
"Like— how long?"
Another shrug. "I was twelve."
Shane takes a deep breath. "Um. I just— did your father..." he asks, because it's suddenly all he can fucking think about. "Was it— did he... like, hurt her? Is that how she, um..." He trails off, unwilling to fully articulate his question.
And fuck, Ilya is quiet for so long that Shane is pretty sure he's going to say that yes, his dad is a fucking murderer on top of everything else. But eventually he shakes his head. "No," he says. "My mother was all alone when she died."
There's no real emotion in his voice, but he smells sad. And Shane has the impression that, aside from a few minor exceptions last night, the only emotions Ilya ever really struggles to keep out of his scent are shame and fear. Which means that if he smells sad, he must feel really fucking sad.
Shane doesn't know what to say. He can think of all kinds of responses, ranging from obviously idiotic to possibly somewhat comforting— Do you miss her? What was she like? How did she die? Did your fucking father tell you not to cry about it? Did you have anyone to talk to? Twelve is so fucking young. I can't even imagine how difficult it must have been. I'm sorry you had to go through that. I'm sure she'd be so proud of you— But none of them feel right.
"May I scent you?" is what he offers at last.
Ilya looks at him with a glimmer of longing in his eyes. Then, very melodramatically, he sighs. "Okay, fine, as favor to you. Since you ask so nicely," he says. He lays his arm flat on the table, wrist up, and lets out another exaggerated sigh. "Go ahead."
Shane settles his wrist atop Ilya's and scents him. Ilya's eyelids flutter shut.
A few minutes pass. Shane puts his straw into his cup of water and sips at it thoughtfully— marveling, yet again, at how his own pathetic, borderline nonexistent scent can possibly be capable of providing such relief.
And eventually, when Ilya no longer smells sad, Shane decides to ask.
"Hey, I have a question."
"Uh... if it is about my mother, I— I think I do not want to talk more about this right now," Ilya says haltingly.
"Actually no, it's about me," admits Shane, "which... now makes me feel like an asshole, considering, like, the context; sorry."
"No, no. This is good," Ilya tells him, smiling a little. "Ask me this question you have about you. I want to hear." He seems to really mean it, too.
"Oh. Okay," Shane says. He takes a deep breath. "I just wondered— like, what does it smell like, when I scent you? Because I know I don't have, like, an actual scent. Like... not an alpha scent. So does it just smell like the generic scent of comfort, or something?"
"What, have you never scented someone before so they could tell you?" asks Ilya sharply.
"No."
"What about Rose Landry?"
"No, never."
"No one else before today?"
"No," says Shane, starting to feel like Ilya is mocking him. "I've never scented anyone but you, okay?"
"Oh." Ilya blinks. "So you really don't know?"
"Don't know what, Ilya? Jesus Christ. Does it smell like rotten eggs or something?"
"No, of course not. But you do have scent," says Ilya. "Pheromone scent."
"Huh?"
"When you scent me, you have pheromone scent," Ilya says more slowly.
"No I don't," says Shane. Because that's impossible. He's had tests done, where his endocrinologist rubbed his scent glands with little wipes containing synthetic omega hormones, then monitored for the release of volatile scent compounds or something. And there was nothing. No pheromones. The only scent he releases is that of his emotions, and even then, his scent glands' activity level is in the fucking third percentile.
"Yes you do. I promise."
"But I can't."
"Well, you do," says Ilya. "It is not there usually, but when you scent me... I can very much smell it. Your pheromones."
Shane stares at him.
The world seems very loud for a moment. And then, just as quickly, everything kind of goes quiet. Everything except Ilya, who's frowning at him, saying, "Shane? You can hear me? Are you okay?"
"Yeah," Shane says weakly. "Sorry. I just— I never thought that I, like— I never— Fuck, Ilya. Are you actually serious? I have a secret fucking alpha scent?"
"Yes," Ilya says. "I mean, pheromone scent, yes, definitely. Alpha scent... sort of. Is alpha scent, but different. Not alpha scent, just... scent. You understand?"
"Absolutely not a single fucking word," says Shane honestly.
Ilya laughs. "Okay, um, I do not blame you. It is complicated. But I will explain again, yes? I will make very clear."
And with that, he moves his wrist out from under Shane's, giving the back of Shane's hand a conciliatory little pat as if to apologize for the sudden separation. Then he reaches over and grabs Shane's straw wrapper. "So... look. Imagine this is scent, yes?" he says, smoothing the wrinkles out of the wrapper as he sets it down at the center of their table.
"Uh. Okay," says Shane.
Ilya rips the wrapper down the middle. "This part," he says, indicating the half on the left, "is emotion part of scent, okay? Smells the same in alpha and omega, cannot be blocked with scent patch, blah blah blah." He looks up at Shane. "Now, this emotion part, you have it like normal. You already know this, yes?"
"Yeah. It's weak, but I have it. I know."
"What do you mean it's weak?"
"I mean... like, because my scent glands aren't fully functional or whatever, my scent is, like, partially blocked. That's why it's hard to smell my emotions, even though I never try to suppress them or anything. They just... come out really weakly."
Ilya snorts.
"What?"
"Whoever tell you your emotion scents are weak— that is lie."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean just... it is lie," says Ilya with a shrug. "Liar told you that. Your emotions are strongest I ever smell in my life." Ilya raises his eyebrows. "Is even sort of impressive how strong."
Shane can't tell if he's joking, but something about his expression makes it feel like he is. Which seems kind of mean-spirited. Although maybe it's Shane's own fault for being overly sensitive about the APSG thing— probaby more sensitive than he would ever want Ilya to know.
"Cool, glad you think so," he says dismissively. "Keep going with your presentation."
"Uh, sure," Ilya shrugs. "Okay. So then... we move on from emotions, okay? Next to emotion part, there is also this part," he says, as he points to the right half of the straw wrapper. "And this is for pheromones, yes? If you are alpha, scent blockers can block this part. If you are omega, you are shit out of luck about blocking it."
"Right, yeah. And— as far as I've always been told, that's the part of the scent that I don't have. But you're saying that's not true?"
"Ah ah ah," Ilya chides. "Do not be so impatient, Shane Hollander. I am giving lesson here. I should be wearing your little glasses, I think, to look like real professor, hmm?"
Shane rolls his eyes. "Fine, continue your lesson."
"Hmm. No. First, I think you must promise me you are listening patiently," says Ilya.
"I'm listening."
"Patiently?"
"Yes!"
Ilya grins. "Good job. So now we move on to more detail, yes? Inside of pheromone part," he says, ripping the right-hand section of the straw wrapper down the center to make two smaller halves, "there is more parts. One part is what everyone has different, like... I don't know word. But it is these things they smell like. Uh, maybe like flowers, or grass, or ocean, or rain, or... some things like that."
"The personal scent notes, yeah. Unique to everyone."
"Yes, these. 'Scent notes.' Then, there is this part," he goes on, indicating the other quarter of the straw wrapper, "which is what all alpha has same and all omega has same. Like, you know— omegas' is sweet, and alphas' is fucking garbage?"
"And by 'garbage'... you mean musk?"
"I don't know, I don't care, I just know that whatever it is, I fucking hate this smell. I always have hated it, even before... you know, before all this bullshit that happen to me. I just always think it is so fucking disgusting, ever since I was little boy. And then— well, now... after I have been, uh, sold and. Having all this trauma and rapes and..." He shrugs. "You know?"
Shane just nods.
"Yes, so now it is very much worse to me than just smelling disgusting, because... um, now it makes me have fucking panic attack or something, like in fucking Giant Tiger. Which you saw." Ilya takes a deep breath. "Anyway. You do not have that part of scent, Shane Hollander. You have other part only."
"So I don't smell like an alpha when I scent you?"
Ilya moves his head from side to side contemplatively, like he's weighing the question in his mind. "Well... it is strange, because you do, sort of," he says at last. "When you scent me, my brain knows it is alpha scent. But it just does not have any shitty smell like every other alpha scent." He shrugs. "So maybe there is other part of scent. Very tiny part." Ilya rips the little crimped end section off one of the smaller fragments of the straw wrapper. "Like this. And this part send message that says, 'Hello Ilya, I am alpha but not bad kind.' Something like that."
Shane smiles at the description. "Right," he says then. "So my scent is... usually just the emotion part. And then when I scent you, it's some tiny alpha part, plus— Hold on. Ilya," he demands, suddenly realizing the full implications of Ilya's whole little presentation. "Do I have personal scent notes?"
"Yes, of course. Is what I try to explain."
"Holy shit," says Shane. "That's— fuck. Wait. What are they, then? Like, the specific notes?"
Ilya narrows his eyes. "I am... only person in whole world who can answer this?"
"I mean... like, yeah, I guess. Why?"
Ilya says nothing, just purses his lips, like he's deep in thought about something.
"Ilya," Shane says, his voice coming out much more whiny that he'd intended. "Come on. Tell me what I smell like; I'm fucking curious."
Ilya leans forward, his expression shrewd. "Maybe ask nicely, yes?"
"What?"
"Ask nicely," Ilya says. "And maybe I will tell you."
Shane feels a weird sort of jolt in his stomach.
Something flickers deep in Ilya's eyes. "Say, 'Please,'" he instructs. "Say, 'Please, Ilya, only person I have ever scented, please have pity and tell me my secret alpha scent notes.'"
Shane's heart is, like, pounding. Fast. What the fuck. "Please," he whispers. "Please, Ilya, the only person I've ever scented, uh. Please have pity on me and tell me my secret alpha scent notes. Like, seriously. Fucking tell me." He hesitates, then says again, "Please."
Ilya raises an eyebrow. "Mm. Needs some work, but I will accept." He puts out his hand expectantly, palm-up. "Your phone," he says. "Give."
"What?"
"Your phone," Ilya repeats, like Shane is stupid. "I want to translate, yes? To be sure I say correct words."
"Oh. Um." Shane picks up his phone off the table and opens the Google Translate app, then places it in Ilya's outstretched hand. "Here you go."
"Thank you," says Ilya. He types at the screen for a while before glancing up, frowning. "'Bonfire,' this word means big fire? Going high? With wood pieces under?"
"Yeah."
Ilya nods. "Okay, is good then," he says. He sets the phone back down on the table front of Shane. "You can look."
There on the screen is Ilya's Russian, followed by the English translation:
Citrus, vanilla, and the scent of a bonfire. It's a pleasant aroma, rich and warm, but not too heavy. It creates a feeling of calmness and security.
"What the fuck, Ilya," murmurs Shane.
"It sounds bad?" Ilya asks, his eyebrows knitting together in concern. "I— I read it; I thought it sound okay."
Shane shakes his head. "No, yeah, it does; it sounds great. It just... it's very poetic. Like maybe you should pursue a career in writing perfume descriptions."
Ilya's scowl only deepens, and his scent sours slightly with embarrassment. "Shut the fuck up, Shane Hollander. I did not have to tell you," he grumbles.
"Wait, no, Ilya, I'm— I'm being serious," says Shane. "I mean, not about the perfume thing, obviously, but like. It's a really fucking nice description. It actually kind of makes me feel emotional, to know you like my scent so much. And that it feels calming and— and safe and stuff." He blinks a few times, hoping he doesn't actually start to cry, and tries to clear away the tightness in his throat.
"Oh," says Ilya. He squints at him, then asks abruptly, "I am really only person you have ever scented? You swear?"
"Ilya, yes," says Shane, unable to help but laugh a little at Ilya's fixation on this point. "I swear. I woudn't... I have no reason to lie, okay? You're the only one."
Ilya nods thoughtfully. "And what about— Somebody has ever scented you?" he probes. "Or I am first one for that also?"
"Oh. Uh, no," Shane says, grabbing another of Ilya's fries. "My dad has scented me."
Immediately, Ilya makes a face like Shane said something mildly disgusting. "Your father?" he asks.
"Yeah," says Shane. "That's— that's normal, you know," he feels compelled to add. "Parents can scent their kids after they've presented; it's not, like... inappropriate or anything."
"Your alpha father?" is Ilya's only reply.
Shane sighs. "Yeah. I told you— my dad's an alpha, but he's not an asshole."
"Why?" asks Ilya, glaring at the French fry that he's currently, like, stabbing repeatedly into his ketchup.
"Why isn't he an asshole?"
"No," snaps Ilya. "Why did he need to scent you?"
"Oh," Shane says. "Just... to comfort me, I guess? Especially when I was like fifteen and I'd just recently presented, you know? Like, sometimes I felt kind of bad about the APSG thing. And sometimes I felt a lot of pressure about hockey. So he'd scent me. And also, uh, there's this thing that happens to me sometimes, which— It's not a rut, okay?" he says firmly. "I swear. But it's sort of like pre-rut? It only happens when I'm really stressed out."
"Pre-rut?" says Ilya, a tendril of fear shooting through his scent.
"No, no, it's not actually pre-rut," Shane says hurriedly. "Technically it's called, uh, cortisol induced hyperalphenic syndrome. The symptoms are similar to pre-rut, but it never turns into a rut. Basically I just feel like shit for a couple of days. Like the flu almost, but worse."
"Oh," Ilya mutters. The smell of his fear fades.
Shane takes a deep breath. "But, uh... yeah, anyway, that used to happen more often when I was a teenager. And it was pretty miserable, so my dad would scent me. And... like, I think there have been a few situations more recently too, but I can't remember the details. Just— the same basic type of thing, where I was upset for whatever reason and he scented me."
Ilya is quiet for a while, just staring down at his ridiculous mountain of ketchup. "And... your father... he does not think this is shameful to do?" he asks at last, very softly.
"To scent me? No. He doesn't." Shane frowns. "Why, do you think it's shameful?"
"No!" says Ilya immediately. "I think it is... nice. It sounds, uh... fatherly, or something? Is just, in Russia, alphas do not ever do scenting. I did not even know that they could, before you do it to me. And then I thought it only was possible because of your, uh— your thing that you have. APSG. Until you say your father does it too, and he does not have this APSG."
"Are you serious?" asks Shane. "Alphas in Russia just... don't scent anyone? Not even their mates?" He honestly finds that hard to believe.
Ilya frowns. "Well... I guess, uh, maybe I do not know about every alpha," he says. "Maybe... maybe some of them do. But my father and brother, never."
Shane nods slowly.
There's quite a big difference between "I never saw my father or my brother scent anybody" and "in Russia, no alpha ever scents anybody ever," and for a second Shane finds himself thinking of stuff you hear about kids in the United States who are homeschooled off the grid by religious fundamentalists and don't realize that, like, gay people exist and women are allowed to wear pants or whatever.
But then something else occurs to him:
Ilya was obviously never scented by his father or brother. And scent glands don't develop until after you present, so Ilya's mother would never have had the chance to scent him either. And if Ilya hadn't known alphas were even capable of scenting until today, that means Shane was correct in his assumption that none of his abusers ever scented him. So—
"Wait, have you ever been scented before?" Shane asks.
"Uh... yes, I— I have been," says Ilya, picking up a particularly soggy French fry and contemplating it as he speaks. "The other omegas I was with. We, um. We scent each other. It was not so often. Only if we were in same room and no pimp or customer is there. But when we could, we would try to."
"Oh." Shane doesn't really know what to say. "That's, um. I'm glad. That you guys could comfort each other. At least sometimes."
Ilya eats the droopy little French fry and shrugs. "It was... how to say? 'Better than nothing'?"
Shane nods.
"But it was not the same as like with you," says Ilya.
"What do you mean?"
"I mean... it did not usually work, when we tried," Ilya explains quietly. "Because, um, it is very hard to give comfort with your scent when— when there is no comfort inside of you. You see? So being scented like that, by omega who is hurting and scared and hopeless— is like, um..." He frowns. "Is like if you are cold and try to get warm, but all you have is cigarette lighter which will not light, you know? You keep—" He mimes clicking a lighter. "—and fire comes only for one second, very small. So you are still cold, mostly."
Shane just nods. He feels like crying. It's just— it's so unbelievably sad, to think about a bunch of helpless, frightened omegas struggling so desperately to comfort each other in any small way that they could, and not even really being able to.
"But when you scent me," Ilya says then, with sudden conviction, "is like— is like bonfire."
"Oh," breathes Shane, stunned.
Ilya glances at him briefly, then looks back down at his French fries. "You know, uh, I was not so sure if I would be able to do it back," he says. "I thought it might be like before, when I try to scent the others. I would try so hard, and just... nothing comforting will fucking come out. I was too fucking empty, inside of me." Ilya exhales shakily. He smells ashamed. "So I did not know if it would work, with you," he concludes, his voice barely more than a whisper.
"Well. It did," Shane tells him, which feels like an understatement.
At which Ilya sits up a bit straighter, the shame vanishing from his scent. "Yes, I know," he says, with a small, self-satisfied smile. "As soon as I scented you, I could tell. It felt very easy this time. And then you almost crash your car, so that made me sure," he adds, his smile broadening.
"I know," says Shane, "you're very proud about endangering our lives." He grabs a few of Ilya's fries and pops one into his mouth.
"Have the ketchup also," Ilya tells him. "So I did not waste all these ketchup for nothing."
Shane takes him up on the offer.
They sit there for a while, just eating Ilya's French fries until the only pieces left are little burnt shards. Then Ilya eats those too.
"So now what?" prompts Shane. "Is there somewhere else you want to go, anything you want to do...?"
Ilya shrugs, avoiding Shane's eye. "Maybe, um. Maybe we could just go home?" he asks.
Which— fuck, thinks Shane, that's the first time Ilya's ever called it that.
Not "your house." Not "the apartment."
Home.
Shane swallows the lump in his throat and nods.
"Yeah," he says. "Yeah, let's go home."
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  Ilya is grateful that Canada, like Russia, stays light very late in the summer, because it means that the sun is still shining as they drive home from McDonald's.
And Shane Hollander looks so fucking beautiful in the sunlight.
Not that he doesn't look beautiful at every other time as well. He always does— even illuminated only by his phone screen, or the microwave, or the fluorescent lights of Giant Tiger.
But right now, lit directly by the 5 PM sun, Shane is almost glowing. His skin is golden. His dark hair catches the sunlight so prettily. His freckles look more pronounced than usual, and Ilya wants to eat them.
He also wants to drape his arm across Shane's strong, beautiful shoulders and lean in close. He wants to grab Shane's lovely sunlit face and kiss him on the lips. And he wants to tell him, without any hint of sarcasm or pretext, how fucking perfect he is.
Of course Ilya doesn't do any of that. He just stares at him.
He watches at the way his lips move, how good his mouth looks as it forms so many complicated English words, ones Ilya is too stupid to understand.
But he understands enough to know that Shane is being as thoughtful and generous as always.
He's telling Ilya something about how he has a safe which his mother made him buy to store important documents in, but he's going to give it to Ilya instead.
"And then you could put your medicine and vitamins and everything in there," he explains. "So that I can't mess with any of it, you know? Not that I ever would. Because I wouldn't. But just for your peace of mind, you know?"
Ilya wishes that instead of keeping his eyes on the road like a responsible driver, Shane would look over at him. He wants to see his whole face, his warm eyes, the rest of those beautiful freckles.
"It has a code you punch in to open it, so... you can change that, obviously, to whatever you want," Shane continues. "And then, yeah, basically you'll just be able to lock up anything you don't want messed with. And again, this isn't because, like— I mean, you could literally leave everything in the middle of the dining table and it would be fine. I'd never touch any of it. But like I said... just so you don't have to worry, like, even a little, you know?"
He finally glances at Ilya then, a tiny wrinkle between his eyebrows, like he's worried Ilya might be upset at the suggestion.
Ilya nods hurriedly. "Yes," he says. "Please, I will like to have this safe with lock." He feels like he needs to say more— to apologize, to acknowledge that it's irrational of him to want to lock things up when he doesn't truly think that Shane will try to tamper with them.
But when Shane smiles at him, suddenly none of that seems important anymore.
"Thank you," Ilya says instead.
Shane's smile grows until he almost looks like a frog. A very handsome frog. Fuck.
And then, all too quickly, Shane is paying attention to the road again. Always so good, so perfect.
And so fucking kind, all the time.
He never acts like Ilya's irrational fears are anything to be embarrassed about. He never treats Ilya like he's stupid, even though Ilya has many stupid ideas and can barely speak fucking English. He allowed Ilya to pick out sixteen turtlenecks and like a million cans of food.
He's going to buy Ilya cans of Coca-Cola. He's going to order Ilya a laptop. Fuck, he's going to help Ilya find a job someday. He seems enthusiastic about the idea too, like he isn't opposed to Ilya having actual independence.
And— and even before Ilya is ready to get a job, Shane is going to give him the entire monthly stipend from Omicron House.
Ilya's father had given Mama spending money sometimes, but only enough for her to buy small things for herself, or more often for Ilya and Alexei. Never anything close to the equivalent of 800 Canadian dollars a month, because that would have given Mama power. Maybe even the power to escape.
And what little money he had given to her, Papa had always made her earn— by being sufficiently submissive and servile, by waiting on him hand and foot, by making him look good in front of his alpha friends. By doing other things too, probably— things Ilya had been too young to understand at the time but which now he really hates to think about.
But Shane isn't going to ask Ilya for any of that. Ilya won't have to earn the stipend at all; it'll just... automatically be his. Or at least, that's what Shane claims. And Ilya doesn't think that he's lying.
Shane doesn't seem to have much interest in lying to Ilya in general. In fact, he almost seems overly concerned with being as honest as possible.
He never even makes any effort to mask his feelings from his scent. Which, okay, could be because he's possibly operating under the delusion that no one can smell them? But Ilya fucking can, and god, they're such reassuring emotions.
He still frequently smells of all the same unpretentious, earnest feelings as he had yesterday: sadness, sympathy, concern, uncertainty.
But also he smells amused when Ilya makes jokes, and he smells protective when Ilya is panicking, and he smells proud all the fucking time, usually after Ilya has done something that normal people do every day without any problems, like taking pills or sitting in a chair. Which Ilya should really feel embarrassed about, but he doesn't. He likes making Shane proud.
And the majority of the time, Shane just smells content. Which is probably because he's just a generally happy guy with a positive disposition and a good life. Maybe Ilya would be content all the time too if he were a handsome hockey player in the MLH with millions of dollars and two loving parents and a beautiful apartment and Canadian citizenship and no stupid fucking trauma.
But sometimes Ilya lets himself entertain a silly little fantasy that maybe he's the one who's making Shane feel content.
And actually, there are other emotions that have shown up in Shane's scent today which make him wonder if it's not such a silly fantasy after all.
*
There'd been a period of time, from when he was maybe like fourteen up until the day that he'd presented, where Ilya had devoted pretty much every free moment of his life to one of two things: playing hockey and trying to get laid. Hockey had been intense, sex had been fun, and both had been infinitely better than spending time at home.
With most of the people Ilya had hooked up with, scent hadn't been a factor at all— they had either been betas or, like him, too young to have presented.
But occasionally, at a house party or something, Ilya would hit it off with an omega his age, and he'd found it so enthralling, to be able to smell how they felt about it.
With some omegas, arousal would be heavy in their scent almost immediately, and soon Ilya would be fucking them in some out-of-the-way bedroom.
But other times the omega wouldn't initially smell aroused, just... interested. The two of them would sit together in the corner, ignoring everyone else at the party, just talking and laughing and flirting. They'd exchange phone numbers, maybe kiss a little. But that would be all, at least for that night.
And the specific flavor of interest that had permeated those omegas' scents— not lust or arousal, just a tantalizing, almost innocent sort of attraction—
That's how Shane has smelled today, on multiple occasions:
Like he's attracted to Ilya.
This morning, when Ilya had first caught a whiff of it in Shane's scent, he'd struggled to even identify it. He'd forgotten that attraction could smell like anything other than violent animalistic desire, that it could actually be a nice scent, something tentative and nonthreatening.
And even after Ilya had realized what it was, he'd initially found it hard to believe. Because yesterday, when Ilya had been doing everything he could to seem sexually appealing, Shane hadn't been attracted to him at all. He'd told Ilya so, in words that had echoed in Ilya's mind for the rest of the fucking night— I'm not attracted to you, he'd said— and his scent had confirmed it. At first he hadn't understood how Shane's feelings toward him could have possibly changed overnight.
But the more Ilya had thought about it, the more he'd felt like maybe it made sense. Because Shane isn't really the sort of alpha who would be attracted to an omega who keeps frantically offering him blowjobs and cowering in fear every five seconds, is he? Yesterday Ilya had been so scared of Shane that it's frankly embarrassing to think about now. And Shane doesn't like when Ilya is scared, so of course he wouldn't have found Ilya's stupid, desperate terror attractive.
What Shane does find attractive, apparently, is Ilya complimenting his glasses. Ilya licking ice cream off his own hand. Ilya smiling at him. Ilya laughing. Ilya scenting him. Ilya telling him he's so boring that he's almost interesting. Ilya teasing him in general.
God, Shane is fucking obsessed with Ilya teasing him.
And also perhaps a little bit obsessed with being told what to do. Ilya almost hesitates to acknowledge it, even in his own mind, but there's an undeniable spasm of attraction in Shane's scent every single time Ilya bosses him around. As though, rather than finding it an enraging display of omega insolence, he actually enjoys it.
Or even... fuck, maybe he doesn't just enjoy it. Because for about two seconds, when Ilya had suggested that Shane ask nicely if he wanted to know his scent notes, Shane had smelled of more than just simple attraction— He'd smelled aroused. Very briefly, yes. Almost imperceptibly. But Ilya had fucking smelled it.
And ever since, he hasn't been able to stop thinking about it— the fleeting yet incredibly hot scent of Shane's arousal.
Which is surprising, because Ilya has never, ever thought an alpha's arousal was hot. Even before presenting, before being sold, he'd never been sexually attracted to alphas, never been able to look past all the aggressive posturing and that rancid fucking scent.
And after being sold, well... he'd quickly come to learn that the scent of an alpha's arousal never indicated anything other than their desire to brutally rape him. And when that was what they desired, that was what they got, because alphas were always, without exception, the ones who held the power, all the power, while Ilya never had any power at all.
But today, when Shane had smelled aroused, Ilya had been the one with the power. Ilya had been telling Shane what to do, not the other way around. And Shane had done it, so obediently, just for Ilya. Because Ilya had ordered him to.
It's not that Ilya had expected Shane to react with anger, because he'd already made some very direct requests which Shane had followed without complaint. Scent me, for example.
But he hadn't expected Shane to like it that much. Alphas aren't supposed to be turned on by the idea of following orders from anyone, let alone from an omega. Omegas don't give orders to alphas, ever.
But Ilya had. And Shane had obeyed him so well.
And it had been so hot.
Fuck.
It's kind of terrifying to Ilya how hot he had found it, and how badly he wants to do it again. It feels perverse and greedy and just generally fucked-up, and he knows that if he thinks about it too much he might start to imagine giving Shane other commands. Like "kiss me" or "suck my cock" or "please let me be someone important to you."
Not that Ilya would ever actually command him to do any of those things.
But the fact does remain that if Shane finds Ilya attractive, if Ilya can get him aroused, then that means there's hope that Shane might someday be able to think of Ilya not just as some needy, traumatized, formerly-sex-trafficked omega, but as his omega.
Ilya could be Shane's omega, and Shane could be Ilya's alpha. Even if they can't actually be mated, because Shane can't give mating bites and Ilya doesn't have a mating gland. But Ilya doesn't give a fuck about that shit. Ilya doesn't give a fuck about any of the ways that Shane isn't a biologically normal alpha.
Because Shane is fucking perfect.
Before meeting Shane, Ilya had never dreamed that an alpha could be strong and possessive in a way that wasn't terrifying. But Shane's strength only ever feels reassuring, not threatening. And his possessiveness only extends as far as it needs to to keep Ilya safe.
Ilya keeps thinking about how he'd stood up for Ilya at the clinic without becoming violent toward Nurse Vivi. How he'd placed himself bodily between Ilya and the alpha in Giant Tiger, but never resorted to threats or hostility to make the alpha leave. How he'd smoothed things over with the omega at the ice cream shop after Ilya had just repeatedly scared the poor kid.
It's as if Shane has all the best traits of both omegas and alphas.
Which is why Ilya doesn't deserve an alpha like Shane, because if Shane has all the best traits of both omegas and alphas, then Ilya has all the worst.
He's weak and aggressive, needy and hostile, lazy and selfish. And he doesn't even smell like an omega unless he wears a scent patch— which thankfully Shane hasn't shown any sign of requiring, but it does make Ilya objectively less desirable as an omega. He'd never be able to carry Shane's children either, which is literally the whole fucking point of omegas. And he's very aware of how deeply defiled he is, in ways that can never be cleaned, even if Shane does someday figure out how to cure his STDs.
So maybe it's insane, to think he could ever be worthy of Shane. But Ilya wants to try.
He knows they'll never be actual equals. And Shane would never want to marry him, or tell the public about him. Ilya wouldn't expect that. But secretly, maybe they could still be... something together.
Not mates, but not just roommate living-together people, or whatever the fuck.
Like a couple, maybe. Boyfriends, sort of. Not real boyfriends, but— but something like that.
Which would be good, because if Shane sees Ilya as a boyfriend of sorts, then maybe he won't get tired of him as soon. And as Ilya continually tries to remind himself, he cannot become complacent, cannot allow himself to believe that Shane will truly let him stay forever.
It's just— it's really fucking difficult not to believe someone when they're looking at you like you're the most important person in the world. And Shane looks at Ilya like that constantly. Like he really matters. Like his stupid thoughts matter, and his stupid fears matter, his stupid broken body matters.
But Ilya doesn't matter. And what the fuck will happen to him when Shane realizes that?
Ilya has to keep telling himself that if Shane were to watch a highlights reel of the past five years of Ilya's life, he'd be fucking disgusted. He would never want to touch Ilya again, let alone let him live in his house.
Except... deep down in some soft mushy corner of himself that he's finding increasingly difficult to ignore, Ilya can't help but think that even if Shane did someday see a video of all the fucked up things Ilya's ever done, he wouldn't be disgusted at all. In fact, he would probably tell Ilya it wasn't his fault. He'd scent Ilya's wrist and stroke his hair. He'd touch Ilya's cheek, or maybe even kiss it, very tentatively, which— fuck, Ilya would like that.
And he would almost certainly cry. Ilya will never not be in awe of how unashamedly Shane cries, quietly but still openly, blinking up at the ceiling or looking off into the distance, his eyes sparkling, his eyelashes clumped together with unshed tears, all because he feels sad at the idea of Ilya suffering. Because he cares about Ilya, even though Ilya has done nothing to earn that.
And then, after Shane stopped crying about Ilya's humiliating, pathetic life, maybe he would speak softly and kindly about how he's going to brutally murder every alpha who's ever caused Ilya pain. He'd be furious at them, and it would be so fucking hot. Ilya can picture it with such clarity.
And so, no matter how hard Ilya tries to be realistic, to tell himself that eventually Shane will see him for who he is, he always finds himself hoping that maybe he won't. Or better yet, that he will, and it won't even matter. That he'll still let Ilya live with him forever, the way he keeps promising to.
It's just hard, because every time Ilya tries to seriously consider the idea of being guaranteed a safe place to live for the rest of his life, his mind just... rejects it. He immediately starts thinking of how to repay Shane, how to stay in his good graces, how to make himself as unobtrusive and unburdensome as possible.
He's so fucking worried, all the time, that Shane will think he's taking his kindness for granted. That one day he'll decide Ilya hasn't shown adequate appreciation, hasn't made enough effort to repay him. Ilya tries to tell him "thank you" as often as he possibly can, but it always feels insufficient. There's no way that two small, stupid English words could ever convey the full depth of Ilya's gratitude toward Shane.
It would be much easier if Shane would let him express his thanks in another way. Like with sex. Ilya is so good at sex. He could make Shane feel so fucking appreciated, if Shane would only let him.
But Shane doesn't want Ilya to thank him with sex. He's told him so, like, ten thousand times. Which is actually another thing Ilya needs to thank him for.
It's very fucking inconvenient.
"You okay?" asks Shane.
"Yes."
"You seem quiet."
"I am thinking," Ilya informs him.
"Okay," says Shane. Then, "Any thoughts you care to share?"
"No."
"Okay," Shane repeats. "That's cool." A few moments go by, and then Shane speaks again: "Ilya, are you sure nothing's, like, on your mind?" he asks, sounding so hesitant and gentle.
"No," says Ilya. "I mean yes. I am sure. I mean— Maybe." He sighs. "I just want to say again thank you. For all these things you give me," he mumbles. "Um. For Tylenols and vitamins. And water bottles. And turtlenecks. And child hockey blanket and nightlights. And many cans of food. And also burger and fries at McDonald's. Which is— which is second meal I have today. So I am very grateful for this."
"Ilya, you really don't have to thank me for that stuff," Shane tells him.
Ilya takes a deep breath. Why couldn't Shane have just said "you're welcome"? That's all Ilya had wanted: for Shane to say you're welcome, and ramble a bit about how he's a millionaire who doesn't mind buying things, and maybe offer him a reassuring smile. Ilya loves those little smiles of Shane's, sympathetic around the edges but mostly just soft and comforting, like somehow everything will be okay.
"Well, I want to thank," Ilya tells him. "Because I am grateful."
"But you shouldn't be," Shane replies firmly, with a deep sadness in his scent. "I don't want you to be grateful to me for fucking, like, buying you Tylenol and giving you two meals in one day. Your expectations are just— they're too low, Ilya. It's depressing."
Ilya turns away his face. He looks out the window at the vast Canadian sky. He almost feels like crying.
But also he feels pissed the fuck off. At Shane. Which is fucking terrible of him, he knows, but— But why does Shane think he has any right to say that Ilya shouldn't thank him? That he wants Ilya to take his generosity for granted? That he thinks Ilya should expect more?
Ilya hadn't even offered Shane a blowjob as repayment.
"Ilya? Did you hear what I said?"
"Yes."
"Okay, good. Because—"
"Please shut up. Please, just— you do not fucking understand," Ilya says, tensing up instinctively as soon as the words have left his mouth, curling toward the car door and tucking down his head.
"I'm not angry," Shane says instantly. "Ilya, please don't be scared; I promise I'm not angry at you. You can tell me to shut up whenever you want, okay? That's fine."
Ilya inhales shakily. He thinks Shane is probably telling the truth. He doesn't smell angry. And he hadn't punished Ilya for saying "fuck you" earlier, which is worse than "shut up," right?
"I'm sorry," he whispers, just in case, but he straightens up slightly.
"No, I told you, it's fine. It's totally fine," Shane says. "Listen, I'm sorry, okay? For upsetting you, with whatever I said wrong. I just wanted you to know that you don't have to be grateful for, like, basic—" He clears his throat. "But I guess that wasn't, like— Just, maybe you can tell me, uh, what you wish I understood? If you want to?"
Shane glances over at him then, and Ilya promptly looks away.
He gazes out the window, unsure how he could ever even begin to articulate to Shane the full extent of the deprivation and humiliation he's endured— the unending violence and pain, the constant ache of hunger and loneliness, the shame of being reduced to nakedness and filth, the desperation that comes from living like a fucking animal, the horrors he's willingly subjected himself to in exchange for scraps of food and crumbs of mercy—
"I had nothing," Ilya says at last. "That is what I want you to understand. I do not think you know how it is like to have nothing."
"You're right, I don't," says Shane. "I'm sorry if, um, I made it seem like— like, I mean, obviously, yeah. I have no idea what that's like."
That's something Ilya likes about Shane: He's rich and handsome and one of the best hockey players in the world, but he's still fucking humble. He never gets defensive or claims to know more than he does. And when he realizes he's said something stupid, he always apologizes.
"It's okay. I'm glad you do not know. That would make me sad," Ilya tells him. "Is just... before, every day of my life is shitty, yes? Sometimes, um, some days were a little bit good, because maybe I get enough to eat or I sleep for four hours in a row or there is not so many customers to fuck me as usual. But I cannot expect any of these good kinds of things, because they happen almost never. I must only expect bad. And even though I always expected bad, I still was surprised about how much more bad it could get. It could always get worse."
Ilya doesn't look away from the window, doesn't want to see whatever heartbroken expression he's sure Shane is making.
But he can smell how sad for him Shane smells, how sad and sympathetic and... warm? Ilya still doesn't know what that warm smell means, but Shane smells of it often, and it always makes Ilya feel safe.
"And I know I am not there anymore," he continues. "And maybe you really deserve me to expect more from you, because you are nice and generous person. But is not about you, okay? When I have this fucking low expectations, I am not even thinking of you. I am always thinking about before, when I could expect nothing. And now is different, because I do expect a little bit of things. Good things. And maybe to you it is not enough, but it is still something. Yes? So really you should not be depressed about this. And you could even— um. If you want to be proud of me for something, like you say before, you could even be proud, maybe." He shrugs.
"Ilya," breathes Shane. "I am. Fuck, Ilya, I'm so proud of you. I'm sorry if I made you feel like I'm not."
"I just do not want you to think I am not trying," says Ilya. "Because— it is just— I used to— um. I used to imagine something like what we do today. Not the ice cream or food or shopping; that would be really too much. But just sitting outside and, um. Wearing real clothes and not getting drugged and not having any alphas fucking me. Just being somewhere outside with the sky all around me, and the sun, and feeling, um. Free?"
"Oh," whispers Shane.
"But I was not expecting it will happen or— or hoping it to happen," Ilya goes on quickly. "It was just something I would think about, when I went away in my head."
"Went away in your head?"
Ilya nods. "Yes. And I went away a lot, so— so I think of it a lot. But see, it was only to imagine. That is all. I tried so hard not to want it, because... it is really stupid to want something, if you know you will never, ever have it." He takes a deep breath. "But now I can have it. I can be outside if I want to and just sit there in sun and blue sky and not be raped or something," he concludes. "So I think I should do it very often, yes? So that I do not waste this. This freedom."
"That's why you wanted to eat outside at McDonald's?" Shane asks softly.
"Yes," admits Ilya. "I'm sorry, I— I know it is very silly. But I feel like maybe I should do it for me who was one week ago. For, um. To owe it back? To me from before?" God, Ilya fucking hates English so fucking much. "I cannot say, um. I cannot say it right; I'm sorry."
"Like, you feel like you owe it to your past self?" suggests Shane.
"Yes, that. Is like that," says Ilya gratefully. "Except this past self of me, um. He is inside me. And even though I am here with you, he is just remembering about having no food and getting fucked all the time and being stuck to wall with shackle. But me and him, we are same person, you know? I am still him. I will always be him. I cannot— I think it does not make sense how I say it. But that is why I have these depressing expectations."
"Fuck, Ilya. You— you really have a way with words."
Shane smells sad and sympathetic, but Ilya hesitates, wondering if this phrase is an insult. So far though, every time he's assumed Shane was mocking him, he's been wrong. "It is good thing, this 'way with words'?" he asks.
"Yeah," says Shane, sniffling. "It means, uh, you're good with words. Like, good at choosing the right words for, like, emotional impact."
"So it makes sense, what I said?"
"Yes. It makes sense," says Shane. He takes one hand off the wheel to wipe at his eyes, and Ilya looks away. "I know what you're saying," Shane goes on more steadily. "I don't, uh. I just don't really know how to respond, except, like. I'm sorry I called your expectations depressing. That was really fucked up of me to say. And it's good that you told me that it upset you and explained, like, how you felt. Because otherwise maybe I wouldn't have realized how shitty I was being. And also, if there's ever something you want me to, like, help you do, or accomplish, for your past self or your current self or— just, you know, like drinking Coke. Or sitting outside. Or literally anything. You can always ask."
"Okay," says Ilya. He probably won't ask, but it's nice of Shane to offer.
They drive along for a while in comfortable silence.
Ilya watches the city streak by outside Shane's car.
Then they pass a hotel and Ilya lowers his eyes reflexively. He wonders how many people will be raped for money there tonight. The answer is almost certainly not zero.
Yesterday afternoon, while waiting for Svetlana to pick him up and whisk him away to Shane, Ilya had read a stupid brochure at the front desk of Omicron House. It had said that globally, less than 2% of human trafficking victims are ever rescued. Ilya doesn't know what he did to deserve to be one of them.
"You alright?" probes Shane.
"Yes."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes."
"Can I ask you about something?"
Ilya frowns. "Yes."
"Okay. Um. So let me know if this is, like, overstepping. But back at the clinic, when we were filling out the intake form, I mentioned your birthday. And you didn't seem very open to celebrating it. But I really want to, Ilya."
Ilya stares down at his hands. That hadn't been an actual question, so he doesn't know how to answer.
"Ilya?" says Shane. "It doesn't have to be anything crazy. Definitely not a party. Just, like, cake, and presents, and—"
"Please no presents," whispers Ilya.
"Why?"
Ilya sighs. Shane is so stupid sometimes. Kindhearted and thoughtful and trying very hard, yes. But stupid. Because it's really not that fucking complicated, is it? Ilya doesn't want to be indebted to Shane any more than he already is. He already owes Shane everything. He doesn't want to also owe him for stupid gifts he didn't even ask for.
"Okay, fine, no presents," says Shane, when Ilya doesn't respond. "But what about cake? Or cards, at least? Decorations?" he wheedles. "Please, Ilya? It's your birthday. It's important. And— and when's the last time someone celebrated it?" he adds more softly. "When you were twelve years old?"
"Something like that," mutters Ilya.
In truth, the last time anyone had really, truly celebrated his birthday, he'd been eleven. That year, Ilya and Mama had baked apple sharlotka cake together. She'd sung him "Happy Birthday" as she served it, he'd made a wish and blown out his candles in one breath, and she'd tugged his ears twelve times— once for each year, plus once more for good luck.
And Alexei had been gone that week doing god knows what with his friends, so Ilya and Mama had been free to cuddle on the sofa all day, eating cake and watching TV until late in the afternoon. They'd cleaned up all the evidence before Papa arrived home from work, and it had been a good day.
For his twelfth birthday... well, Mama had gotten out of bed, so that had been nice. But to say that she'd done anything to celebrate it would be overstating things somewhat. Not that Ilya blames her, of course. It hadn't been her fault. And she'd come all the way to the dining room to eat the pancakes he'd made for them. She hadn't sung for him or pulled on his ears for good luck. But she'd let him work the tangles out of her beautiful curly hair. And she'd hugged him, and she'd told him she was such a good boy, so kind, so sweet, and she was so, so proud of him, her big twelve-year-old.
Then she'd said that when she felt better, they would go and get ice cream together.
Like we used to, Ilyusha, remember?
I remember, he'd told her softly. But I know it's different now, since Papa never likes to give you money anymore. So it's okay if we can’t.
Shh, no, don't worry, Mama had said, holding him close. Don't worry about Papa. I'll convince him, I promise.
And eventually, just before the end of the summer, Mama had actually kept her promise. She'd taken Ilya out for ice cream for the first time in over a year, one scoop for her and two scoops for him.
And then she'd given him her necklace, the one with the cross on it that she always, always wore.
This is for you, Ilya, she'd told him, as she'd clasped it behind his neck. You'll keep it safe for me, won't you?
But it's yours, he'd said.
She'd looked at him with her sad, tired eyes and stroked his cheek with her thumb. Yes, but I want you to have it now, she'd murmured. For your birthday, alright? As a birthday present.
But it hadn't really been a birthday present, he'd understood a week later— it had been his fucking inheritance.
And the ice cream hadn't been a celebration, either.
It had been a goodbye.
*
"Ilya?" says Shane, smelling very worried. "Are you okay?"
"I am fine."
"Right, um..." Shane says slowly, in a tone that Ilya finds unnerving. Because Shane can't tell what Ilya is feeling, can he? As far as Ilya is aware, he's successfully keeping any hint of grief out of his scent right now. But the way Shane is acting... it's like he can fucking smell it anyway.
"Listen, I'm sorry. We don't have to talk about your birthday, okay?" Shane tells him then, his voice unbearably gentle. "I shouldn't have— especially after what you said at the clinic the first time I brought it up, um— I'm really sorry. It's not fair of me to force you to celebrate your birthday for my sake. Like. That's fucking stupid of me. So let's just— let's forget I mentioned it. Okay?"
"It is... not stupid. It is generous. But... I do not want to owe you back for— for birthday presents," Ilya says haltingly. "Food, clothes, medicines... okay, maybe I need these. But I do not need any presents."
"Ilya, birthday presents are gifts. They're not given with the expectation of getting anything back," says Shane. "Like... they're for your birthday. People give them to you to, like, thank you for existing. Because they're glad you were born."
Ilya scoffs. "You are glad I was born?"
"Of course."
"You know me for 24 hours. Is too soon to be glad."
"Almost 26 hours," says Shane, "and it's not too soon."
"Why?"
"Why what?"
Ilya rolls his eyes. "Why you are glad I was born?"
"Oh. Because I like you," says Shane right away. "You're fun to hang out with. And you're a cool person. And I enjoy having you live with me."
Shane makes it sound so reasonable. He makes everything sound reasonable, even the stupid, unreasonable things Ilya does like eating too much spaghetti and having panic attacks in stores and being scared of unsealed water.
Shane never tries to make Ilya feel like an idiot. He always explains everything in such detail, like he doesn't want to keep Ilya guessing about what he expects. He doesn't delight in playing mind games or punishing Ilya for no reason. Or punishing him at all, actually. He seems truly horrified at the idea of subjecting Ilya to any sort of pain or humiliation whatsoever, even kinds that aren't even violent or sadistic or anything. 
And he doesn't make up rules that are impossible to follow just so he can watch Ilya fail. He doesn't change the rules on a whim. He hasn't even really given Ilya any rules, aside from things like "Don't come into my bedroom tonight thinking I want to fuck you."
He hasn't gotten angry at Ilya yet, hasn't broken a promise, hasn't been cruel.
And whatever he smells like, it always aligns precisely with his words and facial expressions, all of it working together to convey honesty and trustworthiness, like he truly has nothing to hide.
Well, except for his sexuality, maybe. There's something going on with that. Ilya isn't sure who knows that Shane's gay, and he has no way of finding out except asking Shane directly. But judging by how ashamed Shane has smelled both times the topic has come up, and the fact that he seems unwilling to even utter the sentence "I'm gay," Ilya assumes it's not public knowledge. In fact, he wouldn't be surprised if Shane has never told anyone except Rose Landry and Ilya. And... possibly his parents, if they're as wonderful as Shane claims they are? But no one else.
Which Ilya doesn't really understand. He'd always thought that people in Canada were open-minded about that stuff, but perhaps they aren't. Or the MLH isn't? Or Shane's sponsors aren't? Or his parents aren't?
Or fuck, maybe Shane isn't? He's obviously ashamed of himself for it, but does he think it's shameful to be gay in general? Would he be upset to know that Ilya likes men as well as women? Would he kick Ilya out for that?
But then again, how could he possibly think it's shameful for Ilya to be attracted to men if he doesn't think it's shameful for Ilya to have been fucked by literally thousands of alphas? Does he think that doesn't count because Ilya hadn't asked for it? If he found out that once upon a time, in another life, Ilya had asked for it, and that he could very well want to ask for it again in the future... would that change things?
"Shane. Tell me. Do you know word 'bisexual'?" Ilya blurts out before he can stop himself.
"Wait, sorry, is this— are we still talking about your birthday? Or is this a new topic?"
"Is new topic. You know word, yes or no?"
"I— yeah, I know the word bisexual," Shane says slowly. "Why?"
"Okay," says Ilya. "I am this."
There's a pause, then: "You're— bisexual?"
"Yes. Is problem?"
"No, of course not!" Shane says. "That's great. That's awesome." He doesn't smell horrified or disgusted or anything, so that's a relief. Then he asks, more quietly, "Uh, but how do you know?"
Ilya isn't sure what Shane means. "I know... because I am attracted to girls and also boys?" he tries. "For sex?"
"I mean, yeah, but like. Have you actually, um. Have you ever had, like, actual sex? With a guy?" asks Shane.
The question feels like a kick in the fucking stomach, and Ilya's breath hitches annoyingly. "Yes, thousands of times," he snaps. "Which you fucking know that already, so why the fuck do you ask me this?"
Guilt floods into Shane's scent. "No, wait, fuck, I just meant, uh. Consensually. Consensual sex."
Oh. Ilya frowns. It's sort of sweet, in a naïve way, that Shane doesn't think Ilya's been having actual sex for the past five years. "Okay, then not thousands of times," he mutters. "But many times, yes."
"When?" Shane asks, both sounding and smelling very fucking shocked. Had he thought that Ilya was a virgin when he'd presented, or something?
"When I was in Russia," Ilya says. "As teenager. Before I presented. With girls and with boys, both," he specifies, just to make things perfectly clear.
"Oh. You— oh. Um. And... you liked it? With both?" Shane asks slowly, smelling confused, though Ilya isn't sure whether he's confused about Ilya being bisexual or having had consensual sex or what.
"Yes, I liked it very much. Is why I am bisexual, see?" Ilya explains patiently.
"Oh," says Shane. He still smells confused, but also surprised and impressed and maybe even a little bit envious.
"And, um— like, have you dated too then?" Shane asks. "Did you have a girlfriend? Or— or a boyfriend or something?"
"No," says Ilya. "It was always just casual. Especially with boys. Always had to be secret, you know? But, uh," he adds, feeling suddenly very bold, "I would like to have one, someday."
"A girlfriend?"
"Mmm... could be," Ilya shrugs. "But probably boyfriend instead, yes? Boyfriend who is nice person and maybe would not even mind about, uh, that I am dirty and prostitute and sex slave, blah blah blah."
"Yeah no shit, he'd better not fucking mind," snarls Shane, with a level of intensity that Ilya finds sort of shocking, but also extremely hot. "Because you are not any of those things, Ilya. And any fucking 'boyfriend' who thinks less of you because of what you've been through can go fuck himself, okay?"
He smells so indignant as he says it, so protective, like an alpha defending his omega. Fuck.
And he also smells jealous. Of Ilya's hypothetical future boyfriend. Which is ridiculous. Gratifying, yes, but ridiculous.
"Yes. And... also he must be very boring person, because I am very fascinating person, yes?" Ilya presses on, in an effort to clarify what he's getting at here. "So that way, we will be, uh. What is word?"
Shane glances over at him, and Ilya moves his hands like they're the two sides of a scale, weighing something.
"Balanced?" Shane suggests, apparently still oblivious.
God, Shane is killing him. Does he think that Ilya expects to find some different, non-Shane alpha who is perfect and boring and smells amazing?
But if Shane really doesn't understand that Ilya is talking about him, that there could never be anyone but him, then fuck, Ilya might as well go all the way.
"And maybe," he says, "with this boyfriend who is so kind to me, maybe someday I could have sex again. Um, consensually, yes? I— I would like this very much. Someday."
Shane takes his eyes off the road for a moment to give Ilya a very concerned look. "You... want to have sex again someday?" he asks, as though he thinks he may have misunderstood.
"Yes," says Ilya.
"Wait, but why?"
Ilya purses his lips. He knows what Shane is asking: Why would you want to have sex again after being raped so many fucking times?, or something like that.
But that's like wondering why Ilya had wanted Shane to rub his back last night even though, in the past, his back has been viciously whipped.
They're just not the same thing.
And Ilya knows that sex with Shane would not be the same fucking thing as being raped, either.
"Why would I not want?" Ilya asks.
"Uh." Shane smells uncertain. "I— I don't know. Just— aren't you, like, traumatized? About sex?"
"Yes," Ilya admits. "Mostly. But you are one who just said it was not actual sex, what they did to me, yes?"
"I mean, yeah."
"So I want to have this actual sex again, you understand? Like before, when I was fifteen. Sex which if I want to stop, then maybe— um. Maybe it can stop," Ilya says quietly. "And which it is with someone who is very gentle, and who will make it be good kind of sex. Nice kind, which will not even hurt."
And it won't, with Shane, Ilya thinks. Shane will stretch him and use an excessive amount of lube and ask him if he's doing okay every 2.5 seconds. He'll probably even try to make sure that Ilya cums.
Not that he'll have to work very hard, because Ilya is such a fucking slut that he cums even when he's being raped.
But he does enjoy the idea that Shane would want them both to feel pleasure. Which Ilya suspects he would.
And Ilya would never, ever want Shane to do anything truly degrading like suck him off. But someday, maybe he could at least allow himself to imagine it. And then when he's in heat, he could jerk off to the thought of Shane's mouth around his cock, while the real Shane lies beside him and strokes his hair and fucks him tenderly enough that Ilya would almost be able to ignore it.
"I really hope you find that, when you're ready," says Shane.
"What?" asks Ilya, who is not at all thinking about Shane giving him a blowjob.
"A boyfriend," Shane says very softly. "And, um. Good sex."
"Thanks," Ilya says. "You too."
"Me too?"
"Yes."
"Um. Okay, but like— what do you mean by that?" asks Shane.
Ilya would have thought it was obvious. "I mean... you too, because you are probably wanting boyfriend too, yes? Very grateful and loyal boyfriend? And you can fuck him whenever you want or something?"
Instantly, so many emotions inundate Shane's scent that Ilya almost struggles to parse through them: grief, anger, envy, shame, fear, longing.
Shit. Ilya hadn't meant to make him feel any of those things. "Shane, please, I did not try to upset you. I am sorry," he says.
"Yeah, no, it's fine. I'm fine. Could we just change the subject or something?" mutters Shane.
God, the longing in his scent, the resignation in his voice— Ilya knows what it's like to feel hopeless like that, to yearn for something you think you can never have.
"I am really sorry, Shane," Ilya says. "We can talk about different thing, is fine. And— and also I will scent you. Is okay?"
"What?"
"You are sad, I can smell," says Ilya. "So I want to scent you now. But see, I warn first, like you ask, so you do not make any car accident."
"I'm not sad," Shane mumbles, clenching his jaw and holding his steering wheel like it's the only thing tethering him to earth. "I don't need you to scent me."
"You do not need, okay, but— but you will allow, yes?" Ilya asks, hoping Shane will find the phrase as amusing as he had earlier.
And sure enough, Shane shoots him a small smile. "Fine," he says, like he wants to be annoyed but can't actually manage it. "Yeah, whatever, I'll allow."
"Good," Ilya tells him. "So then keep driving car with one hand and put out other hand for me to scent. Here, on little table thing."
"The center console?"
"No vocabulary lessons. Just do, okay?"
And Shane does— he rests his right hand on the center console, exactly as Ilya had instructed.
"Like this, yes, very good. Now... do not crash car," Ilya warns Shane.
Then he scents him, pressing his wrist against Shane's, and grabbing hold of Shane's hand too for good measure.
One second passes, then another, and another, and Ilya keeps scenting him. He scents him until all the sad, self-loathing emotions are gone from his scent, and then he scents him some more.
Shane smells relieved now, and grateful, and— and yes, the scent of attraction is there too, Ilya notes with some satisfaction.
He's never scented anyone for this long before. He's never even scented anyone for more than maybe ten fitful seconds. Usually it had been much less though— just for a second or two at most, or often not at all. And it had always been utterly exhausting, physically and emotionally, even to the point of pain.
It feels so different now. A little tiring, maybe, but nothing he can't handle. And it's worth it, to be able to comfort Shane for once, instead of the other way around.
Ilya is sure whatever he's currently giving to Shane is nothing close to the amount of comfort that Ilya feels when Shane is the one doing the scenting. That would be impossible, because Ilya has never felt so safe in his entire life as he does when Shane scents him.
Being scented by Shane feels like remembering how to be a person. Like being reborn. Like his lungs have suddenly remembered how to breathe, and every breath his Shane's scent. Like his heart has remembered how to beat, and it's pumping Shane's scent through his veins.
And Ilya feels so fucking warm when Shane scents him, and so secure, like Shane's scent is all-consuming but also all-encompassing— healing him inside and and surrounding him outside, a balm and a blanket and a shield. It makes him feel like nothing can hurt him, not now and not ever again.
But even if Ilya can't provide that level of comfort to Shane, he's still providing something, and that's a start.
"Ilya, I— fuck," Shane says abruptly, in a strained voice, "The scenting— it's like, starting to legitimately impair my driving ability, so. We're gonna have to stop, I think. I'm sorry."
He shoots Ilya an apologetic look, then extricates his hand from Ilya's and places it back on the steering wheel.
Ilya frowns. "You did not like?" he asks.
"No, no, I did!" Shane glances over at him briefly once more. "Ilya, I fucking loved it. Like, it was getting distracting; that's how much I loved it. I felt like I wasn't driving safely anymore. Sorry, um. Sorry if I didn't make that clear."
"Oh," says Ilya. "So... you are feeling better now, yes?"
Shane smiles. "I am, yeah. Thanks."
A few minutes pass in silence. They must be nearly home now, Ilya thinks, though he has no actual idea where they currently are or where Shane's apartment is.
"What is it like to you?" Ilya asks. "When I scent."
"It's great."
"I mean... does it feel weak?"
"No, not at all."
"Is it same amount strong like when your father is scenting you?"
"I'd say so, yeah. Why? Was it— did it feel difficult?" asks Shane, smelling suddenly worried.
"No, it was not. I just... it is hard to believe I can do this. I feel very fucked up inside of me, in my emotions," Ilya admits. "But I guess I feel very much better now than before, because now I can scent. Even if I am still broken or something."
All sorts of sympathetic feelings fill Shane's scent. "Ilya..." he says softly, and Ilya can tell he's about to cry. It's very nice, that Shane always thinks Ilya is worth crying over. But he really doesn't need to.
"Tell me my scent," Ilya says, so that Shane will stop being sad about Ilya's brokenness.
"Huh?"
"My scent notes. Like I told you yours," says Ilya. "I want to hear you describe."
"Oh. You— you don't know them?"
"No, I do. Other omegas told me things. Trees, baking, snow. Sounds like stupid scent."
"It's not a stupid scent," Shane says emphatically.
Ilya finds himself smiling at Shane's conviction. "Okay, fine," he says. "So describe it then."
"I, um—" Shane is quiet for a while. "Let me think about it first," he says at last. "I want to do it justice."
"'Do it justice,' what is this?"
"Um... like make it sound as good as it deserves to," Shane explains.
"Oh," says Ilya, feeling strangely humbled. "Okay then. You can... take your time." He hopes that's the right expression.
Shane smiles at him for a moment, then focuses his eyes on the road again. "I will tell you though—" he says. "Um. Well, you probably already know, but, uh— it's your omega scent that comes out, when you're scenting me. So I thought that was cool."
Ilya had not, in fact, known that. "You are joking?" he asks.
"Uh. No, I'm not. Why, is it usually your alpha scent?"
"No," says Ilya slowly. "It is always omega, but— I thought that is because I always wore scent blockers, before."
"What do you mean?"
"Um. Because when I wear scent blocker, I smell like omega, yes? So—"
"You do?"
Fuck, had no one told Shane about that already? "Yes," Ilya says quietly, trying not to panic. "But— Shane, please do not make me. Do not make me wear scent patch. I do not want to smell like omega. I am sorry if you like my omega scent better, but— Shane, I am begging—"
"Hey, no, that's not— I don't like it better. I like your scent either way. And I'd never force you to wear a scent patch if you didn't want to, okay?"
Ilya watches him carefully.
"I was just surprised, I guess," Shane goes on. "I thought... I don't know. I figured scent blockers would just make you smell like nothing. Like— I mean, that's how they normally work, right?"
Yes, except Ilya isn't fucking normal. "Is because my omega scent still is there, hiding," he explains. "Usually alpha scent covers it. But when alpha scent is blocked, oops! Omega scent pops out. And scent blockers do not work on omega scent, you know, so then I just smell like omega."
"Huh," says Shane.
"Also when I am in heat," confesses Ilya. "Then I smell like omega even without scent blocker. And... well, now you tell me is also when I scent someone. Even when I am smelling like alpha on outside."
Shane nods. "That's really fascinating," he says, sounding almost like he's being sarcastic, but Ilya knows he means it. And it's flattering, Ilya supposes, that he thinks Ilya's aberrations are fascinating, instead of any of the numerous other words Ilya's been called in the past.
"But you really will not make me wear blockers? Never?" he asks, because that's all he really cares about, not how fascinating Shane finds him.
"No, I— why would I do that?"
"Because you are alpha. And alphas, um... usually they always— they want me to smell like omega. They are attracted to omega. So all the time I am with owners and pimps, I wear scent blockers, yes? Every day. Only sometimes not, for... for certain customers or something, because they get off to imagine, um—" Ilya shakes his head. "Anyway, almost always I am smelling like omega. I never can take off scent patch without permission. But when police come for raid, I— I just take scent patch off anyway, even if I am not allowed, because— because I thought they were fucking arresting me, and I did not want to smell like omega in fucking prison. And then even after I get in Omicron House..." Ilya swallows. He can hear his voice shaking. "Everyone there, even staff, is omega and beta, but I still did not want to wear scent patch. And I know it is selfish for me to smell like alpha there, and it make all these other omegas so scared of me, even ones who I knew from before, when we were with same pimp. But I just— I was too much coward. I wanted only to smell like alpha. Because mostly every time I ever smell like omega in my life, it is because I am forced to, you know? Because they make me wear scent patch so I will seem like good little sex toy, very weak and submissive. So now that I do not have to, I— I think I never want to smell like omega again, if, um, if you allow this. Because when— when I have no scent patch, when I smell like alpha, it feels like... Uh, what is word for these things you wear to protect? Is like clothes but metal."
"Chainmail?"
"No, I do not hear of that before," says Ilya. He thinks would recognize the word he's looking for, if Shane said it. "Uh, is to protect from sword?" he tries. "On whole body, face and legs and chest? In war, long time ago?"
"Oh, armor?"
Fucking finally. "Yes, this one," says Ilya. "Alpha scent feels like armor to me. Even though this is irrational, because sometimes I have been raped when I smell like alpha, too. So it is not actual armor. But still, it— it feels better to me. To not smell like omega."
"That's fine, Ilya," says Shane. "I don't think it's irrational at all. Or cowardly."
"Or... what about selfish?"
"Or selfish," Shane confirms. "I think it's totally fine. It's your own scent. You should do what you're most comfortable with."
"But you do not think it is more sexy if I have omega scent?"
"No," says Shane, smelling almost ashamed. "No, I think you're equally, um. Nice. Nice-smelling. Both ways. Actually, uh. I mean, the omega scent feels, like, special? Because it's not your regular scent. But I think personally I might like the alpha version better, sort of."
And then he smiles at Ilya, and fuck, he's blushing.
Shane blushes so easily. Or maybe he doesn't— maybe Ilya is just good at making him blush. But he is so beautiful when he blushes, with his little embarrassed scent and his shy smile and the combination of his flushed cheeks and his freckles. Ilya loves it. It makes him feel fucking crazy how much he loves it.
And also Shane likes Ilya's alpha scent. And he's not going to make him wear blockers. Ilya leans back in his seat.
"Thank you," he says. "This is good to hear."
"Yeah. No problem," Shane tells him.
They finally reach the underground parking lot of the giant fancy building Shane lives in, and Shane pulls into his designated parking space, which is between two sports cars. Ilya wishes Shane drove a sports car, instead of a stupid Land Rover.
Ilya's always wanted to have a sports car, which is obviously impossible, but Shane having one would be the next best thing.
"Okay," Shane says, as soon as they're parked. He pulls out his phone from his pocket and takes a deep breath. "I think I'm ready."
Ilya sits up straighter, a bit apprehensive about Shane's sudden enthusiasm. "Um— may I ask what are you ready for?"
"To describe your scent!" says Shane brightly. "I'm gonna type it out."
"Oh. Okay." Ilya raises his eyebrows. "You take this seriously, huh?"
"I do, yeah," Shane replies, already tapping at his phone screen, frowning in concentration.
He types for perhaps five minutes in total, though it seems like most of that time is spent deleting and re-writing.
And Ilya just watches, his eyes bouncing back and forth between Shane's pretty face and his equally-pretty thumbs.
Then, at last, Shane presents Ilya with the phone.
"Here," he says. "And there's the Russian translation underneath, too. I don't know if that's, like, necessary, but just in case."
Ilya takes the phone from him gingerly and looks down at the screen to see two paragraphs of English.
He starts reading immediately:
Ilya-
You smell like a pine forest, clean winter air (I love that smell), leather, and spices that are sort of peppery and spicy but something sweet too, like cinnamon. It smells familiar, like home, actually a little bit like Christmas, but it also smells kind of wild and exciting, like going on an adventure.
It really fits you well, because you're sweet and kind but at the same time you're such a strong person. And you're so brave. You've been braver in the past two days than I've been in my whole fucking life. I'm pretty much in awe of you. And anyway yeah, that's your scent. Sorry I'm not a poet like you are so please don't judge my lame description. Just know that you smell really good!!
Below that, there's the translation app's version in Russian, which Ilya reads too, just as eagerly.
It's not a perfect translation— it sounds a bit stilted, some of the phrasing is awkward, and the second paragraph keeps switching randomly between the formal and informal words for "you."
But he appreciates having it there, because otherwise he wouldn't have known like half the terms Shane used to describe his scent notes— spices, peppery, spicy, cinnamon.
Ilya reads through the whole thing three times in both English and Russian. He likes it better in English, since that's the version Shane actually wrote, and he can hear Shane's voice in his head as he reads it.
But also... fuck, his eyes keep going back to the words ты такой храбрый in the Russian part— "you're so brave"— because that's exactly what Mama used to tell him. Ty takoy khrabryy. It even has the informal "you" and the correct gender for the adjective and everything.
It's ironic, he thinks, that Shane and Mama, the only two people Ilya has ever allowed to comfort him when he's felt truly afraid, are also the only two people who've ever called him brave.
Ilya fucking wishes he were brave.
With Mama, he'd always felt like he had to be brave for her sake. Because he'd never wanted her to worry about him, never wanted her to think it was her job to make him feel better, when she herself was already so sad.
But Shane makes Ilya want to be brave for himself. He makes Ilya want to do things that scare him, to ask for things he doesn't deserve.
He reads the description of his scent again, sets down the phone, and takes a deep breath.
"You can give one birthday present," he says, half avoiding Shane's eye. "Only one."
Immediately, Shane's whole face lights up. "Okay, wait, um. How about five? Please?"
"No."
"C'mon, five presents is nothing."
"No, is not nothing. Is very many." Ilya pauses for a moment, then sighs. "Two, okay? But that is all."
"Four."
"Three."
"Three, plus I get to bake a cake with you," says Shane.
Oh.
Ilya presses his lips together. "There is, um, Russian cake. Is called sharlotka," he says, frustrated at the childish little waver in his voice. "We can make this one?"
Shane smiles. "That sounds awesome, yeah. So... we're in agreement? Three presents plus, um, what's it called? Sharlotka?"
Ilya nods. "Yes. But— wait, they cannot be expensive presents, okay?"
The excitement in Shane's scent fades. "That was not part of the original agreement," he says indignantly, before letting out a dejected sigh. "But, um. If you, like... really insist, um. That's okay. That's fine. Like, I don't mind buying you expensive gifts, and they would be a lot more fun, I think," he says in a small, cajoling voice. "But it's your birthday, so..."
He gives Ilya an imploring look, and fuck, his beautiful eyes are so fucking sad, like he's about to cry at the idea of not being able to waste insanely large sums of money on stupid worthless Ilya.
"Fuck, you play dirty," grumbles Ilya, looking away from the pleading expression on Shane's unfairly pretty face. "You manipulate me with eyes. Is cheating."
"Is that a yes?" asks Shane, the smell of hopeful excitement rushing back into his scent. "I can spend however much I want?"
"Yes, fine, okay," huffs Ilya, more dramatically than is probably necessary. "You can spend all your millionaire Canadian money on me for my birthday. You are happy now?"
"Very," says Shane. He sounds annoyingly proud of himself.
And— fuck, thinks Ilya, staring at the orange Lamborghini parked beside them. Shane is going to probably spend a thousand dollars on him now or something. Which Ilya knows should really fucking frighten him, because gifts mean debt and expensive gifts mean lots of debt, and debt always has to be repaid, usually in terrible, dehumanizing ways—
But then he looks over at Shane, who smells so happy and grateful and warm, whose eyes are so soft, who's smiling like Ilya has already repaid any and every debt to him, past and future, just by fucking existing.
And Ilya forgets about feeling scared.
Instead, he smiles back, and lets himself feel happy too.
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  Shane's phone is still in Ilya's lap when it starts buzzing with texts from Rose Landry. Many, many texts.
Ilya reads them as they arrive one after another on the screen:
Rose:

Shaneeeee I'm sorry I didn't text you like I said I would today
Rose:

Got called in for fucking ADR on a commercial and then I had this looong meeting about a possible upcoming role 👀
Rose:

Actually that part was pretty exciting I'll tell you more later
Rose:

But MORE IMPORTANTLY how are you and Ilya????
Rose:

Did you have fun today? Did you go shopping? Buy anything cool? 😎
Rose:

You're not scaring Ilya with your Shane-ness right?
Ilya wonders what she means by that. Why would Ilya ever be scared of "Shane-ness"? Shane is not scary at all.
Rose:

Anyway tell Ilya hi from me!!!!!
Rose:

And text me back!! I'm dying for an update!!!!!!!
Rose:

Love ya!!
"Shane, your girlfriend is texting to you ten thousand times," Ilya announces, shoving the phone toward Shane. "And she says she loves you."
"My— what?" asks Shane. He snatches the phone away from Ilya, glances down at it, and rolls his eyes. "Okay, Rose Landry is not my girlfriend," he says, sounding so adamant about this fact that Ilya finds himself smiling. "And don't— she said 'love ya,' okay? That's very different from 'I love you.' We never said 'I love you' to each other even when we were actually dating."
"Oh," says Ilya, feeling very pleased at this new information. "Well, you should text back to her, because she is dying for update. Yes? And while you do this, I will start to take bags out of... trunk, is called?"
"Uh, okay. Yeah, it's called the trunk," says Shane distractedly. He presses a button on his car keys, then returns his attention to the reply he's typing out to Rose Landry. "The trunk should be open now. And I'll be back there too in just a second, okay?"
"Okay, have fun texting to girlfriend," says Ilya as he exits the car, shutting his door with a grin at the sound of Shane's renewed protests.
*
As soon as he reaches the back of the car, Ilya gets to work unloading their purchases. He takes hold of the 40-pack case of bottled water with one hand, grabs all four bags of canned goods in the other, lifts all of it out of the trunk at once—
And manages just one staggering step before he has to set everything down on the ground.
Because apparently, a case of water and some stupid cans of soup are too fucking heavy for him now.
The sting of humiliation that follows is so intense that Ilya can't even keep it out of his scent, fuck. But at least Shane is still in the car.
Ilya takes a deep breath and tries to quickly get his fucking emotions under control, but it's hard. Because the water and cans can't have weighed more than like 40 kilograms combined. And Ilya should be able to lift 40 kilograms. He thinks he would have been able to just now, maybe, if he'd been prepared for how heavy it would feel. But... fuck, he's afraid to try again in case he's wrong.
Ilya squeezes his eyes shut. He fucking hates this. He hates himself and his muscles and his whole pathetic body. He wonders if Shane can tell, just by looking at him, how fucking weak he is. He probably can. He probably pities him. He's probably—
"Hey, sorry, Rose started texting me back asking what flavors of ice cream we got, so I... uh. Hi?"
Ilya opens his eyes to find Shane standing beside the trunk, staring at him and smelling faintly of concern.
"Are you okay?" Shane asks after a moment.
"Yes."
"Okay, cool. Uh. So I'll take this stuff that's on the ground, I guess?" says Shane. "And you can get the blankets and turtlenecks? Oh, and the bags from the drugstore and pharmacy?"
Ilya just nods.
He watches, entranced, as Shane effortlessly picks up all the bags of cans from the ground, then hoists the case of water bottles onto his shoulder like it weighs nothing.
And fuck, Ilya is so unbearably jealous.
But also Shane is so hot. And so strong.
And Ilya wants to curl up against his chest and live there.
Ilya doesn't blush at this thought for even a tiny fraction of a second. Instead, he turns away quickly, grabs the remaining bags from the trunk, and slams it shut.
***
"Once we're home we'll just leave the cans in the kitchen and go upstairs, okay?" says Shane as they ride the elevator from the parking structure up to his apartment. "And I'll give you the safe for your medicine and stuff. Does that sound fine?"
He's staring off into the distance while he speaks, just holding the case of water on his shoulder like he's posing for a Soviet propaganda poster or something.
"It is fine, yes. Thank you," says Ilya. Then, unable to stop himself— "Do you think I am wimp?" he asks.
Shane whips his head over to stare at Ilya, frowning deeply. "Huh?"
"Because you carry all these heavy things," clarifies Ilya. "This is because you think I am wimp?"
"No, it's because— what? No, of course I don't think you're a wimp."
"So why do you carry these without even ask me?" Ilya asks. "If it is not because you think I am too much wimp?"
"I— I don't know," says Shane. "It's just... it's polite, isn't it? To, like, carry stuff? And... I mean, look, if you won't let me get you five birthday presents, you at least have to let me be, like, a little bit chivalrous sometimes."
"'Chivalrous,' what is it?"
"It's like, uh. Like, doing things to help people? Courteous? Gentlemanly?"
"Oh, 'dzhentl′menskiy'!"
"I... I guess?"
"Yes, is when you have good manners. Very polite and nice man."
"Yeah, exactly. I mean, chivalrous is a bit different, because it's more like..." Shane shakes his head. "I don't know, it's hard to explain."
Ilya doesn't actually care about the subtle nuances in meaning of the words chivalrous and gentlemanly. "Shane?" he says. "Are you really sure I do not seem like wimp?"
"I— yeah, I'm sure," Shane replies immediately.
"But I mean when you look at me," says Ilya. "My body. Does it look weak to you, and with no muscles?"
Shane's eyes sweep over Ilya from head to toe, and the smell of attraction sparks subtly in his scent. "No," he says, his cheeks flushing as he looks away. "No, you don't look weak. Your, uh. Body. I mean, I didn't know you... before, obviously. But I think you look good." He clears his throat. "Like, you look normal. But in a good way. Um, a very good way."
Ilya has to work to suppress a smile at Shane's reaction. "Oh," he says, finally reassured. Because Shane wouldn't be attracted to Ilya's body if he thought it was weak, right? And it's true that Shane is always gentlemanly. So maybe Shane is telling the truth, that he was just trying to be a nice person, as usual. A chivalrous Canadian gentleman.
Who is also extremely strong and hot, and sometimes blushes when he looks at Ilya.
Fuck.
*
The elevator dings, and they exit out into the hallway.
There are only two doors ahead of them, both on the same side of the hall, and apparently Shane owns both units but only lives in one of them. He told this to Ilya earlier today when they were leaving for his appointment, in as much detail as he aways likes to give:
This hall is private, okay? I own the unit next door to mine, too. I bought it just a couple months ago, actually. Eventually I'll start renting it out, but I haven't yet, so there's no one there to bother us. And deliveries get left with the concierge in the lobby, so no one will be coming up here for that. And, like, in the elevator, you need a special code to even get to this floor. And the only person who knows the code is Rose. And— well, now Svetlana too. But, like, not even my parents know it, or my friend Hayden or anything. Uh, Hayden's an alpha, but you never have to meet him, I promise. And I won't tell anyone else the code without checking with you first. And obviously even if someone got to this floor they'd still need a key to get into the house. I mean, I guess the fire department has ways around all that stuff for emergencies, but— Just, I want you know it's very secure here, okay?
Sometimes Ilya wishes Shane would explain everything in the world to him like this, so thoroughly and thoughtfully, trying so hard to anticipate any concern Ilya might possibly have.
Ilya's actual concerns are very stupid, so usually Shane misses some of them. Or many of them. But it's still nice.
Ilya watches as Shane unlocks the door to the apartment while somehow maintaining his grip on all the fucking bags. He holds it open and gestures for Ilya to enter. "After you," he says.
"Wow, so chivalrous," says Ilya, and Shane laughs.
***
As promised, the first thing Shane does once they're inside is bring his safe to Ilya's bedroom. He sets it down on the floor, just to the side of the dresser. "Okay," he says. "So here it is. The code right now is 1-9-9-1."
"Our year of birth?"
"Well, mine. But yeah, yours too."
"This is not secure, Shane. Very easy for thiefs to guess."
Shane smiles. "It just had, like, my passport and birth certificate and stuff in it. Not exactly the Crown Jewels."
Ilya lowers his eyes. He wishes he could speak so flippantly about his own fucking passport. He doesn't even know which one of his pimps last had it, but he really fucking hopes it was one of the three who were arrested on Saturday. And that it's still intact. And that the police actually manage to find it.
"Hey, uh. Ilya? Is everything okay?" asks Shane.
"Yes," says Ilya immediately.
Shane frowns, but thankfully doesn't pry. "Okay, um," he says. "So I'll just leave you to it then, with the safe. Feel free to make the passcode something more secure than our birth year, alright?"
"Yes, I will. Thank you."
"Great," says Shane. "I'm gonna go back to my room and get my blanket all set up on my bed. The hockey one. And then, uh..." His eyes drift to the bright yellow Giant Tiger bag by Ilya's feet, the one containing all his turtlenecks. "You want me to fold those for you?"
"You do not like to think about me putting turtlenecks all crumpled into drawer?" asks Ilya, lifting his eyebrows.
"Honestly no, I don't."
Shane is so strange. Ilya smiles. "Okay," he says, handing Shane the bag. "You can fold turtlenecks just how you like it."
"Cool. I'll bring them back when I'm done," says Shane. He gives Ilya a wave, and then he leaves, closing the door behind him.
***
Ilya opens the safe and pushes the button inside to reset the 4-digit code.
First he presses the 8 and the 1, because 81 had always been his jersey number back in Russia. Then, without really thinking, he adds 2 and 4, which he somehow knows is Shane's.
Reenter to Confirm Code flashes on the screen, and Ilya pushes the buttons again: 8-1-2-4.
Code Confirmed, the screen tells him.
Ilya empties the bags from the drugstore and the Omicron House pharmacy into the safe and shuts it firmly, feeling very grateful to Shane. Then he moves on to the next bag, which is very large and holds his hockey blanket and the nightlights. He sets the nightlights down carefully on his nightstand— he'll put one in the closet later— and has just finished ripping the plastic wrapping off of the blanket when he hears a very hesitant-sounding knock at his door.
"Hey, uh, I finished folding?" comes Shane's voice from out in the hall.
Ilya pulls open the door, and there's Shane, holding sixteen neatly-stacked turtlenecks.
"Wow, look at this," Ilya says. "You have real talent with folding."
"I— thank you?" says Shane. "Is that a good thing?"
Ilya grabs the stack from him and sets it down on his bed, then returns to the door. He reaches out and ruffles Shane's beautiful, shiny hair. "Is very good," he says. "Not even boring, I think."
"Oh." Shane runs his hand over the top of his own head, right where Ilya had just touched it. He looks a little dazed. Attraction ripples through his scent, and Ilya grins in satisfaction.
Then his cell phone starts ringing, he flinches like an idiot, and the moment is ruined. The attraction is gone from Shane's scent.
Ilya yanks his phone out of his pocket, cursing himself for being such a jumpy little coward. Shane hates when he flinches. And it doesn't even make sense; had he expected the ringtone to punch him in the face?
"Svetlana. She is calling," he tells Shane. "She will want me to talk alone for privacy."
"Of course, yeah," Shane says quickly. "I'll just be downstairs, okay? Come down when you're done." He gives Ilya a smile. "Have a good call."
"Okay," says Ilya. "Bye bye, Shane Hollander."
"Bye Ilya," Shane echoes, still smiling. And very gently, he shuts Ilya's door.
Ilya stares down at the front of his phone for a moment, where Svetlana's contact name is scrolling across the tiny screen: Svetlana Vetrova - please call or text me anytime 24/7. Then he flips it open to answer the call.
"Hello?" he greets her in Russian.
"Hi Ilya. This is Svetlana," she tells him.
"I know," he says. "I can read."
"Are you in your bedroom?"
"Yeah, just the way you like me."
"Ilya."
"What?"
"We've talked about the sexual comments, remember?"
Ilya rolls his eyes. Svetlana can't see him, of course, but it makes him feel better. "No, I forgot," he says. "Maybe you should give me your whole fucking lecture all over again about how you understand that it's tempting for me to use sexual humor as a defense mechanism to cope with my fucking trauma, but our relationship needs to feel safe and professional for both of us so blah blah blah blah blah."
Svetlana is silent for a moment. "How are you doing right now, Ilya?" she asks then, her voice so gentle that Ilya feels most of the vitriol leave him.
"Good," he mumbles. "I'm— yeah, I'm good."
"Yeah? You're feeling okay?"
"Yep."
"I'm glad." Svetlana doesn't speak for a few moments, and Ilya makes no effort to fill the silence, just sits down on the floor with his back against his nightstand and waits.
"So. Ilya," Svetlana says at last.
"So. Svetlana," Ilya echoes, in a way that he knows would make Shane laugh.
But Svetlana just continues on, as businesslike as ever. "Is there anything on your mind right now that you want to discuss with me?"
"No."
"And how has Shane been? Yesterday you told me he was, uh... boring? Is that still the case?"
"Oh my god, yes," moans Ilya, relieved that they've finally reached a good conversation topic. "So fucking boring. Like, you know what he gets excited about? Knowing things about medical conditions. And going grocery shopping. And buying blankets. He bought fucking matching blankets for us, can you believe that? And it's a blanket for children, with these cartoons all over it of little guys playing hockey. So ridiculous, right? For a grown man to be excited about that? But Shane already went and put it on his bed, like he doesn't even care how fucking uncool it is."
"Mm," hums Svetlana.
"Actually, I don't think he ever tries to be cool at all," Ilya goes on. "He always dresses like he's about to go to the gym. He drives a fucking Land Rover. And he said he eats the same thing for breakfast every day, a fucking smoothie. So boring. You'd never guess he's a millionaire. Or a famous hockey star."
"Hmm. Are you a fan of hockey?" Svetlana asks offhandedly.
Ilya's breath hitches.
Sometimes, even though it's completely by his own choosing, Ilya forgets that Svetlana knows almost nothing about him.
Or at least, nothing about his life back in Russia.
On Monday, a female beta from the Canadian immigration department— IRCC, Svetlana had called it— had come to Omicron House to interview him, to see if he would qualify for a Temporary Resident Permit for victims of human trafficking. Svetlana had assured him that he would be fine, that the questions would be very straightforward and that omega trafficking cases are dealt with much more quickly and easily by IRCC than those involving betas. But she'd offered to stay with him during the interview, if he wanted. And Ilya, who'd been terrified that he would answer something wrong and either get arrested for prostitution or deported to Russia, had agreed. He'd kind of begged her to, actually.
So Svetlana had sat in the chair beside him during the entire interview— holding his hand like he was a scared little child, reminding him where he was whenever his mind went blank, repeatedly telling him in Russian that he was doing great— as the immigration lady asked him questions and he tried his very best to answer coherently:
"Where were you born?" ("Moscow. In Russia.") "When did you come to Canada?" ("2011. On the second of September. I remember because I see date, on airplane ticket.") "So you flew to Canada by plane?" ("Yes.") "Did anyone help you enter Canada?" ("Uh, yes, it was my last pimp from Russia. He— he bring me here so I can work for his brother. Who is also pimp.") "What did you think you were coming to Canada to do?" ("To be prostitute.") "What sort of work did you actually perform, once you arrived in Canada?" ("Being prostitute.") "Until what date did you perform this work?" ("Uh. I had many different pimps during these years, but— but I always work only as prostitute. Until day when police come. On Saturday.") "How many different employers in Canada did you have in total?" ("My pimps? In Canada, uh... I had six. Because I cause problems, so none of them like to keep me long, and they sell me to new pimp.") "And with these employers, were you paid for your services?" ("No. Never me. Only they were paid.") "Were you permitted time off for vacations or if you were sick?" ("No.") "Did you have access to your passport or other identification documents?" ("No.") "Were you able to leave your job and seek another one, if you so wished?" ("No.") "What did you believe would happen if you attempted to leave?" ("They would kill me.")
And on and on and on.
So Svetlana is aware of the basics about his time in Canada.
But she knows nothing about his childhood, nothing about Mama, nothing about the surgeries and hormones and fucking gene therapy, nothing about his father selling him into slavery.
And nothing about him playing hockey.
"Yeah. I'm a hockey fan," he says flatly.
"So that's something you and Shane have that in common, right?" replies Svetlana. "Have you discussed it much with him? Hockey?"
"Uh, yeah," says Ilya. "We've... we've discussed hockey." Actually, they've barely spoken about hockey at all now that Ilya thinks about it. He suddenly wonders if Shane is trying to avoid the topic on purpose, in case Ilya finds it painful. That seems like something Shane would do. Something chivalrous.
"That's great," says Svetlana. "I imagine it's nice to have some common ground there."
"I guess."
Svetlana is quiet, like she expects him to say something more, but what is there to say? Certainly nothing he'd want Svetlana to know about.
"And, uh... I do have to ask," Svetlana continues eventually. "Has Shane made you uncomfortable at all at any point last night or today? Any inappropriate behavior or comments?"
"No, he hasn't," snaps Ilya. "I already fucking promised I'd tell you if he rapes me, remember?"
Svetlana doesn't answer.
"He hasn't," Ilya repeats, more softly this time. "He hasn't done anything bad. He's only been kind to me. He's been... uh, probably the nicest person I've ever met, other than my— my mom. So I don't really think you have to worry about the, uh, rape thing."
"I see," says Svetlana. "Well. It's my job to worry about that sort of thing, as annoying as you may find it. But I'm very glad to hear that he's been kind to you so far. And you'll tell me if that changes, right?"
Ilya sighs. "Sure, whatever."
"Good," Svetlana says. "So. How was your day today, Ilya, overall?"
Ilya frowns, unsure how to answer.
He'd laughed today, for the first time in fucking years. He and Shane had sat outside in the sun. Shane had smiled at him so many times that he'd stopped keeping track.
And— at some point in the past five years of Ilya's life, he'd sort of forgotten what happiness even felt like.
Today, he'd remembered again.
"It was good," Ilya says.
"Yeah?"
"Yeah, it..." Ilya takes a deep breath, then admits in a rush, "It was probably one of the best days of my life or something, so... yeah. It was good."
"It seems like 'good' might even be a bit of an understatement then," says Svetlana. It sounds like she's smiling.
"Yeah. Maybe."
"Well, I'm glad to hear that, Ilya," Svetlana tells him. "I imagine that the past few days— and certainly the past few years— have been very difficult for you. I hope this is the first of many good days ahead."
Ilya says nothing. He hopes so too, he thinks, even if he hates to admit it to himself.
"And what about your appointment at Omicron House?" Svetlana asks after a while. "How did that go?"
"It was... fine," says Ilya.
Which might also be a bit of an understatement. It had gone as well as possible, all things considered. He'd obviously reacted badly to the prospect of injections, but that hadn't been Nurse Vivi's fault. She hadn't known why the idea had bothered him so much, and she hadn't been able to smell his fear or how close he'd come to using Alpha Voice.
But other than that, everything had been good. Nurse Vivi had been very nice to him. And very polite. She'd respected his request that she not mention his tattoos. She hadn't made him get naked. She hadn't acted like he was disgusting for having STDs.
And Shane had exceeded Ilya's wildest expectations. He'd helped him with the stupid intake form. He'd closed his eyes without any argument when Ilya had asked, and even covered his face with his hands. He'd reiterated all of Ilya's requests to Nurse Vivi. And fuck, he'd protected Ilya so well from the injections.
"Anything in particular you want to share about it?"
Ilya fiddles with his sleeve, looks down at the stupid infected sores on his wrist. "Uh. The nurse was named Nurse Vivi. She was nice. She was an omega." Ilya hesitates. "Did you, um. Did you read my blood results?"
"No, Ilya. Your medical records are private. They're for you and the clinicians who are treating you; I don't get to see them," Svetlana says firmly. "Didn't Nurse Vivi tell you that?"
"Oh," says Ilya. "I mean, yes, she told me. But I thought— I don't know."
He'd assumed someone at the clinic would have at least told Svetlana that he'd refused the antibiotic injections. That seems like something they'd want her to know, so she could nag him endlessly about it.
"Was there something about your results that you wanted to talk about?" asks Svetlana after a moment.
"No," says Ilya. "She just said that, uh, my organs are healthy. And I need to take vitamins, so Shane bought those for me today."
There's more he could tell her, of course— like that he's undernourished and his wrists are infected and he has three fucking STDs.
But the last thing Ilya wants to do is give Svetlana any reason to see him as more disgusting and pathetic than she already does. He knows that in Svetlana's mind, he'll forever be the unwashed, frightened omega that police had found shackled to a wall in Daniel's basement, who'd sobbed like a baby when she'd sat with him in the backseat of the cop car, who'd walked into Omicron House clutching the stupid silver shock blanket so tightly around his torso that he'd left his entire dick and ass exposed for anyone to see, and hadn't even noticed until Svetlana had delicately let him know.
"Well, it's always good to have healthy organs," says Svetlana mildly. "And I'm glad you'll be getting whatever vitamins you need."
"Yeah."
"And you must not have used Alpha Voice," Svetlana goes on, "or else I assume someone would have called me."
Ilya says nothing.
"Ilya?" prompts Svetlana. "You... didn't use Alpha Voice, did you?"
"No, I didn't. But—" Ilya sighs. "I wanted to, at one point. I would have, I think, if Shane hadn't been there."
Svetlana is quiet for a moment, and Ilya mentally prepares himself to get lectured for having even been tempted to use Alpha Voice.
"You let Shane attend the appointment with you?" is what she asks instead, eventually.
"What, do you think I shouldn't have?"
"I think..." says Svetlana slowly, "that most omegas would find it much more difficult to speak honestly about certain sensitive topics in the presence of an alpha."
Ilya scowls, suddenly annoyed. "Well I'm not like most omegas, am I?" he reminds her. "Or else you wouldn't have kicked me out of Omicron House."
"Ilya, that decision was not mine to make," Svetlana says. And she sounds all upset about it too, as though she was the one who'd been wronged, instead of Ilya. "I fought very hard for you to be allowed to stay at Omicron."
"Wow, you want a fucking medal?" Ilya mutters.
He actually does believe that she'd fought for him to stay, the same way she'd fought for him to be recognized as an omega by the police and the intake coordinator and the program director. So he doesn't really know why he's being a piece of shit to her. Probably because he's a piece of shit person in general.
"Ilya," Svetlana says softly.
"What?"
"I'm only trying to confirm that Shane didn't pressure you to allow him into the room. That's all."
Ilya groans. "Well he didn't, okay? I fucking asked him to stay with me. I wanted him to be there, specifically because he's an alpha. Because it made me feel safe, because I knew the nurse would respect an alpha. And I told him to stand up for me if I needed it, so I wouldn't have to use Alpha Voice. And then... that's what he did. Just like I asked him to, okay? He fucking stood up for me. I— I even know how to say it in English," Ilya tells her. "He 'advocate for me.' Yes?"
"Oh," says Svetlana softly. "Well. I— That's really good to hear, Ilya. I'm glad he was able to, uh... to 'advocate for you.' And I'm glad that him being there made you feel safer. That's huge, Ilya."
Ilya scoffs. "Yeah, that's what all the girls tell me." It's not an appropriate joke for an omega to make, but Svetlana barely even acknowledges it.
"I mean it's significant," she replies tersely, "especially after the experiences you've had with alphas in the past."
"Okay, well, Shane isn't like those other alphas," mutters Ilya. "He even said so. He said, uh, the things they did to me were really fucked up and— and it shouldn't make sense to me that they treated me that way. He said he only wants good things for me. And he doesn't even care if I act like a fucking bitch to him, or if I do stupid things that make his life harder. He never gets angry. He doesn't even yell. And he's very generous. We went out for ice cream. And McDonald's. And we went shopping. He bought me so many things. And he—"
Ilya breaks off. He suddenly feels stupid for admitting any of this shit to Svetlana. Like maybe if she understands how kind Shane truly is, she'll realize that it's more than Ilya could ever be worthy of. And then maybe she'll make him stay somewhere else instead, with someone who'll treat him the way he deserves.
"I... I see," says Svetlana, after what feels like a very long time. "Well, that's very good to hear, Ilya. I also only want good things for you. It's reassuring to know that Shane feels the same."
Ilya says nothing, but he feels a wave of relief.
"Uh... you said you went shopping?" asks Svetlana.
"Yeah."
"Where was that?"
"Well, first we went to a drugstore so he could get me those vitamins. And also Tylenol."
"Tylenol... for pain?"
"Yeah. I didn't actually need it, but uh. Nurse Vivi said I should take it, because I have a couple bruises or something. So Shane insisted on buying some."
"And has it helped with your pain?"
It has, actually, to Ilya's surprise. His ribs are still sore, but it's so much easier to breathe now, and his back and knees don't ache nearly as badly as normal. Even his ass kind of feels better.
"I guess so, yeah," he tells Svetlana. "Shane is so funny though. He gets so sad about things, like when he realized we'd gone out for ice cream first, instead of just immediately buying painkillers. He made me take the Tylenol right away, as soon as we got back to the car. I tried to tell him, you know, it's no big deal, right? Because I'm used to pain. And— and I was barely even in pain. But for some reason he was still just sad."
"Hmm. Well. To me, it sounds like he cares about your well-being and doesn't want you to be in discomfort," says Svetlana. "Do you think that might be true?"
"Yeah," says Ilya, frowning to himself. It makes him feel strange to hear Svetlana articulate such a thing so plainly, and even stranger to realize that he agrees. He clears his throat. "Um, anyway, then we went to the store 'Giant Tiger.' Do you know it?"
"I do. Is that where you got the blankets?"
"Yeah. And... other stuff. Uh, and then we went to McDonald's for lunch. Or dinner, or something. I had frittatas for breakfast at like noon because, um— I slept in today. Sort of."
"I see," says Svetlana. "So... does that mean you slept well last night?"
"Yeah, I guess."
"Better than you did at Omicron House?"
Ilya snorts.
At Omicron House, he'd slept directly on the floor, waking up every hour in a panic, positioned right in front of the bedroom door so he'd know if anyone tried to come in. He'd managed maybe twelve total hours of sleep over the course of four nights.
On his final night there, after Svetlana had informed him that he was going to be kicked out of Omicron House the next day and dumped at some fucking hotel, he hadn't even slept at all.
"Yes," Ilya says. "I slept better here. Uh. Much better."
"That's great, Ilya. That's great news; I'm so glad to hear that," says Svetlana, sounding genuinely enthusiastic. "So you were comfortable in your bedroom? You felt safe there?"
Ilya frowns. He never feels safe anywhere. Except— well, maybe when Shane is scenting him. Or when Shane is rubbing his back. Or sometimes even when Shane is just near him, smelling soft and warm...
But basically never.
"The bedroom is fine, yes," he tells Svetlana. "It's— it's a nice bedroom."
"And the bed itself? Is it comfortable?"
Fuck. Ilya inhales sharply.
Last night, after he and Shane had said good night to each other, Ilya had laid himself down on the bed atop all the blankets, his arms and legs perfectly straight, his head propped up by the ridiculous pillows. He'd closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe. The bed had been so fucking big, and felt so fucking soft.
And Ilya had tried not to panic. He had really fucking tried.
But his bed at the Doctor's house in Russia had also been very big and soft.
And suddenly Ilya had been back in that bed, lying in a mess of his own slick, longing for any kind of relief, trying uselessly to touch himself through the cage on his cock and balls, sobbing in pain as the Doctor had laughed at him...
Ilya isn't sure how long it had taken for him to realize he wasn't there anymore. He just knows that finally, at some point, he had returned to reality and found himself crying like a fucking baby and clutching a throw pillow desperately to his chest— neither in Russia nor in heat, just in Shane Hollander's big fancy Canadian apartment.
He'd gotten off the bed as quickly as possible, grabbed as many of those stupid pillows as he could hold, and carried them to the walk-in closet. He'd shoved them all into one corner, under a row of hanging winter coats.
And that's where he'd ended up sleeping last night: on that pile of pillows in the corner of his closet. He plans to sleep there tonight too, and probably every night for as long as he lives here, unless Shane finds out and makes him stop because of some stupid idea that Ilya needs to sleep in a bed.
But Shane wouldn't do that, right? Shane would understand, if Ilya explained that the problem isn't that he feels unworthy of beds (even if maybe he does), or that he doesn't like this particular bed, but that he's mentally fucked up in a way that makes even a perfectly nice bed feel like so many other, terrible beds: hospital beds, motel beds, his owners' beds—
"Yes," he tells Svetlana stiffly. "The bed is very soft."
"Good," she says. "And, uh. I know I brought this up to you before, but I just wanted to mention again that many omegas find that nesting brings a lot of comfort, especially in a new environment."
"I don't need a nest."
"I'm sure you don't, but you might still find it beneficial to build one."
"No," says Ilya, "I won't."
"It wouldn't hurt to try, would it? I saw that Shane put a lot of extra bedding in your closet. Maybe you could start small and see what you think?"
Svetlana had done this at Omicron House too. She'd shown him a big linen closet full of pillows and quilts and beanbags and blankets, and told him that he was free to take anything he wanted for a nest. She'd informed him that in times of fear and uncertainty, omegas are biologically programmed to draw immense comfort from the act of nesting.
But Ilya knows better.
Because the day he presented as an omega when he was sixteen, Ilya had tried building a fucking nest.
Which had been stupid of him, obviously, but he hadn't been thinking straight. He'd been so scared. He'd felt so alone. And he'd been in so much pain— because of his heat, yes, but also because his father had just finished beating the shit out of him for daring to present as an omega instead of an alpha. As if it had been his own fucking choice.
All he'd wanted was somewhere soft to curl up, where he could pretend that his future wasn't absolutely fucked and imagine that maybe he was safe.
But of course he hadn't actually been safe. Of course his father had caught him trying to fight through the pain in order to make a pile of blankets and pillows on his bed. And of course his father had been angry.
Weakness always made Papa angry.
So he'd beaten the shit out of Ilya for the second time that day. And then he'd grabbed a pillow from the ill-fated nest, pushed it against Ilya's face, and held it there until Ilya had been sure he was going to die.
He can still remember how shocking the rush of cold air had felt in his lungs when Papa had finally taken pity on him.
Fucking pathetic, Papa had snarled as Ilya lay there on the floor, sobbing with mingled terror and relief, gulping down breath after merciful breath. Look at you, crying like a baby. Just like your mother. Except even your mother never needed a fucking nest. And you know how weak she was, don't you Ilya?
And, like a fucking traitor, Ilya had said yes. Even though it was a lie. Even though Mama had never, ever been weak, only sad.
So what, are you weaker than your mother now? Is that it?
No!, Ilya had insisted. No, I'm not, I swear—
You'd better not be, Papa had told him. Because right now, I still think you're worth fixing. Don't make me change my mind.
"Ilya?" he hears Svetlana saying from somewhere in the distance. "Ilya, can you tell me what your hands are doing right now?"
"Huh?" he asks. Everything seems fuzzy. Is Svetlana here? Is Papa? Is Shane?
"I just... let's start with your right hand, okay?" Svetlana goes on. "What's your right hand doing, Ilya? Can you tell me? Is it touching something? Holding something?"
"It's— I'm h-holding the phone," stammers Ilya. "My cell phone. Why are you, um—"
"Can you take a deep breath for me, Ilya?"
"No, I don't— I don't know. No. I— I can't breathe."
"Alright, what about your left hand? What's it doing right now?"
"It's, um. It's in a fist." Ilya is still sitting by the side of his nightstand, but he's curled in on himself, his right fingers clenched around the cell phone, his left fist tucked into his right armpit, his head buried in his knees.
"Okay, and what's something you can see right now?"
"What?"
"What are your eyes looking at, could you tell me? Anything you can see."
Ilya lifts his head. Blinks.
"Uh. The— the wall. Of the bedroom."
"What color is it?"
"White, but... um, half of it is covered with these... I don't know what they are. It's like, uh, wooden slats? Very... dark wood. For— for decoration, I guess? He— Shane, he had, um, an interior designer who— who decorated his apartment." Ilya shakes his head. "A very stupid interior designer. Bad fucking design choices."
"Hmm, I remember he mentioned something about that during the home inspection," says Svetlana. "Do you think you could try again to take a deep breath for me?"
And this time, Ilya does manage to inhale shakily.
"Good, now let it out."
Ilya exhales, just as shakily. But at least he can fucking breathe now. Jesus Christ. What an embarrassment of a person he is.
"Great," says Svetlana. "That's perfect. And— let's see, you said that you and Shane got ice cream today?"
"Yeah, uh," Ilya says. "At Ben & Jerry's. Have you heard of it?"
"I have. I love Ben & Jerry's."
"Oh. Well, yeah, me too now, I guess. It was good. But all the flavor descriptions were in French, so that part was stupid."
"Did Shane translate them for you?"
Something loosens a bit in Ilya's chest. "Yeah. He did."
"And what flavor did you end up choosing?"
"Um, Shane let me get two— two scoops. One was... it had chocolate and vanilla ice cream, and all this other stuff mixed in too, like, uh... white chocolate, nuts, toffee, and these chocolate and peanut butter candies. And then the other scoop was chocolate. Just... very chocolatey chocolate. And it was called 'Chocolate Therapy.'" Ilya inhales, much more steadily than before. "I told Shane you'd be proud of me for that one, because you keep saying I need therapy so fucking badly."
"Ilya—"
"And then Shane had stupid berry sorbet," continues Ilya, cutting her off, "because he says he likes fruit flavors. Which is fine; I like fruit too, okay? But not in my fucking ice cream! And also he was only going to get one scoop, but I made him get another one that wasn't fruit. I picked it out for him; it was called 'Salted Caramel Blondie.' Anyway, he loved it. He said I have really good taste."
"I'm sure you do," says Svetlana. "And I'll tell you a little secret about me, Ilya: I go through at least a pint or two of Ben & Jerry's per week. There are always a few in my freezer. So I'll have to pick up some of that caramel flavor next time I'm at the store."
Ilya knows she's only saying it to be nice, because she thinks he just had a stupid panic attack or something and now she's trying to help him feel better. It still makes him smile though, a little bit.
"And... what about at McDonald's? What did you get there?" Svetlana asks then.
"Um, I got a Quarter Pounder with Cheese. And fries, of course."
"Did you enjoy it?"
"Yeah, I fucking love McDonald's. I always have. Shane says he doesn't; isn't that crazy? He says it's unhealthy because there's too much fat and salt or something. Even though that's exactly what makes it so good, right? But I guess he's on some kind of special performance diet. He called it, uh, 'macrobiotic'? Anyway, don't worry; I made him get a Double Big Mac."
"I'm sensing a pattern here," says Svetlana, sounding amused.
"What pattern?"
"Well... first you made him get the caramel ice cream, then you made him get the Double Big Mac..."
"Wait— wait, no, that's not what I meant," says Ilya in a sudden panic. Fuck. Now Svetlana thinks he doesn't know his place as an omega. She thinks he's being insubordinate, ordering Shane around. "Of course I didn't actually make him; I— I just gave him some suggestions, you know? Because he's an alpha, so I know I can't, um. I can't give him commands or anything. That would be wrong." Ilya thinks of Shane, wide-eyed, asking to be told his scent notes. "I would never do that, Svetlana," he insists. "I know better."
"Ilya, no, please. It's alright. I wasn't criticizing you, not at all. I think that's great that he was open to suggestions from you. I imagine that felt very validating."
"Oh," says Ilya, unsure whether to feel relieved or annoyed. He hates that Svetlana makes everything sound like she's reading from a textbook about how to talk to traumatized children or something. And fuck, he really wishes he could excise the phrases "I imagine" and "I understand" from her vocabulary. But at least she doesn't think he's forgotten how omegas are supposed to behave.
"And did he enjoy the Big Mac?" Svetlana asks.
Ilya rolls his eyes. "Not really. Well, he said it was okay. He ate like two thirds of it. I would have eaten the rest for him, because it was still perfectly good, but he threw it away before I knew what was happening. And then I was gonna take it back out of the trash— so it wouldn't be wasted, you know? It was still in its box and everything, so it wasn't even gross. But Shane said I shouldn't. He said, uh, I don't have to worry because there's plenty for me to eat at home."
"Hmm. And has that been true, so far?"
"Yeah, it has," admits Ilya, suddenly embarrassed. He shouldn't have told her about the trash thing. Maybe that had been weird of him. "Anyway, uh. Shane loved the fries though," he presses on. "They were my fries, but I was getting full, so I asked him to share them with me. And my ketchup. So he did, and he never double-dipped even once. He's very, uh. 'Gentlemanly.' He taught me that word today. It's like dzhentl′menskiy, you know?"
"I do," says Svetlana.
"He's taught me a lot of words," Ilya tells her. He straightens out his legs in front of him. "Like, let's see—" he says, before realizing she probably doesn't give a fuck. "Never mind."
"No, please. Tell me," says Svetlana. "I'd like to hear."
"Really?"
"Yes, of course."
"Oh, um. Okay. Just— you speak very good English, so don't judge me for not knowing these before today. But, uh, there's: 'cinnamon,' 'spices,' 'peppery,' 'balanced'... uh... oh, 'turtleneck.' Did you know that's what they call a vodolazka? Doesn't it sound ridiculous?"
"It's a funny word, yes," says Svetlana evenly.
"'It's a funny word,'" Ilya repeats in the same unenthused tone Svetlana had used. "God, you really don't appreciate whimsy, do you? Anyway, let's see... 'compromise'... 'chivalrous,' 'courteous,' 'gentleman,' 'gentlemanly'— but I already told you that one... uh, 'glutton'..."
"Did Shane call you a 'glutton'?" asks Svetlana sharply.
"No, no, never," says Ilya. "My— my old pimp did. 'Obzhora,' you know? But Shane said I'm not."
"I see."
"He even said it's okay if I want to eat a lot because, um. Maybe it's been a long time since I had enough to eat, and we all need food to live or— or something." Ilya fiddles with the collar of his turtleneck, waiting for Svetlana's response.
"I think he's exactly right," says Svetlana after a moment. "Do you?"
"Maybe. I don't know," mutters Ilya. "Just— let me keep going with the words, okay? 'Reductive,' 'atypical,' 'sugarcoat,' 'armor'..."
Compatible, he thinks, but he keeps that word to himself. It feels somehow too private to share, as if he and Shane are bound together by its definition in ways that Svetlana doesn't deserve to know.
"Uh. And he taught me some expressions too," Ilya continues. "Like, 'do it justice.' 'End of story.' 'Have a way with words.' He said that about me, can you believe it? He said, 'Wow, you really have a way with words.' Also he said he thinks I'm a poet, so obviously he's fucking delusional. But... uh, he's really nice about it, when I'm bad at English. Like if I don't understand something that he said, he's so obsessed with trying to explain what he meant. And then when I don't know the English word for something, I give him such stupid fucking descriptions, but he always figures it out. Or I say it in Russian and he can tell what English word it sounds like. And sometimes he even lets me use his cell phone to translate. His iPhone. And he never even warns me to be careful with it. He just fucking hands it to me. And then I can type out in Russian what I want to say, and it translates what you type. With the Internet I think."
"Like a translation app?"
"I— I don't know what it's called," Ilya admits. "I've never used an iPhone before today. But I'm glad whenever he lets me, because sometimes I just feel like a stupid illiterate child when I try to talk to him. But, um. Maybe I'll take English lessons someday. Shane said I could. And French lessons. Shane said that too."
"French is always useful in Quebec."
"Yeah, I know. All the stupid signs here are in French. Like at Ben & Jerry's. Shane speaks French fluently, though." Ilya pauses. "I think he could learn Russian, if he wanted to. I taught him how to say 'priyatnogo appetita' and he pronounced it so well. I mean, I didn't even really teach him; I just said it and he repeated it. And same thing last night, with 'za vstrechu.' So he must be good at languages, don't you think? And he's really good at English, too."
"English is Shane's native language," says Svetlana slowly.
"Yeah, no shit. I just mean he's very articulate. And good with vocabulary. Obviously, since he's taught me all those words, right?"
"Right," says Svetlana.
"Anyway, now I just have to remember them all," says Ilya. "All the words. But I think I can. I've been, um, saying them in my head a lot. So that I don't forget them and make Shane think I'm stupid or something."
"Perhaps you could write them down," suggests Svetlana, as though she thinks maybe Ilya hasn't already thought of that. "You could make a list of any new words and definitions you learn, so there's no risk of you forgetting them."
"Oh. Uh, I can't," says Ilya. "I don't have any paper, or a pen or anything. But— but it's fine. I have a really good memory."
"You could ask Shane for a paper and a pen," Svetlana says gently. "I'm sure he'd be happy to provide them."
"No, I'm not going to fucking ask him for— that wouldn't— No," Ilya tells her. "I don't need any fucking paper, okay? Or any pens. Or anything like that."
"Hmm," says Svetlana. "How do you feel, in general, about asking Shane for things? Like, would you feel comfortable asking for a pen and paper, if you did need them?"
Ilya frowns. He hates asking Shane for things, but he can do it. He's asked Shane for millions of things, hasn't he? Like turtlenecks and Tylenol and sealed water bottles. And food. And for Shane to scent him.
It's just that some things seem really fucking silly for him to want, like books to read and a dictionary and paper and pens and— and maybe products for curly hair like he used to use in Russia, because his curls kind of look like crap right now and he wants his hair to be as nice as possible the next time Shane touches it. That's okay though, because once he gets the Omicron House stipend, he'll have 800 dollars to spend on stupid shit like that. Not that he would ever spend very much; he has to save most of it, or else what's the fucking point? But a little bit would be okay.
Fuck, he realizes suddenly, he should give Svetlana some warning that Shane is going to be requesting the stipend. He won't tell her that Shane is going to give it to him, of course— he's sure she would never approve of that arrangement. But he can at least tell her that Shane is going to ask for it, and explain it in a way that makes it clear that Ilya is the one who's to blame.
In fact, this would probably be a good opportunity to let her know, wouldn't it?
"I... I feel fine asking him for things," he tells her. "I've already asked him for a lot. But I... uh, I would feel better about asking him for things if he were getting that monthly stipend," he says. "So I told him that, and— and he agreed to let Omicron House know that he changed his mind and wants to accept it after all. The stipend. But just... for my sake. So I won't feel guilty about him spending money on me."
"Oh," says Svetlana, sounding surprised. "I mean, he'll have to speak to management, but I'm sure that would be alright. All community hosts are entitled to the stipend. Thank you for the heads up, though. And Ilya, that's... I'm very glad you felt comfortable articulating that request to him."
Ilya hums noncommittally.
"May I just ask you..." Svetlana says tentatively, "he hasn't done or said anything to make you feel like a financial imposition to him, has he? Because—"
"No! No, never," Ilya says quickly. "No, the opposite. He's always generous. And he says he doesn't mind buying me things, and that he's a millionaire so it's no trouble. But for me, I don't... it's hard, because— because before, um— I couldn't— my—"
"I understand," says Svetlana softly, even though Ilya knows she doesn't. "I just wanted to be sure he wasn't making you feel like any kind of burden."
"No," Ilya says. "No, he's never made me feel like a burden. He tries very hard to make me feel welcome. He even, um—" Ilya hesitates, a little afraid of what Svetlana will say about Shane's offer to house Ilya permanently, but also desperate to confirm that it will be allowed. "He said I could live with him forever maybe, if I want. Isn't that crazy of him?" he asks, praying he doesn't sound excited or hopeful or anything stupid.
"Oh, um." Svetlana is quiet for a moment. "How did that topic come up? What was the context?"
"I— I don't know," Ilya mumbles. "I guess... maybe I said something about him making me move out after three months, and how maybe then I'd have to, uh. Be a whore again. And then he said I don't have to worry about that, because I can stay in his house forever. Even if I don't deserve it."
"Did he say you don't deserve that?"
"No, he said I do," Ilya groans. "Are you even listening? He said I don't have to earn it or anything; I can just keep living here and never be a fucking sex slave again in my life."
"And that was... reassuring to you?"
What the fuck are these questions? "Yes, of course it was. Why? Would it be against Omicron House's stupid little rules?" sneers Ilya, but he feels himself beginning to panic. Omicron House is the only reason he was able to get his Canadian Temporary Resident Permit so quickly. If he tries to live with Shane longer than they want him to, maybe they'll tell the government to cancel it. And then he'll get deported to Russia. Fuck.
"So the short answer is... no, technically there's no reason why you wouldn't be able to live with Shane long-term. The long answer is, uh... So usually, during their first few days at Omicron House, each omega sits down with their case manager, and together they conduct a 'needs assessment' and create a 'reintegration plan,' she says, then repeats both English terms in Russian. "Do you remember when we spoke about this on Monday?"
"Yes," mutters Ilya. The last time Svetlana had mentioned this, he'd told her to go fuck herself. Then he'd panicked, apologized profusely, and asked if she wanted him to eat her out. She'd given him a lecture about that, of course. But then she'd brought him a chocolate pudding from the snack closet. And afterward, there had been no further discussion of needs assessments or reintegration plans.
"Right," says Svetlana. "And maybe in the future we can fully complete those steps for you. But right now I'll just talk about the different phases that each omega at Omicron House goes through, in terms of their living situation, okay?"
"Okay."
"Alright, so right now you're in the residential living phase. Usually, for the entirety of this phase, you'd live in one of the Omicron safe-houses. Obviously it's a bit different for you because you're living with Shane now, but he's acting as an agent of Omicron House, alright? That's why he signed that contract. The goals of this phase are the same for you as they are for every other omega—"
"Alright, yeah, yeah, that's all very nice. Could you just skip to the phase where I live with Shane forever?"
Svetlana sighs. "Well, there's a transitional phase, which happens either at Omicron House or in a transitional living environment. But eventually the goal is for every omega that comes through Omicron to get to the independent living phase. Once you reach that phase, Ilya, you'll be ready to live in a house or apartment that Omicron House has no connection to. Maybe by yourself, or maybe with friends, or a roommate, or a romantic partner, or— or Shane, theoretically."
"Would Shane still have a contract?"
"Uh... no, he wouldn't," says Svetlana. "Because he would no longer be officially affiliated with Omicron House or operating under our oversight; it would be the same as if you lived with any other friend or roommate. But Ilya, if you did choose to live with Shane at that point, he still wouldn't have the right to mistreat you or make you uncomfortable in any way, even without a contract. I would still be your caseworker, you would still be receiving services from Omicron, and if you ever wanted or needed to move out, you would have all the resources you needed to do so. You will always have a safety net to fall back on, okay?"
"Yes."
"And Ilya, I want to reassure you that— by the time you reach that stage in your journey, you'll have many, many more options than Shane. It won't just be Shane or nothing, okay?"
"Okay," says Ilya, even though it is Shane or nothing, and will always be Shane or nothing, because Shane is the only thing Ilya wants, and even Svetlana thinks it's okay if Ilya stays here with him forever.
"You'll have friends," Svetlana continues. "You'll have a community. And Ilya, you'll likely be able to support yourself independently. You'll have a job, okay?"
She says it so simply, like it's obvious, and— fuck. He thinks of the omega at Ben & Jerry's and what a fool he'd made of himself by worrying about him. He thinks of Shane, patiently explaining to him that someday he could have a job being something other than a whore.
And he feels a flash of embarrassment, followed suddenly by a sharp flare of anger toward Svetlana.
"Oh yeah, actually— about that," he snaps. "I'd been meaning to ask you... why the fuck didn't you tell me that male omegas are allowed to have regular jobs in Canada, huh?"
"I'm— I'm sorry," says Svetlana, sounding confused. "I didn't realize that you were under the impression that they weren't."
"I thought you were Russian."
"I am."
"Were you born there?"
"Actually no, I was born in America. But I did grow up in Russia, if that's what you're asking."
"Great, yeah, so you see how you could have guessed I might be under that impression about the job thing?"
"Ilya..." says Svetlana slowly. "Do you— do you believe that omegas don't have jobs, in Russia?"
Something about her tone makes Ilya's stomach drop.
"I— well, they don't, do they? Not regular jobs. Like, when Shane and I went to the ice cream place today, there was a male omega just... working there. Like it was totally normal. That— that doesn't fucking happen in Russia, does it?"
"Oh," says Svetlana, sounding almost relieved. "I see. That's true, omegas in Canada have public-facing jobs much more often than they do in Russia. Especially in Russian cities, most omegas have jobs out of the public eye, like administrative work, or roles where they mainly operate behind the scenes. You're from Moscow, right?"
"Yes," whispers Ilya, the pit in his stomach growing rapidly.
"Right, so you wouldn't have had much exposure to omegas working in such visible parts of the workforce, like in retail. In more rural areas it's different, because there aren't as wide a variety of jobs available in the first place, but in the cities..."
Ilya feels like his mind is fucking detaching from his body or something, but his voice tells Svetlana, quite calmly, "Oh. Yeah. I knew omegas could have jobs, but I'd just never seen them in public-facing jobs. Like in retail. That's what I was confused about. I thought maybe there were laws against it."
"In Russia or Canada?"
"Both," Ilya hears himself say. "But it's fine. Shane explained to me about Canada. And now you explained about Russia. So I understand now."
"I see. Well, I'm sorry I didn't think to mention any of this to you earlier. And just to be clear, it's not that there aren't any laws about omega employment in Russia. Omegas are legally banned from... let's see, I believe it's the military, the police, manual labor, public office, and professional team sports. Oh, and they can't operate any vehicle for pay, so they can't be professional pilots, can't drive buses, things like that. And even in Canada, some professional sports leagues do ban omegas, and omegas in the police and military are limited to desk jobs."
"Right, yeah," says Ilya.
"And I don't mean to suggest that omegas don't face serious obstacles to employment in Russia. As of 2009, I believe only about 24 percent of omegas over the age of 15 were legitimately employed, and many of these worked in domestic service. But—"
"Seems like you know everything about this," Ilya says vacantly.
"Oh. No, I'm just... well, alright, not to get too nerdy," says Svetlana, "but this is a topic that's actually very dear to my heart. When I was studying social work at university, it's what I wrote my 'master's thesis' about— my magisterskaya dissertatsiya, you understand?
"Yes," says Ilya.
He's standing up, he notices vaguely. He's holding the fucking hockey blanket. He's opening the door to the closet, stumbling inside, and shutting the door behind him.
"Well I'll spare you the full English title," Svetlana says, "but it was about barriers to employment that omegas face in Russia, and the extent of secondary-gender inequality in the labor market there."
Ilya doesn't turn on the closet light, just sinks to his knees in the darkness and clutches the blanket against his racing heart.
"Wow," he hears himself say. "And what are the barriers?"
"Oh. Well, of course there's omegaphobia, for one thing," says Svetlana. "Russia doesn't have any laws against secondary-gender-based hiring discrimination. So if an employer doesn't like omegas or doesn't want to hire an omega for any reason, they don't have to. They can reject applicants solely on grounds of secondary gender, and they can fire omega employees for things like getting pregnant or taking time off work for heats. In Canada this kind of discrimination is against the law, and there are safeguards in place to try to prevent it. It still happens, of course, but to a much lesser extent than in Russia."
She pauses for a moment, as if giving Ilya a chance to voice his thoughts, but his thoughts are an incoherent muddle of confusion and sadness and self-loating. He presses the blanket to his face. He feels like he's falling.
"Uh, then there's also education," Svetlana continues. "An omega in Russia who wants to attend university will have to look beyond the most prestigious universities, which are obviously alpha-and-beta-only, if not alpha-only. Degrees granted by less-prestigious universities, ones that do accept omegas, are just as valid in theory, right? But in practice, of course, employers prefer to see an education from one of those older, more prestigious institutions that prohibit omegas from attendance. Which can be a stumbling block for omegas looking to get into highly competitive fields."
University, thinks Ilya hazily. He could have gone to university. He could have earned a degree. He could have aspired to a highly-competitive field. Shane and Svetlana probably think that someday he could achieve something like that here in Canada. But the idea that he could have fucking achieved it then, without first having to be raped for five years straight? And he hadn't fucking known it?
"And then there are decisions the omegas themselves make, due to concerns about their safety. In Russia— well, I'm sure you know, but use of Alpha Voice on omegas is only criminalized when used to cause death or grievous bodily harm. All other uses are completely legal. This can put omegas who work outside their homes at a high risk of being subjected to abuse via Alpha Voice at their place of employment. But Canadian law is much stricter; it's a summary offense to use Alpha Voice for purposes of harassment or coercion, and it becomes an indictable offense as soon as it's used to cause harm of any kind. And individual companies often have even stricter policies to protect their workers."
Part of Ilya wants to scream at her, to beg her to stop talking, to take it all back and tell him that actually his father had been right, that Ilya could never have had any opportunity for happiness in Russia as an omega, that he had been doomed from the start, that all the medical bullshit had been a twisted, failed act of love.
But Ilya doesn't do that. No, he keeps his mouth shut and listens, hanging on her every word as she— without even realizing what she's doing— takes a knife to the carcass of his father's lies and methodically carves it up into so many bloody little chunks of betrayal.
"Then there are social pressures and traditional secondary gender roles," says Svetlana. "Omegas are expected to be the ones to stay home and care for the children, alphas are expected to be the breadwinners, and so on. And finally, uh..." Svetlana pauses briefly. "Well, one of the most preventable but still sadly pervasive barriers to employment among omegas is actually forced ignorance, especially for omegas who come from very conservative families and are kept largely isolated within their social circle. By the time they reach adolescence, they've been indoctrinated to believe that the best an omega can hope for is a good alpha mate, that things like higher education and a well-paying job are impossible for omegas to attain. Then they present, they're immediately pulled from school, they're mated by someone of their parents' choosing, and they find themselves fully dependent on that mate. They may never even realize the opportunities that they've missed out on, or if they do, it may be too late for them to—"
Ilya slams his cell phone shut, ending the call.
Then, numbly, he flips it open again, navigates to his text messages, and carefully types out a message to Svetlana in English:
Our call end on accident sorry. But I am tired so we just call tomorrow ok? Thank you Goodnight
He presses Send and waits. Svetlana's response arrives a minute or so later.
Svetlana Vetrova - please call or text me anytime 24/7:

Hi Ilya, thanks for letting me know. Yes, we'll talk tomorrow evening. Remember to call or text me if you need anything. Good night, and have a great day tomorrow. -Svetlana
The tiny phone screen is so bright, the closet is so dark, and Ilya is somewhere very, very far away.
He thinks of his father. He thinks of his mother. He thinks of himself at fifteen, cocky and uninquisitive, so fucking sure he would be an alpha. He thinks of himself at sixteen, frightened and malleable, locked in his bedroom without a phone or access to the Internet, force-fed lie after lie after lie, and believing every single one.
He thinks of himself at seventeen, going into heat on the ice, left to mourn the freedom that could have still been his, blaming himself, accepting his fate. He thinks of himself now—
But it's too much. Ilya has already grieved his future twice. He can't fucking bear to grieve it all over again.
He crawls to the corner of the closet, his hockey blanket gripped in one hand and his cell phone in the other. He pulls the blanket over himself and curls up as tightly as he possibly can, nestled in the pile of pillows.
He's crying, he realizes, or trying to, but he isn't making any noise. It's like he doesn't have enough air to cry properly. His chest burns. It hurts to inhale, it hurts to exhale, it hurts to think, it hurts to feel.
And suddenly, all he can think of is Shane. He needs Shane. He needs Shane to hold him and scent him and remind him how to breathe.
He flips open his phone and manages to start a new text to Shane. Then, with trembling fingers, he types out a message as best as he can and sends it:
please come to bedroom. door is not lock ok pleaseim  inside closet
The reply is instantaneous.
shane hollander:

I'm almost there
Ilya feels the breath rush back into his lungs, and finally, he starts to sob.
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  Ilya lies there alone for maybe thirty seconds, sobbing— his blanket clutched in one hand and his cell phone in the other— thinking of nothing but I'm almost there, I'm almost there, I'm almost there. Then the door to his closet flies open, the overhead light turns on, and—
"Ilya, hey, I'm here," Shane says breathlessly, like he just ran up the stairs. "I— fuck, are you okay? What's wrong? What happened?"
He smells deeply concerned, even more concerned than he'd smelled last night after Ilya threw up.
Fuck, thinks Ilya, shoving his phone into his pocket. He is so selfish. First he inconvenienced Shane by sending a text that made him think he had to fucking run all the way here, and now he's apparently behaving like such a little bitch that Shane finds it genuinely worrying. None of which Ilya had wanted. He doesn't need Shane to worry about him; he just needs Shane to fucking scent him.
He tries to dry his tears on his stupid hockey blanket, but he's crying so hard that it doesn't do any good. He's also crying so hard that he can't answer any of Shane's questions.
All he can do is brokenly sob Shane's name, again and again, until Shane is kneeling on the floor in front of him.
"I'm here, Ilya," he says softly. "You're safe. It's okay." He's wearing his sexy little glasses, but behind them his eyes are so big and worried that Ilya can't fucking bear it.
He covers his face with the blanket and continues to cry.
"Can I touch you? Like, your back or something?" asks Shane. "Or do you want me to, um— fuck. Ilya, I— I want to help, but I don't know what you, like, need right now."
Ilya just keeps sobbing into his blanket.
Scent me, he wants to say. Sit with me on the pillows, take my hand in yours, and scent me for the rest of the fucking night.
Tell me it wasn't all my fault, even though it was, even though I should have known better than to ever believe my father. Tell me it's okay that sometimes I wanted him to love me— That maybe I wanted to believe he did love me. Tell me I'm allowed to mourn the life I could have had, even if it probably would have still been fucking shitty, because at least it would have been better than being a whore.
Hold me tight against your giant alpha hockey chest. Stroke my stupid messed-up curls. Kiss me on my head. Let me cry till I have no tears left.
But he doesn't know how to say all of that in English, and even if he did, he can't really fucking speak right now. All he can do is cry. If his father could see him like this, he'd be—
"It's okay," says Shane's voice, sounding very far away, yet somehow managing to echo through the very core of Ilya's aching chest. "It's alright. You, um. You don't have to talk. I'll just stay right here, okay? And I could, like, touch your hair maybe, if you want? Like in Giant Tiger?"
Ilya pulls the blanket down from his face and nods.
And immediately, there are Shane's fingers, buried in Ilya's hair, carding through his curls. He strokes the hairs by Ilya's temple, ghosts the back of his hand down Ilya's embarrassingly-wet cheek.
Ilya melts a little at the touch, and he finally manages to draw in a few deep breaths and force out a few fragmented sentences. "Shane," he sobs, "please. Sit down, on— on pillows. And— and s-scent me. Please."
Shane's hand stills against Ilya's cheek. He smells confused. "But I don't, um. I'm not allowed, am I?"
Fuck, Ilya realizes miserably— Shane thinks the pillows are a nest. And of course Shane cares about stupid social norms like only an omega's mate and children being allowed to enter their nest, and only with express permission.
How is it fair that Shane won't let Ilya show him a single ounce of deference, but then when it comes to rules about alphas respecting omegas, suddenly he wants to be all fucking old-fashioned? Even when it makes things very inconvenient for Ilya?
"You are allowed," he sobs. "Is fine, I allow."
"Wait, really? You really don't mind if I, uh... if I, like, sit with you in your n—"
"No," cries Ilya, before Shane has a chance to say anything stupid, like maybe the word nest. "No, no, is not— um— fuck, Shane, please," he sobs. "I do not mind. Please just— just sit. Here, next to me." He lets go of his blanket with one hand and clumsily pats at the pillow closest to his head.
"Okay," whispers Shane. "I will. I will, just— hold on."
Ilya feels like he's hyperventilating. He can taste his own snot. He watches, choking on his tears, as Shane gingerly scoots over to the corner of the closet and sits himself down on the pillow Ilya had indicated, his legs straight out in front of him. He pushes aside the coats hanging overhead so they aren't in his way, then reaches down to touch Ilya's shoulder. "Is this alright?" he asks.
Ilya doesn't even answer, just propels himself desperately toward Shane like a fucking slug or something, shoving his face against Shane's left thigh and curling the rest of himself as close to Shane's leg as he can possibly get. Then he throws his arm out across Shane's knees in a wordless plea.
Instantly, Shane is scenting him, and Ilya can't help but let out a humiliating little whimper of relief as comfort spreads through him. He grasps at Shane's hand, surrendering to the sensation of all-consuming safety and warmth, underscored by the sweet, bright, smoky scent of Shane himself.
Ilya continues crying, maybe even more intensely than before, but it feels different now— more cathartic than suffocating, like the emotional tidal wave he'd been drowning in is being released from his body, little by little, through his tears.
"Th-thank you," he chokes out, the words muffled against Shane's pants. "For— for scenting. And for, um, you— you come to me when I text."
"Yeah, I— of course I did," says Shane, as if any other response would have been unthinkable. He continues to stroke Ilya's hair with the hand that Ilya isn't clutching like his life depends on it. "It's really good that you texted me. I'm proud of you, okay? For doing that."
Ilya nods miserably into Shane's leg. It's very embarrassing how relieved he is to hear Shane say that, to know that Shane hadn't been annoyed by his stupid, needy text.
"Can I ask... uh, what's wrong?" Shane probes softly after a moment. "Did you have a flashback or something?"
"No," sobs Ilya.
"Okay, that's— that's good. Did you, uh... Wait. Shit," says Shane, the scent of his concern sharpening, "are you, like, hurt?"
"No," Ilya says again.
And then, to his horror, he starts crying even harder. Because yes, he is hurt, very fucking badly, right in his poor, pathetic heart.
And in many other places, too.
His knees are all fucked up and bruised from constantly being shoved to the floor to suck cocks. There are bruises all over his hips, his thighs, his arms, his jaw— pressed into his skin by alphas as they fucked him— and on his neck, because apparently he's very fun to choke.
There are also, of course, all the injuries Nurse Vivi had examined today: the welts on his back, his sprained ribs, his infected wrists.
Then there's his fucking asshole, which Ilya really fucking hopes heals soon, because right now he's in excruciating pain every single time he takes a shit.
Ilya hates all these stupid injured parts of his body. He hates everything about his body, really.
He hates how ugly and depleted it looks. He hates how exhausted it always feels.
He hates that it's disfigured by so many scars, branded with so many tattoos, and riddled with STDs he's too scared to be treated for.
He hates how many thousands of cocks and other terrible things have been inside of it.
And possibly most of all, he hates his body for going into heat in the most public, humiliating way possible, even after a year of being pumped full of hormones and carved up by surgeons and genetically fucking modified.
But Ilya will give his body credit for one thing: it can endure a fuckton of abuse and just keep on going. It may not be strong at all when it comes to lifting 40 kilograms of groceries, but it's very, very fucking strong in terms of what it can survive.
His heart is not strong like that, though. It never was, not even when he was a child. His heart has always been soft and weak and easily broken.
Earlier today, it had been overwhelming to learn that here in Canada, even as a male omega, he would be allowed to get an education and a job, to earn his own money, to have actual independence.
Mainly though, it had been such an unbelievable relief.
But learning that he could have had those opportunities in Russia as well, if only he hadn't been so fucking gullible and his father hadn't been so fucking cruel? That doesn't feel like a relief at all. It feels like losing something he never even had.
Which isn't fucking fair, because Ilya has already lost so fucking much— his mother, his childhood, his mating gland, his womb, his hockey career, his muscles, his necklace, his innocence, his pride, any inherent worth he'd ever had as a fucking human being.
His stupid, damaged little heart cannot fucking endure any more loss. It hurts too much. The pain is so strong. It feels like he's bleeding to death, right here in Shane's lap.
"I mean— I mean yes," he whimpers. "I am really hurt. But is— is inside. Not on body. Shane, keep scenting, okay?"
"I will. I am," Shane says. "Don't worry. I won't stop, okay?"
"Okay," whispers Ilya.
A few moments pass in silence. Ilya tries to focus on Shane's steady breathing, but he keeps getting distracted by how erratic his own is.
"Um. Was it something Svetlana said to you?" Shane asks then, sounding hesitant.
Oh god. Ilya doesn't know what to say. "No— I mean, yes— s-sort of, I think," he sobs. "I can't— I'm sorry."
A rush of overwhelming, almost possessive protectiveness floods Shane's scent. "Jesus, Ilya; what the fuck did she say?" he demands.
"I— I don't— I was, um— my— She told me, um—" But Ilya can't get the words out through his sobs. He can hardly get any words out, let alone the ones needed to explain everything Svetlana just told him. He shakes his head.
The scent of Shane's protectiveness sharpens, suddenly, into something more akin to anger. His leg shifts a little under Ilya's face. "Okay, well, she needs to fucking apologize," he says. "She can't— she shouldn't be saying anything that upsets you this much. That's not fucking appropriate. That's—"
"No," Ilya groans. "No, is not— is not about— me. Is just— she— she tell me truth. She said how, um, in Russia— she, um— Shane, please. Is hard to— to—"
"Hey, that's alright," says Shane very softly. "That's okay. You're okay. You don't have to explain."
"Don't be angry at her."
"I'm not," says Shane, and indeed, the smell of his anger has dissipated, leaving behind only the scent of fierce, protective concern. "Can I just ask, um, does she know you're upset right now?"
"No, of course not," Ilya sniffs. "On phone, I, um, pretend I am fine. Then I— I hang up so she will just stop talking. And I send text to her that says oops, sorry, call end on accident."
"And she bought that?"
"I am v-very talented at pretending to be fine, when I need to be," Ilya says. "I have, um, lots of practice."
"Oh," says Shane. He trails his finger down the shell of Ilya's ear. "Uh. Good to know."
Ilya closes his eyes and tries to ignore everything except the comfort that's pulsing into his wrist in time with Shane's heartbeat, flowing into his lungs in the same rhythm as the gentle rise and fall of Shane's chest. He forces himself to inhale raggedly, then to exhale at the same time as Shane does. Then he does it again, and again, until finally his breathing returns to normal— not quite as deep and even as Shane's, but close.
He lets Shane's scent continue to fill him up, and— fuck, he loves it so much. He wishes he could smell it all the time, but he supposes that Shane's under-active scent glands are part of his APSG, and Ilya is very fucking grateful for all the other parts of Shane's APSG, so he has to take the bad with the good.
He does find himself wondering, though, if he could make Shane use similar-smelling shampoo or something. Or some kind of cologne with the same scent notes? Well, a bonfire would likely be hard to emulate, but Ilya could be satisfied with citrus or vanilla. Even if the bonfire part is his favorite.
"Hey, is the scenting, like... working?" asks Shane, after a while. "Or..."
Fuck, thinks Ilya. Shane is tired of scenting him, tired of Ilya being inconsolable when he's trying so hard to console him. But Ilya can't let him stop. He thinks he might die if Shane stops.
"Yes," he cries, nodding frantically. "Yes, this scenting, please, is working, please, yes. I— I need, Shane. Please do not stop. Please."
"I won't stop," says Shane. "I told you that, remember? Not unless you ask me to. I just wanted to make sure you could feel it. Because you still seem pretty upset, so... I was just worried, you know. That maybe I was fucking up the scenting somehow."
Shane is right, of course, that Ilya should have calmed down by now. He shouldn't still be crying like this. Shit, he shouldn't have ever started crying like this at all.
And now he's getting tears on Shane's pants. And spit. And snot, for fuck's sake.
"I am sorry," pleads Ilya, "I know I am c-crying too much. This is not, um— I do not ever cry like this, usually. Not s-so loud and— and being so stupid. I— I will stop soon, I promise. Very soon."
"Hey, shh, it's alright. You can cry as loud as you want, okay? And for as long as you want. It's not stupid."
"No," sobs Ilya, "it is stupid, to— to sob like little fucking bitch. Most times, I, um. I can hold it inside. Even after very bad things. I swear this."
And it's true. Ilya can count on two hands the number of times he's cried hard enough to make noise since arriving in Canada, and like five of them have been in the past week.
He doesn't think he's being very convincing, but he really fucking hopes that Shane believes him. Because for all that Shane likes to talk about how it's okay to cry, Ilya can't imagine Shane ever, ever crying the way that Ilya is right now.
He's far too fucking stoic for that. Too self-disciplined and level-headed. He might blink and sniffle and let a couple of manly alpha tears fall from his eyes, but that's it.
Shane Hollander would never get fucking snot on someone's leg.
"Shh, it's okay. It's literally fine. Crying doesn't make you a— you know, a bitch." Shane takes a deep breath. "Your dad is the fucking bitch, okay?" he says then, sounding very stern. "Him and all these assholes who've told you that you're not allowed to cry as hard as you fucking want to, or that it makes you weak or whatever."
Fuck, thinks Ilya, overcome by another wave of racking sobs. The idea that omegas can't have jobs might have been bullshit, but the crying thing is not. It's a fucking fact. Because it is weak to sob uncontrollably. That's how babies and children cry, right? And babies and children are weak. They just are. They're little and weak and pathetic. And Ilya has never, ever seen a strong person sob like a pathetic little baby. Shane never cries like this. Fucking Alexei never cried like this. And Mama never cried like this, either. Mama had hated for Ilya to even see her cry at all.
Mama hadn't liked it when Ilya cried, either.
Shhh, that's enough tears, she would tell him, as far back as he can remember. You're a big boy, aren't you, Ilyusha? Do big boys cry like this?
He hadn't felt very fucking big when he was like five years old, but he'd never wanted to disappoint her.
I hate to see you cry, she'd started saying when he got older. When you're sad, it makes me sad too. Don't you want me to be happy?
He kind of wishes she'd never told him that. He'd thought about those words so much, after. He'd worried that he's the one who'd made her so sad. He still does, sometimes.
Ilya squeezes his eyes shut, pressing a hand to his mouth to try to stifle the sound of his sobs.
"It's alright," says Shane. "Just... let it all out, okay? It's cool. It's totally fine."
It's not fine, thinks Ilya. It's fucking humiliating. He's crying too hard and holding Shane's hand too tightly. And he can't even talk coherently enough to justify himself.
"Uh. Do you want me to, like, talk about stuff?" Shane asks. "Would that help take your mind off things? Or do you want me to just be quiet? I can— I can do whatever."
"Talk," whispers Ilya.
"Okay. I will. Uh... I'm not very good at, like, coming up with interesting discussion topics. So everything I say will probably be pretty boring. And just... I don't want to hear any jokes about how I'm boring you to tears or something, got it?" says Shane.
Ilya doesn't know this English expression "bored to tears," but he assumes it means very bored. Which— fuck, that actually would have been a funny thing for him to tell Shane right now. The thought doesn't make him stop crying, but he does kind of let out a chuckle, mid-sob.
Immediately, he smells a little fissure of relief somewhere within the scent of Shane's overwhelming concern.
"You liked that?" asks Shane quietly, almost tenderly.
"Yes," sobs Ilya. "Good joke. And already I cry most tears possible. You cannot bore me to any more of tears. So you can be, uh— v-very boring. Is fine."
"Okay," says Shane. "Okay, then I'll just, uh. I'll tell you about all the really exciting texts I got from people while you were on your call, I guess?"
He pauses, seemingly waiting for Ilya's approval. Ilya just nods.
"Um, right, so first there was my mom," Shane says, running his fingers through Ilya's hair. "Again. Because she had to tell me that my dad got the dates of his vacation wrong? Like, which dates he took off from work. So obviously she felt it was urgently important to update me on that. Since— oh wait, I haven't even told you about the cottage, have I?"
Ilya shakes his head.
"Okay, sorry, so I'll start there," says Shane, and he launches into a very long explanation about his parents' lakeside cottage. They bought it before he was born. Shane spent every summer there in his childhood. His parents still do, and to this day Shane visits for a few weeks each July.
"But not this July, obviously," he says. "I'll be here all summer, okay? Right here in this apartment. And it won't be, like, any kind of sacrifice for me, I swear. Like, at all. I'd much rather be here in Montreal with you than at my parents' cottage. I mean, not that I don't love the cottage, but... yeah."
Ilya can't tell whether Shane is lying or not. He must be, right? Because why the fuck would he rather be with Ilya? But Shane had sounded completely genuine as he said it, and he doesn't smell even slightly bitter or regretful.
"I could... tell you about it though, maybe?" Shane offers then. "About the cottage. Just so you can start thinking about it, you know? Like— what it's like, what we do there... If that's, uh, something you want to hear?"
"Yes," sniffles Ilya. "I want to hear."
"Cool," says Shane. "Well, it's really beautiful and quiet. Right in the middle of nature, next to a lake..."
And he talks and talks, until eventually Ilya feels like he's floating amid the gentle, combined warmth of Shane's voice and scent and touch.
The cottage is in Ontario, apparently.
And Ilya knows about Ontario. When he came to Canada from Russia, he and his fucking pimp Murat had landed at Toronto Pearson International Airport in Ontario. Murat's brother Ruslan had picked them up and driven them to his apartment. Ilya hadn't had any luggage of course, but Ruslan had taken his passport and told him to strip. And Ilya had spent the next few hours serving tea and giving blowjobs to the brothers as the two of them relaxed in Ruslan's living room, just fucking chatting amiably with each other.
Then Murat had left, Ruslan had brought Ilya to a motel to work, and that had been the start of Ilya's new life in Canada.
But Shane's family's cottage sounds like an infinitely nicer version of Ontario than the endless blur of seedy apartments and roach-infested motels that Ilya had been trafficked through.
Shane tells him, in great detail, about how beautiful everything is there— the sunsets, the trees, the lake...
God, Ilya would love to watch Shane swimming in this lake, all shirtless and muscular and glistening in the water.
Then Shane describes going for walks, looking at birds, barbecuing, solving jigsaw puzzles, playing cards, doing fucking yoga— a million things which sound excruciatingly boring, and which Ilya wants to do with Shane so badly that it hurts.
But of course he would never, ever ask to be invited to Shane's family's cottage. Shane obviously loves and respects his parents. He cares about their opinions. He probably doesn't want them to know that Ilya even exists. And even if they somehow found out, Shane would certainly never let Ilya meet them.
Ilya is very aware of all the embarrassing ways he would fuck up their nice little time together as a family. He would act strangely, he would avoid eye contact, he would flinch every three seconds, he would be afraid of Shane's father, he wouldn't understand half of what anyone said to him, he wouldn't trust their cooking, he wouldn't want to take off his shirt to go swimming.
It would all be very rude— very insulting to Shane's parents and very humiliating for Shane.
And the only way to explain any of Ilya's behavior would be to tell them about his past, but of course Shane wouldn't want his parents to know that he's living with a whore. Or a former whore. Or a sex-trafficking victim. Or a sex-trafficking survivor.
It's all the same fucking thing, really.
The fact is that Ilya has done shameful things. He has three STDs. He is not worthy of Mr. and Mrs. Hollander's perfect, handsome, wealthy, talented, generous, kindhearted son. Shane may not realize that, at least not yet, but his parents certainly would.
"I'm building my own cottage, too," says Shane. "Really near to my parents' one. I worked with the architect all spring, and I'm really excited to see it come to life. They're actually laying the concrete in a couple weeks. My contractor's keeping me updated. And it'll definitely be finished by next summer, so..."
"That— that sounds nice," Ilya mumbles against Shane's leg.
Which it does. Ilya would love to see Shane's cottage after it's completed. And maybe he'll even be able to? Next summer is only one year from now. That's not so very far away, is it? Ilya might still live with Shane then. Hopefully he'll live with Shane for much longer than that, but one year almost seems reasonable to let himself actually hope for. Especially since Shane promised that Ilya could stay forever.
"Oh hey, I just realized, you'll finally get your chance to veto my interior designer's decisions," Shane says then.
"Huh?"
"For my cottage," says Shane. "Once it's built, it'll need to be decorated. So... I mean, I'll probably use the same interior designer as I did for my apartment, because I did really like her for the most part. But you can give your opinion on everything before it's finalized. Reject any crazy rugs, you know?"
Ilya shifts a little beside Shane, uncurling his body very, very slightly. He turns his head so that only his cheek is pressed against Shane's thigh, instead of his whole fucking face. He realizes, suddenly, that he isn't crying anymore.
"You are serious about this?" he whispers.
"About you decorating my cottage?"
"Yes."
"Yeah, definitely. I mean, only if you want to. But... when I told you that you could have final say on everything the next time I had an apartment to decorate, uh, you seemed to like the idea? So I figured— like, I know a cottage isn't an apartment, but—"
"I thought you were joking."
"No. Uh." Shane lets out a small, embarrassed chuckle. "I wasn't. But you don't have to, okay? I was just—"
"I want to," says Ilya, lifting his head slightly to meet Shane's eye. "Please, I want to help with cottage."
"Oh. Okay, cool," Shane says. He smiles at Ilya, and Ilya tucks his face back down.
He wishes Shane would tell him whether or not he'll be invited to actually stay there, or just to help decorate it. He doesn't want to assume. Or get his hopes up. That would be very foolish, he knows.
"You— uh, you will be there how long, next summer?" he asks Shane tentatively.
"I don't know yet," says Shane. "How long do you want to be there?"
"Me?"
"Yeah. I mean, I know it's a bit soon to start planning, but... we can go for, like, a week, or two weeks, maybe? Or a month? Just, whatever you're comfortable with, okay?"
Ilya isn't sure if he's understanding Shane correctly. "We both will go, next summer?" he asks, as plainly as he can. "You and me both, to your cottage?"
Shane's hand goes still against Ilya's back. "Yeah, of course," he says. "What did you think?"
"I thought maybe you want to bring hockey team. Or Rose Landry."
"Uh. No, definitely not," Shane says. "Actually, I'd always planned to just stay there alone. Like a solo retreat kind of thing, I guess. But now... I don't know, that seems so lonely, doesn't it? Just being there all by myself? Like, obviously I'd want you there too."
"Oh," whispers Ilya.
"Not anyone else though, I don't think," Shane adds after a moment. "I want it to feel... intimate."
"Intimate?" asks Ilya, his stomach clenching. He lifts his head slightly, loosens his grip on Shane's hand. "For— um, for sexual intimate? Or—"
"No, fuck. No, not sexually," says Shane, his scent immediately splintered with regret. "Jesus, I'm sorry Ilya. I just mean... like, private, okay? Because I imagine it being, like, this secluded place for me to escape to, where I can get away from the rest of the world. So I wouldn't want to invite just anyone, you know? I'd— well, like I said, you're the only one whose company I'd actually enjoy there, I think."
Ilya nods. He feels silly for worrying. Had he imagined Shane was planning to bring him to his idyllic secluded cabin next summer, only to rape and murder him where no one could hear his screams? Had that actually seemed like a reasonable fear to him?
"But, um," says Shane then, "I'm actually just realizing that I shouldn't have, uh— Like, I didn't even ask you if— if you'd want to come? To my cottage? Once it's complete? Because you really don't have to. It won't be until like a year from now, so we have time to figure something out. Like, you could stay here? Or maybe with Rose? Or I don't even have to go at all! Shit, I could call off construction on it, if the idea of it, like, makes you feel uneasy or anything. I just, um. I just got excited, I guess. But I'd never want you to—"
"Shane, stop," moans Ilya. "Yes, okay? Yes. I want to go to cottage. I want very much. Do not panic. And do not stop constructions; are you crazy?"
"Really?" Shane asks, very softly. He smells so fucking happy.
"Yes, really," says Ilya. "But— is okay if I do not go swimming?"
"Totally fine," Shane tells him.
"And what about your parents? They are, um. They will be near, you said?"
"Yeah, but, uh. We don't have to visit them. I can tell them I'm doing a silent meditation retreat or something."
Ilya nods slowly.
"And again, uh. Just to be clear, you don't have to worry about them this summer either, okay? Sooner or later I'll let them know that I'll just be staying in Montreal. I'll come up with some explanation, and I'm sure they'll be fine with it, okay? I promise I won't leave you here alone overnight before you're ready."
Ilya nods again. He'll have to be ready by September, he supposes. But, humiliating as it feels to acknowledge that he's scared to sleep by himself in Shane's apartment, he does think that July would be too soon.
"Good," says Shane, moving his hand in gentle circles on Ilya's back. "Um, okay, yeah, so... back to the texts, I guess? After my mom it was Hayden. Do you, uh. Remember when I mentioned him earlier?"
"Yes, I remember about this Hayden," Ilya says. "He is alpha and does not have elevator code to your floor."
"Right, yeah. That's him. Anyway, he wanted to go running with me tomorrow afternoon. But I told him I already have plans."
"What plans?"
"I don't know. Doing something with you, probably. Going back to the store maybe? We could buy pints of ice cream."
Ilya smiles. "Svetlana said there is Ben & Jerry's pints of ice cream in stores," he says. "We should get many, yes?"
"Sounds good to me."
"Me too," says Ilya. He interlaces his fingers with Shane's. "This Hayden," he asks then, "he is on Metros team?"
Shane is silent for a moment. "Uh. Yeah, he is," he says finally.
"He is bad at hockey, compared to you?"
"No. What? No, he's fine."
"Fine?" repeats Ilya. "Oh, so he is very bad then."
Shane lets out an exasperated scoff, but he smells amused. "He's really not," he says. Always so polite. "He's a good player. And a good teammate. And a good friend."
"But you rather have no plans with me than run with him."
"Well. I mean. Yeah, I guess so."
"Okay," says Ilya, unable to suppress a satisfied smile. "And who else text to you, Mr. Popular?"
"Oh, uh. Just Rose." Shane continues to rub Ilya's back. "Basically she was just asking, like, what we're doing for the rest of the week, which— well, I told her we haven't talked about it yet. And then she was saying, uh, that she'd really like to catch up with you sometime? Like, on the phone. But I guess Svetlana isn't allowed to distribute your number, so Rose asked me to check if you're willing to give it to her. She said she misses your chats at Omicron."
"She— really?" asks Ilya softly. "Why?"
He knows that Rose had been concerned about how he was doing at Omicron House. The first time he'd met her, she'd told him that she only volunteered there once per week, on Sundays. Except then she'd also shown up on Monday afternoon, Monday evening, Tuesday morning, and Tuesday evening. And she'd spent each of those additional visits just fucking talking to Ilya the whole time.
But he's no longer living at Omicron House, being a nuisance and refusing to eat and using Alpha Voice on every staff member who looks at him wrong. Thanks to Rose herself, he's with Shane now, which means she has no reason to worry about him anymore. And therefore no reason to want to speak to him.
"Why what?" asks Shane.
"Why she would want to talk to me?" asks Ilya.
"Oh. Well, because she likes you," Shane says, as though it's obvious. "She thinks you're cool, and funny. And nice. She told me so."
"She did?"
"Yeah, she did." Shane brushes his fingers over the collar of Ilya's turtleneck, and Ilya stiffens a little, then realizes his neck tattoo is on the side that's closest to Shane's leg. So it's fine. Shane's hand comes to rest on Ilya's shoulder.
"I don't remember if I've mentioned it to you already, but, um. I'm really glad she suggested this," he says, smelling warm. "For you to live with me."
"Oh," says Ilya. "Me too. I—" He frowns. "Never mind."
Shane gives his shoulder a gentle little squeeze. "What's up?"
"Nothing," Ilya mumbles. "I just wonder, um. What did she tell you, to make you say yes about me?"
To his relief, Shane doesn't smell annoyed at the question. "Oh. I mean, she basically just explained the situation, I guess," he says. "Like, how you were an omega who had alpha traits, so you couldn't stay at Omicron House, but she thought I'd be a good fit for you because of all my APSG stuff. And she made sure I knew that you weren't a bad person or anything, and told me, you know, that you'd been through a lot of shit and deserved to feel safe. Which... I agreed with, obviously. Like, of course you deserve to feel safe. And also—" Shane takes a deep breath. "I mean, I know it's hard to be, um. Different. Because I am too, right? So."
Ilya nods, trying very hard not to start crying again, but it's no use. "I'm— I'm very grateful you agree to— to let me live here," he sniffs. "Sorry. I don't know why I cry."
"Yeah, I'm grateful too," says Shane.
And god, he smells so warm. So warm and safe. He squeezes Ilya's shoulder again, then moves his hand to Ilya's face and methodically begins to wipe away Ilya's tears. With his own fucking fingers.
Ilya inhales sharply.
"Shit, did that hurt?" asks Shane. "Like, your bruises? I— I touched them, sorry."
Fuck, Ilya had momentarily forgotten about his stupid black eye and bruised left cheekbone. He hates to be reminded that that's what Shane sees every time he looks at him: a disrespectful whore who got punched in the face for mouthing off.
"No," Ilya says. "It did not hurt. You touch very soft. I just—" He shuts his eyes. "Since my mother died, I never have anyone do this to me," he admits. "Um. This drying my tears from cheek."
"Oh," says Shane.
"She always would comfort me," says Ilya. "She always do it like this, too. I put my head in her lap and she rub my back and touch my hair and— and wipe away tears."
Shane trails the back of his hand very lightly along Ilya's face, over Ilya's cheek and down his chin.
"She could not do the scenting part, of course," Ilya continues, "because I was still too young, you know? Not presented yet. So I had no scent glands."
"Yeah."
"But she would comfort me whenever she could." Ilya doesn't mention that he would comfort her too sometimes. He feels like Shane wouldn't understand, maybe. "I loved her very much," he says.
"I know. I know, of course you did."
"And she loved me too. She always made me feel loved, and— and special, and important." Ilya pauses, and takes a deep, shuddering breath. "But Shane," he confesses then, very quietly, "she never made me feel so safe like how you do. I— I have never felt like this before, ever in life. The way I feel when you scent me. And when you say, um— that you fucking care about me as person. And when you come here as soon as I send you this stupid text, and— and you even text to me that you are almost here, so I won't worry if you are on your way or not." Ilya repositions himself slightly, sitting up a little and lying his head back down so it's resting on Shane's chest. "Is okay?" he asks.
"Yeah, it's fine. It's nice," says Shane.
"Good. And, um, you do not have to sit so straight," Ilya tells him. "You can move some pillow behind you and lay down more."
"Oh. Sure, yeah. Let me, uh—"
Shane leans back, adjusting his position so that he and Ilya are sort of half-reclined together among the pillows. He's got his right elbow bent to hold Ilya's left hand against his pec— or maybe his heart, Ilya thinks sheepishly— their fingers intertwined and their wrists still pressed together, just as tightly as they've been this whole time.
"You are not tired yet, of scenting?" Ilya asks. "It does not hurt you inside?"
"Nope. Not at all."
"I never knew it was possible," says Ilya. "To scent so long and, um, powerful. I wish— it is very silly, I know, but I wish I could put you back in time and— and maybe you could scent me sometimes during these past six years. Ever since I presented. You know?"
"Fuck, Ilya. I wish I could do that too," says Shane.
And shit, suddenly Ilya is crying again. "I n-needed this. This comfort. S-so many times," he sobs. "Because, um, I— I was so alone, all the time, and maybe sometimes scared, and— and just... in so much pain, everywhere. But I could not even cry, Shane. So I just— I try to ignore it, or— or go away somewhere, in my mind. Very far away. So I do not have to feel anything."
"Yeah," says Shane. "You mentioned that in the car, too. The, uh... going away in your head?"
Ilya nods against Shane's t-shirt. His tears are all over it, too, now.
"You did that a lot?" Shane asks.
"Yes," says Ilya. "All the fucking time. Or else I think I would not, um. I would not be able to survive all of this, um. This fucking shit that happen to me. But it— Shane, to go away, it does not fix something, or— or heal something. When I come back, um, into my body, everything is— is as bad as before. Or worse." He closes his eyes. "Is why I wish I could send you back in time to there," he says, as evenly as he can through his tears. "So I could be with you, instead of gone in my head."
"Me too, Ilya. I would— Like, if there were literally anything I could do to... to reach into the past and somehow make things more bearable for you, back then," says Shane, "I'd do it in a fucking heartbeat."
"I know this," says Ilya. "And I know it cannot happen, but. Maybe it is just nice to imagine."
He's stopped crying now, and Shane strokes Ilya's cheek with his thumb, once again drying his tears.
"You would have to close your eyes though, if you were there," Ilya murmurs after a moment. "Like with Nurse Vivi."
"I would," says Shane, "if that's what you wanted."
"Yes," whispers Ilya. "Because I'd really fucking hate if you saw me like— like that. In, um, very bad conditions. And naked."
Shane's scent has been heavy with sadness for the past few minutes, but suddenly there's pity there too.
"Not always naked," Ilya feels the need to clarify, so that Shane will know he'd at least had some dignity, sometimes. "My owners in Russia all give me clothes, um. Except for the Doctor. And Daniel was my only pimp who made me be always naked. Most of them, when there was no customer, they would let me wear underwear. And usually shirt. And even some pants if we were outside, like going into hotel or something, or if it was winter." He takes a deep breath. "But still, um. It felt like very often I was naked."
Shane smells angry now. Well, mostly he still just smells sad, but there's anger there too, and Ilya always notices anger the most. As much as it satisfies him when Shane gets angry on his behalf, the smell scares him instinctively at first, every single time, before he reminds himself that it probably isn't directed toward him.
"That's so shitty, Ilya. The way they treated you. The fucking, like, degradation," says Shane. "Fuck. I'm so sorry."
Ilya stays quiet.
The truth is that sometimes he hadn't even had it in him to care. Sometimes, after being fucked, he would just lie there, still naked, not even bothering to clean himself up. Ilya doesn't tell Shane about that though. He's fully aware that only a fucking slut would remain, by their own choice, naked and covered in cum. And he really doesn't want Shane to know that he's a slut like that.
"And who the fuck is Daniel?" Shane asks suddenly.
"Oh, uh, he is my last pimp. My pimp during raid."
"The one who kept you in fucking shackles for a month straight?"
"Yes."
"Jesus Christ, Ilya. He didn't let you have clothes either?"
"No, but— but I was only with him for two months, so it was not that bad. And it's summer, yes? Barely even cold. Even in basement."
Shane doesn't say anything in response, but his emotions are so strong that he might as well have— indignant disbelief, horror, sadness, rage...
Ilya wonders if Shane's rage is because of the two months part or the basement part. Or maybe the fact that Ilya said it wasn't that bad? Is Shane angry at him for thinking that?
"Well, it was... um, maybe sort of bad," Ilya amends, hesitantly. "When— when I get to Omicron House and Svetlana give me clothes, I, um. I cried. To have clothes again. Only very little bit of crying, but..." He shrugs.
"Ilya," Shane says, with what sounds like a lot of effort. "It's okay to cry."
Ilya sets his jaw.
"You don't have to, like, make excuses for it, you know?" continues Shane, trailing his fingers down Ilya's cheek. "It's normal."
"Not the way how I cry," Ilya grits out. "This is not normal. It is too much."
"It's not too much," Shane says. "I think it might not be enough, actually. But, um—" He takes a deep breath. "Fuck, look, I know it's really hard for you to believe that, because of, like, all the shit you've been through, and your dad and stuff. So also, like, I want to say that I'm really fucking honored that you trusted me enough to text me to come here, even though you were crying. That was really brave. And also to let me into your nest, which—"
"No," says Ilya, flinching. "No, do not fucking say that."
"What?"
"Is not nest, okay? Do not call it this. Ever. Please."
"I'm sorry," says Shane, smelling confused. "Sorry for— um. I didn't—"
"There is too many pillows on bed so I put them into closet," Ilya explains stiffly. "And then maybe sometimes I want to be here, with these pillows. Because is relaxing. But that does not mean it is nest. It is just, um— um—"
"Like, a little relaxation corner?"
"Yes," says Ilya gratefully. "Yes, it is relaxation corner. To relax."
"Okay," says Shane. He smells like pity again, but Ilya will try to ignore it. "That's fine, Ilya. I'm sorry for, um. For calling it the wrong thing."
"Is okay. You did not know any better. But just— Shane, I swear, I am not this kind of omega who needs nest."
"Even when you're in heat?"
"Especially when I am in fucking heat," snaps Ilya. "I never have built nest before and I never will. You believe me, yes?"
Ilya feels Shane nod against the top of his head. "Yes," he whispers, smelling sort of heartbroken. "I believe you." His voice cracks, like he's about to cry.
Ilya wonders if it makes him a psychopath, that sometimes he likes when Shane cries for him. He almost wants to tell him about what happened during his first heat. What Papa did to him with the pillow.
"My mother never built nest either," Ilya says instead, for some reason. "Not during her heat, or after she give birth, or, um— or if she was sad or something."
"Jesus. That's— I mean, I don't know, like, that much about nesting. But that sounds miserable."
"Yes. And my father mated her during her first heat. So I think she never got to build nest in her whole life, except..."
Ilya trails off.
Except for the nest she'd built to die in, he thinks. But he doesn't tell Shane that. He doesn't want Shane to know anything about that day, if possible, because he's worried that Shane would think less of Mama if he knew.
"Except only once," he whispers.
"Your dad didn't let her?" Shane asks, but it seems like he already knows the answer.
"No."


"I'm sorry," says Shane. "That she went through that. And, um. And I'm sorry for you too, Ilya," he adds more softly.
"We are not talking about me," mutters Ilya.
"Okay," says Shane. "But still. You told me, in the car, that— that after you presented, he took away everything soft from your bedroom, just to keep you from nesting. And I think that was fucking inhumane. And I'm just— I'm sorry for whatever else he did to you, or other people did to you, to, like, make you think you don't deserve comfort. Because you fucking do."
Ilya shifts slightly, unsure how to respond.
Shane squeezes his hand. "Look, I'm just saying, uh. I'm glad you have this relaxation corner. And I hope it just keeps getting more and more relaxing for you."
"Oh," says Ilya.
"And if you want anything else for it— more pillows, more blankets, whatever—just tell me, okay?"
Fuck, thinks Ilya. What he really wants are things that smell like Shane, but he doesn't know if that's even possible, since it seems like Shane doesn't release his pheromone scent unless he's actually scenting someone. And clothes don't have any scent glands, so how would Shane scent them?
Ilya wonders if he should ask Shane to try, but maybe that would be presumptuous.
He decides to just nod instead.
"I just really want it to be as, uh, relaxing as possible, you know? Here in your... relaxation corner. I have a decent amount of, like, pillows and stuff around the house, I think," Shane goes on. "Which you can obviously help yourself to. But also we can buy you even more, okay?"
"Okay," says Ilya.
They lie there in silence for a while. Ilya savors the feeling of Shane's heartbeat, strong and steady against his wrist as he scents him.
"Hey, speaking of buying things," Shane says eventually, "I bought your laptop on Amazon. That was, like, the first thing I did when I got downstairs; I don't know how I forgot to mention it. And it's gonna arrive on Saturday, so... that's cool, right?"
"Oh. Thank you," Ilya whispers, which feels like a very inadequate reply.
"And it's a really cheap one, don't worry," Shane adds.
Ilya snorts. "Cheap for Shane Hollander, or actually cheap?"
"No, it was actually cheap. I mean, I won't tell you, like, the exact price, because that would be gauche, but— yeah."
"What is this, 'gauche'?"
"Sorry, it means, like, rude, kind of? And tacky? It's actually a French word; English just borrowed it. Honestly, English has borrowed a lot of words from French. I guess that's normal though, for languages to, like, use words from other languages, right?"
"I guess," Ilya says, still thinking about the laptop situation. He knows he should have protested more strongly when Shane first made the offer, but— fuck, Ilya is a greedy fucking person. He wants to take lessons in French and English, and study for a stupid GED, and Google all his former owners' names. So he'd given into Shane's insistence on buying him a laptop.
But now that Shane's actually ordered it, Ilya feels sort of afraid. Shane's generosity scares him sometimes.
He hadn't mentioned it to Svetlana because he has a feeling she'd think he can't be trusted with something so expensive, even though he'll be so fucking careful with it. She also might think he doesn't deserve it, which... well, that would be true. Because Shane Hollander might think it was cheap, but—
"Shane?" Ilya asks.
"Yeah?"
"Even if this is gauche, um. Can you maybe just tell me— was it less than 1,500 Canadian dollars?" Ilya asks, half afraid to hear the answer.
"Why?"
"Please?" is all Ilya says.
"Uh— okay, fine," sighs Shane. "Yeah, it was less. Less than fifteen hundred. Is that, like... bad? Because I can—"
"No! No, is good. I am really glad of this." Ilya pauses. Then, for some unknown fucking reason, he feels compelled to offer Shane an explanation. "Is because, um, when my last pimp— Daniel, you know, yes?— when he bought me, it was for 1,500 dollars. So I just. I just do not want laptop that cost more than I do, you see?"
"Jesus Christ, Ilya," says Shane, sounding pained. "Jesus fucking Christ, that's so fucked up. That's— fuck. Ilya. You're worth so much fucking more than that."
Ilya scoffs wetly.
Five years ago, when his father had sold him— back when he was only freshly seventeen, with a good physique and unmarred skin, and could still be passed off as a virgin— Ilya had been worth seven million rubles.
He's not sure what that would be in Canadian dollars. Maybe three hundred thousand? Four hundred thousand? Something like that. The last exchange rate he really remembers is 30 rubles to one United States dollar or something, which had been around the time when he was sold. And a United States dollar can buy more than a Canadian one, but definitely not twice as much. So something like three hundred thousand Canadian dollars seems about right.
Ilya wonders what Shane would think of that amount. He'd probably still believe it was too low. Maybe even way too low.
Because Shane is a multimillionaire and once bought a fucking 4,000-dollar rug, so clearly his perception of monetary value is fucked up, right? He might think Ilya is worth a million dollars or something. Even now, even though he's no longer a pretty seventeen-year-old, just a dirty and used up whore.
Shane runs his hand up and down, very slowly, along Ilya's upper left arm.
Ilya shuts his eyes.
Shane doesn't know it, of course, but right under his hand, covered by the fabric of Ilya's turtleneck, is a tattoo.
СЛУГА АЛЬФ, it says in blown-out black ink— "slave to alphas"— which is underscored by five sloppily-rendered links of chain. Then, below the chain, are the words РОЖДЁН ДЛЯ СЦЕПКИ— "born to be knotted."
It's easier to hide than the fucking "omega bitch" tattoo on his neck, and not nearly as humiliating as the tattoo that's branded on this other arm. But it still makes him feel fucking worthless.
"Shane," he whispers.
"Yeah?"
"What would you pay for me?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean— if you had to buy me. What would you want to pay?"
"You can't buy people, Ilya," Shane replies immediately, like it's a very obvious fact.
Ilya snorts. "Of course you can buy people," he says. "Me, for example, remember? We just discuss it, about what Daniel pay?"
"But Ilya—"
"I have been bought very many times, yes? I have had four masters and nine pimps and they all bought me, every single one."
"Okay, yeah, but that wasn't, like— that's illegal. They didn't—"
"Shh. Please," whispers Ilya. He needs to know, suddenly. He needs to hear a number. He needs to be able to believe that Shane would be willing to spend more on him than any of his other owners had. Or— maybe he shouldn't think of them as other owners, because Shane doesn't really feel like he's Ilya's owner. Shane himself certainly doesn't seem to think he is. But still— "Please just tell me," he pleads. "Tell me what you would pay to own me."
Shane is quiet for a long time. "I couldn't," he says at last. "I'd never be able to afford you."
"You are millionaire, Shane," says Ilya. "Lots of millions, yes? I think you could fucking afford me."
"No. I couldn't. I fucking couldn't. No one in the world could ever be able to afford you, Ilya," Shane says fiercely. "You're worth too much, okay?"
"There are billionaires in world," mutters Ilya. "They could afford anything."
"Nope. Uh-uh. Not you," says Shane. "And anyone who's ever thought they could put a fucking price on you is insane. And stupid. And a real fucking evil piece of shit."
He's breathing hard. He smells very angry, but also very, very warm.
God, Ilya wishes he fucking knew what the warm smell meant. He knows that it's good, though, because Mama had often smelled of something similar. Fondness? Tenderness?
Maybe it's the smell of him caring about Ilya as a person, and only wanting good things for Ilya's future. Or the smell of him saying he hopes that Ilya's stupid relaxation corner gets even more relaxing, dutifully not using the word "nest" even though of course they both know that's what it is. Or the smell of whatever he feels that makes him touch Ilya like he's something beautiful and— and valuable, even? But not valuable because of his earning potential in hockey, or because of how nicely he moans while being raped, or anything else that Ilya is familiar with being valued for.
Shane doesn't touch Ilya like he's something meant to be used and broken. Nor does he act like he's afraid of breaking him, like Ilya is some weak, fragile little victim.
No, Shane touches Ilya like he thinks he's inherently precious or something. The way he strokes Ilya's hair, rubs his back, holds his hand so fucking tenderly as he scents him... it's almost like he feels unworthy of Ilya.
Which is so fucking ridiculous, and so different from the treatment Ilya has become accustomed to, that it almost seems like something from a dream. Except Ilya never has nice dreams, only nightmares. So it must be real.
"How are you feeling?" asks Shane softly.
"Huh?"
"I mean, do you feel any better now? Than you did earlier?"
"Yes, of course," says Ilya. "Is not obvious?"
"Yeah, but." Shane sighs. "You know a little while ago, when you said, um, you're really good at pretending to be fine, even if you're not?"
"Yes."
"You don't, um. Have to do that with me, okay?" Shane's hand is back on Ilya's upper arm, on the "born to be knotted" tattoo. He rubs it so gently, so reassuringly, so unaware of what's under Ilya's sleeve. "You can always be honest with me about how you feel. And you can talk to me about whatever. I— I want to help."
"I know," says Ilya, which is true. "Is why I text you."
Shane's scent blooms with pride. "Yeah," he says. "And I'm still so fucking glad that you did. I just want to be sure that you know to— to keep doing that kind of thing. Any time. You don't even need to tell me what's wrong. I can just scent you, or sit with you, or... whatever you need, you know? Like, even right now, you don't have to explain what Svetlana said to you. Not if you don't want to."
"But I do want to," Ilya says quietly. "I want to, Shane. I even, um. I need to, I think. If it is okay?"
"Yeah, shit, of course it's okay. If you feel ready."
"I feel ready," Ilya insists. "Almost. I, um— I will be, soon. Very soon, tonight, right here in— in fucking relaxation corner. I will tell you everything, yes? I want to tell you everything."
"Okay," says Shane.
"But first, um." Ilya closes his eyes. "But first, maybe we can stay like this?" he asks. "For a little while longer?"
Because here in Shane's arms, he feels like maybe his tattoo is wrong, and he wasn't born to be knotted at all.
Maybe he was born to be comforted, exactly like this, here in a stupid pile of pillows he might someday dare to call his very first nest. Maybe he was born to feel safe, to let Shane hold him close and scent his wrist and heal his stupid broken heart. Maybe he was born to go to Shane's cottage next summer and watch the sun set over the lake.
"Yeah," Shane says, pressing his lips briefly to the top of Ilya's curls. "Yeah, we can stay like this for as long as you want."
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  Ilya nestles even closer to Shane, which Shane hadn't realized was possible, and exhales deeply. "Thank you," he whispers, squeezing Shane's hand. There's a pause, and then: "How come you smell very worried?"
"Fuck, sorry," says Shane. "I'm fine, I'm just— uh. Was that okay? What I just did? Like, the... kiss thing? On your head?"
"Yes," Ilya says, in the tone of someone answering the stupidest question in the world, and Shane feels himself relax slightly. "What did you think I was thanking you for?"
"Just— for saying we can stay like this, I guess?"
"Well, yes, it was for that too," says Ilya. "But also for this little kiss on hair." Their wrists are pressed together, their fingers still interlaced, and Ilya strokes his thumb along the side of Shane's. "I liked it."
"Oh." Shane frowns. "Okay. I mean— I'm glad. I just don't wanna— Like, I should have asked first, right? I should always fucking ask. And also I just remembered that the contract said no kissing, so that's— But I assume it meant, like, on the lips? Because it was under the heading about sexual contact. So do you think—"
Ilya makes an exasperated noise in his throat. "Shane, forget about contract, yes?" he says. "Kiss on hair is very good."
"I— okay, hold on," Shane tells him. "I'm glad you didn't mind it. Or that you... liked it. But I can't actually forget about the contract. Like, I signed it, remember?"
He feels Ilya shrug. "So then do not forget entire contract, just this part about kiss," he says, like it's that simple. "And then do this again, yes? This kiss on hair."
Shane gives the contract maybe one or two more seconds of consideration. Then he leans his head forward so his nose is brushing against Ilya's curls, and— very gently— plants a second kiss on Ilya's head.
"Perfect. Very good job, Shane Hollander," says Ilya, and for some reason Shane gets a weird sort of tingling feeling somewhere near his diaphragm. "And now you can touch it, okay?"
"Your hair?"
"Yes, my hair," Ilya says, with a sudden edge to his voice that makes Shane hesitate. "What else do you think? My ass? You rather touch that instead?"
Jesus Christ. "No, of course not," Shane says, hastily burying his hand in Ilya's hair, as if to prove to his lack of any ill intentions. "I'm not gonna do anything sexual to you, remember?"
He's not sure what else to say. He'd kind of thought they were past the Ilya-making-sexual-comments phase, but of course that had been overly optimistic of him. Shane sort of feels like he's known Ilya forever, but it's only been, like— what, not even 28 hours? And even though he's already come so unbelievably far, and Shane is so ridiculously proud of him, Ilya still has five fucking years of conditioning to unlearn. Which Shane knows he can't let himself forget, even if sometimes he might want to.
"I am sorry," mutters Ilya. "I don't know why I say this. About my ass. I did not mean it."
"You don't have to apologize," says Shane, carding his fingers through Ilya's curls as gently as he can. "Just— like, is that something you're worried about right now? Me... touching you there?"
"No. It was joke," Ilya says. "Svetlana, um—" He pauses.
Shane traces Ilya's hairline with his index finger and wills himself not to interrupt.
"Svetlana has idea in her head that I make jokes about sex because of trauma," Ilya says eventually. "She said I use this jokes for... um, 'zashchitnyy mekhanizm.' Like 'mechanism,' yes? This is English? Mechanism for— to protect. When I am maybe embarrassed. Or scared or something."
"Like a defense mechanism?"
Ilya nods.
"And do you think that's true?"
"I don't know," Ilya says tonelessly. "Probably yes."
Shane frowns. "Are you feeling scared right now?"
"No," says Ilya. "But, um... I think maybe you are sick of touching my hair so many times, like I am stupid little child. And I know it is not so good right now, and— and I am sorry for this."
So not scared, but embarrassed, thinks Shane. "What's not so good?" he asks.
"My fucking hair," says Ilya miserably. Shane can't see his face, but he can imagine the pouty sort of scowl he's probably wearing. "I know that it feels... not soft. Just all dry, and maybe breaking. And... these stupid curls, they should be— better. But instead it is messy. It is... like fucking rat nest. I'm sorry."
"Ilya, there's nothing wrong with your hair, okay? Don't worry about it," says Shane. "And what do you mean by 'rat's nest'? Because your hair is, like, barely even tangled."
"I don't know," mumbles Ilya. "Maybe... one time my pimp said it to me. When my hair was really bad."
"Who, Daniel?" Shane asks darkly. Thirty minutes ago he hadn't even known Daniel's name, and now he wants him to die a horrible fucking death.
"No," says Ilya. "César."
"Oh." Shane takes a deep breath. There's something unnerving about Ilya having a whole fucking Rolodex of past abusers, most of whom Shane still knows nothing about. It's not even that he thinks Ilya owes him an account of everyone who's ever hurt him, because of course he doesn't. It's just so fucking disturbing to think of how many different individual monsters Ilya has met in his life. How many separate instances of cruelty he's been subjected to.
"Well, for what it's worth," he tells Ilya gently, "I think your hair is very nice. It's great. I like the curls. And the color. And the fact that you let me touch it. And I bet this fucking César guy was just being an asshole."
Ilya is quiet.
For a while, Shane just continues to stroke Ilya's hair, fiddling with the curls at the nape of his neck. Then he drags his hand absently down to Ilya's back.
Shane had rubbed Ilya's back yesterday too, both of them seated by the toilet on the floor of Ilya's bathroom.
But this time it's different. The turtleneck Ilya is wearing now is nowhere near as thick as the hoodie he'd had on yesterday, and this time, Shane can feel the bones of Ilya's spine.
It's one thing to know that Ilya's bloodwork says he's malnourished and his BMI says he's underweight.
But it's another thing to feel it with his very own hand, and god, it makes Shane so fucking sad.
Then Ilya clears his throat. "César, um... he was asshole, yes. But my hair, it wasn't— fuck." He takes a deep breath. "Shane, I tried to take good care of it, you know? Because—" Ilya inhales again, more shakily this time. "My mother, she had such beautiful hair. Beautiful and curly. And she always care for it so nicely, when she— when she could. So after she died—"
Ilya's voice breaks, and Shane can't help but think how fucking unfair it is that for Ilya, even something as basic as his own hair is tied to, like, not just one, but multiple past traumatic events from his life.
"After my mother died, I tried to take good care of my hair too, yes?" Ilya continues after a moment. "The way she taught me. But then— um, once I was sold, and I was whore, and with all this trafficking bullshit... sometimes I could not fix my hair very nice. And two times in Russia my pimp need to shave it all off because, um, there was many little bugs in it; I don't know English word. And then after I come from Ontario to Quebec, it was... my pimps here did not really give a fuck about us looking good. And the customers did not give a fuck either. So usually I did not have comb. Or shampoo, or, um. Shower, even. So when César bought me, I think rat nest was really true for my hair. But... he fixed it, so. That's good." Ilya shrugs, his shoulder digging into Shane's chest.
"Um. How did he fix it?" asks Shane, even though he's kind of afraid to hear the answer.
"Oh, just, he took some giant scissors and cut it to be short. While I sucked his cock. Kind of dangerous, I think," says Ilya, very fucking nonchalantly. "Made my head bleed a little."
"Jesus Christ," Shane says. "Jesus Christ, Ilya. Was that recent?"
"New Year's Eve."
"What, six months ago?"
"Yes," says Ilya. "I remember, um, there was even fireworks outside. Like, new year... new pimp... Very exciting, yes?" There is no excitement whatsoever in his voice.
"I think it sounds fucking terrifying, actually," Shane tells him carefully.
Ilya shrugs again. "I— I did worry a little he would stab my eye by accident or something, because I had to keep moving my head so much for blowjob. But it was fine," he says, in a tone that is, once again, way too matter-of-fact. "Weapon is only 'terrifying' if you think they might kill you with it, you know? Or fuck you with it, maybe."
Shane's stomach drops. He can't fucking speak. He feels like he's going to throw up.
"Why you grab so hard?" asks Ilya lightly.
"Huh?"
"You— you stop rubbing my shoulder. You are just grabbing now."
Shane immediately lets go of Ilya's shoulder, which he had in fact been gripping far too tightly.
"Sorry," he forces out, moving his hand to Ilya's upper back instead. "I just, um—"
Ilya had told Shane, yesterday, that if he couldn't be compatible with anyone who wanted to fuck him, he would have been dead a long time ago. But somehow Shane had never considered Ilya's life being threatened with literal weapons. What does that even mean? Like, guns? Knives?
"I just— I never thought about them having weapons," Shane says finally. "Which I'm sure was probably dumb of me, but fuck, I'm just so bad at, like, imagining stuff like that. And even though I know that you've been through terrible shit, whenever you tell me about specific examples, I'm always— I get so weird about it. Like, I'm always surprised. I'm sure it's really fucking annoying for you."
"No," says Ilya firmly. "No, it is good like this. Never annoying. I like it much better this way."
"Really?" Shane asks.
"Yes. Because... I do not want you to guess everything from my life, if I did not want you to know yet."
"What do you mean?" Shane moves his hand in circles over Ilya's back, and tries to remember that his shoulder blades won't always feel this prominent.
Ilya sighs. "When I was in Omicron House, um, Svetlana keep trying to talk to me. Because... she was worried, I think. But she ask me some questions about myself, and I sort of... overreact," he says. "I told her she is sick fucking pervert who just want to get off on hearing me tell her about being raped. Um. But she didn't even get angry at me. She told me, uh, that my past is like... story that belongs to only me. And she said I never have to tell it to someone if I do not want. Even to her." Ilya takes a deep breath. "But I know that when she look at me, she tries to guess things. Because she has worked with so much other sex traffic omegas, and she study in books and in university and she take her little classes about how to help sad victims of traumas. So with her, it does not feel like only my story, you see? Because she has already heard some parts of it before, in other people's stories. But with you, you only hear it from me. So it is still just mine. You understand?"
"I— I'm not sure," says Shane. "Sort of? I think?"
Ilya sighs again, shifting his position ever-so-slightly against Shane's side. "Sorry," he says. "I will try to explain it better. Um... Is like— okay, so... so when you and me met yesterday, when Svetlana bring me here, you did not know anything about me except— that I was sex trafficked, yes?"
"I mean... yeah, basically. Well, plus everything Rose told me, about you being an omega with alpha traits and stuff."
He feels Ilya nod. "Yes, fine, this too. But about my— my past, I mean."
"Then yeah," confirms Shane. "All I knew was that, uh, you'd been rescued from sex-trafficking."
"Okay," Ilya says. "So probably you could guess all by yourself I had been... raped, yes? During this sex trafficking. Very many times raped."
"Yeah," Shane answers softly, when Ilya has been silent for long enough that it becomes clear that he's expecting a response. "I, um, assumed."
Ilya nods. "And— and I have all these fucking bruises on face, so probably you also guessed I had been beat up. Oh, and Rose Landry guessed for you about the drugs, which..." Ilya makes a vaguely exasperated gesture with his free hand, the one that's currently wedged between his body and Shane's chest, then lets out a sigh. "Which, alright, fine, whatever. That is okay. I was maybe annoyed this morning. A little bit. But now I'm glad she told you because— um, I would have waited too long, probably. And you were much nicer about it than I expect. And now I do not have to always make up reasons for wanting stupid sealed foods."
"Oh. That's— that's good. I'm glad," Shane says, relieved. He'd been trying not to dwell on it, but he's found himself worrying on and off all day about how he'd seemingly mishandled that drugging conversation.
"Yes, well, anyway," Ilya goes on, "this is not what I am trying to explain. What I am trying to explain is, um. Those are things about me that I did not tell you first. But everything else you know, I told you. And you know a lot, I think. But it is only what I chose to say. Because I wanted to. So then it is still my story. Do you see now?"
"Yes," Shane says, around a very significant lump in his throat. "I— I see."
He hasn't really considered until now just how many painful, private disclosures Ilya has made to him in the past two days. It's sort of overwhelming, now that he thinks about it— the amount that Ilya has confided in him so far, and the fact that every time, Ilya had to make a conscious choice to trust him.
Shane wants very, very badly to be worthy of that trust. He worries, suddenly, that maybe he hasn't been. "Do you, uh... do you remember this afternoon, I told you I Googled obsequesol?" he asks Ilya tentatively.
"Yes."
"Right. Um. So I feel like maybe that was something you wouldn't have wanted me to look up. If I'd asked you beforehand. And I'm really fucking sorry, if that crossed a line."
"Hmm. Is... borderline maybe," says Ilya, after a pause. "But I think I would allow. I just would not want you to search something like, um..." Ilya hesitates for a moment, then continues in a rush: "Like please do not search about raid from Saturday, okay? Please, Shane. You— you did not already do this, right?"
"No, never, I swear," Shane assures him. "I've never looked up anything even remotely related to the raid or your traffickers or... anything like that." Somehow the idea of Googling news articles about it hadn't even crossed Shane's mind. And thank god for that, he thinks, because if it had, he probably would have fucking done it.
"Good," says Ilya stonily. "I do not really know, actually, if there is many news stories, and I don't know if they would have photographs or something. But— um, I don't want you to see their faces, Shane. My pimps. Or photographs of— of where they keep me. Or descriptions of it, even. Or descriptions of my pimps. Or any fucking details. Please, please do not look for this kind of things."
"I won't," Shane tells him with total sincerity. "I promise, Ilya."
"Okay, good. Just... No researches like sneaky detective, you know? Only researches like sexy professor."
"Right. Got it," says Shane, unable to help but smile a little. "But— okay, so just to be sure, if I were to research stuff like, I don't know, 'best pre-packaged foods'... that would be fine?"
"Yes, this is fine."
"Or... uh, 'good ways to light a bedroom that aren't nightlights'?"
"I do not need any special light," says Ilya flatly, but he doesn't sound annoyed. "Is fine though, yes, whatever. You can search about lights."
"And what about, like, 'Russian markets in Montreal'?"
Ilya is quiet for a few seconds. "You would take me?" he asks finally, his voice barely above a whisper.
"Of course, yeah, if you want," Shane tells him. "I wasn't sure if that was something you'd enjoy, or—"
"Yes, is fine. Is fine to search," Ilya cuts in. "Thank you," he adds after a moment.
"Cool," says Shane. "Yeah. Uh— no problem."
He's really fucking relieved, actually. Because while he was downstairs, immediately after ordering Ilya's laptop— and in between fielding texts from his mom, Hayden, and Rose— Shane had in fact Googled every single one of those things, plus a whole lot more:
how to catch up on sleep if you haven't been sleeping enough for years
how to sleep through the night
how to sleep through the night with trauma
nightmare vs. night terror
is weighted blanket good if you have all trauma or does it feel constricting
how to ease into physical activity after sedentary and malnutrition
effects of malnutrition
undernutrition vs. malnutrition
nutritionist for malnutrition
what to eat if you are malnourished
malnutrition recovery eat little and often examples
do all meal replacement drinks taste like ensure
best sealed snacks high calorie high protein
packaged snacks with fibre
most popular snacks in russia
russian food montreal
russian comfort foods
Shane had been in the middle of researching which grocery stores in Montreal sell frozen pelmeni when he'd received Ilya's text, at which point—
Well, obviously he had stopped thinking about Russian comfort foods. He'd stopped thinking about anything, in fact, except getting to Ilya as quickly as humanly possible.
He'd sent a text back to Ilya before he'd even finished standing up, because the last thing he'd wanted was for Ilya to have to wonder for even a second longer than necessary whether Shane had seen his message or not.
Then he'd sprinted the entire distance to Ilya's room, taking the stairs three at a time and flying down the upstairs hall. And finally he'd reached Ilya's bedroom door, flung it open, and burst inside with a level of panic that would have been frankly embarrassing if hadn't been justified.
Except in this case, it had been justified, Shane thinks.
Because the way Ilya had been crying when he'd arrived... Shane has never in his life seen anyone else cry that hard before. And his emotions, fuck. As soon as Shane had stepped foot in Ilya's bedroom, even before he'd reached the closet, he'd been able to smell what Ilya was feeling—confusion, self-hatred, anger, hurt, sadness so strong it had almost burned to breathe it in... except it wasn't just sadness, Shane had realized eventually, but grief.
And Shane knows that for Ilya to have smelled of so many painful things at once, when he seemingly always tries so fucking hard to keep his feelings out of his scent, he must have been in, like, true emotional agony.
Shane doesn't know what Svetlana could possibly have said to rattle Ilya so deeply, but the closest thing he has to a theory, based solely on the grief in Ilya's scent, is that she must have informed him of some sort of tragedy. Maybe the death of an omega he'd been trafficked with at some point? Though that doesn't seem like something she would have told him without expecting him to be sad. It also seems like something she'd have waited to share in person.
Shane is pretty pissed off at Svetlana right now, actually. For Ilya's sake, he hopes that she truly had no way to predict his reaction to whatever she told him, because he'd hate for Ilya's caseworker to be someone who wasn't concerned about the impact her words could have on him.
He also thinks it's kind of ridiculous that she'd believed Ilya's text about the phone call just spontaneously dropping, because even Shane wouldn't trust a message like that from Ilya, and Shane isn't a very naturally suspicious person.
Regardless, Ilya's scent has neutralized by now, thank god. But Shane just keeps thinking of how terrible it would have been if Ilya hadn't texted him. He keeps imagining Ilya all alone, just sobbing here in his meager little nest of like eight pillows. Or— no, not his nest, Shane corrects himself mentally. He keeps imagining Ilya all alone, just sobbing in his relaxation corner, with no one to talk to and no one to comfort him. And god, the thought of Ilya suffering alone like that without texting Shane is almost unbearable.
But the fact that he did text Shane is... sort of unbelievable. Not even 28 hours ago, Ilya hadn't wanted Shane to touch him at all. He'd been so scared of him. He'd kept his distance so carefully. He'd flinched so fucking often.
And yet now Ilya is just... here. Curled up at Shane's side. Pressed against his chest. Gripping his hand. Allowing himself to be scented by him. And wanting to stay like this.
"Can I kiss your head again?" Shane asks.
"Yes," Ilya says immediately, as though he's been waiting or something. "You do not have to ask this. I told you kiss on hair is good."
So Shane kisses him on the hair for the third time this evening.
Ilya hums, and sort of... snuggles in against Shane. "Thank you," he says. "What, um— what I do to make you give kiss?"
"It wasn't— I don't know. You didn't do anything. Don't, uh— don't think of it like that, okay? I guess I'm just... I'm glad you texted me, you know? I fucking hate the idea of you being sad in here all by yourself. So I'm just... really grateful that, um, you trusted me enough to know I wouldn't want you to suffer by yourself in here. Like, you knew I'd want to be here with you. Which I do, obviously. So... yeah, I just felt, um..." Shane trails off with a shrug.
"It was not about you," mutters Ilya, after a moment. "I did not think about if you want to be here. I think only that I want you to be here."
Shane's throat constricts a little, and he squeezes his eyes shut tightly against the sting of tears. "Oh. I'm... I'm, uh. Fuck, Ilya," he says. "That's even more, uh. That really means a lot to me. To hear that."
"I was not thinking so clearly, maybe, when I text to you," Ilya goes on. "I barely knew I was doing it. Is like my hand just text to you without my brain. Probably, um—" He hesitates. "Probably if I was really thinking about it, I would not have texted. No matter how much I wanted you here."
"Why not?" asks Shane, trying not to feel hurt.
"Because— because fuck, it is so humiliating, Shane," Ilya groans. "Even you said it already, that you know I do not want you to— to see me cry. And, um. Fuck, Shane. I know that when you get here, um, you probably smelled what I feel. Because my emotions, they come out more strong when I am... upset."
"Yeah," says Shane, stroking Ilya's hair. "I could smell your emotions at first, when you were crying. But that's fine, okay? You don't have to worry about that."
Ilya scoffs. "No, is not fucking fine," he says. "Is fucking weak. And dangerous. And— Shane, I try so hard to control this. Always. Except I cannot when I sleep, but— but every other time, I always fucking try to hide every emotion smell."
"I'd say you do more than just try," says Shane. "You're pretty fucking successful at it. Like, 95 percent of the time you literally do mask every single emotion from your scent."
"But not always," says Ilya imploringly. "When feeling is too strong, even if I try very much to hide it, some part still comes out. It is just, um. Too much to keep all inside me. Like it will not fit. And I know this happen in front of you six times already, when I was, um, afraid. Or— or ashamed. Those ones—" He breaks off, then continues in a whisper: "Those ones are the hardest, Shane. I feel them most strong of all."
"Hey, it's okay Ilya. I mean... sure, I've smelled your feelings before, occasionally," Shane admits. He's not sure where Ilya is getting the idea that it's only happened six times, but this doesn't feel like a great moment to correct him. "But that's okay, you know?" he says.
He ghosts the back of his fingers over Ilya's bruised cheek and wishes he knew how to convey to him that emotions are supposed to be felt, not suppressed until they can no longer fit inside you.
"You don't worry about this, do you?" asks Ilya suddenly. "You don't control your feelings."
"No, um. I don't," says Shane.
"Never?"
"No," says Shane, which is true. He's never consciously hidden an emotion from his scent in his life. "I just... I don't have to, you know?"
Shane's body is still producing the scents of his emotions— "synesthomones" is what they're called, officially— but his scent glands release the scents so weakly that they're usually undetectable to the organ inside the nose that detects other humans' chemosignals.
But the way Shane's alphenologist explained it is that the more strongly an emotion is felt, the more concentrated the scent of it will be. So with very strong emotions, even though Shane's useless scent glands still release only a little bit of the scent, it's concentrated enough that others can detect it.
Unlike Shane's scent glands though, Ilya's scent glands— well, the ones on his wrists— are perfectly functional. If he doesn't want them to release the scent of his feelings, he has to suppress the synesthomones himself.
Which is something people can learn to do, with practice. In fact, as far as Shane knows, pretty much all alphas and omegas make an effort to control the scent of their emotions, especially in public, because there are times when certain feelings just aren't socially acceptable. From what Shane understands, it's similar to trying not to let an emotion show on your face. And Shane is actually pretty good at controlling his facial expressions, so he'd probably be decently capable of controlling his scent too, if necessary. It's just... not something he ever has to worry about. His stupid scent glands control it for him, whether he likes it or not. And the on the rare occasions that he does feel an emotion deeply enough that others can smell it in his scent, it's things like feeling being proud after a hockey victory, or so sad that he starts to cry, or pissed off enough to raise his voice— which aren't the sorts of emotions that there's any point in hiding.
"This is very brave," says Ilya suddenly.
"Huh?"
"To let emotions come out. That is brave."
"Oh," says Shane. "I don't think so, really. I mean, for me, if people can tell what I'm feeling in my scent, they can probably, like, already see it in my face too. And my body language and stuff."
"It sounds nice."
"What does?"
"To not have to spend so much energies with hiding everything I feel."
"Is it really exhausting?" Shane asks, though he already knows it must be. Everyone always talks about how physically draining it is to suppress their synesthomones, and Shane is pretty sure that most people only do it a few times a day. Not constantly, like Ilya does.
"I guess so," Ilya says. "Is not, um— I do not need to think about it, usually. Is like... automatic, yes? But when my energies are mostly already gone— like if I am very panicking for long time, or, um, in very much pain, or if I am working for twenty hours straight or something— then sometimes it feels like I do not have energies left to control my scent too. I want to just give up and let every fucking emotion out of me. But I cannot, you know?"
"Why not?"
"Because," says Ilya tiredly, "it is too dangerous. So— so even if it uses every single energy I have, I always try to control."
Shane settles his hand on Ilya's shoulder and squeezes it gently. "You know, um, don't have to do that with me, right?" he tells him. "You don't have to hide your feelings from your scent."
Ilya doesn't reply.
"I know it might be scary, but— but not every emotion is dangerous, right? So maybe you could start with, like, harmless emotions. Just to see how it feels."
"Harmless emotions?" echoes Ilya, as though the idea is absurd.
"Yeah," Shane presses on. "Like... happiness and stuff."
"Happiness?"
"What?" asks Shane, with a twinge of embarrassment. Is it bad that he'd fucking love to smell the scent of Ilya's happiness? "What's wrong with happiness?"
Ilya scoffs. "Is not fucking harmless, that's what's wrong with it."
"How?"
"Many fucking ways," snaps Ilya. "Why, you want me to explain? You want to hear whole fucking story about it?"
"Uh. I don't know," Shane answers cautiously. "Is there a story you... want to tell me?"
Ilya is quiet for a moment. "I guess so," he says at last.
"Then yeah. I want to hear it," says Shane, steeling himself for the onslaught of horror he's almost certainly about to feel.
"Okay," whispers Ilya. Then, more decisively, "Okay," he says again. "But Shane, um. When I tell, you must not think that this is things that really happen to me or something, okay? It is just example, yes? Of, um, what maybe could happen. But that's all. It is story which is... 'gipoteticheskaya'; you know this word?"
"Uh..." Shane tries to think. "Hold on. Yee-po-te-ti— oh! Like 'hypothetical'?"
"I think so, yes. Hypothetical," Ilya says. "This story is only hypothetical. You understand?"
"Sure," says Shane. "I understand." Specifically, he understands that this story is going to be very much about Ilya, but Ilya doesn't want to come out and say that. Just like he doesn't want to come out and say that his relaxation corner is an omega nest.
And that is perfectly fucking fine. Shane will go along with whatever euphemisms and narrative framings that Ilya wants to use, if it means that Ilya will feel more comfortable opening up to him.
"Um. Okay. So— so maybe in this story you are omega slave or something," Ilya begins, before suddenly faltering. "But not— is not you, Shane, alright?" he says. "Please. I know you are not omega slave. Is hypothetical only, yes?"
"Yeah, I know, I get it," Shane assures him. "It's fine. Don't worry."
"Okay," says Ilya quietly. "Um, so maybe you are omega slave, and one time your master gets home from some meeting, and it's late, and he tell you he is going to bed, and— And he says you can just have his cock in your mouth while he falls asleep, because he is too tired to fuck you tonight. And, um. Maybe it is such relief to you to hear this, and you are just so fucking happy to think of not being, um... r-raped, you know? Even just for one night. But you are not always good at hiding your feelings yet, from scent. So your owner can smell that you are so happy. And... of course he gets very fucking angry that you dare to be happy about he won't fuck you, because— uh, that is very disrespectful and insulting to him, yes? Because you are whore, and omega, so you should always want some cock inside your ass, especially your master's cock. So then... um. Well, I guess he is not too tired anymore, because now he decide he will fuck you. And he says you better smell happy for him while he does it, or else you will be sorry. But— Shane, you can't. You can't make yourself smell happy, even though you try so fucking hard. So then after, he... um, he punishes you. And— it is really bad punishment. I think I should not tell it to you, even if it is just hypothetical." Ilya sighs. "But... you see, yes? It is not really harmless to smell happy."
"I see, yeah. Because you might get punished for it," Shane says hollowly. He feels sort of numb, overwhelmed by the horror of it all. And the sadness of the fact that even fucking happiness has been weaponized against Ilya.
"Yes. Or, um. Not always punished, but sometimes just... um."
Ilya is quiet for a long time.
Shane wants to speak up and ask if he's okay. But he doesn't. Ever since he saw Nurse Vivi do it, he's been trying to get more comfortable with just sitting in silence and letting Ilya decide for himself when he's ready to keep talking.
And eventually, Ilya does. "I have other story too. Is— is also hypothetical, yes?" he says. "I can tell it, maybe?"
"Of course," Shane whispers.
"Okay. So—" Ilya clears his throat. "So maybe you are still omega slave. And sometimes your master has been thinking you do not always deserve food. But, um. You are not used to that yet— to being hungry, you know? So every day you are begging and begging him if you can eat. And finally he— he says okay, if you are good, then tonight you can eat. So you are very, very good all day. You are so good, Shane, and—" Ilya's voice breaks a little. "And that night, when your master sits down to have dinner, he tells you to go under table like usual, yes? So you crawl under, and, um. You are ready to suck him off, how you always do during meal."
God, Shane hates how casually Ilya always says these kinds of things, as though being forced to crawl under the table every night to suck someone off is perfectly normal.
He also hates that he knows there's no fucking way this story ends with Ilya enjoying a nice, filling meal after days of being starved.
"But then your owner, um— he says, instead of blowjob, to just stay down there kneeling with arms behind back, and he is going to feed you from his hand, like you are dog," Ilya goes on. "And Shane, you are so excited to hear this. Because you— you are really hungry, Shane. And for dinner he is having pelmeni, which... do you know it?"
"Yeah," says Shane, thinking of his research earlier this evening. "They're like Russian dumplings, right?"
"Dumplings, yes," says Ilya. "And... Shane, these pelmeni, these dumplings, it smells so good to you. And your master makes you wait under table while he starts eating first, but you don't even care; you are still just excited to think about when it will be your turn. And then finally, finally, he hold one of this dumpling down to you under table, and you are so happy, you know? But your owner, um... he fucking loves that you smell happy. Because if you are happy, that makes it very much more fun for him to, um— when you open your stupid mouth for him to feed you this dumpling, he— he does not do it. He take it away and just eat it by himself instead."
Shane's eyes are burning. He feels sort of nauseous. He thinks about yesterday, when he'd held out that box of granola bars to Ilya and Ilya had seemed to expect it to be yanked away before he could grab it.
"And you are just— you are so confused, and so hungry. And maybe you start to cry a little. And your master, um, he laugh and laugh about this," Ilya says quietly. "He tells you he's never smelled anyone's scent change so quickly from happy to sad before. And he says to you, 'Wow, isn't this great? Isn't this game so fun for us to play?' And he keeps going like that. Playing his fun little game. And when he is done, all he let you eat during this whole dinner was five pelmeni, and, um. And then he says, oh wait, actually he does want you to give him blowjob after all. And he tells you it's, um. Dessert. His— his cum, you know?" Ilya exhales unsteadily.
Jesus Christ, Shane is really on the verge of tears now, but he still doesn't let them fall. He shuts his eyes, clenches his teeth, and forces himself to continue to stroke Ilya's arm.
"But then, on the next day," Ilya goes on eventually, "he wants to play this same game again, with piece of chicken. Except this time you are smarter. And better. You control every emotion. You do not smell like happy, or hope, or excited, or disappointed, or sad, or humiliation, or anything at all. So this time he gets bored really fast, and maybe he kick you under table very hard for being no fun anymore. But— but then he drop whole thigh of chicken onto floor for you to eat. And that is last time he ever try make you play this game with him. So, um, you see how much better it is? To never, ever smell happy? Or hope? Or any of this stupid fucking emotions?"
Shane thinks his heart might be breaking. He feels, like, actual pain in his chest.
He also feels fucking furious.
He breathes in and out, very slowly, several times, because otherwise he knows he'll sound angry when he opens his mouth to speak, and the last thing he wants is for Ilya to think he's being yelled at.
"Those two stories... they were both about the same owner?" he asks at last.
"Um... yes. Same owner," Ilya says. "Hypothetically."
"Which one?"
"I— Shane, please. Don't say this," whispers Ilya. "You told me you, um. You said you knew it is just hypothetical, remember? Is not— is not about me."
"Fuck," says Shane immediately. "No, you're right, I didn't— I didn't mean that. I'm just, uh. Jesus, Ilya. I'm so fucking sorry for the— the hypothetical person that those things might have happened to. He should never have had to be, like, fucking tormented like that. Like in either of those stories. I'm so sorry."
"Okay, but maybe do you judge him?" Ilya asks quietly.
"Who?"
"This... stupid hypothetical person," says Ilya. "Do you judge him, for... what he did?"
"No. What? No, of course not. Why the fuck would I judge him?"
"Because he embarrass himself," Ilya says. "He act like dog. He eat from hand. He beg and beg so many times. He had no fucking control over himself. No self-discipline. He could not act happy when he is being fucked. He is disrespectful. He is bad at being omega. He is bad at being real human being. He is—"
"Ilya, stop," says Shane, when he can no longer take it anymore. He presses his wrist even more firmly to Ilya's. "No. I don't judge him for any of that shit. I don't even agree with half of that shit. But I definitely do not fucking judge him. At all."
"You would," murmurs Ilya. "If I told you about, um, what punishment he had to do? In that first story, you know? Then you would judge him."
"I promise I wouldn't."
"I'm not going to tell you."
"That's fine," Shane says gently. "You don't have to."
"Good," mutters Ilya. He's quiet for a long time. "Shane?" he says eventually.
"Yeah?"
"Um. It was my first owner. Vitaly."
Oh.
"The guy who liked MLH hockey?"
"Yes," says Ilya. "And these things I told you... they happen very soon after he buy me. Is why I was not good yet at controlling all my emotions." He sighs. "I knew to hide everything that pissed off my father, which is... anger and fear. And being sad. Or feeling sorry for myself. He really hated that one. But, um, I had never bothered before about hiding happiness or— or relief, or hope." Ilya shrugs. "I learned really fast though. I am good at learning fast," he says, and something about the nonchalance of that statement, in the context of everything Shane just heard, makes him feel kind of sick.
"You were— what, seventeen?" he asks Ilya.
"Yes."
God, thinks Shane. He remembers himself at seventeen. And while seventeen-year-old Ilya had been working as a sex slave for this shithead Vitaly, getting raped and starved and fucking psychologically tormented, Shane had just been playing hockey. His biggest concern at that age, aside from the MLH draft drawing ever closer, had been winning the International Prospect Cup in Saskatchewan. Which he had. Canada had.
And— fuck, he realizes suddenly: In the final game, Canada had played against Russia. If Ilya had been an alpha, or if the fucked-up medical stuff had worked well enough for him to pass as one for even a few months longer, seventeen-year-old Shane could have met seventeen-year-old Ilya during that tournament. Actually, if Ilya was as good of a player as he claims— and Shane would bet anything that he was— then Shane can pretty much guarantee that they would have met, because he knows he would have made a point of introducing himself to anyone he'd thought might be his competition in the upcoming draft.
He wonders distantly if Canada would have still won the International Prospect Cup that year if seventeen-year-old Ilya had been there on the Russian team. Maybe they wouldn't have. Maybe Russia would have won instead, and Ilya would have said something snarky to Shane in the handshake line, and Shane would have been able to smell his happiness.
"Besides," Ilya goes on quietly, "very soon I stopped even feeling these things. Nothing would make me happy anymore. And I never hoped for something, or wanted something, or look forward to something. Because, um, there is no point. It only will make me feel worse. You remember? Is like I told you in car. When we talk about, um. Low expectations."
And Shane can no longer hold back his fucking tears.
"You... are crying?" Ilya asks.
"Um. A little, yeah," says Shane, wiping his eyes. "It just makes me so fucking sad, to hear the— the things you've been through. Fuck."
"You wish I did not tell you?"
"No, I wish it hadn't fucking happened to you. Any of that shit. But no, I'm glad you told me," sniffs Shane, trying and failing to blink back another wave of tears. "I'm always glad when you tell me things. When you— you choose to share them with me. Like, you, um. Like you talked about earlier."
Ilya doesn't reply.
Shane inhales raggedly, and manages to swallow the last of his tears. He wipes his eyes one more time, then goes back to rubbing Ilya's shoulder.
He feels Ilya shift minutely under his hand. "Do you think—" He lets out a deep breath before continuing in a quiet, careful voice: "Shane, do you think is very fucked up, that I sort of like it when I make you cry?"
"Ilya, no," says Shane. "You don't 'make me cry,' okay?"
"Well, sometimes you cry, and is because of things I say," Ilya replies with a shrug. "So that means I make you cry, no?"
"Yeah but that's not— It's different. I'm crying for you, but you didn't make me cry. It's like... I'm crying on your behalf, you know?"
"No," says Ilya. "What is this 'behalf'?"
"Um... shit, I don't know how to explain it. Like, if you do something on someone's behalf, you do it for their benefit, sort of? Or like, in your place, I guess, in this situation. Instead of you? Because of you?" Shane tries. "Fuck, I'm sorry; I'm so bad at coming up with these definitions."
"But... you come up with definitions very often," Ilya says. "You define many words for me. On— on my behalf, yes?"
"Well, sure, I try to."
Ilya is silent for a while. Shane just continues moves his hand back and forth, very gently, over his shoulder.
"You do very many more things too on my behalf, I think," Ilya says eventually. "Like... um, talk to ice cream omega... Talk to vegetable can alpha... Tell Nurse Vivi no injections... Fill out stupid intake form... Make plan to lie to Omicron you want stipend for yourself, sent on little card... uh... Buy some nightlights which are for you but then you leave them in my room..." He clears his throat. "All these things, yes?"
"I mean. Yeah, I guess I do do things like that on your behalf," muses Shane, running his fingers from Ilya's shoulder to his upper arm. "It's not, like, a burden or anything, though," he adds after a moment, in case that's what Ilya is getting at. "Like, I'm always more than happy to do that stuff on your behalf."
"I appreciate this," Ilya says quietly. "Very much. But— but you did not answer question."
"Huh?"
"I asked about, um, do you think it's fucked up that I like it when you cry on— on my behalf," says Ilya, turning his head so even more of his face is pressed against Shane's left pec.
"Uh... no. I don't," Shane says honestly. "I think that's just normal? Like, I mean, if you tell someone about something shitty you've been through, you want them to sympathize with you about it, right? And if it's something really sad, then... them sympathizing with you might mean they cry."
"And what about if— um, when you smell so angry, I think I like this too. Is that fucked up, you think?" Ilya asks.
Shane frowns. "No. I don't think that's fucked up either," he says. "It's actually, uh, sort of a relief. To hear that. Because I thought it kind of scared you whenever I get angry. And I fucking hate to scare you."
"Well. It does scare me at first, a little bit, maybe," says Ilya. "But then I just remember you have not been angry at me yet, so... it is probably okay. And then I am not really scared anymore."
"I'm never going to get angry at you, Ilya," Shane assures him. "I promise, okay?"
"No," says Ilya.
"What?"
Ilya shakes his head. "No, please, um. Please do not promise that."
"But—"
"Shane, please," says Ilya, with a level of desperation in his voice that Shane finds very confusing. "I want, um. Someday I want to trust, maybe, when you make promise," Ilya whispers then. "I'm sorry. Just please do not waste promise on stupid shit like you will never get angry. Please."
Shane frowns, considering this. As much as he hates to admit it to himself, maybe Ilya is right. Shane has been angry at his mom before, and at his dad. He's been angry at Rose, and Hayden, and various other teammates, and plenty of his childhood friends. So... maybe it's impossible to know someone for a long time and never get angry at them? And he certainly hopes to know Ilya for a very, very long time.
"I—" Shane starts, then breaks off. "Okay, yeah, you're right," he sighs. "I'm not, like, superhuman; sometimes I get angry. Maybe someday I'll get angry at you. I shouldn't promise it'll never happen. But I do fucking promise that I won't be an asshole about it, okay?"
Ilya says nothing, so Shane presses on:
"I don't want you to— Like, when I say 'angry'... I think you might be imagining something way worse than what I mean. Like, I get the feeling that maybe, uh, your experiences with angry people have been, like, really fucking scary. And painful. But— you remember last night when I said I'm never going to punish you?"
"Yes," mutters Ilya.
"Okay, well, that's an actual promise," Shane says firmly. "I'm never going to feel the kind of anger toward you that makes me want you to suffer, like, even a little. Okay? Literally the only people I've ever felt that kind of anger toward in my entire life are the people who've hurt you. Like that Daniel guy. And César. And this fucking Vitaly. And that doctor. And your dad." Shane exhales shortly. "Jesus, especially your fucking dad. I hate him so fucking much."
Ilya is quiet for a while, and Shane begins to worry he'd come on too strong with the hatred.
But then, "Do you want to hate him more?" Ilya asks suddenly.
"Huh?"
"My father," says Ilya. "Because, um, what Svetlana tell me on phone... it will make you hate him more, I think."
Jesus Christ. The idea that Ilya's father is the one responsible, even indirectly, for the emotional breakdown that Ilya just had— Shane closes his eyes. It's not fucking fair. Ilya's father probably spent Ilya's whole childhood making him cry, then fucking berating him for it. He doesn't deserve to be able to make Ilya cry even now, after all this fucking time, after everything Ilya has been through. Actually, Ilya's father doesn't deserve to take up any space in Ilya's mind at all.
As far as Shane is concerned, he doesn't even deserve to exist on planet Earth.
He thinks of his own dad for a moment, and— god, he really fucking hopes that maybe, eventually, Ilya might be willing to meet him. Because Ilya deserves to know what fathers— alpha fathers, even— are supposed to be like.
Shane clears his throat. "Svetlana... told you something about your father?" he prompts.
"Not— no. Not about him. But— I will just explain, okay? He sold me for 7 million rubles," Ilya says.
"That's what Svetlana told you?"
"No, forget about Svetlana. Just fucking listen, okay?" snaps Ilya. Then, instantly: "I'm sorry, I spoke rudely," he whispers. "Please Shane, I did not mean—"
"No no, don't apologize," Shane says. "It's fine. I shouldn't keep interrupting; I— I'm listening to you, I swear. Seven million rubles. That's, um. That's Russian money right?"
Ilya sighs. "Yes, Russian. But in Canadian dollars, back in 2008, it was three hundred thousand dollars, I think. Or close to that."
Shane takes a deep breath and tries not to lose his fucking shit. He'd assumed that Ilya's father had sold him for, like, millions of dollars. Of course that still wouldn't have been justified, but it had at least seemed like in-character behavior for the cartoonishly evil, greedy, bigoted type of alpha that Shane imagines Ilya's father to be.
But a few hundred thousand? That's like... one and a half A-level performance bonuses in the MLH. Fuck.
"And he sold me because he wasted money on medical treatments, yes? I told you this," Ilya goes on, snapping Shane out of his thoughts. "And maybe it was not, um, very nice of him. And maybe I really fucking hate him for it. But it make sense too, sort of, you know? He wanted to get his money back. And it was my fault these treatments failed, because it was my body that go into heat during game. But before I fucked everything up, before he give up and sell me, I always thought, um. Maybe he had good intention, sort of, with the doctors. I knew that— that mostly he just cared about money I could make from my hockey, yes? But I thought maybe he care about me too, a little bit. Like he wanted this hockey money, but also he wanted to save me from— from some really shitty life as male omega, where I could not even get job. Because... you remember what we talk about at Ben & Jerry's, yes? About male omegas in Russia?"
"Yeah, of course. It was really fucked up."
"Okay. Um, do you have phone?"
"My cell phone? Yeah."
"You still have your sexy glasses on?"
"I—" Shane reaches his fingers up to his face and sure enough, there are his glasses. He must have run upstairs without remembering to remove them. "Yeah, I do."
"Good," says Ilya. "So take out phone, okay?"
Shane angles himself briefly to one side and retrieves his phone from the back pocket of his joggers. "Now what?" he asks.
"Now I want you to search something on Internet, okay?" says Ilya. "Search for 'Omega jobs in Russia.' Something like that. Then look what it says on websites."
Shane opens the Safari app on his phone. Omega jobs in Russia, he types into the search bar, a bit clumsily with only his left hand. He presses Return.
"I— okay," he tells Ilya, as the results load on the screen. "Let me see..."
"No, please, just read in your head okay?" asks Ilya plaintively. "Not with voice."
"Oh. Sorry," says Shane. "Okay, um. Hang on."
He glances over the titles of the search results, skimming through the preview text under each one.
The first result is from statista.com: the title of the webpage is "Most popular jobs among omegas in Russia 2011," with preview text below that which reads "Nov 22, 2012 — The highest number of working omegas in Russia were occupied as domestic servant, the highest number of omega job occupants in Russia in 2011 ..."
Next is from TheGlobalEconomy.com: "Russia Omega labor force participation - data, chart"— "Russia: Omega labor force participation rate: The latest value from 2012 is 25.66 percent, a slight increase from 25.21 percent in 2011. In comparison, the world ..."
Shane frowns. It's a low percentage, sure, but based on what Ilya told him this afternoon, he would have assumed the omega labor force participation rate in Russia was like... 5 percent, maybe. Not 25 percent.
So he tries another search: Omega employment situation Russia.
This time, the top result is from some law firm that deals with human rights or something. The article is called "What Are the Rights and Opportunities for Omegas Under Russian Labor Law?" and the preview reads, "The Russian Labor Code fails to protect omegas' rights in several ways. It does not ban discrimination, ensure equal pay, or provide maternity leave. Knowing ..."
Then there's a question from Quora— "Which jobs omegas are not allowed to do in Russia, which are normal in other countries?"— and a preview of one of the answers: "As a Russian man and omega myself, let me tell you I know this very well. * Police, prison guards, military (no draft for omega men) * Jobs driving vehicles (taxi, bus ..."
After that are more articles—
"Employment barriers: Why do so few omegas in Russia work?" ("Only about a fourth of working-age omegas in Russia have jobs. Factors such as legalized discrimination by employers, safety concerns, cultural norms, and ...")
"Secondary-gender discrimination comes in many forms for working omegas in Russia" ("About nine-in-ten working omegas in the Russia say they have faced discrimination on the job because of their secondary gender, a higher percentage than in other ...")
"Why Do Omegas in Russia Choose Not to Work? Spoiler: They Don't" ("Jan 18, 2013 — ... discrimination, and occupational segregation that reflects omegas' overconcentration in low-wage and vulnerable jobs. The unique ...")
"Ilya?" Shane says finally, setting his phone face-down on a pillow beside him. "I don't... um. I'm kind of confused. By these results."
"What does it say?" asks Ilya, his voice completely hollow.
"Um... I don't..." Shane hesitates. If Ilya has been under some kind of misconception about the truth, Shane doesn't really want to break it to him like this. "Do you, like, already know? What it says? Because it's... a little different, I think. From what you told me earlier."
"Yeah, let me guess," says Ilya expressionlessly. "It says omega can have any job they want in Russia. Female omegas and male too. And they can go to university. And they do not have to be whore."
"Well. Sort of, yeah. I mean, from what I read, there are still some major, like, obstacles. Like social norms and prejudice and stuff? And certain jobs they aren't allowed to have? Because a lot of the search results are about employment disparities. But, uh. But yeah, it... it does seem like omegas can have jobs in Russia."
Ilya just sighs.
"Is this a recent change?" Shane asks. "Or—"
"No," says Ilya.
"Um. Then I don't... I don't understand," admits Shane, somewhat at a loss.
Ilya sighs again. "Okay, listen. I will explain. What I tell you earlier," he says, "that is what my father told me, after I presented. And what you read now on Internet? This is what Svetlana tell me tonight. Which is why I cry, you see? Because—" Ilya draws a shaky breath. "Because I could have had job," he whispers. "Even as male omega in Russia, I could have made money not by getting fucked in ass."
"Oh," says Shane, still sort of trying to make sense of things. "But... alright, hold on. Am I understanding this correctly? Your dad lied to you and told you that omegas can't have jobs in Russian?"
"Male omegas, yes."
"And you believed him, because... what, in your whole life, you'd never seen a male omega with a job?"
"Shane, I don't fucking know, okay? I don't know," snaps Ilya. "I don't know anything," he adds, no longer sounding frustrated, just unbearably tired. "I am stupid, okay?"
"You're not stupid."
"Yes I am," says Ilya. "And I was stupid back then, too, even more. When I was fourteen or fifteen or something. Because— fuck, I was just some idiot little child, yes? Not thinking about other people. Very obsessed with myself. And I had not presented yet, but I— I thought I would be alpha, you know? I was sure of this. So why should I care about omegas? I—" Ilya clears his throat. "I mean, I cared about my mother, and she was omega. But, um... she was already gone, and I did not always want to think about that. I did not want to think about how fucking sad and shitty her life was before she died, you know? I just wanted to play hockey, and work out, and party, and fuck, and drink, and smoke, and listen to music, and— and be like some cool fucking guy who doesn't have dead mother and asshole father. You understand?"
"Uh. Sure, yeah," says Shane, which is like... thirty percent true. Shane understands playing hockey and working out. He understands being young and clueless about any social issues that don't directly affect him. He understands wanting to be cool.
But he can't even begin to imagine how hard it would be to first lose his mom, then also have to also deal with an abusive dad. And the idea of being like fourteen or fifteen and wanting to party, fuck, drink, and smoke cigarettes isn't something he can relate to even a little bit. Fourteen seems really fucking young for all that. And sure, it might be different in Russia? But Shane feels like maybe it's not.
"And then I go to special school, you know? For sports," Ilya continues. "Every other student there was alpha or not presented yet. So I did not talk to many omegas. I did not have omega friends. I met omegas sometimes, yes, at parties and shit. Unmated omegas. I should have wondered about their life, yes? But I fucking didn't. I never ask them, oh, will your future really fucking suck? Do your parents let you go to school? Are you about to be mated by 45-year-old man soon, even though you are only 15? I would not ask any of this. I would just— we would just fuck, you know? Or dance, or make out or something. And when I did talk to them, if we mention about our lives, they always said they lived with parents. So I just thought... okay, wow, they are lucky, unlike my mother. Maybe their parents do not care about being shamed, or something."
Shane sits there in silence, listening, and rubs his hand in circles over Ilya's back.
"And— and my father's friends all had omega mates," says Ilya. "None of those omegas had jobs. I knew that omegas could have... um, sexual type of jobs, like serve drinks with very little clothing, or stripper, or— or prostitute, of course. And I knew that female omegas also could have some regular jobs, yes? I told you this, earlier. Like they could be nanny, or maid, or house cleaner, or some shitty jobs like this. After my—" Ilya breaks off. "Never mind," he says. "Just, um, even if these jobs are not jobs about having sex, maybe these omegas who are maids or something would get fucked, um, by whoever stupid alpha they work for. So is not, um. Good situation."
"Okay," says Shane slowly, trying to process everything Ilya just explained. "So you knew that male and female omegas could have jobs in, like, the sex trade or whatever. And you knew that female omegas could have jobs working as maids and nannies and stuff, where they'd still be, like, vulnerable to... sexual abuse type of shit."
"Yes," says Ilya.
"But other than that, you never heard about omegas having jobs in Russia."
"No Shane," says Ilya, as if he's afraid Shane doesn't believe him. "I never heard it and I never saw it. But Svetlana told me this is normal, because I was from big city. And, um, she knows very much about these things because when she was in university, she wrote about it. Her, um... master something, fuck. 'Dissertatsiya'?"
"Oh. Dissertation? Like— a master's thesis, or something?"
"Yes, this one. 'Master thesis.' She wrote it about omegas having jobs in Russia. And she said in cities where there is lots of different jobs you can get, omegas always like to work places where customers will not see them. Um. Like in business buildings, where they can hide? Or... not hide, but— fuck, Shane. I don't know how to say. I never talk about any of these things before in English."
"You want to use my phone for Google Translate?"
"No," Ilya says. "Then I will have to move from this position to type."
"Yeah, but just for a second."
"But I do not want to move at all," mumbles Ilya. "I want to stay like this exact way with you."
And Shane fucking kisses his head again, because somehow it feels like the right thing to do.
"Of course it's okay," he says. "And don't worry about knowing all the words in English. I can still understand what you're saying, I think. Like, um, omegas in cities don't usually choose to work in jobs where they interact with the public? They work in offices and stuff?"
Ilya nods against Shane's chest. "Yes," he says. "Yes, like this. And when Svetlana explain this, I told her I already knew omegas in Russia could have these jobs in office building, but I just did not know they could have any job with public. Because I did not want her to know that I was so fucking stupid."
"Ilya, you are not—"
"And then I was asking her about her master thesis," Ilya presses on. "Like fucking idiot. Because I thought that would be normal thing to do if I was not having panic attack. And so she start to tell me about all this, um, this things that make omegas not have such good jobs in Russia. Like about discriminations, and that in Russian law you can use Alpha Voice on omegas whenever the fuck you want. And then, um. Fuck, Shane. How to say... when you make someone stupid on purpose, so they don't fucking understand anything about world?"
"Um... like keeping them in the dark? Brainwashing them? Indoctrination?"
"'In the dark'?"
"Well, like, metaphorically, in this case. Like knowledge is the light, and ignorance is the dark, I guess?"
"Ignorance," Ilya repeats softly. "I think this is word. It means you are stupid?"
"Well. No. It just means you don't know something."
"So yes, is same as stupid," Ilya says. "Um. Anyway, so then at end of call, Svetlana told me that, in her master thesis, she write about Russian families who tell lies to their children. So then if their child is omega, they will not know they can have job or do anything except be mated and treated like shit and have too many babies. And then this omega will do whatever their family wants, because they are so stupid. And that is when I hang up on phone with her. Because I did not want to hear her keep talking about families making omegas be ignorance." Ilya's voice cracks. "Because— because I let him do it to me, Shane. I let him make me like this. In this fucking dark ignorance. I thought— I always thought I can tell pretty good if things are true or lies. And if I cannot tell, I just assume it is lie. But I fucking trusted him, Shane. And he knew I would. He knew I would be stupid enough to believe him, and he was right, you see?"
"I'm so sorry, Ilya. That's— Jesus Christ. Why would—" Why he would do that, Shane wants to say. But it doesn't seem fair to ask Ilya to explain the reasons for his father's abuse. And besides, Shane doesn't think he could ever really comprehend Ilya's father's behavior, even if his sick fucking motivations were explained to him. "Ilya, I don't even know what to say," he tells him at last.
"Is fine. You do not have to say something."
"But I feel like I should. I mean— like, unless you don't want to talk about it?"
"I don't know," says Ilya. "Talk or not, anything is fine. Is already over. I've already been whore for many years. Nothing can change this."
Shane considers this for a moment. "Yeah," he says slowly. "That's true, actually, now that I think about it. Like, it's almost tempting to feel like your dad didn't know this stuff, and that's why he did what he did. But like, your father did know, right? So regardless of whether you knew... your father would have still put you through all the same horrific shit. There's literally nothing that could have changed that, I don't think. I—" He hesitates. "Sorry, do you want me to shut up?"
"No."
"Okay. Because, uh. Well, I don't know if this is reassuring, but— Like, it probably feels like, I don't know, the whole world just sort of collapsed around you or something? Like everything you ever believed is wrong."
"Fuck," Ilya mumbles. "Yes, this is very much how I feel."
"Right. But the most fundamental stuff, about what a piece of shit your dad is— at least that hasn't changed, right? You always knew your dad didn't have to do the medical experimentation shit with you. He never really needed to bring you to those doctors or whatever. That was his own fucked up choice."
Ilya doesn't respond.
"Like... no matter how much of a terrible, oppressive place you thought Russia was for male omegas, you still knew your dad could have just let you live at home, right? And that way you wouldn't have had to find an abusive mate or whatever you believed the worst case scenario was at the time. So, like... I mean obviously it sucks that he lied to you, but it's not like... it's not like you just found out he's an asshole. Like, he's always been an asshole, and he's always been the one to blame, and... you were, like, already pretty well-aware of that, right? Because even when we were talking this afternoon, you told me that omegas could live with their families and be supported that way, rather than finding a mate."
"No," says Ilya, sounding almost angry. "No, it is different with my father. He could not let me live at home even if he want to, because, uh... he was in police, remember? And if police knew he had omega son that he did not disown, who live with him, he would lose, um... how to say, money after he leave job? Is 'pensiya'; you know it?"
"Pension? He'd lose his pension from the police if they knew he had an omega son who lived with him?"
"Yes."
"Who told you that?"
"My— my father."
"And, um. Are you sure that was true, or...?"
"Yes," says Ilya, though Shane doesn't think he sounds very sure at all.
"And that seemed like a good explanation to you? You wouldn't be able to live at home as an omega because of how important your dad's pension was?"
"Yes."
"Ilya," Shane says softly. "Do you think his priorities were... kind of fucked up, maybe? If he cared more about his fucking pension than he did about his son?"
And just like that, Ilya starts sobbing again. "Fuck you, Shane," he says. "Fuck you. You do not— you don't fucking know—"
He wrenches his hand out of Shane's and pulls himself away, sitting up, his legs folded to the side.
Shane scrambles to sit up too, feeling very uncoordinated as he tries to figure out how to kneel among all the pillows. "Ilya," he says. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to—"
"No, me, I am sorry," Ilya says. He wipes at his cheeks with his hands, lets out another sob, then impatiently scrubs his sleeve across his whole face. "I'm sorry I fucking— I keep crying too much," he whimpers. "And— and I was r-rude. I should not— um. I think— I think something is wr-wrong with me."
"That's okay," says Shane. "You're okay. Literally all of what you just said is okay. And there's nothing wrong with you. I shouldn't have... I don't know. I'm sorry if I made things worse. With what I said about your dad. I just— I was just trying to remind you that none of this is your fault, you know?"
"No, it is," Ilya says, pressing his fingers against his eyes. "I'm not— I cannot— Shane, please."
Shane doesn't know what Ilya is actually pleading for, but what Shane wants, more than anything, is to wrap him in his arms and never let anyone hurt him again.
"Ilya, can I hug you?" he asks, before he can talk himself out of it.
"Hug?"
"Yeah, it's like when, uh, you put your arms around someone, to like, hold them? It might feel... comforting? But we don't have to. It's just an idea."
"I fucking know what is hug," Ilya mutters.
"Oh," says Shane. "Um. So do you want one?"
Ilya says nothing, just sets his jaw and stares into his lap. But Shane smells his emotions as they course through his scent, one after another: fear first, then longing, then self-hatred. And then— strongest of all— a kind of searing, reckless hope.
Shane scoots a few inches closer to him, so their knees are almost touching. He thinks of seventeen-year-old Ilya, alone and helpless, who'd resolved to never smell of hope ever again. He holds out his arms. "Hey," he says gently. "Ilya, c'mere. It's okay."
For a moment, neither of them move.
And then, suddenly, Ilya has his arms flung around Shane's neck and his face buried in Shane's shoulder, and Shane is hugging him back as tightly as he fucking can.
He breathes in the scent of pine forests and winter air and desperate relief. He thinks of that blue butterfly who chose him for a few precious moments in his childhood. He settles his chin on Ilya's right shoulder and runs his hand up and down his back.
"It's okay," he says softly. "It's okay, Ilya. Like, fuck, not— not what happened to you. Nothing that's happened to you is okay. But I mean, like— here, you know? Right now. Here in your... relaxation corner. You're safe here, okay? I've got you."
"Yes," Ilya says solemnly, his fingers clutched in the back of Shane's t-shirt. "I know this. I know you do."
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  Shane wouldn't have expected that hugging someone this way— both of them kneeling among all these pillows in the corner of a closet— would be particularly comfortable, but somehow it is. Right now, it actually sort of feels like the most comfortable, most natural thing in the world. As natural as skating, even.
He's not sure how long they stay like that, just holding each other in silence.
But eventually, Ilya takes a deep breath. "I'm sorry I said fuck you," he mumbles into Shane's shoulder.
"Hey, no, don't worry about that," Shane says, rubbing his hand over Ilya's back. "I told you, remember? You can say that stuff to me. You can tell me to shut the fuck up, you can say 'fuck you'... you can aways let me know how you're feeling, and you can use whatever fucking words you want."
"But this is not how I'm feeling," says Ilya. "I did not mean it. I— I don't know why I said it."
"Oh," says Shane, frowning. As far as he's concerned, Ilya's fuck you had made total sense. "I mean, uh... I kind of just figured it was because I was, like, giving you a bunch of opinions you didn't ask for about how your dad's an asshole, and taking it for granted that you'd agree," he offers. "Which was... fucked up of me. And I'm sorry. I shouldn't assume what you think, especially about stuff like that. Like your dad. Like— of course your feelings about him are, you know. Complicated. And that's totally understandable, and for me to—"
"Shane, I know he was asshole, okay?" Ilya cuts in, sounding very tired. "Even if I wish maybe for him to— to be different or something. I know how he actually was."
He presses his forehead more firmly against Shane's shoulder and sighs.
Since the moment he withdrew his wrist from Shane's, the smell of sadness has been steadily seeping back into his scent, but suddenly Shane can make out other feelings there too— shame, and anger, and maybe a little bit of fear. Shane fucking hates it.
"Ilya, hey," he says. "Can I scent you again?"
"No," cries Ilya immediately, to Shane's surprise. "No, please."
"Are you sure?" asks Shane, confused by the evident panic in Ilya's voice. Is he worried about it being inconvenient or something? "I don't mind, I promise," Shane says. "It's no problem. Here, look, we can—" He begins to move his right arm, intending to hold it loosely at his side so it's available for Ilya to press his wrist against.
"No. Please, no, I'm sure," Ilya says desperately, and Shane instantly returns his arm to its former position on Ilya's back. He feels Ilya relax against him. "No scenting," Ilya reiterates. "Please, Shane. Please do not let go. Please just— just stay hugging."
Oh, thinks Shane, his chest tightening.
"No, I mean, I'll keep hugging you," Shane assures him. "I can hug you with one arm, right? And scent you with the other. But I'll still hug you, too. Don't worry, okay?"
But Ilya shakes his head violently. "Shane, please, no," he whimpers, his grip tightening around Shane's shoulders. "Please, no. Just— just keep both arms, okay? I need, um." Ilya draws in a tremulous breath, but his hold on Shane doesn't loosen at all. "No one fucking hug me like this for so fucking long," he says. "I forgot how it even feels like. And I just— I need it really fucking bad, I think. I need both of your arms here, Shane, to hold me. Please, just— just hold very tight, okay? Two arms. No scenting."
"Okay," Shane tells him. "Okay, I will. Two arms. I understand. That's fine."
Ilya nods into Shane's shoulder, relief swirling in his scent, diluting all the shame and anger and sadness and fear.
"I've got you, okay?" Shane says. "I've still got you."
Ilya nods again. "Okay," he murmurs.
Shane moves his hand over Ilya's right shoulder blade in slow, gentle circles. He isn't sure what else to say, so he doesn't say anything. For a while, neither does Ilya. They just hug, swaying back and forth, knelt there together in the relaxation corner.
"Shane," says Ilya at last, quietly, like he's working very hard to keep his voice steady. "I don't want you to think that I... that I 'brezhu'? This is word in English?"
"It doesn't, uh, sound familiar to me, no."
Ilya lets out a sigh that makes Shane feel like a failure at his native language. "I'm sorry," Shane says. "Can you describe it more?"
Ilya sighs again. "Is like... just, fuck, I am not crazy or something, okay? I'm not making lies to myself that my father was nice person," he says. "You are right, yes? I already know he is asshole. I always knew this. And maybe you are also right about—" His voice cracks. "About his, um... p-pension. Maybe that was bullshit, what he told me," he whispers. "But Shane, I don't fucking care about that," he continues after a moment, his tone suddenly firm. "I care about, um, now I know that he could have been asshole and hate me and kick me out and still not, um— still not do what he did. With these doctors, and then selling me."
Shane shuts his eyes. He fucking hates that Ilya apparently can't even conceive of a world where his father is anything other than an asshole. That even in the best-case scenario that Ilya can imagine, he still doesn't allow himself a father who doesn't hate him.
"He could have done things different," Ilya goes on. "Shane, when I present, he could have still beat me of course, because it is still really big disappointment, and very embarrassing to him to have omega son, but then—"
"Your dad beat you for presenting as an omega?" Shane interrupts, before he can stop himself.
Ilya tenses. "Yes," he says, after a moment of heavy silence. "Why would he not?"
"Well— I mean, obviously he shouldn't have beaten you at all. Ever. For anything," Shane says carefully. "But presenting as an omega... it's not like that was your choice. Like, how could he even be angry at you for that, let alone fucking beat you?"
"Maybe not my choice, okay, but... it is big failure, for me to be omega," Ilya says, as though it's common sense. "My father was alpha. My mother was omega. When alpha father and omega mother have son, he is alpha. Is genetics, yes? So why the fuck was I omega, unless if there is something wrong with me, you see?"
"No," says Shane. "I really don't. That's not, um. That's not how it works. I mean the genetics part, yeah, that's usually how it works. But sometimes—" Shane trails off. He doesn't even know what he's trying to say. All he knows is that he never should have fucking interrupted Ilya in the first place.
Despite what Ilya said earlier about appreciating it when Shane feels outrage on his behalf, Shane doesn't think it's always that simple. Because sometimes, when Shane expresses horror about something Ilya's been through, Ilya gets almost defensive about it. Like now. Which wouldn't have happened if Shane had just kept his mouth shut.
"Look, just... forget that I said anything, okay?" Shane tells Ilya. "I didn't mean to interrupt. Or— I did mean to, but I wish I hadn't. I was— fuck. I'm sorry." Shane exhales in frustration at himself. "Just— Please keep going?" he prompts softly.
For a few moments, Ilya remains quiet. Eventually though, he picks up where he left off: "He could have still beat me," he says slowly. Then he pauses, as if waiting for Shane to have another outburst of disbelief.
But Shane just continues to rub his back in silence.
"And... he could have still yell at me and tell me what a pathetic bitch failure I am," Ilya goes on at last. "And then, um. He could have still punished me for start to make nest. He could beat me for that too, it's fine, whatever. And then he could have still made me spend my first heat all alone with no blanket on mattress and— and with lock on bedroom door, you know?" He shakes his head, his forehead pressing against Shane's shoulder. "I don't fucking care about that. Because he could have done all those things, and then after— after my heat, yes?— he could have just tell me, 'Listen to me Ilya, I know you are omega, but you better still fucking do something in your life and prove you are not totally fucking useless. You better go to university to show that you are not so stupid like you seem. And then you better get good fucking job, and make lots of money, and give all of it to me so you can— can fucking repay to me for raising your stupid ass all your life and paying for you to do hockey which now you cannot play. And you better be really fucking successful so I can be proud you are my son, even if you are omega.' He could have said that to me, Shane. He did not have to bring me to any of this doctors. I would have done everything he ask. I would have give him all my money. And he could kick me out too; I don't give a fuck. And I could have gone, um— I would have—"
Ilya inhales shakily, his back trembling at first, then suddenly heaving, up and down, as he starts to cry.
"I would have still been so fucked," he sobs into Shane's neck. "I was— I was just sixteen. I had nowhere to go. He was my fucking father; I— I needed him. I needed— He could have— Fuck, you are fucking right, Shane. He could have help me. He could have— he could have p-protected me. But he did not. He only hurt me, and now I am— Shane— I don't know how to— I cannot, um— I can't. Is too much. I can't—" He breaks off, evidently crying too hard to form any more words.
"I'm sorry, Ilya," whispers Shane. "I'm so sorry." It seems like such a fucking unhelpful, insufficient response, but he doesn't really know what else to say. He holds Ilya as tightly as he can, running one hand up and down his back. Ilya just continues to cry.
Shane takes a deep breath through his nose, inhaling the acrid scent of Ilya's misery, and feels so fucking useless he can no longer stand it.
"You're sure you don't want me to scent you?" he asks at last.
He very intentionally doesn't say anything about Ilya seeming upset, anything about him crying, anything that might make him feel even a little bit self-conscious about expressing himself like this. He'd made that mistake earlier tonight, when he'd been worried that his scenting wasn't working, and he's never going to fucking make it again.
"I do want you to scent," whimpers Ilya. "But even more, I— I don't want you to let go one arm. I just— I still need hug with both arms. Please."
"Okay," Shane tells him. "That's okay. We can keep hugging. I'll hug you with both arms; That's fine."
But it doesn't really feel fine.
It feels like he's failing Ilya by letting him cry like this. Like it's all his fault that he's incapable of comforting him adequately.
He tries to remind himself that scenting isn't actually some kind of biological necessity. If Ilya were a beta, it wouldn't be an option at all. And alphas and omegas don't even develop scent glands until they present, which means that parents around the world since the dawn of time have somehow managed to comfort their children without being able to scent them.
But fuck if Shane doesn't wish he could grow an entire fucking third arm right now, just to scent Ilya with. Even if it would fuck up his hockey career.
And then he has an idea.
"Okay, um. What about, um." Shane hesitates for a moment. His solution is a bit unconventional, but he thinks that it would work. "What if you touch the left side of my neck with your right wrist, and I could scent you that way?" he offers. "Through my mating gland?"
Ilya goes rigid in Shane's arms. "No," he whispers. "No, please— Shane—"
"Wait, Ilya, it's not— It's just so I can still hug you with both arms while I scent you, you know?"
He feels Ilya shake his head. "It is not, um. Not proper. You are alpha. I would never— n-never want to d-disrespect— you—"
"Hey, no, it's not disrespectful if I'm offering, right?"
"No," sobs Ilya. "No, is not allowed, Shane. Not allowed to look, even. Not allowed to— to fucking talk about it."
"About alpha mating glands?"
"Yes," says Ilya, sounding stricken.
Jesus fucking Christ, thinks Shane. Okay, so that's out of the question then. Obviously Ilya has been punished before for, like, looking at an alpha's mating gland or something, and now he's afraid to touch Shane's.
Which is very fucking depressing, but, "Okay," Shane says quickly. "We don't have to. That's okay. I'm not going to force you to or anything."
"Thank you," whispers Ilya.
Shane shuts his eyes.
He wonders if omegas being forbidden from acknowledging alpha mating glands is, like, a Russian thing, or just an Ilya-was-terribly-abused thing.
Like, sure, it's considered rude to openly stare at someone's mating gland, regardless of their secondary gender. Because a mating gland is kind of... private, in a way? Not like it's something inherently sexual or anything, but mating bonds are sexual, and those are obviously formed by biting the mating gland.
And like, when Shane and his dad hug, they always do it so their chins are on each other's right shoulders, specifically to avoid any unintended contact between their mating glands on the left sides of their necks— which would be awkward, because... well, that's his dad.
But Shane isn't familiar with any broader social norms about alpha mating glands in specific being a taboo subject.
It must be a holdover from the past, when it would have been considered unthinkable for an omega to give an alpha a mating bite.
Which— It's still not exactly the norm, even in Canada. But reciprocal bonds are definitely becoming more common. Like, Hayden has one with Jackie.
Maybe the same can't be said for Russia, or at least not in whatever version of Russian culture Ilya's dad made him believe was reality? Shane is sure it isn't something Ilya's father would have approved of.
But then again, maybe Ilya is perfectly comfortable with the idea of alphas being given mating bites, and his fear about personally acknowledging an alpha's mating gland stems from experiences he's had since he presented. Because Shane imagines that the pathetic excuses for alphas who think it's okay to buy and sell human beings for sex are the same types of alphas who would feel threatened by any reminder that they, just like the omegas they abuse, could also theoretically be mated.
Shane wishes he knew how to convince Ilya that he's not that kind of alpha— that what he wants more than anything is to comfort Ilya the way he needs right now, and it makes him so fucking sad that Ilya won't let him.
Which is unfair, Shane knows. If Ilya doesn't want to be scented, then that actually isn't what Ilya needs right now, and Shane should get the fuck over himself. Because this isn't about Shane at all, is it? It's about Ilya.
But Ilya smells so miserable— so heartbroken, so defeated, so ashamed— and Shane is right here, perfectly capable of scenting him, of replacing all those negative emotions with the feeling of safety and comfort, and maybe if Ilya understood—
Fuck.
Shane shuts his eyes. He's being stupid. He cannot fucking say anything that might make Ilya feel guilty for not accepting comfort the way Shane thinks he should. That would be terrible. That would accomplish, like, the opposite of what he wants.
Because all he really wants to do is make sure Ilya knows that he's here for him, right?
"Ilya," he says at last, very softly. "Hey, I just want to say that, um, even though it's fine if I don't scent you— which it is; of course it is— and we can keep hugging like this for as long as you want, and I promise I'm not gonna fucking let go with either arm, unless you want me to— um, it's also it's completely fine if you change your mind about the scenting thing, okay? About me scenting you with my mating gland. If you decide it's something you need, or want, now, or— or also any time in the future, too. Like, if you're upset or whatever, you can always put your wrist on my mating gland, and that would be fine with me. I won't ever get angry about it. You don't have to ask, even." He kisses the top of Ilya's head, one hand rubbing Ilya's shoulder and the other buried in his hair. "And— and same with my wrists," he adds. "Like. You can just grab my wrist whenever you want, and I'll scent you. That's no problem. Okay?"
"Okay," says Ilya, so brokenly that Shane almost can't make it out through his sobs.
"Okay," Shane repeats.
Ilya lifts his face from Shane's shoulder, repositioning himself in Shane's arms so their ears are touching and Shane can feel the wetness of Ilya's face against his neck.
"I'm sorry," Ilya gulps. "I'm sorry I always cry."
"Hey, don't apologize. It's fine. It's fine to be sad. It's, like, healthy."
"I'm not— I'm not fucking sad," whines Ilya, as the scent of his sadness rolls off him in waves. "I'm just fucking— I'm not, um. Is my own fault. I— I should have known b-better."
"No, fuck that, Ilya," says Shane, more forcefully than he'd intended, but thankfully Ilya doesn't flinch. "It is not your fault," he goes on. "None of this shit. Not you being an omega, or— you know, you going into heat even after all the medical experimentation shit. Or your dad fucking brainwashing you and manipulating you all your life. None of that is even, like, a little bit your fault."
Ilya draws a ragged breath. "Yes it is," he says. "It's okay, Shane. You don't have to be nice. I know I am fucking stupid. I should have— I should have done researches before I presented. And I should never have believed him. Why the fuck would I believe him? I hated him."
"Wait, but now we're getting back to what I said before, about how you're kind of acting like if only someone had known the truth about, like, omega rights in Russia, things would have been different," says Shane. "But your dad did know the truth. He just fucking lied to you about it."
"But—"
"Which is not your fault," Shane goes on firmly. "And it's not your fault that you believed him, either. Like— for fuck's sake, Ilya, he was your dad. Why wouldn't you believe your dad? You were supposed to be able to trust him. Children are supposed to be able to trust their parents."
"I was not child," argues Ilya. "I was sixteen."
"I mean... that's still kind of a child," Shane says tentatively. "And also, like, you were still his child. You know? Like, even now, when my dad tells me something, I believe him. It's always been like that."
"Shane, I don't give a fuck about your stupid fucking father who never tell you any fucking lies. Okay?" snaps Ilya, his chin digging into Shane's shoulder with each word. Then he starts crying even harder. "I'm sorry, I disrespect again," he sobs against Shane's neck. "I keep doing it. I— I don't know why. I'm not angry at you. I'm just— I'm just fucking angry. Fuck."
Shane nods, running his hand down Ilya's back, smoothing out the fabric of his turtleneck. "Hey, it's okay to be angry," he says. "I think you should be angry, in fact. Like, it would be weird if you weren't."
Ilya scoffs.
"No, I mean it," says Shane. "Ilya, all the things that happened to you, after you presented... You were let down, like, really fucking badly. By literally everyone. I don't even—"
"No," says Ilya, sounding inexplicably panicked.
"No what?"
"No, not by everyone," Ilya tells him. "Not by m-my mother, Shane. She did not let me down."
"Yeah, I— I didn't mean your mom," says Shane, frowning to himself. "How could she have— like—" He hesitates. "Hadn't she, um, already passed away? By that point?"
"Yes," whimpers Ilya. "Yes, she already had pass away. But— but that does not mean she let me down. When she died. She did not let me down, she just— she wasn't— she couldn't, um—"
Ilya's arm shifts.
Shane feels it before he processes what's happening: a lurching sensation somewhere in his chest, a tingling in his mating gland, and—
And the weight of Ilya's wrist against his neck.
He's allowing Shane to scent him with his mating gland.
"I'm sorry," says Ilya miserably. "But you said is okay. You said— Fuck. Fuck, Shane, this scenting. It is so fucking strong."
"Like, too strong?"
"No!" gasps Ilya, pressing his wrist more firmly to Shane's neck. "No, not too strong. It just—" Ilya inhales shakily, but he's no longer crying, as far as Shane can tell. "It is like bonfire still," he says, "but— but now I am not just nearby to it, I am... inside it. Not burning up though. It is like—" Ilya pauses. His breathing is becoming less labored, his voice more steady. "How do you call this thing that worm wraps in, like silk? 'Kokon'?"
"'Cocoon,'" supplies Shane.
"'Cocoon,'" Ilya repeats. "Yes, is like I am here in cocoon made of bonfire, very warm and— and safe," he says, with the soft, hazy tone of someone describing a dream. "And I am sort of... floating. In sky. And it is night, but not dark, because this sky is all full of sparks from bonfire cocoon, yes? Like one million stars."
Shane presses his lips together. His throat feels kind of tight. He's never really been a poetry person— he's never actually read a single poem that he clicked with in any meaningful way, as far as he can remember— but he thinks that that could change, if it were a poem by Ilya.
He's about to say as much when Ilya asks, with sudden urgency, "Shane, you must tell, does it hurt you? To make it be so strong? You feel it hurting? Burning?"
"Uh— no. No, it doesn't hurt," says Shane. Which it doesn't, though he can tell something is happening now in a way that he can't when he's scenting with his wrist. It's almost like he can feel the comfort physically flowing out of him, or something. There's a heaviness in his chest, and a strange sort of tugging sensation, and a prickly, pins-and-needles feeling in his mating gland itself. "Um. I can... feel it now. I can feel it leaving me, I guess. The scenting power or whatever. But no, it doesn't hurt."
"Okay, but— but pain cannot show in scents, Shane," says Ilya earnestly, as if Shane might somehow be unaware of the very basic biological fact that physical pain doesn't trigger the release of synesthomones. "So I will not smell if it hurts you. I will not be able to. So you have to tell me, okay? If it start hurting. Promise you will tell me. Even a little bit of hurt."
"I'll tell you, I promise," Shane assures him quickly. "But for now it's totally fine. Like, I can feel some kind of... tugging, or something? And tingling. But it's not painful at all."
"I just don't want to ever hurt you," Ilya whispers.
And god, it sort of makes Shane's heart constrict to think that Ilya, who's been hurt so fucking badly by so many people in so many unimaginably cruel ways, would be so worried about hurting Shane.
"I'll tell you if it hurts," Shane says. "It's okay. Don't worry."
"Okay," whispers Ilya. He repositions his wrist slightly against Shane's neck and lets out a deep, broken sort of sigh. "Shane," he says then, haltingly, "my mother did not let me down."
Shane blinks. He'd forgotten that they'd been talking about Ilya's mother when Ilya had finally accepted Shane's offer to scent him through his mating gland.
"She did not ever let me down, you understand?" Ilya goes on. "She would have tried to help me, if she was alive. I swear she would. She just— She did not know these things would happen to me, okay? She could not predict. She thought I would be alpha. She thought I would be strong, and— and not even need her. She did not know better. And also, um. She was so young, Shane. She was fifteen when he... when he mate her. And sixteen when she had my brother. And that is too fucking young, you know? And my father, he was... very much older. And I think, um. I think it happen to her too. Same as like me, with this fucking ig-ignorance. And maybe if— if someone told her— If she thought there was some other choices—" Ilya breaks off. "I'm sorry. I should not have talk about her. I did not mean to. I do not, um— I don't want to think about this. About her. I can't."
"That's okay," murmurs Shane. "We don't have to talk about your mom. You don't have to think about her."
Shane is trying not to think about her either right now, to be honest, because he knows that if he does, he'll fixate on the way that Ilya just referred to her death like it was something she'd had control over— something she'd chosen, even. And if he thinks about that in any real detail, he might start coming to certain conclusions. Which would be bad, because Ilya has told him only two things about his mother's death: it happened when Ilya was twelve, and it happened while his mother was "all alone." So far, that's all Ilya wants Shane to know. And after what Ilya explained to him earlier about revealing the details of his past on his own terms, Shane has absolutely no desire to make assumptions about parts of Ilya's story that he hasn't yet chosen to share.
"Okay," whispers Ilya.
"Just keep your wrist right there on my neck," Shane tells him.
"Okay," Ilya says again. "But— Are you sure it feels okay? It does not hurt even at all?"
"I'm sure."
"But you said you can feel it."
"Yeah, I do. It isn't painful though. I swear."
"But it's so fucking strong," Ilya repeats. "How can you do it so strong? I don't... it's like... fuck, I thought nothing cannot be better than wrist. But it is better. Almost too much better, but— but not. I need it. I need, um— Fuck." Ilya lets out a sob, then inhales sharply. "He was so cruel to her," he says, and Shane can only assume he's still talking about his parents. "I was so scared of him. He was so terrifying to me, my whole life. He used to, um. He would hurt her. He would say horrible things to her. And to my brother. And— and to me. And I fucking hated him. I hated everything about him, ever since I was very small. But maybe, um. Maybe is really fucking stupid, but sometimes I think I— I sort of loved him, or something. It is so fucked up, right? He was terrible fucking person, but I still loved him. And I always wanted him to— Shane, I wanted him to, um— to also—" Ilya shakes his head. "I can't, um—"
"You wanted him to love you back?" Shane asks softly.
Ilya starts crying harder. He tightens his free arm around Shane. "I know it's so stupid," he says. "Because— because why the fuck would I want this? When I always hate him so fucking much?"
"It's okay. It's okay, Ilya. That's not a bad thing to want," Shane tells him, hoping it's the right thing to say. "I think literally every kid wants their parents to love them. That's, like, the whole point of parents, isn't it?
"I don't know. I don't know what is fucking point of parents," says Ilya miserably. "But I know that all these lies, all these things he tell me, it, um. It help me believe that he did, maybe. That he... you know?"
"Loved you?"
"Yes. With the pension, and the— um, he want me to have better life by being alpha, and then he need to make back his money, so that is why he—" Ilya swallows thickly. "I'm so stupid. I'm so fucking stupid and ignorance and— and weak. Because why do I even fucking care, Shane?"
Shane opens his mouth to offer what would probably be completely fucking useless words of reassurance, but then Ilya continues:
"He was never proud of me," he says. "I was never good enough for him. He never give a shit about me, only my hockey, and once I could not play hockey... I was worth nothing to him. Or, no, not nothing, but even worse, because I was worth only how much money he could sell me for, to some alpha who want to—" Ilya burrows his face more desperately into the junction of Shane's neck and shoulder, pressing his wrist so hard against Shane's mating gland that Shane wonders if it will bruise. "Sometimes when I was, um," Ilya goes on after a moment, his voice almost too muffled for Shane to make out the words. "When I was being... r-raped, and— and it was really fucking bad, you know?— I would just think to myself, um, 'If Papa knew this is what would happen to me, he would not have sold me. Even if he hated me, he could not have want to let anyone to do this to me.' That's what I would think. But of course he fucking knew it would happen. He just did not give a fuck."
It's the first time Shane has ever heard Ilya refer to his father as "Papa," and fuck, for some reason that's the detail that really breaks Shane's fucking heart. He feels like he's going to cry. Except he can't— not when Ilya is already crying, when Ilya is relying on him to be the strong one.
So Shane swallows the lump in his throat and blinks away his tears. He focuses on the feeling of his scent flowing out of his mating gland, the sensation that something is unspooling in his abdomen and threading its way out of his neck. He tries to remind himself that he's doing something useful here, even if he doesn't know what words to say, even if he can't snap his fingers and take away all of Ilya's pain, no matter how much he fucking wants to.
"I'm sorry," says Ilya. "Fuck, I do so many embarrassing things. I cry so much. I be... very needy. And very pathetic. And asking for so many things. And wanting you to fucking hold me very tight. Like woman, or child— or stupid fucking baby."
"Ilya—"
"No, please, listen. This is not, um— I was not like this before," Ilya says pleadingly, as though it's imperative that Shane understand this. "Not since I was very young. Since even before my mother died. So I think maybe when I— when I come to live here, with you, something got very fucked up inside me, and I turn weaker than ever. And lazy. Like, sometimes today I did not even try to be strong." Ilya inhales almost frantically, like a drowning man coming up for air, then lets out another sob. "I'm sorry," he says then, for the second time. "I just don't know what is wrong with me."
And God, it makes Shane feel so fucking sad to know that Ilya views it as such a terrible failing that for the first time in years, he feels safe enough to express some tiny amount of vulnerability, even if it scares him, even if he thinks he needs to make excuses for it. Shane wishes Ilya could see that it's not a failing at all, but a show of strength. Like, unbelievable fucking strength.
"Is like something broke, you know?" Ilya continues then. "But not, um. Not like how I am already broken. I—" Ilya lets out a huff. "I fucking hate English."
"You can use my—"
"No, no phone," says Ilya sharply. "I need to fucking hug, remember? I will just... try to explain. But I am sorry if it will not make sense to you."
"I'm sure it will," Shane tells him.
Ilya sighs. "Okay, fine, is like this. Um." He takes a deep breath. "In my life there is a lot of bad things, yes?" he begins. "And sometimes when these bad things happen, they break something inside of me. My heart, or something. Or soul. Whatever stupid part inside makes other people normal and not fucked up with trauma. And sometimes it is tiny break, you know? So much of this tiny breaks, every day maybe. But then some things have broken me, um, very badly, so bad that I know it can never be fixed. Like when my mother died," he says, very quietly. "Or when I go into heat during game and I realize that— that everything I ever fucking hope is gone forever. Or when Vitaly, um. My first night as, um... slave." Ilya draws a shuddering breath, then goes on in a strained whisper, "Because I never had been raped before that, you know? And then he just—" Ilya's voice breaks.
Shane blinks away tears.
Ilya takes another deep breath before continuing. "But when I am getting more and more broken," he says, "all my feelings want to come out from these cracks. But that would be really fucking bad. So I build, um. Wall? Inside me. To keep everything hiding, far away, behind this wall where no one can see. Except—" Ilya's fingers dig into Shane's back. "Except now that I am here, this wall is breaking too, I think. So now just everything is broken. And that's why I do so many weak, stupid things," he concludes, and Shane catches a whiff of shame in the air.
Which— god, he hates to imagine how deeply ashamed Ilya would smell right now if he weren't being scented.
"It's okay," Shane tells him. "I can't— like, I don't really know... what to say. But I know it's alright for you to feel emotions. And to express them. And it's fine for us to hug. And for you to cry. You're safe, alright? You're safe in your relaxation corner. And in this apartment. And, like, with me in general. You know?"
Ilya doesn't reply, but he buries his face back in Shane's shoulder, which Shane takes as a sign to continue. "And it sounds like a lot of effort to keep up this— this wall all the time," he goes on. "So maybe it's good to, like, let it down sometimes. And it doesn't make you weak, okay? I think it's the opposite, actually. Like, to let yourself show your feelings, and to let someone comfort you, especially if you find it... maybe sort of scary? That's really fucking brave." He squeezes Ilya's arm. "Okay?"
"Okay," Ilya mutters. "I... think you are wrong, about this. But is nice that you say."
"I'm not wrong," says Shane. "You're so brave, Ilya. I'm so proud of you."
It takes a while for Ilya to respond. "Thank you," he whispers at last. "My... my mother used to say this too. That I am brave. And she is proud of me." He grips his free hand in the fabric of Shane's t-shirt. "She said in Russian, but... it is same."
"How do you say it in Russian?" Shane asks.
"Some other time," Ilya mumbles into Shane's shoulder. "Some other time I will tell you. But I am tired of crying tonight." Ilya hesitates, then: "Is okay?" he adds.
"Of course," says Shane. "Of course it's okay."
*
Gradually, as the minutes slip by,  Ilya's breathing evens out, and the last hints of shame and sadness disappear from his scent.
And one thing Shane has noticed about scenting Ilya with his mating gland is that he can sense the ebb and flow of the comfort as it leaves him, how it seeps out more or less strongly depending on how badly Ilya needs it at any given moment. When he'd first started scenting Ilya like this, the flow had been almost uncomfortably strong. Now, it's eased to barely a trickle. Which is good, Shane reasons, because it must mean that Ilya feels better.
They keep hugging though, and Ilya keeps his wrist on Shane's neck, and god, Shane kind of wants to stay here forever.
Until, without any warning, Shane's mating gland suddenly starts to throb. It's still not exactly pain, he tells himself at first, but—
But then it is. A sharp, stinging pain, like getting one paper-cut after another. It hurts. Shane can't deny that it hurts.
It isn't anything unbearable, not even close. But he'd promised Ilya, like three separate times, that he would tell him as soon as his mating gland started to hurt, even a little bit. And with Ilya, Shane is determined to always keep his promises.
"Hey Ilya?" he says.
"Yes?"
"I hate to say it, but my mating gland is kind of starting to hurt a little."
Ilya withdraws his wrist from Shane's neck immediately, concern flooding his scent. "You should have told me," he says, pulling himself out of Shane's embrace and sitting back on his heels, looking Shane up and down with wide, worried eyes.
"No, I did! I did tell you," Shane assures him. "Just now. It just started to hurt, like, a second ago. I swear."
"How bad does it hurt?" asks Ilya, with a degree of intensity that feels sort of unnecessary.
"Not badly at all."
"And do you feel dizzy?" Ilya presses on.
"No."
"Do you feel like you will pass out?"
"No, what?"
"Okay," says Ilya, still sounding very concerned. "Okay, let me fix, um—" He reaches behind Shane and begins to methodically fluff up the throw pillows there. Then he pats at the largest of them. "There, now you lay down, yes? On this pillows. Just lay down and relax. Please."
Shane doesn't know why Ilya finds this all so worrying, but he does as he's told, leaning back against the pillows Ilya just arranged.
Ilya scoots himself over so he's sitting by Shane's left shoulder. "There, good. Like that," he says. "How you feel now?"
"I'm fine. Ilya, it doesn't even really hurt," insists Shane. "It just... aches a little."
"I already know this word 'ache,'" Ilya says with a scowl. "It means same as pain."
"Okay, it's not, like, a sharp pain though. I did feel something sharp for a couple of seconds, but that ended as soon as I stopped scenting you. Now it's very dull. And very, very mild. I swear."
"So it never feel like..." Ilya frowns. "Like if someone take some metal stick from fire and touch it to you? Like hot and cold burn, both?"
"Uh, no. Nothing like that," says Shane, really fucking hoping that the sensation of being intentionally burned with metal isn't something Ilya has any personal experience with.
"Okay. That is good," Ilya says. "I think it is rare. But if you do feel it sometime... that is very serious. You need to stop scenting right away, or else you could pass out and— and maybe for two days or something you will be in, um... 'dans un état catatonique'? You know this French words?"
"'In a catatonic state'?" Shane translates. "Seriously? Just from scenting someone?"
"Yes, from scenting too hard."
"That can happen?"
"Yes, is real, I swear!" says Ilya, his voice edged with panic, like he's worried Shane might think he's lying. "It happen. Shane—"
"I believe you," Shane tells him. "I just—" He frowns. "Wait, has that happened to you?"
"One time, yes."
"You scented someone so hard you went into a catatonic state?"
"Yes. I fucking had to," Ilya says, his voice brittle. "I had to. He— he needed it. Very much." He lowers his gaze, setting his jaw.
"Ilya, what the fuck?" murmurs Shane. "That sounds, like... really fucking scary. Like, that sounds like it could be life-threatening. That's— Jesus Christ."
Ilya says nothing.
"But then you woke up two days later? Like, without medical treatment?" prompts Shane. "Or did you have to go to the hospital? Were you, like, actually unconscious, or just... unresponsive? What's—"
"Shane, these questions... It is not important, okay? What happen to me is not important," says Ilya. He tucks his chin against his chest, then adds more softly, "I just don't want it to happen to you too."
Tentatively, Shane touches his hand to the unbruised side of Ilya's jaw. "Look at me," he says.
And Ilya lifts his face, his brow deeply furrowed above his beautiful fucking eyes.
"I appreciate that you're worried about me," Shane tells him, forcing himself to maintain eye contact. "But you don't have to be. I'm—" Shane takes a deep breath. "Ilya, I'm really sorry you've had these fucking traumatic experiences with scenting people. And maybe with being scented, too; I don't know. But nothing like that is gonna happen to me, I promise."
Shane ghosts the pad of his thumb over Ilya's lower cheek. "I'm a professional athlete, remember? It's part of my job to understand my body. To not push it beyond its limits. Okay? And... I don't know if you know this, but I'm very fucking good at my job."
Ilya's expression flickers for a moment with something Shane can't identify. Then, to his relief, it softens. "Mm, yes," he says. "I heard it before on TV that you have... what is word? 'Once-in-a-generation talent'?"
"Well. Maybe twice in a generation," says Shane quietly. "But yeah."
Ilya says nothing, just rubs his nose and averts his eyes. He doesn't smell concerned anymore, which is good, Shane supposes. But he does smell like something. Like... shame, maybe, but not as sour. Not sour at all actually. So maybe it's something good? But Shane doesn't know how to interpret it.
So he lowers his hand from Ilya's face and decides to just fucking ask. "Do you believe me? That I'll, uh... scent responsibly?"
Ilya glances back over at him. He rubs at his nose again. Then, haltingly, he nods. "Okay, Shane Hollander," he says. "Yes, I believe you." He holds Shane's gaze for a few more moments before his eyes drop to Shane's neck. Slowly, he reaches out until his fingers are hovering a few inches above Shane's mating gland. "I can touch?" he asks.
"Uh. Yeah, I guess."
And, very gently, Ilya does so— first just barely brushing his fingers against the Shane's skin, then trailing them over it with more intentionality.
It feels... nice. It feels like something he's been missing.
Not that no one ever touches Shane, because they do. But this feels different from a clap on the back from a teammate, or a hug from his dad, or his mom holding his cheeks in her hands.
The way Ilya is touching his mating gland right now— so gently, so tenderly, his fingers cautious, almost inquisitive— seems much more intimate. Not sexually intimate, of course. But... platonically intimate, maybe?
The last person who'd touched Shane like this had been Rose, sometime back when they were still dating, which— okay, so he and Rose hadn't exactly been platonic, but close enough.
"Is okay?" Ilya asks. "This touching? I keep doing?"
"Yeah," says Shane. "It's fine. It's good."
In fact, he finds himself wishing that Ilya would touch him like this in other circumstances. Like, regularly. Except he isn't sure how he could ever go about asking for that in a way that wouldn't risk making Ilya uncomfortable.
But he can appreciate it when it happens, he tells himself. He can and he will and he is.
"Your skin here is very warm to my hand," says Ilya.
"Yeah, I think that's normal after scenting someone. It also happens to my wrist."
"Mine too. But yours feels very much more warm. Maybe it is bad," says Ilya. He holds the back of his hand against it, like a parent checking their child's forehead for a fever. "Does it... ache, still?" he asks.
"A little. It's fine though."
Ilya frowns, grazing his fingers delicately across the too-warm area of Shane's neck, his gaze fixed on the skin there.
"Does it look normal?" asks Shane, beginning to feel self-conscious.
"Yes," says Ilya. "Very normal. Very smooth. Looks same like all your rest of neck." He meets Shane's eye for a moment before looking back down at the mating gland. "Shane?" he asks suddenly. "Do you think— Can I kiss it? Your mating gland?"
Shane's first instinct is to say Yes, of course you can. His second instinct is to say, No, what the fuck, that would be inappropriate.
But... it wouldn't really be inappropriate, would it? It's not like Ilya is asking to kiss Shane's dick. Or his mouth, even.
"Please?" says Ilya. "It was so nice to me. It help me feel better. And now it hurts." He traces his fingers over Shane's aching skin. "I want to be nice to it too."
Shane's heart is pounding, but he's not sure why. He looks away. "Um," he says uselessly.
"Is just for comfort. Not sexual, okay? Not forbidding in contract," Ilya tells him softly. He moves his hand from Shane's mating gland to his cheek. "Like— like how you kiss my hair, yes?" he says. "Just little kiss."
"Okay," says Shane. "Okay, yes, please. I— I'd like that."
"Okay," repeats Ilya. He dips his head forward and presses his lips gently against Shane's mating gland.
And Shane's stomach, like, flutters. He didn't know that could actually even happen in real life.
Ilya sits back, his eyes fixed on Shane, his eyebrows drawn together.
Shane just stares at him. His stomach still feels weird. And also he's pretty sure he's blushing. And the tips of his ears are hot. And his mating gland feels like it's vibrating, almost— like there's some kind of electricity buzzing under the skin of his neck, a warm thrum of energy spreading through his body. And—
Fuck, maybe he shouldn't have let Ilya do that.
But then Ilya smiles at him, and all of Shane's concerns slip away. He smiles back instantly.
"There, is better now, yes?" Ilya says, sounding satisfied.
"Yes," Shane says hoarsely. He clears his throat. "Yeah, it's, uh. Better."
It actually aches the same amount as it did before, he thinks. But the new buzzing sensation is a very pleasant distraction.
"Good." Ilya ghosts his thumb once more across the skin he just kissed. "Thank you, Shane Hollander's mating gland," he says with an air of solemnity. He meets Shane's eye, like he's waiting for a response.
"It, uh. It says you're welcome," Shane forces out. "And, um. Thank you too. It says. For... yeah. Thanks."
"Wow, such polite mating gland," says Ilya, trailing his index finger over the surface. Shane shivers. "And very pretty too," Ilya goes on. "Very nice skin, yes? Not even one scar. Never cut in surgery, never bit one million fucking times by alphas who go into rut and forget that your pimp said you don't have any gland left to be mated."
Shane feels his stomach clench in horror. He hadn't ever thought about the fact that Ilya's lack of a mating gland would spare him from being bonded, but not from being bitten.
He remembers learning in high school biology that a bite scar on a mating gland will gradually disappear if the associated bond is broken. But if Ilya was never actually bonded, then there weren't any bonds to break, and therefore nothing to stimulate his scars to ever fade.
And that would mean that Ilya's mating gland is still scarred with the teeth of however many alphas have ever bitten him there. Which, judging by what he just said, is a lot of fucking alphas.
Jesus Christ. Grimly, Shane wonders that that many bite marks even look like. There just must be, like, a palm-sized area of scar tissue on Ilya's neck.
"Fuck," Shane says. "I didn't realize. That's— I'm sorry. That you went through that."
"Is fine. Not big deal," shrugs Ilya. "My neck very ugly now. Yours very nice and smooth. Whatever."
"Ilya—"
"Shane," says Ilya, his voice firm, his scent laced with the smell of shame. "Maybe we don't talk about it, okay? Maybe you just rest now. Um... like, how to say? 'Take it easy'?"
Shane smiles sadly. "Okay," he says, pushing away thoughts of Ilya's neck and countless bite-shaped scars. "I'll take it easy."
"Good," says Ilya. "And I lay down too. Next to you, like before. And... you hug again? Lying down sort of hug." He purses his lips. "Yes?"
Shane nods, and holds out his arms in invitation. Ilya curls up at Shane's side, his head on Shane's chest, and Shane pulls him into an embrace, just as instructed.
"This position is okay, right?" he asks Ilya. "It's not like. Too close or something?"
"Position is good, yes. Is perfect, I think."
"And do you want me to scent you with my wrist?" Shane asks.
"No," says Ilya quickly. "I still want two-arms hug." He lifts his head. "Is okay?"
"Yeah, of course."
Ilya settles his cheek back down on Shane's chest. "Thank you," he says. He smells of pine and ice and the musky undercurrent of alpha, with no hint of shame or any painful feelings whatsoever. His breathing is deep and even.
Shane wraps his arms more tightly around him and holds him close. For a long time they just lie there like that, side by side, breathing in unison. At some point, Shane's mating gland stops hurting, and the buzzing feeling fades.
"Can I ask something?" Ilya murmurs eventually.
"Sure, anything."
"Is about your father."
"That's fine."
"Okay." Ilya clears his throat. "I wonder, um. Do you think that your father would not judge about this sorts of things? These things I said before, that I do today? Like... weak things?"
"Well, first of all," says Shane, "you haven't been weak for a single fucking second tonight. But uh— but no. No, my father wouldn't judge you. Or anyone. For, like, needing comfort or whatever."
"And you said he cries?" asks Ilya. "Your father?"
"Yeah. I mean not, like, every day, but—"
"But you have seen this."
"Seen him cry? Yeah," says Shane.
"And if you were... if someday, um, you curl up like child. You— Shane Hollander. And you start to cry like baby. And you let someone touch your stupid hair, and touch your back very gentle, and give kisses on head, and hug you for this fucking long time, and scent you, and even scent you with mating gland... If you did these things— which is what I did tonight— and your father saw it... um, then what would he do to you?"
"Well, he'd... probably try to see if I'm okay," says Shane. "Because, uh. He'd be able to tell that I was, like, pretty upset, right? Like maybe something bad had happened to me. So he'd... he'd want to help me."
"Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why he would be... like that? With you?"
Shane isn't sure if he's understanding the question correctly. "Because... he's my dad? And he's just a— you know, a regular type of dad, not an evil fucking shithead like yours? No offense."
"'Regular'?" repeats Ilya.
"Yeah, it means, like, 'normal'? Not—"
"I know what it means," Ilya says. "But I— Shane, I do not really think your father seems like... regular. If he is like what you say."
"No, he is," insists Shane. "I swear."
Ilya scoffs, though Shane's not sure why. He can't think of anything he's said to make his dad sound irregular in any way.
"You tell me, before, that my father should not have beat me for being omega," Ilya says suddenly.
"Yeah. Which is true," says Shane. "He shouldn't have."
"And you said he should not have beat me ever."
"Yeah, which is also true."
"So... what, your regular normal alpha father never hit you or something?"
"Never," says Shane firmly. "I can't even, like... imagine it."
"So how does he punish you when he is angry?"
"My dad doesn't really... get angry," says Shane.
"Okay, but what about when he does?" Ilya asks, as though he knows, despite what Shane says, that paternal anger is inevitable.
Shane frowns. He tries to remember the last time that his dad was genuinely angry at him. Probably like six years ago, when Shane had scratched the side of the car while learning to drive. But Dad hadn't really been angry at him about that, had he? Just sort of annoyed in general.
So maybe it was even before that, back when Shane was fourteen and decided it would be a good idea to play the first game of the season without telling anyone how sick he felt. He'd collapsed into bed that night with a 39° fever and spent the next three weeks out of commission with the worst flu of his life. Dad had been pretty angry about that, about how Shane can't be reckless with his health and he has to realize that hockey isn't everything. And he'd told Shane so, very calmly and earnestly, and Shane had said he understood, and then Dad had given him a hug.
"Uh... I guess he just... talks to me?" Shane says at last. "Like, so that I know why he's upset."
"Okay, but I mean while he yells, does he not hit? Or slap or something?"
Shane shuts his eyes. "Ilya, I didn't say he yells; I said he talks to me. In a normal fucking voice. I don't think I've ever heard him yell, like, angrily."
"Ever?"
"Ever," Shane confirms. "And— and he doesn't hit me either. Or slap."
"What about... not actually hurt you," asks Ilya, "but just grab, or push to wall, or put hands on neck but not squeeze, or, um... fucking, like, twist your arm like he will break it, but then let go?"
Jesus Christ. Jesus fucking Christ. "Uh. No, he definitely doesn't do... any of that," Shane says tightly. "Or anything even close to that."
Ilya is quiet for a moment. He drags his finger absently over Shane's pec. "But I bet you are always perfect son, yes?" he says then. "Never disobey, or talk back, or be lazy, or lose hockey game. So nothing to punish."
Shane doesn't really know where to start, but, "Ilya, I'm not a perfect son," is what he says first, reflexively.
Ilya snorts.
"I'm not, I swear!" insists Shane. "I... I talk back sometimes to my parents. I... you know. I disobey them. Sometimes." He knows Ilya would laugh at him if he tried to give examples, so he doesn't— he just moves on to Ilya's next point, which is actually the most upsetting: "And Jesus Christ, Ilya," he says, "I've lost plenty of hockey games. My dad would never, like, punish me for it. Or my mom. I just. I don't get it; what's even the point of punishing someone for losing at hockey? Like, they already feel bad about it, probably. Why would he beat you for that?"
To Shane's dismay, Ilya answers without even a moment's hesitation: "Because I am lazy, and no self-discipline. So I need beating for motivation, to get better. So that I could be best." Ilya clears his throat. "This is only reason he ever beat me, Shane," he says then, more softly. "So I could always be better and stronger and— and maybe person he could want as son, or something."
Jesus Christ. Shane is very fucking familiar with the pressure to achieve more, to be better, to be the best, because he puts that pressure on himself. And yeah, it can be stressful and tiring and sometimes maybe he feels a little anxious or whatever.
But can't fucking imagine how he'd feel if, in addition to beating himself up mentally after a loss, he were also getting beaten up physically. It wouldn't be fucking motivating though, that's for sure. It'd probably make him want to quit hockey altogether, which is really fucking saying something.
"Do you think you deserved that?" Shane asks Ilya quietly.
"Sometimes, yes."
Shane takes a deep, steadying breath. "And what about, uh... can I ask if, um, your mother ever, like... punished you? Physically?"
"No, of course she did not," says Ilya immediately. "But— is different with her. She was omega. She did not... how to say, um, she did not have so high standards for me? Does it make sense?"
"It— it makes sense, yeah. But, like, I'm not sure it's what you mean?" Shane tells him tentatively.
"Oh. Well I mean... she did not want me to be best. Or maybe she thought I was already best, or— or at least good enough. She loved me too much, so she did not see me, um— she did not see all the things wrong with me. So no reason to beat me, you know? If she thinks I am already perfect or something. But my father had very high standards, so he could tell I was not good enough, ever. Which is true, yes? You can see because of, um. By what happened to me."
"What happened to you?" Shane repeats.
"Yes."
"What, like your dad selling you into slavery?" demands Shane. "Your so-called owners being abusive rapists? Some pimp finding you in a hotel and forcing you to fucking... work for him? You being sex trafficked? What part of any that had anything to do with you being not 'good enough'?"
"I don't know. None of it. All of it." Ilya is quiet for a moment. "My father would say all," he says then. "I should not care about him, I know. But I—" Ilya presses his face against Shane's chest. "I think about him all the fucking time, you know?"
Which— yes, Shane does fucking know. He knows and he hates it. He says nothing, just kisses Ilya's head and continues to hold him as tight as he physically can.
"I do not miss him, you understand?" Ilya goes on. "I was always scared of him. I always hated him. I— it is true, what I tell you last night, about you and me are compatible with thinking it would maybe be nice to kill him or something." Ilya inhales raggedly. "But I still think about him. I think about what he would say to me, how— how disappointed he would be. Because he always thought I was lazy, and soft, and weak, and... um, like my mother. Even before I presented. And Shane, if— if he saw me now, with you, he— Fuck, he— he would—"
"Ilya," Shane says firmly. "Your father can go fuck himself. Okay? He's not here. He's not part of your life. He can't hurt you anymore. He can't control you. He can't lie to you. He can't take anything else away from you ever again."
"Does not matter," mumbles Ilya. "I have nothing left. Nothing to take."
"No, hey. That's not true," says Shane. "Ilya, listen to me, okay? You have a whole future waiting for you. A really awesome one. And like, yeah, it's different than the future you might have had if, um. If you'd been given any of the opportunities you were entitled to, in Russia. And if your father had—" Had loved you the way you deserved, Shane almost says, but no, that would probably be unnecessarily blunt. "If he'd supported you even half as much as parents are supposed to support their kids," is the phrasing he goes with instead.
"What, if he was regular dad like yours?" says Ilya, his voice heavy with derision.
"Exactly," Shane says earnestly. He runs his fingers down Ilya's back. "But even if it's a different future, it's not, like, worse. In fact... it might even be better? Which I know doesn't make your past any easier. It's not like... 'oh, you went through all this horrific shit, but it's fine because now your life is better than it would have been in Russia.' I'm not saying that at all, okay? Nothing you went through is even remotely fucking acceptable. But just— maybe it could help a little, to remember that, like... It's like I said before, you know? Your dad has no power over you anymore. He can't do a single fucking thing to hurt you ever again, let alone control your life, or your future, or— Just, you're free now, okay? From your father. And from all your— your pimps, and your fucking owners, and everyone who abused you in all these fucking awful ways..." Shane shuts his eyes. "And for the rest of your life, you get to do whatever you want to do, okay? Whatever makes you happy. And you can be your own person. And no one can take any of that away from you. No one. I will make so fucking sure of that, Ilya. You can have any future you aspire to. And, like, to whatever extent you want me to help you to achieve that future, I will. Okay?"
Ilya is quiet for a while. "And what if I do not, um. Achieve?" he asks at last. "What if I do nothing?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean, maybe I am very, um. Broken. Broken really badly inside of me. In my head. And my heart or something, like I told you about. And what if I never get better even after years and years, and I never be normal person again. So then I cannot achieve anything good or, um— how to say, like, important?"
Fuck, thinks Shane. All he'd wanted to do was offer Ilya reassurance, and instead he's inadvertently giving him a complex about needing to achieve greatness.
"No, no, that's not what I meant," says Shane. "I don't mean 'achieve' like you have to save the world or something. I just mean, like, 'achieve' as in 'make it come true.' Like, whatever you want for yourself, for your future, I want to help make it come true. But you don't have to worry about, like... being high-achieving. Okay? I don't want you to put pressure on yourself. Or think that I'm putting pressure on you. Or that anyone is putting pressure on you. Or— yeah."
"But what if I make only very small money in job with not even minimum wage, because I am lazy?" asks Ilya. "And what if I never get GED because I am stupid, and never do therapy because I am coward. And if I never cure this gonorrhea and syphilis in me, also because I am coward. And if I only just eat sealed foods forever. And I keep having panic attack when I smell any alpha and it is so embarrassing for you. And, um. And I am always needy and burden and I never can pay you back to stay here. What about that?"
Ilya shifts slightly, his back muscles going taut under Shane's arms, like he's bracing himself to hear Shane's response.
Shane takes a deep breath. He wants so badly to push back against every single point that Ilya just mentioned— To tell him that he's the complete fucking opposite of lazy, stupid, or cowardly. To inform him that it's illegal not to pay someone minimum wage, and Shane would sue the fucking shit out of anyone who tried to take advantage of Ilya by not obeying Quebec labor laws. To insist that they'll figure out a solution to the STD situation soon, that he's not going to let him die of late-stage syphilis in ten to thirty years. To assure him that he can excel in whatever job he aspires to, that he's definitely going to get a GED and probably go to university too. To promise him that he will absolutely feel comfortable going to therapy someday and that it will do him a lot of good, and that his fears about being drugged will almost certainly lessen if he gives it time. To remind him that he was already so brave about the alpha at Giant Tiger, and that it will only get easier the more he encounters random, harmless alphas.
And most of all, fuck, to make him understand that his presence in Shane's apartment, in Shane's life, is literally the furthest thing imaginable from a burden.
Shane feels pretty sure that that's the approach his mom would take in this situation, if she were here— in an effort to make Ilya feel better, she would list off all the logical reasons why his concerns are unfounded.
Shane also feels pretty sure that Ilya wouldn't want to hear any of that right now.
He thinks of what Ilya said earlier about low expectations, about how Shane should be proud that he has any expectations at all. He tries to remember that for Ilya, having a safe place to live, even if he feels like a burden there, and working at a job where he isn't forced to have sex, even one that pays less than minimum wage, probably feel like terrifyingly daring things to hope for.
"That would be fine, Ilya," Shane says solemnly. "That'd be perfectly fucking fine."
Which it would be, of course. Despite Shane's personal optimism about Ilya's future, it's completely true that even if nothing changes— if Ilya never heals a single fucking iota more than he already has in the past day— his value as a person obviously wouldn't be affected at all. And Shane would care about him just as much as he does right now. Which is, quite frankly, kind of an embarrassing amount to care. Like, so much that Ilya would be weirded out by it if he knew.
"But then I do not accomplish anything."
"Ilya, you've accomplished enough for, like, a thousand lifetimes just by staying alive. Okay? Everything else you do from here on out is just a nice little bonus, you know?"
"Do not bullshit me," mutters Ilya.
"I'm not! I mean it."
Ilya scoffs. "Okay, sure. But you are very successful person, Shane Hollander. You would never become so successful if you really thought it is some big fucking accomplishment just to be alive."
"Well... no," Shane says slowly, "not for me, like, personally, I guess. But Ilya, you've survived fucking unimaginable things. I'm pretty sure that makes you more successful than I will ever be."
"And what if you win Stanley Cup?"
Shane almost laughs. The Stanley Cup has never sounded like a hollower, more meaningless achievement than it does right now.
"I could win ten fucking Stanley Cups," he says, "plus ten Olympic golds, and I wouldn't even come close."
Ilya is quiet.
"And also," Shane adds firmly, "I just want to be clear that you living here, and us being compatible as... as friends or whatever— those things would never be affected by shit like how much money you make or whether you get a GED or, like, what kind of food you want to eat. Okay? That shit is stupid. And has nothing to do with who you are as a person."
Ilya nods, then shakes his head, then nods again. "I—" He exhales deeply. "I want to want to do things," he says at last. "Um— it makes sense or no? 'Want to want to'?"
Shane smiles sadly. "Yeah, it does."
"Okay. And there is some things, um, which I even do want. Not just want to want. Like I want to make my own money in job where no one fuck me or hurt me or something. I want this so bad, Shane."
"You'll have that someday, Ilya," says Shane. "I'm, like, a hundred percent sure of it."
"And I want to maybe help decorate your— your cottage," Ilya goes on, without acknowledging Shane's reassurance. "After it is built. To save you from these bad rugs, you know?"
"Right, of course."
"And I want, um— I want to live with you for one year, maybe, at least. And then I can see your cottage next summer," he concludes, his voice hushed. "But that is all. These are all I can let myself want, for future."
"Ilya," Shane says gently, "you can live with me for longer than a year. You can live with me forever. Okay? I've told you that, right?"
"I know that you say this, yes. You say this many times," mumbles Ilya. "But—"
"Ilya, no, I don't just say it," Shane tells him, confused. "I really fucking mean it."
"Yes, fine, but— but this is too far for me to hope. Okay? I think of forever, but then I change it to one year in my mind and that feels better to me. You understand?"
"Um. Not really, no?"
Ilya sighs. "Is like I said in car. About not expecting something good. It is why, um, before— during these last five years, yes?— I never used to think about anything future, because I already knew how it would be, with everything still just as shitty, or probably even more shitty, or— or maybe I would be dead from customer or something. So if I think about those things, maybe I will give up. And if I try to imagine it could be different, or better, then, um— that is even worse. Because I will always be disappointed. And I already lost too much, Shane. I cannot also lose things that I never even had." He moves his legs slightly, adjusting his position against Shane's chest. "Now you understand?" he asks.
"I, um— yeah, I do," murmurs Shane, the words dead from customer echoing unpleasantly in his mind. "Fuck. That sounds such a terrifying way to live; I don't even— God, I'm so fucking sorry, Ilya. But yeah, of course you don't have to think about the future. You don't have to think about anything you don't want to. You can just think about—" He pauses briefly, struck by a sudden thought. "What about the present?" he asks carefully.
"For my birthday?"
Shane feels himself smile. "No, uh. Like. The present."
"You know you just said same thing again?"
"Sorry, shit. I mean, like, the present moment. Like— 'present' as in 'past, present, and future,' you know?"
"Oh," says Ilya. "Yes, sorry, I do know this word."
"Cool. Okay. So... I guess I'm just asking, does it feel reassuring at all to think about the present? Like, right now, in your relaxation corner? And, like, today in general?"
"Yes," Ilya says slowly. "Right now it is good. Today... was good."
"Okay, because this is something else your dad can't take away from you. Something no one can take away. Because— well, it's not something you have to, like, hope for. It's already happening, you know? It's already happened. You're already safe here. You already had a good day."
Ilya is quiet.
Shane kisses his head. "And you're gonna have so many more good days, Ilya. Like, fucking thousands and thousands of them. But you can just focus on one day at a time. Or one moment at a time. Or, like, whatever feels the most, like, comfortable to you, okay?"
Ilya nods.
For several minutes, they lie there together in silence.
Then Shane speaks again. "What about, um, the near future?" he asks. "Like, just a few hours from now? Is that also, uh... intimidating? Or is it fine?"
"What do you mean?"
"Just— if you think about the rest of the evening or something, is that comforting at all? Like, how we'll stay here like this in your relaxation corner until you feel ready to get up? And then we'll go downstairs and you'll eat whatever you want for dinner. Well, except dairy, because you can't take the doxycycline with dairy. That's your antibiotic. The— the one you haven't taken yet."
"For chlamydia," mutters Ilya. "I know. You can say this word."
"Yeah, for chlamydia," Shane says. "Um, and then you'll also take your second dose of the other antibiotic, which is how the pharmacist said to do the doses for today. And you can take more Tylenol for your pain, too. And maybe you could take some vitamins, but only if you feel like it. Otherwise you could take those tomorrow. And then— um."
Shane actually has a whole to-do list for this evening, which he typed up like an hour ago in the Notes app on his phone:
June 6 2013

TO DO WITH ILYA TONIGHT

	Eat dinner

	Cephalexin - second dose (wrist infection)

	Doxycycline - first dose (chlamydia)

	Tylenol - next dose (rib pain)

	Vitamins? Ask Ilya. Maybe tomorrow morning instead? Or half tonight, half tomorrow?

	Tell Ilya he can bring snacks upstairs and put them in his safe!!

	Ask if Ilya wants turtlenecks or other new clothes washed before he wears them - I can refold them afterward

	Remind Ilya his duffel bag is still on the sofa

	Give Ilya key!! + Apologize for not giving it earlier

	Return Ilya's hoodie/t-shirt/pants from last night

	Encourage nightlights?

	Ask if there's anything extra he wants tonight for his room, bathroom, etc. - was there something he wished he had last night?

	Remind him he can knock on my door or call me if he needs anything

	Recap plan for tomorrow morning

	Check if he's okay with me going on run tomorrow like I did today

	Talk about antibiotics schedule - he should take next doses in morning (12 hours from whenever he takes them tonight)


It's the kind of to-do list Mom makes to prepare for family vacations. The sort of thing she texts to Shane before any sort of sponsor-related event she thinks he isn't taking seriously enough. The sort of thing that Shane would normally roll his eyes at.
So he's not exactly sure what had prompted the spirit of his mother to possess him this evening, except for the fact that when it comes to Ilya, he doesn't want to fuck anything up. As soon as Ilya had gone upstairs for his call with Svetlana, Shane had suddenly realized that he'd never given him a key to the apartment as required by the contract. Then he'd panicked, and thought about Ilya's clothes in the dryer and his duffel bag on the sofa and all the various medications he needs to take, and—
Well, a to-do list had seemed like a good way to get all those thoughts under control. To ensure he does right by Ilya tonight.
So he'd made a fucking to-do list.
But it's a to-do list which Ilya would probably find either very ridiculous or very overwhelming, so Shane decides to cut to the chase.
"Uh. And then we could chill out for a while downstairs," he says. "Or we could just call it a night. And when you're ready, you'll come back upstairs and go to sleep in your own room, in your own bed, where no one will bother you, and— and it's going to be a good evening, okay? And a good night. Really fucking boring, just the way you like it."
Ilya scoffs.
Shane kisses his hair. "I mean it," he says. He pauses briefly, then continues: "But does that feel, like... nice, to think about? Or no?"
"It's nice, yeah, I guess so," mumbles Ilya. "But do I have to eat?" he asks, even more quietly.
"Huh?"
"You said I will have dinner tonight, but, um—" Ilya pauses. "But I'm not hungry for dinner. So... maybe I don't have to eat?"
"Ilya..." Shane says cautiously. He thinks of Ilya shoveling spaghetti into his mouth, obviously desperate for food yet repeatedly insisting that he wasn't hungry. "You don't have to—"
"No, wait, I— I am serious," Ilya insists. "I am really not hungry. I'm still full. Full with burger and fries from McDonald's, you know?"
"Ilya, that's okay. You're allowed to eat even if you're not hungry," Shane assures him. "In fact, I was reading about it online, and it literally said that when you're recovering from being, like... underfed and stuff, you should make sure you eat frequently, even if you don't necessarily feel normal hunger cues yet. And also—"
Shane shuts up at the scent of fear in Ilya's scent.
"Shane, I don't want to puke again," Ilya says. "Please."
"Okay, well, I mean, you don't have to eat a lot," Shane tells him quickly. "But you do have to eat something, okay? Otherwise you'll be taking your antibiotics on an empty stomach, which—"
But Ilya doesn't seem to be listening. "Please, I just really fucking hate to puke," he whispers. "Please, Shane. I had— I had pimp. Ruslan. And he'd— he'd make me, um— he'd—" Ilya breaks off.
"He'd... make you throw up?" Shane asks hesitantly.
Ilya shakes his head. He smells ashamed. Shane's never heard about this "Ruslan" guy before, but he's pretty sure he'd sleep better tonight without knowing the details of what he did to make Ilya afraid to vomit, and Ilya doesn't seem particularly eager to share them. And so, for both of their sakes, Shane decides to press on.
"Um, okay, well. Listen, I get that you don't want to throw up. I don't want you to either," Shane promises Ilya. "So we're not gonna let that happen. In fact, that's like the whole reason you're supposed to eat before taking your antibiotics. The pharmacist at Omicron said that if you take them without food, it can cause stomach upset. But it's not like you have to eat a whole meal or anything, okay? Maybe just some snacks?"
"Granola bar?" Ilya whispers to Shane's left pec.
"Uh. Sure. Or multiple granola bars," says Shane. "But also, like, anything else that sounds good to you too, you know? Like, you can go through the whole kitchen and just pick out whatever you want to try. I bought a lot of snack-type stuff before you got here. So there'll be plenty of options."
Ilya is quiet.
"Uh. Does that sound okay?" prompts Shane eventually.
Ilya nods. "It is kind of like third meal, yes?" he says then, very softly. "Even if it's only snacks?"
"Yeah, I think so, definitely," says Shane. Then he hesitates. Sometimes it's hard to predict Ilya's thoughts about food. "I mean, like— if you want it to be?" he adds, just in case.
"I do," Ilya whispers. "It is... really long time since I have three meals all in one day." He shifts slightly against Shane, then shrugs. "Except for Ensures. He always made us drink five of them, every day. But I don't think that counts."
"Me neither," Shane tells him, running his fingers through Ilya's curls while still keeping both his arms around Ilya's back. "Which pimp was that, with the Ensures?"
"Um, first pimp in Quebec," Ilya says. "Named Emil. He spoke French."
"Have you mentioned him before?"
"I don't think so."
"Was he, like... really bad?" asks Shane. As soon as the words leave his mouth, he wants to bang his head against something, because Jesus Christ. What an idiotic fucking question.
But Ilya doesn't seem upset at Shane's idiocy. "Yes, Shane," he says, sounding almost amused. "He was really bad. They all were really bad."
"I'm sorry."
"It's fine, whatever. Is over, yes?" Ilya lets out a sigh. "Now is... is like you said. I am here in present," he says tonelessly. "With you. In relaxation corner. And I will eat three meals today."
"And that stuff is... good, right?" asks Shane, unsure how to interpret the lack of enthusiasm in Ilya's voice.
"Yes, it is good," says Ilya slowly. "It is very good. I am... sort of happy, maybe? It is strange. But good."
"Oh," says Shane. He feels a lump form in his throat.
There's no hint whatsoever of happiness in Ilya's scent, though Shane knows, of course, that it would be ridiculous to ever expect that. He clenches his jaw and forces himself not to think about 17-year-old Ilya knelt under that motherfucker Vitaly's dining table.
"I felt it other times too, today," Ilya goes on quietly. "Happiness. I am not used to it. But it feels nice, maybe. I think."
Shane just nods. He thinks if he speaks, he might start to cry.
"Hold tighter," Ilya instructs then, burrowing his face closer to Shane's chest. "Keep both arms. Please. Do not let go."
And Shane does as he's told.
*
They stay like that for what feels like at least a half hour, lying there together in Ilya's relaxation corner, Ilya's head on Shane's chest and Shane's two arms around Ilya's back.
But eventually, Ilya lifts his face. "Shane," he mumbles. "I have to pee."
Shane sits up a tiny bit, careful to keep both arms clasped around Ilya. "Oh, sure. Yeah, okay," he says quickly.
He wonders if this will be the first time Ilya has peed since before they left for the Omicron House clinic like seven hours ago, and if so, whether that means he's dehydrated. He resolves to make sure Ilya literally always has a water bottle within reach from here on out, and maybe to encourage him to drink more often too.
"I'm sorry," Ilya says.
"Ilya, what the fuck, no, you don't have to apologize, okay?" Shane tells him. "I'll leave the room. And you can lock the door and stuff. And I'll just be waiting in the hall, and you can get me when you're done, and then we can come back here? To the relaxation corner?" He squeezes Ilya's shoulder.
Slowly, Ilya extricates himself from Shane's embrace and sits up. "No, that's okay. I am fine now, I think," he says. "I am— I am feeling better."
Shane frowns. "You... don't have to pee anymore?" he asks cautiously, wondering what he could possibly have said in the last five seconds to make Ilya feel like he needed to start lying.
But Ilya laughs. "No, is not what I meant," he says. "I mean that I feel better, so for tonight, maybe it is enough of this... this relaxation here. So you can just go downstairs, yes? And I will go pee, and I will get all these medicines out from safe. Then I go downstairs too and— and I will eat my snack meal?" He pauses. "Is still okay?"
"Of course, yeah, a hundred percent," says Shane. He smiles. "Sounds like a great plan."
"Okay," says Ilya. He seems to hesitate for a moment. "But first, um, kiss my hair one more time, yes?" he says then, bending his head closer to Shane.
Shane feels his smile grow. He leans forward, cups Ilya's cheek in his hand, and plants a kiss atop Ilya's curls.
"Like that?" he asks.
"Yes," whispers Ilya, lifting his face. "Good job. Exactly like that." He stares at Shane for a moment, his eyes searching. Then, as if privately satisfied by something, he nods. "Okay," he says. "We stand up now, yes?"
And they do.
***
"So I'll, uh. I'll be downstairs," says Shane, when he reaches Ilya's doorway.
"Yes," says Ilya. "But wait, I just, um—" He stands a few feet away from Shane, his hands folded in front of him, absently rubbing at his wrist with his thumb. "I can see your phone?" he asks.
Immediately, Shane pulls his cell phone from his pocket phone and holds it out.
Ilya hesitates for a few moments, blinking back and forth between Shane's face and the phone, before finally taking it from Shane's hand. He presses the button at the top, slides his finger across the screen— then stares down at it blankly.
"Oh, shit, sorry. Uh. The passcode is my mom's birthday," Shane says. "September 22nd. Uh, 2-2-0-9."
Ilya taps four times at the screen with his thumb, then looks up. "And... where is thing to translate to English?" he asks.
"Oh, right, yeah. I moved the app to the Home Screen for easy access, so it should be right there. The icon is blue and white. Uh, it's in the bottom left corner, I think? Do you see it?"
"'Google Translate,'" Ilya reads. "Yes, I see." He glances up at Shane. "I am going to write something," he says, solemnly. "It is something that I... I want you to know it. But it is very embarrassing and stupid, okay? So you cannot read until you are outside of room and door is closed. And then maybe we can just never talk about it after, yes?"
"I— sure. Yeah. Of course, yeah," Shane stammers out.
"Good," says Ilya with a nod, and he begins to type away at the screen.
Shane watches in silence, trying not to feel too apprehensive about what Ilya might be writing. He kind of hopes it won't be a description of some sort of unimaginable abuse, because he hates to think that Ilya has experienced something even worse that the traumas he's already divulged over the past two days, something that even Ilya finds too terrible to utter aloud.
But ultimately, all that matters is that Ilya said that it's something he wants Shane to know. And anything Ilya wants Shane to know, Shane wants to know too, no matter how painful it might be to hear. Or to read, in this case.
"Done," says Ilya at last. He hands the phone back to Shane with the screen facing down, avoiding his eye. Immediately, Shane locks it and returns it to his pocket.
"Thanks," he tells Ilya. "I'll read it when I'm outside the room. And then... we'll meet downstairs, right?"
"Yes," Ilya says. He looks at Shane then, like there's something more he might want to say. But then he just nods. "Yes, I will see you downstairs."
"See you there, yeah," says Shane. "Uh—" He gives Ilya a little wave. "Bye."
Ilya wiggles his fingers back at him. "Goodbye, Shane Hollander."
And Shane steps into the hall.
*
As soon as he's closed the door behind him, Shane pulls out his phone and unlocks it.
There on the screen is the Google Translate app, with Ilya's message waiting for him, first in Russian, then in English:
Like I told you, I am badly broken inside.

However, when you hugged me, it felt like you were holding all my broken pieces back together.

Thank you.

I'm sorry if this sounds overly sentimental.
Fuck, thinks Shane. He takes a deep breath. He shoves his phone back in his pocket.
He makes it all the way to the bottom of the stairs.
Then he presses a hand to mouth, squeezes his eyes shut, and starts to fucking sob.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    thanks for reading!! let me know your thoughts in the comments!

next chapter, ilya will have girl dinner. (the next few chapters will be a bit shorter/lighter now that this relaxation corner arc is wrapped up haha)

also, feel free to check out the russian translation of this fic by Alfy_N on ficbook!


  


      

  












      Chapter 24: third meal
  



    Chapter Notes

      Hi my friends! Thank you so so much for your patience!

Another mini FAQ:

Q: Will every chapter such a short period of time?
A: No, this initial situation where like 30 hours have taken 24 chapters to cover will not be something that's true of the entire fic lol. Right now, their dynamic is changing so much hour by hour, and everything is still so new for both of them, that it feels important to really show every single thing that happens, every word they speak to each other, etc. However, I'd say that after next chapter, there will generally be a maximum of 2 chapters per fic day (with a few exceptions). And eventually it will average out to much fewer than that. However rest assured that I'll always take as many chapters as I feel are necessary to tell the story!!!

Q: Will everything in the fic be written in as much detail as these first chapters?
A: No. Eventually there will be events that I describe in a paragraph or two, and even entire weeks which will be covered in like a sentence because nothing significant changes during that time. But for more important things (even just emotionally important), there will always be more detail, whether that means 5k words or 20k.

Also, I have a lot of people I'd like to thank!

I realized while writing this chapter that somehow, I've gone 3 chapters without thanking or mentioning the wonderful bankasbolvankami, who has helped me so much with Russian translations and general questions about Russian culture beginning with chapter 20!!!

And a big thank you to Gabrielle, who was amazingly helpful with the Québécois French this chapter!

I also want to say thanks to afanofthework, misakishimoto, and 0--i--0 for all their curiosity and insights!

And last but not least, endless thanks to ALL my friends on Threads for their support, advice, and input, which has been quite literally invaluable to me these past few months! ⚔️

And just a couple random asides for this chapter lol:
- I know prom isn't universal in Canada, but I have it on good authority that it does occur in Ontario!
- And I am so sorry for anyone who was confused by my author's note at the end of last chapter about "girl dinner"!! Girl dinner is basically just a concept coined on TikTok I think, and it's like a meal that's made up of a bunch of snacks you have. So that was just my way of saying that in this chapter, Ilya will eat snacks from Shane's kitchen! :)

Content warning: Detailed reflection from Shane's POV on his and Ilya's physical "builds," and the potential impacts of malnutrition on Ilya's body composition and self image. Mentions of calories and potential future weight gain, but no numbers, and it's all framed positively. Shane also discusses aspects of his diet and his meal delivery service with Ilya. (As a general note, Shane's adherence to his diet in this fic is not very strict; it's not a true macrobiotic diet; and he does not engage in restriction, underfueling, or imposing his preferences on others. He does however have some mental hangups on wanting his own food to be "healthy.")

Also I want to mention that I'll be going back through past chapters over the next week or so and adding some more detailed content warnings. <3
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  Shane is crying for Ilya, mostly, he's pretty sure, because—
Because Ilya has suffered so fucking much. Like, maybe too much for Shane to even fully process. Because whenever he thinks about the details of what Ilya has lived through— beatings and druggings and hunger and humiliation and verbal abuse and sleep deprivation and— and being raped, every single fucking day, multiple times a day— Shane's stupid, privileged little mind just finds it so hard to cope with.
Like, it's almost unbearable for him to think about Ilya experiencing any one of those things, even one single time. Yet Ilya was subjected to all of it. Constantly. For five years.
And he survived.
Which Shane is so fucking glad about, obviously, Jesus Christ. It's just— Ilya shouldn't have had to survive it. No one should have to survive that kind of hell. No one should ever have to be as strong and brave and resilient as Ilya is.
And the fact that he endured all of it without having anyone to turn to for comfort except other omegas who were suffering just as terribly as he was...
Shane lets out a particularly loud sob, and claps his hand more firmly against his mouth.
He thinks of what Ilya told him tonight when they'd started hugging— that no one had held him like that since his mother died a decade ago. That he'd forgotten what it even felt like to be truly held.
And Shane had tried as hard as he could to give Ilya what he'd needed in that moment, to hug him as tightly as possible, but—
Fuck, maybe Shane is crying for himself a little, too. Because he doesn't know what the fuck he's doing. And no matter how badly he wants Ilya to confide in him about everything he's ever been through, it's actually really fucking painful to hear about all the horrific things that have happened to Ilya, all the unthinkable ways that people have hurt him. And despite what Rose said about how Shane doesn't need to be Ilya's therapist, he just needs to be someone safe... sometimes Shane still feels like he's failing.
He wants Ilya to trust him, but almost more than that, he wants to be someone who deserves Ilya's trust.
Last night, Shane had given a lot of thought to the idea that it's as though there are several versions of Ilya— Terrified Ilya, Sexually Provocative Ilya, Dutiful Omega Ilya, and Real Ilya.
He would love to believe that the Ilya who clung to him tonight was Real Ilya, but he worries that it wasn't.
He thinks that maybe there's yet another Ilya: An Ilya who is hurting so badly, who craves comfort so desperately, that he would be willing to accept it from anyone, even someone unworthy.
Shane squeezes his eyes shut.
He doesn't know much about keeping plants alive. His parents had given him an orchid as one of their many housewarming gifts when he'd moved into this apartment, and Shane had managed to kill it in less than a month by overwatering.
But he's pretty sure that if you had a had a potted plant that wasn't being overwatered— an plant that hadn't been watered at all for a very long time, maybe not since it was twelve years old— you could probably pour a can of pop into the soil, or alcohol or something, and the plant would absorb every drop it could, its cells so parched that they'd accept any liquid at all, including a harmful one.
But a dehydrated plant can't be cured by a fucking Canada Dry or something. It needs water.
And Shane wants, so fucking badly, to be water for Ilya.
He just can't tell whether he actually is or not, and he's not sure if Ilya can tell either.
So he's kind of crying about that too.
Because as much as it means to Shane that Ilya feels like he can turn to him for comfort, Shane knows, objectively, that Ilya hasn't really known him long enough to feel safe sobbing into his shoulder the way he had tonight. And it fucking breaks Shane's heart to think of how deeply lonely and hurting and starved for comfort Ilya must be, to be willing to rely so completely someone he barely knows.
But also, Shane doesn't actually feel like Ilya is someone he barely knows. He feels like he's known Ilya his whole life or something. And he feels like be wants Ilya to be part of the rest of his life too— which doesn't make logical sense, because again, he met Ilya yesterday.
Yet he feels it so strongly that part of him wonders if maybe, somehow, Ilya might feel it too.
And all the while, as he's sobbing— thinking of Ilya's past, and Ilya, and himself, and their possible future together— Shane tries to stay aware, in the back of his mind, of the fact that it won't take very long for Ilya to pee, wash his hands, open his safe, retrieve his vitamins and medications, close the safe, and come downstairs.
So Shane allows himself maybe one full minute to cry like that, just standing there at the foot of the stairs, doing his best to muffle the sound of his sobs with the palm of his hand.
Then he takes a deep fucking breath, rubs his eyes, he forces himself to get a grip.
He dries his cheeks with the shoulder of his t-shirt, the same shoulder that Ilya had been crying on not too ago.
He lets out a sigh.
He feels almost physically worn out, like he just finished a grueling hockey practice, except the only physical activity he's done today is going for a run this morning.
He drags his hands down over his face, hoping to take care of any lingering evidence of tears. He smooths down his hair. He leans against the bannister of his staircase.
And suddenly, for some reason, he flashes back to the evening of his 12th-grade prom, when he'd stood in his girlfriend Jessica's living room with her parents, waiting for her to descend the stairs in her prom dress so he could give her a corsage and her parents could take a million photos of them. Fuck, he thinks, grimacing a little at the memory. Jessica had looked... very pretty, objectively. The photos had come out fine. She'd been a perfectly good prom date.
But still, the whole thing had somehow just been so unbearably awkward. Like, even in the most uncomfortable moments today with Ilya, the times when he's reacted badly or said something stupid or wished that Ilya wouldn't look at him quite so perceptively, Shane has never felt awkward with Ilya the way he constantly used to with Jessica. Not even once.
To be fair, the awkwardness hadn't been Jessica's fault. She'd been very nice. Their dates had been nice. His whole relationship with her had been nice, technically. Just... wrong. He'd tried, like, really fucking hard, for three years, to make it work.
But later that night, after prom, while they were making out in his car, he'd started to cry.
He'd told her he was stressed about the upcoming draft.
And Jessica, with her gold eyeshadow and cloyingly-sweet scent notes and meticulously curled hair, smelling of sadness tinged with pity, had looked him in the eye and said: "I'm sorry I can't make you happy, Shane. But I feel like it's not my fault. I feel like maybe only hockey can ever make you happy."
Shane had agreed with her, at the time. Or at least, he'd told himself that he did.
But now, all of a sudden, he has the absurd, unprompted thought that he'd taken Ilya to prom, he might have actually enjoyed it. They would have just gone as friends or something, of course. But he would have been happy, he thinks. It would have been fun.
And Ilya would have worn a tuxedo.
There's a tuxedo in Ilya's closet right now, which Shane had bought for him yesterday, just in case, and he finds himself thinking about it. About Ilya wearing it. He'd look good in it, Shane is certain. He could even wear a turtleneck, if he wanted— a black one, probably— and still be able to pull it off. A turtleneck, a tuxedo jacket, tuxedo pants with satin down the sides, dress shoes...
Shane didn't buy Ilya any shoes yesterday, because he wasn't sure of his shoe size. But fuck, Ilya deserves better than the slip-on shoes he got from Omicron House, which look so cheaply-made that Shane would be surprised if they last a full month without the rubber sole coming detached.
So Shane will be buying him plenty of new shoes as soon as possible. Including dress shoes. Because they have to be prepared, right? Maybe someday they'll attend an Omicron House gala together. Maybe Rose will host a New Year's Eve party like she did last year. And there's still that fancy restaurant idea that Ilya proposed earlier today, which—
Shane feels himself blushing at the thought, though he's not sure why. It's not like he and Ilya have never eaten together before. But maybe exhaustion is fucking with his emotions.
He drags his hands over his face and lets out another sigh.
And then, as if on cue, there's Ilya, descending the stairs— though not in a tux, of course. He's wearing the same mustard-colored turtleneck he's had on all day, the same black joggers and bright white socks. He still looks good though, Shane thinks. He always looks good, doesn't he?
For a moment, Ilya meets Shane's eye. Then, abruptly, he looks away, and continues down the last section of steps.
Shane frowns.
He's noticed that after he and Ilya have spent any time separated from each other, Ilya often seems to sort of revert back to his Quiet Dutiful Omega settings. It's as though he doesn't know if maybe Shane has changed personalities while they were apart, but he wants to be prepared in case he has, so he retreats into the behavior that feels the least risky to him.
Which is fine, Shane tells himself. It doesn't offend him or anything.
It just... it makes him sad. Because not even two hours ago, Ilya had invited Shane into his relaxation corner. He'd asked Shane to hug him with both arms. He'd kissed Shane on the mating gland, for god's sake.
And now he won't even meet Shane's eye. Like, right now he's just standing at the base of the stairwell, stock still, his head bowed and his hands clasped in front of him, his fingers clutched tightly around the handles of a yellow Giant Tiger bag.
"Hey," Shane greets him, as brightly as he can.
"Hello," mumbles Ilya. He doesn't look up.
Shane feels like he should continue the conversation with something charming and polite to break the ice, but all he can think of is Did you have a good pee?, which would probably be one of the least-charming things he could possibly fucking say. "Uh. Welcome downstairs. Or back downstairs, I guess, since we were here before. But now we're back," he offers instead, which... honestly isn't much better.
Somehow though, it does have the desired effect.
Ilya lifts his face, a smile playing at his lips. "Wow. Thank you, Shane Hollander. You are Mr. Hospitality. I—" He hesitates. "This is right word, yes? 'Hospitality'?"
"Yeah. I mean. I hope so," laughs Shane. "That's what I'm aiming for, at least. Like, being hospitable. To you. And making you feel at home."
For a moment, Ilya just stares at Shane, his expression impassive. "Okay," he says at last.
Shane doesn't know how he should reply to that. But then, thankfully, Ilya speaks again:
"So I, uh..." He shakes the Giant Tiger bag slightly, and Shane can hear pill bottles rattling around inside. "I bring every medicine and vitamins in this bag. I know you said antibiotics and Tylenol. I did not know if I need vitamins yet. Or this... probiotic?"
"Oh, okay, yeah, great," says Shane. "Uh, we can talk about that stuff later. After dinner. Or— not dinner. After snacks."
Ilya nods.
"Do you feel okay leaving them on the dining table? Like, unattended or whatever?" Shane asks him.
"Is fine, yes," says Ilya. "It is all sealed, except Tylenol. But that one says name on it, so..." He shrugs.
"Cool," says Shane.
They walk together over to the dining table. Ilya glances at Shane briefly, then sets his bag down on the table. Shane finally takes off the glasses that Ilya is so obsessed with, the lenses of which are now spattered with little speckles of his tears, and sets them down on the table too.
When he turns around, Ilya is watching at him, his hands folded in front of him again, his shoulders tense.
"So, uh. I can show you around the kitchen, if you want...?" tries Shane.
Ilya gives a stuttering sort of nod, but otherwise doesn't move.
"Is everything alright?"
Ilya nods again, his gaze distant, then abruptly shakes his head. "Shane, did—" He stares at the floor. "Did you read on phone, what I write?" he asks stiltedly.
"Oh. I... thought you said you didn't want us to talk about it," Shane hedges.
Ilya shrugs. "Okay, but— but you can just tell me if you read it," he mutters.
"Um. I read it, yeah," says Shane.
Ilya shifts his weight from one foot to the other, his hands still clasped in front of him so tightly that it looks almost painful.
Shane takes a deep breath, and decides to bite the bullet. "It was really nice, Ilya. What you wrote. It made me cry. Like... a lot," he says. "I'm sure my eyes look all ugly now," he adds, with a forced little chuckle.
At this, Ilya looks up. "No, Shane— your eyes are good," he says earnestly.
"No, I just— I just mean, like, they're probably all puffy or red or something now. From the crying," explains Shane.
Ilya continues to hold his gaze. "They are not," he says. "They look very nice. Very pretty."
Shane feels himself blushing, and hastily breaks eye contact.
"I'm sorry to make you cry though," Ilya continues quietly. "I did not mean to. I only wanted to say thank you. For hug."
"No, I know," says Shane. "It's okay, Ilya. It's... it was actually kind of cathartic, to cry like that. I think I needed it."
"Cathartic," Ilya echoes.
"Yeah, it's like... when you're able to release all your emotions, and then you feel better afterward?"
"Yes. I know. It is like same word in Russian. And—" Ilya nods. "I— I feel this too, with you. This cathartic." He frowns. "Katarsis?"
"Catharsis is the noun, yeah."
Ilya lowers his eyes, wrapping his arms around his chest almost defensively. "Yes, I felt this catharsis, in relaxation corner with you, when I—" His voice cracks. He takes a second to dry his cheeks on the sleeve of his turtleneck, then he goes on: "It was... very painful," he says. "But now after, I am not so heavy inside. You know?"
"Exactly, yeah," says Shane.
Ilya wipes at his cheeks again, takes a deep breath, and glances up at Shane. "Um, you said... you will show kitchen?" he asks.
"Oh, um," Shane says, blinking as his mind tries to catch up to the sudden change in subject. "Yeah, of course. Here, come on. I'll, um— I'll give you the tour."
He leads the way to the kitchen, and Ilya follows along.
"So, this is the kitchen," Shane feels the need to say, for some reason.
"Yes, I see this."
Shane laughs. "Right. Uh. Well, there's my blender," he starts. "You can use it, of course. And those drawers underneath have, like, miscellaneous stuff in them. Like, general storage. Not really related to the actual kitchen, to be honest. But, uh— you can look through them whenever you want, okay? If you ever need a battery or binder clip or something."
"Okay," Ilya says politely, like he has no intention of doing so.
"Um, yeah, so now we get to, like, the actual stuff for cooking," Shane goes on, moving further into the kitchen.
He shows Ilya what's in all the drawers and cabinets— pots and pans, bowls, plates, glassware, silverware, utensils, baggies, foil, wax paper, containers for food storage...
"Uh, then over there is the sink, obviously," he continues. "You can use it. And you can use the soap. And the blue towel is for you, just like in the downstairs bathroom. Then there's the dishwasher. So, uh. You don't have to, like, wash my dishes here as a chore or anything, okay?" he adds, just in case. "And right here is the stovetop. Which... you already know, because we made spaghetti on it last night."
Ilya nods.
"Then over here on this side is the microwave," Shane says, pointing. "Which... you also already know, because you heated your frittatas in it. And under that is the oven. And you can use all this stuff without asking, okay? The sink, the dishwasher, the stovetop, the oven, the microwave. Anything."
He glances at Ilya, who nods again.
"Okay, cool. Then we have the refrigerator— oh, and there's some fruit there," Shane laughs, gesturing toward the fruit bowl on the counter to the left of the fridge, "but obviously you won't be eating any of that, if your reaction to my fruit sorbet at Ben & Jerry's is anything to go by."
Ilya doesn't reply, so Shane turns around to shoot him a smile, to make sure he knows he's just teasing him.
But Ilya isn't looking up. He's got his head bowed, his hands twisted together in front of him.
"Yes, Shane. I'm sorry. I understand," he says quietly. "I thought— I thought you didn't... But of course I should not have shown this impudence, about your fruit sorbet ice cream. It was rude and— and disrespectful. I know better. Please forgive me. I will not say something like this again, ever."
Shane feels his stomach drop. "Wait, Ilya, that wasn't— I'm not mad at you. That wasn't what I meant. I just—"
"I know," Ilya cuts in. "Is okay, Shane. I know you will not punish me or something. Just no fruit." He gives Shane a strained little smile. "This is very fair of you."
"No, don't— I don't care about the sorbet thing. I'm sorry, I wasn't—" Shane shuts his eyes, exhaling through his nose. "Fuck. Okay, look, let's start over. Here's the fruit," he says, once again indicating the bowl. "There are apples, bananas, oranges, kiwis, peaches, plums. And tomatoes, which— I mean, I guess they're technically a fruit, but... Anyway, I've already washed them, okay? And you are more than welcome to have any of these fruits. As much as you want. I'm not withholding fruit from you."
Ilya frowns. "But— you said. About your ice cream. And it is true, I was... out of line. It was not my place to criticize."
It makes Shane's chest hurt, how fluently Ilya can talk about impudence and disrespect and being out of line, because all he can think about is how often Ilya must have been undeservedly reprimanded for those things in the past. "Ilya, no," he says. "I like when you say that stuff. Please, make fun of my ice cream choices to your heart's content. Like, I swear to god, if you ever stop chirping me, I'll be... really disappointed. Or, like, more than disappointed. I think I might have to get down on my knees and beg you to start doing it again, you know?"
Ilya's eyes widen. He looks almost horrified.
"Wait, shit, do you know what chirping is?" asks Shane hurriedly.
"I— um." Ilya clears his throat. "Yes, I— I know what is chirping," he says. "I watched one entire season of MLH in English with— with Vitaly, remember?"
Fucking Vitaly. Shane fucking hates that man. He hates even hearing his fucking name. But for Ilya's sake, he takes a deep breath and presses on. "Right. Okay. So yeah," he says. "I'm used to chirping. It's not disrespectful. I— I fucking love your chirps. Not that that's, like— I mean, I promise, even if you did disrespect me, you wouldn't get in trouble or anything. Like, please, feel free to disrespect me."
Ilya blinks, his lips parting slightly, his expression unreadable. Then, quickly, he bows his head, fixing his gaze on the kitchen floor.
"Um— but Ilya, listen," Shane continues carefully, "it's not disrespectful to joke around with your friends. And— Ilya?" he says. Ilya lifts his face. "We're friends, right?" Shane asks gently.
Ilya is quiet for a moment. Then he purses his lips and nods. "Yes," he mumbles. "Yes, okay, we are friends. And..." He reaches out tentatively over the counter, toward the fruit bowl. He touches an apple, rubs his thumb over the shiny surface the way he did to Shane's mating gland earlier tonight. "And yes, is true, fruit flavors in ice cream is fucking boring." He gives Shane a brief glance, and Shane offers him a reassuring smile.
Ilya drops his gaze back to the apple. "But real fruit that is fresh, I... I like it," he says. "And I have not eat any of it for more than one year," he adds quietly. "Or any vegetables either. Except— um, sometimes lettuce, on sandwich from gas station. So..." Ilya shrugs. "Maybe I miss it or something. Vegetables. And fruits."
"Wait," says Shane, doing his best to take this new information and somehow reconcile it with Ilya's complaints in the canned vegetable aisle of Giant Tiger, his insistence that healthy is boring. "You like vegetables too?"
"Yes," says Ilya, without looking up from the fruit bowl. "But— but is only for how they taste, okay? I don't need any vegetable for fiber for my ass. My ass is fine."
Shane takes a deep breath.
The more times Ilya spontaneously mentions that his ass is fine, the less Shane believes it, and he fucking hates the thought that Ilya might be suffering in silence. But if Ilya isn't ready to talk about it, then pushing him about the subject will almost certainly end badly. So, reluctantly, Shane moves on. "Well, you can eat as many vegetables as you want here. For the taste," he says. "Okay?"
Ilya nods. "Okay," he whispers. He lets go of the apple.
"Most of them are in the fridge," says Shane. "The vegetables, I mean. And there's some more fruit there too. Well, grapes and watermelon. Uh, here, I'll— this is the fridge. Well, the right side is the freezer, actually," he clarifies, opening that side first. "Lots of frozen meals you can microwave, if you want. Like the frittatas. Obviously they're all sealed. And then we'll put your ice cream in there too, when we buy more. Plenty of room for as much ice cream as you want."
He shoots a smile at Ilya, then closes the freezer door and opens up the refrigerator side. "Okay, then we have the fridge," he says. "So... I've got my ginger ale in the door there. And then I put my food on the bottom two shelves. It's mostly just my pre-made meals I get delivered, so all I have to do is microwave them. And they're all portioned out so I know I'm getting the right calories and macros and stuff. I use this company called Nexus. Uh, Nexus Nutrition Management. It's like, for athletes. And they deliver on Tuesdays and Saturdays, but—" Shane breaks off, suddenly aware that he's rambling. "Anyway, that's not, um. Sorry, obviously you don't care about what meal delivery service I use. Anyway, I'm just trying to say that everything else in the fridge is only for you, okay?"
He glances over his shoulder at Ilya, who Ilya nods hurriedly. "Yes, I understand," Ilya says. "I will not touch your foods on these two bottom shelves, Shane. Or your ginger ale cans. I would never do this."
"Wait, what?"
Shane wheels around, and Ilya smells, suddenly, of fear.
He looks stricken. "I just— I never eat alphas' food, Shane," he says. "I know better. You will see, when you count. No foods missing, ever. I swear."
It takes Shane a moment to realize what Ilya means, and another moment to get over the cascade of his stupid gut reactions: childish confusion about why Ilya would ever think that Shane meant he was going to be keeping tabs on what Ilya ate, followed by annoyance at himself because of course that's what Ilya would think Shane meant, followed by a very strong desire to gather up everyone who's ever tormented Ilya and leave them all on a desert island to cannibalize each other.
Then he takes a deep breath and pushes aside all those feelings, which are completely unhelpful right now.
"Ilya," he says gently, "hey. Can I touch you?"
He'd meant on the shoulder, or maybe the cheek, but Ilya just flops down his arm, palm-up, on the kitchen counter, nodding vigorously.
Shane comes a few steps closer and rests his elbow on the counter. He presses his inner wrist against Ilya's, his hand settled on Ilya's forearm.
"Ilya, that's not what I was trying to say, about the fridge, okay?" he says softly.
"I'm sorry," is Ilya's immediate response, his fingers flexing under Shane's arm as another wave of fear shoots through his scent. "I'm sorry I do not know what you try to say. I'm sorry I make you upset."
"No, hey, it's fine. I'm not upset," says Shane honestly, continuing to scent Ilya, waiting for the scent of his fear to dissipate.
"You were," whispers Ilya. "I smelled it."
"I was— Okay, yeah, I was... confused, at first. And then I was kind of horrified, I guess. And sad, and like, feeling guilty that I keep making you think I'm trying to withhold food from you or something. And obviously angry at all your owners and pimps and whoever the fuck used to— to treat you like that. The way you keep expecting to be treated. But I'm not upset at you, okay?"
A few moments pass. Then, to Shane's relief, Ilya nods. "Okay," he says, finally no longer smelling of fear.
"And— I didn't mean to imply that there's certain food in the fridge that you're not allowed to eat," Shane goes on. It occurs to him, suddenly, that the refrigerator door is still open. He shuts it with his foot, so he won't have to stop scenting Ilya. "I just wanted to make sure you knew that I won't be touching anything above the bottom two shelves. Like, the stuff on the upper shelves is only for you, you know? But my food and my ginger ales and whatever... that can be for you too, if you want. If I need more, I'll just get more; it's no problem."
Ilya doesn't answer.
"Do you... believe me?" prompts Shane.
Ilya still says nothing, just curls his fingers around Shane's forearm and gives him a tentative little shrug.
"I mean, it's okay if you don't," Shane amends quickly. He smells the tiniest ripple of shame in Ilya's scent, and feels like a piece of shit for even asking. Ilya met him yesterday. Ilya is being brave all the time, constantly, in ways that Shane is sure he would never even be able to guess. The fucking least Shane can do is not put pressure on him to believe things he's not ready to. Shane doesn't even want Ilya to try to believe him before he's ready to.
But he does want to be as reassuring as he possibly can, which— well, it feels frustratingly difficult right now, because Shane doesn't know exactly what kind of reassurance Ilya needs. Shane hasn't gone hungry even once in his entire life. No one has ever used food to humiliate him, or to punish him, or even to reward him— aside from when he was like five and his parents used to promise he could have jello if he didn't lie down on the ice in protest when it was time to go home after hockey practice.
"I know food is... hard for you," Shane offers at last, which sounds stupid even to his own ears, but he presses on. "But I just want to say again— or— I don't know if I've said this before, in these exact words, but if I haven't, I should have— um, that you can always help yourself to any of the food here, okay? And any of the drinks. Bottled water, tap water, water from the fridge, ginger ale, wine, anything. And also, uh, the plates, bowls, cups, silverware... Just— anything, you know? I mean, anything in the rest of the apartment too, which I think I've told you already, but still, um... Specifically for food stuff, and kitchen stuff, I just want to be extra clear right now, okay? You don't have to ask me for permission. Just help yourself to anything, any time, day or night. I don't have to be awake. I don't even have to be at home. There is no food or drink here that's off limits to you."
He waits to see if Ilya will reply, but Ilya just stands there, his head bowed and his fingertips digging into Shane's arm.
"Um. And also I would never tell you that you can't eat fruit, or anything else, just because I was upset about something you said," Shane concludes. "Or for any other reason. That would definitely be a punishment. And I promised you, remember? I am never, ever going to punish you."
Ilya lifts his eyes. He stares at Shane for a moment, his brow furrowed. Then he looks away. "Yes, Shane," he says, so solemnly that it makes Shane's throat constrict. "I will try to remember."
"You don't have to remember," Shane tells him. "That wasn't a list of rules that you have to follow, okay? It was, like... the opposite. I can remind you, if you forget. Or you can ask me if you want, like, a refresher."
"'Refresher' is food?"
"Oh. Sorry, no, it's like... a reminder. Like, reviewing information for someone. I think it's also a drink. But I meant a reminder. And— and not some kind of abusive reminder, like I'm gonna beat you or something," he adds in a rush. "Just, like, verbally. With words. But not—" Shane shuts his eyes. "Not yelling, okay? Normal words. And just—"
"Shane," says Ilya.
Shane's eyes snap open.
Ilya isn't smiling, exactly, but there's a reassuring openness to his expression, a softness in his eyes. "I get it," he says. "I will tell you. If I need this... refresher." He slides his arm out from under Shane's, giving Shane's fingers a squeeze along the way. "And now—" He makes a broad gesture at the kitchen, which he punctuates with a little flourish of his hand. "You did not finish this tour yet, I think?"
Shane blinks. "Right," he says. "Yeah. Uh, I still have to show you the pantry."
"Okay," says Ilya. "So show me pantry."
*
Shane goes over the contents of every shelf on the pantry— baking supplies, condiments, spices, pasta, rice, granola bars, all the other snacks he'd bought at the store yesterday before meeting Ilya, soup, canned goods.
"And the cans from Giant Tiger are still in their bags," he adds, gesturing toward the bags to the side of the pantry. "I'll put them away in the morning. But if you want to eat any of that stuff tonight, feel free. And everything else in the pantry too, okay? If you want it, it's yours. I mean, it's already yours, technically. Just— help yourself."
He looks at Ilya, who nods.
"And then down on the bottom left we have your water bottles. And we can always buy more. So please drink as much water as you want. As many bottles as you want. And again, just... you never have to ask. Okay?"
"Okay," whispers Ilya.
"Cool. Oh, and on the other side is just all the Metros crap I get given," Shane concludes, indicating the shelf on the bottom right of the pantry, where there sits a canvas tote filled with sunglasses and lanyards and pens and notebooks and a million other freebies branded with the Metros logo. "Because, uh, I don't know where else to put it, but it seems like a waste to throw it away. And, uh..." He closes the pantry door and turns to face Ilya. "Yeah, that's the kitchen."
"It is very nice kitchen," says Ilya. "Interior designer did not do too bad here."
Shane scoffs. "Actually that reminds me, I still have to show you all my serving trays," says Shane. "She went a little crazy with those."
"Serving trays?"
"Yeah. I thought, uh, that you can use a tray to collect all your snacks and stuff on, while you're here in the kitchen. That way it'll be more convenient to bring them to the table."
"Oh. Yes. It is good idea," nods Ilya. "But you say these trays are crazy?"
"Well. They're very, like, artsy?" Shane laughs. "I mean, see for yourself. They're in here." Shane opens up a narrow cabinet under the stovetop. "Take your pick."
Ilya squats down on the floor, his elbows resting on his knees, and stares at the various tray options for a few moments.
Then he looks up at Shane.
"You have parties or something?"
"Huh?"
"So much fancy cups for wine, and— and all these trays to serve foods," he says, gesturing into the cabinet. "Like if you want to have parties."
"Uh, no," says Shane. "No parties. Just... my parents bought me a million-piece set of tableware that can be used for entertaining, but I don't really... use them. And my interior decorator liked the 'aesthetic potential of rustic wooden trays.' That's an actual quote from her."
Ilya nods slowly. "But no parties."
"No," Shane says. "I mean, Rose comes over sometimes, but that's it." He frowns, suddenly embarrassed. "Why, do I seem like a... guy who throws parties?"
Ilya gives Shane a long look. "No," he says at last, in a tone far more serious than Shane feels is warranted. "You don't." Then Ilya grabs one of the trays, closes the cupboard, and stands back up.
"This one is fine?" he asks, holding his selection aloft for Shane to see.
It's a two-foot wide asymmetrical serving platter that Shane's interior decorator had been particularly enthusiastic about, if he recalls correctly— hand-carved from reclaimed teakwood, or cherry or something. She'd probably be pleased to know that after four years, someone is finally using it.
"Looks perfect, yeah," Shane assures him. "So, uh. You ready to pick out your food?"
"Yes."
"Cool," says Shane. "I guess I'll... go back to the dining room? So you don't feel like I'm hovering. And then you can choose whatever food you want, okay? And just come to the table whenever you're ready."
He offers Ilya an encouraging smile, and is about to leave the kitchen when he processes the fact that Ilya hasn't replied.
He's just sort of staring at Shane, gripping the tray, his eyebrows drawn together in obvious concern.
"What's up?" asks Shane.
Ilya lowers his eyes. "Nothing. Is just... Shane, is better if you stay, I think. Here in kitchen, yes? So I can ask if— if something is okay that I have."
"Ilya, I told you, you can have anything you want," Shane reminds him.
"Okay," Ilya mumbles. "But maybe is better if I ask."
"No, I'm serious, please don't worry about asking. You don't have to ask, ever," Shane says gently. "You can eat anything in the whole kitchen. Nothing is off-limits, I swear."
"I know. I know you tell me this," says Ilya. "But still, I think... I think it is better if I can ask." He glances at Shane, then away again. "Please?" he adds softly.
And finally, something clicks in Shane's mind, and he realizes that Ilya says it would be better, what he really means is that he would feel safer.
"Okay," says Shane. "Okay, yeah, I'll stay."
Ilya gives him a stiff little nod. "Thank you," he says. "I... I can look in refrigerator now?"
"Of course."
Ilya nods again. He sets down his tray on the counter and opens the refrigerator door. He pulls out one of the Lunch Mates that Shane had purchased yesterday, one with crackers, turkey, and cheese.
"Wait, shit," says Shane, and Ilya looks up in obvious alarm. "It's nothing bad," Shane assures him quickly. "It's just... I'm sorry, I know I said you can eat whatever you want— which you still can, I swear— but, uh, I think I mentioned this earlier, but you just can't have any dairy for two hours before or after your doxycycline, which you're about to take. And you'll also take it in the morning. So no cheese, milk, yogurt, butter, pudding, or ice cream in the morning or evening. I mean, we don't have ice cream right now, but when we get some. Uh... any other time of day though, like all afternoon, or in the middle of the night, you can eat as much dairy as you want, okay?"
Ilya nods, and places the Lunch Mate back in the fridge.
"I'm sorry, a lot of the snack pack things I bought do have cheese," Shane says sheepishly. "But not all of them, I don't think?"
"Shane, you are too worried," Ilya tells him, still rummaging in the refrigerator. "You don't have to smell so sorry. I think I will live without dairy every second of day, yes?" Then he turns around and holds out a new pre-packaged snack for Shane to see: Mediterranean this time, with hummus, cubed chicken, Greek rice, and little squares of pita. "I can have this one?" he asks.
"Yeah, of course," says Shane, smiling. "It looks great."
Ilya places the plastic container on his tray, then returns to the refrigerator. "I can have grapes?"
"Yeah, help yourself. There's red and green. They're all washed. Let me just, uh—" Shane darts over to one of the kitchen cabinets.
A few moments later, he's got several small bowls and appetizer plates laid out on Ilya's snack platter, as well as some paper napkins and two sets of silverware, just in case.
"There," he tells Ilya. "You can put the grapes on one of those plates, if you want."
Ilya closes the refrigerator door and gives Shane an amused little glance. "You are very serious about this," he says, setting a cluster of green grapes on one of the plates. "All this little plates and forks and spoons and napkin."
Shane blushes.
"No, it's nice," Ilya says quickly. "And also before, when you gave me fork for spaghetti, and spoon for soup. Like I am human. That was nice too. I can choose fruits now, from bowl?" he asks, his tone perfectly casual.
He glances at Shane, who forces himself to smile. "I— uh, yeah," he says hoarsely. "Yeah, fruit. The fruit bowl. Go for it."
*
With Shane's encouragement, Ilya chooses a banana, an apple, and five cherry tomatoes.
Then, as his final stop, Ilya moves on to the pantry.
Shane microwaves his own dinner while Ilya carefully inspects the contents of each shelf, asking for permission again and again:
I can have one Pure Protein gluten-free bar with chewy chocolate chip flavor? I can have this Lays chips with ketchup flavor? I can have deluxe mixed nuts with sea salt?
Yes, Shane tells him every time.
As far as Shane is concerned, Ilya can have literally anything he wants in the world.
*
They both wash their hands, and Shane grabs a ginger ale for himself and a bottle of water for Ilya. Then they head to the dining room, side by side, Ilya with his platter of snacks, Shane carrying his microwaved dinner and both of their drinks.
When they reach the table, Ilya comes to a stop, like he's scared to sit down. Which— okay, that's nothing new.
Except this time, with a wave of fury, Shane remembers Ilya's words from earlier tonight about crawling under Vitaly's dining table, ready to suck him off. How I always do during meal, he'd said. And Shane has the sudden, sickening thought that Ilya had probably been ready to do that here. That maybe, every time he's hesitated before taking a seat at the dining table, Ilya has not only been thinking about outdated secondary-gender-based seating norms, but also waiting to see if he might be required to crawl under Shane's table too. Maybe he's even thinking about that right now. Jesus Christ.
Shane is about to say something encouraging, desperate to expel any such thoughts from Ilya's mind, when suddenly, all on his own, Ilya sets down his tray and takes a seat in the chair directly to the right of the head of the table.
Shane sits down across from him.
"Cool," he says, because Ilya is staring at him. "Uh. Good choice. Of seat." He hands Ilya his water bottle, then holds up his can of ginger ale in invitation.
"Cheers?" he offers, like he did last night.
But Ilya doesn't reciprocate the toast. He doesn't even really acknowledge it at all, just drops his gaze down to the tray in front of him and sits there in silence, worrying the cartilage of his ear between his fingers and looking genuinely distressed. He doesn't smell afraid or anything, but still, something is clearly bothering him.
Shane peers across the table at Ilya's tray of snacks, but doesn't see anything obviously wrong with it. There's the Mediterranean snack pack, grapes, a banana, an apple, cherry tomatoes, a Hot Rod beef stick, Lays ketchup chips, a bag of Cheezies, a box of maple cookies, a tin of mixed nuts, and a chocolate chip protein bar.
As far as Shane can tell, it's a perfectly good selection of snacks, almost like a charcuterie board or something. He sees nothing that would warrant the expression on Ilya's face.
"Um. Are you okay?" he asks.
Ilya hesitates, then shakes his head. "No," he whispers. "I— I think I made mistake."
"What do you mean?"
"I take too much," says Ilya miserably. "I told you, I am not even hungry. But then I still was greedy, and I choose all this things, and now I— I know cannot eat all of it. I need to, um— I will put some back, okay? Please? I—" Ilya breaks off. "I'm sorry, Shane."
Shane's chest feels tight. He has no idea what Ilya is even apologizing for. "Hey, no, don't worry about that, alright?" he says quickly. "You don't have to finish everything. I should have said this earlier, but I was thinking that if there's anything you're not able to finish, like if you get too full or whatever, you can bring the rest upstairs, okay? Whatever's left over. And you can keep it in your safe, so you know I can't, um. You know, take it, or tamper with it or anything."
Ilya is staring at him.
"Um. Does that sound okay?" Shane asks cautiously.
"You will allow this?" breathes Ilya. "You are sure?"
"Yeah, of course," says Shane. "I think... uh, it's important that you always have snacks and stuff available, you know? I mean, like I said, you can help yourself to anything in the kitchen whenever you want. But it'd probably be nice to have some in your room too, right? Like, where only you can access them."
This morning, when Shane had researched how to help someone who's dealt with food insecurity, something that had come up repeatedly was the recommendation that foster parents allow their foster child to keep snacks in their bedroom.
One woman on Reddit had written that in her favorite foster home, she'd been given her own clear plastic box with a built-in combination lock. That way, she could be sure that no one could take away her snacks, but also her foster parents could see what was inside and make sure nothing was getting moldy.
Obviously Ilya won't need Shane to keep tabs on anything like that, because he's a fully grown adult, but Shane assumes the basic concept of being able to lock up his food would comfort Ilya the same way it had comforted that woman on Reddit.
And sure enough, after a few moments, Ilya nods down at the table. "Yes, it sounds good to— to take foods upstairs," he says. "If I do not finish it. And lock it in safe, if I already opened package. I— Thank you, Shane. You are very kind, to allow."
"Oh." Shane blushes. "Um. I mean, I feel like it's kind of... basic human decency, but... yeah, I just don't want you to feel pressure to eat more than you're comfortable with. And I read some stuff online today that made me think you might like being able to keep food in your room, so... Oh, and also I thought you should take, like, additional stuff too. Like, several boxes of granola bars, maybe? Because I bought ten. Or anything else you want. I'm just saying, when you go upstairs, you can bring more than just leftovers from tonight, you know?"
Ilya nods, then suddenly looks away, frowning deeply, his chin puckered with suppressed emotion. "I'm sorry," he says, pressing his fingers briefly to his eyes. He clears his throat. "I don't know what's wrong. I'm—" A single tear rolls down his cheek, and he wipes it away impatiently with his thumb. "I'm very sorry. I'm so stupid. Is just food."
For a moment, Shane feels tears in his own eyes too, but he manages to blink them away. "Ilya," he says quietly, "you're not stupid. You're allowed to feel emotional. And— I mean, it's not really 'just food,' right? Like... I don't think food has been 'just food' for you in a long time, has it?"
Ilya shakes his head, his face still turned resolutely away from Shane. "No," he says. "No, is always about... to control me. To make me weak, and obey, and— and to treat me like I am animal."
Shane takes a deep breath, and tries to ignore the painful lump in his throat. "Yeah, see? Exactly," he says. "Which is— that's a lot to deal with, right? So of course you'd feel emotional sometimes. About food. It's natural, okay?"
"Yes," Ilya nods, wiping again at his cheeks. "Yes, okay, I just— I need one minute, maybe. Then I will be fine, I swear."
"Right, you got it," says Shane. "Take all the time you need." He lowers his eyes and busies himself with cutting up his chicken, trying to give Ilya some privacy.
"Okay," Ilya announces eventually. "Problem is over. No more crying. Thank you for... understanding."
Shane nods. "Yeah, of course."
Then Ilya picks up his water bottle. "Cheers?" he says.
"Cheers," echoes Shane, tapping his ginger ale can against the bottle. "And— what was it you said yesterday? The Russian version?"
"Oh. It was za vstrechu. But how to say cheers, it depends. That one meant cheers to our meeting. Because we just met, yes? But now it would not fit so well."
"So what should we say this time?"
Ilya tilts his head, first to one side, then to the other. "Uh, how about 'vzdrognem'?" he suggests finally. "It means... 'let's shake.' Or 'let's wince'?" he translates with a shrug. "Because of how our drinks taste, yes? It sort of sounds like joking. Like we are 70-year-old men drinking vodka together."
Shane laughs. "I like that."
And they toast one more time, can against plastic bottle.
"Vzdrognem," offers Ilya.
"Vizdrogniem," Shane tries.
"It is close," Ilya says. "Vzdrognem."
Shane repeats it again, and even he can tell it said it better the second time.
"Actually, yes," nods Ilya, sounding genuinely impressed. "That was really good. Perfect pronunciation, I think." He flashes Shane a smile, then peels back the plastic on his Mediterranean snack pack.
And Shane feels his heart rate spike at the praise, feels his cheeks flush with pride. He watches as Ilya dips one of the pita pieces into the provided hummus, and wonders grimly what sorts of embarrassing emotions are detectable in his scent right now.
"Uh," he says, scrambling to come up with a new conversation topic. "Are you— are you a fan Greek food? Like, pita and hummus?" he asks.
Ilya shrugs. "I did not eat it before."
"Never?"
"No," says Ilya. "I think it is not so common in Russia, this pita and hummus."
"Oh. Do you guys not eat a lot of, like, foreign cuisines there?"
"Cuisine is like... food?" Ilya asks.
"I think usually it's food from a certain culture. But yeah, basically."
"Um, well pizza is common," says Ilya, picking up another square of pita. He uses it to scoop up more hummus, then a heaping amount of rice. "And... shaurma? Do you eat this in Canada?" He sticks the entire little rice-filled pita into his mouth.
"Shawarma? Yeah, we have that here. You like it?"
Ilya just nods at first, still chewing. "Yeah," he says, once he's swallowed. "Is really good." He eats a few cubes of chicken with his fingers, then grabs another piece of pita.
For a while, they eat in silence.
"Also... there is sushi, too, in Moscow," Ilya says eventually. Shane looks up, and Ilya meets his eye. "Do you like sushi?" he asks.
"Yeah, sushi's good," shrugs Shane, eating a forkful of his chicken.
"It is Japanese, yes?" Ilya says. "And... you are Japanese."
Shane frowns. "Yeah, how'd you know?"
"They said it," shrugs Ilya, like the answer should be obvious. "On TV."
"Oh, during the draft?"
"No. Well—" Ilya purses his lips. "Probably yes, but I don't know. I was... I was in heat, when he was watching draft. I told you, yes? So I did not really listen. I heard your name, and then I just— I go away."
"In your head?" Shane asks softly.
Ilya nods. "Yes. But in your first game of season, I was not in heat. He was not even fucking me, just... touching. So, I could pay attention to game. And they keep saying about you are half-Japanese, and you are first Asian player who is number one overall draft pick in MLH history. Also first one to play for Metros. They were very obsessed with this." Ilya eats the last few cubes of his Mediterranean chicken.
"Yeah," says Shane. "They were. They still are, kind of. Some people, at least."
"Yes. And then— also I remember one time, it was interview after game, and some man— um, is called 'reporter,' yes?— he ask if you have plans for... to celebrate Chinese New Year. And you said to him, 'I'm Japanese.' And he said, 'Oh, you know what I mean.' And you just say to him again, 'I'm Japanese.' It was very good."
"Oh, god," groans Shane. "I remember that. It went viral on Twitter."
People had made Chinese New Year jokes to him for like a full year afterward. Someone wrote a fucking thinkpiece about how his response was dismissive of broader East Asian diaspora experiences in Canada. And to this day, the clip is a cornerstone of every "Shane Hollander most savage moments" compilation on YouTube.
"Well, I don't know what is Twitter," shrugs Ilya. "But I thought it was funny. I laughed, even. Vitaly smack me in face so I would shut up, I remember."
"Shit. I'm sorry."
"No, no, do not be sorry," Ilya says. "It was nice to laugh. It was, um. Worth it."
"Oh." Shane looks away, and, somehow, successfully wills himself not to cry.
"Anyway, this is how I know you are half-Japanese. From your mother. But your mother was born in Montreal. Big Metros fan all her life."
"Okay, wait, how do you know that part?"
"You said it," shrugs Ilya, in a tone that, once again, suggests Shane has no reason to be surprised. "In some other interview."
"What, four years ago? My rookie season?"
Ilya nods.
"And you still remember?" asks Shane, frowning.
"Yes."
Shane wonders if Ilya remembers everything that other players said in interviews back then, like Scott Hunter or something.
He's not sure why he's wondering about this. It really shouldn't matter to him either way. And yet, for some reason, Shane finds himself hoping that maybe the answer is no.
*
Soon, Ilya finishes his Mediterranean snack pack thing. Then he licks a dollop of hummus off his index finger, gives Shane a fucking wink, and moves on to the rest of his food.
He seems eager to sample everything, but he eats in fits and starts, like maybe he's trying to pace himself but keeps forgetting how.
He shoves a handful of mixed nuts into his mouth and barely even chews them before swallowing, then nibbles on a single pecan for like a minute straight. He takes a bite of the beef stick while his mouth is still full of grapes. And once he's eaten the bulk of his apple, he moves right on to eat the core, too, without any hesitation.
Which... is fine, Shane tells himself. Apple seeds are toxic, but not in small quantities.
And maybe there have been times when Ilya would have been glad to have an apple core to eat. Actually, Shane knows for a fact that there have been times, because Ilya has told him outright that he's gone without food for multiple days in a row before.
So Shane lowers his eyes and lets Ilya eat his apple core in peace, really fucking hoping that he doesn't smell like pity. The last thing he wants is for Ilya to ever feel self-conscious, or judged, or scrutinized, or—
"This ketchup flavor Lays chips is not in Russia."
Shane looks up to find Ilya tearing open the bag of ketchup chips, his apple core apparently finished.
"Oh," says Shane. "Yeah, I think it's a Canadian thing."
Ilya nods, crunching contemplatively on one of the chips. "It does sort of taste like ketchup," he says at last. He sticks another one in his mouth. "I like it."
"Cool. And, uh. What about the other stuff you picked out?" Shane asks, now that Ilya has tried most of it. "Do you like it too, or...?"
Ilya quickly nods again. "Yes, I like it too."
"But I mean, which ones do you like enough to eat again? Like, what should we buy more of?"
"Anything," says Ilya. "Anything you buy, it is good. I will eat anything."
"Yeah, I know," Shane tells him. "You've said that before. But I want you to be able to eat stuff that you genuinely like."
"I like all of it."
"Ilya, you're allowed to not like every food equally. Like, what's your favorite food in the world?" tries Shane.
Ilya shrugs, folding down the top of the chip bag with his thumb. "McDonald's."
"What about... other than McDonald's?"
"Ice cream?"
Shane sighs without meaning to.
"And soup! Chicken noodle soup, like last night," Ilya says quickly. "Or— or this foods here too. This chips, yes? And grapes? And nuts? And apple?"
Shane feels like they're veering into anything real food is good territory now, so he forces himself to smile. Ilya has already told Shane that he wants his food to be sealed, and already admitted that he'd rather avoid Ensures and KFC. If he doesn't want Shane to know his favorite food, then Shane doesn't have to know.
"Okay," he tells Ilya. "That's okay. I'm, uh. I'm glad you've liked the food you've eaten since you got here."
Ilya nods hurriedly. "Yes. I am grateful for all of it. And for this third meal. Third in one day. I am very grateful." He gives Shane a soft, genuine smile.
And fuck, it makes Shane so sad whenever Ilya says things like that, whenever he expresses such deep gratitude for something as basic as three meals in one day. But... well, it makes Shane happy, too, he supposes, that he can give Ilya something that's so meaningful to him. Even if the fact that it's meaningful to him is depressing.
"And what about you?" asks Ilya suddenly. "You like this food you eat?"
Shane looks down at his dinner— rice, green beans, asparagus, and two chicken breasts. "Yeah," he says. "It's good." Which is true, although he usually doesn't even think about the taste very much when he eats.
"It is for your... macrobiotic diet?" asks Ilya, tipping the bag of ketchup chips upside down to dump the last of the crumbs into his mouth.
"Well— no, it's not actually macrobiotic," says Shane. "I told you, it's just sort of... loosely macrobiotic-inspired. Like, I eat meat. And dairy, and eggs, and nightshade-based vegetables. And fruit. And soda." He shrugs. "I like the emphasis on brown rice and whole grains and seasonal foods, and nothing that's ultra-processed, but like, a real macrobiotic diet wouldn't be sustainable for me at all, because— well, obviously I need a fuckton of protein and carbs, and like, calories in general. For hockey, you know?"
"Yes. You need your muscles," says Ilya. "Very bad for muscles, to have too low calories and— and fucking nutrient deficiencies." Then he lowers his eyes, seeming suddenly very interested in the tin of nuts in front of him.
Shane blinks. He thinks back to Ilya's question from earlier this evening about whether he looked like a wimp who had no muscles, and wonders if maybe he hadn't responded adequately.
He'd told Ilya no— assured him that he didn't look like a wimp, and his body was fine.
And it's true. Ilya genuinely doesn't look, like, unhealthily skinny or anything. Granted, his turtleneck does fit him a bit more loosely than it probably should, and Shane had felt the bones of his fucking spine when he'd rubbed his back earlier tonight.
But to an outside observer, Shane doesn't think Ilya would look like anything other than a naturally-thin guy.
That probably isn't how it feels to Ilya, though, is it?
Yesterday, when Shane was at the store buying clothes for Ilya, Rose had told him that he and Ilya had sort of the same build. And to be fair, if Rose only ever saw Ilya in that oversized Omicron House hoodie and sweatpants, then it would be pretty difficult to gauge anything other than his height and approximate shoulder width, so maybe it would seem like he and Shane were built similarly.
But they're not.
Ilya is as tall as Shane, yes, but their actual physiques are totally different. And in all honesty, if Shane woke up tomorrow and discovered his own body was suddenly built like Ilya's... he'd feel like crap about himself. Like— like a superhero who'd lost his fucking powers overnight or something, which would probably be a very childish thing to feel, but he would.
He'd be embarrassed to be seen by anyone from his team— embarrassed to even work out in public, actually, until he'd gained at least some of his muscle back.
Yet for some reason, it hadn't occurred to him that Ilya might be dealing with any of those sorts of feelings right now. That even if Shane thinks Ilya looks fine, he almost certainly doesn't look the way he used to, years ago, back when he was getting proper nutrition and working out regularly and playing hockey at the highest level a sixteen- or seventeen-year-old can aspire to.
"Um. Is that, like... something that bothers you?" Shane asks tentatively.
"What?" asks Ilya, rooting through the mixed nuts with one finger, like he's looking for something specific.
"The, uh, muscle thing?" says Shane. "For you? Like, do you want to be more muscular or something?"
Ilya shrugs, but there's shame in his scent.
"It's okay if you do," says Shane carefully. "Like—" Shane hesitates. He doesn't know how to approach this in a way that won't make Ilya feel insecure. "I mean, you really do look fine. Like, your— your body. I wasn't lying earlier, when I said you don't look like a wimp. I genuinely don't think you do. At all. But—"
"Shane," Ilya interrupts, sounding tired. "I do look like wimp. Okay? I am glad you do not think so, but maybe is not about you. Maybe—" Ilya shakes his head. "Shane, when I was seventeen years old, right before I go back to hockey after... doctors... I could deadlift one hundred and fifty kilograms. I could bench ninety-five. And I—" Ilya shakes his head. "Maybe I even looked hot or something, a little," mumbles, before letting out a sardonic little laugh. "Fuck, I was so stupid," he says. "I used to be worried because— in my leg, in calf, I thought my muscles were too small. And now, I—" He picks out a single Brazil nut from the mix and glares at it. "I fucking wish I could have those calfs back again."
"I... I think you can, right?" says Shane cautiously.
Ilya scoffs.
"I mean, it might take some time, but... you're gonna be getting enough to eat here, you know?" Shane goes on. "Enough calories and protein and everything. And good hydration, and proper sleep. You're gonna start feeling healthy again," he promises Ilya. "And I have a home gym here, in that room by the stairs," he adds. "You saw it, right? When Svetlana did her home inspection?"
"Sort of. I— I did not look carefully," mutters Ilya, finally eating the Brazil nut.
"Okay, well, you can work out there whenever you want, okay?" Shane tells him. "We can even work out together."
Ilya stares at him, his eyes narrowed slightly. "You would laugh?" he asks.
"Laugh?"
"Yes. At me," Ilya says. "For being weak."
"Ilya..." murmurs Shane, trying very hard not to feel hurt. "You— you think I'd laugh at you?"
"Well you should," says Ilya darkly. "I would laugh at me. But..." He meets Shane's eye. "No. No, I cannot imagine you doing this. Laughing."
"Oh," Shane says, the hurt he'd felt a second ago twisting in his chest, melting into something soft and sweet and somehow just as painful. "Well... good. Because I wouldn't. Ever."
"I think... probably you would act like you don't even notice how pathetic I am," Ilya goes on, staring down at the table. "Like I am just some regular guy and not stupid and malnourished."
"I mean, you are  a regular guy, right?" says Shane. "A regular guy who's... been through a lot of awful shit. But who also has a lot of muscle memory and a good work ethic and would be fun to work out with. Like, to whatever extent you want to."
"You think this?" whispers Ilya.
"Of course I do," says Shane. "And you can come on my morning runs too, if you want. Or um—" He hesitates. "We could build up to that. Maybe we could start with going for walks together, in the afternoon?"
"Wow, afternoon walks, how romantic," says Ilya lightly, as he pulls out the plastic tray of maple cookies from their box.
"No, I mean— just normal walks," Shane clarifies. "Not, like, holding hands or anything."
Ilya bites into a cookie and smirks at him. "Okay, Shane," he says. "Canada is obsessed with these leafs, yes?"
"What leaves?"
"These leaves on your flag," says Ilya. "And your cookies." He holds up a half-eaten maple cookie. "And your 50-dollar bill."
"It's on all our bills, actually," Shane says automatically.
"See! It is everywhere."
Shane thinks about food packaging. The Blue Cow logo. Federal government building signs. Kitschy lawn decor. "It's not everywhere," he says.
Ilya pops the rest of the cookie into his mouth and raises his eyebrows. "If you are going to put something on flag, you need to make it something intimidating at least," he says, swallowing. "Like eagle. Or bear. Or... tiger, like Giant Tiger? You have tigers here?"
"Not natively in the wild, no."
"Too bad," says Ilya. "We do in Russia. But you have bear and eagle, yes? Or even stupid moose or something. Anything is better than leaf."
"Okay, I get it," Shane says with a smile. "You hate maple leaves, you hate our flag, you hate our wildlife, Canadian culture is boring. You've made your point."
Immediately, Ilya's expression grows somber.
"Wait, Ilya, it's fine. I'm joking," Shane clarifies quickly. "I'm not angry. I thought it was funny, okay? What you were saying. I liked it."
"Yes. I know," says Ilya. "You smell... happy. But still, um. I don't want to—" Ilya sighs. "My father, he did not like other, um... 'kul′tur'? Is 'culture' you said, yes? In English?"
Shane nods. He wonders, bitterly, if there's anything Ilya's father did like, other than money and power and being an abusive piece of shit to his wife and sons.
"But I am not like him, okay?" Ilya goes on. "I think that all these other cultures... they're good, you know? They're cool. Even stupid boring Canadian culture with all this maple leaves." Ilya pauses, which gives Shane a chance to roll his eyes indulgently. "And... and maybe Japanese culture too, yes?" Ilya offers then, to Shane's surprise. "With sushi? And no Chinese New Year?"
Shane can't help but smile at the reference. "That's— um, thanks," he said. "I mean, that's really nice of you. To say. Honestly I'm not that, like, super immersed in Japanese culture. But yeah."
"'Immersed'?" asks Ilya.
"Oh, sorry, uh... Well, technically it means, like, submerged in liquid, I think. Like the liquid is all around you, sort of? But it can also mean, like, 'engaged in.' Or, uh... 'involved'?"
Ilya nods. "I know 'involved.'"
"Okay, yeah. So I'm not, like, very involved with my Japanese side. Definitely not as much as I'd like to be. I only know how to say really basic stuff. And the food is good, but my mom's not really a cook, so... And her family moved to Vancouver for her dad's job when she was in university, and then they stayed there, so I don't see my grandparents that often. Or my aunt and cousins."
"Oh." Ilya frowns. "I'm sorry if this is... not good to talk about. For you."
"No, no, it's fine," says Shane. "I'm just saying, you know, I'd like to learn more. Like, everyone always talks about how I'm Asian and I'm breaking down barriers and shit. So I feel... very aware that I'm not white. Or, you know, I'm only half white. But it sucks, because I don't really feel Japanese, either. I mean, I am Japanese, and I look Japanese. But I wish I felt Japanese. Or felt more... in touch with it, I guess. Like, in touch with that part of me. Culturally and stuff. Do you know what I mean?"
"Yes," says Ilya immediately. "Yes, I understand."
"You do?" Shane asks.
It comes out sounding several degrees more skeptical than he'd intended, and Ilya's eyes widen in panic.
"No," he says, shaking his head frantically. "Sorry, no, of course I do not. It is different, for me."
"Hey, no, don't worry," Shane assures him. "It's fine if you can relate. I just... I feel like usually people can't?"
Ilya stares at him.
"Is it something about being Russian?" Shane prompts.
"No," whispers Ilya. "Is... is about being omega. Because..." He shrugs.
"You can explain," Shane says gently. "I'm listening."
Ilya shrugs again. "I am omega, okay? I know this. My father try to change this, but I am still omega. And... I can be very good omega. Even though I am so fucked up— with no mating gland and no womb, and how I smell like alpha, and I can use alpha voice, and sometimes... sometimes I fight back, um— I can still be good, yes? If I try, I can always be good. Very submissive, and obey everything, and don't talk back, and take any alpha cocks inside of me whenever they want. But— even when I act like omega, I still do not feel like it. Like omega."
Shane nods slowly. "Do you feel like an alpha?" he asks.
"No, not alpha," Ilya says, as if the mere suggestion is disgusting to him. "Never alpha."
"Oh," says Shane. "Um, then what do you feel like instead?"
"Whore," says Ilya simply. "Well. Omega whore, so maybe I do feel sort of like omega. But not— not normal omega. Because I don't know how to feel like omega without also being whore, you see? No one ever taught me how to feel this. So I just— I learned everything wrong, I think."
"Ilya..." starts Shane.
But Ilya interrupts. "Is not important though," he says stiffly. "I should not have said about this. It does not really matter, okay? It matters much more about you and Japanese."
"No, don't—"
"I think with Japanese, you can learn to speak it," Ilya continues. "You are really good at languages, yes? Good at pronouncing Russian, even. And I can cook for you, this cuisine from Japan. If you give me recipe, I will follow it. I can read recipes in English."
He says it so earnestly, so hopefully, that Shane almost wants to cry.
"Ilya, that's... that's really thoughtful of you. To offer," he says. "And you're right, I could study Japanese any time, if I wanted to. Or— look, I'm not gonna make you cook Japanese food for me. You're not my servant, remember? But... someday maybe we could try out a recipe together? I could even get my mom on FaceTime to supervise or something."
Ilya stares at him blankly.
"Uh. FaceTime is like a phone call, but with video of the person too. So you can see each other," Shane explains.
"Oh," says Ilya.
"But also... um. I want to say that the same goes for you, okay?" Shane continues tentatively. "Like, if I can still learn Japanese, then you can still learn to be an omega, right? Or like, first unlearn all the shit you've been taught, which is mostly just very oppressive and fucked up and not true. And then re-learn, like, normal things, you know? Normal omega things. And just normal... person things."
Ilya nods vacantly, but doesn't directly respond. He picks up the banana, peels it, and sets it on the tray.
"Can I ask you something?" he says, breaking off a chunk of the banana with his fingers.
"Yeah."
"You scented me with your mating gland."
"Uh-huh."
"And is this common? For alphas? "
"I don't know if I'd say it's common," says Shane slowly. "But it's... normal, I guess. If that's what you mean."
"Your father does this to you? He scents you with mating gland?"
"Oh, uh. No, he doesn't. Parents don't really... do that, to their kids. It's always with the wrists."
Ilya nods, breaking off another piece of the banana. "What about not parents? What about mates? Or— or friends?"
"It's totally normal for mates," says Shane. "And for friends, um..." He hesitates. "It can be normal, I think. Like, it's not taboo or anything."
"For alpha to scent omega with mating gland, and also for omega to scent alpha? Both is okay?"
"Yeah, definitely," says Shane. "And there's also, um. I know that mates will scent each other mating gland to mating gland sometimes, you know? Like with their necks touching."
"Oh," says Ilya quietly. He touches the collar of his turtleneck, then fiddles absently with his ear. A few moments pass. "And... um, what about with strangers, just to look?" asks Ilya then. "Omega can look at alpha's mating gland?
"They can look, yeah," says Shane, eating a piece forkful of rice. "Like, a quick glance. Staring is weird though."
Ilya nods quickly. "Yes, of course, I know. Omega cannot stare at alpha mating gland."
"No, I mean. It goes both ways. Mating glands are kind of private, in general."

"Alpha does not stare at skin on neck of unmated omega?"
"Uh. No, that would be inappropriate."
Ilya frowns minutely. "Oh."
"Not that you'll be arrested or anything crazy," Shane clarifies. "Just... uh, like... you know how it's rude to stare at a woman's cleavage?"
Ilya raises an eyebrow. "You stare at lots of women's cleavage?"
"Sure," says Shane, spearing several pieces of asparagus at once.
Ilya raises his other eyebrow too.
"I mean— okay, no, I guess not," Shane admits. "Not really. But you get what I mean, right? Like, it's a rude thing to do to a stranger, and kind of creepy and weird, but it's... forgivable, I guess?"
"Yes, I understand."
"Right, so that's how it is if you stare at a stranger's mating gland. Regardless of your secondary gender, or theirs, or whether they're mated or not. It's always rude."
Ilya nods. "And— and to touch?" he asks then.
"Uh. I mean, back to the cleavage thing... it's still pretty much the same. Like, touching a woman's cleavage would be, uh, very inappropriate. You'd probably never do that to a stranger, or probably even to someone you knew, unless she gave you permission. And you'd definitely never do it with, like, your mom. But with someone you're dating, it's fine. And, uh, maybe with a friend. In certain... unique circumstances." Shane really fucking hopes he's not blushing.
"Mm," says Ilya, swallowing the last little piece of his banana. "And how many women's cleavage are you touching in your life, Shane Hollander?"
Shane shrugs. "Um. One time my high school girlfriend asked me to touch her breasts. So I sort of... patted the top of them?"
"This sounds very sexy," says Ilya.
"Shut up," Shane tells him, smiling in spite of himself. "And then another time I was dancing with Rose Landry— like at a club or whatever— and she had this low-cut dress on. And she put my hand there. On, like, her general breast area? So I touched it. And then... I kind of squeezed her breasts too, once, a different time. When she asked."
"Incredible," says Ilya, nodding solemnly. "This is amazing. I never hear of anyone with so much passion for women's breasts before."
It's the kind of comment which, coming from anyone else, would probably send Shane into an hours-long spiral of self-hatred. But something about the way Ilya is looking at him— the gentle upturn of his lips, the warmth in his eyes— makes Shane feel almost understood.
In fact, he finds himself laughing. "Shut up," he repeats, still without any heat. "I'm not trying to talk about, like, me specifically, okay? It's just an example. To explain, like— I mean, you get what I'm saying, right? About mating glands?"
Ilya is still smiling microscopically. "Yes," he says. "Is rude to stare at someone's mating gland, even omegas', but nobody will beat the fucking shit out of you for it. Um, and do not touch without permission. But with permission, is okay. Even if they are not your mate."
"Right," says Shane.
"And for alphas' mating gland, people can... talk about it?" asks Ilya then, his tone suddenly more serious. "About that alphas have it?"
"Yeah. People talk about alphas' mating glands all the time."
Ilya nods slowly. "And— and even omegas can touch alpha's mating gland, with permission?" he asks. "You are not, um. Strange, for this? Other alphas do it too?"
"Yeah, it's not just me. I mean, again, it'd be weird with a stranger. But it's not, like..." Shane hesitates. "You've been punished before, huh?" he asks then, already knowing the answer. "For touching an alpha's mating gland or something?"
Ilya nods. "For looking," he says. "And I did not even look. I would never. But... uh." He tosses a grape into his mouth. "There is funny story about this, actually."
"Funny?" asks Shane, feeling doubtful.
"Pretty funny, yes, I think," Ilya shrugs. "You want me to tell it?"
"If, uh, you want to. Then yeah," says Shane, steeling himself for whatever he's about to hear.
"Okay." Ilya takes a deep breath. "Okay, so... My first pimp in Quebec— He was Emil, yes? Who feed us Ensures?"
Shane nods.
"He spoke only French," says Ilya. "Which was problem, because I never learn French before, so at first I did not understand anything he fucking said to me. But, um... one day, he was pissed off at us for something; I don't know what. So he had us all standing there, me and his other four omegas, yes? And he was yelling, and I was, um. Gone away in my head, you know? So I was just staring at nothing. But I guess he thought I stare at his neck, like to see his mating gland. So he gets angry, yes? And he start to fucking scream at me, to ask why I look at his neck. But I did not learn this word 'cou' yet, for 'neck.' I just thought he is saying 'cul,' for 'ass,' because that is word I learned on very first day. And they... they sound sort of same, yes? 'Cul' and 'cou'?"
"Yeah, they do," agrees Shane. The L at the end of 'cul' is silent, so it's really just a question of distinguishing u from ou. "I mean, almost identical probably, if you don't speak French."
"Yes, you see?" says Ilya, seemingly relieved to hear Shane's confirmation. "So I was confused. And also I did not really understand any other words he say, only 'regarder.' Which I knew means 'look,' so... I thought he want to look at my ass. So I turn around and bend over. To show him, yes? I even spread it, so he can see my hole."
Shane shuts his eyes, willingly himself not to interrupt.
"I thought I was being good, you know?" Ilya goes on. "I thought I obey what he said. But he just keep yelling, talking about that I am idiot, which— okay, that part, I understood. I learned every French word for idiot right away, because it was his favorite thing to say to me. Always just 'Quel osti de cave... de con... d'épais... de niaiseux... d'imbécile... de crétin... de moron—'"
"Ilya," Shane says quietly. "I get it."
Ilya shrugs. "Okay, well— anyway, I did not know why he is still so angry. So I try to tell him, like, 'Here you go, here's my ass, there's my asshole for you to see like you want,' you know? 'C'est mon cul, voici mon trou de cul' or whatever. But I pronounce it bad, you know? Like cou. So he is still yelling, and then he just— he push me to floor and start to fucking choke me. And he says, um, probably something like, 'That's not your neck'— your cou, yes?— 'This is your fucking neck, you fucking idiot.' But to me it sound like he's just telling me that my neck is my ass, over and over, one hundred fucking times. And I— I thought he was going crazy or something, and he just keep choking me, and—" Ilya draws a shuddering breath. "Anyway, those other omegas were still standing there, and they all spoke French and English both. They could not say anything to help, of course, because they could not talk without permission. But they explain to me later, when he is gone, about how he was angry because he think I look at his mating gland. So then I learned this word for neck. And, um. It's funny story, see?"
"Ilya," says Shane softly. "I'm so sorry."
"Why? I told you, it's funny."
Shane doesn't know how to respond, so he just fucking sits there, probably smelling of pity and horror and a slew of other things that Ilya would prefer him not to be feeling right now. But he can't help it.
Ilya rolls his eyes. "Shane, come on. Me bending over to show him my ass and being so bad at French that I tell him it's my neck? You don't think it's funny? And how I thought he is choking me and saying, 'This is your ass'? It is a little funny, if you think about it."
"I just, um." Shane bites his lip. "I don't like that he yelled at you. Or choked you. I think— I think that sounds more scary than... funny. To me."
Ilya runs his thumb along the edge of the dining table, scowling. "Okay, well, what you want me to say?" he asks. "Yes, of course it was scary? You want me to tell you that I was fucking terrified all the time, not to understand? That I was always confused, always trying so hard to be good, but I just fucking couldn't because— because sometimes I did not understand even one word they are saying, but I know that if I don't do what they tell me to do, they will be so fucking pissed off, and— and then there will be, um. Consequence, yes? Very bad consequence for disobey. And I try to guess, but I always fucking guess wrong, and then I get punished, and— And sometimes he give me bitch pills, so, um— When you are on bitch pills, and you know someone wants you to obey, but you cannot... it feels like drowning, Shane. It feels like you are really going to die, and—" Ilya shakes his head. "And sometimes it is nice if some parts can just be funny stories, instead of shitty fucking traumas? Funny story feels... it feels better to me, okay?"
"Okay," whispers Shane, as he adds referring to deeply traumatic experiences as "funny stories" to his mental list of things that make it easier for Ilya to talk about his past. "That's okay. But still, I'm— I'm sorry. For the scary parts. I can't imagine what it would be like to be expected to obey people who are all speaking a language you don't understand."
Ilya just shrugs, and takes a sip of water.
"Was it like that with English, too, at first?" Shane asks after a moment.
"No," says Ilya, picking at the wrapper in the water bottle. "No, with English, I learn it already in Russia, from school. I always got high mark in English. And I see English TV too, and movies. And my second owner was American businessman, in Moscow for summer. He was..." Ilya looks up briefly, his eyes sort of haunted, then lowers his gaze and pops an entire cherry tomato into his mouth. "He was very terrible," he says, chewing. "But he was... patient, I guess, about bad English. And he spoke some Russian too. So I could learn how to say everything about sex, how to understand everything I need to know to— um, to obey as whore."
Shane nods slowly.
"But in French, I only knew 'bonjour' and 'adieu' and 'merci.' And fucking Emil did not speak English, so."
"Were you in Montreal?" asks Shane.
"Mmm... no. I don't think so," Ilya shrugs. "My other pimp, Niculae, he bring to me to Montreal to sell me to him. But then after Emil bought me, we drove for two hours or something, to this very shitty house. Somewhere in middle of nowhere."
Shane nods slowly. It's easy to get by in most of Montreal with only English, but if Ilya had been outside the city proper, or in the suburbs, he could have encountered a lot of monolingual French speakers. "And did your, um... customers?" Shane asks. "Did they speak English?"
"Not so many of them. Maybe half or less. I don't know." Ilya shrugs again. "On my first day I got there, I met his other omegas, and they— when they learn I did not speak any French, they tried to help. They teach me to say, um..." Ilya takes a deep breath. "'Je suis vraiment désolé, je ne parle pas le français; je parle l'anglais et le russe seulement. Veuillez me pardonner.'" He tilts his head to one side. "You— you understand it?"
"Yeah, I do," says Shane quietly.
I am very sorry, I do not speak French; I only speak English and Russian. Please forgive me.
Ilya's French accent is really quite good. Shane almost wishes it wasn't. The thought of him practicing god knows how many times with these other omegas, learning exactly how to pronounce this plea for forgiveness for something that wasn't his fault, makes Shane want to cry.
"I still remember it, because I said it so many fucking times," says Ilya. "I tell it to every single customer. And sometimes it even worked. They switch to speak English for me. But some other times they just laugh. Or get angry." He shrugs. "But— but I can learn fast. And his other omegas were very kind of me. They truly very hard to help. So— um, I learned every word about sex, every kind of sex, and every type of... words to be polite. To tell them they're so big and strong and handsome, and give some compliments about their cock." Ilya makes a face like he's smelling something disgusting. "And also how to say please, and sorry, and— And to ask them to stop. 'Arrêtez,' yes? 'Arrêtez s'il vous plaît.' They never listen, but... sometimes I still like to ask it. Just in case."
"Ilya," Shane whispers. "Jesus. I don't even know what to say."
Ilya shrugs. "You could say something sexy to me in French," he says, his tone somewhere between shy and teasing. "In your sexy French voice."
"My sexy French voice?"
"Yes! You cannot deny you have. I heard it already in interview, remember? When I was in motel and I saw you on TV?"
Shane raises his eyebrows, and Ilya drops his gaze. "Or maybe not sexy," he says. "Maybe... you can say something... slaschavoye? Uh... Sentimental′noye? Is 'sentimental' in English, yes? I think?"
"You want me to say something sentimental in French?" asks Shane. "Like... sappy?"
"What is this 'sappy'?"
"Uh, it's like... 'mushy'? 'Cheesy'? I don't know; it basically just means 'sentimental,' I guess. Or, like, overly sweet?"
"Then yes, this, exactly," says Ilya. "Sappy. Because I tell you this sappy shit in Russian on your phone. So now you tell me some sappy shit in French. Is fair, yes?"
Shane considers this for a moment. "You want me to type it in Google Translate?" he asks.
"No, of course I do not," says Ilya. "I want to hear it in your sexy French voice, remember?"
Shane feels himself blushing.
Ilya grins. "Go on," he prompts. "I am waiting."
Shane sighs. "Okay, um." Shane takes a deep breath. "Je déteste toute la merde par laquelle tu es passé," he says. "Je suis vraiment heureux que tu sois en sécurité maintenant. Je sais que tu te sens pas vraiment en sécurité, pis c'est correct, c'est sûr, mais j'espère qu'un jour ça va passer. T'es tellement important pour moi Ilya— tellement que c'est gênant. Genre, peut-être même un peu trop, parce qu'on s'est seulement connus hier. Mais d'une certaine façon, c'est comme si t'avais toujours été dans ma vie. Et je veux que tu sois toujours dans ma vie. Et aussi, t'as vraiment un beau coin détente."
Ilya gives him a long, appraising look. "And... what does it mean?" he asks then.
"Huh?"
"This French," says Ilya, gesturing at Shane with a grape. "What does it mean?"
"You want me to... repeat it in English?"
"Yes." Ilya raises his eyebrows. "Or else I do not know what you say to me." A brief shadow of vulnerability passes over his face. Then he sets his jaw, frowning. "And— I rather would know what people fucking say to me, yes?"
"Yeah, sure, of course," says Shane. He swallows. For some reason, he hadn't actually anticipated ever having to translate what he'd just said into English. Which had been stupid, because obviously Ilya would want to hear what it meant. And Shane does want to tell him. It's just... embarrassing.
Which is the whole point, Shane supposes. To be brave and say something sappy, the same way that Ilya had.
Shane takes a deep breath. "Um. Okay," he starts. "I— I said that I hate all the shit you've been through, and I'm really glad you're safe now. And, like, I know that maybe you don't actually feel safe, which is fine, of course. But I hope that someday you will, at least a little bit. Because I just— I care about you so much. So much that it's embarrassing, is what I said in French. Um, and maybe even a little too much? Because I know we literally just met each other yesterday. But—" Shane looks away. "I said that somehow, I feel like I've known you forever. Like you've always been part of my life, and I always want you to be part of my life, and— uh, and then I complimented your relaxation corner, and... yeah. That's it." He feels, suddenly, uncomfortably exposed. "Is that... sappy enough for you?"
He glances at Ilya, who's staring at him, his brow furrowed, his eyes serious. "You mean this?" he asks. "These things you say?"
"I— Yeah, of course I do," says Shane.
Ilya purses his lips. "You have phone?" he asks quietly.
"Yes."
Ilya puts out his hand. "Give."
Shane pulls his phone out of his pocket without a moment's hesitation, and is about to pass it across the table to Ilya, when suddenly he has a thought that makes him pause. He unlocks the phone, opens Google Translate, and takes a screenshot of the message Ilya wrote to him about his broken pieces. He doesn't know if the app has a history function— it probably does— but he doesn't want to take any chances. He even checks his camera roll to make absolutely sure that the screenshot had been successfully saved.
Then, finally, he reopens Google Translate and hands Ilya the phone.
Ilya takes it from him, and taps away at the screen for a while in silence.
"There," he says when he's finished, passing the phone back to Ilya. "You asked my favorite food."
Shane looks at the screen. His eyes slide over the Cyrillic letters of the Russian part and down to the English translation, which reads:
I am serious about the fact that I will eat anything you give me, even things which you might consider disgusting or inedible, and I will never complain. I will always be grateful for any kind of food you provide.
But I will tell you that my favorite food is pickled vegetables. Pickles, marinated cucumbers, sauerkraut, pickled tomatoes. However, you do not need to buy them for me.
"Pickles," Shane muses softly. He looks up at Ilya.
Ilya nods, opening the bag of Cheezies. "Ever since I was little," he says. "My— um, my first word was 'Mama,' but my mother joked that really it was 'pickle,' because whenever I say 'Mama,' is because I want her to give me pickle. But she would say, 'No, not every day, it is too salty and sour for babies to eat too much.' So then my second word was 'Yosa,' for my brother's, um... his nickname? 'Lyosha.' And this is so I can ask him to give me pickles too, when Mama told me no."
Shane laughs.
"Or anyway, that's what my mother always said," shrugs Ilya.
"That's really funny," Shane says genuinely.
Ilya smiles at him. "Yes," he says. "She was so funny."
"Your mom?"
Ilya nods. "She always made me laugh, every day, even if— um—" He breaks off and lowers his eyes, his scent rippling with grief.
"Hey, we'll get you pickles, okay?" Shane says quickly. "Like, pickled cucumber type of pickles, and literally any other kind of pickled vegetables you want. I know they sell individual pickles, so that'll be fine. And maybe they sell little jars of pickled tomatoes? And sauerkraut? Like, single serving? But even if they don't, we'll figure something out. We can go to a Farmer's Market and see if anyone's selling pickled stuff, so you can eat a sample. Or we could do something like— I don't know, wrap the lid of the jar in tape? And then you could write all over it in Russian or something, so you'll know if anyone breaks the seal. That way no one can tamper with it. Not that I ever would! I mean, I've told you that already. I would never do anything to your food. But just so you can feel sure, you know? And I think pickles have zero calories or something, so obviously you can't just live on pickles. But—"
"Shane, calm down, okay?" says Ilya, his eyebrows raised in obvious amusement, his tone fond in a way that makes Shane look away. "Is just pickles, okay? I never knew it will make you so... excited."
Shane is blushing, he's sure. Jesus Christ. He feels like he's blushed more since meeting Ilya than he ever has in his fucking life. "I'm— I'm not excited about the pickles themselves; I'm excited to buy them for you," he mutters. "I mean, for you to have them. But I— sorry. Sorry if— if I'm being weird."
"No, is not weird. Is just... Shane Hollander-ish, yes?"
Shane lifts his gaze.
Ilya eats one of the Cheezies from the bag. "You know this guy Shane Hollander?" he asks offhandedly.
"Hmm. Never heard of him," says Shane.
"Oh. Well, he is this very boring hockey star I met yesterday," Ilya shrugs. "He is alpha, but he does not act like it. And he just told me in French this crazy thing about... he cares about me so much that it is embarrassing to him. And he feels like he's known me forever or some bullshit."
"Ilya—"
"And maybe sometimes I feel like this too, about him," says Ilya in a rush. "Now eat this Hawkins Cheezies with me, okay?"
And with that, Ilya dumps out his whole bag of Cheezies onto the appetizer tray and shoves the tray toward the center of the table, closer to Shane.
"Eat," Ilya repeats, grabbing a Cheezie and using it to gesture toward the rest of the pile. "It's good. It's like Cheetos."
"Okay, hold on, do not insult Cheezies like that," Shane tells him with mock severity, but he's unable to keep from smiling.
"Ah, so you like them!" says Ilya, sounding pleased. He raises his eyebrows ever-so-slightly. "Then why don't you eat it with me?"
"Because—"
Shane hesitates. Because it's food, part of him wants to say, and you've been hungry way too many times to go through life feeling like you ever have to share your food with anyone.
Which is true. Plus, Ilya already shared his fries with Shane at McDonald's. Shane isn't sure what kind of message it would send if this becomes some sort of pattern, but he's very concerned about inadvertently reinforcing any ideas Ilya still might have that he somehow owes Shane. That he's expected to pay Shane back literally at all, even if it's just with Cheezies.
But something in Shane stops him from telling Ilya any of that. Because there's another part of him that feels, instinctively, that it would do more harm than good for him to refuse— part of him that suspects Ilya isn't actually offering his Cheezies as some kind of misguided attempt at repayment, but simply because he wants to share something he thinks Shane will enjoy. As, like, a token of goodwill, or friendship or something. Because somehow— despite what he's been through, despite everything that's been taken from him and all the people who've hurt him— Ilya is kind and generous and good.
And Shane does like Cheezies.
"Because... never mind," he says. He grabs a handful from Ilya's tray and pops one in his mouth.
Instantly, Ilya's face lights up with the sweetest, most self-satisfied smile imaginable.
Fuck.
And Shane fucking blushes again, and eats another Cheezie, and smiles back.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    thanks so much for reading!!! i hope you enjoyed this longest chapter yet! please don't hesitate to let me know your thoughts in the comments!!

next chapter will be ilya's POV, and will cover the rest of the items on shane's to-do list for the evening, plus ilya getting ready for bed, going to sleep, waking up, and taking a shower and stuff in the morning. such thrilling stuff lmao. but we're here for the emotions, right?
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