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      Summary

      Shane's heart learned Ilya's name and forgot how to beat for anything else.





  






      

  












      Chapter 1
  








  "I’m fine." Shane insisted to his phone screen. "The floor is very supportive. We're building something real."
Ilya didn't laugh. His eyes moved across Shane's face the way they did when something in him had gone quiet. Shane had seen that look often enough now to recognize it. It was Ilya reading him. Not clinically, not exactly, but from the same place in his brain that knew how to read a body for what it wasn't saying. Three months, twelve almost-dates, and uncountable phone calls later, and Shane still hadn't gotten used to being seen that clearly by someone who looked like that.
Shane's hip sent a fresh complaint up his side as he adjusted against the wall.
"How long have you been sitting there?" Ilya asked.
"Not long."
"How long?"
"Maybe twenty minutes."
A muscle moved in Ilya's jaw. The lighting made it hard to tell, but Shane thought he could see a shelf of medical supplies behind Ilya's head, the edge of a box of nitrile gloves. Ilya had answered on the second ring, which meant he'd stepped out of whatever he was doing to take this call, which meant Shane should probably feel guilty about that. He did not.
"You have an afternoon game tomorrow," Ilya said.
"I'm aware."
"So you'll be up by seven."
Shane sighed. "Ilya."
"That's five hours from now." Ilya continued.
"I can do math."
"Can you do stairs? Because apparently you can't do an elevator."
Shane's mouth opened. Closed. He laughed, a short huff that hurt his ribs. "Okay, that was kind of mean."
Ilya appeared unmoved. "You're in pain and sitting on the floor in a hotel hallway at 1:26 in the morning."
He wasn’t wrong; Shane’s room had rejected him. His demagnetized keycard lay on the floor at his side and his hip flexor had been making its feelings known since the second period the night before. His eyes felt like someone had gone at them with fine-grit sandpaper. Hayden wasn't answering his phone, the front desk was fourteen floors away, and Shane's legs had voted unanimously against the trip.
Ilya rubbed his eyes with his free hand. When he dropped it, he looked tired. The bruise-colored hollows under his eyes. The strain at his mouth. Nine hours into a shift, probably. Maybe ten. Shane had started tracking Ilya's schedule the way you track weather in a city you're planning to visit, with a kind of invested, helpless attention. He couldn't change it. He just wanted to know.
"I’m fine." Shane was a broken record.
"You’re clearly not."
"Because the floor is hard. That's how floors work."
"How bad?"
"Three out of ten." He bluffed. "Barely registers."
Ilya's expression said he was filing that response under lies Shane tells with conviction and moving on. Shane watched him choose not to push, which was its own kind of pushing, because Ilya's silence on the subject of Shane's body had never, in three months, been silence. It was practiced composure baring its incisors.
Shane felt the conversation tipping into territory he recognized but didn't enjoy. The territory where Ilya was right and Shane knew it and didn't want to admit it because admitting it meant acknowledging something larger underneath, which was that he'd spent his entire career treating his body as a resource to be optimized rather than a thing he lived inside, and that this had always been fine because nobody had ever really cared otherwise.
"I’m fine." Shane insisted.
Ilya looked unimpressed. "You always say that."
"Because it's always true."
"It's always what you decide is true, which isn't the same thing." Ilya snapped. Let out a breath. "You don’t-." He paused. Clenched his jaw. "You play through things, Shane. You play through everything. You played with a separated shoulder for a week and called it stiffness."
"That was before I knew you."
"It was six weeks ago!"
Shane blinked. He hadn't realized Ilya knew about that.
"Hayden mentioned it," Ilya explained, clocking the look of surprise on Shane’s face and rolling his eyes. "He didn't realize it was a secret. Because to a normal person, it wouldn't be."
"It wasn't a secret," Shane argued. "I had it handled."
"Unbelievable that you’d say that to me with a straight face." Ilya’s eyes were glaciers. "You ‘handled’ an injury without telling your medical staff until you couldn't physically lift your arm above your head."
It fell quiet for a moment. Shane could hear the ice machine cycling down the hall. Could feel the pattern in the carpet embedding itself into his skin through the cotton of his sweats.
"I talked to the trainers," Shane alleged. "Eventually."
"Eventually." Ilya held the word up and turned it over. "You called me from a phone booth at one in the morning because your friend lost you at a club and you ran six blocks alone and someone followed you. And the first thing you said to me was that you were fine."
Shane went still.
"You were shaking," Ilya continued. "Your hand was shaking when you handed me my phone and you insisted you were fine and I believed you because I didn't know you yet." His voice had gone low and careful, the way it went when he was saying something that cost him. "But I know you now. You say you're fine and what you mean is that you're still upright. Don’t insult me, Shane."
Shane opened his mouth and nothing came out. It wasn't that Ilya was wrong. It was the phone booth. It was the fact that Ilya remembered Shane's hands shaking, that he'd kept that image with him, carried it around for months without mentioning it, and that it had settled into the foundation of how he worried about Shane now. Something small and arctic touched the back of his neck that had nothing to do with Florida’s extreme air conditioning.
"I don't want to fight about this," Shane said.
"We're not fighting. That’s not what this is."
"What are we doing, then?"
Ilya pinched the bridge of his nose. His shoulders fell. He dropped his hand and met Shane’s gaze through the camera. "I’m asking you to go downstairs and get a new key and get into bed and sleep for five hours. And I'm asking you to understand that I'm asking because-" Ilya stopped. Shane could feel the weight of whatever was on the other end of it, the word or phrase Ilya had pulled back from, and he wanted to reach through the screen and take it out of his hands. Because it was heavy. It was too heavy for a video call at one in the morning between two people who had been dating for three months and hadn't said the biggest things yet.
"Because what?" Shane asked.
Ilya contemplated him for a long moment and Shane scrutinized him right back, at his face half-lit by a supply closet’s fluorescents, his scrub collar crooked, his hair falling into his eyes. He looked like someone holding something breakable trying to decide whether to set it down or hand it over.
"Родной, пожалуйста, береги себя," he mumbled. Shane couldn't translate it. He was beginning to understand, though, that the Russian wasn't a code or a performance. It was where Ilya put the things that were too heavy for a language he'd learned second. The things that came from some place deeper in his chest. His mouth curved, wry and tired. "Because I'm a doctor and you're on a floor and it offends me professionally." His voice was light. His eyes were not.
Shane allowed it, the deflection and the truth inside it and the gap between what Ilya said and what he meant, which Shane could see as clearly as he could see the exhaustion around Ilya’s eyes and in his shoulders. They would get to the real words eventually. Shane knew that this was how Ilya worked: he gave you the true thing dressed in a joke, and if you knew where to look, the true thing was right there, visible and unhidden, and the joke was just good manners.
"Okay," Shane said. "I'll go."
"Now?"
"In a minute."
"Shane."
"I'm talking to you."
Ilya’s face softened. And then something beeped on his end of the phone.
Shane's stomach dipped. He knew that sound. The small electronic summons that meant Ilya was needed somewhere that wasn't here, by someone who wasn't Shane. He'd developed a reaction to that notification over the past few months, a tiny anticipatory grief, the loss arriving a half-second before the goodbye.
Ilya glanced off-screen. When he looked back, his face had already begun to change. The worry folding itself away. The composure returning. And Shane watched it happen the way he always did, with a soreness that lived in a part of his chest he hadn't known existed until recently. The ache of watching someone you wanted to take care of put themselves back together for a world that needed them more than you did.
"It’s okay." Shane reassured him. "Go."
"I don't want to."
"I know."
Ilya exhaled. Ran a hand through his hair. Errant curls immediately flopped back into his eyes. "Text me when you get back into your room."
"I will."
Neither moved.
"Hey."
Shane held up his hand. Crooked his pinky. He could feel the shyness of it in his own face, the warmth at the tips of his ears. Three months and this still made him feel like he was passing a note in class, something small and stupid and embarrassing that said do you like me, check yes or no, except the answer was in the way Ilya's whole face softened when he saw it, every time, like a reflex he hadn't learned to hide.
Ilya's laugh was low and tired and warm. He held up his own hand and hooked his finger to match.
"That looks like a tiny cane for a Victorian mouse," Ilya said.
The laugh came out of Shane so hard it startled them both. "What?"
"Your finger. Like a very small walking aid for a mouse in a waistcoat and monocle."
"Who even- what kind of a person-" Shane was laughing too hard to finish. His hip protested. He didn't care. "Yours is just a semicolon with scoliosis."
Ilya's eyes narrowed, warm. "You've never complained about my hands before."
"Only that they're not here." Shane swallowed, his laughter fading. "Go. I'll text you."
Ilya nodded. Held Shane’s gaze for one more second. Then the screen went dark and the hallway was just a hallway again.
The hotel went quiet around him. The ice machine hummed its one note. A door opened and closed somewhere far away. Tampa slept beyond, humid and insouciant.
His phone was warm in his hand. He turned it over, screen down against his thigh, and held it there.
The calls made the missing worse. He'd figured that out by week three. Twenty minutes of Ilya's voice and his face and the way he said Shane with the sh caught slightly at the back of his mouth, Russian still clinging to the consonant, and then the screen went black and the absence took the shape of everything that had just been there. It was worse than before the call because now the missing had detail. Before, it was general, survivable, a dull background hum. After, it had Ilya's crooked collar and bruised eyes and the sound of his laugh and the way his face looked right before the beep, unguarded and sorry and already leaving.
He sat on the floor of a Marriott hallway and missed a man's hands, for God's sake. Not metaphorically. In the way that he could still feel the weight of Ilya's palm over his fingers at a cafe table twelve weeks ago, warm from a coffee cup, and the memory was vivid enough to be cruel. He wanted to be in Ilya's kitchen at 7:30 in the morning, making coffee he'd drink standing up at the counter because Ilya had to leave in twenty minutes. He wanted to hand him a plate of actual breakfast food and watch him eat it with the puzzled concentration of a physician who'd forgotten that meals were something that happened to him personally and not just to his patients. He wanted to steal whatever pastry Ilya had bought and not finished. He wanted to be the last thing Ilya saw before he left for the hospital, so that he carried something into the surgical suite that had nothing to do with other people's worst days.
He wanted to be where Ilya was. That was all of it, really. The wanting had gotten simpler as it got bigger. Not I want to talk to him or I want to touch him or I want to know what he's doing, though he wanted all of those things at all times with an intensity that would have alarmed him if he'd had the energy to be alarmed. Just: I want to be in the same room. I want to be close enough that if he reaches out, I'm there. 
Eight more days.
He hauled himself up. Took the elevator to the lobby. Got a new keycard from a night clerk who looked approximately twelve and entirely unsurprised by the situation. Rode back up. His room admitted him into the pitch black. Hayden snored in the far corner. Shane brushed his teeth, plugged in his phone, pulled up the covers. Lay there in the dark with his body finally horizontal, his hip releasing its complaint in slow, grudging increments.
He picked up his phone.
Shane: Ok fine. Bed is better than floor. Don't get cocky about it.
He set the phone on the pillow beside him and closed his eyes.
It vibrated once.
Ilya: ;
. ݁₊ ⊹ . ݁ ⟡ ݁ . ⊹ ₊ ݁.

The texts were the thread that held the distance together, thin and bright, stretching across game days and clinic hours and the long ordinary hours in between.
Shane was in the visiting locker room in Raleigh, half out of his pads and fully invested in a hotel room painting Ilya had asked him to photograph three cities ago. It had become a thing. Shane didn't know when it had become a thing. Somewhere around Ilya's savage critique of a watercolor seascape in a Boston Hilton lobby (That wave has no conviction. It looks like it's apologizing for being water), Shane had started hunting for the worst art in every hotel and sending photographic evidence, and Ilya had started responding with the critical intensity of a museum curator reviewing submissions for a gallery he took very personally.
Shane pulled up the photo he'd taken that morning. He'd gotten up ten minutes early for it, which he’d never admit to anyone. Sending them to Ilya for commentary had become a ritual somewhere between a joke and a lifeline and he loved having something ridiculous to place in Ilya’s hands across the void.
Shane: [Photo: hotel room painting of a lighthouse being attacked by what appears to be a giant squid]

Shane: This one might actually be a masterpiece
He set his phone facedown on the bench and went back to unlacing his skates. The locker room was loud around him, gear clattering to the floor, someone's speaker playing something with too much bass, Hayden plaintively asking a trainer if wanting to cry during an ice bath means it’s working. Shane pulled his right skate off and flexed his foot against the rubber mat. His hip was better tonight. Not good, but better.
His phone vibrated.
Ilya: That squid has seven tentacles. Biologically inaccurate and artistically criminal
Shane bit his lip.
Shane: Maybe it lost one in battle
Ilya: Then the painting should convey that trauma. Where's the emotional depth? Where’s the squid's backstory?
Shane pressed his knuckle against his mouth. Hayden was two stalls over. Shane was not going to be the guy cheesing at his phone in a locker room. He was not. He was nearly thirty years old and a captain and he was not going to sit here with one skate off and grin at his phone like a lovesick fool because a surgeon in Montreal was demanding narrative complexity from a squid.
Shane: You're insane and I miss you
He sent it before he could edit it. The I miss you had been living in his fingers all day, apparently, just waiting for an opening, and the squid had provided one. He stared at the screen. The read receipt appeared. Three dots. Gone. Three dots again.
Ilya: I miss you too. Come home soon and bring the squid painting
Shane: I'll see what I can do about the painting. The coming home part is already the plan
Ilya sent a semicolon. Shane stared at it for a long time and sent one back. Then he put his phone in his bag and pulled off his other skate and sat there for a moment, barefoot on the rubber mat, the noise of the room washing over him, feeling unreasonably happy about a punctuation mark.
Four more days.
. ݁₊ ⊹ . ݁ ⟡ ݁ . ⊹ ₊ ݁.

Midnight. Team hotel in Charlotte. Hayden asleep. Shane on his back in the dark with his phone warm against his ear, the screen the only light in the room.
They'd been talking for an hour. Not about anything in particular. Ilya had described an inguinal hernia repair on a six month old from that afternoon, the kind of case he said was routine enough to be sort of calming, the body so small that every movement of his hands had to be reconsidered at a different scale. Ilya had stitched her up and the parents had held her in recovery and the father had kept touching the baby's belly through the gown as if checking that everything was still where it was supposed to be. Ilya hadn't said anything about that. He'd just described it, the father's hand on the baby's stomach, flat and careful, and then moved on to talking about the weather in Montreal, which was apparently committing acts of violence against the city. Shane had stayed quiet and felt his chest tighten at the vision of the father's careful hand and said nothing about that either, because he was learning that Ilya told stories the way he operated: with precision, without commentary, trusting the person on the other end to understand what mattered without being told.
After a while the talking slowed down. Ilya's breathing changed. Shane could hear the tiredness in it, the way the pauses between sentences stretched.
"You should sleep," Shane said.
"Mm."
"Not really a suggestion."
"You sound like me." Ilya's voice was half gone, roughened by exhaustion, and Shane could picture him in bed, sheets tangled around his legs, head sunk into the pillow, eyes closed, hair flattened on one side.
"Terrifying thought," Shane said. "But now you understand my suffering."
A breath of a laugh. Then quiet. Shane listened to Ilya breathe and felt his own body get heavy in the dark, his muscles unwinding, the day leaving him. Two more days. Two more games. Then home.
He noticed the word and let it sit there.
"Shane," Ilya murmured.
"Hm?"
"Your hip. How is it actually?"
"Better. Honestly. Skated a full practice today. No complaints."
A pause. "Okay." Another pause. "Good."
"Go to sleep, Ilya."
"I'm going." He wasn't going. Shane could hear him not going. "Two more days."
Shane exhaled. "Two more days."
Quiet. The kind where someone was still on the line and you could feel them there, and the feeling was almost enough to trick your body into thinking the distance was smaller. Shane's phone was warm against his cheek. His eyes were closed. Somewhere in Montreal, Ilya was breathing, and Shane was listening, and neither of them hung up.
. ݁₊ ⊹ . ݁ ⟡ ݁ . ⊹ ₊ ݁.

Shane was in the back of the team bus, earbuds in, pretending to watch game film on his tablet.
Shane: I need a favor
Svetlana: Interesting. Proceed.
Shane: What's Ilya's schedule like on Thursday?
Svetlana: Clinic until 4. Why?
Shane: I land at 12:45.
A pause. Then:
Svetlana: Нууу ты даёшь Шейн
She did this sometimes. Used his name in Russian when she wanted him to understand the gravity of a moment. The first time she'd done it, he'd had to ask her what it said, and she'd replied your name, obviously, try to keep up. Now he recognized the letters on sight. It meant she was paying close attention.
Shane: Is that a good Шейн or a bad one?
Svetlana: That depends. Are you doing what I think you're doing?
Shane: I want to be at his apartment when he gets home. I need you to let me in
Svetlana: You want to ambush my best friend in his own home after a fourteen day separation. Correct?
Shane: When you put it that way it sounds a little unhinged
Svetlana: It sounds romantic. I will help you. What are you feeding him?
Shane smiled. Svetlana's first question about any plan involving Ilya was always about food, because she’d spent years watching him forget to eat and had long ago appointed herself the enforcement arm of his nutritional survival.
Shane: Pelmeni. I made them last week. They're in my freezer.
Svetlana: Ты их уже сделал??
Shane: … I’m going to assume that's either impressed or horrified?
Svetlana: When did you even have the time
Shane: Shut up. I used your recipe the way you said. I have photographic evidence if you want to inspect
Svetlana: А как же.

Svetlana: Send immediately.
Shane pulled up the photo. He'd taken it without thinking about why, just the sheet pan lined with parchment, rows of dumplings in neat lines, the dough pale and thin and pinched at the edges. He'd been proud of them in a way that felt private and a little ridiculous. He sent it.
A long pause. Then:
Svetlana: Шейни. I’m furious.
Shane: Why?? Are they wrong?
Svetlana: They're not wrong. They look like my grandmother's. How dare you.
Shane: Is that a compliment?
Svetlana: It's the highest compliment I'm capable of giving and I need you to understand that I don't say it lightly. My grandmother was a terrifying woman who made pelmeni like God intended and you have somehow, through sheer Canadian goodwill, produced something she would have approved of.
Shane: Thank you?
Svetlana: You're welcome. Don't let it go to your head.

Svetlana: Speaking of hands that perform above their station…

Svetlana: Ilya’s watching highlights from last night. Tell me about your third period shift at 12:40. You were cheating to the left on entry and the weak side was wide open. Ilya says you always overcorrect after a bad first period. Aren’t you proud?
Shane stared at his phone. Hayden glanced over from the next seat. Shane ignored him.
Shane: That's… annoyingly accurate. Did he actually say that or did you?
Svetlana: Both. Ilya’s learning. I grew up watching grown men overcorrect. It's a whole genre.
Shane: A genre
Svetlana: A rich and varied genre. You're not even the worst offender. Ilya thinks you’re in your head. I think you’re compensating with your positioning because your gap control on the backcheck is off. But that's a conversation for when you're back and I can draw on a napkin (:
Shane read the message twice. Then a third time.
Shane: You might be the scariest person I've ever met.
Svetlana: спасибо, красавчик.
He knew that one now. Thanks, handsome. She'd taught it to him six weeks ago, along with дурак (idiot, affectionate) and молодец (good job, sometimes sincere, often not when coming from her) and a rotating cast of words she fed him without context and then laughed about when he used them incorrectly. She was teaching him Russian in fragments, the way you teach someone a language you actually speak. Not with grammar but with feeling, with the words that mattered, with the sounds that carried weight. He'd started to hear them differently when Ilya used them. He still couldn't translate what Ilya said to him late at night, the quiet Russian that came when Ilya was too tired to filter it. But he could hear the shape of it now. He could hear that Shane in Ilya's mouth wasn't the same as Shane in anyone else's, and that Родной meant something Ilya wasn't ready to say in English, and that the distance between those two languages was where Ilya kept the truest version of what he felt.
Svetlana had given him that. He wasn't sure she knew.
Shane: Can you make sure he goes straight home after clinic?
Svetlana: I'll tell him I left something at his apartment and I need him to check. He'll complain but he'll do it. He always does what I ask. It's his fatal flaw.
Shane: I thought his fatal flaw was forgetting to eat
Svetlana: Ты совсем голову потерял.

Svetlana: He’s a man like any other.
Then, a moment later:
Svetlana: He really misses you. He won’t say it like that because he's Ilya and saying vulnerable things in plain language violates some made up personal code he's had since childhood. But he gets restless when you're gone.
Shane read it sitting in the back of a bus on a highway somewhere in the Carolinas. The tablet on his lap had gone dark. Hayden started snoring in the seat beside him. The bus continued on.
Shane: I miss him too
Svetlana: I know you do.
Then:
Svetlana: Bring the pelmeni. Don't overcook them.

Svetlana: молодец Шейн. I mean it this time.
Shane put the tablet down. Looked out the window. At the highway, gray and green, the miles pulling south to north in the wrong direction for another twelve hours and then, finally, the right one. His reflection in the glass was smiling. He watched it for a second, the way you'd watch a stranger, and thought: one more day.






      

  












      Chapter 2
  








  Ilya's apartment smelled like Shane's hands.
That was the thought Shane had standing at the stove with a dish towel over his shoulder and a pot of salted water at a rolling boil, and it was a bizarre thought, but it was true. The pelmeni smelled like the hours he'd spent making them in his own kitchen over a week ago, his hands floury to the wrist, dough sticking under his nails, a YouTube tutorial playing on his laptop in a language he didn't speak because the English ones were wrong and he'd known they were wrong because Svetlana had told him, in no uncertain terms, that if he used a food processor for the dough she would come to his apartment and toss it off of his considerably high balcony. So he'd done it by hand. Kneaded until his forearms burned. Rolled the dough thin enough to see the counter through it and then thinner, because Sveta had said it was important, and when she spoke, he listened.
The filling was pork and onion. Simple. Sveta had walked him through the ratio over the phone while, in the background, someone paged her and she ignored it with the calm of a Russian who had decided that pelmeni took priority over most forms of institutional authority. She'd told him to season aggressively and to not, under any circumstances, add garlic, because Ilya's mother didn't add garlic, and there were certain hills Svetlana was prepared to die on and this was the highest.
Shane had made three dozen total. He'd frozen them on a sheet pan lined with parchment and transferred them to a freezer bag and written the date on it in Sharpie and felt, looking at the bag in his freezer between the frozen berries and the ice packs, a tenderness so out of proportion to a bag of dumplings that he'd had to close the freezer door and walk away.
Now they were here. In Ilya's kitchen, in Ilya's pot, on Ilya's stove, in this apartment that Shane had been inside exactly six times before and never alone. Svetlana had let him in forty minutes ago, kissed his cheek, said "Don't burn anything, the smoke alarm is dramatic," and left. Shane had stood in the doorway for a minute after she'd gone, just looking.
The apartment was a loft. A former tannery, Ilya had told him once, without elaboration, as though the fact that he lived inside a building that used to process animal hides was unremarkable. The bones of it were everywhere. Exposed brick the color of dried blood, darkening where the mortar had absorbed a century of weather before the walls were sealed. Slate floors, cool even through socks, with a faint unevenness that meant the building remembered its own weight. Wood beams overhead, massive and rough hewn, spanning the fourteen foot ceiling like the ribs of something built to hold more than it currently carried. The kitchen was open to the living space, separated by a carved stone counter that looked like it had been pulled from a monastery and repurposed by someone with taste and no interest in trends. The windows were enormous, industrial-paned, and through them the city and the water stretched out in the blue hour light, Montreal going violet at the edges.
It was the opposite of Shane's penthouse in every way that mattered. Shane had built his space in glass and marble and reflective surfaces, clean lines, everything visible, everything held at a distance. Ilya lived inside history. Brick and slate and wood that had been something else before it was this. The apartment suited him so completely that Shane felt, standing in it, like he was learning something about Ilya that Ilya himself might not know he was saying: I came from somewhere hard and I made something of the material I had.
Shane had taken off his shoes at the door. He'd put the pelmeni on to boil. He'd found the dish towel hanging from the oven handle and slung it over his shoulder and something about that gesture, the towel and the steam rising from someone else's pot, in someone else’s kitchen, had made his chest feel tight and full.
He was checking the pelmeni when the front door opened.
"Света, если ты опять оставила тут свою зарядку, я скоро начну брать с тебя аренду…"
The voice came from the entryway, muffled by the sound of a bag being dropped, a coat being unzipped. Shane turned off the burner. Wiped his hands on the towel.
Ilya came around the corner.
He was still in his coat and scarf and the exhaustion of a full day was on him, visible in the way his shoulders slumped so low they seemed borrowed from someone twice his age. His bag was gone, dropped somewhere behind him. His keys were still in his hand. He was looking down at his phone and then he looked up and his eyes found Shane and the phone and the keys and the sentence he'd been forming all stopped at the same time.
Shane stood at the stove, doing nothing. His heart had apparently decided to make an issue of it.
Ilya stared at him. Shane watched the recognition move through his face in stages. Confusion first, the brain catching up to the eyes. Then understanding, arriving all at once. And then something Shane had never seen on Ilya's face before, something open and wrecked and so unguarded that Shane felt like he'd walked into a room he hadn't been invited in to, except Ilya was looking right at him, so he had, and the looking was the invitation.
Ilya's keys hit the floor. The sound was small and bright against stone.
Shane was already moving. He whipped the dish towel off his shoulder and dropped it on the counter and crossed the kitchen and they met somewhere in the middle of that open plan, between the stove and the door, and Ilya's hands came up to Shane's face first, both of them, palms against his jaw, fingers in his hair, and for one second they just stood there. Ilya's hands on Shane's face. Shane's fist in the front of Ilya's coat. Their noses almost touching. The apartment quiet around them, the ceiling high above and the windows full of the city going dark.
Shane could feel Ilya's breath against his lips. Could feel the tremor in his hands. Ilya was shaking, a fine vibration in his fingers that had nothing to do with the early spring cold, and Shane thought oh and then they were kissing and he stopped thinking at all.
It wasn't careful. It wasn't like the first time, where everything had been new and tentative and they'd been learning each other's edges. This was two weeks of phone calls and hallway floors and semicolons and silence, and it came out of them fast and graceless and a little desperate, and Shane made a sound against Ilya's mouth that he would deny later and not mean it, and Ilya's hands went from his face to his waist to the small of his back and pulled him in so close that his coat buttons pressed into Shane's chest through his t-shirt and he could feel the cold still on Ilya's scarf, the outside air still in the wool, and underneath it Ilya was warm and solid and here and Shane's brain had reduced itself to that single word.
Ilya broke the kiss just far enough to breathe. His forehead against Shane's. His eyes closed. "You made pelmeni," he said. His voice was rough.
"Yeah."
"In my kitchen."
"Kind of. I made them in mine originally."
"From scratch."
Shane pulled back enough to see his face. Ilya's eyes were bright and his cheeks were flushed and his mouth was red and he looked like he’d been hit with something he hadn't seen coming and hadn't yet decided whether he was injured or grateful.
"For you." Shane said.
His hands tightened at Shane's waist. "How long have you been here?"
"I don’t know, an hour?"
"An hour. In my apartment. Making dumplings."
"Yes and they're going to get cold if we-"
Ilya kissed him again. Harder this time, one hand at the back of Shane's neck, the other sliding down to his hip, and Shane felt the careful way Ilya's fingers found the joint and pressed there, not hard, just checking. A question asked in touch. Shane answered by pulling him closer. The hip was fine. The hip was the least important thing in the room.
Ilya's hands moved. Up and down Shane's sides, over his hips, to the backs of his thighs, and then Shane felt the shift in Ilya's weight, the way his center of gravity dropped and his grip tightened, and he understood what was about to happen approximately one second before it did.
"Ilya-"
Ilya lifted him. One smooth motion, hands under his thighs, and Shane's feet left the floor and his legs went around Ilya's waist on pure instinct because the alternative was flailing and Shane Hollander did not flail, though the sound he made was, objectively, not far from it. His hands grabbed Ilya's shoulders. The ceiling was fourteen feet above them and Shane felt every inch of it, the sudden vertigo of being held, of having his weight taken, of being swept off of the ground in someone's arms.
"Warn a guy," Shane managed.
"Where's the fun in that?" Ilya's voice was low and warm against his neck, and Shane felt it vibrate through his collarbone. Ilya was already walking, carrying Shane's full weight with an ease that shouldn’t have been possible for a man who'd spent the last twelve hours split between the OR and clinic. It definitely shouldn’t have been as attractive as it was and was, in fact, a little bit ruinous, and Shane added this to the growing list of things about Ilya Rozanov that were going to be a problem for him for a very long time.
The stairs to the loft were engineered wood and wrought iron. Ilya took them easily with Shane wrapped around him and his hands firm under Shane's thighs and his breathing steady, and Shane pressed his face into Ilya's neck and breathed him in. Subtle soap and underneath something warm and clean that was just skin, and Shane's mouth was against Ilya’s throat before he'd decided to put it there.
Ilya's step faltered. One stair. He recovered.
"Don't do that if you want me to get us up there safely," Ilya said.
Shane stopped only long enough to say, "I have complete faith in you."
"Your faith is going to get us both killed."
Shane hummed and sunk his teeth into the crescent between Ilya’s neck and shoulder, unconcerned.
They made it. The loft was open to the space below, the bedroom defined by the slope of the original roof beams and a low wall of exposed brick that came up to waist height. The bed was large, simple, black sheets rumpled from that morning. The windows up here were even bigger, the city spread below in the early dark, headlights and streetlamps and the river catching the last of the light.
Ilya set him down on the edge of the bed. Straightened up. Looked down at Shane sitting on his sheets and something crossed Ilya's face that was quiet and consuming and had nothing to do with urgency. His coat was still on. His scarf was twisted where Shane had grabbed it.
"Hi," Shane said.
Ilya's mouth curved. "Hi."
"You're still wearing your coat."
"I am."
"That seems like something we should address."
Ilya shrugged the coat off. It hit the floor with the heavy sound of a rain jacket on slate. The scarf followed. Underneath he was in a button-down and dark trousers, clinic clothes, the shirt untucked on one side where Shane's hands had dislodged it. He stood there in the low light and looked at Shane with the same focused attention he brought to everything, and Shane felt it on his skin.
Shane reached for Ilya's belt.
Ilya caught his hand. Brought it to his mouth. Kissed the inside of his wrist, where the pulse ran close to the surface, and held it there. Shane felt his own heartbeat against Ilya's lips.
"Slow down," Ilya said against his skin.
"We’ve been slow for two weeks."
"We’ve been busy and you’ve been away." Ilya released his wrist and put both hands on Shane's shoulders and pressed him back, gently, until Shane was flat. He leaned down and kissed Shane's jaw. His throat. The place where his t-shirt met his collarbone. Shane's breath caught. "Let me look at you," Ilya murmured against his throat. "I haven't seen you in fourteen days and I want to look at you. You can be patient for five minutes."
"I really can't."
"You can." Ilya pulled Shane's shirt up and over his head and dropped it. His eyes moved over Shane's chest and stomach and shoulders with the same quality of attention Shane had seen at the cafe, when Ilya had held his hands and examined the scrapes with an expression that was clinical and wanting at the same time. Ilya's fingers followed his gaze. Down the line of Shane's ribs. Across his stomach. Over the jut of his hip, pressing gently at the flexor, testing.
"How is it?" Ilya asked. His thumb traced the crease of Shane's hip.
"Fine."
Ilya pressed harder.
"It's fine, Ilya, please."
"Please what?"
Shane exhaled. "Please stop being a doctor for five seconds and come here."
Ilya smiled. The real one, warm and a little crooked and devastating at close range. He lowered himself over Shane, one knee on the bed, and kissed him. Slow this time. Thorough. His mouth tasted faintly like the coke he'd probably had at three o'clock, and Shane arched into him and got his hands on Ilya's shirt buttons and started working them open, and Ilya let him, which felt like a concession and also like permission and also like Ilya had decided Shane had been patient enough and was releasing him from the assignment.
The shirt came off. Shane put his hands on Ilya's chest and felt his breathing change under his palms. Warm skin. The lean, compact muscle of a man who worked more than he worked out, who spent his days on his feet, whose body was a tool he maintained for precision rather than performance. Shane pulled him down and they were skin to skin and the contact, after two weeks of nothing but a screen, lit him up from the inside.
"Finally," Shane breathed.
Ilya kissed his shoulder. His collarbone. The hollow of his throat where Shane's pulse was hammering. He worked his way down Shane's body with a patience that was, Shane was discovering, an actual form of torture, because Ilya's mouth was precise the way his hands were precise, each point of contact chosen, and Shane could feel himself being mapped, which was maddening and extraordinary and he wanted to say more and faster and please but what came out was a sound that was none of those words and all of them.
Shane's hands went to Ilya's belt. This time Ilya didn't stop him. Shane got it loose. Found the button and the zipper and Ilya exhaled hard against Shane's temple and Shane felt the air fan across his skin and got his hand inside Ilya's boxers and Ilya's hips stuttered forward and there, right there, was the crack in the composure Shane had been looking for, the place where Ilya's control came apart just enough to let Shane see underneath.
"Shane." Low. Almost a warning.
"Yeah?"
"If you keep doing that this is going to be over significantly faster than I planned."
"You have a plan?"
"I had a plan. You're interfering with it."
His grip tightened. "Maybe I’d like to participate."
Ilya pulled Shane's hands away. Pinned them above his head. Not hard. Just firm, his fingers wrapped around Shane's wrists against the black sheets, and he held them there and looked down at Shane with his hair in his eyes and his mouth red and his breathing unsteady, and Shane's entire body exhaled. Some part of him that was always holding, always bracing, always ready, went quiet under the weight of Ilya's hands on his wrists and his eyes on Shane's face.
Ilya noticed. His gaze sharpened. He pressed Shane's wrists more firmly into the bed and watched Shane's face and Shane felt the heat climb his chest and his throat and couldn't hide it, couldn't even want to.
"Oh," Ilya mouthed, very quietly.
"Don't."
"Don't what?"
"You’re going to make it a thing."
"Yes." Ilya lowered his mouth to Shane's ear. "I'm going to remember the exact sound you just made for the rest of my life."
Shane struggled against him. "I hate you."
"No you don't." Ilya kissed the hinge of his jaw. "You really don't."
The rest of their clothes came off in pieces. Shane's sweats, kicked off the end of the bed. Ilya's trousers, pushed down and discarded. Shane got his hands back and used them, both of them, on every part of Ilya he could reach, and the reaching was its own kind of relief after two weeks of looking at a screen and wanting this and not having it. Ilya's skin under his palms. The planes of his back. The dip at the base of his spine. The sound Ilya made when Shane's mouth found the spot below his ear that Shane had discovered on their fourth date and had been thinking about at inappropriate intervals ever since.
Ilya's hands were on Shane's hips, angling them, adjusting, and Shane felt the care inside the want, the way Ilya's grip changed to avoid the flexor, the way he moved Shane's body with attention paid to where it hurt and where it didn't. It should have been unsexy. It was the opposite. It was Ilya saying I know where it hurts because I've been studying the way you move, and Shane felt so seen by it that his throat closed.
"Okay?" Ilya murmured.
"Yes. Jesus, yes, I’m okay."
Ilya took his time. He took his time the way he took his time with everything that mattered, with the patience of a man who understood that precision was not the enemy of urgency but the thing that made it survivable. His hands moved over Shane's body and each touch was a decision, considered and exact, and Shane writhed under it and clawed at the sheets and said things he wouldn’t remember later and would be embarrassed about if he did, and Ilya absorbed all of it, every sound, every shift, every sigh, with the focused attention of someone gathering data he intended to use again.
When Ilya finally pressed into him, Shane's hands found his shoulders and held on. The sound Shane made was involuntary, pulled from somewhere deep, and Ilya went still, his forehead against Shane’s collarbone, his arms braced on either side of Shane's head, and waited. Shane breathed. Ilya breathed.
"Okay?" Ilya whispered.
"Move." Shane rolled his trapped hips. "Please move."
Ilya moved. Slow at first, then not. Shane wrapped his legs around him, his hands in Ilya’s hair, and pulled him closer, deeper, and the care and the want tangled together into something that felt new every time, this thing that only happened between them, Ilya's control and Shane's surrender of it and the place where those two met and became the same thing.
Shane lost track. Of time, of the room, of everything that wasn't the weight of Ilya above him and the rhythm they built together and the sounds they made into each other's mouths. At some point Ilya's composure broke fully, the patience dissolving into something raw and open, and Shane watched it happen with his fingers digging into Ilya’s sides and thought he was seeing something private, something Ilya didn't show anyone, the version of him that lived on the other side of all that control, and it was beautiful, and Shane held on and didn't look away.
After, they lay on their backs. The ceiling was high and dark above them, the beams visible in the ambient light from the city below. Shane's breathing was finding its way back to normal. His body felt rearranged. The sheets were destroyed.
He started laughing.
It came out of him the way it always did when the tension broke, sudden and too loud, and Ilya turned his head on the pillow and looked at him and his mouth did the crooked little thing Shane loved, the compression that meant he was trying not to laugh and losing, and then he was laughing too, both of them on their backs in the wrecked bed with the city in the windows and the smell of pelmeni drifting up from the kitchen below.
"The food," Shane said.
"The dumplings are fine."
"They've been sitting for-"
"Shane."
"I made thirty-six of them."
Ilya rolled onto his side and propped his head on his hand and looked at Shane with an expression of such amused tenderness that Shane felt his face heat. "You made thirty-six dumplings?"
"Yes. Your apartment smells like pelmeni because I made them. In your kitchen. For you. From scratch. I want this on the record."
"It's on the record."
"Good."
Ilya leaned over and kissed him. Soft. Unhurried. The urgency gone, replaced by something quieter that Shane felt all the way to the bottom of his lungs. "Come on," Ilya said. "Let's go rescue your dumplings."
They reheated them in the same pot. Shane in his underwear and Ilya's t-shirt, which was too tight in the shoulders and smelled like Ilya’s detergent. Ilya in Shane’s sweatpants and nothing else, his hair a disaster, moving around his own kitchen with the ease of someone who'd come back to himself.
Shane sat on the counter. The stone was cold under his thighs. Ilya stood between his legs, fingers curled around Shane’s hip, and they ate pelmeni out of the same bowl with forks because Shane couldn't find the right spoons for the broth and Ilya said it didn't matter and the not-mattering felt like its own kind of intimacy. The dumplings were dressed with butter and a splash of the starchy cooking water and a crack of black pepper, because Svetlana had said anything more was an insult to the dough.
Shane watched Ilya's face when he took the first bite.
He tried to be subtle about it. He was not subtle about it. He was watching Ilya's mouth and his jaw and the movement of his throat and he was aware that his own face was doing something transparent and eager and he couldn’t make it stop.
Ilya chewed. Swallowed. His face gave nothing away. He looked at the bowl. Looked at Shane.
"Well?" Shane said.
"I'm thinking."
"You're stalling."
"I'm forming a considered opinion."
"You chewed for five seconds. That's not a considered opinion. That's a hostage situation."
Ilya speared another one. Ate it. Shane's fingers tightened on the edge of the counter. "The dough’s good," Ilya said finally.
"Good?"
"Good."
"Just good?"
"What were you hoping for? A standing ovation? It's a dumpling."
"I made thirty-six of them by hand! I think I deserve at least-"
"The filling is slightly underseasoned."
Shane stared at him. Ilya's face was perfectly straight. For three seconds, Shane believed him. Then the corner of Ilya's mouth moved, the smallest twitch, and Shane saw it and Ilya saw him see it and his composure cracked.
"They're perfect," Ilya said. "Shut up. You know they’re perfect. Where did you learn to-" He stopped. Looked at the bowl. Looked back at Shane. "Svetlana."
"Svetlana." Shane confirmed.
"She taught you?"
"Over the phone. She yelled at me about garlic for ten minutes."
Ilya's expression changed. Something danced across it that was too fast and too open for Shane to read completely, but he caught pieces: surprise, and warmth, and something deeper that flickered behind Ilya's eyes and went somewhere Shane couldn't follow. Ilya looked down at the bowl of dumplings, then back up at Shane sitting on his counter in his borrowed shirt, and his hand slid down his thigh and came to rest on Shane's knee. His thumb traced a slow circle on the inside of Shane's kneecap.
"You made pelmeni," Ilya said, quieter now.
"I did."
"From scratch. In the middle of a roadtrip."
"On my day off. In my kitchen. And then I froze them and brought them here and now you're eating them and I'm going to need you to acknowledge this at regular intervals for the foreseeable future."
Ilya stared at him. The teasing had left his face. What was there instead was something Shane had only seen in glimpses before, usually late, usually in the dark, usually through a screen. The look from the supply closet. The look that hid behind the Russian. Unguarded in a way that made Shane's ribs feel too small for what was inside them.
"Очень благодарен," Ilya said. Then, in English, lower: "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
They gazed at each other. The kitchen was warm. The pelmeni were steaming. The city was outside the enormous windows, bustling and alive, but in here it was just them, spent and half dressed on either side of a bowl of dumplings that had taken six days, two languages, and one conspiracy to make, and Shane felt the words in his throat again. Three words, easy syllables, the simplest sentence in human language. He could feel them sitting at the base of his tongue, patient and enormous, waiting for him to be brave enough.
Ilya speared another dumpling and held it up to Shane's mouth. Shane leaned forward and took it off the fork and Ilya's thumb brushed his lower lip as he pulled the fork away, and it was such a small thing, a thumb on his lip, and he wanted to say it. He wanted to say it in a kitchen that smelled like the dough he made with his own hands because Ilya’s are the most important hands Shane’s ever held and he wanted to give them something back.
He stole the fork from between Ilya's fingers and ate the last dumpling and grinned at him, and Ilya said "That was mine," and Shane said "Everything in this bowl was yours, I made it for you," and Ilya kissed him with the taste of butter and black pepper between them, and the apartment was warm, and the city was dark, and Shane Hollander was half dressed in a former tannery in Montreal eating Russian dumplings he'd made from scratch for the man he was falling in love with, and the pelmeni were perfect, and he wasn’t going to let either of them forget it.
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  Ilya had never wanted help.
It was one of those things about himself he'd accepted early on, the way some people accepted that they couldn't carry a tune or couldn't eat shellfish. A fact of architecture. He could be generous, could give until his hands were empty and feel good about it, but the reverse had always felt like wearing a coat three sizes too small. Help arrived and he held it at arm's length, examined it warily and usually handed it back, and the people who offered learned, eventually, not to.
He'd gotten through medical school without a study group. Through residency on four hours of sleep and the kind of institutional coffee that tasted like a grudge. Through his father's death with a flight to Moscow and a suit he already owned and a week of silence afterward that Svetlana had respected and then, on day eight, ended with homemade kharcho and the sentence "You've been brave long enough and now you're being stupid." He had let her in. But Svetlana was Svetlana, which meant she didn't ask to be let in. She just appeared inside the room and dared you to object.
Shane was different.
Shane hadn't broken down the door or picked the lock or climbed through a window. He'd just stood near it, patiently, and waited. And one morning Ilya had opened it, and Shane had walked in like he'd always been expected, like the hallway had been fine but this was better, and he'd sat down and stayed.
Now he was in Ilya's bed, and he was taking up most of it.
Late May light came through the industrial panes in long warm slabs, catching dust and turning it slow and gold. The brick went amber. The beams overhead glowed the way old wood does when it's finally done arguing with winter, burnished and grudging and beautiful. Through the glass the city was soft at its edges, the river tossing light at the sky, and the whole apartment had the quality of a day still deciding what it wanted to be. It was leaning toward generous; Ilya could feel it in the warmth gathering on the surface of the slate floors below, pooling in the silence.
None of this concerned Shane, who was asleep with the commitment of a man who considered consciousness optional and mornings a personal insult.
He was wrapped around Ilya from behind. One arm slung heavy across his ribs. One knee wedged between Ilya's thighs. His face was pressed into the back of Ilya's neck and his breath came in slow, even intervals against the top of Ilya's spine, each exhale a small warm bloom that faded and returned and faded and returned. His fingers, even in sleep, had found a fistful of Ilya's shirt and were holding on with an idle tenacity that suggested he had no intention of letting go without a fight.
Ilya lay still and catalogued all of this the way he catalogued everything about Shane, greedily and without shame. The weight of his arm. The heat of his breath. The way his body fit along the length of Ilya's back like a question that had found its answer and was now, frankly, being a little smug about it.
He was in love with this man.
He hadn't said it yet. The words had been there for weeks, fully formed and heavy and ready, lodged somewhere behind his sternum. He felt them every time Shane cooked for him. When he called from the road and fell asleep on the line without hanging up. When Shane learned to make pelmeni from Svetlana's recipe because Ilya had mentioned once, exactly once, that he missed them. The feeling was old and enormous and had been running ahead of the language for so long that the language felt like a formality now, a rubber stamp on a document his soul had signed months ago.
But today was not the day.
Today Ilya would make medovik, the way he'd made it every year since he was eighteen and first trusted himself with the recipe, alone in a student kitchen in Toronto with a saucepan he'd bought at a thrift store and honey that wasn't right but was close enough to make him cry. He would make it the way she made it. Layer by layer. Patiently. And he would eat a piece and miss her the way he always missed her on this day, which was not the missing of grief but the missing of continuation. The ache of a conversation still going on inside him that she could no longer hear her half of.
He had always done this alone.
He looked at Shane's hand on his chest. The fingers curled in cotton. The knuckles loose with sleep.
He could wake him up and say today is my mother's birthday, and I make a cake, and I've never let anyone near it, and will you help me. Shane would, without being asked twice. He'd be careful with it, with flour on his hands and questions he'd know how to ask and silence he'd know how to keep.
Ilya pressed his palm over Shane's hand.
Outside, the river caught the light and sent it back.
He began the slow work of extracting himself, which frequently required patience and a tolerance for absurdity. Shane's arm tightened when Ilya tried to lift it. His knee pressed deeper. A small, displeased sound came from somewhere in the vicinity of Ilya's shoulder blade, vowelless and offended, as though Shane's body had registered the threat of abandonment and was filing a formal complaint.
Ilya pried the fingers from his shirt one at a time. Lifted the arm. Slid sideways. Shane rolled into the warm space he'd left and pulled the pillow into the vacancy with the same possessive reflex, face-first, arms wrapped around it, a replacement he found acceptable but disappointing.
Ilya kissed the top of his head and went downstairs.
The kitchen was cool and still. His feet found the slate and the overnight chill of it grounded him, a small daily negotiation between body and surface that he'd grown to appreciate. He filled the kettle. Set it on the stove. While the water worked toward boiling he stood at the counter and let the morning have its quiet.
The honey was on the second shelf, behind the everyday jar, in a ceramic pot with a wooden lid that didn't match anything else in the kitchen. It had come from a market in Krasnodar five years ago, the last time he'd gone back. The honey inside was dark, almost brown, thick with wildflower and buckwheat, and it was not for tea nor toast nor any of the things people assumed when they noticed it and said ooh, fancy.
It was for Irina.
He took it down and set it on the counter and stared at it.
The kettle whistled. He made his tea. He held the cup in both hands and stood in the kitchen with his mother's honey and the morning light and the man he loved asleep upstairs, and he let the day arrive.
He heard Shane before he saw him. Bare feet on the stairs, each step heavy and imprecise. A yawn that sounded vaguely mammalian. The soft thud of a hip meeting the iron column at the bottom of the staircase, followed by a pause that suggested the iron was being silently blamed.
Then Shane was in the kitchen.
His hair was a catastrophe. His eyes were barely negotiating with open. He was wearing sweatpants that were slightly too baggy and a t-shirt he'd stolen so many weeks ago that it had changed citizenship. He moved to the coffee maker with the navigational certainty of a man who could find caffeine during a power outage, loaded it, pressed the button, and stood there watching it drip with an expression of haggard, unwavering faith.
The coffee maker gurgled. Shane waited. Ilya drank his tea and watched him and let the fondness do what it wanted in his chest.
When the coffee was done Shane poured it into Ilya's old CHOC mug, the navy one with the chipped handle that he'd claimed weeks ago with the quiet territorial confidence of a man planting a flag, and crossed the kitchen.
He set the mug on the counter. Stepped behind Ilya. Wrapped both arms around his waist and pressed his face into the back of Ilya's neck and breathed.
"Morning," Shane said. The word arrived muffled and boneless.
Ilya leaned into him. He could feel Shane's breath on his neck, his chest warm against Ilya's back, and his hand came up to rest over the forearm crossing his stomach. They stood like that. The kitchen ticking with small sounds. The coffee cooling on the counter.
Shane's chin found Ilya's shoulder. He was surveying the counter through half-closed eyes, cataloguing the morning the way he catalogued everything, with a lazy thoroughness that missed nothing. The tea. The light. The ceramic pot with the wooden lid, out of place among the everyday things.
"Using the good honey today?" His thumb traced a lazy circle against Ilya's ribs. "Special occasion?"
Ilya's hand stilled on Shane's arm.
Shane noticed which honey lived on the high shelf. He'd noticed that the ceramic pot had never come down from its place in all the months he'd been in this kitchen. He asked because he noticed and he noticed because that was simply how Shane moved through the world, cataloguing what mattered to the people he loved and holding it for them, quietly, until they needed it back.
Ilya could say no, just felt like it, and put the honey away and let the day be ordinary. He could keep this for himself the way he'd kept it for eighteen years across seven kitchens in three cities, alone with a recipe and the memory.
Shane's arms were warm around him. The honey sat on the counter between the morning light and the tea, and the apartment was quiet, and Ilya could feel Shane's heartbeat against his spine, patient and steady, asking nothing.
"It's my mother's birthday," Ilya said.
Shane didn't move. His arms stayed where they were, his breathing unchanged, but his thumb stopped its idle circle against Ilya's ribs and in the pause Ilya felt the whole weight of him recalibrate. The sleepiness fell away. Shane was awake now, fully and completely, his chin still on Ilya's shoulder, his body still warm against Ilya's back, and the stillness that had been comfort a moment ago was now something else entirely. Listening. The kind Shane did with his whole body.
"Yeah?" Shane asked quietly, like the word was checking whether the door was open or just unlocked.
"She would have been fifty-eight."
Shane's arms tightened. A fraction, a reflex, and the pressure said more than anything he could have assembled into a sentence at this hour or any hour. Ilya was grateful for it in a way that made his throat feel thick.
"I make a cake," Ilya said. "Every year. Her recipe. Medovik."
Shane's mouth curved against his shoulder. "The one you promised me?"
Of course he remembered. A cafe table in December, a nutella horn torn to pieces, Ilya saying more like a promise while the snow caught in Shane's hair. Shane had filed it in whatever meticulous, boundless archive he kept for things Ilya said when he wasn't being careful. Months ago. He'd been carrying it around like a coin in his pocket.
"Yes," Ilya said, before pressing his lips to Shane’s cheek. "That one."
The coffee maker ticked as it cooled. Light touched the ceramic pot, the lip of Ilya's tea cup, Shane's fingers where they rested against Ilya's hip. "What was she like?" Shane asked.
Four words. No preamble, no performance of sympathy, no careful framing. Just tell me. He'd been waiting to ask for a long time; Ilya could hear it in the shape of the sentence, how ready it was, how long it had been sitting in Shane's mouth. And now the door had opened and Shane was walking through it the way he walked through all of Ilya's doors - gently, without hesitation, already planning to stay.
Ilya turned in his arms.
Shane's face was close. His eyes still had that soft morning blur, brown and warm, but underneath it he was all attention. His gaze moved once across Ilya's face, reading him, finding the edges.
"She was kind," Ilya said. "In a way that was expensive. She gave it away to people who had no idea what to do with it and she never stopped. I didn't understand why until I was old enough to realize it wasn't a choice. It was just how she was made."
Shane's hand settled at the small of Ilya's back, his thumb tracing the ridge of his spine through the cotton of his shirt. He didn't speak.
"I've always made it alone," Ilya continued. "The cake. It takes hours between the dough and the layers and the cream. A whole day, really." He looked at the honey on the counter, then back at Shane. "I've never wanted anyone else in the kitchen."
Shane waited. His fingers curled gently into the fabric at Ilya's waist, a quiet anchor.
"But I want you to stay," Ilya said.
Shane's breathing caught. A fractional unevenness, a brightness gathering at his lash line that he blinked at once and didn't entirely clear. Both hands stayed where they were, steady at Ilya's waist, and he saw the understanding arrive, watched Shane carry the full weight of what had just been given to him.
"Okay," Shane said. His voice had gone rough at the seams. "Show me."
Ilya kissed him. Brief, firm, a closed-mouth press that was more punctuation than question. Shane's hand slid into his hair and held him there a second longer than the kiss needed, and when they pulled apart his eyes were still bright and his mouth was fighting a losing battle with composure.
"First," Ilya said, "we need the stove."
"I'm good with a stove."
"You're adequate with a stove."
"I made you scallops." Shane was already moving, pushing his hair back from his face with one hand, opening drawers with the other like he owned the kitchen. He didn't, but the kitchen had stopped arguing about it weeks ago.
"You made yourself scallops. I was an appreciative beneficiary."
"Of my incredible cooking."
"Of your adequate cooking, performed with unreasonable confidence." Ilya took the saucepan from the rack and set it on the burner. "You had the audacity to critique the risotto while plating it. It was annoying."
Shane grinned. The brightness in his eyes was still there but the smile had folded it into something he could carry. He hip-checked Ilya and lingered at his side half a second longer than necessary, then stepped back and clapped his hands once, ready to take the assignment too seriously.
"Okay, chef. Where do we start?"
Ilya opened the ceramic pot.
The smell rose to meet him the way it always did, earthy and sweet in a way that had nothing to do with sugar and everything to do with the field it came from. Wildflower and buckwheat. Krasnodar in a jar. It smelled like his mother's kitchen in the early afternoon, when the light came through the window above the sink and caught the steam and the whole room went hazy and gold, and she would be at the counter with her sleeves pushed up and flour in the creases of her knuckles and that look on her face, the one that meant she was somewhere between this world and wherever the recipe took her.
He held the pot for a second. Just held it.
Then he spooned the honey into the pan and lit the flame.
"Butter," he said to Shane, who was already sliding the butter bell across the counter, because Shane's instinct for what was needed next operated on some frequency Ilya had never been able to identify but had stopped questioning.
Shane leaned against the island to watch as Ilya dropped a pat of butter into the honey. It softened and pooled at its edges, dark amber dissolving into gold, and slowly, the way it did every year, the kitchen became his mother’s.
"Low heat," Ilya instructed. "You don't rush this."
Shane wasn’t rushing anything. He was watching Ilya's forearms, the slow turn of his wrist as he stirred, the tendons shifting under his skin. He was watching with the unhurried focus of a man who had absolutely no opinion about browning butter in this moment.
"Eyes on the stove, Hollander."
"I'm watching."
"The wrong thing."
Shane’s gaze traveled from Ilya's hands up to his shoulders and back down again with the slow, appreciative thoroughness of someone browsing a museum he fully intended to revisit. "I think my prioritization is fine, actually."
Ilya bit the inside of his cheek and stirred. The motion was so familiar his hand knew it before his brain caught up, the same slow circles, the same angle, the same patience his mother had practiced at a different stove in a kitchen that no longer existed.
"She used to let me stir," Ilya said. He hadn't planned to say it. "But not with a whisk. She gave me the big wooden spoon because it was the only thing I couldn't use as a weapon, and even then it was a gamble. I was a terrible sous chef; I knocked things off the counter, put my fingers in everything. Once, I dropped an egg on the floor and tried to scoop it back into the bowl before she noticed."
Shane laughed. "Did she?"
"She always noticed. But she said the mess was part of the process." He stirred. "She'd stand behind me and put her hand over mine and we'd go slowly, together. I think half of it was teaching me patience and the other half was keeping me from launching honey onto the ceiling."
Shane had drifted to his shoulder without seeming to decide to, close enough that Ilya could feel the warmth of him along his arm. He was watching the spoon turn in the pan with the quiet attention he gave to things he wanted to remember.
"She was strict about the honey," Ilya continued. "It has to melt all the way into the butter before the sugar goes in." He tilted the pan, watching the amber pool and settle. "She was strict about almost nothing else, but the medovik had rules and the rules were sacred and I was not exempt."
"What happened if you broke them?"
"She had this look." He rearranged his eyebrows in an approximate impression, one arched high and murderous. "No words. Just the eyebrows. I would immediately confess to whatever I'd done and several things I hadn't, because I hated her silence more than my father's temper."
Shane's face softened. "I like her."
Ilya smiled at the spoon in the pan, watched it move in slow amber circles. "She had a way about her. My father was obsessed with status and money, he had no patience for ‘recreational’ activities such as rest. But my mother…" and for a moment he was there, barefoot on warm tile, the smell of something sweet and the musical sound of her voice and the careful stillness of a kitchen where nothing was expected of him except that he stay.
"She was my home," Ilya said. He lifted the spoon and let the mixture fall in a slow ribbon back into the pan, dark gold, almost umber. His mother used to check it the same way: tilt the spoon, watch the pour, judge the weight of it by how it moved. "It was never Moscow, or Krasnodar, even though I begged her to let us stay. It was just her. And when she died I lost the place, not just the person." He swallowed. "I've been building rooms ever since. The degree, the career, this apartment. But none of them feel like her. Like home." He turned to Shane and met his eyes. "Until you."
Shane's mouth opened and nothing came out. His eyes were bright, a thin line of wet gathering along his lower lashes that he didn't blink away, and his chin did something involuntary that he would have hated if he could see it for himself, a small tremor, the start of a wave he was trying to hold back, and Ilya reached for him before it crested.
He pulled Shane in by the front of his t-shirt, gentle and deliberate, and kissed him. Shane's hands came up to Ilya's waist and held on, and his mouth was warm and tasted like coffee and his breath hitched once against Ilya's lips, a small wet sound that Ilya felt in the center of his chest. Ilya cradled the back of his head and kept him there and kissed him the way you kiss someone when you've just handed them something fragile and they caught it and you can feel their hands shaking and you want them to know it's okay, that the shaking is okay, that you're shaking too.
When they pulled apart Shane's lashes were damp and his freckles stood out sharp against the flush in his cheeks. Ilya kept his hand where it was, fingers in Shane's hair, thumb tracing the curve behind his ear. "She would have loved you," Ilya whispered.
Shane’s fingers tightened in his hair. "Yeah?"
Ilya kissed the tip of his nose. "Yes." He released him. "Hand me the brown sugar?"
Shane blinked, dazed, but complied.
Ilya added the sugar. Shane stayed where he was, shoulder warm against Ilya's side, watching the crystals dissolve into the honey-butter with the kind of focus that meant he was either genuinely fascinated or still composing himself from a minute ago. Probably both.
"Eggs next?"
"Not yet. Patience."
"I'm extremely patient." He stole a fingertip of the mixture from the edge of the pan and tasted it before Ilya could stop him, his expression shifting from curious to delighted to slightly feral in the span of about two seconds.
"Our second date says otherwise."
Shane licked his thumb. "I was sick and looking for a cure."
Ilya rolled his eyes. "Not that kind of patient, but you’re a very clever nuisance." Ilya pulled the pan from the heat and swatted Shane's hand away when it went back for more. Shane grinned at him, completely unrepentant, and Ilya heard his mother's voice in his head say wait, Ilyusha, let it breathe. Twenty-four years later, he still obeyed without question, though she had never had to contend with a six foot one Canadian stealing her honey with his fingers.
"Now the eggs. One at a time, beaten in fast or they’ll scramble."
"I can do that."
"You'll need to hold the bowl."
"I have two hands."
"And I'm going to need both of them."
Shane begrudgingly took the bowl. Ilya produced a whisk out of nowhere with a flourish. Their fingers touched on the rim and neither of them acknowledged it and both of them felt it, five months of incidental contact that had never once been casual.
Ilya cracked the first egg. Shane held the bowl steady while Ilya whisked in tight circles, fast, and the egg vanished into the cooling mixture. The second followed. Shane adjusted his grip and his bare forearm pressed against Ilya's, and the warmth of it coasted its way up to Ilya's shoulder and stayed. He didn't move. Neither did Shane.
"She sang while she worked," Ilya said. "Not for anyone. And not well." He laughed. "Just for the room. I can't remember any of the songs. I've tried. But I remember what she sounded like. She’d be humming and four layers in and I’d be underfoot, convinced I was essential to the operation."
"You were."
"I was five and using the spoon as a lightsaber."
"You were there. That's the essential part."
Shane was watching the batter catch the window light, his face open and sure, and he'd said it the way he said things that were so obviously true to him they barely needed voicing. Ilya felt something give way along a fault line he hadn't known he was built on. He didn't chase it. He let it settle where it fell, the way his mother let the honey settle in butter, and turned back to the counter. Flour. Surface. Hands. The recipe knew what came next even when he didn't.
The dough was a disaster. This was, apparently, correct.
"It's supposed to be sticky," Ilya explained, watching Shane regard the mass on the counter with undisguised horror.
"This isn't sticky. This is sentient." Shane lifted one hand and the dough came with it, clinging to his fingers in long, obscene strings. "I've pulled equipment out of bags after three day road trips that were less aggressive than this."
"Flour your hands."
"My hands are floured."
"More."
"If I use any more flour I'll need to be excavated." But he grabbed another handful and pressed it between his palms and went back in. Ilya watched his forearms work as he folded the dough, the flex and release of muscle under skin, and felt no particular urgency to look away.
"How long do I do this?"
"Until it stops fighting you."
"What if it never stops? What if this is the dough that broke the baker?"
"Then we've failed my mother's memory and I'll have to ask you to leave."
Shane's mouth fell open. Ilya held his expression steady for two full seconds before the corner of his mouth betrayed him.
"You think you're funny," Shane said.
"I think I'm adequate."
Shane snorted. "I'm telling Svetlana you said that. She'll have it embroidered on a pillow by Thursday."
The dough yielded. It always did, reluctantly and then all at once, and under Shane's hands it became pliable and smooth, something you could work with rather than against. Ilya added flour to the counter and took it from him and pressed it flat.
"Now we roll."
He divided the dough into eight pieces, set seven aside under a towel, and placed the first in the center of the floured surface. He handed Shane the rolling pin.
"Thin," Ilya said.
"How thin?"
"Until you can see the counter through it."
Shane positioned the pin and rolled, pressing outward from the center, turning the dough, rolling again. His hands were steady and his pressure was even. Ilya watched them and thought of those same hands steadying the bowl a few minutes ago. How they held Ilya's hands in the cafe that first morning, and curled in his shirt while sleeping, and now here, rolling dough his mother had perfected in a kitchen four thousand miles and two decades away. Irina's recipe, alive in Shane's hands.
"Thinner," he instructed, and stepped behind Shane to look over his shoulder. The dough was translucent at the edges but still opaque through the middle. "More pressure through the center."
"I'm pressing." Shane's shoulders were tense with the effort, the muscles in his upper back working visibly beneath the shirt.
"Press harder."
"If I press any harder I'm going through the counter."
Ilya leaned closer. "I'd like to see you try." His chest found Shane's shoulder blade. He reached around and placed his hand over Shane's on the rolling pin and pressed, both of them bearing down together, and the dough stretched thin across the stone, pale and nearly translucent.
"This is really helpful for my concentration."
"Focus," Ilya murmured, low, into the space behind Shane's ear.
Shane's hand tightened on the pin. His shoulders drew up half an inch. "You're doing this on purpose."
"You asked me to teach you."
"Four percent of this is teaching. At best."
"The rest is quality control."
"The rest is harassment and I'm keeping score."
Ilya smiled against the back of Shane's neck and didn’t deny a thing.
They cut the first layer with a pot lid pressed into the dough, trimmed the excess, and Ilya transferred the raw circle to a baking sheet and slid it into the oven. Three minutes. Shane leaned against the counter with flour on his jaw and honey drying on his wrist and something intent and warm in his eyes.
"So we do this eight times?"
"Eight times." Ilya floured the counter again. Set down the second piece. Handed Shane the pin, and as Shane took it, Ilya caught his wrist and pressed his mouth to the honey smear, slow and deliberate.
Shane's breath stuttered.
"And in between," Ilya said against his skin, "we taste test."
He released him.
Shane rolled. Ilya trimmed. The first layer was already filling the kitchen with a smell between buttered toast and caramel, warm and biscuity, and underneath it the deeper sweetness of the honey held everything together.
"She was young when she had me," Ilya said, into the warmth. "Younger when she had my brother. I've no idea how she ended up married to someone twice her age, but my father was the kind of man people admired for his uniform. I think she stayed with him because she was young and then because she was afraid and then because of us."
He could still see her if he closed his eyes. Her hands passing softness to people who met it with sharp mouths and harder fists, convinced that if she was gentle enough, long enough, they'd remember how to be careful. His father never had.
The timer went off. Ilya pulled the first layer from the oven, golden and dry and fragile, the edges curling where the heat had caught them. He set it on the cooling rack and for a second he was seven years old, standing on a chair, watching his mother lift the same kind of golden circle from a different oven. Careful, Ilyushenka, it's hot. Her voice low and steady and reaching further than it had any right to. Her hand on his shoulder as he leaned in to look.
Shane slid the second layer onto the baking sheet. Put it in the oven. Set the timer without being told, without asking, as though the rhythm of this kitchen had let him in and he'd learned the steps by feel. He turned and leaned against the counter beside Ilya, close enough that their arms touched from shoulder to elbow, and waited.
"She took us to Krasnodar in the summers," Ilya said. "To her mother's dacha. She liked to grow things. Herbs, tomatoes, whatever the soil would give her. She'd put me to work in the garden and I'd pull the wrong plant and she'd take it from me and show me the right one. Her hands were always in the dirt. My father hated that. Said it was beneath her. But I thought she was magic. I thought she touched the earth and things grew because she asked them to."
He turned the first layer over on the rack. The bottom was golden and even. Perfect.
"She was stubborn in a way I've inherited and will never again admit to." Shane's mouth twitched beside him but he had the good sense not to say a word. "And she was quiet, but not the way you’d think. She lived in her own head. She'd just... go somewhere. Mid-sentence, sometimes. You'd be talking to her and she'd drift off and you learned not to interrupt because she was working something out, but when she came back she'd say something that made you realize she'd been steps ahead of you the whole time."
The timer. Shane pulled the second layer, set it on the rack. His hand found the small of Ilya's back and rested there, palm flat, steady.
Ilya was quiet for a moment.
"She was only thirty-four when she died," he said. "But she started leaving before that. Slowly. I didn't have the language for it then, I was ten, eleven." He shrugged. "But I could see it. She stopped singing first. Then the baking, which used to happen all the time… holidays only. We didn't go to the dacha that last summer. She spent more time in her room, or in the bath with the door locked, and when she came out she was here but she wasn't there." Shane's thumb moved against the small of his back. A single, slow stroke. I'm here. "She still held my hand. She made sure I ate, that my clothes were clean, that I got to school. Her hands still kept me safe." He paused. "But they stopped making things. The garden died. The kitchen went quiet. And I remember knowing something was wrong but not what, because she still smiled at me, she still tucked me in, she was still my mom. She was just... less of herself every day. Like someone was turning a dial I couldn't find."
Shane's hand had moved from the small of his back to the base of his neck, and Ilya couldn't remember when. He could feel the warmth of Shane's palm against his spine, the steadiness of it, and he leaned into it without deciding to.
"I think she stayed as long as she could," Ilya said. "I think she tried very hard to. And I think that was brave."
Shane didn't say anything. He moved his hand once, slowly, from the base of Ilya's neck up into his hair and back down, and the gesture was so tender and so simple that Ilya had to close his eyes against it.
They stood there. The oven ticked. The layers cooled on the rack, golden and fragrant and patient.
Then Ilya exhaled, opened his eyes, and reached for the third piece of dough. "The trick with the rolling," he said, his voice rough but his hands steady, "is that you have to trust it will hold together even when it looks like it won't."
Shane took the rolling pin.
The third layer came out thinner than the first two, nearly translucent. When they trimmed the edges Ilya broke apart the scraps. They were warm and crisp and shattered when he bit into it, notes of buttered toast and caramel and the faint dark sweetness of his mother's honey underneath, the taste so precise and so familiar that for one breath he was standing in Krasnodar at his grandmother's table with crumbs on his chin and his mother's hand in his hair.
He broke off another piece and held it to Shane's mouth.
Shane took it from his fingers. His lips grazed Ilya's thumb, a half-second of contact, warm and inadvertent and electric, and Ilya felt it travel from the center of his palm down through his wrist and into the place behind his ribs where he kept every touch Shane had ever given him.
"Good?" Ilya asked.
Shane chewed. Closed his eyes. Opened them. His expression had gone helpless.
"Ilya."
"Mm?"
"I have a nutritionist who charges four hundred dollars an hour. She’s spent the last decade calibrating my macros and I’m going to have to lie to her face about this."
"Are you even capable…?"
"I'm going to have to retire." Shane's future was apparently unspooling before him like a highlight reel of carbohydrates. "I can't go back to protein shakes after this. It's over. I'll open a bakery. A terrible one." He bit into a second piece and made a sound that should have been illegal before noon. "Everything will be slightly bitter because I learned from a man who thinks adequate is a compliment." He licked butter off his thumb and pointed it at Ilya. "You've ended my career with pastry scraps, Rozanov. I knew you were a danger to my health the minute you got out of that car."
"This might be my greatest achievement," Ilya remarked, watching Shane reach for a third burnt end with zero shame.
"You have a medical degree."
"Yes."
"And a surgical fellowship."
"Also yes."
"That's fifteen years of training total."
"Your point?"
"My point is that you just called a cake crumb your crowning accomplishment and I’m not sure that’s adequate."
"I’m not sure you’re qualified to have that opinion."
"I'll leave."
"I won't let you."
"You can't keep me here with pastry."
Ilya stared at him. Shane had crumbs at the corner of his mouth and flour on his jaw and his eyes were caramel and honey, sparkling with laughter, and he was so beautiful standing in the ghost of his mother’s kitchen that Ilya's chest ached with it.
"I think we both know that's not true," Ilya replied.
Shane laughed, bright and warm, and the sound filled the kitchen and settled into the brick and the beams alongside the honey and the butter and the grief, and there was room for all of it. Irina would have liked this sound in her kitchen. Ilya was sure of that.
The remaining layers found their rhythm. Shane rolled while Ilya trimmed and baked and cooled, and they moved around each other with familiar ease, Shane's hip nudging Ilya's when he reached across for the flour, Ilya's fingers trailing across Shane's lower back as he passed, each touch a sentence in a language they'd been creating since December.
By the fifth layer Shane had flour in his hair. By the sixth it was on his neck and his forearms and the bridge of his nose. Ilya catalogued every speck and said nothing.
"You're staring again," Shane said, without turning.
"You have flour on your nose."
Shane swiped at it and left a worse streak across his cheek.
"Better?" Shane asked.
"Catastrophically worse."
"Get it for me."
He turned his face toward Ilya, chin lifted, and Ilya reached out and brushed the flour from his cheekbone with his thumb. His hand stayed. Shane's eyes were close and warm, the gold in them lit by the afternoon pouring through the windows, and his freckles were everywhere, scattered across the bridge of his nose and the crests of his cheeks, constellations of dark brown sugar against flushed skin. Ilya had memorized them in the morning with his fingertips, and in the dark with his mouth and he still wasn't finished, kept finding new ones in new light, as though Shane's skin kept inventing them just to give him something to discover. He could spend years on this cartography and never finish and never want to.
Shane's hand came up and covered Ilya's where it rested on his cheek.
"Hi," Shane said softly.
"Hi," Ilya answered.
The seventh and eighth layers went into the oven.
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The cream was simple. That was the point of it.
Sour cream and sweetened condensed milk, beaten together until thick and glossy. Nothing else. Irina had been immovable on this. She'd been easygoing about almost everything in her life, had bent and twisted and broken for people who never noticed, but the cream for medovik had rules and the rules were not open for discussion. No vanilla. No whipped cream folded in. No lemon zest, which his aunt had once suggested at the dacha and which Irina had received with a screed so complete, so exquisitely final, that her own sister hadn't visited again for two full summers.
Ilya told Shane this while he measured the sour cream into a bowl, and Shane giggled so hard he had to put down the spatula.
"She sounds intimidating."
"She was five foot two and weighed less than your gear bag. She wasn’t intimidating."
"She exiled her own sister from the dacha over citrus, Ilya."
Ilya shrugged. "She raised me to have standards."
Shane shook his head fondly. "Your mother and Svetlana would have been dangerous together."
Ilya paused with the can of condensed milk in his hand. He'd never thought about it before, or maybe he'd been careful not to, because once the image arrived it sat in his chest and stung in a way he wasn't ready for. Sveta at his grandmother's table with her sleeves rolled and her braid thrown over one shoulder, arguing with Irina about something trivial while his mother pretended not to be charmed. Irina would have seen through Svetlana in minutes, past the sharpness and the sarcasm to the fierce, stubborn loyalty underneath, because Irina always saw through people, quietly, without announcing it. She would have loved her. She would have fed her too much and called her умница моя and Svetlana would have let her, which was the highest compliment Sveta could stand to pay.
"Yes," Ilya agreed. His voice had gone rough without his permission. "They would have been."
He poured the condensed milk into the sour cream and began to beat them together. Shane was leaning against the island, coffee refilled, hip against the counter, watching Ilya work with the unguarded fascination he usually reserved for game film. The kitchen was warm around them and bright with the afternoon, and Ilya could feel the shape of the whole day in his body now, the grief and the laughter and the flour and the honey and Shane's steady presence through all of it, and the feeling wasn't sadness exactly. It was fullness. The kind that comes from holding too many beautiful things at once and refusing to put any of them down.
"Can I try?"
Ilya handed him the whisk. Shane's technique was wrong immediately, too fast, too much wrist, whipping air into it rather than building body. Ilya watched him for ten seconds.
"Slower. You're assaulting it."
"There are different whisking philosophies and mine is valid."
"Yours is violence. You want it thick, not frothy. You're making cream, not a point."
Shane slowed. The mixture came together under his hand, glossy and dense, pulling away from the sides of the bowl in smooth, heavy ribbons. He looked at it, then at Ilya, and his face had the quiet satisfaction of a correction proven right.
"Very good," Ilya said.
"Yeah?"
Ilya kissed his temple. "Don't let it get to your head."
The layers were cool. Eight golden discs laid out across the counter and the cooling rack, fragile and dry, their edges curling. The trimmings were in a pile on a plate, scraps and broken edges that Shane had been pilfering all morning, and Ilya had let him because the trimmings were the cook's share, and Shane was the cook today whether he knew it or not.
Ilya set the first layer on a plate. Not the good plate, which had a dark glaze his mother would have hated. She preferred simple things. White ceramic, clean edges. He chose the plain one from the back of the cabinet, the one that matched nothing, and set the first golden circle down on it and thought she would have approved.
He spooned cream onto the base layer and spread it with an offset spatula, working from the center outward in slow, even strokes, thick and pale against the golden dough.
"You want to be generous," he said. "Don't worry about the edges. They’ll even out as it soaks."
Shane leaned in to watch, his shoulder pressing warm against Ilya's arm, and stayed there.
Second layer. More cream. The process was meditative, the same gesture repeated, the cake rising by slow increments on the plate, and Ilya felt his breathing settle into the rhythm of it. This was the part his mother did alone. The part she closed the door for. And here he was, doing it with the door wide open and Shane standing next to him, and it didn't feel like a betrayal of her ritual. It felt like an expansion of it. Like the recipe had been waiting for more hands.
"She did this part by herself," Ilya said. "She'd send me out of the kitchen and close the door, and I'd hear her in there singing to herself, and when she came out the cake would be done and she'd act as though it had just appeared. Like magic."
"Why alone?"
Ilya considered this. He'd thought about it over the years, the closed door, the private ritual nested inside the larger one. "I think the assembly was hers. The stirring, the rolling, that was teaching. Something to pass down. But putting it together was where she put herself into it. She'd sing, or talk to the cake." He smiled. "I think she was talking to her mother. To whoever she was missing in that moment."
He placed the fourth layer. Spread the cream.
"Who do you talk to?" Shane asked.
The question was gentle and direct and it went exactly where it needed to go.
"Her," Ilya said. "Always her."
Fifth layer. Shane reached over and straightened an edge that was starting to slide, his fingers careful against the soft dough. Ilya watched his hands and thought about his mother's, soil-dark and small and always warm. His own, trained to cut and stitch and hold the smallest parts of a body together. And Shane's, broad and calloused by violence but capable of such ridiculous tenderness that Ilya's chest hurt when he watched them do almost anything. Three sets of hands that had shaped him. Two present. One remembered. All of them, right now, in this kitchen, on this cake.
Sixth layer. Seventh.
"I think I have her hands," Ilya said. He was still stirring. The spatula moving in its slow arc, the cream smoothing out, his hands doing what they'd always done when the rest of him couldn't keep up. But his breathing had changed and he could feel the words gathering in his throat, heavy and sharp-edged, the kind you couldn't put back once they were out. He'd been circling this all day. Every story he'd told Shane about Irina, the singing, the garden, the summers in Krasnodar, all of it true, all of it sunlit, and all of it leading here. To the part that wasn't.
He set the eighth layer down. The last one. The cake sat between them, perfect and uneven and leaning slightly to the right. "I know I have her eyes." His voice was quieter now. The spatula kept moving, spreading the last of the cream across the top in slow passes, finishing what their hands had started hours ago. "But sometimes I’m scared that she gave me something else."
He could stop here. He could deflect. He could do what he'd always done, what she had always done, which was make it smaller, put it away, and keep stirring and let the kitchen stay warm and easy and safe. His mother kept every hard thing to herself. She smiled through all of it and never once asked anyone to help her carry what she was holding.
Ilya didn't want to carry this alone anymore. Not with Shane standing right there.
He opened his mouth and nothing came out on the first try.
Shane reached over and took the spatula from his fingers and set it on the counter. Ilya didn't resist, but his hand stayed where it was for a moment, half-closed around nothing.
Shane took it, the empty hand, and laced their fingers together, cream and flour and all, and pulled gently until Ilya turned toward him. Then he pulled again, closer, until their joined hands were pressed between them and Ilya could feel Shane's heartbeat through his fingers.
"You told me she could put her hands in the dirt and make things grow," Shane said quietly. "That she was the strongest person you knew because of it. Because she could take what the soil gave her and turn it into something alive."
"She made you, Ilya. With those same hands. Whatever magic she had in her fingertips, you're it. You're what she grew. And I think she knew exactly what she was doing." His mouth curved, just barely. "I think she was showing off."
Ilya's breath caught. Shane squeezed his hands.
"I know you're afraid you inherited the dark too. Maybe you did." He held Ilya's gaze. "But there's nothing in you that scares me." Shane brought their joined hands up and pressed his mouth to Ilya's knuckles. Held them there. When he spoke again his lips moved against Ilya's skin. "If it ever happens, if you ever feel yourself going somewhere I can't follow, you call me. From a payphone at two in the morning, or a supply closet, or the bathroom floor. I want you to inconvenience me for the rest of my life, Ilya. Even with the hardest parts. Especially with those."
The kitchen held its breath. Or maybe Ilya did. He couldn't tell anymore where he ended and the room began, the honey in the air and the warmth of Shane's hand and the cake on the counter and his mother everywhere, in the cream and the crumbs and the light on the brick and the ache in his chest that had been there all day and was only now, finally, beginning to make sense.
It wasn't grief. It was gratitude. For her. For this. For the fact that he was standing in a kitchen that smelled like hers, holding the hand of someone who had just asked him for forever in a roundabout way, and meant it, and was waiting to find out if Ilya did too.
He looked at Shane. Shane looked at him. Their hands were pressed together between them, flour and cream and heartbeats, and Shane's eyes were bright and patient and a little red at the edges and he was waiting. Just waiting, the way he waited for everything with Ilya, with the whole of himself, willing to stand there as long as it took.
"Люблю тебя," Ilya said.
The words came out rough and low and they came out in Russian because that was where they'd been living, in the language his mother spoke to him in the kitchen, in the language where love didn't need to perform or explain itself, where it just was, plain and warm and old as honey.
Shane's eyes changed. He didn't speak Russian. He didn't need to. His hand tightened around Ilya's and his breath left him in a way that said he'd understood every syllable.
"I love you," Ilya repeated, in English this time. In the language where he'd learned to stop hiding, to say the real thing without wrapping it in a joke or burying it in borrowed consonants.
Shane kissed him.
He tasted like coffee and honey and the salt that Ilya hadn't realized was on his own face until Shane's mouth found it there. Shane kissed him with their hands still tangled between them and Ilya kissed him back with his chest cracked wide open on his mother's birthday, and the cake leaned on the counter beside them, uneven and imperfect and finished, and Irina was in the room. She was in the honey and the cream and the light and the smell of burnt sugar and she was in her son's hands and she was, Ilya thought, probably showing off.
When they pulled apart Shane's lashes were wet. He didn't wipe them. He just stood there, holding Ilya's hand, and smiled with his whole wrecked face.
"I love you too," Shane said. "In case that wasn't obvious."
Ilya laughed. It came out wet and startled and he didn't try to fix it.
Shane wiped Ilya's cheek with his free hand. Then he looked at the cake.
"It needs the crumbs," he said, and his voice was still delicate but his hands were already reaching for the plate of scraps, because Shane held big moments by keeping his hands busy inside them, and Ilya loved that about him, and now he was allowed to say so without it catching in his throat.
They pressed the crumbs into the cream together, side by side, golden shards crumbling between their palms and sticking to the sides of the cake and to their fingers and to the counter. The kitchen was warm and quiet and full of the day they'd built in it, and Ilya's mother's birthday was almost over, and it was the first one in twenty-four years that felt like something he'd shared instead of something he'd survived.
They put the cake in the fridge. It would rest overnight, the cream soaking into the layers, softening them, and by morning the whole thing would have surrendered into a structure that was no longer pastry and cream but a single tender thing that yielded to a fork.
Shane washed the bowl. Ilya dried it. They moved around each other in the clean-up the way they always did, and when the counters were wiped down and the floors swept up and the kitchen put back together again, Ilya took Shane's hand and led him to the couch.
Shane pulled him down and gathered him in, Ilya's back against Shane's chest, arms wrapped around him from behind. Ilya drew a blanket around them and relaxed into Shane's heartbeat against his spine and his breath in his hair and the solid, living warmth of him everywhere, and he thought about his mother standing behind him at the stove with her hand over his on the spoon, and he thought about Shane's arms around him now, and he felt whole. Safe. Home.
The light through the windows had gone deep and golden, late afternoon surrendering to evening, and the river was giving the last of the sun back to the sky in pale, shimmering bands that moved across the brick like something alive and unhurried. The apartment was warm and clean and it smelled like sugar and honey. The cake was in the fridge, resting. Ilya was here, staring at a kitchen that had been Irina's for a day and was now, quietly, becoming theirs.
"Thank you," Ilya said, pressing his mouth to Shane's wrist where it crossed his chest. "For staying."
Shane's little finger found his beneath the blanket, curling around Ilya's the way it had on a frozen sidewalk, the way it had in candlelight, the way it always did when the words ran out and something smaller had to carry them.
"For you?"
Shane’s pinky tightened.
"Always."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    hi 🤎
I don't know where all of you came from, but I see every one of you. You quote my words back to me like they're something special, and I want you to know -
I read the notes you leave in your bookmarks, the ones that sound like love letters you didn't expect anyone to find. I found them.
I notice. I always notice.
Thank you for giving these boys a home.
; - mithian.


  






  










Afterword



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








