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This is Such a Bad Idea

    by iimpish

      Summary

      Shane Hollander does not leave outcomes to chance. When traditional dating fails to produce the stability he wants, he turns to a private matchmaker who promises something more deliberate: one match, one meeting, one decision.

Ilya Rozanov never planned to get married. But when his carefully controlled life starts to unravel, marriage becomes the simplest solution.

Neither of them is looking for love. What they agree to is a calculated partnership, built on alignment, not emotion.

It should be straightforward.

It is not.



      Notes

        Not beta'd. No timeline. I work full time and am a full time student so we'll see where life takes me. All images are fully described in the text of the chapters the image is in. If you can't see the images, you're not going to miss anything from the story!




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Chapter One - Shane
  








  Chapter One - Shane
Shane and Rose are in his apartment, one empty bottle of wine sitting on the kitchen counter while another is well on its way to joining it. “He didn’t even have the audacity to say it to my face,” Shane lamented, probably for the fifth — no, eighth — time tonight. He was not drunk. Okay, maybe he had a little buzz, but that wasn’t the point. He was indignant, hurt, confused. Well, not confused. Looking back, Shane had seen the signs that this was coming, but it didn’t lessen the anger and the hurt. Harvey had known what his job was when they started dating. Shane had been very upfront about what it meant, what the hours were, how demanding it was. But when he’d called — called! — earlier tonight to tell Shane that he didn’t pay enough attention to Harvey and was never available to go out with and always wound up canceling plans, he was talking like he was surprised by Shane’s time constraints, or like he expected Shane to have changed. That was when the argument started. It hadn’t lasted long, mostly because Harvey had hung up on him and had apparently blocked him because when Shane had tried to call back, the call had gone straight to voicemail. 
So now, here he was with Rose, his best friend and confidant, lamenting and venting and ranting about the entire thing, placing every ounce of blame on Harvey because the wound was fresh and it was his right to do so tonight. He was in his anger stage of grief. 
“I just won’t date,” he told Rose. “No one gets it. Not unless they’re a lawyer, and I’m never doing that again.” 
Rose gave him that sad smile. It wasn’t pity, but it was knowing, and she reached over to squeeze his hand in support and commiseration. “Okay,” she agreed, a little too quickly and a little too casually. She usually tried to convince him that he just needed time to heal his heart and then he would find someone who was wonderful and who would love him and therefore understand, so Shane was suspicious. 
“Okay?”
“Yeah. Don’t date.” Rose had her phone in her hand now, scrolling for something before she turned the screen toward him, an Instagram post on her screen. He took it from her hand to get a closer look. 
The post looked simple at first glance. Minimal, almost understated in a way that felt intentional.
A square image, muted in tone. The background was a soft gray with a faint pattern of blurred lipstick marks, barely noticeable unless you looked for them. Centered over it was a white card, clean and untextured, like heavy stationery.
At the top of the card sat a red wax seal. Deep, glossy, slightly imperfect around the edges. It drew the eye immediately, the only bold color in the entire image.
The text was handwritten, black ink, fluid and deliberate:
 
I am welcoming a small number of new clients.
Available by referral only.
 
There was a small heart beneath it, almost an afterthought.
Nothing else explained it. No branding beyond the username at the top. No description of what “clients” meant. No contact information.
At the very bottom of the image, separated from the card, were two words in small, clean type:
 
CHOOSE LOVE
[image: ]
The whole thing felt controlled. Curated. Like it was meant to be seen by the right people and overlooked by everyone else.
“Trusted Circle? What is this?” Shane handed Rose her phone back and poured himself another glass of wine. 
Rose hummed, tucking her phone away. “A matchmaker,” she answered simply, as if it was the most obvious answer in the world. Shane almost spit out the wine he’d just sipped. “Very exclusive, I haven’t even met them, really. A client of mine used them and connected me in case I ever wanted to use them.”
“So how is this very exclusive matchmaker going to make it so I don’t have to date?” he asked despite knowing he probably wasn’t ready for the answer. He knew Rose. He’d known her for years, ever since they started at the law firm as first year associates together. They hadn’t made it to senior partners in the cutthroat world of corporate law by being naive or by showing their entire hand at once. There was another angle that she hadn’t shown him yet.
She gave Shane a smile, one that was knowing and telling and proved to Shane that he was right without her even having to say a word. “They don’t match you to date. They match you to marry. Meaning, the first time you meet the person they match you with, you get married. Legally, for at least a year, no taksies, no backsies.”
Shane was pretty sure he could feel the floor of his penthouse apartment falling out from under him. Or maybe he was more drunk than he thought he was and he was now hallucinating. Maybe he had alcohol poisoning and he was in a coma. “What? Isn’t that some trash reality TV show?”
“This isn’t a television show. I mean, yes, there is a show, but this isn’t filmed or anything. Their clients are elite. Rich. High powered. Discreet. And the matchmaker, from what my client told me, is really detail oriented. They think of everything, based on what they learn about you.” Apparently, whatever Shane’s face was giving, it was saying that he thought Rose was insane. “Look, I’m going to recommend you to them so you can at least follow them on Insta. You don’t have to make a decision tonight, but when they open space, it doesn’t stay open for long. And they don’t open space often.” She reached over to squeeze his hand again before standing from the sofa with her empty glass. “I’m going to bed, sweetie. Think about it, okay?” 
Shane nodded, telling Rose she knew where his spare room was and where everything in the guest bathroom was. He heard the bedroom door close and figured he may as well clean up and go to bed, too. Tomorrow was Sunday, the only day he and Rose ever took off. He would probably need it with how much wine he’d had to drink. Shane placed their glasses in the dishwasher and rinsed the empty bottles before placing them in the recycling. After turning the lights off, he retired to his own room. 
He moved through his own nightly routine on autopilot, mind going over the conversation about this matchmaker person, who Rose was suggesting to him but had never met as he brushed his teeth and washed his face and pulled on pajamas. He’s making lists in his head as he moves around his room, removing the absurd amount of decorative pillows from his bed and placing them neatly on the chair in the corner of the room, and then turning down the covers. Shane plugged his phone in and then slid into his bed easily, though he didn't lie down right away. Instead, he sat against the headboard, mind still too busy with his lists to even think about sleep yet. After a few more minutes of rolling ideas around and jumping from list to list, Shane does what he always does when his brain gets like this: he reaches into his bedside table and pulls out a brown leather bound journal. He turned to the first blank page and started to write the first list. 
Shane took his time, considering each bullet point carefully before he wrote it down. He’s thorough, allowing himself the space for vulnerability here because he knows that no one else will ever see this. He knows that he, at the very least, has to be vulnerable with himself to make the right decision. Shane thinks about what he wants in a partner, but not about whether he can get that from both waiting out his broken heart and signing up with this matchmaker person. For this list, that’s irrelevant. He forces himself to be selfish here in a way that feels uncomfortable. In the end, almost forty minutes pass and he has five bullet points to sum up the entirety of what is important to him in a relationship. In a partner.
Shane wrote the header first, centered enough to feel intentional.
Wants:
He paused after it, pen hovering just above the paper. Not uncertain. Just organizing.
Then he started the list.
The first line came easily.

	Consistent, reliable partner


He moved to the next without lifting his hand for long.

	Mutual respect and emotional safety


There was a slight pause before the third. Not hesitation. Consideration, like he was choosing the most precise wording.

	Low-conflict, cooperative dynamic


He shifted the notebook a fraction of an inch, aligning it with the edge of the table before continuing.

	Shared long-term goals (home, stability, future planning)


The parentheses were added after a beat, inserted cleanly without breaking the line.
The last point took the longest. His pen hovered again, then touched down.

	Partnership that integrates into his existing life rather than disrupts it


He finished the sentence, then went back over one word, pressing slightly harder to sharpen it. Not correcting. Just reinforcing.
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When he was done, he didn’t add anything else, he just moved on to his next list.
Pros/Cons/Neutrals lists for why he should or shouldn’t reach out to the matchmaker were next. They were easier, usually. They didn’t require emotions, just facts. Shane liked facts. Facts were facts, they were or they weren’t, they didn’t change just because he wanted them to. These lists went faster, even though they were longer. Even the pros list, which Shane had wondered if he would struggle with came fairly easily for him.
The page filled more slowly this time.
Shane wrote the first header at the top, aligned with the margin.
Pros:
He did not pause long before starting.

	Efficient. Removes prolonged uncertainty and time spent dating.

	High level vetting. Implies compatibility has been pre-screened.

	Clear expectations. Both parties enter with the same stated goal.

	Privacy. Discreet process, minimal public exposure.

	Stability. Potential for long-term partnership without ambiguity.

	External structure. Decision is guided rather than left open-ended.

	Social alignment. Likely matched with someone of similar education, income, and lifestyle.


[image: ]
He moved through them in a steady rhythm, each point contained to a single line, no hesitation once the pen touched down.
A small space separated the next section.
Cons:
This time, there was a brief pause before the first line.

	Lack of control over selection process beyond initial criteria.

	Permanent legal and financial implications with limited prior knowledge of partner.

	Emotional risk. No foundation of trust or attachment beforehand.

	Reputational risk if it becomes public.

	Potential incompatibility that cannot be predicted through screening.

	Loss of autonomy in pacing relationship development.

	Unknown motives of the other person (financial, legal, personal).


[image: ]
His handwriting stayed consistent, but the pauses between lines were slightly longer. Not uncertainty. Just more deliberate.
Another break. Same spacing.
Neutral / Observations:
He adjusted the notebook again, aligning it without looking like he had.

	Outcome is binary. It either works or it does not.

	Traditional dating has not produced desired results to date.

	Timing is not ideal, but may not become ideal.

	Decision can be delayed, but delay does not change underlying variables.
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He finished the last line and lifted the pen, holding it there for a second like he was deciding if there was anything else to add.
There wasn’t.
He read over all three sections in order, not lingering anywhere in particular, then set the pen down beside the notebook.
The page looked balanced.
He’d expected one list or the other to pull ahead in a very clear fashion, but he hadn’t known which one it would be. If he was once more being honest with himself — and he was on a roll with that tonight so why not? — he really didn’t have a preference as to which one it would be. Now that they had the same number in their lists, it meant that he had to weigh which seven to see which weighed more.
He looked at the list again.
Nothing had changed. Same number of lines. Same spacing. It should have felt unresolved. It didn’t. He read the pros first, slower this time.
Efficient.
That one stuck. Not in a vague way. In hours. Late nights. Weeks that blurred into each other. Time he had already spent trying to make something unstructured turn into something stable. It hadn’t worked.
He moved to the next.
High level vetting.
That read differently now. Not romantic. Not even personal. It read like due diligence. Like removing variables before they became problems. He understood that. He trusted that.
Clear expectations.
He paused there longer than he expected to. That one was not abstract. That one was specific. No guessing. No waiting for someone to decide what this was weeks or months in. No misalignment that only showed itself after it mattered.
He exhaled, slow, controlled, like he was resetting something.
Then he looked at the cons.
Lack of control.
That should have bothered him more than it did. It didn’t disappear, but it shifted. Control was relative. He had had control before, and it hadn’t guaranteed a better outcome.
Emotional risk.
He almost dismissed it immediately. That wasn’t unique. That existed regardless of how someone met. It didn’t belong exclusively to this.
Unknown motives.
Same category. Not new. Not avoidable.
The pros felt concrete. Measurable. Tied to things he understood how to evaluate.
The cons felt like variables that existed no matter what he did. That was the difference. The question shifted without him saying it out loud. Not which list was better. Which outcome was more likely. His decision was made before he could finish the thought, really, and Shane felt a weight lift from his chest just a little. He closed his journal and set it back in his drawer. 
***
Morning came. Shane, predictably, woke up with a headache and a mouth that tasted like he swallowed something dead in the middle of the night. He groaned, debating whether or not going back to sleep was the right call to make, but he knew he would never be able to. Once his brain decided he was awake, he was awake. He very carefully pulled himself from his bed and stumbled through to his bathroom to thoroughly scrub his mouth out with toothpaste and mouthwash. Twice. After showering and dressing in a clean set of lounge clothes, he felt vaguely more human and ready to brave the world outside of his bedroom, if only to obtain the only thing holy about this morning. Read: coffee. After grabbing his phone, Shane headed for the kitchen. Every morning after making his cup, he dutifully set his machine up to be ready for the next day, so he didn’t have to think too hard about it. Shane just pushed a button and let the appliance do its thing. 
Since he wasn’t a breakfast person, he stood with his hip propped against the counter, scrolling through emails as the apartment filled with the warm, rich scent that Shane loved. There were contracts to read, motions to file, depositions to schedule. All of the usual work filled his inbox, but among those was an email that stood out: a new follow request on Instagram. Shane didn’t really use social media. Rose had made his profile for him a couple of years ago. Shane clicked into the app to find that the request was from @trustedcircle_. He blinked at the notification for only a moment before tapping the “Allow” button just as a beep told him his coffee was ready. 
Turning the screen off, Shane set his phone on the counter, screen down, and turned his attention to resetting the machine for Rose when she woke up before taking his mug to the sofa. He picked up his laptop from the side table, intent on not thinking about the account. It wasn’t like he could do much until they followed him back. He wasn’t going to obsess over it. 
He obsessed over it. Instead of working, Shane went to google and typed in the Instagram handle. Of course, nothing came up that he didn’t already know. Everything else was unrelated. He didn’t stop there, though. He wouldn’t have made it through law school if he didn’t know how to research. Shane tried every combination of words and phrases he could think of to try and get some morsel of information about this person, this entity, that would be out there but there was nothing. They were a ghost. They existed only if you already knew they existed, and even then only if they allowed you in. It was comforting, and yet Shane was the most frustrated he’d been in years. 
The door to Rose’s room opened. Shane closed the browser and clicked to his email. She would know he was preoccupied, she knew him better than anyone else, but he didn’t have to hand it to her on a silver platter. “Good morning,” Shane greeted when she came into the room, heading straight for the espresso machine. 
“Morning!” She was far too chipper for how much wine they consumed last night, Shane decided. Rose pressed the button, then turned toward him across the counter. Her expression stayed neutral, but her gaze held, steady and searching, like it was waiting for answers he wasn’t ready to give. So Shane pointedly kept his eyes on his laptop screen, not really reading what was there. It wasn’t fooling Rose, but she was a good friend and she allowed him to feign ignorance for now. “Where should we go for lunch?”
That got Shane’s attention. He looked over toward Rose. “Lunch?”
“Yeah. We both know you’re not really working, and since we’re going to keep ignoring the elephant in the room, we should go out. Pick a place, my treat, be ready in thirty minutes.”
He wanted to argue — of course he wanted to argue, he wouldn’t be one of the top corporate lawyers in Québec if he didn’t want to argue — but instead Shane sighed and gave into Rose’s reasoning, closing his laptop and standing up from the sofa while she turned to get her coffee that had finished brewing. She turned around, smiling with the quiet satisfaction of a point already settled in her favor. Shane couldn’t help giving her a small smile back. 
***
The café sat just far enough off the main street that the noise never reached it. Shane had chosen it for that. Not convenience, not proximity. The quiet.
He had been there before. Enough times to know exactly what it would feel like when he walked in. Nothing about it surprised him now. That was part of the point.
Inside, the space held the same steady warmth he remembered. Light wood, clean lines, nothing crowded or overly styled. Every table placed with enough distance to avoid overlap, enough separation that conversations stayed contained. He had noticed that the first time and had not forgotten it.
The lighting was the same, too. Soft, filtered through sheer curtains that turned the early afternoon into something more controlled, more even. No harsh brightness, no sharp contrast. It made the room easier to sit in, easier to focus without distraction.
It was quiet in the way he expected. Not empty, but measured. Conversations stayed low, never spilling over. No sudden interruptions, no raised voices. Just a consistent, ambient hum that never demanded attention.
The staff moved the same way they always did. Efficient, unobtrusive. Orders taken without delay, water refilled before it became noticeable. It ran cleanly. Predictably.
The menu hadn’t changed much. That was another reason he came back. It was intentional without being excessive. Familiar dishes, done well, nothing that required explanation or risk. He didn’t have to think about it. He already knew what he would order.
He sat across from Rose, both still ignoring the damned elephant. As they ate, they talked about work, because office gossip was easy. They talked about hockey, because were you really Canadian if you didn’t talk about hockey at least once in a twenty four hour period when your team was fighting for a wildcard spot in the playoffs? They talked about going out to his cabin for Victoria Day like they did every year since Rose had made partner. It felt easy. It was easy. 
Rose paid when the check came, and they said goodbye outside of the café with a hug and a quick peck. “It’s your turn to bring coffee tomorrow,” she reminded him as she got into the car she’d called. Shane nodded to that and waved to her, only turning to walk back toward his apartment once the car had driven away from the curb. His phone was burning a hole through his pocket on the walk home, but Shane refused to look at it. It felt like looking for the notification was an “inside” activity. It was private, and if he looked while walking along the sunny sidewalk, everyone else who was also walking would know what he was looking for. Maybe he should be considering therapy instead of a matchmaker.
Inside his apartment, Shane slipped his shoes off and set them in their place in the shoe rack just inside his door. He hung his jacket up and then forced himself to take care of the guest room. Rose had left the space immaculate, and she was the only one who ever stayed there, but he always went behind her to strip and wash the sheets and towels because she deserved to have fresh linens when she stayed. All the while, Rose’s warning from the night before rang in Shane’s head. The openings for new clients wouldn’t last, and he knew that if he was as determined as his lists said he was, he needed to bite the bullet and look at his phone. 
Finally, with the washer filling and the room bare, there was nothing else to distract himself with. Shane went to the sofa and pulled his phone out. On his lock screen there was a notification from Instagram. Trusted Circle had accepted his follow request. Shane drew in a deep breath and slowly blew it out through his mouth. His hands were shaking a little as he unlocked his phone and opened the app. When he clicks on the account, their bio is as minimal as their posts.
 
Private Client List
By referral only
Discretion is assumed
Intent is required
Limited availability
♡
 
Shane scrolled through the grid of past posts. The grid was sparse but deliberate, each post nearly identical in tone and composition. Soft gray backgrounds, heavy paper, the occasional wax seal, text kept to a few restrained lines. Nothing explained what they did, only implied it. The posts read like statements more than invitations, controlled and consistent, with no comments and minimal visible engagement. It did not look inactive. It looked maintained, quietly, like it was not meant to grow. Scrolling back up, Shane tapped on the message button. He thought for a moment before typing out his message, and once it was on his screen, Shane read it over three times. 
Referred by Rose Landry. Interested in discreet consultation. Available at your convenience.
It matched the tone of the profile and posts. It didn’t give too much but it was very clear and up front. Shane clicked send before he could think too hard. 
***
The response didn’t come until Tuesday. Shane checked his messages once while eating lunch and once while lying in bed on Monday with nothing there to greet him. On Tuesday at lunch, though, there was a little red bubble telling him something had changed. He didn’t hesitate to click into his inbox to read the message that had been sent several hours prior. The tone matched his: short and direct. 
Referral confirmed. Availability this week. Provide two windows.
He immediately went to his calendar to look at what he had. His position was high enough that he had flexibility, which was proving to be valuable here. Shane typed out windows for Wednesday afternoon or Friday mid-morning. Not too soon, too eager, but also not the last thing on his calendar for the week which could signify he wasn’t serious. He sent the message before he could think about if he was replying too quickly and put his phone away to get back to work.
Shane checked his phone more often throughout the day. Writing briefs took him twice as long as it usually did. He lost track of conversations with clients he was on calls with. Blank email replies sat up on his screen for unknown minutes when before today, they were always typed and sent within seconds. He didn’t even realize he was doing it until Rose kicked him in a partners meeting that afternoon. He put his phone away then, resolved to not look at it again until he got home. 
It was late when Shane got home. Well, later than usual. Shane undressed first, following his usual routine. It helped him feel more settled. When he was finally on the sofa with a cup of hot tea, he finally checked his Instagram messages again. 
Confirmed. Wednesday, 4:30 PM. Location will be provided prior.
Shane let out a slow, measured breath. Something settled. It was as if the first step was complete now, and they were onto the next step. He’d been accepted into one of the slots. He was at least being considered, being offered a meeting tomorrow afternoon. Shane pulled up his calendar and blocked off his entire afternoon. He didn’t know how long it would take and he didn’t want to feel rushed. 
***
When Shane checks his phone around three thirty the next afternoon, there’s a message with just an address. He put it into his navigation app which tells him the restaurant is called Room Seven and that it’s about twenty minutes from his office. He set an alarm for four o’clock and went back to his work until the alarm went off. When it did, Shane shut everything down, packed his briefcase with the case files he’d need to work on at home to make up for the missed office time, and left the office while calling the car service that was at his disposal as part of his compensation package.
The restaurant is intimate, warm, and slightly upscale without being overly formal. It’s the kind of place designed for quiet conversation rather than crowds.
The lighting is dim, with most of the glow coming from small table lamps and soft ambient sources. Everything is cast in a low, golden light that feels cozy. Shadows stay soft, and nothing is harsh or distracting. The atmosphere feels intentionally subdued, like it’s meant to hold conversations rather than compete with them.
Tables are small and spaced just close enough to feel intimate without becoming crowded. The layout suggests a quieter environment, one where voices stay low and the room never quite fills with noise.
The design pulls from warm, modern industrial elements. Exposed brick lines the walls, softened by warm materials and minimal decor. There might be a framed piece here or there, but nothing that draws too much attention. The space stays focused on the people in it rather than the surroundings.
Each table is set simply but with intention. A small lamp acts as a centerpiece, casting a soft pool of light over clean glassware and an uncluttered surface. 
In a corner booth is a woman who is clearly the matchmaker. She is tall, thin. She’s in a fitted black midi dress. Shane can tell it’s impeccably tailored, even though she’s sitting. 
She’s sitting with the kind of posture that did not need adjusting once she settled into it. One arm resting lightly along the back of the booth, the other near the table, fingers relaxed but precise, like every placement had been decided before she made it.
The low, golden light caught along the clean lines of her black dress, softening it without dulling it. The fabric fell smoothly, structured but not rigid, the kind of piece that held its shape without effort. Her heels were visible when she shifted slightly, one foot angled just enough to suggest intention rather than movement.
Her hair was styled neatly, falling in controlled waves that stayed in place even as she turned her head. Nothing about her looked accidental. Not her posture, not her expression, not the way she occupied the space.
The small lamp at the center of the table cast a soft glow across her features, leaving the edges of her silhouette in shadow. It made her feel contained within her own pool of light, separate from the rest of the room without being removed from it.
She was not looking around, not taking in the restaurant the way someone unfamiliar might. Her attention stayed forward, steady, as if she had already assessed everything that mattered the moment she sat down. There was nothing overtly intimidating about her. No sharpness, no visible tension. Just a quiet certainty that she was exactly where she intended to be, and entirely in control of it.
Shane moved forward toward the table and she smiled when he got close. “Shane. I’m Julia. Sit.” Shane sat opposite Julia, focusing all of his attention on not fidgeting. When the server came over, Shane ordered a ginger ale while Julia ordered sparkling water and then made small talk until their drinks arrived. Once they did, she got down to business. “Tell me why you’re here, Shane.”
He’d been expecting the question, but Shane still paused to find the words he wanted. He didn’t want to seem desperate, like this was a decision he made in a quick moment of hurt. Shane also had a strong gut feeling that any deceit would quickly disqualify him from working with Julia. “I’ve spent the last few years trying to approach this in a way that is supposed to work. Dating, taking time, letting things develop naturally. It doesn’t ever work out. I want something stable, a process where the expectations are clear from the start on both sides. I want to know that the other person wants the same thing from the outset.”
Julia didn’t take notes, but she watched him as he spoke. Her expression remained open and non-judgmental as she nodded in response. She didn’t say anything right away. She studied him, clearly taking in what he’d said as she sipped her drink. Shane shifted then, a little uncomfortable at being under such silent scrutiny. 
When Julia did speak, it wasn’t what Shane was expecting to hear. “You will have to fill out a comprehensive questionnaire. It will be sent to you via encrypted email. I’ll use your answers to determine if I want to move forward with you as a client.” That gave Shane pause. He thought he’d already been accepted as a client, but he supposed that what Julia was saying made sense. Julia continued, “If I choose to continue, you will schedule an appointment with the psychologist I contract with.”
“Psychologist?”
“Yes.” The answer wasn’t short or clipped, but firm and direct. “I need to make sure that you are psychologically sound. This is not a simple date, Shane. You are legally tying your life to another person’s for a not insignificant period of time. I need to be sure that you understand those risks, that you are emotionally able to make that decision, and that you will be able to handle the fall out if the relationship does not work out at the end of the year.”
“What is your success rate?” he asked.
“I maintain a limited client list. I do not take on clients I do not expect to place successfully.” A pause. “Most of my clients proceed to marriage.”
"And of those marriages, how many succeed?" Shane asked again. Pushed.
"Of those marriages, the majority remain intact at least several years out." Shane nodded and Julia waited, as if expecting him to push more. He didn’t. “If the psychologist clears you, you will pay my fee in full and sign the confidentiality agreement. That is when we will get into the finer details of what you’re looking for in a partner. Once I have that information, your job will be done and I will work to find you a match.”
“What is that timeline?”
“I don’t guarantee one. It could be days, it could be months. But I won’t accept you as a client if I don’t think I could feasibly find you a match within my client list.” 
“And the process once a match is made?” Shane asked.
“You both have forty eight hours to decide if you want to proceed. If you don’t, we part ways and don’t work together. If you do, I will set up appointments with a tailor and a jeweler for you, and you will be married seven days from the day you both agree. But you’re getting ahead of yourself.” Julia motioned to the server who brought their bill. She handed over cash to cover their drinks. “The initial assessment will be in your email by tonight. Send it back and we’ll go from there. It was very nice to meet you, Shane.”
Shane stood as Julia stood. “It was nice to meet you, Julia. Thank you.”
***
Just as Julia said, there was an email in Shane’s inbox by that evening. The password to open the encrypted email was in his Instagram inbox. Just a jumble of numbers and symbols and letters, some capitalized and some not. Shane sat with his laptop and typed the password carefully, then opened the file. It was definitely comprehensive. It covered the basics, but also had more in depth questions that told Shane he wouldn’t be getting any work done tonight.
Shane begins to answer the questions, the easy ones first. His name (Shane David Hollander), date of birth (May 10, 1991), occupation (corporate lawyer), income (mid to high six figures), languages he speaks (English, French, and the halfway decent Russian he's been learning from the first client he ever landed at the firm). They’re all simple and require little to no thought. Other questions, like his sleep habits or how to describe his personal style in three words take more time to craft an answer. His sleep is erratic, at best. It depends heavily on his work schedule and his client load. Shane will have months where he will average four or five hours of sleep each night, and then a stretch where he averages six to seven hours. His style, too, is heavily influenced by his career. He wears suits. Period. Everywhere he goes, he wears a suit, unless it’s to the gym or to bed or to his cabin. After staring at that question for what felt like hours, Shane finally gave in and picked up his phone. He sent the question to Rose, replacing the word “your” with “my”. Her response was instant, and it didn’t contain any questions. He didn’t think about the fact that she would be saving those for tomorrow. He typed in her answer. 
Controlled, precise, understated.
Shane worked through the questions one by one, giving each one its due thought and care. The questionnaire took hours to complete, and when he was finally done, Shane was emotionally exhausted. He went back through to re-read everything, making sure that there were no typos and his answers were clear. Only when he was absolutely sure of every single answer on the form did Shane save it, click “reply” to the email, and attach the form. Shane paused again, grounding himself in the moment. For him, there was no going back once he clicked send. Julia had explained that there were multiple ways he could back out between now and actually getting married, but Shane felt like sending this form was his commitment. If he sent it, he was saying to himself that he was all in. He needed to be sure. 
He went over his lists in his head one more time. Nothing changed. Everything he wrote on Saturday night was still the same. He still felt the same way and Shane still thought that engaging in this endeavor was his best way forward. 
Shane clicked send.






      

  












      Chapter 2: Chapter Two - Ilya
  



    Chapter Notes

      I do not know Russian. Anything in bold italics is being spoken in Russian because I refuse to butcher a language that I don’t speak, and that I don’t have a beta for. The only things I kept in Cyrillic were Alexei's and Svetlana's names when they were calling Ilya.







  Ilya moved in micro-movements. Millimeters, fractions. They weren’t something a layperson would notice or would think significant, but in this industry, they were the difference between a paycheck and never being hired to work with the designer or the magazine or the photographer again. Any one of those could end your career. 
“Chin down just… That’s right.” He’d more breathed out than tilted his chin, but that had been the story of his career, and it had worked thus far. He was going to continue to do it. “Perfect, Ilya. That’s a wrap, thank you.” He finally felt able to breathe. Ilya shook his limbs out, stretched his shoulders and his neck, careful of the set and the clothes. 
He stepped off the mark before anyone told him to, already shrugging out of the jacket as he walked. He handed it off behind him without looking.
“Careful,” Ilya said, pushing open the dressing room door. “That one was expensive.”
Cliff was already inside, leaning against the counter with his tablet. “It’s all expensive,” Cliff said. “You’re not special.”
Ilya smirked, moving past him. He started undoing the buttons of his shirt, unhurried. “What do you have?”
Cliff glanced down at the screen. “You’re losing sleep tonight. Flight at six. Car at four-thirty.”
“That is offensive,” Ilya said.
“That’s your schedule,” Cliff replied.
Ilya let the shirt fall to the chair and reached for a t-shirt instead. “Cancel it.”
“No.”
“Reschedule it.”
“No.”
Ilya pulled the shirt over his head, dragging a hand through his hair. “You are inflexible.”
“You’re late,” Cliff said. “Consistently.”
“By design.”
“Not a real thing.”
Ilya turned slightly toward the mirror, adjusting nothing. “What else?”
Cliff scrolled.
“Milan. Fitting at noon. Show the next day. Two castings you’ll pretend not to care about and then absolutely care about.”
“I do not care about them,” Ilya said.
“You care about winning,” Cliff replied.
Ilya smiled at that, quick and easy. “Obviously.”
Cliff tapped the screen again. “You’ve got three dinners scheduled.”
“Cancel two.”
“I already did.”
“Which ones?”
“The ones you’d hate.”
Ilya glanced over at him, approving. “See. This is why I keep you.”
“You keep me because you’d forget where you’re supposed to be,” Cliff said.
“I would not forget.”
“You would ignore it.”
“That is different.”
Cliff didn’t argue.
A brief pause settled between them. Ilya reached for a jacket, something more casual, and shrugged it on.
Cliff watched him for a second. “You ever think about doing something normal?”
Ilya laughed immediately. “No.”
“Like actually dating someone.”
“I date people.”
“You rotate people.”
“That is… What is English word? Smart. Simple.”
“Efficient,” Cliff supplied.
“Da. Efficient.”
Cliff tilted his head. “You’re going to run out of new ones eventually.”
Ilya picked up his phone, already half-distracted. “That sounds like future problem.”
“Everything’s a future problem,” Cliff said. “Until it isn’t.”
Ilya glanced up, amused. “You sound concerned.”
“I’m bored,” Cliff said. “You’re predictable.”
“That is not true.”
Cliff raised an eyebrow. “You meet someone, you like them for about a week, then you disappear.”
Ilya slipped his phone into his pocket and moved toward the door. “That is not pattern.”
“That’s a system,” Cliff said.
Ilya smiled, unconcerned. “It works.”
Cliff pushed off the counter and followed. “Yeah,” Cliff said. “For now. Your bags are in the car. We’re going straight to the airport.”
“Is not four thirty,” Ilya pointed out. “I have date.” 
“No,” Cliff argued. “It’s almost four o’clock. The car is going to be here soon, Ilya, you can’t go on a date for half an hour.”
Ilya just shrugged and continued walking out of the building. “I cannot cancel, Marley. I do not want to be rude.” He smirked at Cliff and winked, turning left toward where he was set to meet his date. 
Cliff called after him. “Ilya! Get back here, you bastard!” 
Ilya laughed and kept walking. He was aware of the paparazzi across the street, they were always around now looking for pictures of him with the next girl. Ilya didn’t care, because that was the image he’d carefully built for himself. The brands who wanted to work with him were looking to appeal to the younger crowd with sex appeal, and Ilya exuded it. He liked to have fun and to feel good. Yes, with both genders, but he was careful with men. Secret. His passport was Russian, and with traveling for work, he needed to play nice with the Russian government. He was only ever photographed with women. If he wanted to sleep with a man, Cliff would arrange something discreet that started with a signature on an NDA so iron clad that even thinking about breathing a word about the encounter to the press was actionable. Was it boring? Yes. But it had worked, so Ilya wasn’t going to fuck with it.
 He met with his date, Alisa, just a few blocks from his own photoshoot. They met up often, and any time they did, the headlines of the gossip magazines ran rampant with speculation about whether or not they were “on” or “off”, whether they were “just friends”, if they were seen together as a “PR stunt”. It amused Ilya and he made Cliff buy him all of the magazines so he could read them on the long plane rides and laugh. He kissed her, long enough for a few photographs to be taken and deep enough for there to be wild speculation about what it all meant. She rolled her eyes at him and linked her arm through his as they made their way into the Ritz-Carlton just another half a block up. 
Ilya didn’t make it back to the car until ten to five. Cliff was standing next to it looking very much not amused as Ilya sauntered up like he didn’t have a care in the world. “Sorry.” Cliff didn’t say anything, he just opened the back car door for Ilya and gestured for him to get in. Ilya grinned at his friend as he slid into the back seat.
The flight was spent mostly sleeping, but he studied for the castings, too. He had worked with these directors before. They were opposites of each other, they wanted different things from him and Ilya needed to be those things before he walked through their doors. Marc likes control, strength. He’s efficient. You walk once and you’re done, and you might not have even seen Marc glance up at you. But he knows what he likes, and he’s booked Ilya many times over the years. Marc’s casting is first, and Ilya is glad for it. 
Alessia is more expressive. She watches you from the moment you walk in, assessing your personality through your movement. She wants versatility. Alessia told Ilya the only reason she ever booked him for his first job was because she saw him horsing around with Cliff outside of the casting before he came inside in his serious model face, and she knew that he could fit into an endless list of concepts. He likes her — professionally, of course — and always enjoys her castings, even if he gives Cliff a hard time about them. Cliff wouldn’t know what to do with himself if Ilya didn’t give him a hard time.
When they landed, Ilya turned his phone on immediately. It's a habit to check his emails after such a long flight. Twenty seven missed calls from Alexei. That was excessive, even for his brother who only called him to demand money each time a new campaign of Ilya’s came out. A pit began to form in Ilya’s stomach. Something terrible must have happened. Their father died years ago, so it wasn’t that. His niece? That was really the only thing that Ilya could think of that would cause his brother to call him so many times. He was about to tuck his phone into his pocket, and resolved to call Alexei when they got to the hotel, but it buzzed in his hand and Алексей flashed on the screen. Ilya dropped back from Cliff and the rest of the crowd. 
“Alexei. What is wrong? Why did you call so many times?” Ilya answered, trying to keep his voice low. They were in Italy, yes, but he was still in public and in a busy airport. The last thing he needed was a scandal.
There was a scoff on the other end of the line. “You think you can do whatever you want just because you’re not in Russia anymore? You think you’re too good to have to follow our laws?” Alexei spat.
Ilya was taken aback by the vitriol in Alexei’s voice. No, they never got along but this was pure hatred, and it was in a form Ilya hadn’t ever heard from his brother before. There was ice forming in the pit of his belly from it. “What are you talking about?”
“Don’t play dumb! The pictures are all over the news!”
His entire body froze. Pictures? Ilya immediately pulled his phone from his ear and tapped on the browser, searching his name even as he kept walking. The first search results almost made him drop his phone. 
TMZ’s headline: “Ilya Rozanov Spotted at Private Dinner with Mystery Man—Caught Brushing Hands Across the Table”
Page Six's headline: “Ilya Rozanov Seen Sharing Intimate Dinner with Mystery Man—Subtle Touch Sparks Questions”
Daily Mail's headline: “Ilya Rozanov Photographed Dining with Male Companion as Pair Share Tender Hand Touch During Low-Key Night In”
People's headline: “Ilya Rozanov Spotted at Dinner with Male Companion—Small Moment Between Them Draws Attention”
He was going to puke. Right there, in the middle of the airport, Ilya was going to vomit. He remembered this night. It wasn’t anything like what the gossip rags were making it out to be. He was too careful for that. This was a colleague, truly. Perhaps he’d brushed hands with him, Ilya didn’t remember, but this… This was nothing. 
“Ilya!” Alexei’s yelling drew Ilya’s attention back to the phone call, and despite knowing better, he brought the phone back up to his ear. “I can make this go away, Ilya,” Alexei half cooed. It made Ilya’s skin crawl. “I have connections. Important ones. All you need to do is send the money and I will make sure you do not become stranded in a foreign country.”
Ilya blanched. He was in a foreign country, and he was here for at least the next three days. Two, if Cliff could get him out of that damned dinner. “I don’t keep that kind of money in liquid assets, Alexei, and it’s the weekend. I need until Tuesday to wire everything.” He fought to keep his tone controlled and tight, to not give anything away. All he was focused on was getting back into the States before Russia cancelled his passport.
“Tuesday morning.”
“Yes.” 
The line went dead and Ilya breathed out a long, ragged breath as he and Cliff got into the waiting car. The car pulled away from the airport smoothly, the city still half-muted in the early morning light. Ilya leaned back into the seat, sunglasses on, head angled toward the window. He was texting his immigration lawyer while Cliff spoke. Need to speak. Urgent. When are you available? Ilya tucked his phone away and turned his full attention back to Cliff.
Cliff didn’t look up from his tablet. “Hotel, quick turn,” Cliff said. “You’ve got thirty minutes. Shower, change, coffee if you’re lucky.”
Ilya didn’t move. “I am always lucky.”
Cliff ignored that. “First out is Prada. Eleven o’clock. Fitting, not casting.”
Ilya made a quiet sound, somewhere between acknowledgment and disinterest. 
“Be serious,” Cliff added. “They want you controlled. No attitude.”
Ilya’s mouth curved slightly. “I have no attitude.”
“Not the one you like,” Cliff said.
A brief pause.
“After that, casting at one. Etro. In and out, low commitment, still competitive.”
“I do not need to compete for Etro.”
“You do today.”
Ilya shifted, just slightly, like he was settling deeper into the seat. “What else?”
“Two o’clock, second casting. Sunnei. They’ll make you do something weird.”
“I will not do something weird.”
“You will,” Cliff said. “You’ll hate it and then you’ll do it perfectly.”
Ilya didn’t argue that.
Cliff scrolled. “Three-thirty, fitting with Zegna. This one matters.”
“They all matter.”
“This one matters to you,” Cliff corrected. “It’s clean, tailored, exactly your thing when you’re pretending you’re not enjoying yourself.”
Ilya exhaled softly through his nose. Not disagreement.
“And then,” Cliff continued, “you get an hour.”
“For what.”
“Rest. Pretending you’re not exhausted. Whatever you do in hotel rooms.”
Ilya turned his head slightly, just enough to glance at him. “You say that like you don’t know.”
“I choose not to know,” Cliff said. Another scroll. “Seven-thirty. Dinner. You are going.”
“I can skip it.”
“You won’t,” Cliff said. “It’s tied to Versace. They like you. Keep it that way.”
Ilya’s attention sharpened slightly at that, subtle but there. “Of course they do.”
“Don’t be late.”
“I am never late.”
Cliff didn’t look up. “You are always late.”
“By design.”
“Not a real thing.”
A beat.
The car turned, sunlight shifting across the interior. Ilya reached up, adjusting his sunglasses, more habit than necessity.
Cliff glanced at the screen one last time. “That’s the day. It’s tight.”
“It is fine.”
“It is not fine,” Cliff said. “It’s Milan.”
Ilya smiled, easy, unconcerned. “It is always fine.”
***
The hotel sits just off one of the central streets, close enough to everything that nothing feels out of reach, but tucked back enough to avoid attention. From the outside, it is understated. Pale stone, tall windows, nothing loud. The kind of place that does not advertise itself because it does not need to.
Inside, everything is controlled. Cool marble floors softened by rugs that look effortless but are not. Lighting kept low, warm but precise. The staff move quietly, efficient without being visible for too long. It feels expensive, but not in a way that asks to be noticed. Just assumed.
Ilya barely registers most of it on the way in. He has stayed in places like this before. It all blends into the same category. Predictable. Functional.
The room is large, but not showy. Clean lines, neutral tones. A king bed centered against a wall upholstered in something soft and muted. Crisp white sheets that look untouched. The kind of bed that is reset perfectly every time he leaves it.
Floor-to-ceiling windows let in a washed, gray morning light, filtered through sheer curtains that move slightly when the window is cracked. The city is there, but distant. He can see rooftops, a narrow street below, movement without noise.
There is a seating area he won’t use. A low table, two chairs angled toward each other like a conversation is supposed to happen there. It won’t.
His suitcase is already placed where it should be. Clothes hung or folded before he had to think about them. Shoes lined up with a precision that feels like someone else’s idea of order.
The bathroom is brighter. Stone, glass, clean edges. Everything arranged exactly once and never moved out of place. Towels folded too precisely to be casual. Ilya got undressed and started the shower. He could feel the tension sitting in his neck and shoulders, and he needed to be rid of it for the castings and fittings. He turned the water as hot as it would go before stepping under the spray. 
He lets the thoughts he’s been suppressing all morning run through his head now. Ilya has no intention of paying Alexei if he can help it, but he has to be practical. Milan is the first stop of many in the next several months across Europe, Asia, and South America. He needed his passport to stay intact. Ilya hated to be in limbo, waiting for Svetlana to call him back, but there was nothing he could do until she did. And when she did, there would likely be at least one “I told you so” in there. She had been telling him for months to finish filling out the application for his green card, but winter fashion weeks had been going on and he didn’t have the mental wherewithal to do it. Even if he filed now, Ilya knew it could take years for the application to process. And it wasn’t a guarantee. 
Ilya groaned. His head felt heavy. He couldn’t stand there and think about this anymore. He had to turn off his brain and become the model that everyone expected him to be. After turning the water off, Ilya dried off and stepped out of the shower stall. He completed his grooming: hair styled into loose, perfect curls and a touch of undetectable concealer beneath his eyes to hide the dark circles that transatlantic travel always gave to him. Walking out into the main room, Ilya dressed in a black t-shirt, fitted but not tight, the fabric soft enough to move with him without losing its shape. It had a clean neckline, no branding, nothing to pull focus. Over it, he wore a lightweight jacket, structured just enough at the shoulders to give him a sharper line without looking styled.
He paired it with a pair of dark trousers, tailored but easy. Not formal, not casual. The kind of cut that made his proportions look deliberate without trying to show them off. They sat clean at the waist, fell straight through the leg, no break at the ankle.
His shoes were minimal. Black, polished but not glossy. Something he could walk in without thinking about it.
Ilya didn't wear accessories beyond what he always wore. His mother's chain and cross, mostly hidden. 
It wasn’t an outfit meant to stand out. It was meant to disappear just enough that when he walked into a room, the only thing anyone really saw was him.
***
The Prada space was quiet in a way that felt deliberate. No excess movement, no raised voices. Racks spaced evenly. Assistants speaking low, if at all.
Ilya stepped onto the platform without being asked. He’d done this a million times. He knew how to make everyone’s job easier.
“Look three,” someone said.
The jacket was placed on him, hands already adjusting before it settled. Fingers at the shoulder, the waist, the sleeve. Pins appeared without comment.
“Stand straight.”
He did.
“Relax your face.”
He didn’t change anything. It was already neutral.
“Walk.”
He stepped down, slow, measured. Shorter stride. Controlled. The fabric moved cleanly, exactly as it was meant to.
“Again.”
Ilya turned, repeated it. Same pace. Same restraint.
A small nod. “Yes.”
Nothing more. The jacket was taken off him as quickly as it had been put on.
“Next.”
Ilya stepped away without looking back.
***
Marc Delon sat behind the table, looking like he hadn’t moved in hours.
Ilya walked in, didn’t rush it, didn’t drag it out. Just enough presence to register.
“Walk,” Marc said, not looking up.
Ilya did.
No instruction. No adjustment. Just observation.
Marc’s eyes lifted halfway through, tracking him for a second longer than necessary. Then back down. “Turn.”
Ilya turned.
“Again.”
He repeated it, same ease, same control.
Marc tapped something on the table. “Fine.”
That was it.
No feedback. No indication of anything beyond that single word.
Ilya stepped out without breaking rhythm.
***
The room was louder. Not chaotic, but faster. People moving, talking, adjusting.
Alessia Rinaldi looked up as Ilya walked in, already assessing him before he stopped.
“Too controlled,” she said immediately. “I don’t want that.”
Ilya didn’t react.
“Walk.”
He did.
“Stop.”
He stopped.
“Again, but less perfect.”
A beat. Ilya walked again, this time letting the movement loosen slightly. Not sloppy. Just less precise.
Alessia watched closely. “Better,” she said. “Now turn like you’re bored.”
“I am bored,” Ilya said.
A flicker of a smile from her. “Good. Show me that.”
He turned again, slower this time. Less sharp. More careless.
“Again.”
He adjusted again, subtle shifts. Letting it look unintentional.
Alessia nodded once. “Okay.”
She didn’t dismiss him. Just moved on.
That was enough.
***
The Zegna space was quieter than the others. Not silent, but contained. Focused.
“Here,” someone said, handing him the pieces.
He changed quickly. The fabric sat differently. Heavier. More structured. Cleaner. When he stepped out, they didn’t rush him.
“Stand.”
He did.
A hand at the shoulder. Another at the waist. Small adjustments, precise.
“Walk.”
He stepped forward. Longer stride this time. More natural. Less restraint than Prada, more control than Sunnei.
“Again.”
He repeated it. The jacket moved with him, not against him. The line was clean. Intentional.
Someone stepped closer. Looked, then nodded. “Yes.” No elaboration. The pins came out. Notes were written. “Rehearsal tomorrow.”
Ilya changed back, slower this time.
***
Cliff was waiting when he stepped out. “That went well,” Cliff said.
“It was fine.”
“You like this one.”
Ilya didn’t answer right away. Then, evenly: “It works.”
Back in the car there was a text from Svetlana, confirming a time for a call just around when they’ll be back at the hotel. Ilya responded and settled for the ride back while Cliff  went over the details about dinner again. 
Once in his room, Ilya closed the door and put on the safety lock. He never did before, but he felt like he needed the extra security now. Just as he sat on the edge of the bed, his phone rant, Светлана flashing on the screen. Ilya answered, voice tired and defeated now that he was done with work for the day. He went over the phone call with his brother, the headlines, and his dilemma. “I am in Milan, I have bookings all over the world for the next six months. I cannot be without a passport.”
“Okay.” Ilya can hear Svetlana take a breath through the phone, clearly composing her thoughts. “Citizenship through traditional channels is going to take time, Ilya. We knew this.”
“I don’t have time.”
“Yes, that’s very clear. So now we have to go the unconventional route. I’m going to introduce you to someone who can help. You have to be open minded.”
That sounded ominous to Ilya. “What do you mean?”
“They’re a matchmaker. Very exclusive, very expensive, they only take referrals, and if they find you a match, then you get married. No dating, no drawn out relationships.”
It wasn’t what Ilya was expecting to hear, and his first instinct was to tell Svetlana that she was out of her mind. Ilya’s mouth was open to form the words before he stopped himself to think. What choice did he have? There was only one other path to citizenship, and that took years to get a response. “And if they don’t find me a match?”
“Do not borrow trouble. Keep an eye on your Instagram. When you get their follow request, follow back immediately and send them a message. Tell them I referred you and request a consultation. They’re accepting new clients now, but won’t be for very long. Be honest with them, Ilya.” 
They spoke about a few more logistics and hung up. Ilya went into his phone’s settings and turned on his notifications for follow requests. They would be annoying for the night, but he didn’t want to miss this opportunity. 
By the time he had finished processing the conversation with Svetlana, it was time to get ready for the Versace dinner. 
He crossed to the wardrobe, already knowing what Cliff would have pulled. Black, mostly.
He took the shirt first. Silk, soft, the kind that caught the light without looking like it was trying to. The collar open, not deep, just enough to suggest it. He buttoned it slowly, leaving the top two undone.
Trousers next. Tailored, clean, cut close through the leg. They sat exactly where they were supposed to without adjustment.
The jacket was sharper. Structured at the shoulders, slightly more fitted through the waist. It changed his posture the second he put it on. Not formal. Not casual. Just deliberate.
He considered the mirror, not for long. Smoothed the fabric once at the front.
Accessories were minimal. The thin chain, visible now against the open collar. The watch he didn’t check. No rings.
He ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back, undoing the shape it had settled into earlier. Letting it fall into something less controlled, more him.
The phone buzzed. He picked it up without thinking. A notification. Instagram. @trustedcircle_ has requested to follow you. He looked at it for a second longer than necessary. No posts visible. Private account. No profile picture that meant anything. He accepted, paused for a beat, then followed back.
Ilya didn’t sit down. He didn’t hesitate long enough for it to register as hesitation. He opened the message and typed.
Referred by Svetlana. Currently in Milan for work. Available for consultation by phone or Zoom if preferred.
He read it once. Sent it.
The phone went face down on the table.
He adjusted his sleeve, checked nothing in the mirror, and left.
***
The restaurant was louder than the other spaces he’d been in that day, but only slightly. Controlled noise. Movement without chaos.
Someone was already waiting for him when he arrived. Not alone. They rarely were.
“Ilya,” one of them said, standing.
He smiled easily, stepping in, shaking hands, leaning in just enough. Familiar. Polished.
“You made it.”
“Of course.”
They sat. Wine was already being poured.
The conversation started immediately. It always did.
Work first.
“You were good today,” someone said. “Prada especially.”
“I am always good,” Ilya said, without looking up from the glass in front of him.
A laugh. Expected.
“Versace will be stronger,” another added. “More… you.”
Ilya glanced at them then, something sharper in his expression, just for a second. “Maybe.”
They watched him differently after that. Not questioning, just noting.
Plates arrived. Food he didn’t think about, didn’t need to. He ate enough to be seen doing it.
The conversation shifted. Names, shows, who was in, who wasn’t. He responded where needed, let the rest pass.
At some point, his phone lit up again on the table. He didn’t pick it up immediately. Let it sit. Let the moment pass. Then, casually, like he was checking nothing important, he turned it over. A message from the account. He didn’t open it fully. Not yet. Ilya set the phone back down, screen dark again. Across from him, someone was talking about casting lists, about final decisions. 
Ilya nodded once, listening, already somewhere else. Not visibly, just enough that if someone was paying attention, they might notice the pause before he answered. “Of course,” he said, like he hadn’t missed anything at all.
***
The day blurred. Rehearsal, waiting, hands on him, voices giving direction he didn’t need to think about. He moved where he was told to move, stopped where he was told to stop. The rhythm of it was familiar enough that it didn’t require his full attention. By the time the show ended, there was nothing left to prove. He had already done it.
The afterparty was louder than the rest of the day, but easier. People talking at him instead of watching him. He stayed long enough to be seen, not long enough to be remembered.
Cliff didn’t argue when he said he was leaving.
“Back at the hotel,” Cliff said. “You’re up early tomorrow.”
“I know.”
He didn’t say anything else.
***
The room was quiet when he got back. Ilya closed the door, set his phone on the table, and stood there for a moment without moving. The silence felt different after the day. Less like rest, more like space.
The message was still there. He opened it this time. It was short.
Tomorrow. 9 AM your time. Confirm.
He checked the time automatically. It was late. Not ideal, but not a problem. He typed back: Confirmed.
The response came faster this time.
This will be brief.
He didn’t reply to that.
***
The call came exactly at nine. No delay. No notification beyond the screen lighting up with an unknown number. He answered immediately.
“Ilya Rozanov.”
A pause.
“Julia.” Her voice was even. Not cold, not warm. Just precise. “You were referred by Svetlana.”
“Da. Yes.”
Another pause, shorter this time. Like something had already been confirmed. “You understand the nature of my work.”
“I do.”
“Then you understand that I do not proceed without clarity.”
“I am clear.”
Silence. Not empty. Measured. “Why are you here,” she asked.
Ilya crossed the room slowly, stopping near the window. The city moved below him, distant, irrelevant. “I need a solution.”
“That is not specific.”
He glanced at his reflection in the glass. Not really looking at it. “I need stability,” he said. “Something that is not dependent on my work. Or anyone else’s decisions.”
“And you believe marriage provides that.”
“I know it does.”
Another pause. “You are not describing a partnership,” Julia said. “You are describing an outcome.”
“Yes.”
The word landed without hesitation.
Silence again, longer this time. “Most people attempt to make those the same thing,” she said.
“I am not most people.”
“No,” she agreed.
Ilya shifted slightly, his free hand resting against the edge of the table behind him. “I do not have time to approach this slowly,” he added. “I am not interested in… exploration.”
“And what are you interested in?”
He didn’t answer immediately. “Something that works,” he said finally.
“Define that.”
“A stable arrangement. Aligned expectations. No ambiguity.”
“And the other person.”
“What about them?”
“They would be part of this.”
Ilya’s mouth curved slightly, not quite a smile. “They would be chosen by you.”
“That is not an answer.”
He exhaled, quiet. “They would need to want the same outcome.”
Julia didn’t respond right away. “You are aware,” she said eventually, “that I do not place clients who are not prepared to remain in the arrangement.”
“Da. Yes.”
“This is not temporary.”
“I am not looking for temporary.”
“Your circumstances suggest otherwise.”
A beat. “They do not,” Ilya said.
The denial was clean. Controlled. Not defensive.
Another pause. Then: “You will provide documentation,” Julia said. “Background, schedule, expectations. I will determine if you are a viable client.”
Ilya straightened slightly. “And if I am?”
“You will receive terms.”
“And a match.”
“If one exists.”
Silence settled again. Ilya looked out at the city, the movement below, the distance between where he was and everything else. “Understood.”
The line stayed open for a second longer. Then: “I will be in touch.”
The call ended.
Ilya lowered the phone, not immediately moving. Then he set it down, just as precisely as he had picked it up. Nothing about the room had changed. But something had shifted. Not visibly, but just enough that the next decision would not feel like a question anymore.
***
An encrypted email came into his inbox as he settled into his seat the next morning. Ilya was nervous. He had to believe that Alexei hadn’t done anything to his passport yet. He still had twenty four hours before he was expecting money, and six of those would be spent over the Atlantic ocean. Drawing in a deep breath, Ilya waited to open the email until the flight attendant announced they could take out laptops. 
Cliff raised an eyebrow at Ilya when he pulled his own laptop out. It wasn’t often used. Ilya ignored him and opened the email from Julia. Like her, the questionnaire that is attached is detailed. Ilya scrolls through it to get a sense of the questions before he begins to answer them. Some, the ones that are easy and require no thought, he answers in English. The others, the ones that require him to dig deeper into himself, he switches to his Cyrillic keyboard and writes in Russian. It’s easier in some ways, and he found a translation app that is better than most that will do the heavy lifting when it’s time to translate his answers into English. 
Ilya spends the majority of the flight answering questions about himself and his motives and why he wants to be matched with someone he will marry the first time he meets them. When he types the final period, he feels emotionally wrung out, like someone twisted him around and around from his middle until he wouldn’t twist anymore. There’s only about an hour left in the flight, and while Ilya is tempted to put the computer away and put off the translation of the document, the fear of what possibly awaits him at the Logan Airport customs counter scares him. Rubbing his eyes, he opens the translation app and feeds the document through it. 
He’s just putting the final touches on the translation when the flight attendant calls for all electronics to be stowed. Ilya quickly taps reply to Julia’s email and attaches the form, clicking send and waiting to see that the email went through before he shuts his laptop down and puts it away as the plane begins its final descent into Boston.






      

  












      Chapter 3: Chapter Three - Shane
  








  Three days passed after Shane sent in the questionnaire. He hadn’t expected a quick response, so he went back to work without adjusting anything. Long days at the office, a few hours at home to sleep, then back again. It was familiar. Predictable. It kept his mind occupied.
When the message finally came through, it still caught him off guard.
Proceeding to assessment phase. Availability required within 48 hours.
Shane read it twice. Three times.
Assessment.
He leaned back slightly in his chair, eyes drifting past his screen to the window behind it, Montreal spread out below him in clean, structured lines. It made sense. It had to. Julia wasn’t operating casually. There was liability involved. Risk. If she was pairing two people to marry, she needed to know they could handle it.
Still, his mind moved ahead of him, already breaking it down. What kind of assessment? What metrics? What questions? What, exactly, they would be looking for?
He checked his calendar, cleared the necessary time, and responded.
Then he did what he always did: He researched.
The next morning, another message came through. Time. Address. No additional explanation.
He copied the address into his browser. A converted house, from the look of it. Professional, but not clinical. It was registered to a Dr. Todd Ellis. Shane searched the name immediately.
LinkedIn came up first. He clicked on the link. Columbia. Harvard Medical School. Massachusetts General. McLean. Shane’s eyes moved quickly over the details, parsing them the same way he would a case file. Education, training, affiliations. Each piece slotting into place, building a picture. He scrolled to the About section and read more slowly this time.
Dr. Todd Ellis is a board-certified psychiatrist and clinical psychologist based in Montreal, specializing in high-level psychological and behavioral assessment. His work focuses on evaluating decision-making, personality structure, and long-term relational stability among high-functioning professionals and private clients. With training from Harvard Medical School and advanced work in forensic psychiatry, Dr. Ellis is known for a direct, structured approach that prioritizes clarity, discretion, and practical outcomes. He consults in high-stakes environments where understanding risk, compatibility, and sustained performance is essential.
Shane read over it again. It was direct, structured, outcome-focused. It aligned.
He exhaled quietly, tension easing just slightly. This wasn’t arbitrary. It wasn’t experimental in the way he had initially worried it might be. There was a system behind it, a framework.
“Hey!”
Shane jumped, the chair shifting under him as Rose’s voice cut through the room. “Sorry,” he said quickly. “Hi.”
“You okay?” she asked, leaning against the doorframe, studying him.
“What? Yeah. Just in the middle of something.”
She didn’t move. Just kept looking at him.
Shane dropped his gaze back to the papers on his desk, straightening them even though they didn’t need it. “What’s up?”
Rose didn’t answer right away. That was never a good sign. “What’s going on with you?” she asked finally. “You’re acting… off. And don’t say nothing.”
Shane exhaled, sharper this time. “Come in and close the door.” He waited until she did, then gestured to the chair across from him. Rose sat, still watching him. Then he told her. Not all at once, not everything, but enough. The matchmaker. The meeting. The questionnaire. The message. 
By the time he finished, Rose was already shaking her head. “Oh, honey.”
Shane frowned. “What?”
“So you’re telling me,” she said, leaning forward slightly, “that you sat in front of this very expensive, very selective matchmaker and told her you want something stable and structured, with clear expectations.”
“Yes.”
“And you think that communicated everything.”
“It did,” Shane said, a little more firmly.
Rose just looked at him. “It didn’t,” she said.
Shane leaned back in his chair, arms crossing loosely. “That’s not all I said.”
“It’s what she heard,” Rose replied. “You made it sound like you’re outsourcing inconveniences.”
“That’s not—” Shane stopped, exhaled, and tried again. “That’s not the point.”
“Then what is?”
He hesitated. Just for a second. “I want something that works,” he said.
Rose didn’t look convinced.
“And,” he added, more quietly, “I want to fall in love.”
That shifted something. Rose’s expression softened, just slightly. “Okay,” she said. “There it is.”
Shane frowned. “That was implied.”
“No,” she said. “It wasn’t. You don’t get implied, Shane. You get literal.”
He sat with that. “It’s obvious,” he said after a moment.
“It’s not,” Rose said. “Not to someone who evaluates people for a living.”
He looked back at the screen, at the profile still open. “So what now?” he asked.
“You’re seeing the psychiatrist tomorrow, right?”
“Yes.”
“Then you tell him,” she said. “You clarify.”
Shane considered that, the same way he would any other risk, weighing it. “What if it looks inconsistent?” he asked. “What if she read it the way you did and then I said something different?”
Rose shrugged slightly. “Then you explain it.”
“That I didn’t communicate clearly the first time?”
“Yes.”
Shane exhaled. “I don’t like that.”
“I know,” she said.
He leaned back again, gaze drifting toward the window.
“But it’s still better than letting her think you don’t care about the person you’re marrying,” Rose added.
That landed and Shane nodded once, slow. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”
***
The office was quiet in a way that didn’t feel staged. Nothing stood out. No obvious personal details, no clutter, no attempt to soften the space beyond what was necessary. It wasn’t cold. It just wasn’t trying to be anything else. Dr. Todd Ellis finished writing something before looking up.
“Mr. Hollander.”
“Dr. Ellis.”
They shook hands briefly, firm and efficient. Shane waited until Ellis sat before taking the chair angled across from him.
Ellis closed the file in front of him.“I’ve reviewed your intake,” he said. “This portion is evaluative. Not therapeutic.”
“I understand.”
“Good. Then we can be direct.” A pause. Not uncomfortable, just… intentional. “Why are you willing to marry someone you haven’t met?”
Shane didn’t answer immediately. His gaze settled just to the side of Ellis, not avoiding, not fixed. He was thinking. “I don’t think that’s the right way to frame it,” he said.
Ellis didn’t react to that. “Then reframe it.”
“It’s not random,” Shane said. “There’s a process behind it. A screening for compatibility. It’s not… impulsive.”
“And that makes it different.”
“Yes.”
“From what?”
“From how most people approach relationships,” Shane said. “Which is largely unstructured.”
Ellis made a small note. “You’ve participated in that.”
“Yes.”
“And it hasn’t worked.”
Shane shifted slightly, adjusting his position in the chair. “It hasn’t led to anything stable,” he said. “There’s a lot of time spent determining whether two people even want the same outcome.”
“And you find that inefficient.”
“I find it… uncertain,” Shane corrected. “You can invest months, years, without clarity.”
Ellis looked up. “And this gives you clarity.”
“It gives me a starting point,” Shane said. “It removes some of the ambiguity.”
“Not all of it, though.”
“No,” Shane agreed. “Not all of it.”
Ellis wrote something down, then set his pen aside. “What are you hoping for?”
Shane didn’t answer right away. His fingers rested against the arm of the chair, still, but not tense. “I would like to fall in love,” he said.
Ellis didn’t move, didn’t react beyond a slight shift in attention. “And if you don’t?”
Shane exhaled, quiet. “I’m open to building something,” he said. “A partnership, something stable and intentional.”
“Define partnership.”
“Mutual effort,” Shane said. “Shared goals. Respect. Trust.”
“Without love?”
“If necessary,” Shane said. “But not as a preference.”
Ellis nodded once. “So love is optional.”
“No,” Shane said. “It’s… hoped for. Not guaranteed.”
A brief pause. “Do you believe love can develop under those conditions?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Shane considered that. “Because the conditions are stable,” he said. “There’s space for it to develop without… external pressure.”
“Pressure from what?”
“Uncertainty,” Shane said. “Misaligned expectations. Not knowing where something is going.”
Ellis leaned back slightly. “You’re describing love as something that benefits from structure.”
“I think most things do,” Shane said.
“People aren’t most things.”
Shane’s mouth curved faintly. “No,” he said. “But relationships still function within parameters.”
Ellis picked his pen back up. “What do you do when expectations aren’t met?”
“I address it.”
“How?”
“Directly,” Shane said. “Early.”
“And if that doesn’t resolve it?”
Shane paused to think for a moment. “I try to understand why,” he said. “Whether it’s miscommunication or something more fundamental.”
“And if it’s fundamental?”
“Then it’s not sustainable.”
Ellis nodded, writing something down. “What would make you leave this marriage?”
Shane’s gaze shifted slightly, landing on a point near the edge of the desk. “A sustained lack of alignment,” he said. “If we’re no longer working toward the same thing. Or if the effort stops being mutual.”
“And before that?”
“I would try to correct it.”
“How many times?”
Shane hesitated, just briefly. “As many as is reasonable,” he said.
“Define reasonable.”
“When there’s still movement,” Shane said. “When the other person is engaged.”
“And if they’re not?”
Shane’s fingers pressed lightly against the chair again, then stilled. “Then it’s not a partnership.”
Ellis looked at him for a moment. “You’re describing something more flexible than your intake suggests.”
Shane glanced toward him, then away again. “I don’t think I communicated it clearly,” he said.
“Communicate it now.”
Shane paused again. “I’m not trying to remove the possibility of connection,” Shane said. “I’m trying to remove the barriers to it.” Ellis didn’t interrupt, so Shane kept speaking. “I don’t want to spend years figuring out if someone wants the same things I do,” Shane continued. “I want to start from that point.”
“And then?”
“See what develops.”
“Which includes love.”
“Yes.”
“And what if love doesn't develop?”
Shane took a second longer this time. “I think that depends on what does,” he said finally. “If there’s respect, trust, compatibility… I’m willing to stay.”
“Even without love.”
Shane’s expression shifted, just slightly. “I don’t think those things exist without some form of it,” he said.
Ellis’s pen stopped. “That’s different from what you said earlier.”
“It’s more accurate,” Shane said.
Ellis paused for a beat, considering, and then closed the file. “That’s all I need.”
Shane nodded, standing. “Thank you.”
Ellis looked at him a moment longer. “You’re more open than you present.”
Shane adjusted his sleeve automatically. “I try to be precise,” he said.
“And sometimes that reads as closed.”
Shane considered that. “Noted,” he said Ellis gave a small nod and Shane left, the door closing quietly behind him.
***
The next day passed without anything. Shane noticed, but he didn’t let it change his routine. He was at the office before eight, already halfway through reviewing a contract before most of the floor had arrived. It was easier that way. The work gave him something to hold onto, something that moved forward in a predictable way. He didn’t check his phone more than usual. He was just aware of it. That was different.
By mid-afternoon, he had finished one negotiation, started another, and sent two junior associates back with revisions that were cleaner than what they had brought him. It was steady, controlled, familiar.
And still.  Nothing.
By the second day, it had shifted slightly. Not urgency, not impatience. Just… anticipation. A variable that hadn’t resolved yet. He didn’t like variables that lingered. At 4:17 PM, while he was reviewing a clause for the third time, his phone lit up. He didn’t reach for it immediately. Shane finished the sentence., marked the change and then picked it up.
There was a message. It was short.
Cleared to proceed. Next phase requires in-person availability.
There was no explanation, no detail. Just confirmation. His shoulders eased, almost imperceptibly. “Good,” he said quietly, more to himself than anything else. Then he opened his calendar. He replied within a minute.
Available. Please advise on timing.
He didn’t overthink the wording. It was clean. Direct.
The response came faster than he expected.
Provide two full-day windows within the next five days.
Shane leaned back slightly, eyes moving to his calendar again. The week was already full. Meetings, deadlines, court dates. He started shifting things. Not canceling, but reassigning. Moving where he could, delegating where he had to. He didn’t hesitate. By the time he looked back at his phone, he had already decided.
Wednesday and Friday. Fully available.
He sent it. This time, the reply didn’t come immediately. It came three hours later.
Wednesday. Confirmed. Details to follow.
That was it. No time, no location. Just confirmation. Shane stared at the message for a moment longer than necessary, then set his phone down. It was moving now.
The next message came the following morning. Shane opened it as he walked into his office, setting his bag down without breaking stride. He didn’t sit. Just stood there, reading.
You will not be introduced to your match prior to the ceremony. Preparation will proceed accordingly. Confirmation of continued participation is required.
He read it again, slower.
Not introduced prior to the ceremony.
The language was precise, intentionally so. There was no room to reinterpret it into something more familiar, more comfortable. No meeting., no conversation, no opportunity to assess in the way he usually would. Shane set his phone down on the desk, then picked it up again almost immediately. He walked to the window, more out of habit than anything else. The city looked the same. It always did. A knock, light. “Come in.”
Rose stepped in, already watching him. “You’re standing,” she said. “That’s never a good sign.”
Shane didn’t answer right away. He turned the phone toward her instead, sliding it across the desk. She picked it up, scanned the message. Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh. Oh, wow.”
Shane moved back to his chair but didn’t sit. Just rested his hand against the back of it. “That wasn’t clear before,” he said.
“No,” Rose said. “It really wasn’t.” She looked up at him. “So. You’re just… going to marry someone you’ve never even spoken to.”
“When you say it like that—”
“—it sounds exactly like what it is,” she finished.
Shane exhaled quietly. “There’s still a process,” he said. “Screening. Evaluation. This isn’t arbitrary.”
“I know,” Rose said. “I’m not saying it is. I’m just saying it’s—” She gestured vaguely. “—a lot.”
A brief silence settled. Shane pulled the chair out slightly, then finally sat. “It doesn’t change what I’m looking for,” he said.
“It changes how you get there.”
“Yeah.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
Shane didn’t answer immediately. His gaze dropped back to the message, then drifted slightly, not quite focusing on anything. “I don’t need to meet someone to know if we want the same outcome,” he said. “That’s already been determined.”
“And the rest of it?”
“I’m still open to it,” Shane said after a long moment. “That part doesn’t go away just because the timeline is different.”
Rose studied him, quieter now. “You’re really doing this,” she said. It wasn’t a question.
Shane picked up his phone again, thumb hovering over the screen for just a second. “I think I am.” He typed.
Confirmed.
He read it once. Then sent it. The message went through immediately. No delay. No second step.
Rose let out a small breath. “Okay,” she said. “Then I guess we’re doing this.”
Shane set the phone down, more deliberately this time. “Yes,” he said. And for the first time, it didn’t feel like a hypothetical.
Documents came through to his inbox within the hour. Shane was mid-email when the notification appeared. He finished the sentence, reread it, sent it, and only then opened the message. It was a secure portal link with no additional context. He clicked it immediately.
The interface was clean, minimal. No branding beyond what was necessary. Everything was organized into sections.
An NDA. 
He opened it first. Longer than the initial one. More detailed with specific language around confidentiality, scope, duration. Clauses that extended beyond him to anyone he might disclose information to. It was comprehensive in a way that suggested experience. Shane read it line by line, slower than he needed to, marking the structure in his head. It was solid. No gaps, no unnecessary exposure. He signed.
Next: identity verification. 
It was straightforward. Documentation he already had scanned. He had it uploaded within minutes. Efficient. The system moved him forward automatically.
Then—
Preliminary marital agreement. 
Shane paused. Not because it was unfamiliar. It wasn’t. He had drafted versions of this for clients before. Reviewed them, negotiated them. But seeing it here, in this context, before anything else— He read more carefully.
Asset division. Contingencies. Duration clauses. Conditions under which the agreement could be revisited.
It wasn’t overly restrictive. It was balanced. That was almost more notable than anything else.
There was a knock at the door. Rose again. “Am I interrupting something important?” she asked, stepping in without invitation.
“Yes,” Shane said, without looking up.
She came closer, leaning slightly against the edge of the desk. “That looks serious.”
“It is.”
Her eyes scanned the screen. “Is that what I think it is?”
“Yes.”
Rose let out a low breath. “Wow.” She straightened slightly, crossing her arms. “So this is happening.”
Shane didn’t answer. His attention was still on a specific clause, rereading it.
“Do you want me to look at it?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I’ve got it.”
“I know you’ve got it,” she said. “That’s not what I meant.”
There was a brief pause before  Shane finally looked up. “I know what I’m looking at,” he said.
“I know you do,” Rose replied, softer. “I’m asking if you want another set of eyes anyway.”
He considered it for a second then answered, “No,” he said. It wasn't dismissive, just certain.
Rose nodded once. “Okay.” She stayed where she was, though. “Are you okay?” she asked.
Shane looked back at the screen, then at the document, then at nothing in particular. “Yes,” he said. There was a beat, and then, “I think so.”
Rose watched him for a second longer, then gave a small nod. “Alright,” she said. “Then I’m going to trust you to know what you’re doing.”
“I do.”
“I know,” she said again. She pushed off the desk. “But if you suddenly decide you don’t, I’m right here.”
“I know.”
A small smile, then she left. The door closed quietly behind her. Shane turned back to the screen and scrolled once more, slower this time. Not looking for errors, just… taking it in. Then he clicked to sign. The system processed it immediately. A confirmation message appeared. He sat back in his chair, exhaling slowly. There was nothing left in this step to review. It was moving forward now, whether he adjusted or not.
***
The space didn’t feel like a store. It felt like something reserved. A room set apart from the rest of the building. The door had been opened before they reached it. Someone had been waiting. Of course they had.
“Mr. Hollander,” the tailor said, stepping forward with a measured smile. “We’ve been expecting you.”
Shane nodded once. “Thank you.”
Rose stepped in behind him, her gaze already moving across the room. It was quiet in a way that felt curated. Soft lighting, warm but controlled. No clutter. No excess. Just a single rack positioned at the center, three suits spaced evenly like they were already the only options.
“This is very you,” Rose murmured.
“It’s efficient,” Shane said.
She smiled. “It’s an experience.”
The tailor gestured toward the rack. “We’ve prepared three selections based on your measurements and… the nature of the occasion.”
Shane didn’t react to that phrasing, he just stepped closer. The first suit was light gray. Clean, almost architectural in its simplicity. A pale blue tie laid across the shirt, the color soft enough not to compete with anything.
“Classic,” the tailor said. “Timeless. Very appropriate.”
Shane reached out, fingers brushing the fabric. Smooth. Predictable.
“Try it,” Rose said, already moving toward the fitting area.
He didn’t argue. The process was immediate once he stepped inside. Shirt, jacket, hands already adjusting before the fabric fully settled. The tailor moved efficiently, marking small changes, smoothing the line of the shoulder, pinning the waist.
Shane stepped out in front of the mirror. It looked right. Of course it did.
Rose tilted her head. “You look like yourself.”
“That’s the point,” Shane said.
“It’s safe,” she countered.
He didn’t respond. “Next,” he said instead.
The burgundy suit was different before he even put it on. The color held the light instead of reflecting it, deeper, more deliberate. When he stepped out, Rose’s reaction was immediate.
“Oh.”
Shane glanced at her. “What?”
“That’s…” She paused, searching. “Interesting.”
“Too much,” Shane said.
“It’s not too much,” she said. “It’s just more than you usually are.”
He looked back at himself. It didn’t feel wrong. Just… visible.
“I don’t need to be visible,” he said.
Rose stepped closer, fingers brushing the lapel, adjusting it slightly. “It’s your wedding,” she said. “You’re allowed to be.”
Shane’s expression didn’t change, but he didn’t argue either. He turned slightly, testing how it moved. The fabric followed him differently, less restrained.
“It’s not consistent with the rest of it,” he said finally.
Rose’s brows lifted. “The rest of what?”
“The approach,” Shane said. “This isn’t about making a statement.”
Rose watched him for a second, then stepped back.
“Okay,” she said. “Then don’t make one.”
“Last one,” the tailor said.
The third suit was darker. A deep charcoal that read almost black until the light hit it. Paired with a crisp white shirt, no tie laid out beside it. Shane changed again. 
“It works,” she said.
Shane nodded slightly. It did. But— He turned back toward the mirror, then back to the rack. The gray suit was still there. He stepped back into the fitting area without saying anything. When he came out again, he was in the light gray. The pale blue tie in place. The tailor adjusted it, smoothing it once, then stepping back.
Rose watched him, quieter now. “You’re sure,” she said.
Shane looked at himself one more time. The lines were clean. The fit exact. Nothing distracted from anything else. It wasn’t trying to be memorable. It was trying to be right. “Yes,” he said.
The tailor nodded, already moving in. “An excellent choice.”
Rose smiled, softer this time. “Of course it is.”
Shane didn’t respond. But when he looked at himself again, there was something there he hadn’t expected. Not excitement, just the sense that he had chosen something he could stand in and not need to think about again.
***
The door closed behind them with a soft, deliberate click. No one else was inside, there were no glass cases lining the walls, no rows of options on display. Everything was kept out of sight until it was needed.
“Mr. Hollander,” the associate said, already approaching. “We’ve prepared a selection.” 
Of course they had. Shane nodded once, stepping forward. Rose stayed close, quieter this time, observing. A tray was placed on the table between them. Rings arranged with precision, each one spaced enough to be considered individually. They were all expensive, that was clear, but none of them announced it. Shane didn’t look at all of them. He scanned, then narrowed his focus.
There were bands with subtle textures: Brushed finishes, slight variations that caught the light differently. He passed over them. His hand stopped at a simple band. Platinum, clean, no detail beyond the material itself. “This one,” he said.
The associate inclined their head. “A strong choice.”
Rose leaned in slightly. “That’s it?”
“It’s sufficient,” Shane said.
She smiled faintly. “It’s very you.”
Shane slid it onto his finger. It fit perfectly. He turned his hand once, testing the weight. It didn’t feel like anything. Which, he realized, was exactly the point. “Comfortable,” he said.
“Of course,” the associate replied.
“Would you like to leave an inscription for your partner's ring?”
Shane’s gaze dropped to the ring. An inscription. Something that wouldn’t be seen by anyone else. 
Shane didn’t answer immediately. He wasn’t thinking about presentation, or meaning in the way people usually framed it. He was thinking about intent, what this was, what he was choosing. What they were choosing.
Then: “Deliberately yours.” The associate wrote it down without reaction.
Rose didn’t speak right away. “I like that.”
Shane didn’t look up. “It’s accurate,” he said.
***
The bar was quieter than most places Rose would have chosen, which meant Shane had picked it. Low lighting, soft noise, enough distance between tables that conversations didn’t overlap. Rose ordered wine for the both of them before Shane even sat down.
“You need it,” she said.
“I’m not opposed,” Shane replied. He loosened his tie slightly as he sat, something he didn’t usually do in public. The day had been longer than he had expected it to feel. The glass was set in front of him, but he didn’t reach for it immediately.
Rose watched him. “Well,” she said lightly. “You picked a suit. You picked a ring. You’re practically married.”
Shane exhaled, something quieter than a laugh. “It feels… different now.”
“Because it is,” she said.
He picked up the glass, turning it slightly before taking a sip. “I’m not worried about the logistics,” he said.
“I would be concerned if you were.”
“It’s everything else,” Shane added.
Rose leaned forward slightly, her tone shifting. “Like what?”
He hesitated. Not because he didn’t know, but because saying it out loud made it less theoretical. “I don’t know who they are,” he said. “I don’t know how they handle things. What they expect beyond what’s been outlined.”
“That’s part of it,” Rose said.
“I know.”
“And?”
Shane’s gaze dropped to the table, to the stem of the glass between his fingers. “My parents,” he said.
Rose stilled slightly. “What about them?”
“I haven’t told them,” Shane said. “I don’t know how to.”
Rose’s expression softened. “That’s fair.”
“They’re going to have questions,” he continued. “Reasonable ones.”
“And you don’t have answers yet.”
“No.”
A pause. “I don’t even know what to call it,” Shane admitted. “It doesn’t fit into anything they would expect.”
Rose considered that. “You tell them the truth,” she said. “You’re getting married.”
“That’s not the part they’ll question.”
“No,” she agreed. “But it’s the part that matters.” 
Shane let that sit. 
“I can come with you,” Rose added after a moment. “If you want.”
He looked up at her. “You’d do that?”
“Of course I would. What kind of best woman would I be if I didn't?”
A beat, then Shane nodded once. “Okay.” The word landed heavier than it should have.
Rose smiled, softer now. “We’ll figure it out.”
Shane took another sip of his wine, slower this time. He felt it then. Not control slipping, just the absence of it in a way he couldn’t immediately correct. His phone buzzed and he glanced at it automatically. There was a message from Julia. He opened it.
Ceremony scheduled. Details to follow.
Below it—
A date.
Shane stared at it for long enough that Rose noticed.
“Well?” she asked quietly.
Shane set the phone down carefully, like it might change if he moved too quickly. “It’s set,” he said. And for the first time, it didn’t feel like something he was working toward. It felt like something that was already happening.
***
He set lunch with his parents that Sunday. 
The house felt the same. That was the first thing Shane noticed when he stepped inside. The entryway, the light, the quiet order of everything. Nothing out of place. Nothing changed in a way that required adjustment.
“Shane,” Yuna said, already coming toward him. She didn’t rush. She never did. But there was intention in the way she reached for him, a brief touch at his arm, then his shoulder.
“Hi Mom,” he said.
Rose followed just behind him. “Mrs. Hollander.”
“Yuna,” she corrected gently, with a small smile. “You’ve been here enough times.”
Rose smiled back. “Yuna.”
David appeared from further inside, wiping his hands with a towel. “You made it,” he said. 
“Of course,” Shane replied.
Lunch was already set. That didn’t surprise him either. They moved into the dining room, everything arranged with the same quiet precision Shane had grown up with. Plates set evenly, glasses aligned, nothing excessive. They sat.
Conversation started easily enough. Work, mostly. David asked a few questions about a case Shane was handling. Rose filled in where she could, adding details Shane didn’t bother to elaborate on.
Yuna listened. She always listened first. It took longer than Shane expected for there to be a natural pause. When it came, it was small, a shift between topics. Shane felt it. He set his fork down. “I wanted to talk to you about something,” he said. Yuna’s attention sharpened immediately. Not visibly to anyone else, but Shane saw it. 
David leaned back slightly in his chair. “Okay,” he said.
Rose didn’t say anything. Just stayed still beside him.
Shane exhaled once. “I’m getting married.”
The words landed cleanly. For a second, no one spoke. Yuna blinked once, slow. David didn’t move at all.
“I’m sorry,” Yuna said, carefully. “You’re what?”
“Getting married,” Shane repeated.
“To who?” David asked after a brief pause.
“I don’t know yet.” That shifted the room.
Yuna’s expression didn’t change dramatically, but something in it tightened. Her gaze moved over him, assessing, not reacting. “Shane,” she said, quieter now, “what does that mean?”
He had expected that. “There’s a process,” he said. “A matchmaker. Structured. They vet both parties, assess compatibility—”
“A matchmaker,” David repeated.
“Yes.”
“And you haven’t met this person.”
“No.”
Yuna set her fork down. “Have you spoken to them.”
“No.”
A longer pause this time. Rose stayed very still. Yuna leaned back slightly, her hands folding loosely in front of her. “Okay,” she said. “Then I’m going to ask you something, and I want you to answer it clearly.”
Shane nodded.
“Why are you doing this.”
There it was. Shane didn’t answer immediately. He could feel Rose beside him, not looking at her, but aware of her. “I want something stable,” he said. “Something intentional. Dating hasn’t—”
Yuna shook her head slightly. “That’s not enough,” she said.
Shane stopped. Her tone wasn’t sharp. It rarely was. But it was firm.
“Shane,” she continued, “I understand wanting stability. I understand wanting clarity. But that’s not a reason to marry someone you don’t know.”
He held her gaze for a second, then let it drift slightly, not avoiding, just… thinking. “I want to fall in love,” he said. The room shifted again.
Yuna didn’t respond right away. “And you think this is how that happens,” she said finally.
“I think it removes the barriers to it,” Shane said. “It puts two people in a position where they’re working toward the same thing from the start.”
David spoke for the first time since the initial questions. “And if it doesn’t happen?”
Shane exhaled, quieter. “Then I build something else,” he said. “A partnership. Something stable. Mutual.”
Yuna studied him. “Have you thought this through?” she asked. "I mean truly, completely?"
“Yes.”
“Beyond the structure,” she said. “Beyond the process. The person.”
“As much as I can without knowing them,” Shane said.
“That’s not much.”
“No,” he agreed.
Yuna held that. “And you’re comfortable with that.”
Shane hesitated. “Not completely,” he admitted for the first time.
Yuna’s expression softened, just slightly. “What aren’t you comfortable with?”
Shane’s gaze dropped to the table. “Not knowing how they’ll respond to things,” he said. “Not knowing what they need. Or expect.”
“And you’re still willing to do it.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Shane looked up again. “Because I think the alternative is continuing something that hasn’t worked,” he said. “And I don’t want that.”
Silence settled. Not tense, but careful. David leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on the table. “Is this reversible?” he asked.
“Yes,” Shane said. “There are agreements in place.”
“That’s not what I’m asking,” David said. “Is it something you can walk away from easily.”
Shane paused. “No,” Shane said.
David nodded once. “Good,” he said.
Yuna glanced at him, then back to Shane. “That’s not reassuring,” she said quietly.
“It means he’s taking it seriously,” David replied.
Yuna looked back at Shane. “You are taking it seriously,” she said.
“Yes.”
Another pause. Then: “Okay.” It wasn’t immediate acceptance. But it wasn’t resistance anymore. “Okay,” she repeated, softer this time. The shift was subtle. Her posture eased slightly. Her hands relaxed. “When?” she asked.
Shane glanced at Rose briefly, then back. “There’s a date,” he said. “Soon.”
Yuna’s brows lifted, just a fraction. “Soon,” she echoed.
“Yes.”
Something in her expression changed again. It wasn’t concern this time, it was something closer to curiosity. “Do you know anything about them?” she asked.
“No.”
“Nothing?”
“Nothing specific.”
Yuna nodded slowly. “That’s…” She stopped, then let out a small breath. “That’s a lot.”
“Yes.”
“But it’s also… something,” she added, quieter.
Shane looked at her. Yuna gave a small, contained smile. “It’s not how I would have expected this to happen,” she said. “But I’m… interested to see who you end up with.”
Rose smiled faintly beside him.
David leaned back again. “Where is the ceremony?” he asked.
“Not confirmed yet.”
David glanced at Yuna, then back to Shane. “You could use the cabin,” he said. “It’s private. Controlled.”
Shane shook his head almost immediately. “Thank you, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
Yuna tilted her head slightly. “Why not?”
“It’s not neutral,” Shane said. “It’s my family's space. It would… assume a level of familiarity that isn’t there yet.”
Yuna watched him for a moment then nodded. “That’s fair,” she said. David didn’t argue. Another quiet settled over the table. It was different this time, with less uncertainty. Yuna reached for her glass, then looked back at Shane. “We’ll want to meet them,” she said.
Shane nodded. “I know.”
“And we will,” she added. It was not a question.
Shane nodded again. “Yes, Mom.” And just like that, it wasn’t just his decision anymore. It was something that had been let into the room.
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  The car from Logan had barely stopped in front of the building before Cliff was already out, circling around to pull Ilya’s bag from the trunk. Boston looked gray in the way it often did in early spring, the air still carrying that cold edge that never quite left the harbor. Ilya stood on the curb for a second too long, sunglasses still on even though the light didn’t justify them, body heavy with travel and the kind of sleep that didn’t count as rest.
“Move,” Cliff said, not unkindly. “You’re blocking the sidewalk.”
Ilya made a vague sound and started toward the entrance. His phone buzzed once in his hand. Then again. He glanced down. Alexei. His grip tightened before he could stop it.
Cliff was already a few steps ahead, dragging the suitcase behind him. “You coming?”
Ilya lifted the phone. “Go up. I’ll be there.”
Cliff looked back, took in his expression, and seemed to decide not to ask. “Fine. Don’t disappear.” The lobby doors shut behind him. 
Ilya stayed outside and answered.
Alexei didn’t bother with a greeting. “You’re back.”
“Just landed,” Ilya said, voice flat.
“Good. Then you can stop pretending this is difficult.”
Ilya turned slightly away from the street, one shoulder against the stone by the door. “I am not pretending anything.”
“Then where is my money.”
No buildup, no performance. Alexei had always preferred blunt force to precision. Ilya looked out at the line of cars moving past, the clipped rhythm of the city continuing around him as if none of this existed. “I told you Tuesday.”
“It is Monday.”
“It is Monday morning,” Ilya corrected. “Banks just opened. The money is not sitting in a shoebox under my bed.”
Alexei was quiet for half a second. Then: “Do not be clever with me.”
“I am not being clever, Alexei. I am explaining the situation.”
“You have enough.”
“That is not the problem.” It wasn’t even entirely a lie. He had more than enough. But enough and liquid were not the same thing, and Alexei didn’t need to know where one ended and the other began. “I am moving it,” Ilya said, calmer now. “It takes time.”
“You had time in Milan.”
“I had fittings in Milan. Shows. People around me every second.” He let a little irritation into his voice, not too much. “I told you I would handle it when I got back. I am back.”
Alexei breathed into the line. “Tuesday.”
“Yes.”
“I want proof.”
“You want the money,” Ilya said. “You will get it faster if you stop calling me every six hours.” Silence again. Not agreement, calculation. Ilya used it. “If anything goes out before then,” he said, voice dropping, “you get nothing. That part should be obvious even to you.”
Alexei laughed once, mean and short. “You think you still have terms.”
“I think you want to be paid.” That landed. He could hear it in the pause that followed.
Finally, Alexei said, “Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow,” Ilya agreed. The call ended without goodbye. Ilya lowered the phone slowly and stood there a moment longer, the city noisy and distant around him. His reflection in the glass door looked put together enough. Coat, sunglasses, the expensive kind of disinterest people mistook for ease. He felt sick. Not panicked, that would have been simpler. Panic was loud. This was sharper and quieter, threaded through with the realization that he had run out of time to keep pretending this would solve itself. 
His phone was still in his hand. Ilya unlocked it, opened Instagram without thinking, stared at Julia’s private account for a second, then closed it again. He was too exposed, somehow, even if he wasn’t. Instead he pulled up the number she had used before. No message yet. Fine. He stepped into the building at last, rode the elevator up, and found Cliff in the kitchen with coffee already going and Ilya’s suitcase parked just inside the bedroom door.
“You look terrible,” Cliff said, glancing over.
“Thank you,” he deadpanned.
“You’re welcome.”
Ilya dropped his phone on the counter and reached for the coffee mug Cliff had set out. His hands were steady. That felt useful, at least.
Cliff watched him for a beat. “Everything okay?”
Ilya picked up the cup. “Obviously.”
Cliff’s expression said he didn’t believe him, but he let it go. Ilya drank the coffee too hot, barely tasting it. Tuesday, he thought. Then he corrected himself. Not Tuesday. Tomorrow. Just the next excuse.
***
The message came that afternoon, when the apartment had gone quiet enough for Ilya to hear his own phone vibrate against the stone countertop. He looked at it immediately.
No greeting. No wasted language.
Proceeding to assessment phase. Provide availability within 48 hours.
Ilya stared at the screen for a second, then read it again, slower.
The phrase irritated him on instinct. It sounded clinical, managed. Like a process designed to imply he was the least important person in it, which, given Julia, was probably intentional. He set the phone down, crossed the kitchen, then came back for it almost at once. Cliff was in the living room on a call, voice low and efficient, pacing near the windows. Ilya could hear fragments. Thursday confirmation. Pull the photos. No, not that one. Good. Occupied.
Ilya opened the message again and typed:
Available tomorrow after noon. Thursday morning. Remote preferred.
He looked at it, deleted “preferred,” and sent it as it was. Then he put the phone face down and tried not to look at it. This lasted maybe four minutes. By the time Cliff ended his call and wandered back toward the kitchen, Ilya had checked twice and found nothing.
“You’re hovering,” Cliff said.
“I live here.”
“That's not what hovering means.” Ilya ignored him. Cliff opened the refrigerator, frowned into it like the contents had personally offended him. “You need food.”
“I need less talking.”
“You need both.”
His phone buzzed again. Ilya reached for it before he could stop himself. A response.
Tomorrow. 2:00 PM. Dr. Galina Molchalina. You will receive the link one hour prior.
That was all. No explanation of who Galina was. No credentials, no framing. Just the time, the name, and the implication that he was expected to comply.
Cliff noticed the shift in his expression. “Bad news?”
“No.”
“Good news?”
Ilya slipped the phone back onto the counter. “Neither.”
Cliff shut the refrigerator. “That sounds promising.”
Ilya gave him a flat look. “I have an appointment tomorrow.”
“With?”
“A psychiatrist.”
That got a pause. Cliff leaned one shoulder against the counter. “Is this the immigration lawyer thing.”
Svetlana, Ilya thought automatically, then corrected himself. Julia, technically. Then the whole chain of it. “Something adjacent,” he said.
Cliff studied him for a moment. “Do I need to worry?”
“No.”
“Do I need to clear your afternoon?”
“It’s remote.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
Ilya picked up his coffee again even though it had gone cold. “No.”
Cliff let it rest there, but his gaze didn’t shift. “You’re acting strange.”
“You say that every time I don’t explain myself immediately.”
“And I’m usually right.”
Ilya smiled without meaning to. “I know.”
Cliff’s expression softened, only slightly. “Okay. Then what do you need?”
The answer came too quickly in his head. Time. Instead he said, “Nothing.”
Cliff nodded once, clearly filing that away as temporary rather than true. “Fine. But if this is going to turn into one of your badly timed life decisions, I’d like some warning.”
Ilya looked at him over the rim of the mug. “All my life decisions are perfectly timed.”
“Sure,” Cliff said. “That’s why we’re having this conversation in your kitchen while you pretend not to look at your phone every thirty seconds.”
Ilya set the mug down. He should have said something flippant, something easy. He could feel the shape of it, a sharp answer that would move the conversation somewhere safer. Instead he said nothing.
Cliff’s expression changed again, enough to register. “Okay,” he said more carefully. “Maybe I do need to worry.”
“You do not.”
“You’re saying that like someone who has already decided I should.”
Ilya exhaled once through his nose and turned away, resting his hands on the edge of the counter. The apartment felt too quiet again, too still. He wanted movement. A fitting. A flight. Anything with a call sheet.
“Tomorrow at two,” he said. “That’s all.”
Cliff let the silence stretch. “And after?”
“I don’t know.” That, at least, was true.
Cliff pushed off the counter. “I’ll keep the afternoon clear.”
“I did not ask you to.”
“No,” Cliff said. “You never do.” He crossed back toward the living room, giving Ilya the kind of space that only counted because it had been chosen.
Ilya picked his phone up again and opened Julia’s message one more time. Dr. Galina Molchalina. A Russian name. That felt deliberate too. He wondered if Julia had chosen her because she would make him less careful, or more. Either way, by two tomorrow, he would be expected to sit in front of a stranger and explain why marrying another stranger had become the cleanest line through the problem. He leaned back against the counter, eyes closing briefly. This was still manageable, he told himself. Structured. Step by step. Assessment tomorrow. Alexei in a few days. Something after that. The lie in that thought was not that he believed it. It was that he still thought he could keep each part separate.
***
The link arrived at 1:03pm. Ilya had been dressed for it since twelve-thirty, not because he cared how he looked on camera, but because being caught unprepared felt intolerable. Black sweater. Hair pushed back. The apartment behind him was reduced to a wall and the corner of a bookshelf that suggested nothing. He clicked into the call two minutes early.
Dr. Galina Molchalina appeared exactly on time. She was older than he had expected, though not old. Controlled in a way that felt less polished than Julia and somehow more dangerous for it. Books behind her, real ones. A window with light coming through. Nothing curated enough to look false. “Ilya,” she said in Russian. Ilya wasn’t surprised, but pleased.
“Galina.” No small talk. Good.
She glanced down at something off-screen, then back at him. “This is evaluative. Not therapeutic.”
“I know.”
“Good.” She folded her hands loosely in front of her. “Tell me why you are here.”
He had expected the question. It still irritated him. “I completed the form.”
“And yet I am asking.”
Ilya leaned back slightly in his chair. “I am pursuing marriage through Julia’s process.”
“That is what you are doing,” Galina said. “Not why.”
He let a small pause sit between them. “I want stability.”
Her expression didn’t shift. “That is a noun. Try again.”
A sharper answer rose in him and passed without landing. “My current circumstances are not permanent. I would prefer they were.”
“Better,” she said. “Still incomplete.”
Ilya huffed and looked past the camera for half a second, then back. “I am not interested in wasting time.”
“No,” she said. “I don’t imagine you are.” She made a note.
“I see here that you marked yourself as bisexual.”
“Yes.”
“Was that difficult to disclose?”
Ilya almost smiled. “On a form?”
Her gaze held. “In a process that ends in marriage.”
“No.”
“Do you have a strong preference for a partner?”
He shook his head. “No.”
“No preference at all?”
“Not in that sense.”
Galina watched him for a beat. “Explain the sense.”
Ilya crossed one ankle over his knee, then uncrossed it almost immediately. “I care more about the person than the category.”
“And what kind of person?”
“Stable,” he said. “Intelligent. Not fragile.” That got the faintest flicker of interest.
“Fragile how?”
“Emotionally. Practically. I do not want to manage someone.”
Galina wrote something down. “Do you often manage the people around you?”
“No.”
“Do you leave before you have to?”
Ilya was quiet for a second too long. “That depends.”
“On?”
“Whether staying is worth it.”
Galina nodded like that confirmed something. “And what would make staying worth it now?”
He looked directly at the camera then, more by accident than choice. “A future.”
The silence that followed felt different. It was less adversarial. Not kind, just attentive. Galina leaned back slightly. “You are aware that marriage is not immigration strategy alone.”
“Yes.”
“You wrote on your form that you are open to emotional connection but do not require immediate romantic attachment.”
“Yes.”
“Is that true?”
“Yes.”
“Would you be disappointed if you did not fall in love?”
The question caught at something in him he hadn’t meant to make visible. “Maybe,” he said.
“Maybe?”
Ilya exhaled. “I am not incapable of it.”
“I didn’t ask if you were.”
He looked away this time, toward the blank wall beside the laptop. “I know.”
Galina let the pause hold. “When was the last time you stayed once something became difficult?”
He laughed once, softly, without amusement. “This is not therapy.”
“No,” she agreed. “It is an evaluation.”
He hated that answer because it was effective. “A while,” he said finally.
“Do you intend for this marriage to be temporary?”
“No.” His answer was immediate.
“Do you intend for it to solve a temporary problem?”
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I intend for it to solve a permanent one.”
That seemed to satisfy her more than anything else had. She made another note, then looked back up. “And if the person Julia chooses is Canadian.”
Ilya didn’t react outwardly, but he felt the question like a shift in air pressure. “That would be relevant,” he said.
“More than American.”
He held her gaze for a moment, then looked just past it again. “Potentially.”
“Because?”
“Because it is faster.”
“More stable?”
“Yes.”
“More controlling.”
Ilya’s mouth curved, not quite a smile. “You say that like it is a flaw.”
Galina’s expression stayed neutral. “I say it because it is important to you.”
The call ended twenty-three minutes later with no indication of whether he had said the right things or the wrong ones or anything at all. When the screen went dark, Ilya stayed where he was. Stable, intelligent, not fragile. A future. He put a hand over his mouth briefly, then dropped it. The problem was that he had meant all of it.
***
Alexei called at 9:14 the next morning. Ilya was in the back seat of a car on his way downtown for a meeting he couldn’t remember agreeing to, sunglasses on, phone already in his hand by the first vibration. He stared at the name for one beat, then answered. “Yes.”
“Did you think I would forget?”
Ilya turned his head toward the window, Boston sliding by in blurred blocks of brick and gray sky. “No.”
“Then where is it?”
The driver kept his eyes on the road. “It was flagged,” Ilya said. He had chosen the phrasing before the call ever came. Simple. Irritatingly believable.
A sharp silence on the other end. “Flagged.”
“I do not make transactions like this,” Ilya said. “Which you would know if you understood anything about how money works outside whatever stupid little world you live in.”
Alexei laughed once. “Don’t insult me while you’re begging.”
“I am not the one begging.”
“No. You are stalling.”
Ilya shifted in the seat, crossing one leg over the other. “I am telling you what happened.”
“What happened,” Alexei repeated mockingly.
“The transfer triggered verification,” Ilya said. “It is being reviewed.”
“How convenient.”
“It is common.”
“Not for me.”
Ilya almost said of course not, but stopped himself. “There is additional verification. Identity, source, confirmation. It will clear.”
“When?”
“A few days.” He hated how often he was using that word.
Alexei heard it too. “Yesterday it was Tuesday. Today it is A few days.”
“Yes,” Ilya said evenly. “That is how time works.”
“Do not be smart.”
“Then stop asking stupid questions.” The driver glanced once into the rearview mirror and then quickly away. Ilya lowered his voice. “If this gets out before the transaction clears, you get nothing,” he said. “No money. No leverage. Nothing.”
Alexei exhaled hard into the phone. “You think I need your money?”
“No,” Ilya said. “I think you want it.” That landed. Again. There was always that sliver of usefulness in greed. It made people patient when nothing else could.
Alexei said, “I want proof.”
“You want too much.”
“I want proof.”
Ilya looked out at the street again, mind moving faster now. “Fine. I will send confirmation when it clears verification.”
“When?”
“A few days,” he said again, making the word sound like an insult.
“You are running out of chances.”
“No,” Ilya said quietly. “You are.” He ended the call before Alexei could answer. For a moment all he could hear was the sound of the tires over the street and the faint hum of the engine beneath him. The driver said nothing. Good. Ilya opened a blank message to no one and stared at the screen.
Flagged. Verification. A few days.
He could keep that line going once, maybe twice more if he layered the details. Not indefinitely. Alexei wasn’t smart, but he wasn’t stupid enough to be strung along forever if the payoff stopped feeling real. His phone buzzed again. Not Alexei.
Julia.
Available this afternoon for follow-up. 4 PM.
He read it once, then locked the screen. 
Tomorrow had become this afternoon. Fine. Maybe that was better. Maybe if Julia gave him something concrete enough, he could stop improvising one day at a time and start moving toward an actual solution. He closed his eyes for a second. Not because he was tired. Because he needed one second where no one was asking him for anything. When he opened them again, the city was still moving, the car was still heading forward, and his phone was still warm in his hand. He hated that it had come to this. He hated it more that he could already feel himself choosing it.
***
His phone rang exactly at four. Julia did not waste time asking how he was. No greeting beyond his name and hers. “Ilya.”
“Julia.”
A pause. Not empty, structured. “I have reviewed the assessment.”
He leaned against the kitchen counter, one hand flat on the stone. “And?”
“And you are still under the impression that your best option is the United States.”
It wasn’t phrased as a question. Ilya kept his voice even. “It is where I am based.”
“It is not where you are secure.”
He looked out toward the windows, the late afternoon light flattening the city into something colder. “You have another suggestion.”
“I have a more stable jurisdiction.”
He was silent for a beat. “Canada.”
“Yes.” The word landed with less surprise than it should have. Galina had already set the shape of it in place. Julia was only filling in the edges.
“You are considering marriage for permanence,” she continued. “The American process is extended, conditional, and vulnerable to interruption. In your case, more than most.”
“In my case,” he repeated.
“You are in a field dependent on perception,” Julia said. “Reputation. Mobility. Continued relevance. None of those are reliable foundations for status.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “You are not telling me anything I do not know.”
“No,” she said. “I am telling you which variable matters more.”
He let the silence hold this time. Julia continued. “Spousal sponsorship in Canada leads to permanent residency on a shorter timeline. Citizenship eligibility follows more quickly. The path is cleaner.”
“Cleaner,” he said.
“Yes.”
“And the cost?”
“The same.”
That made him laugh once, low and short. “I doubt that.”
“In every way that matters,” Julia said. “Yes.”
Ilya pushed away from the counter and moved toward the window, restless energy under his skin. “I travel constantly.”
“You would continue to.”
“There are residency requirements.”
“Yes.”
“So there are constraints.”
“There are always constraints.”
He stopped moving. That, more than anything, sounded like her real answer.
“If your objective is stability,” she said, “Canada is the most direct route available to you.”
Not the best. Not ideal. Not emotional. Direct. It was a useful word choice. “And if the person is Canadian,” he said.
“They are.”
There it was. Not a possibility. A fact. Ilya looked out through the glass and saw his own reflection faintly over the city. “You have already decided.”
“I decide whether a match is viable,” Julia said. “Yes.”
He should have pushed back. Asked for details. Asked who. Asked anything that made this feel less like he had already crossed into it. Instead he said, “And if I say no?”
“You may,” Julia said. “But you will return to a less stable path and a longer timeline.”
No pressure in her tone. No persuasion. Just consequence. He hated how effective that was. “What would I need to do?”
“Proceed.”
“You enjoy being vague.”
“I enjoy clarity,” she said. “You would need to understand that this is not temporary. Not symbolic. It is not a workaround to be discarded once it has served you.”
His hand tightened on the edge of the window frame. “I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.” A pause. Then, more quietly than he intended, “I am not looking for temporary.”
Julia let that settle. “Good.”
He exhaled slowly.
“The Canadian question,” she said, “is not whether you would be open to it. It is whether you are capable of structuring your life around it.”
Ilya thought of travel schedules. Campaigns. Flights. Days counted in hotels and rehearsals and cities that blurred together until home became the place where the suitcases lived. Then he thought of Alexei. Of flagged transfers and a few more days and one more excuse. “Yes,” he said.
“Good.” The word came back clean, final. “You will proceed to the next phase,” Julia said. “You will receive logistical appointments shortly.”
The line remained open for half a second more. “Julia.”
“Yes.”
He almost asked who it was. Instead: “Are they aware of the jurisdictional issue?”
“No,” she said.
That surprised him enough to show in his voice. “Why?”
“Because it is not their issue,” Julia said. “It is yours.” Then she ended the call.
Ilya stood there for a long time after. The city outside hadn’t changed.
Canada.
Not abstract anymore. Not a concept or a strategic note Svetlana had once mentioned and he had brushed aside because there was always more time. A country. A route. A person he had not met. He reached up automatically and touched the small gold cross beneath his shirt, fingers resting there for one brief second before dropping away. Then he picked up his phone to call Svetlana.
Svetlana answered on the second ring. “Ilya.”
He moved through the apartment as she spoke, restless with nowhere useful to put it. “You were right.”
A pause. “I know. About which thing?”
He almost smiled. “Annoying answer.”
“Specificity is your friend. Try again.”
He stopped by the kitchen island and leaned both hands against it. “Canada.” They had spoken about it before, months ago. But Ilya had rejected it for reasons he couldn’t remember now.
That got her full attention. He could hear the shift in her silence.
“Tell me.”
He told her more than he had meant to. Not everything, but enough. Julia’s assessment. The follow-up call. The way Canada had been presented not as a possibility but as the only route that made real structural sense. Svetlana listened without interrupting.
When he finished, she said, “And how do you feel about that?”
“I feel,” he said, “that everyone in my life has apparently been waiting for me to catch up.”
“That is not an answer.”
He dragged a hand through his hair. “I feel like it is the most stable option.”
“You sound like Julia.”
“She is efficient.”
“She is expensive.”
“That also.”
Svetlana was quiet for a moment. “She is not wrong.”
“I know.”
“And?”
He exhaled. “And I do not like that I know.”
That got the smallest sound from her, not quite a laugh. “You were never going to like it,” she said. “You were only going to like being out of danger.” The bluntness of it made him still. Svetlana continued, her voice as precise as ever. “Canadian permanent residency through marriage is significantly more straightforward than what you are attempting in the U.S. It will not be immediate. It will not solve every problem. But it gives you a structure you do not currently have.”
“And citizenship.”
“Eventually, yes.”
He looked down at the stone beneath his hands. “How long?”
“For permanent residency, likely within a year if the application is clean and genuine. Citizenship later. But residency is the protection you need first.”
Protection. He hated that word less than dependence. “And if I continue modeling?”
“You can continue working,” she said. “You will need to be more deliberate about where you are physically based, how often you travel, how you account for your time. But yes.”
“Deliberate,” he repeated.
“You are capable of that.” He didn’t answer. Svetlana waited, then said more gently, “This is the first sensible thing I’ve heard from you in weeks.”
“I am touched.”
“You should be alarmed.”
He smiled despite himself, brief and sharp. “I am.”
The line went quiet again, but it felt different now. Less like legal consultation, more like what it had become over the years, the space where she stopped pretending his life was only paperwork and he stopped pretending her role in it was only professional. “Does Cliff know?” she asked.
“No.”
“Will he?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Soon.”
Another small pause. “And Alexei?”
Ilya’s mouth flattened. “Still stalling.”
“For how long?”
“I do not know.”
“You are running out of time.”
“I know.”
Svetlana did not soften that. “Then stop behaving as if the next excuse will hold forever.”
He let that land. “I am moving,” he said. “Just not as fast as you would like.”
“No,” she said. “As fast as you need.”
He closed his eyes briefly. “Fine.”
“Fine,” she echoed. “Tell Cliff. Follow Julia’s next steps. And do not send Alexei anything yet without speaking to me.”
That part surprised him. “You think I should still consider it.”
“I think you should stop improvising with people who would happily destroy you for less.”
Fair. “Okay.”
Svetlana was quiet for one last beat. Then: “And Ilya.”
“Yes?”
“If you are doing this, do it fully.”
He knew what she meant. Not legally. Not logistically. Not halfway. He looked out toward the window again, the city slowly darkening beyond it. “I know.” This time, when the call ended, he didn’t immediately move. He stood there with the phone still in his hand and the feeling, strange and unwelcome, that the path in front of him had just become clearer at exactly the same moment his choices narrowed.
***
The appointment was in Back Bay, on the upper floor of a building that looked almost anonymous from the street. No obvious signage, no display window, nothing to suggest what was inside unless you already knew. The lobby downstairs was polished stone and muted brass. The elevator required a code. Ilya liked that. He gave his name at reception and was taken upstairs without waiting. The woman who met him there moved with the kind of quiet efficiency that made the whole thing feel even more expensive. “Mr. Rozanov,” she said. “They’re ready for you.”
The fitting room was larger than it needed to be. Warm lighting, full-length mirrors, a low seating area off to one side that would have made sense if he had brought someone with him. He hadn’t. The space held that fact without commenting on it.
A single rack stood in the center of the room with three suits arranged evenly apart. The tailor stepped forward, hands loosely folded. “We’ve prepared three options based on your measurements and the requirements we were given.” 
Ilya’s gaze moved over them slowly. Light gray with a pale blue tie. Burgundy. Dark charcoal. He didn’t touch them immediately, just looked.
The gray was elegant in a way he could appreciate without wanting for himself. It was clean, controlled. The kind of suit that made no mistakes and invited no questions. He could already imagine the man Julia had chosen for him preferring it, though that thought came from nowhere useful and irritated him on instinct.
The charcoal was safer than the burgundy, but only barely. Fine wool, soft sheen, nothing wrong with it except the absence of anything specific enough to matter.
The burgundy drew the eye without demanding it. The color deepened where the fabric folded, richer in shadow, warmer where the light caught it.
“The charcoal first,” Ilya said. The tailor nodded once, as if he had expected that.
The fitting moved quickly. Jacket on, shoulders adjusted, trousers marked, the usual efficient choreography of hands and pins and soft instructions. Ilya stepped out in front of the mirror and looked at himself. It fit perfectly. Of course it did. That was almost the problem. The charcoal made him look expensive and self-contained and almost aggressively correct. There was nothing to criticize, which made it harder to feel anything about it at all.
The tailor watched him in the mirror. “This is very refined.”
Ilya turned slightly, checking the line of the jacket, the way it held through the waist. “Yes,” he said. It sounded noncommittal even to himself.
He changed again.
The gray altered him differently. The pale blue tie softened the whole look, giving it a restraint that might have seemed romantic on the right man. On him, it looked almost ironic. Too careful. Too polite. Too willing to disappear into someone else’s expectation of what marriage should look like. He stepped out and held his own gaze in the mirror.
The tailor adjusted the tie knot gently. “Very elegant.”
Ilya lifted one hand, touched the tie once, then let it fall. “It looks like I am interviewing for something boring,” he said.
The tailor’s expression didn’t shift, but there was the smallest pause before he said, “Then perhaps the third option.”
The burgundy changed the room the second he put it on. He felt it before he saw it. The weight of the color, the way it settled over his shoulders and sharpened the line of him without flattening anything out. It wasn’t loud, that would have been vulgar. It was simply impossible to mistake for caution. When he stepped in front of the mirror, he stopped.
The jacket sat close through the waist, clean at the shoulder, structured enough to hold him without pinning him in place. The color brought warmth into his face, making the gold at his throat feel inevitable rather than incidental. He looked like himself in it, or at least like the version of himself he understood best. Not softened. Not made respectable. Just intentional. 
The tailor came in behind him to adjust the collar. “This one suits you particularly well,” he said.
Ilya’s mouth curved slightly. “Obviously.” The man smiled faintly and went to work with the pins. “No tie,” Ilya said before he could be offered one.
The tailor’s hands paused at the collar. “Open shirt?”
“Yes.”
“That can be done.”
Ilya kept his gaze on the mirror while the adjustments were made. He should have been thinking about the logistics, about dates and paperwork and the person who would eventually see him in this and know, all at once, that he had chosen not to play safe. Instead he thought, briefly and against his will, of his mother. Not sentimentally. Just the strange fact of gold and color and ceremony, and how little of his life had ever made room for any of those things except on his terms.
The tailor stepped back at last. “Would you like to see the gray again before you decide?”
No.
The answer came into his head immediately, with enough force that he almost said it out loud. Instead he looked at himself once more in the burgundy, at the way the fabric caught the light and refused to apologize for it. “This one,” he said.
The tailor inclined his head. “An excellent choice.”
Of course it was. Measurements were refined after that. Trouser break discussed. Sleeve length settled. A quick conversation about shoes and whether the jacket should sit a fraction closer through the back. Ilya answered where necessary and let the rest pass over him. When it was done, the burgundy suit was taken away for final tailoring. The mirror reflected only him again, back in his own clothes, coat half-buttoned, hair slightly out of place from changing. The absence of the suit was abrupt enough to register. The tailor promised delivery within days. Everything would be prepared in time. Nothing to worry about, as if worry was the issue.
Ilya left the building and stepped out into the cold Boston air feeling, for the first time since Julia had become more than a message on a screen, that the whole thing had acquired weight. Fabric. Color. A body inside it. A date moving toward him whether he was ready or not. He put his sunglasses on though the sky didn’t require them and got into the waiting car. Only once the door had shut did he let himself think the obvious thing: The man on the other end of this was probably choosing something quieter. The thought made him smile. Not because it was funny, but because he was almost certain he was right.
***
The jewelry appointment was in Beacon Hill, behind a narrow door on a street lined with old brick and polished brass plaques. The kind of place you passed without noticing unless you’d been given the address directly.
Ilya had.
A woman in black opened the door before he could touch it and led him inside without asking his name. The room was quiet and pale and very carefully lit. No front-facing showroom, no customers wandering glass counters. Everything here happened by appointment and behind closed doors. The privacy of it made the whole thing feel less romantic than expensive, which suited him perfectly. “Mr. Rozanov,” the associate said as he sat. “We’ve prepared a selection.”
Two trays were set on the suede between them. The first held the safer options. Platinum. White gold. Narrow bands, matte finishes, understated textures meant to suggest taste so refined it didn’t need to announce itself. Ilya looked at them for all of ten seconds.
“Gold,” he said.
The associate smiled slightly, as if she had expected that answer from the moment he walked in. “Of course.”
The second tray was better. Yellow gold, warmer tones, a little more presence. Some were too embellished, others too thick, one with a ridged texture he disliked immediately. He moved through them slowly, fingertips resting against polished edges, lifting one band and then another. Under his shirt, the chain at his throat rested warm and familiar. The cross pendant hung where it always did, just below his collarbone. He touched it briefly through the fabric without thinking about it. 
The associate noticed. “We can match the tone if that’s important to you,” she said.
“It is.” That was answer enough. He chose more quickly after that. A wider yellow gold band than the others, polished enough to catch the light every time a hand moved. Not ornate, not vulgar, but impossible to mistake for modesty. The kind of ring that expected to be seen. “This one,” he said.
The associate picked it up with gloved hands and passed it across. It was heavier than the platinum rings had been. More present. Ilya slid it onto his finger and immediately liked the weight of it. He turned his hand once, watching the gold flare under the lights.
“It suits you,” the associate said.
“Yes,” he said.
No false humility. There was no need for it.
The associate placed a small card beside the tray. “Would you like to leave an inscription for your partner’s ring?”
Partner. That word again. Neutral enough to be useful. Intimate enough to be faintly irritating. Ilya looked down at the blank card. He could leave something in English. Something simple. Something the man would understand immediately. That would probably be the expected choice. Instead, almost before he finished deciding, he wrote, “зуб даю.”
He carefully printed the words and handed the card and pen back to her.
“Would you like a translation noted in the file?”
“No.” That came out sharper than intended. He softened it, slightly. “No, thank you. Just the inscription.”
The associate nodded and made no effort to ask why. He looked back at the ring on his finger. The phrase had come to him because it didn’t sound sentimental in Russian. It sounded certain. Almost cocky. A promise made with the assumption it would be believed. I swear. Count on it. Bet on it. The kind of thing he could write without feeling like he was exposing anything softer than intent. He wondered, briefly, what the man on the other end would make of it when it was eventually translated. If it would be translated. If his partner, whoever they were, would ask someone what it meant or wear it for days or weeks or even years without knowing. The idea should not have interested him. 
It interested Ilya greatly.
The associate discussed sizing, engraving turnaround, secure delivery. Ilya answered where he had to and let the rest move around him. The ring was taken away for final preparation. His hand felt oddly light without it. When he stood to leave, the associate said, “Everything will be ready in time.” Like the tailor had. Like time was the most manageable part of this.
Outside, the afternoon had gone colder. Wind moved down the street in quick sharp bursts, enough to make him pull his coat closer as he headed toward the waiting car. He sat in the back seat and looked down at his now-empty hand. Gold because he liked to be seen. Gold because it matched the necklace he never took off. Gold because, for all the reasons he could list that had to do with aesthetics and style and personal preference, there was still the quieter fact underneath them that he had wanted something that looked like it belonged to him before it belonged to the marriage.
He unlocked his phone. 
No new messages from Alexei. 
No new messages from Julia.
Ilya let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.
He leaned back and closed his eyes for one brief second as the car pulled away from the curb. Suit. Ring. Inscription. Each step making the whole thing less theoretical. He still had not told Cliff. That fact sat heavier now than it had that morning. By the time the car reached his building, he had already decided he couldn’t keep it to himself much longer. Not because he wanted to explain. Because he was running out of ways to avoid it.
***
Ilya left it too long. That was obvious even to him. The day had stretched past anything reasonable before he made it back to the apartment. Tailor. Jeweler. Calls taken outside, out of sight, like that made a difference. Messages answered too quickly or not at all. He had moved through all of it alone, managing each piece like it could stay separate if he kept it controlled enough.
It wasn’t separate anymore.
Cliff was in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, scrolling through his tablet. There was a coffee going cold beside him, untouched for long enough that it had gone from habit to oversight. Ilya set his keys down. He took off his coat, put his phone on the counter, picked it up again almost immediately. He could feel the delay now. The space between when he should have said something and when he actually would.
Cliff glanced up, casual. “You survived.”
“I always survive.”
“That is not reassuring.” Ilya didn’t answer that. He crossed the kitchen instead, opened the refrigerator, closed it again without taking anything out. The movement didn’t help. Nothing did. “Busy day?” Cliff added.
“Yes.”
“Anything interesting?”
No.
Yes.
Everything.
Ilya shut the refrigerator door and leaned back against it, looking at nothing in particular. “I had appointments.”
Cliff made a vague sound of acknowledgment. “You usually do.”
“These were different.”
That got his attention. Cliff set the tablet down, finally looking at him properly. “Different how?”
Ilya hesitated. Not because he didn’t know what to say. Because saying it would close something he hadn’t fully accepted yet. “Private,” he said.
Cliff’s mouth twitched slightly. “That is not suspicious at all.”
“It is not meant to be suspicious.”
“It’s doing a bad job.”
Ilya almost smiled. Almost. “Cliff.” That was enough to shift the tone.
Cliff straightened slightly. “Okay.”
A pause. Ilya looked down at his phone again, thumb brushing the edge of it without unlocking the screen. He didn’t need to check anything. There was nothing new there that would change what he was about to say. “I am getting married,” he said. He said it like a statement, like a fact that had already been decided somewhere else and was just now arriving in the room.
Cliff blinked once. Then again. “That’s not funny.”
“I am not joking.”
Silence. Cliff leaned back against the counter slowly, like he needed the support. “Okay.” Another pause. “Okay,” he repeated, more carefully. “To who?”
“I don’t know.”
That shifted everything. Cliff stared at him. “You don’t know,” he repeated, the disbelief clear.
“No.”
“You are getting married,” Cliff said, slower now, like he was translating it as he spoke, “and you do not know who it is.”
“Da. Yes.”
A longer silence. Cliff exhaled. “That feels like information I should have had earlier.”
“I was going to tell you.”
“When?”
“Soon.”
Cliff let out a short breath that could have been a laugh if there had been anything funny about it. “Right.”
Ilya pushed away from the refrigerator and moved back toward the counter, needing something solid to anchor himself to. He rested his hands against the stone. “There is process,” he said. “A matchmaker.”
“Of course there is,” Cliff said automatically.
Ilya ignored that. “They… What is word? Inspect both people. Compatibility. Structure.”
“Vet,” Cliff offered. “You sound like you’re pitching this to me,” he continued.
“I am explaining it.”
Cliff studied him for a second. “Why?”
There it was again. Not curiosity. Not judgment. Just the question that mattered. Ilya’s jaw tightened. He could have lied. He could have given Cliff the same controlled version he’d given Julia, the same language about stability and efficiency and removing uncertainty. It would have worked. It would not have been enough. Ilya chose honesty instead. Cliff deserved honesty. “My brother contacted me,” he said.
Cliff’s expression changed immediately. “Alexei.”
“Yes.”
“What does he want?”
“Money.”
Cliff’s mouth flattened. “That’s not new.”
“No.”
“Then why—”
“He has photographs.”
That stopped him. “Of you.” It wasn’t a question.
“Da. With a man.”
The silence that followed was heavier than anything that had come before it. Cliff looked away for a second, then back, like he needed to reset something in his head. “Okay,” he said, quieter now. “How much?”
“Five hundred thousand.”
Cliff’s eyebrows lifted. “Jesus.”
“I know.”
“No,” Cliff said. “That is—” He stopped himself. Ilya didn’t help him. Cliff leaned forward, forearms braced on the counter now, closer. “And you thought getting married was the solution?”
“It is solution.”
“To what?”
“To everything that comes after,” Ilya said. “Citizenship. Stability. Protection.”
Cliff stared at him. “You’re serious.”
“Yes.”
“You’re actually serious.”
“I am not known for making jokes like this.”
“That’s not the concern.”
Ilya looked down at his hands, the way they rested flat against the counter. Still, controlled. He focused on that. “I stalled him,” he said. “In Milan. Then again this morning. But that only works for so long. I don’t want to pay. If I pay, he will demand more. If I don’t… It would be nice to not have Russian passport.”
“And this,” Cliff said, gesturing slightly, “works how?”
“Svetlana explained it,” Ilya said. “The U.S. path is unstable. Too slow. Canada is faster. Permanent residency through marriage. Then citizenship.”
Cliff’s expression shifted again, something sharper this time. “So you’re not just getting married?”
“No.”
“You’re doing it for citizenship.”
"Yes.” The word landed flat between them. Ilya hated how it sounded out loud. Too clean, too transactional.
Cliff didn’t say anything for a long moment. Finally he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me?”
There it was again. Not accusation. Just… hurt.
Ilya exhaled slowly. “Because once I said it out loud, it became real.”
Cliff held his gaze. “It is real,” he said.
“I know.”
“Then why are you acting like it isn’t?”
Ilya looked away. Because if he treated it like it was real, then everything that came with it became real too. The marriage. The person. The permanence of it. The fact that he was choosing something he couldn’t walk away from the way he walked away from everything else. “I was handling it,” he said.
Cliff shook his head. “No. You were avoiding it.”
Ilya didn’t argue.
Cliff’s voice softened slightly. “You don’t have to do that.”
Ilya let out a quiet breath. “I know.”
“You could have told me.”
“I am telling you now.”
Cliff nodded once. “Okay.”
It wasn’t agreement, it wasn’t approval. It was acceptance. That was somehow worse. And better.
“I’m sorry,” Cliff said after a second.
Ilya frowned. “For what?”
“For joking about it,” Cliff said. “I thought you were just being… you.”
“That is still accurate.”
“Not like this,” Cliff said. Another pause. Then, more quietly, “You don’t have to do this alone.”
The words settled somewhere deeper than Ilya expected. He looked at Cliff again, properly this time. “I know,” he said. And this time, it felt more true.
Cliff nodded, satisfied with that for now. “Good.”
He pushed off the counter and reached for his keys. “Come on.”
Ilya didn’t move. “Where?”
“You need a drink.”
“I do not need drink.”
“You look like you haven’t taken a full breath in two days,” Cliff said. “So. Drink.”
Ilya hesitated. Then nodded once. “Okay.”
***
The bar was loud enough to blur the edges of everything. Dark enough that no one could look too closely. They took a table in the back.
Cliff ordered Vodka, the good Russian kind. Ilya didn’t argue. For a while, they didn’t talk about it again. They talked about schedules. About Milan. About a campaign Cliff was trying to shift around because Ilya’s availability was about to become something else entirely. It was easier to sit in that for a few minutes, to let the conversation move in familiar patterns. But the thing they had said didn’t go away. It sat there between them, quieter now, but still present.
Cliff picked up his glass and looked at him. “We’ll figure it out.”
Ilya met his gaze. There were a dozen ways that could have been said. Dismissive. Overconfident. Empty. It wasn’t any of those. “Okay,” Ilya said. He took a drink. The vodka was smooth, and for the first time all day, something in his chest loosened just enough to notice.
Not relief, not yet.
But the sense that he had stopped holding the entire thing by himself. And that, for now, was enough.
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    зуб даю - Literal translation: To give a tooth. While it may not be obvious, this idiom is similar to the English idiom, “Cross my heart.”; credit to Esenina on Reddit for help with the inscription; This is what happens when I don't sleep for 2 days.
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  There were two more people Shane had to tell. He had been putting it off more deliberately than he wanted to admit. He wasn't avoiding it. He was structuring around it. He was letting the days fill with other things that felt easier to complete.
Shane had drafted messages anyway. Too many of them. Short ones that felt careless. Longer ones that tried to explain too much and ended up sounding like something written for a client instead of people who actually knew him. One that read so strangely even to himself that he deleted it immediately, unsettled by how little it sounded like him. He didn’t send any of them. He wasn’t unsure of the decision. That wasn’t the problem. He was unsure of the explanation. With his parents, there had been a structure to lean on. Questions he could answer. Concerns he could anticipate.
With Hayden and Jackie, it was different. They knew him too well. He deleted another message, thumb hovering over the empty screen for a second longer than necessary.
Then his phone buzzed.
Dinner tomorrow? Jackie says she found a new salmon recipe. 7pm.
Shane stared at it. Of course.
He didn’t type anything back, didn’t try to reshape it into something that matched the weight of what he needed to say. He liked the message, left it on read, then set his phone down on the desk. It was easier this way. He would tell them in person.
Shane leaned back slightly in his chair, gaze drifting toward the window without really seeing anything outside of it. He wasn’t worried they would judge him. That wasn’t it. Hayden and Jackie weren’t built that way. He was worried they wouldn’t understand. Worried that when he explained it, it would sound exactly like what it was, that he wouldn’t be able to frame it the way he had with his parents, wouldn’t be able to make it make sense beyond the structure he’d built around it. What if he couldn’t? What if they looked at him and saw something he hadn’t accounted for? Not reckless. Not impulsive. Just… wrong?
What if they didn’t come? The thought landed harder than the rest.
Shane sat with it for a moment longer than he should have, then reached for his phone again, more out of habit than intent. The message was still there. Simple. Uncomplicated. Dinner. 7pm. He set the phone back down. He could do this. He just wasn’t sure how much of it depended on them saying yes.
***
Shane arrived at 6:59 with a bottle of wine. Not because Hayden and Jackie expected it, they never did, but because he had been invited to dinner, and dinner required a contribution, and a bottle of wine was the least complicated option.
Hayden opened the door before Shane had fully lowered his hand from knocking. “Right on time,” Hayden said, grinning.
“One minute early.”
“Show-off.”
Shane handed him the bottle. “For dinner.”
“Jackie will pretend we’re classy now.”
From somewhere inside, Jackie called, “I heard that.”
The house was quieter than Shane expected when he stepped in. No footsteps overhead, no sudden shrieking from the twins, no Arthur talking too loudly over everyone, no Amber appearing from nowhere to ask a question with no context. “Kids are asleep?” Shane asked, shrugging out of his coat.
“By some miracle, yes,” Hayden said. “Ruby fought it on principle, Jade negotiated for ten more minutes of reading, Arthur claimed he wasn’t tired and then fell asleep sitting up, and Amber cried because her sock felt wrong.”
Shane nodded. “That seems comprehensive.” Hayden laughed and led him toward the kitchen. Jackie was at the counter, setting out plates with the relaxed precision of someone who had spent all day with small children and still somehow had the patience to make dinner look intentional.
“Hi,” she said, coming over to hug him.
Shane accepted it stiffly at first, then softened into it a fraction. “Hi.”
“You brought wine.”
“Social etiquette.”
“God, I missed you,” Jackie said, smiling as she took it from Hayden. “Sit. Food’s almost done.”
Dinner was salmon, as promised, with roasted vegetables and farro Jackie described as “healthy enough to count, but not so healthy it ruins the night.” Shane sat across from Hayden, Jackie at the end of the table between them, and did what he had been doing all week. He kept the conversation away from himself. “How are the kids?” he asked.
That was safe. Easy. Effective. Jackie lit up first. “Jade is very into graphic novels right now. Like, intensely. She’s started drawing her own panels, which would be cute if she hadn’t made one of the characters very clearly based on me.”
“Was the characterization fair?” Shane asked.
“Brutal,” Jackie said.
Hayden pointed his fork at her. “Accurate, though.”
“Do not support this.”
“What about Ruby?” Shane asked before the conversation could turn back toward him.
Hayden leaned back. “Ruby has decided she’s going to be a goalie.”
Shane looked at him. “In hockey?”
“No, Shane, in competitive dentistry.”
Jackie laughed. Shane allowed himself the faintest smile. “That seems like a stressful choice.”
“She likes the gear,” Hayden said. “And the drama.”
“That tracks,” Jackie added. “She told me she wanted to be the most important person on the ice.”
“She’s not wrong,” Hayden said, with the conviction of a gym teacher and peewee hockey coach who had had this argument before.
Shane cut into his salmon, focusing too much on the angle of his knife. “And Arthur?”
“Obsessed with bugs,” Jackie said. “Deeply. Horrifyingly.”
“He brought a beetle into the kitchen yesterday,” Hayden said. “In his hand. Like it was a gift.”
“It was a gift,” Jackie said. “That was the problem.” 
Shane asked another question. Then another. Amber’s school adjustment. Hayden’s peewee team. Jackie’s art class. Whether middle schoolers were worse than elementary schoolers or just louder. Whether Arthur was still refusing to wear jeans. Whether Jade and Ruby were still pretending they didn’t like the same books while reading them simultaneously. He could do this all night.
He almost did.
The rhythm of it helped. Their house helped. Hayden and Jackie helped, without knowing they were doing it. They filled the space naturally, warmly, without demanding anything from him. But the longer he waited, the worse it became. Every question he asked felt like one more deliberate omission. How was work, Hayden asked at one point, and Shane answered with enough detail to satisfy him and not enough to invite follow-up. Busy. A merger. A difficult opposing counsel. Junior associates who needed more supervision than expected.  All true. None of it relevant.
By dessert, Shane’s chest felt tight in a way he couldn’t fully explain. Jackie set down bowls of Greek yogurt with berries, honey, and chopped pistachios.
“Dessert,” she said, “but morally defensible.”
Hayden looked at his bowl. “This is breakfast.”
“It has honey.”
“Still breakfast.”
“It’s dessert if I say it is.”
Shane picked up his spoon and said nothing. Hayden watched him from across the table. That was the problem with people who knew him well. They noticed silence differently.
“You’re acting weird,” Hayden said.
Shane’s spoon paused.
Jackie looked between them. “Hayden.”
“What? He is.”
“I’m not,” Shane said.
Hayden raised an eyebrow. Shane set the spoon down. The room went quiet. Not tense, just waiting. He had rehearsed this. Badly. Many times. None of the versions were available now. “I need to tell you something,” he said.
Jackie’s expression shifted immediately, softening into concern. “Okay.”
Shane looked at the table rather than either of them. “I’m getting married.”
Silence.
Then Hayden said, “Oh.”
Jackie blinked. “Okay.”
Shane waited. Neither of them said anything else. He looked up, thrown by the absence of immediate alarm. “That’s it?”
Hayden’s brow furrowed. “Was there supposed to be more?”
“Yes,” Shane said. “Obviously.”
Jackie leaned forward slightly. “To someone we know?”
“No.”
Another pause. “To someone you know?” Hayden asked.
“No.” Hayden sat back. Jackie’s eyes widened, but not in the way Shane had feared. Not judgment. Surprise. Shane continued before he could lose the thread. “There’s a matchmaker. Private. Very structured. Both people are vetted. There are psychological assessments, legal agreements, compatibility screenings. We don’t meet until the ceremony.”
Hayden stared at him. Jackie said, very carefully, “You don’t meet until the ceremony.”
“No.”
“Wow,” Hayden said.
Shane’s stomach dropped. “I know how it sounds.”
“Insane?” Hayden offered. Jackie kicked him lightly under the table. “Ow.”
Shane’s face warmed. “That’s not helpful.”
“No, sorry,” Hayden said quickly. “I don’t mean bad insane. Just… objectively, as a concept, that’s a lot.”
“I’ve thought it through,” Shane said, too fast.
“I know,” Jackie said. That stopped him. She reached across the table, not quite touching him, but close enough that the gesture mattered. “Shane, we know you.”
Hayden nodded. “You don’t accidentally do major life events. You don't accidentally do anything.”
Shane looked between them. “You’re not concerned?”
“Oh, we are concerned,” Hayden said. “But not in a ‘we think you’re an idiot’ way.” Jackie gave him a look. “What? I’m clarifying.”
Shane swallowed. “I thought you might not understand.”
“We might not,” Jackie said gently. “Not fully. But we don’t have to understand every part of it to support you.”
That was not what he had expected. He had prepared for questions, for doubt, for them trying to talk him out of it. For Hayden making a joke that landed wrong, for Jackie going quiet in the way that meant she was worried and trying not to show it. He had not prepared for this.
Hayden leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Listen. You could be making the worst decision of your entire life.”
“Hayden,” Jackie warned.
“No, let me finish.” Hayden looked at Shane directly. “You could be. I don’t know. You don’t know. Nobody knows. But you’re family. That part isn’t conditional.”
Shane went still.
Hayden continued, quieter now. “We don’t care what you do or why you decide to do it, not in the sense that it changes whether we show up for you. If this goes great, we’re there. If it goes sideways, we’re there. If it ends up being the weirdest story any of us have ever told, which, to be clear, it already is, we’re still there.”
Jackie’s smile was small and warm. “He’s right.”
Shane looked down. His throat felt tight, unexpectedly and inconveniently. “I need you there,” he said. The words came out quieter than he meant them to.
Jackie’s hand covered his then, gentle but certain. “Then we’ll be there.”
Hayden nodded once, like it had never been a question. “Tell us when and where.”
Shane took a breath. It didn’t fix everything. It didn’t make the decision less frightening, or the future less unknowable, or the person waiting at the end of all of this any less a stranger. But something in him eased, just enough. “I don’t know all the details yet,” he said.
Hayden picked up his spoon again. “That’s fine. Eat your breakfast dessert.”
Jackie laughed softly. Shane looked at them, then at the bowl in front of him, and for the first time all night, smiled without having to think about it.
***
The next afternoon, everything arrived at once. The courier didn’t linger. A signature, a brief exchange, then the door closed and Shane was left standing in the entryway with more weight in his hands than the packages should have accounted for. He set the ring box on the counter first. He didn’t open it.
The garment bag came next. He carried it to the bedroom, unzipped it just enough to confirm what he already knew, then hung it carefully in the closet, spacing it slightly apart from the rest of his suits. It didn’t belong with them, not yet.
When he came back out, the envelope was still on the counter. Large. Manilla. Unremarkable in a way that felt intentional. He picked it up and moved to the sofa, sitting down before opening it, as if the act required more attention than standing allowed. Inside were smaller envelopes. Three.
He laid them out on the coffee table in front of him, aligning them without thinking.
One was thicker. Structured. It held multiple inserts, the weight of it immediately obvious.
Another was addressed to him. His name written in a controlled, elegant hand. Not decorative. Just precise enough to feel deliberate.
The third was unmarked. No name. No indication of what it contained.
Shane looked at them for a moment. He had a sense of the order already. Not because it had been explained, but because Julia’s process had established its own logic. Personal before procedural. Direct before contextual. He picked up the one with his name. The paper inside was heavier than standard stock. Smooth. Expensive in the way everything associated with this had been. The note itself was brief.
Shane,
You have completed everything required of you, with the exception of the ceremony. Enclosed are the details, invitations, and travel arrangements.
The man I have chosen for you requested permission to send a letter. It is included.
You know how to reach me.
Julia
Shane read it once, then again. Nothing in it was unexpected. That didn’t make it easier. He set the note down on the table, his hand resting briefly against it before pulling away. His attention shifted immediately, almost involuntarily, to the unmarked envelope.
It felt lighter. Thinner. Out of place. That was the problem. Everything else in the room followed a structure, a sequence. A set of expectations he had learned quickly enough to anticipate. This didn’t.
A letter. Requested. Granted. He couldn’t think of a reason it would have been necessary. Or allowed. The entire premise of the process was built around controlled distance, around removing variables before they could complicate anything. This was a variable. He considered it. What it might contain. A name? It shouldn’t. A description? That seemed more likely. Or something less useful? Something personal enough to disrupt the structure without actually breaking it. He could open it.
He didn’t. Not yet.
His hand moved instead to the thicker envelope. Predictable, expected.
He opened it cleanly and slid the contents out, setting them in a neat stack before separating them one by one. Ceremony details. Timing. Location. A schedule that was exact without being overwhelming. Travel confirmations. The honeymoon, already arranged.
He read everything carefully twice. By the time he was finished, the structure had reasserted itself. The unknowns were still there, but they were contained within something that felt, if not manageable, then at least defined. 
Only then did he reach for the invitations. There were ten. He took the first one from the stack.
The invitation was heavier than he expected. Of course it was. He held it at the edges for a second before bringing it fully into view, eyes moving over it the way he read contracts, instinctively scanning for structure before meaning. The paper was soft in tone, not quite white. The kind of off-white that felt chosen rather than default. There was no excess ink, no flourish competing for attention. Just space, precision. 
At the top, an embossed arch. It caught the light only when he tilted it slightly, the impression so subtle it almost wasn’t there unless you were looking for it. A structure without ornament. Suggestive, not decorative. Centered beneath it, a thin gold line intersected by a small circle. Minimal. Exact. Not a symbol he recognized, which meant it had been created for this. For the process. For her. Julia.
He read the text next.
You are requested to be present
at the marriage of
Shane Hollander
The name sat larger than everything else. Not oversized, just undeniable. Set in a serif that felt traditional without leaning into it. Nothing sentimental about it. Nothing softened. He felt that, unexpectedly. Not pride. Not exactly. Recognition. His gaze moved down.
Saturday, May 2
at five o’clock in the evening
L’Atrium Céleste
The venue name was slightly raised, the embossing more noticeable here, as if it mattered that it be felt as much as seen. He ran his thumb lightly over it without thinking. It felt real in a way the conversations hadn’t. The phone calls, the assessments, the scheduling. All of that had been contained. Structured. Manageable because it lived in language and timing and logistics. This didn’t. This was physical. Finished. Something that could be held. He read the last line.
Reception to follow
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Of course. Shane exhaled slowly, only then realizing he’d been holding his breath somewhere between the first line and the last. He set the invitation back down on the table, but not as carefully as before. Not carelessly either. Just… aware of its weight now. There was nothing excessive about it. No flowers. No script fonts trying to make the moment feel softer than it was. No attempt to dress the decision up as something it wasn’t. It looked exactly like the process had felt. Intentional. Controlled. Final. Shane looked at it again. 
Then, quieter, almost to himself: “Okay.” Not doubt. Not certainty, either. Just acknowledgment. It existed now. He slid the invitation back into its envelope, and then put them all back into the larger one and set it aside.
The only one left was the unmarked envelope. He had been aware of it the entire time. Shane picked it up from the table. It was ordinary. Standard weight. The kind of envelope that wouldn’t have drawn attention anywhere else. Here, it felt heavier than everything else combined. He turned it once in his hand, as if there might be something to read that wasn’t there. There wasn’t.
He opened it. The paper inside slid out easily. Not the same stock as Julia’s. Lighter. Practical. The difference was immediate.
The letter was typed. That gave him pause. He hadn’t realized, until that moment, that he had expected handwriting. Something personal enough to study. Something that might offer shape, pressure, hesitation. This offered none of that. Just words.
His eyes moved to the first line. He stopped. The greeting was in Cyrillic. It took a second for his brain to catch up, to shift, to translate. Not fluently. Not comfortably. But enough.
Супруг. Spouse.
Shane blinked once, the adjustment sharper than he expected. Russian. That was new. That was information he hadn’t been given, hadn’t had a way to anticipate. It changed the outline of the person immediately, even if it didn’t fill anything in. Did his match know he could read it? The thought came and stayed longer than it should have. If he did, that meant something. If he didn’t, it meant something else. Shane set that aside for later.
He read.
Супруг,
I ask Julia if I can write to you because I think you should know some things before Saturday.
I am Russian citizen. I am also bisexual. This is not problem for me in most places, but it can become problem depending where I am and who is paying attention.
I travel for work. I am used to it. It has been fine until now.
Something changed.
I will not write everything here. It is not good to put too much in writing. But I have situation now where citizenship and travel can become… complicated. Maybe more than complicated. I should have made different decisions earlier. I did not.
Because of this, I contact Julia.
I want to say this clearly so you understand: this is not only reason.
I do not know your reasons. Maybe they are practical. Maybe they are not. Mine are both.
I would understand if you decide this is not for you after reading this. It would be fair. It would maybe be smart. But I think it is not fair to you if I do not tell you before we stand there and say something that cannot be taken back.
If you continue, you do it knowing this.
If you do not, I will understand.
I will be there Saturday.
I hope you will be also.
твой муж (hopefully)
Shane read it over again. The grammar was slightly off in places. Not incorrect enough to obscure meaning, but enough to make the voice behind it more distinct. Direct. Controlled. Not careless. Just… translated. There was no name. Of course there wasn’t. No description. No detail he could use to build anything concrete. Just information placed exactly where it needed to be and nothing more.
Russian. Bisexual. Travels for work. Something changed.
Citizenship.
Shane exhaled slowly. It wasn’t what he had expected. He wasn’t sure what he had expected. Something softer, maybe. Or something more guarded. This was neither. It was precise in a way that felt almost procedural, except for the fact that it didn’t have to exist at all. The fact of it was the disruption.
His gaze went back to the first word.
Супруг. Spouse.
Not a guess. Not a placeholder. A statement. Shane set the letter down carefully on the table, separate from the others. Not stacked. Not aligned. Just placed. He sat back slightly, the weight of it settling in. The process had been controlled from the beginning. Structured. Designed to remove variables. This was a variable. And it changed things. Not enough to stop, but enough that he felt it. He looked at the letter again.
***
Shane hadn’t realized how much there was to do. It wasn’t the decision. That had been made, cleanly, with a kind of certainty he trusted. It was everything that followed. The parts no one outlined. The things that existed around the edges of a life and suddenly needed to be rearranged to make space for someone else.
He delivered the invitations first. Hayden and Jackie. His parents. One set aside in his bag for Rose, though she already knew everything that mattered and more than most people ever would.
Then there was work. That should have been straightforward. It was work. It always was. 
It wasn’t.
He had cases to transition, clients to notify, files to reassign. Conversations that required explanation without actually explaining anything. He had to tell the firm he was taking time off.
Time off.
Shane sat at his desk for longer than necessary before sending that email. Nine years at the firm without taking more than a long weekend. His billables were well beyond what anyone could reasonably question, and still, the act of asking felt… unnatural. He sent it anyway. The replies came back quickly. Supportive. Predictable. Efficient. That should have settled something. It didn’t.
Because once work was addressed, there was nothing left to focus on except the rest of it. Logistics. The word itself felt insufficient.
Where were they going to live when they came back?
His apartment was set up for one person. Deliberately. Clean lines. Nothing unnecessary. Nothing shared. His match traveled, according to the letter. That suggested flexibility. It didn't answer the question. Did he assume they would stay here? Did he ask? He couldn’t ask. Not yet. So he had to decide. Except every option created another question. If he didn’t prepare, it would look careless. If he did too much, it would look presumptuous.
A guest room made up suggested distance. Not making it up suggested expectation. Clearing space in his closet implied permanence. Not clearing it implied resistance.
He stood in the middle of his bedroom, looking at the closet like it might offer an answer. It didn’t. His chest tightened. That happened quickly. Faster than he liked. A shift from thinking to something closer to pressure, his thoughts starting to move too fast to follow in any useful way. Shane sat down abruptly on the edge of the bed and bent forward, elbows on his knees, head lowered.
Breathe.
In for four.
Hold.
Out for four.
Hold.
Again.
It took longer than he expected for it to settle. Longer than it should have. When he sat back up, slower this time, his hands were still steady enough to pick up his phone.
Rose.
He didn’t think about it. He just called. The line connected, and Shane started talking before she could say anything. “Do I make up the room? Do I clear out half my closet? Do I move my things into storage? Do I assume he’s staying here? Do I—”
“Shane.” Her voice cut cleanly through it. He stopped. “Breathe.” He did. Loud enough that she could hear it. In, hold, out, hold. Once. Twice. “Again,” she said. He did it again. “Okay,” she said after a beat. “Now listen to me.” Shane leaned back slightly against the headboard, phone pressed to his ear like it might anchor him there. “You’re going to make up the guest room,” Rose said. “Properly. Sheets, towels, space in the bathroom. Not temporary. Not half-done.”
Shane nodded, even though she couldn’t see him. “Okay.”
“You are not touching your closet,” she continued. “You are not moving anything. You are not preemptively reorganizing your entire life for a man you have not met.”
“That sounds reasonable.”
“It is reasonable,” she said. “If, on your honeymoon, the two of you decide you want to share a room, you can come back and move your things. That is a two-hour problem. Not a today problem.” Shane exhaled slowly. That helped. The distinction. Today versus later. “The guest bathroom is already functional,” Rose added. “Have your cleaning service come in on Friday. Tell them you’re expecting someone. They will handle it.”
“I can do that.”
“I know you can.” A pause. “Groceries,” she said.
Shane blinked. “What?”
“You’re not coming back from your honeymoon to an empty kitchen,” Rose said. “Order a delivery for the day before you get back. I’ll go over and put everything away.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I know,” she said. “I’m going to anyway.”
Shane closed his eyes briefly. “Thank you.”
There was a small shift in her tone at that. Softer, but not indulgent. “Of course,” she said.
He sat with that for a second, letting the structure of it settle into place. Guest room. Leave everything else alone. Cleaning service. Groceries. Each piece small enough to handle. None of it requiring him to solve the entire situation at once.
Rose continued, already moving ahead of him. “Work?”
“Handled.”
“Clients?”
“In progress.”
“Firm?”
“I sent the email.”
“And?”
“They approved it.”
“Obviously.”
A faint exhale that might have been a laugh. “Yes.”
“Good,” Rose said. “Then you’re done for today.”
“I don’t think that’s accurate.”
“It is,” she said. “You’re not going to solve the rest of your life in the next three hours.”
Shane looked out toward the window, the city steady and unchanged beyond it. “I’m aware.”
“Are you?” He didn’t answer that. Rose let it pass. “You’ve done everything that actually needs to be done right now. The rest is noise.” That felt accurate in a way he didn’t want to admit.
“Okay,” he said.
“Okay,” she echoed. A brief pause, then, “Shane.”
“Yes?”
“You’re fine.”
He didn’t respond immediately. Not because he disagreed, but because he needed a second to believe it.
“Okay,” he said again, quieter this time.
“Good,” Rose said. “Now stop spiraling.”
“I wasn’t spiraling.”
“You were absolutely spiraling.”
He let out a breath that was closer to a laugh this time. “Yeah, I was.”
“I know,” she said.
Another pause. “Thank you,” he said again.
This time, she didn’t brush it off. “I’ve got you,” Rose said simply.
Shane leaned back fully against the headboard, the tension in his chest finally easing into something manageable. “Yeah,” he said. He believed that.
***
Shane woke before his alarm. The light was already there, thin and clean through the edges of the blinds, the kind of morning that didn’t leave room for hesitation. He lay still for a few seconds, registering it. The quiet. The absence of anything that felt different and the awareness that everything was.
May 2.
He sat up. The apartment looked the same. That helped. The lines of it. The order. Nothing out of place. The suit still hung in the closet, separate from everything else. The ring box still on the counter where he’d left it the night before. He moved through the morning the way he moved through everything that mattered. Deliberately. Coffee. A small breakfast he barely tasted. Water. Shoes by the door.
The run came next. The air was cool, but not cold. The kind of spring morning that felt intentional. The sky was clear, bright without being harsh. The city hadn’t fully settled into itself yet, sidewalks quieter than they would be in an hour.
Shane ran without music. He needed the rhythm. The repetition. Breath in, breath out, feet hitting pavement in a pattern he didn’t have to think about. It steadied something in him that had been tight all week. The structure of it. The control. People passed him. A couple walking a dog. Someone pushing a stroller. A man in a suit talking too loudly on his phone. None of it registered beyond movement. He didn’t think about the ceremony. He didn’t think about the man waiting at the other end of it. He thought about his pace. His breathing. The route he’d taken a hundred times before. By the time he turned back toward his building, the tightness in his chest had eased into something quieter. Not gone. Just… contained. That was enough.
He showered, dressed, and packed what was left. The suitcase had been ready since the night before. Efficient. Structured. He checked it anyway. Passport. Documents. Clothing. The ring box, placed carefully in the inner pocket. The suit in its garment bag. He stood in the doorway of his apartment for a second before leaving. Then he left.
***
His parents’ house was louder than usual. Shane paused just inside the entryway, registering it before he saw it. Movement. Voices. The distinct overlap of children who had decided that morning was an acceptable time to be fully awake and fully present.
“Uncle Shane!” Amber appeared first, fast enough that he barely had time to react before she had attached herself to his leg.
“Hi,” he said, automatically reaching down.
“You’re getting married,” she said, like she was announcing something she had personally arranged.
“So I’ve been told.”
Arthur followed, slower but no less direct, holding something in his hand that looked like it might be a rock.
“Is it today?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Cool,” Arthur said, as if that settled it.
Jade and Ruby were already at the table, identical expressions of curiosity aimed directly at him, though neither said anything immediately.
“Give him a second,” Jackie called from the kitchen.
Hayden appeared behind her, coffee in hand. “There he is.”
Shane stepped further into the house, shifting Amber gently so he could move. “Hi.”
“You look like you slept,” Hayden said.
“I did.”
“Suspicious.”
Rose was at the counter, already dressed, already composed in a way that suggested she had been awake longer than everyone else. “You’re on time,” she said.
“Always.”
She gave him a quick once-over, not critical. Assessing. Then nodded, satisfied.
“Good.”
Breakfast was less structured than it usually was. More movement. More noise. Plates passed around, conversations overlapping, the kids asking questions that weren’t entirely connected to each other. Shane let it happen. He sat. He ate. He answered when he needed to. Let Hayden fill in gaps. Let Jackie redirect when the kids got too close to something that didn’t need to be explained yet. It helped. The familiarity of it. The way the space held him without requiring anything more than his presence.
Rose stayed mostly quiet, watching everything with the kind of attention that suggested she was already thinking three steps ahead. By the time they finished, the house had shifted again. Coats gathered. Shoes found. Keys picked up. “Cars,” Hayden said, already moving toward the door. They split without discussion. Shane ended up with Rose. Of course he did. The drive was quiet at first. The city had fully woken now. Traffic moving steadily, sunlight reflecting off glass and steel in a way that made everything feel sharper than usual. Shane kept his eyes forward.
“You’re fine,” Rose said after a minute.
“I know.”
“Good.”
“Do you want to talk?” she asked.
“No.”
“Also good.” He let out a small breath that might have been a laugh. They drove the rest of the way in silence.
***
L’Atrium Céleste sat above the city. That was the first thing Shane registered when they stepped out of the elevator. Glass, everywhere.
The room extended outward in all directions, walls replaced entirely by floor-to-ceiling panels that dissolved any real boundary between inside and outside. Old Montréal stretched below them, the lines of the buildings sharp and historic against the brightness of the morning. The St. Lawrence River cut through it, wide and steady, catching the light in long, uninterrupted bands. The Old Port sat just beyond, movement visible but distant enough to feel removed. Downtown rose in the opposite direction, modern and structured, glass reflecting glass.
The space itself was restrained. Of course it was. White and soft neutral tones grounded the room without competing with the view. Chairs arranged in clean, deliberate lines, not too many, not too few. The aisle defined not by decoration but by space. A subtle runner that caught the light differently than the floor beneath it. At the front, there was no traditional arch. Instead, a slight elevation. A shift in flooring. A focal point created by positioning rather than ornament. A small, abstract installation behind it, something geometric in brushed metal that echoed the invitation’s mark. Intentional without being explained. 
There were flowers, but not in a way that drew attention. Low arrangements. White, pale green, nothing overly romantic. Structured rather than soft. Balanced against the glass, against the view, against the light. It worked. It felt like him. And not. There was something sharper in the lines. Something less controlled in the way the space opened outward instead of inward. Something that didn’t belong entirely to him and wasn’t trying to.
Shane took that in without fully understanding it. They were the first to arrive. Julia stood near the front, exactly where she would be. She turned as they approached, her expression unchanged.
“You’re on time,” she said.
“Yes.”
She looked past him briefly, taking in the rest of the group as they filtered in behind. Hayden. Jackie. The kids, quieter now, subdued by the space. His parents. Julia moved through them with quiet efficiency, directing without seeming to. Seating arranged. Coats taken. Small adjustments made that shifted the room into readiness.
“Shane,” she said after a moment. He stepped forward. “This way.” 
She led him to a small room off to the side. Not large. Just enough space to separate him from the rest of it. A chair. A mirror. A place to wait. Rose followed. The door closed behind them. For a second, the quiet pressed in. Shane looked at his reflection. Suit in place. Tie straight. Expression composed in a way that felt practiced and real at the same time. 
Rose stepped beside him. “Are you ready?” she asked.
He held his own gaze in the mirror for one more second. “Yes,” he said.
The door opened.
And they stepped out.
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  “Ilya, we need to go over your schedule.”
Ilya didn’t look up. He sat at the kitchen island, one hand wrapped around his coffee, the other resting flat against the counter like he needed the surface to stay steady. The light coming through the windows was too bright for how little he had slept. If he'd slept at all. It hadn’t felt like it. He took another sip instead of answering. If he ignored Cliff long enough, there was a chance the problem would go away. It did not.
“Ilya.” The tone shifted slightly. Sharper, familiar.
Ilya exhaled through his nose and mimicked it without lifting his gaze. “Cliff.”
There was a pause. Then the sound of the iPad being set down harder than necessary. “I’m serious,” Cliff said. “There’s a lot to rearrange, and I need you to actually participate in this.”
Ilya finally looked up. Cliff was already watching him, stylus in one hand, tablet open in the other, fully in work mode in a way that felt aggressive this early in the day. “Is too early for this,” Ilya said.
“It’s ten o’clock in the morning.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Early.”
Cliff stared at him for a second, then shook his head once, like he was choosing not to argue that particular point. “Fine. You can be tired. You cannot be useless.”
“I am never useless.”
“Debatable.”
Ilya ignored that and went back to his coffee. Cliff didn’t wait.
“You have meetings in Japan, Korea, and Brazil,” he said, already scrolling. “All of them are currently scheduled in person. All of them conflict with you disappearing to get married.” Ilya made a small, unimpressed sound. Cliff turned the screen toward him. “You want to look at this or just trust me.”
“I trust you to complain,” Ilya said.
“That’s not the same thing.”
Ilya leaned forward slightly, just enough to glance at the screen. Dates. Times. Flights. A schedule that had made sense three days ago and now didn’t. “They can be Zoom,” he said.
“Yes,” Cliff said. “They can. But they’re going to ask why.”
Ilya didn’t answer right away. That was the part he hadn’t fully decided on. Not the logistics. The explanation. He wasn’t interested in lying outright. It created more problems than it solved. But he also wasn’t interested in making announcements.
“The news will come out anyway,” Cliff added, like he could see the calculation happening. “You’re not exactly subtle as a person.”
“I am very subtle.”
Cliff raised an eyebrow.
Ilya took another sip of his coffee. “Tell them truth,” he said finally. “But not full truth. I am getting married. That is enough.”
“And when they ask follow-up questions?”
“They will,” Ilya said. “You will not answer them.”
Cliff considered that, then nodded slowly. “That’s going to be… interesting.”
“Is fine.”
“It’s not fine,” Cliff said. “It’s just what we’re doing.”
“That is definition of fine.”
Cliff didn’t bother responding to that. He made a note instead. “What about your management team,” he said, shifting. “I spoke to Svetlana yesterday.”
That got Ilya’s attention more fully. “And?”
“She wants a formal meeting,” Cliff said. “Not a phone call. She said there are ‘specific considerations’ she needs to walk you through.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Of course.”
Cliff watched him for a second. “You already knew that.”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t tell me.”
“I am telling you now.”
“That’s not how time works.”
Ilya ignored that. “Set meeting for Friday,” he said. “On Zoom.”
Cliff blinked. “Friday.”
“Yes.”
“You want to be in Canada by Friday.”
“Yes.”
Cliff looked down at the schedule again, then back up. “That’s aggressive.”
Ilya shrugged slightly. “Alexei will want money by then.” The name sat between them for a second. 
Cliff didn’t comment on it this time. Just adjusted his grip on the stylus. “And if something happens with your passport before that?” Cliff asked carefully.
“Then I am already there,” Ilya said. “In same country as man I am supposed to marry.” The words came out flat. Practical.
Cliff studied him for a moment, like he was deciding whether to push further. He didn’t. “Okay,” he said instead. “Friday.” He made another note. “Travel,” he continued. “You want me booking that now or waiting until after the meeting?”
“Book it,” Ilya said. “Morning flight. I do not want delays.”
“Of course you don’t. Where are you staying?” Cliff asked. “Hotel, or do you want me to start looking at apartments?”
Ilya leaned back slightly, the edge of the counter pressing into his spine. “No real estate,” he said.
“Not even temporary?”
“Not yet.”
Cliff nodded once. “Hotel, then.”
“Yes.”
“High-end, I assume?” Ilya gave him a look. “Right,” Cliff said. “Stupid question.” He scrolled again, already filtering options in his head.
“Julia said Montreal,” Ilya added.
“Good. That narrows it.” Another note. Cliff tapped the stylus once against the screen, then looked up again. “You understand this is going to get complicated,” he said.
“Is already complicated.”
“No,” Cliff said. “It’s going to get more complicated.”
Ilya considered that. “Yes,” he said. “Probably.”
“And you’re fine with that?”
Ilya’s mouth curved slightly, not quite a smile. “I do not need to be fine with it,” he said. “I just need to do it.”
Cliff held his gaze for a second longer than usual, then nodded. “Okay,” he said again. He went back to the tablet, making adjustments, shifting blocks of time, moving things that had been fixed into places that were… less fixed.
Ilya finished his coffee and set the cup down. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The room felt quieter now. Not calm, just organized. Cliff glanced up once more. “You’re sure about the hotel?”
“Da.”
“No part of you wants to show up with a fully established life there already?”
Ilya shook his head. “No. That would be strange.”
Cliff huffed out something that might have been a laugh. “You’ve picked an interesting line for what counts as strange.”
Ilya stood, reaching for the sink. “Yes,” he said. “I know.”
Cliff watched him for a second, then went back to work. The schedule shifted again under his hands. This time, Ilya didn’t stop him.
***
The courier arrived mid-afternoon. Not early. Not late. Exactly when it would be least disruptive and impossible to ignore. Ilya signed without asking questions. He didn’t need to. There was only one thing it could be.
The garment bag came first. He carried it into the bedroom and unzipped it just enough to confirm what he already knew. Burgundy. Clean lines. Structured through the shoulders. No tie. The color deepened where the light shifted across it, richer than it had looked under the tailor’s lights. It looked like a decision. He closed it again and hung it apart from everything else.
The ring box was smaller. He opened that one. Gold. Polished. Slightly heavier than necessary. It caught the light immediately, sharp and unapologetic. It matched the chain at his throat without trying to. He slid it onto his finger once, just to feel the weight of it, then took it off again and set it back in the box.
Last was the envelope. Large. Structured. Controlled in the same way everything Julia sent was controlled. Inside were smaller envelopes. He recognized the system now. Details. Invitations. He went to the thicker stack first. 
Invitations. He took one out. The invitation is stark in a way that feels intentional. Heavy, off-white paper with a soft, matte finish. No shine, no gloss. It absorbs light rather than reflecting it, which makes the gold detailing stand out more sharply. A single vertical line runs down the left side in thin gold foil. It’s not centered. It doesn’t try to balance the page. About a third of the way down, the line intersects with a small, perfect circle, also in gold, creating a quiet geometric focal point. Minimal. Controlled. Slightly architectural. Beneath it, the text.
You are invited to witness the marriage of
Ilya Rozanov
May 2
5:00 PM
L’Atrium Céleste
Reception immediately following
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No flourishes. No explanation. No attempt to soften it into something romantic. It looked like an event. Like a decision already made. His name sat in the center of it, larger than the rest. Not exaggerated, just unavoidable. He turned the card slightly. The gold line caught the light differently depending on the angle, sharp in one direction, almost invisible in another. It suited him. Of course it did. He set the stack down and pulled his phone from his pocket.
Svetlana first. He didn’t call. He didn’t need to. A message, short and direct, and then a courier arranged through the same service he used for everything else that required discretion.
Invitation enclosed. Friday meeting still stands.
He watched the message send, then put the phone down without waiting for a response.
Cliff was next. Ilya walked back into the main room and dropped the invitation on the table in front of him without comment.
Cliff looked down at it, then up at him. “That’s ominous.”
“Is invitation.”
Cliff picked it up. There was a pause while he read it. Then: “You’re not even pretending this is normal.”
“It is normal,” Ilya said.
“For who?”
“For me.”
Cliff let out a breath that might have been a laugh. “Sure.”
He turned the card once, studying it. “This is very… you.”
“Da.”
“And also not you at all.” Ilya didn’t respond to that. Cliff set it down carefully, like it might matter later. “I’ll be there.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
Cliff watched him for a second, then nodded once. “Okay.”
Ilya picked up another invitation. Kip. He didn’t hesitate there. He slid the card back into its envelope and crossed to his desk, pulling out a pen. No note. Just the address, written cleanly, and then handed off to an overnight service with the same efficiency he applied to everything else. Kip would understand the lack of explanation. Or he wouldn’t, and Ilya's phone would be ringing just as he landed in Canada tomorrow morning. That had never stopped him before.
New York had been easier. That was the thought that came, uninvited, as he stood by the window a few minutes later. Not easier in any meaningful sense. Just… simpler.Kip had been part of that. He was a photographer. Good. Better than good. Consistent in a way that was rare in that world. He didn’t chase something different every time. He understood what he was looking for before the camera came up. More importantly, he understood when not to push.
They had worked together enough that the rhythm had settled into something predictable. Efficient. Quiet in the way that mattered. After shoots, sometimes, they went out. Not always, just enough. The Kingfisher was close enough to the studio that it didn’t require planning. Dark wood. Low light. A bar that didn’t ask questions and didn’t make a point of noticing who came through the door. They sat at the end, most of the time. Kip would order first. Something uncomplicated. Whiskey. Beer. Nothing that required attention. “You looked tired today,” Kip had said once, not unkindly.
“I was tired.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Ilya had glanced at him. “It is for me.”
Kip had smiled slightly. “Fair.”
There was no pressure in those conversations. No need to perform. Kip didn’t ask for more than what was there. Didn’t try to read into things that weren’t offered. Ilya liked that. He liked the way Kip listened without turning it into something. He liked the way he stayed. It was… steady. Not something Ilya had ever prioritized. Still, he had sent the invitation. That was something.
***
His phone rang. He didn’t need to look at the screen to know who it was. Алексей. Ilya let it ring once. Twice. Then answered. “Yes.”
“You think I forget,” Alexei said immediately. No greeting. No attempt at civility.
“I think you call too much.”
“I think you stall.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “I stall.” There was a pause on the other end. Brief. Not enough to shift anything.
“Where is the money?”
Ilya leaned one shoulder against the window, looking out at the city without seeing it. “It is set to clear tomorrow.”
There was a beat of silence. “Tomorrow,” Alexei repeated.
“Yes.”
“You said that before.”
“No,” Ilya said calmly. “Before, I said I am arranging it. Now I say it is clearing.”
Another pause. “You think I am stupid.”
“I think you are impatient.”
“I think you lie,” Alexei said again.
Ilya’s mouth curved slightly. “Of course I lie.”
Silence. Then: “Tomorrow,” Alexei said again, more deliberate this time.
“Yes.”
“If it is not there—”
“It will be there,” Ilya cut in, still calm, still steady. “Or you will call me again and say same thing.” The line went quiet. Not disconnected. Just… held. Alexei was considering. Measuring. Trying to decide if there was anything new here or just another version of the same delay.
“Tomorrow,” he said one last time.
“Yes.” The line clicked. Ilya lowered the phone slowly, his reflection faint in the glass. Tomorrow. He set the phone down on the table beside the invitations. The room was quiet again. Organized. Contained. Not for long. Ilya went to pack.
***
The flight left before sunrise.bIlya was awake before the alarm. He didn’t check the time. He didn’t need to. The room still held that dim, suspended quiet that existed only in the hour before the city decided to start again. He got out of bed without lingering, moved through the motions without thinking about them. Shower. Clothes. Passport checked twice, then once more without acknowledging that he was doing it.
Cliff was already up. Of course he was. “You’re early,” Cliff said, not looking up from his phone.
“I am always early.”
“You’re earlier than usual.” Ilya ignored that. They left in silence.
The airport was barely awake. Security moved quickly. No lines. No noise. The kind of efficiency that only existed at that hour. Ilya preferred it. Less waiting. Less time to think. They cleared everything with time to spare. Too much time. “Breakfast,” Cliff said, already turning toward one of the open spots near the gate. Ilya followed. He didn’t argue. They sat across from each other with coffee and something resembling food. Ilya didn’t touch his. The coffee was enough. Cliff watched him over the rim of his cup. “You want to talk about why we’re here two hours early?”
“No.”
“Good,” Cliff said. “Because I don’t want to hear you deny it.” Ilya took a sip of his coffee. Cliff leaned back. “You want to be in Canada before the banks open.”
“Yes.”
“Because of Alexei.”
“Yes.”
Cliff nodded once. “Makes sense.” A pause. “You’re fine,” Cliff added, not quite looking at him.
“I know.” Cliff didn’t push it. They boarded when their row was called. The flight was short enough to feel manageable. Long enough to think if he allowed it. He didn’t.
***
Montreal was cold in a way Boston wasn’t anymore. Sharper, cleaner.
The hotel was already arranged. Of course it was. Cliff handled check-in while Ilya stood slightly to the side, scanning the space without appearing to. High-end. Quiet. Controlled. Staff who didn’t ask questions.
Their room wasn’t ready yet. The conference room was. “Your meeting is set up,” Cliff said, glancing at his watch. “Five minutes.”
Ilya nodded. The room was small, but functional. A table, two chairs, a screen already connected. Svetlana appeared almost immediately. “Ilya.” They spoke in English this time, because Cliff was there.
“Svetlana.” She looked exactly the same as she always did. Composed. Precise. Nothing wasted. “I assume you made it without issue.”
“Yes.”
“Good. Then we begin.” No preamble. Of course.
“You understand the marriage does not give you citizenship,” she said.
“Yes.”
“It allows you to apply for permanent residency. That is step one.”
“How long?”
“Eight to eighteen months,” she said. “Closer to a year if everything is clean. Yours will not be entirely clean.”
“Because of travel.” It wasn't a question.
“Yes.”
Ilya nodded once. “What happens during that time?”
“You will apply as inland spouse,” she said. “You can remain in Canada while it is processed. Travel becomes… complicated.”
“How?”
“You can leave,” she said. “But reentry is not guaranteed. Especially if there are questions about your status.”
“So I stay.”
“That would be safest.”
Ilya leaned back slightly. “For one year.”
“Approximately.”
He considered that. “My work.”
“Yes,” Svetlana said. “Your work is the problem.”
Cliff shifted slightly beside him but didn’t speak.
“What do I do?” Ilya asked.
“You reduce travel,” she said. “You shift what you can to Canada. Remote work where possible.”
“And if I do not?”
“You delay everything.” Simple. Not helpful. “How many days,” he asked.
“For citizenship,” she said. “You need 1,095 days physically present in Canada within five years.”
Ilya did the math. “Three years.”
“Yes.”
“I can travel during that?”
“Yes,” she said. “But every day you are not in Canada does not count.”
Ilya looked at her. “So I stay.”
“You stay more than you leave,” she corrected.
He exhaled slowly. “This is problem.”
“Yes,” she said. “It is.”
A pause. “What about before residency?” he asked. “Does that time count?”
“Partially,” she said. “Half credit. Up to one year maximum.”
Ilya nodded. “Travel after residency,” he said. “What does it look like?”
“You can travel more freely,” she said. “You are a permanent resident. You can leave and return. But you must still track your days.”
“And passport?”
“You will use your Russian passport until you obtain Canadian citizenship.”
Ilya’s mouth tightened slightly. “If it is still valid.”
Svetlana didn’t react to that. “We will address that separately,” she said. Of course they would. Another pause. “You will need Canadian representation,” she added. “Talent agencies. Work visas tied to your status will change.”
Ilya looked at her. “You have recommendations.”
“Yes.”
“Send them.”
“I will.” Cliff was already making a note. Svetlana leaned forward slightly. “Ilya.” He met her gaze. “This is not temporary,” she said. “You are restructuring your life.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
A beat. She nodded once. “Then we proceed.” The call ended.
***
Check-in was smooth after that. The room was exactly what he expected. Clean lines. Floor-to-ceiling windows. A view that felt intentional without being distracting. Ilya set his bag down and didn’t unpack. His phone rang.
Kip.
That wasn't unexpected. He answered.
“Hi,” Kip said, already sounding confused. “I got something from you.”
“Yes.”
“A wedding invitation.”
“Yes.”
There was a pause. “When did you get engaged?”
“I did not.”
Another pause. Longer this time. “Okay,” Kip said slowly. “Is it real?”
“Yes.”
“You’re serious?”
“Yes.”
Kip exhaled. “Wow.” Ilya waited. “Can I bring Scott?” Kip asked after a second. “Or is this one of those things where I show up alone and pretend I understand what’s happening?”
“You can bring him.”
“Good,” Kip said. “Because we’re boarding a plane right now.”
Ilya blinked. “What?”
“We’ll be in Montreal in about two hours.”
Of course they would. “Okay,” Ilya said.
“Okay,” Kip echoed. The line ended. Ilya looked at his phone for a second, then set it down.
Cliff raised an eyebrow. “That sounded productive.”
“Kip is coming.”
Cliff paused. “That was fast.”
“Da.”
***
Dinner was the kind of place Svetlana would choose.
Not showy. Not empty. Just expensive in a way that assumed you would understand it without needing it explained. Low lighting. Dark wood. Tables set far enough apart that conversations didn’t bleed into each other. Staff that moved quietly and never interrupted.
Ilya liked it immediately. He loosened slightly as they were seated, the edge that had carried him through the morning settling into something more familiar. Not gone. Just… managed.
Kip was already there when they arrived, leaning back in his chair like he had been waiting long enough to decide it didn’t matter. Scott sat beside him, more upright, scanning the room with quiet interest. Kip stood when he saw Ilya. “Hey.”
“Hi.”
They didn’t hug. They didn’t need to. There was a brief pause, a look that passed between them that said enough. Then Kip glanced at Cliff. “You must be Cliff.”
“Yes,” Cliff said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“That’s concerning,” Kip said.
“It is,” Ilya added.
Scott smiled. “I’m Scott.”
“Ilya.”
They shook hands. Scott’s grip was firm, steady. Older than Kip, Ilya thought immediately, though not by much. It showed in smaller ways. The way he watched before speaking. The way he didn’t rush to fill silence.
Ilya sat.
“So,” Kip said, picking up his glass. “You’re getting married.”
“Yes.”
“Still feels fake when I say it.”
“It is not fake.”
“I know,” Kip said. “That’s the problem.”
Ilya took a sip of his drink. “You came anyway.”
“You sent an invitation with no explanation,” Kip said. “What was I supposed to do?”
“Ask questions.”
“I did,” Kip said. “You didn’t answer them.”
“That is also correct.” 
Scott laughed quietly at that.
Cliff was watching the exchange with interest. “How long have you two known each other?”
“Too long,” Kip said.
“Not long enough,” Ilya corrected.
Kip pointed at him. “That’s exactly what I mean.”
“You are dramatic.”
“You’re impossible.”
“Yes,” Ilya agreed.
Scott shook his head slightly, amused. “They’ve been like this since before I met him.”
“That is unfortunate for you,” Ilya said.
Scott smiled. “I’ve survived.”
“Barely,” Kip added.
The server arrived. Orders were placed without much discussion. Svetlana handled it efficiently, selecting for the table with minimal input.
When the server left, Kip leaned forward slightly. “Okay. I’m asking again. What is happening?”
Ilya considered him for a second, then shrugged. “I am getting married.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is answer.”
“It’s the headline,” Kip said. “I want the article.”
“No.”
Kip stared at him. Then leaned back again, accepting it in a way that was almost more frustrating than if he had pushed. “Fine. I’ll read it later.”
“You will not.”
“I will absolutely invent it,” Kip said.
“That is acceptable.”
Cliff looked between them. “Is this always how all of your conversations go?”
“Yes,” Kip said.
“No,” Ilya said at the same time.
Cliff blinked. “That’s helpful.”
Scott smiled into his glass.
The food arrived. For a few minutes, the conversation shifted. Work. New York. A shoot Kip had just finished that had gone badly for reasons that had nothing to do with the actual work.
“The lighting was wrong,” Kip said. “They refused to fix it.”
“They always refuse,” Ilya said. “Then they complain after.”
“Exactly.”
Cliff leaned in slightly. “You don’t just tell them it’s wrong.”
“I do,” Ilya said.
“That does not go well,” Kip added.
“It goes fine,” Ilya said.
“It goes loudly,” Kip corrected.
Ilya smiled slightly. “Same thing.”
Scott laughed. “I’ve heard about this.”
“You have not seen it,” Kip said.
“I have imagined it.”
“That's worse.”
Ilya took another sip of his drink, more relaxed now, shoulders no longer held quite as tightly.
Kip glanced at him again, expression shifting just slightly. “You look better.”
“I always look good.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know.”
A beat. Then Kip said, quieter, “You okay?”
Ilya met his gaze. “Yes.” It wasn’t a full answer, but it was enough.
Kip nodded once. Scott picked up on the shift but didn’t comment, instead turning to Cliff. “So you manage him?”
Cliff exhaled. “That’s one word for it.”
“What’s the other?”
“Endure.”
“That sounds right,” Kip said.
Ilya leaned back in his chair. “You both exaggerate.”
“You are exhausting,” Cliff said.
“You enjoy it.”
“I absolutely do not.”
“You do.”
Scott smiled. “He does.”
Cliff looked at him. “Don’t encourage him.”
“Too late,” Kip said.
Ilya glanced at Scott again, taking him in more fully this time. “How old are you?”
Scott blinked. “Excuse me.”
“You are older,” Ilya said.
“Than you,” Scott said carefully, “which is not a high bar.”
“Old,” Ilya said. "Like dinosaur."
Kip choked slightly on his drink. “Jesus.”
Scott laughed. “I’m going to assume that’s a compliment.”
“It is not,” Ilya said.
“Good,” Scott said. “I’d hate to misunderstand you this early in our relationship.”
Ilya smiled, sharper this time. “You will misunderstand me anyway.”
“That’s fair.”
Cliff shook his head. “I can’t believe this is happening.”
“This is normal,” Ilya said.
“This is not normal.”
“It is for me.”
Kip glanced between them. “He says that a lot.”
“He believes it,” Scott said.
“That’s the problem,” Cliff replied.
The conversation drifted again. Easier now. Lighter.
At one point, Kip said something under his breath that made Ilya laugh, quick and unguarded.
Cliff looked at them. “What was that?”
“Nothing,” Ilya said.
Kip shook his head. “Not explaining that one.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’d ruin it,” Kip said.
“I would not ruin it.”
“You absolutely would.”
Ilya leaned back, satisfied. “Then it is mine.”
“That’s not how that works.”
“That is exactly how it works.”
Cliff looked between them again. “I hate both of you.”
“No, you don’t,” Ilya said.
“No,” Cliff admitted with a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “I don’t.”
Another round of drinks arrived. The room felt warmer now. Or maybe Ilya did. He glanced at his phone once. No missed calls. Tomorrow. He set the phone face down. For now, this was enough.
Kip was still watching him, quieter now but present. Scott beside him, steady in a way that made sense. Cliff across from him, already thinking about what came next even if he wasn’t saying it out loud. Svetlana at the end of the table, composed, observing, already several steps ahead of all of them. Ilya took another sip of his drink.
“Tomorrow,” Kip said suddenly, like he couldn’t quite let it go.
“Yes.”
“You sure about this?”
Ilya met his gaze. “Da.”
Kip held it for a second, then nodded. “Okay,” he said.
***
Alexei’s name is what wakes him.
The phone is vibrating against the nightstand, insistent, controlled, the sound sharp enough to cut through sleep without warning. Ilya doesn’t move right away. He knows what it is before he looks. He knows what it means. The screen lights the room just enough to make it feel smaller.
Alexei.
The call keeps ringing. Ilya reaches for the phone and stares at it for a second longer than necessary. His chest tightens, fast and immediate, something close to instinct. Not fear exactly, not yet. Just pressure. Familiar. He lets it ring once more. Then he declines it. The silence that follows is worse. He watches the screen and waits. It doesn’t ring again. Not immediately, at least.
That feels intentional.
Ilya exhales slowly and unlocks the phone. His thumb hovers for a second, then moves with more certainty than he feels.
Block contact.
Confirm.
The name disappears. Just like that. He sets the phone back down and sits up. The room is quiet again. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that leaves space for everything else to move in if he lets it. He doesn’t. He stands, moves to the bathroom, turns on the light. Cold water. Face. Hands. Something physical to interrupt the loop that wants to start. It works. Enough.
***
The run is harder than yesterday. Not physically. That part is easy. Familiar. Automatic. It’s everything else. The air is colder. Sharper against his lungs. The city is quieter, but not empty. Early movement. People with purpose. He runs faster than he needs to, pushing his pace just enough to make breathing the only thing that matters.
In.
Out.
Again.
He doesn’t think about Alexei.
He doesn’t think about the call.
He doesn’t think about what happens if blocking him was not enough.
He runs until his legs start to feel it, until the tension in his chest shifts into something else. Something he can control. By the time he stops, sweat cooling against his skin, the anxiety has settled into something lower. Not gone. Managed.
That’s enough.
Back at the hotel, Cliff is already up. Of course.
“You look like you murdered something,” Cliff says, not looking up from his laptop.
“I went for a run.”
“Same energy.” Ilya ignores that and reaches for water. Cliff glances up then, studying him for a second. “You okay.”
“Da.” It's clipped. Cliff doesn’t push.
“Svetlana’s ready,” he says instead. “Ten minutes.”
Ilya nods.
***
The paperwork is waiting when he gets back upstairs. Svetlana is already there. Of course she is. She’s seated at the small table by the window, a folder open in front of her, everything arranged with the kind of precision that leaves no room for interpretation. “Ilya.”
“Svetlana.” Cliff closes the door behind them and moves out of the way.
“Sit,” she says. Ilya sits. She slides the first set of documents toward him. “Sponsorship forms. Sign here. Dates must match the certificate exactly.”
He signs. No hesitation. No commentary. Just his name, clean and controlled across each line.
She watches each page as it’s completed, aligning them before moving the next forward. “You will provide the marriage certificate immediately after the ceremony,” she says. “I file within twenty-four hours.”
“Yes.”
“You apply inland,” she continues. “You remain in Canada while it is processed.”
“I know.”
She looks up at him. “Say it again.”
A pause. “I stay in Canada.”
“Good.”
Another set of papers. “Track your days,” she says. “Every day in Canada. Every day out. You need 1,095 days for citizenship.”
“Yes.”
“You travel too much. This will be a problem.”
“I know.” 
She doesn’t argue that. “Reduce travel,” she says instead. “Shift work here where possible. We will discuss agencies next week.”
Cliff makes a note. Ilya signs the last page. Svetlana gathers everything, taps the stack into alignment. “For today, this is sufficient,” she says. She stands. “I will be at the ceremony. You bring me the certificate after.”
“I will.”
She pauses at the door, looks at him once more. “This is not temporary.”
“I know.” A small nod. Then she leaves. The door closes.
Cliff exhales quietly. “That was… efficient.”
“Yes.” Ilya sets the pen down, looking at the stack of signed pages for a second longer than necessary. Then he stands. Nothing left to do.
***
The drive to L’Atrium Céleste is quiet. Ilya watches the city pass by through the window, unfamiliar in the way new places always are. Clean lines. Different scale. Less noise than he’s used to. More space. Montreal feels… intentional. He doesn’t have time to decide if he likes it. The building rises ahead of them, glass and structure catching the light. They take the elevator up. The doors open. 
The space is exactly as described. Glass walls in every direction. The city stretched out below them. Old Montréal sharp and historic, the river cutting through it, the port just beyond. Downtown rising in the opposite direction, reflective, modern. The room itself is restrained. White. Pale tones. Clean lines. Chairs arranged in precise rows, nothing excessive. The aisle defined by space rather than decoration. At the front, a slight elevation. A focal point created without anything obvious.
There are flowers. Minimal. Structured. White and green. Balanced against the light. It feels expensive. It feels controlled. It feels like something designed for someone who values order. 
And something else. Something sharper. Less contained. The way the space opens outward instead of holding inward. The way the glass refuses to create boundaries. Ilya takes that in without naming it. 
Julia is there. Of course she is. She turns as they approach, expression unchanged. “You’re on time,” she says.
“Yes.”
She looks at him for a second, assessing. Then nods. “This way.” She leads them to a smaller room off to the side. Not large. Functional. A place to wait. To prepare. Cliff stays with him. The door closes. 
For a moment, the quiet settles in. Ilya sets the garment bag down and unzips it. The burgundy is darker here. Richer. The light in the room catches it differently than it had at the tailor’s. He changes without hesitation. Shirt first. Jacket. The fabric settles over his shoulders, familiar now. Right.
Cliff watches, leaning against the wall. “You clean up well,” he says.
“I always look good.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know.”
Cliff straightens slightly. “You sure?”
“Yes.” No hesitation.
Cliff nods once. “Okay.”
Ilya adjusts the jacket once, more out of habit than necessity. The line is clean. The fit exact. He looks at himself in the mirror. Not different. Just… more defined. There’s a knock. The door opens before either of them responds. Light from the main room spills in, brighter than before.
Time.
Ilya doesn’t look at Cliff. He doesn’t look back. He steps forward. And the door opens the rest of the way.
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  The doors open before Shane feels ready for them to. Rose steps forward first, not hesitating, and Shane follows because there isn’t another option. The shift from the quiet of the side room into the open space of L’Atrium Céleste is immediate. 
Light. It floods everything. The glass walls catch it and scatter it across the room, across the rows of chairs, across the pale flooring that runs in a straight, deliberate line down the aisle. Beyond it, Montréal stretches out in sharp, impossible detail. Old stone and green trees, the river cutting through it, steady and wide. The sky is clear. Too clear. Nothing to hide behind. Shane keeps his gaze forward.
The room is full. He registers that in pieces. His parents, seated near the front, his mother’s posture composed in a way that reads as controlled rather than relaxed. His father beside her, still, attentive. Hayden and Jackie a few rows back, Jackie’s hand resting lightly over Hayden’s, the kids between them quieter than he’s ever seen them. Rose’s presence beside him is grounding. Close enough that he can feel it without looking.
They walk. The aisle is longer than it had seemed when the room was empty. Every step is measured. Not slow. Not rushed. Just deliberate. Shane keeps his shoulders back, his posture exactly where it should be, the same way he would in a room full of clients, in a courtroom, anywhere that required him to be seen and assessed at the same time. It works.
Mostly.
Halfway down, his attention shifts to the other side of the aisle. He doesn’t mean for it to, but it does.
Strangers.
Well-dressed. Composed. Watching him with the same level of quiet attention as his own guests. There’s no obvious difference between them, no visible line separating one side from the other except familiarity. He doesn’t know any of them. That lands. Not sharply. Just there. This is the other half of the equation. The part he hasn’t seen. The part waiting for him.
He looks forward again. At the front, the officiant stands ready. He’s holding a leather-bound book in both hands, posture relaxed but intentional, expression calm in a way that suggests this is not new to him. There’s something grounding about him. Not overly formal. Not distant. Present. Shane focuses on that. On the endpoint. On the place he needs to reach.
They arrive. Rose steps into position beside him without being told, standing where a best man would, close enough to anchor, far enough not to intrude. Shane takes his place. The space feels different from here. More contained. The view still stretches outward, but the focus narrows. The aisle. The doors. The place where everything that hasn’t happened yet will happen. 
He inhales slowly.
Holds it.
Lets it out.
Nervous.
He registers it clearly now. Not overwhelming. Not paralyzing. Just present in a way that makes everything sharper. His awareness heightened. His thoughts moving faster than usual, then pulling back, settling into something more controlled.
Rose shifts slightly beside him. “You’re fine,” she murmurs, just low enough that no one else hears.
“I know,” he says. It’s not entirely true. It doesn’t need to be. There’s movement at the back of the room. Shane’s attention shifts before he can stop it. The doors open again.
And for a second, everything else falls away.
The man he's going to marry steps inside.
The first thing Shane registers is the color. Burgundy. Deep, rich, catching the light differently with every step. It shouldn’t work as well as it does against the pale, controlled space. It shouldn’t draw the eye the way it does. Then the rest of it.
The line of the suit. The way it fits like it was made for him, not adjusted. The ease in his posture, not careless, but not rigid either. Controlled in a different way. Less contained. More… intentional.
Shane forgets to breathe. It hits him all at once.
Beautiful. The word comes without hesitation, without analysis.
Beautiful. His gaze moves before he can stop it.
Hair first.
Light brown. Just curly enough to catch the light at the edges, soft in a way that feels tangible. Shane has the immediate, irrational thought of wanting to reach out and touch it, to see if it feels the way it looks. His attention drops.
His mouth.
The shape of it is precise. Defined. The top lip curved sharply enough that it draws focus without trying. A deep cupid’s bow that feels almost unfair in how deliberate it looks.
Shane is staring. He knows he is. He doesn’t stop.
There’s a sharp, subtle pressure against his arm.
Rose.
He blinks, the moment breaking just enough for him to pull himself back, to drag his attention somewhere more appropriate. Forward.
Except the man is already moving toward him. Closer now. The details sharpen. The line of his jaw. The angle of his shoulders. The way he holds himself in the space like it belongs to him without needing to claim it. Shane’s breath steadies, just slightly.
Then his soon-to-be husband looks up, and Shane sees his eyes.
Hazel.
Not flat. Not one color. They shift with the light, catching gold and green at the same time, sharp and focused in a way that feels like being seen rather than observed. It’s immediate. Direct. There’s no hesitation in it. Shane holds it without meaning to. Everything else fades again, but differently this time. Not absence. Focus.
He reaches the front and stops. Close enough now that Shane can see the details he missed before. The texture of the fabric. The way the light hits his skin. The small, almost imperceptible tension in his shoulders that mirrors his own.
For a second, neither of them speaks. The space narrows around them without changing at all. The light, the glass, the quiet presence of everyone watching. It all remains exactly the same. It just recedes. 
The officiant steps forward, steadying the moment without interrupting it. “Shane,” he says, voice calm, even. Shane doesn’t look away. “Meet Ilya.”
The name lands differently than anything else has. 
Ilya.
Not abstract. Not theoretical. Not the outline Shane has been working with for weeks. A person. Standing in front of him. Shane feels his breath catch, just slightly, sharp enough that he notices it. 
Ilya. 
He repeats it once in his head, anchoring it. 
The officiant turns. “Ilya, meet Shane.” There’s a brief pause. Not hesitation, just recognition.
“Hi.” Ilya’s voice is lower than Shane expects. Controlled. The accent is there, heavier in person than it had been in the letter, rounding the edges of the word, shifting the cadence just enough to make it feel distinct. Shane had imagined it. This matches. It does something to him he isn’t prepared for.
“Hi,” Shane says. Quieter. Not intentionally, but it comes out that way anyway.
Ilya’s gaze doesn’t shift. It stays on him, direct, assessing in a way that doesn’t feel cold. Just precise.
The officiant gives them both a second, like he understands that this is the first real moment of the entire process. Then he continues. “Shane,” he says, “Ilya’s loved ones would like you to know that he is deeply loyal. That once you are his, he does not let go.” There's a small pause. “That he is intense,” he adds, “in the way he lives, in the way he cares, in the way he commits to the people in his life.”
Shane doesn’t move. He listens. The words settle somewhere between understanding and curiosity. 
“That he has a sense of humor that does not always announce itself,” the officiant continues, the faintest suggestion of something lighter beneath the formality, “but that those closest to him would describe as sharp, deliberate, and occasionally unkind in a way that is meant with affection.”
There’s a flicker in Ilya’s expression. Brief. Controlled.
“And that he is intelligent,” the officiant finishes, “not only in his work, but in the way he observes, adapts, and understands the people around him.” The room is quiet again when he stops. Shane is still looking at Ilya. Still holding his gaze. Trying, without meaning to, to reconcile the man in front of him with the shape of those words.
Loyal.
Intense.
Sharp.
Intelligent.
It fits. Not completely. Not yet. But enough. Enough that Shane feels something settle into place, small and immediate. Ilya doesn’t look away. Not even once. 
The officiant turns, the shift small but deliberate. “Ilya,” he says, voice steady, measured in the same way as before, “Shane’s friends and family would like you to know…” There’s a brief pause, not for effect, just long enough for the attention to settle. “…that he is quick-witted. Not loud about it, not always immediate, but precise. He listens first, and when he speaks, it tends to land exactly where it should.”
Shane feels that more than he expects to.
The officiant continues. “That he is deeply committed to his work, to his responsibilities, and to the people he chooses. Once he decides something matters, he does not approach it halfway.”
A small shift in Shane’s posture. Subtle. Unintentional.
“That he is disciplined,” the officiant adds, “in a way that shapes how he moves through the world. Consistent. Reliable. He does not leave things unfinished, and he does not abandon what he has agreed to carry.”
The words are steady. Clear. Not embellished.
“And that he is kind,” he finishes, “though not always in ways that are immediately obvious. His kindness is deliberate. Thoughtful. Often quiet, but constant to those who know him well.”
The room settles again when he stops. Ilya is still looking at him. Shane doesn’t look away.
There’s a beat of silence after the officiant finishes. It holds just long enough to feel complete. Then—
“So your family wants me to know you are boring?” Ilya’s voice is even. No smile. No shift in expression that suggests he’s joking.
Shane blinks.
Once.
Twice.
“What?” he says, because it’s the only word that arrives in time.
“I am asking,” Ilya continues, like this is a reasonable follow-up. “Wit. Discipline. Commitment. Kindness.” He tilts his head slightly. “These are… boring qualities.”
Shane opens his mouth. Closes it. Opens it again. “That doesn’t—no, that’s not—”
A quiet, sharp “Ilya,” comes from behind him, low and warning.
There’s a ripple from the seats. Not loud. Not disruptive. Just enough that Shane can hear it. A few stifled laughs. Someone trying not to react at all. Ilya doesn’t turn around immediately.
“What?” he says, still looking at Shane. “Is true, no? These are words people use when they want to say something nice without saying something interesting.”
Shane stares at him. This is not how this was supposed to go. “I’m not boring,” he says finally, more certain than he feels.
Ilya studies him. Then, just slightly, the corner of his mouth shifts. Not quite a smile. Something sharper. “I did not say it was bad,” he says. “Some people like boring.” The word lands differently this time. Closer to teasing. Still dangerous. “Котёнок.” The word drops between them like it belongs there.
Shane’s brain stalls completely for a second. He knows exactly what the word means. He hears the tone just as clearly. Soft. Familiar. Entirely out of place in the middle of this. Heat rises at the back of his neck before he can stop it. This is… not controlled. Not structured. Not anything he prepared for.
He becomes aware, abruptly, of the officiant. Of the room. Of the fact that this is happening in front of everyone.
The officiant clears his throat lightly. Not loudly. Not enough to draw attention. Just enough to shift it. “Ilya,” he says, calm, steady, “I believe the intention was to give you context, not classification.” A pause. The faintest hint of something like humor under the formality. “Though I suspect you understood that.”
Ilya looks at him, then back at Shane. “Yes,” he says.
The tension shifts. Not gone. Just redirected.
The officiant nods once, satisfied. “Good,” he says. “Then perhaps we continue.” He looks between them.
Shane inhales. Slow. Controlled. This is still happening. He can do this. Beside him, Rose shifts just enough that her elbow brushes his arm. Grounding. Intentional. 
Across from him, Ilya’s expression settles again into something more neutral. Still watchful. Still sharp. But contained. The room quiets. Whatever had started to unravel pulls itself back into place.
“Shall we proceed to the vows?” the officiant says.
“Yes,” Shane says, before he can think too much about it.
Ilya nods once. “Da.”
The officiant nods once, giving them both a second that feels longer than it is. “Shane,” he says, “you may begin.”
Shane inhales. It’s measured. Controlled. The same way he has done everything leading up to this moment. He reaches for the paper in his hand, but he doesn’t look at it immediately. His eyes stay on Ilya. Grounding.
“Ilya,” he starts. His voice is steady. Not loud. It carries anyway. “I don’t know you the way most people would expect me to, standing here.” There’s a slight shift in the room. Not discomfort. Recognition. “That’s the truth of this,” he continues. “And I don’t want to pretend otherwise.” He glances down briefly, more out of habit than necessity, then back up again. “But I chose to be here. I chose this because I believe that commitment can come before certainty. That a decision can be made with intention, even when the outcome isn’t guaranteed.”
Ilya doesn’t move. He listens the same way he looks at everything. Direct. Focused. Not distracted by anything else in the room.
“I’m not offering you something temporary,” Shane says. “Or something conditional. I will show up. I will do the work this requires. Even when it’s difficult. Even when it would be easier not to.” There’s a slight tightening in his jaw, almost imperceptible. “I want to build something with you,” he says. “Not perfectly. Not all at once. But deliberately.” Rose shifts beside him, subtle, grounding. Shane doesn’t look at her. “I will listen, even when I don’t immediately understand. I will be honest, even when it would be more comfortable not to be. And I will respect you as a partner, in everything that follows this.” A pause. “I don’t know yet what this will become,” he finishes. “But I am here to find out.” He exhales, the smallest release of tension.
The words sit in the space between them. The officiant nods once, then turns. “Ilya?”
Ilya doesn’t reach for anything. No paper. No notes. He watches Shane for a second longer before he speaks. “Shane.” His voice is lower than before. Not quieter. Just closer. “This is not how people usually do this.” A faint ripple moves through the room again. Softer this time. “I know that,” he says. “You know that.” He shifts his weight slightly, not restless. Just adjusting into the moment. “I did not come here because I believe in something easy,” he continues. “I came because when I decide something, I follow through.” The accent is stronger now, more pronounced in the shape of the words. Not careful. Not softened. “I am not always simple to understand,” he says. “I am not always patient. I do not promise to be.” There’s the faintest hint of something sharper there. Honest. Unfiltered. “But I am loyal.” The word is clear. Certain. “If you are mine,” he adds, without hesitation, “I stay.” The phrasing is direct enough that it shifts something in the room. Not uncomfortable, just real. “I do not leave when things become complicated. I do not disappear when something is difficult.”
Shane doesn’t look away.
“I will be honest with you,” Ilya says. “Even when it is not comfortable. I will protect what we build, even before I fully understand it. And I will meet you where you are, not where I expect you to be.” A small pause. “I do not know you yet,” he says. The words are softer. Not less certain. Just less guarded. “But I am interested in knowing you. And I am here.” He doesn’t add anything to it. He doesn’t need to. The silence that follows is different from before, fuller.
The officiant steps forward again, not breaking it, just guiding it. “Thank you,” he says quietly. 
The officiant lets the silence settle for a moment longer. Then he shifts, just slightly. “The rings.”
Rose is already moving. Shane doesn’t look at her, but he’s aware of it. The quiet step forward, the small velvet box placed into his hand with the kind of precision that matches everything else she’s done today.
Across from him, Cliff does the same for Ilya.
The moment narrows again. Just the two of them. Shane opens the box.
The ring catches the light immediately. Gold. Polished. Slightly more visible than what Shane would have chosen for himself. It looks like Ilya. Intentional. Unapologetic. Shane takes it out carefully. It feels heavier than it should.
The officiant’s voice is steady, grounding. “Shane, please place the ring on Ilya’s finger.”
Shane steps closer. Not much. Just enough. Up close, everything sharpens again. The details he noticed before. The texture of the fabric. The line of Ilya’s jaw. The way his eyes hold steady, not shifting away. Ilya extends his hand. No hesitation. His fingers are long, steady. There’s a faint warmth there when Shane’s hand brushes against his, unexpected and immediate. Shane pauses for half a second. Then slides the ring into place. It fits. Of course it does. The gold settles against Ilya’s skin like it belongs there. Shane’s hand lingers for a fraction of a second longer than necessary before he lets go. He steps back.
The officiant turns. “Ilya?”
Cliff passes the second box without comment. Ilya doesn’t open it right away. He looks at Shane first. Just for a second. Then he opens the box. Inside, the ring is different. Simpler. More restrained. A clean band. Understated in a way that feels deliberate, like a choice made with intention rather than absence. Ilya takes it out. There’s no hesitation in his movement, but there’s a shift in his expression. Subtle. Focused in a way that feels quieter.
“Please place the ring on Shane’s finger,” the officiant says.
Ilya steps forward. Close enough now that Shane can feel the proximity without thinking about it. The faint warmth of him. The steadiness. Shane extends his hand. For a second, neither of them moves. Then Ilya takes it. His grip is firm. Not tight. Controlled. His thumb presses lightly at the base of Shane’s finger as he slides the ring into place. The metal is cool at first. Then not. It settles against his skin, light in a way that feels almost deceptive compared to the weight of everything it represents. Ilya’s hand doesn’t drop immediately. It stays there, just long enough to register. Then he lets go. They step back into place. The rings sit there. New. Unfamiliar. Certain. Neither of them looks down. Not yet. 
The officiant gives a small nod, like something essential has just been completed. 
The officiant steps forward again, the shift subtle but enough to draw the room back into focus. He looks at both of them, something measured and certain in his expression. “Shane. Ilya.” A pause. “You have come here today and made a commitment to one another. Not out of certainty, but out of intention. Not because everything is known, but because you are willing to find out.” His voice carries easily through the space, steady against the quiet. “You have spoken your vows, and you have exchanged rings as a symbol of what you are choosing to build together.” Another pause. Then: “By the authority vested in me, I now pronounce you married.”
Married.
It settles into the space between them in a way that feels heavier than anything that came before it. There’s a brief shift in the room. Movement. Anticipation. The officiant’s gaze flickers between them, the faintest suggestion of expectation. 
Shane feels it immediately. The pause, the part that comes next.
He becomes aware of everything at once. The people watching, the light, the closeness of Ilya standing directly in front of him. The fact that there is something they are supposed to do. He doesn’t move. Not because he doesn’t understand. Because he does. He just… doesn’t know how. 
Across from him, Ilya hasn’t moved either. There’s a flicker of something in his expression. Not uncertainty. Not quite. Just calculation. Recognition of the same expectation, the same pause stretching just a little too long. For a second, neither of them fills it. Shane’s gaze drops, just briefly, then returns to Ilya’s face. 
Ilya exhales, almost imperceptibly. Then he steps forward. It’s not dramatic. Not a performance. Just a small shift in distance. He lifts his hand, light against Shane’s arm, grounding in a way that feels deliberate rather than instinctive. Shane stills and Ilya leans in. Close enough that Shane can feel the warmth of him, the faint brush of fabric, the subtle shift of air between them. 
Then— soft. The kiss lands against Shane’s cheek. Not rushed. Not hesitant. Just… careful. Intentional. It lasts barely a second. Then Ilya pulls back. The space between them returns, but it feels different now. Changed in a way that’s hard to define. There’s a beat. Then the room reacts. Applause, soft at first, then building, filling the glass-walled space and spilling outward into the city beyond it. Shane stands there for a second longer than necessary, his hand still where it had been, the place where Ilya touched him lingering in a way that feels disproportionate. He looks at him. Ilya’s expression has settled again, composed, controlled. But there’s something there. Small. Not hidden. Shane exhales, finally. 
***
Julia appears beside them before the applause fully settles. It isn’t abrupt. It feels like part of the design. “This way,” she says. No congratulations. No commentary. Just direction.
Shane is aware of Rose at his side for a moment longer, of Hayden’s grin somewhere behind him, of his mother’s expression that he can’t quite read from this distance. Then the room shifts again, and it’s just movement. Just following. Ilya is beside him. Close enough now that Shane can feel it without looking. The presence. The awareness. They are guided through a side door, away from the light and the view and the quiet weight of everyone watching.
The room they enter is smaller. Intentional. Soft chairs arranged across from each other, angled just enough that they’re meant to face, not sit side by side. A low table between them. Glass bottles. Small plates. Food that doesn’t require attention.
Coke.
Ginger ale.
Of course.
Julia gestures once. “You have time.” That’s all she says, then she leaves. The door closes behind her. And for the first time since the morning started, it is just the two of them.
Shane doesn’t sit immediately. Neither does Ilya. They stand there for a second longer than necessary, the silence settling in around them in a way that feels different from the silence outside. Not observed. Not structured. Unsupervised. Shane exhales slowly. Then gestures, small, controlled. “You should—”
“You should,” Ilya says at the same time.
They both stop. There’s the faintest shift in Ilya’s expression. Not quite a smile. Something close.
“You first,” Ilya says.
Shane nods once, then sits. Ilya follows a second later, settling into the chair across from him with the same ease he had in the ceremony. Not careless, just unforced. There’s a moment where neither of them reaches for anything.
The table sits between them. Defined. 
Shane breaks first. He reaches for the ginger ale, pours it into the glass provided, the movement steady even if his thoughts aren’t entirely aligned with it yet. Ilya watches him. Not intrusive. Just present. Then he reaches for the Coke, opens it without looking away, pours. The sound of it is louder than it should be. Shane sets the bottle down.
“So,” he says. It’s not a question. It’s just a beginning.
Ilya tilts his head slightly. “So.”
A pause.
Shane considers where to start. There is no obvious place. “I wasn’t expecting you to call me boring,” he says finally. It’s not what he planned to say. It’s what comes out.
Ilya’s mouth curves, just slightly. “You are not boring,” he says.
“That’s reassuring.”
“I said some people like boring,” Ilya adds. “That is different.”
Shane exhales, something close to a laugh. “You’re not helping.”
“I am not trying to help,” Ilya says. That lands exactly how it should.
Shane nods once. “Right.” Another pause. Less awkward now. More… searching.
Ilya leans back slightly in his chair, one arm resting along the side, relaxed in a way that feels intentional. “You are exactly how I expected,” he says.
Shane looks at him. “That’s either good or very concerning.”
“It is both,” Ilya says.
Shane considers that. “How did you expect me?”
“Controlled,” Ilya says. “Structured. You think before you speak.” Shane doesn’t deny it. “And,” Ilya adds, eyes shifting slightly, more focused now, “you are more… open than I thought you would be.”
Shane blinks. “I’m not sure that’s true.”
“It is,” Ilya says. There’s no hesitation in it.
Shane studies him for a second. “And you…”
“Yes?”
“You’re not what I expected.”
Ilya raises an eyebrow. “No?”
“No,” Shane repeats. “I thought you would be more...” He stops. Ilya watches him, waiting. “Careful,” Shane finishes. A small shift.
“I am careful,” Ilya says.
“Not in the way I meant.”
“That is because you do not know me yet,” Ilya replies.
That’s fair. Shane nods. “I don’t,” he says. A pause. It sits there. Not uncomfortable. Just true.
Ilya reaches for his glass, takes a sip, sets it down again. “You understand what I told you,” he says. It’s not phrased as a question.
Shane does anyway. “About your situation?”
“Yes.”
“I understand what you chose to share,” Shane says carefully.
Ilya watches him. Evaluating. “And you still said yes,” Ilya says.
“Yes.” Another pause.
“Why?”
Shane exhales slowly. That’s a more complicated answer than he can give in one sentence. “I wanted something… stable,” he says. “Predictable in a way that dating isn’t.”
Ilya’s expression doesn’t change, but there’s a shift in attention. Sharper now. “That is interesting,” he says.
“Why?”
“You chose something very unpredictable to get that,” Ilya says.
Shane almost smiles. “I’m aware.” A beat. “But it’s structured,” Shane adds. “There’s a framework. Expectations. That matters to me.”
Ilya nods slowly. “Yes.” He understands that.
“And you?” Shane says. “You said it wasn’t your only reason.”
“It is not,” Ilya says. He doesn’t elaborate immediately. Shane doesn’t push. After a second, Ilya continues. “I like control,” he says. “In my work, I have very little of it. This…” he gestures slightly between them, “is different.”
Shane absorbs that. “Yes,” he says. “It is.”
They sit with that for a moment. The air shifts again. Less formal. Less careful. More… personal.
Ilya reaches for something on the table, a small piece of food, more to occupy his hands than anything else. “You looked at me like you had never seen anything like me before,” he says.
Shane stills. That is not what he expected to be called on. “I didn’t realize it was that obvious,” he says.
“It was,” Ilya says. A pause. 
Shane considers denying it. Doesn’t. “I wasn’t prepared,” he says instead.
“For what?”
Shane hesitates, just briefly. Then: “You.”
Ilya watches him. Something shifts again. Smaller this time. Less defined. “Good,” he says.
Shane blinks. “Good?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because I was not prepared for you either,” Ilya says.
Shane leans back slightly in his chair, the tension in his shoulders easing in a way he hadn’t fully registered before. “This is…” he starts.
“Strange,” Ilya finishes.
“Yes.”
“Yes,” Ilya repeats.
They both almost smile. Almost. Another pause. Less empty now. More full.
Shane glances at the table, then back at Ilya.
“Do you always—” he starts, then stops himself, adjusting. “Use nicknames like that.”
Ilya’s expression shifts. Subtle. Controlled. But there. “Only when they look like they do not know what to do with themselves,” he says.
Shane exhales, something closer to a real laugh this time. “That’s not reassuring.”
“It is not meant to be,” Ilya replies. A beat. “But,” he adds, quieter, “it is not… insult.”
Shane nods once. “I figured.” Ilya watches him for a second longer.
“You are more aware than you pretend,” he says.
Shane doesn’t react to that immediately. “About some things,” he says.
Ilya considers that. He doesn’t push it., not yet. The space between them settles again. Not silent, just… shifting.
They’re past the first layer now. The part where everything is surface and reaction. This is something else. Not comfortable yet. But not unfamiliar either. Shane studies him. Not the way he had before. Not distracted. Not caught off guard. Intentional.
“You said you stay,” he says.
Ilya nods once. “Yes.” No hesitation. No adjustment. Just fact.
Shane absorbs that. “Good,” he says. It’s simple. Direct.
Ilya’s gaze sharpens slightly. “Good?” 
“Yes.”
A pause. Not empty. Measured. Then: “Because I don’t leave either,” Shane says. Quieter than before. Less formal than his vows. More precise. 
It lands. lya holds his gaze. Something shifts again. Smaller this time. Not visible to anyone else. Then he nods. “Good,” he says again.
This time, it’s not an echo. It’s agreement. The room stays quiet around them. Not unresolved. Just… not finished. But enough. For now.
They sit with that for a moment. Not searching for the next thing to say. Just letting it exist.
Ilya reaches for his glass again, more out of habit than anything else. The Coke has gone slightly flat. He doesn’t seem to mind. He takes a sip anyway, eyes still on Shane over the rim. “You are very calm,” he says.
Shane considers that. “I’m not,” he replies.
Ilya’s mouth curves, just slightly. “No?”
“No,” Shane says. “I just… manage it well.”
That earns something closer to a real reaction. “I see that,” Ilya says. A beat. “You do not look like someone who panics.”
Shane exhales, faintly amused. “That’s because I don’t let people see it.”
Ilya leans back a fraction more in his chair, settling into it. “And now?”
“Now,” Shane says, “I’m choosing not to.”
Ilya watches him. Evaluating again, but differently now. “Interesting,” he says.
Shane lifts his glass, takes a sip, sets it back down with the same careful precision as before. “What about you?” he asks. “You don’t seem particularly—” he searches for the right word, “—concerned.”
Ilya tilts his head. “I am concerned.”
“You don’t look it.”
“That is because it is not useful,” Ilya says.
Shane nods slowly. “That’s one way to approach it.”
“It is effective,” Ilya replies. Another pause. This one easier. The edges of it less sharp.
Shane glances briefly toward the door, then back. “Do you know what happens next?”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “We go back. We pretend this is normal. There is reception.”
Shane huffs out a quiet breath that might be a laugh. “Right.”
“And then,” Ilya continues, “we leave.”
“For the honeymoon.”
“Yes.”
There’s a slight shift in the air again. Different. Less about logistics. More about implication.
Shane doesn’t look away. “You’re very direct.”
“Yes.” Ilya studies him for a second. “You prefer indirect.”
“Not exactly,” Shane says. “I prefer… measured.”
“That sounds like indirect,” Ilya replies.
Shane almost smiles. “Sometimes.”
Ilya lets that sit. Then, quieter, “I can be measured.”
Shane looks at him. “I don’t think you should try to be something you’re not,” he says.
Ilya’s expression stills. “Why?”
“Because I’m not going to,” Shane replies. That lands. Clean.
Ilya holds his gaze for a second longer, something unreadable passing through his expression before it settles again. “Good,” he says.
There’s that word again. But it feels different each time. Less like agreement. More like alignment.
A knock at the door. Soft. Precise. Both of them look toward it. The moment shifts again, the space closing slightly around what they’ve just started. 
Ilya stands first. Shane follows a second later.
There’s a brief pause as they both register the movement, the proximity again, the fact that this is no longer theoretical in any sense. Ilya reaches for the door. Then stops. Just for a second. He looks back at Shane. Not questioning. Not uncertain. Just checking. Shane meets his gaze. “Ready,” he says.
It comes easier this time. Ilya nods once. 
Then opens the door, and they step back into everything waiting for them.
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  They step out of the side room together. The door closes behind them, soft but final, and the noise of the reception comes back all at once. Conversation, glassware, movement. It’s different from before. Looser. Less contained.
Ilya doesn’t hesitate. His hand finds the small of Shane’s back immediately, like it had been there the entire time. It’s instinct, not calculated. He feels the reaction.
Shane stills for a second under his hand. Just a fraction. Not pulling away. Not leaning in. Just noticing.
Ilya keeps his hand there. He doesn’t move. A breath, then another.
Shane exhales, quiet, and something shifts. The tension loosens instead of holding. His shoulders drop just slightly, his posture settling into something more natural. Ilya feels it. He doesn’t comment. He just keeps his hand where it is. They move forward together.
The room has changed. The ceremony rows have softened into clusters. People standing now, moving between tables, drinks in hand. The same clean palette remains, white and pale tones, low arrangements that don’t interrupt the space. The glass walls still dominate everything, the city beyond them bright and steady. But now there’s sound. Attention. It shifts toward them as they step out. Ilya registers it without thinking about it. He’s used to being watched. This is not new. What is new is not being alone in it. His hand stays at Shane’s back. A point of contact. He doesn’t want to lose it “Come,” he says quietly.
Shane nods. They move toward his side first.
***
Kip steps up to them, smile warm as he introduces himself. “Hi,” he says, already smiling. “I’m Kip.”
“Shane.” Kip glances between them, taking in the details without being obvious about it. “This is… still a lot to process.”
“Yes,” Ilya says.
“I’m not asking questions,” Kip adds quickly.
“You were going to.”
“I was,” Kip admits.
Scott steps forward beside him. “Scott,” he says.
“Shane.” They shake.
There’s a pause, then Scott says, “You watch hockey.”
Shane looks up, a little surprised. “Yeah.”
Scott nods, like that confirms something. 
“How?”
“Rose told me,” Scott says, “while you two were in there chatting.”
Shane lets out a small breath, almost a laugh.
They both shift, just slightly, the conversation settling into something easier.
“What team?” Shane asks.
Scott smiles. “Depends how much you want to argue.”
Shane lets out a small breath. “That’s not usually how that conversation goes.”
“It works.” And that’s it. 
They shift into something else. Hockey. Ilya hears it happen. Teams, positions, something about defensive structure. Shane explaining something with quiet precision, Scott nodding along, engaged. They are bonding. 
Ilya looks at Kip.
Kip looks back. “I told you,” Kip says.
“You did not tell me this,” Ilya replies.
Kip smiles. This is worse than expected.
***
Cliff is still watching them when they approach. Not in a subtle way. Measured. Evaluating. Of course.
“You survived,” Cliff says.
“Da.”
Cliff’s gaze drops briefly to Ilya’s hand at Shane’s back, then back up again. He doesn’t comment on it. Cliff nods once, then shifts his attention fully to Shane. “So.” So. Shane doesn’t seem thrown by it. “Cliff,” he says.
They shake hands. Firm. Brief. Neither of them overdoing it.
Cliff doesn’t let go of the moment right away. He studies Shane for a second longer than most people would, like he’s trying to place him into a system that already exists in his head. “You’re very calm,” Cliff says.
“I try to be.”
“That’s a skill,” Cliff replies. “Especially here.”
“I’ve had practice.”
Cliff glances once at Ilya, then back to Shane. “I imagine you have.”
A pause. Cliff shifts his weight slightly, something in his posture loosening as he settles into the conversation. “What do you do?”
“Corporate law,” Shane says.
Cliff exhales, a quiet sound of recognition. “That explains it.”
“Does it?”
“Yes,” Cliff says. “You look like someone who organizes things for a living.”
Shane’s mouth curves just slightly. “That’s accurate.”
Cliff nods once, approving. “Systems.”
“Yes.”
“Digital, physical, or both?”
“Both,” Shane says without hesitation. “Digital for access, physical for redundancy.”
Cliff’s expression changes. Not dramatically. But enough.
“Good,” he says.
Ilya looks between them. This is already going in a direction he does not like.
Cliff continues, more engaged now. “You categorize by client or by matter?”
“Matter first,” Shane says. “Then client within that.”
Cliff nods again, sharper this time. “Same.”
Ilya exhales slowly through his nose. This is happening.
“You maintain separate timelines?” Cliff asks. “Or integrate?”
“Separate,” Shane says. “Integrated timelines get messy.”
“Yes,” Cliff says immediately. “Exactly.” A beat. “You color code?”
“Yes.”
“Of course you do.”
“Of course.”
Ilya closes his eyes briefly. This is worse than the hockey conversation. They are enjoying this.
Cliff glances at him, catching the expression. “What?”
“You are bonding,” Ilya says.
“Yes,” Cliff replies.
“This is not good.”
Cliff looks back at Shane. “He hates this.”
“I can see that,” Shane says, voice even but with something quieter underneath it.
“Why?” Cliff asks him.
“I think he prefers chaos,” Shane says.
“I do not prefer chaos,” Ilya says.
“You create it,” Cliff replies.
“That is different.”
Shane’s mouth curves again, just slightly. “That feels accurate.”
Cliff nods, like that confirms something. “It is.” Another pause. Then Cliff says, “You plan ahead.”
“Yes.”
“How far?”
“It depends,” Shane says. “Work, weeks. Personal, longer if necessary.”
Cliff considers that. “You accounted for this.”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“Structure,” Shane says simply.
Cliff nods again. Approving. “Good,” he says.
Ilya looks at both of them. “You are the same,” he says.
“No,” Cliff replies. “We’re compatible.”
“That is worse.”
Cliff smiles slightly. Shane doesn’t argue it. Which is, somehow, the most concerning part. Ilya shifts his hand slightly at Shane’s back, not removing it, just… reminding himself it’s there. Grounding. This is fine. Probably. He looks at Cliff again. “You are done now.”
“No,” Cliff says.
“Yes,” Ilya replies.
Cliff glances back at Shane. “We’ll compare systems later.”
“Of course,” Shane says. Ilya exhales. This is not over.
***
Svetlana approaches without waiting. “Ilya,” she says.
“Svetlana.”
Her attention shifts immediately to Shane. “Shane,” she says, extending her hand. “Svetlana.”
Shane takes it. “It’s good to meet you.”
“You as well,” she replies. Then, without hesitation, “I apologize for discussing business during your reception.”
Shane doesn’t even pause. “That’s fine.”
“I will require a few minutes of your time,” she continues. “To finalize the sponsorship forms.”
“Yes,” Shane says.
“No,” Ilya says. They both look at him. Ilya exhales. “Later.”
Svetlana ignores him. “Soon,” she clarifies to Shane.
“Of course.” Ilya looks away. This is happening.
***
“Your turn,” Shane says quietly. Ilya nods. They cross the room. His hand stays at Shane’s back.
David and Yuna are first.
“Mr. Hollander,” Ilya says. “Mrs. Hollander.”
“No,” Yuna says immediately. “Yuna.”
David nods. “David.”
Ilya hesitates. Then: “Yuna. David.” It feels unfamiliar. Less structured. He accepts it. “It is good to meet you,” he says.
“And you,” Yuna replies, her gaze steady. Measuring. Not unkind. David watches him the same way. Ilya holds it. After a moment, David nods once. Enough.
***
Hayden is next. He does not look impressed.
“This is Ilya,” Shane says.
“I know,” Hayden replies. Direct. Ilya considers him.
“You are Hayden.”
“Yes.” A beat. “You called him boring,” Hayden says. 
There it is. “Yes,” Ilya says.
Shane exhales beside him. Hayden’s expression tightens.
“I was wrong,” Ilya adds. That stops him. Hayden blinks. “He is not boring.”
A pause. Hayden studies him. Then huffs out a breath. “Okay.” Not approval. But movement.
***
Jackie is easier. “Hi,” she says, smiling.
“Hi.” She’s warm. Open. Ilya responds to it without thinking. “You are Jackie.”
“I am.”
“You are very nice.”
She laughs. “Thank you.”
He leans slightly closer. “He talks about you.”
Jackie glances at Shane. “Only good things, I hope.”
“Yes.” She smiles wider.
Rose watches this happen, expression unreadable. Then: “Hi.”
“Hi.”
She doesn’t offer her hand. She just looks at him. Direct. “You’re exactly what I expected,” she says.
“Da?”
“And not at all.”
“Yes.”
A pause. She nods. Satisfied.
***
The children approach him as a group. No hesitation.
“Are you really married now?”
“Yes.”
“Did you know each other before?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“That is complicated.”
They ignore that. “Do you play hockey?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I have other skills.”
“What skills?”
He looks at Shane. Shane is watching this with clear amusement. Unhelpful.
“I work,” Ilya says.
“That’s boring,” one of them says immediately. Hayden makes a noise somewhere behind them. 
Ilya narrows his eyes slightly. “I am not boring.” 
They consider that. “Okay.”
“Okay.”
They accept it. Just like that. Ilya exhales. Children are confusing. He looks at Shane again. Shane is smiling now, openly.
“This is funny for you,” Ilya says quietly.
“Yes.”
“I am glad you are entertained.”
“I am.”
Ilya shakes his head slightly. But he doesn’t move his hand. It stays at the small of Shane’s back. Steady. He needs it there.
***
The first notes come in soft. Familiar. “You’ve Got a Friend” settles over the room like something steadier than everything else that’s happened today. Not dramatic. Not overwhelming. Just warm.
Ilya doesn’t think about it. He turns toward Shane and steps closer, his hand sliding naturally back to the small of his back like it belongs there now. Shane doesn’t tense this time. He leans in, just slightly, like he’s already learned the shape of it. That does something to Ilya he doesn’t examine too closely. They start to move.
Not complicated. Just enough to follow the rhythm. Close enough that Ilya can feel the heat of him, the subtle shift of his breathing, the way he adjusts without thinking to match him. Shane is steady, predictable in a way that doesn’t feel boring at all. Ilya looks at him. Really looks this time. 
Freckles.
He hadn’t noticed them fully before. Not like this. Across the bridge of his nose, faint against his skin, more visible under the warm light of the room. Not uniform. Not perfect. Just… there. Real.
His eyes are brown. Warm brown. Not flat. Not dull. There’s depth to them, something softer than the rest of him, something that doesn’t match the control in his posture or the precision in the way he moves.
Ilya is staring again. He doesn’t stop.
Shane notices. Of course he does. “You’re staring,” Shane says quietly.
“Da.” There’s no denial in it.
Shane’s mouth curves slightly, not quite a smile. “You should probably stop.”
“No.”
Shane exhales, something like a quiet laugh. They turn slowly with the music. Ilya’s hand stays exactly where it is. He needs it there.
After a moment, Shane says, “We should probably learn things about each other.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “That seems useful.”
Shane nods once, like he’s already thought this through. “Twenty questions.”
Ilya raises an eyebrow. “Twenty?”
“Each.”
“That is many questions.”
“We don’t have to ask them all now,” Shane says. “We can… continue later.”
“Honeymoon,” Ilya says.
“Yes.”
Ilya considers that. “Okay,” he says. “You start.”
Shane nods. “What do you do for a living?”
Simple. Direct. “I am model,” Ilya says.
Shane’s eyes flicker slightly, taking that in. “That makes sense.”
“Yes.”
“What kind of modeling?”
“High fashion. Campaigns. Runway.” A small pause. “Travel a lot.”
“I gathered that.”
Ilya watches him. “You don’t seem impressed.”
“I’m processing.”
“Good,” Ilya says. They shift again, turning slowly through the space. “My turn,” Ilya says. Shane nods. “Tell me story about you in college.”
Shane blinks. “That’s broad.”
“Pick one.”
A pause. Then Shane says, “That’s how I met Rose.”
Ilya’s attention sharpens. “Okay.”
Shane takes a breath, not breaking the rhythm of their movement. “I was walking back from the library,” he says. “Late. Probably around midnight.”
***
It’s quiet. Campus at night, the kind of still that makes every sound sharper. Shane has his head down, bag over his shoulder, already thinking about the next day. He doesn’t notice her until she’s right in front of him.
“Sweetie!”
The word lands wrong. There's no one in his life to call him 'sweetie'. He looks up.
Rose.
He doesn’t know her yet, not really. He’s seen her. In classes. Around. She’s… noticeable. Confident in a way that doesn’t ask permission.
Now she’s close. Too close. Her hand slips into his, fingers tightening just enough to make it look real. “Where have you been?” she says, louder than necessary.
Shane blinks.
There’s a man behind her. Watching. Something in the situation clicks.
“Oh,” Shane says, catching on. “Sorry. Library ran late.”
Rose squeezes his hand. “Of course it did,” she says, turning slightly so she’s closer to him, angled away from the other man. The man hesitates. Looks between them. Then scoffs and walks off. Rose doesn’t move right away. Neither does Shane. After a second, she lets go of his hand. “Thanks,” she says.
“You’re welcome.”
A pause. “You’re in my contracts class,” she adds.
“Yes.”
“I’m Rose.”
“Shane.”
She smiles. “Good. Now we’re not strangers.”
***
“She’s been in my life ever since,” Shane finishes.
Ilya studies him.
“You did not question why stranger called you ‘sweetie?’”
“I did,” Shane says. “Just not out loud.”
“Smart.”
“Yes.”
Ilya nods once.
“My turn,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
“How did you meet your friends?”
Ilya glances toward Cliff, then back at Shane.
“Cliff first,” he says. “I was starting modeling. Not… big yet. Needed help.”
“With what?”
“Everything,” Ilya says. “Schedule. Emails. Travel. I am not organized.”
Shane glances at him. “No,” he says.
“Do not start,” Ilya replies.
Shane’s mouth curves again.
“I offered him job,” Ilya continues. “He said yes. Then he stayed.” Cliff raises his glass from across the room. Ilya ignores him. “Kip,” he says, “was photographer. We worked together. He did not annoy me.”
“That’s rare.”
“Yes.”
“Scott.”
“Kip’s husband.”
“Right.” A pause. “My turn,” Ilya says. Shane nods. “You have siblings?”
Shane shakes his head. “No.”
“Why not?”
“That’s not how that works.”
Ilya frowns slightly. “Then who is Hayden?”
Shane’s expression softens just slightly. “Hayden is… basically my brother.”
“Okay.” That is enough. They turn again. The song shifts into the next verse. “You’ve Got a Friend” wraps around them, steady, grounding.
Shane’s voice is quieter now when he speaks. “Why Canada?”
Ilya watches him. “I did not choose Canada,” he says. Shane pauses. “I chose U.S.,” Ilya continues. “Fashion industry is stronger there.”
“That makes sense.”
“Yes.” A beat. “You are in Canada,” Ilya adds.
Shane stills slightly. Just for a second. Then: “Oh.” 
Something about that lands deeper than Ilya expected. He doesn’t push it. “My turn,” Ilya says. Shane nods. “Favorite hockey team? You did not tell Scott.”
Shane exhales softly, like he’s been waiting for that one. “Ottawa,” he says first. “I grew up there.”
“Loyal,” Ilya says. “They are terrible.”
“Yes.” A pause. “Also Montréal,” Shane adds. “My mom’s favorite team.”
Ilya nods. “Also loyal.”
“Yes.” They move again. Closer now.
“Why corporate law?” Ilya asks.
Shane doesn’t hesitate. “I like the structure,” he says. “The pressure. The intensity of it. You’re responsible for outcomes, but most of the work is independent. Controlled.”
Ilya listens. “You don’t have to manage emotions,” he says.
Shane blinks slightly. “I manage people,” he says.
“Not same,” Ilya replies.
A pause. Shane doesn’t argue it. “My turn,” Shane says.
“Da.”
“What do you miss most about Russia?”
Ilya doesn’t hesitate. “Food.”
Shane huffs a quiet laugh. “That’s it?”
“That is not ‘it,’” Ilya says. “But it is my mother’s cooking I miss most. Pelmeni on the stove, always too many, and borscht that stays warm for hours. The smell of it. It feels like home.”
“Fair.” They shift again. Closer. The song is nearing its end.
Ilya looks at him. Really looks. “You like girls?” he says.
Shane frowns slightly. “Yes?”
Ilya’s chest tightens. “Yes,” he repeats. A beat. “Why are you not with Rose?”
Shane blinks. Then his expression changes. Understanding. He laughs. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just real.
“That’s not what I meant,” he says.
Ilya frowns. “You said yes.”
“I thought you meant… as people,” Shane says. “Like… do I like women as people.” Ilya stares at him. “Do you not?”
“I do,” Ilya says.
“Right.” A pause. “I’m gay, Ilya,” Shane says. Simple. Clear.
Ilya feels something in his chest loosen. Immediately. He doesn’t react to that, not outwardly. “You dated Rose,” he says.
Shane nods. “Briefly, but I don't know how you could know that.”
“Why not now?”
“We weren’t compatible,” Shane says. “She helped me figure that out.”
“How?”
“By being… very clear about it,” Shane says.
Ilya nods slowly. That makes sense. The music shifts. The last notes of “You’ve Got a Friend” fade out, replaced by something brighter.
“Diamonds.” The rhythm changes. So does the energy. Ilya doesn’t let go. His hand stays at Shane’s back. Shane doesn’t move away. They adjust without speaking, the movement shifting to match the new tempo. Different, but still connected. Still close.
Ilya looks at him again.
Freckles.
Brown eyes.
Everything about him still exactly where it was. Real. He doesn’t look away this time. He doesn’t need to.
***
Cliff doesn’t ask for attention. He just takes it. One second the room is moving, conversation layered over music and glass and quiet laughter. The next, there’s a shift. Subtle, but enough. He’s standing with a glass in his hand, not tapping it, not calling anyone to order. People notice anyway.
“I’ll keep this short,” Cliff says. No one believes him.
Ilya leans back slightly in his chair, one arm draped over it, the other still resting, almost unconsciously, at the small of Shane’s back where he’s settled beside him. The contact has become habit. Necessary.
Cliff glances at him once. Then looks out at the room. “I met Ilya when he was just starting out,” he says. “Which is a polite way of saying he had no idea what he was doing.” A small ripple of laughter moves through the room. Ilya narrows his eyes. Cliff ignores him. “He had just signed with his first agency,” Cliff continues. “Not a big one. Not yet. They sent him to a casting. Important one. First real opportunity.”
Ilya already knows where this is going. “No,” he says under his breath.
Cliff keeps going. “They gave him the address, the time, the name of the designer, and one very simple instruction.” Cliff pauses. “‘Wear something simple.’” A beat. “Which Ilya interpreted as…” Cliff looks at him. “…optional.”
The room laughs. Ilya exhales sharply. “It was not optional.”
“It was very optional to you,” Cliff says. He turns back to the room. “He shows up to this casting,” Cliff continues, “in a full look. Not just styled. Curated. Jacket. Jewelry. Boots that probably cost more than my rent at the time.”
“They did not cost more than your rent,” Ilya says.
Cliff doesn’t even look at him. “They absolutely did.” More laughter. “The casting director looks at him,” Cliff says, “and says, ‘We said simple.’” Cliff pauses again, just long enough. “And Ilya looks at him…” He glances at Ilya again, almost fond now. “…and says, ‘This is simple. You should see my complicated.’” 
The room breaks. Even Shane laughs, softer than the rest but real, shoulders shaking just slightly under Ilya’s hand. Ilya feels heat rise up his neck.
“This is not funny,” he says.
“It is extremely funny,” Cliff replies. He continues before Ilya can interrupt again. “They almost didn’t let him in,” Cliff says. “Almost. But then they did. Because he walked into that room like he already belonged there. Like it wasn’t a question.” Cliff’s tone shifts slightly there. Less teasing, more… something else. “And he booked it,” Cliff finishes. A beat. “Of course he did.”
The room settles. Cliff looks back at Ilya, then at Shane. “I’ve worked with him ever since,” he says. “Not because he makes my life easy. He absolutely does not.” A few people laugh again. “But because he knows who he is,” Cliff adds. “And he doesn’t apologize for it.” He lifts his glass. “To Ilya,” he says. “And to Shane, who apparently decided that was a good idea.” The room laughs again, warmer this time. “To both of you.”
Glasses lift. Ilya shakes his head, but he’s smiling. Just slightly. He glances at Shane. Shane is already looking at him. There’s something there. Soft. Amused. Not mocking. Ilya looks away first.
***
Hayden is less composed. He taps his glass.
Twice.
Louder than necessary.
“Alright,” he says. “I’m definitely not keeping this short.” Jackie laughs quietly into her hand. 
Shane exhales. “This should be good,” he mutters. Ilya shifts slightly closer, his hand still at Shane’s back. Grounding. He watches.
Hayden looks at Shane first. Then out at the room. “I’ve known Shane since we were kids,” he says. “Peewee hockey.” 
Shane groans softly. “No.”
“Yes,” Hayden says. “We’re doing this.” The room leans in slightly. “I met him at practice,” Hayden continues. “First day. New team. Everyone’s loud, trying to show off, figure out where they fit.” A pause. “And then there’s Shane.” Hayden gestures toward him. “Standing there. Already in full gear. Laces perfect. Stick taped exactly right. Helmet straight. Not talking to anyone.” A few quiet laughs.
“That checks out,” Jackie murmurs.
Hayden nods. “It absolutely checks out.” He continues. “Coach splits us into drills,” he says. “Basic stuff. Passing. Positioning. Nothing complicated.” Hayden shifts his weight slightly, settling into the story. “And there’s this one kid,” he says. “Bigger than the rest of us. Louder. Decides he’s going to run the drill instead of follow it.”
Ilya’s attention sharpens.
“He starts cutting lines,” Hayden says. “Taking extra reps. Shoving other kids out of the way. You know the type.” A few nods around the room. “Coach is across the rink dealing with something else,” Hayden continues. “So no one stops him.” A beat. “Except Shane.”
Ilya looks at him, really looks this time. Hayden smiles slightly. “He doesn’t say anything at first,” he says. “Just… adjusts, waits his turn. Does exactly what he’s supposed to do.” Another beat. “And then this kid tries to cut him.” Hayden pauses. “And Shane just… doesn’t move.” A small laugh moves through the room. “He plants his feet,” Hayden says. “Holds his position. Doesn’t shove. Doesn’t yell. Just… stays there.”
Ilya can see it clearly.
“That kid runs into him,” Hayden continues. “Harder than he should. And Shane still doesn’t move.” A beat. “Then he looks at him,” Hayden says. “Calm as anything. And says, ‘You’re out of position.’”
The room laughs.
But Ilya doesn’t. He’s watching Shane.
Hayden keeps going. “And the kid gets mad,” he says. “Of course he does. Tries to shove him again.” Another pause. “And Shane just… sidesteps him. Clean. Controlled. Takes the puck. Finishes the drill exactly the way it’s supposed to be done.” A beat. “Didn’t make it a fight,” Hayden says. “Didn’t make it a thing. Just… refused to let someone else mess up what he knew was right.” The room quiets slightly. “Coach saw the end of it,” Hayden adds. “Didn’t say anything. Just nodded.” Hayden looks at Shane again. “That’s who he is,” he says.
Simple. Clear.
“He doesn’t make noise about it,” Hayden continues. “He just… does what needs to be done. Exactly how it’s supposed to be done. Every time.”
Ilya feels something shift in his chest. Unexpected.
“And I’ve been trying to keep up with him ever since,” Hayden finishes. A beat. He looks at Ilya now. “You got lucky,” he says. Not joking. Not entirely. Then he lifts his glass. “To Shane,” he says. “And to Ilya.”
The room follows.
“To both of you.”
Ilya doesn’t lift his glass right away. He’s looking at Shane. Really looking.
Freckles.
Brown eyes.
Everything Cliff said, everything Hayden said, settling into something clearer. There’s a steadiness there. A kind of certainty Ilya recognizes, even if it looks different from his own. He feels it. And he doesn’t realize what his expression looks like when he does. When Shane glances at him, he freezes for half a second. Then his mouth curves.
Small.
Soft.
Amused.
Ilya doesn’t look away. Not this time.
Then he lifts his glass.
***
The room feels different. Softer.
The light has shifted, warmer now as the sun lowers, the glass walls catching gold instead of bright white. The city beyond them is still there, steady and distant, but the space itself has closed in slightly, shaped more by the people still inside it than the view.
The music is louder. Not overwhelming. Just enough that conversations have to lean closer to exist. Ilya is not sitting. He hasn’t been for a while. His hand is still at the small of Shane’s back. It has not moved. At some point, it stopped feeling like a choice. Now it just… is.
Shane doesn’t react to it anymore. He leans into it without thinking, shifting with Ilya as they move through the space, pulled from one group to another, then back again, then into something looser as the structure of the evening fades. They end up on the dance floor again. Not a formal dance this time. No clear start or end. Just movement, friends and family filtering in around them, forming something that feels less like a performance and more like celebration.
Hayden pulls Jackie into a turn that’s slightly too wide. She laughs, steadying herself against him.
The kids are still awake, somehow, moving in small, chaotic circles at the edge of it, energy uncontained but contained enough not to disrupt anything.
Cliff stands near the edge at first, watching. Then someone – Rose, maybe – pulls him in. He looks offended. Then he stays.
Kip and Scott move together more easily, familiar in a way that doesn’t require attention.
Ilya takes it all in without breaking his rhythm. He is… relaxed. More than he expected to be. The tension from earlier has settled into something else. Something steadier. Not gone. Just… less sharp. Shane turns slightly toward him, closer now, their movements aligning without effort.
“You’re still here,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
“I thought you might disappear at some point.”
“No.” A beat. “I am married,” Ilya adds.
Shane’s mouth curves. “Yeah, you are.” They move again, turning slowly through the crowd.
Ilya looks at him.
Freckles. Still there. More visible now in the softer light.
His eyes are warm again, the same way they had been earlier, but less guarded now. Less structured. Ilya doesn’t look away.
Not until something shifts at the edge of his vision.
Julia.
She doesn’t interrupt loudly. She doesn’t need to. She steps into their space at exactly the moment where movement slows, where there’s enough pause for her presence to register without forcing it. “Ilya. Shane.”
They stop. The room continues around them.
“Yes,” Shane says.
Julia looks at both of them once, assessing in that same quiet, exact way she always has. “My role here is complete,” she says. Simple. Final.
Ilya nods. Shane does the same.
Julia holds out an envelope. Heavy, structured. Shane takes it. At the same time, both of their phones buzz.
Email. Of course.
“Your travel arrangements have been finalized,” Julia continues. “You’ll be leaving this evening.”
Shane glances down at the envelope briefly, then back up. “Where?”
“Tofino.” 
“Everything you need is included,” Julia says. “Transportation, accommodations, schedule.” A beat. “There is no further action required from either of you.” Of course there isn’t. That’s the point.
Shane nods once. “Thank you.”
Julia inclines her head slightly. “I wish you both well,” she says. And then she’s gone. Just like that. No lingering. No final instruction. Just… absence.
Ilya looks at Shane. “Tofino,” he says.
Shane exhales softly. “Tofino.”
A pause. “Do you know where that is?” Ilya asks.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Shane’s mouth curves again. “I’m glad one of us does.”
Ilya nods. “That is enough.”
They don’t open the envelope. Not yet. Instead, Shane glances around the room. The people still here. Ilya follows his gaze. Understands.
“Yes,” he says. They move together again. Not dancing now. Something more intentional.
Goodbyes.
***
Yuna is first. She steps forward before they reach her, hands already lifting slightly before settling again, controlled. “Call when you arrive,” she says to Shane.
“I will.” She looks at Ilya. A pause. Then: “Take care of him.”
Ilya nods. “Yes.”
David’s handshake is firm. “Travel safe,” he says.
“We will.”
Hayden pulls Shane into a quick, tight hug, then looks at Ilya.
“Don’t mess this up,” he says.
“I won’t,” Ilya replies.
“Good.”
Jackie smiles, softer. “Have fun,” she says.
“We will,” Shane says.
The kids are last. They’re tired now, energy finally fading, questions slower, softer. “Are you coming back?” one asks.
“Yes,” Shane says.
“Okay.” That’s enough. They accept it.
Rose waits until the end. Of course she does. She steps forward, looking at Shane first. “You’re okay?” she says.
“Yes.”
She nods once. Then looks at Ilya. A pause. Something unspoken passes there. “Take care of him,” she says.
“I will,” Ilya replies. 
She studies him for a second longer. Then nods. Satisfied. “Good.” She steps back.
***
Cliff doesn’t hug. He just looks at Ilya. “You text me when you land,” he says.
“Da.”
“And when you get there.”
“Yes.”
“And if anything—”
“I will.”
Cliff nods. Then, quieter: “Go.”
Ilya does.
***
Kip pulls him in briefly, quick and warm. “Don’t disappear completely,” he says.
“I will not.”
Scott nods. “Enjoy it.”
“I will.”
***
Svetlana is waiting for them near the edge of the room. Not in the center of anything. Not part of any cluster of conversation. Just… positioned. Exactly where she needs to be. Of course. Ilya sees her before Shane does.
He shifts slightly, guiding them in that direction with the hand still resting at Shane’s back. Shane follows without question, attention still half on the room, the people they’re leaving behind. Then he sees her.
“Svetlana,” Ilya says.
“Ilya.” Her gaze moves to Shane immediately. “Shane.”
“Hi,” Shane says, already adjusting, already understanding why she’s here. There’s no small talk. There never is.
Svetlana lifts the folder in her hands slightly. “If you have a moment?”
Shane nods without hesitation. “Of course.”
Ilya exhales quietly. “Now?”
“Yes,” Svetlana says. “Now.”
They step slightly to the side, just far enough from the remaining guests to create a pocket of space without fully leaving the room. The music continues behind them, softened by distance, voices blending into something indistinct.
Svetlana opens the folder. Everything is exactly where it should be. Tabs. Pages. Marked lines.
“Final signatures,” she says, placing the documents on a nearby table. “These will be filed immediately upon receipt of the certificate.”
Shane sets the envelope Julia gave him down beside it without looking inside. He doesn’t hesitate. “Where?” he asks.
Svetlana turns the first page toward him, tapping the indicated line. “Here. And here.” He takes the pen she offers. Ilya watches him. There’s no visible tension in Shane’s hand. No pause. No second-guessing. Just the same controlled, precise movement he’s had all day, his name appearing cleanly where it’s required. It feels… decisive. Final in a different way than the ceremony had.
Svetlana turns the next page as soon as he finishes. “Date here,” she says. Shane fills it in. “Initial here.” He does.
The pages move quickly after that. Efficient. Structured. Each one completed and set aside before the next appears. Ilya doesn’t interrupt. He doesn’t move his hand. He just… watches. This is the part that matters. This is the part that makes everything else real.
“Last one,” Svetlana says, sliding it forward. Shane signs. Svetlana gathers the papers immediately, aligning them with a precise tap against the table. Everything straight. Everything in order. “Done,” she says. A beat. She looks at Shane. “I will file these tonight,” she says. “You will receive confirmation once processing begins.”
“Thank you,” Shane replies.
Her attention shifts briefly to Ilya. A look passes between them. Quick. Understood. Then she closes the folder. “You should go,” she says. Not unkind. Just correct.
Shane nods once. “Yes.” There’s a brief pause. Not awkward. Just… the end of something.
“It was good to meet you,” Shane says.
“And you,” Svetlana replies.
She hesitates for a fraction of a second, then adds, “Travel safely.”
“We will,” Ilya says.
Svetlana inclines her head once, then steps back. Not lingering, never lingering.
Ilya looks at Shane. “It is done,” he says. 
Shane lets out a quiet breath. “Yes.” 
Ilya’s hand shifts slightly at his back. Not removing. Just… grounding. “Come,” he says. And this time, when they turn toward the doors, there is nothing left behind that still needs them.
By the time they reach the doors again, the room feels smaller. Quieter. Like something has already ended. Shane’s hand finds the envelope in his grip again. Ilya’s hand is still at his back. They don’t speak. They don’t need to. The doors open. The night air is cooler. Sharper. Real in a way the room wasn’t. They step out together.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Their first dance is to the song “You’ve Got a Friend” by James Taylor. You can listen to it here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nKaWQxlTsRM


  


      

  












      Chapter 9: Chapter Nine - Shane
  








  The flight to Tofino feels unreal. Not dramatic. Not cinematic. Just disconnected from everything that came before it, like Shane stepped out of his own life sometime after the reception and hasn’t fully caught up yet.
He’s exhausted. That’s part of it. The rest is Ilya.
His husband.
The word still catches strangely in Shane’s chest every time he thinks it.
His husband is asleep beside him for most of the flight from Vancouver to Tofino, head tipped slightly toward the window, curls falling forward just enough to soften the sharpness of his face. The overhead lights are dimmed low. Outside, there’s almost nothing visible beyond the clouds and darkness. Shane looks at him longer than he should. He still can’t quite believe how beautiful he is.
***
The tiny airport in Tofino is nearly empty when they land. Rain drifts sideways through the glow of the runway lights, more mist than storm. The air smells different immediately. Colder. Cleaner. Like salt and wet cedar. A driver waits outside holding a discreet sign with both of their names. Neither of them comments on that.
Ilya looks half asleep as they slide into the backseat. His tie is gone, collar loosened slightly, jacket folded beside him. He leans his head back against the seat with a quiet exhale. Shane is still too wired to relax. Adrenaline is carrying him now.
The roads are dark and winding. Trees crowd close on either side, enormous and black against the night sky. Every once in a while, Shane catches flashes of water through them. Beside him, Ilya shifts slightly.
“You are still awake,” he murmurs without opening his eyes.
“Yes.”
“You should sleep.”
“I don’t think that’s possible.”
Ilya gives a small hum of acknowledgment. Then, after a second, Ilya’s hand slides across the seat between them until it bumps lightly against Shane’s. Not holding. Just touching. Shane looks down at it. Then quietly turns his hand enough that their fingers settle together naturally. Ilya doesn’t open his eyes. But he doesn’t pull away either.
***
The Wickaninnish Inn is warm when they arrive. Low-lit, quiet.
The lobby feels less like a hotel and more like someone designed a luxury cabin and then expanded it outward. Wood, stone, soft amber lighting. Huge windows facing darkness and the faint silver movement of the ocean beyond. A fire burns somewhere nearby.
Shane barely registers the check-in process. He’s too aware of Ilya beside him, too aware that eventually they’re going upstairs. Together.
The suite door closes behind them with a soft click. And suddenly there’s no one else. No guests. No music. No Julia. Just them.
The room is beautiful in a way that almost doesn’t feel real. Warm cedar walls. Cream-colored furniture. A fireplace already lit beside the bed, flames flickering low against dark stone. The ocean stretches beyond the massive windows, invisible except for movement and sound. Waves crashing somewhere below the cliffs. Wind moving through the trees. The bathroom is enormous.
Shane notices that immediately because he needs somewhere safe to look. Double sinks. White marble. A soaking tub positioned directly beside the window overlooking the water. It feels intimate just existing inside it.
Ilya walks further into the room slowly, taking everything in.
“This is insane,” he says quietly.
“Yes.” A pause. Then they both just… stand there. Because now what? The wedding is over. There are no more steps. No more instructions. Just this. Ilya clears his throat lightly. “Bathroom first.”
Shane nods too quickly. “Right.”
They end up side by side at the sinks anyway. Of course they do. Shane brushes his teeth while trying very hard not to look directly at his husband in the mirror. Ilya seems significantly less concerned about that, occasionally glancing over openly while washing his face.
It should feel awkward. It does feel awkward. But underneath that is something else.
Curiosity. Awareness.
The kind that makes Shane hyper-conscious of every movement. The roll of Ilya’s sleeves when he pushes them back. The line of his throat. The gold cross still resting against his skin. 
Shane changes in the bathroom mostly for self-preservation. When he comes back out wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt, Ilya is standing near the windows in gray lounge pants and nothing else. 
Shane almost walks directly into the arm of the sofa.
Ilya turns. “What happened?”
“Nothing.”
A pause. Then Ilya’s mouth curves slightly because apparently he knows exactly what happened.
Shane decides immediately that this man is going to ruin his life.
“There is one bed,” Ilya says after a second.
“Yeah.” 
Another pause. “I can sleep on sofa.”
“No,” Shane says immediately. “You shouldn’t have to do that.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.” Because Shane is absolutely not spending his honeymoon sleeping separately from the man he impulsively married twelve hours ago because he’s intimidated by his abs. That would be insane. Probably.
Ilya studies him for a second longer, then nods once. “Okay.”
***
The bed is enormous. That helps. Slightly. They climb in carefully, like two people trying not to startle each other. There’s still distance between them. Not much, but enough. The room is dark except for the fireplace and the faint silver-blue glow from outside. The ocean is loud. Shane stares at the ceiling for several minutes before realizing Ilya is awake too.
“You sleeping?” Ilya asks quietly.
“No.”
“Good.”
Shane turns slightly toward him. Ilya’s hair is messy now, softer in the dim light. “We actually did it,” Shane says before he can stop himself.
Ilya looks at him for a long moment. Then, quietly: “Yes.”
The ocean crashes somewhere below them. Neither of them moves away.
***
Shane wakes to gray light and the sound of rain. For a second, he doesn’t know where he is. Then he feels warmth beside him and remembers. Ilya is asleep facing him. At some point during the night, they drifted closer. Not tangled together, not dramatic, but close enough that Shane can feel the heat of him under the blankets. Close enough that one of Ilya’s hands is resting loosely against Shane’s wrist.
Shane stays still, watching him. Morning softens him. It takes away some of the sharpness from his face. Without the structure of expensive clothing and careful styling, he looks younger somehow. Less guarded.
Beautiful.
Shane is in trouble. Eventually Ilya opens his eyes slowly. Neither of them moves. “Hi,” Shane says quietly.
Ilya blinks once, still waking up. “Hi.” A pause. Then: “You stare a lot.”
Shane exhales softly. “I’m noticing.” Ilya’s mouth curves slightly. The rain continues outside. Neither of them rushes to get up.
***
Coffee happens in robes, which somehow feels more intimate than sleeping beside each other did. Shane sits near the window holding a mug between both hands while Ilya wanders slowly around the room like he’s still orienting himself to being here.
The ocean is visible now. Wild and gray and enormous. Waves crashing against dark rock beneath a sky layered thick with clouds.
“It looks cold,” Ilya says.
“It is cold.”
“You sound happy about that.”
“I might be.”
Ilya snorts softly.
The room still feels warm despite the weather outside. The fireplace crackles quietly behind them, filling the suite with that dry cedar-and-smoke warmth Shane had noticed the night before. The windows fog faintly at the edges from the contrast between inside and out. Somewhere below them, waves crash hard enough that Shane can feel the vibration of it through the floor if he pays attention.
Ilya drifts toward the wet bar barefoot, robe hanging loose enough at the throat that Shane catches another glimpse of gold chain and warm skin before immediately forcing himself to look back out at the water.
This is becoming a problem. A very specific problem.
“You always wake up this early?” Ilya asks.
Shane glances toward the clock automatically. “It’s almost ten.”
“Yes,” Ilya says seriously. “Very early.”
Shane smiles into his coffee before he can stop himself. Ilya notices that too. Of course he does.
He leans against the counter, watching Shane openly while the coffee machine hisses quietly behind him. There’s still sleep in the edges of him somehow. Softer curls. Bare feet. Less polish. Shane likes this version of him dangerously fast.
“You are less nervous today,” Ilya says after a minute.
Shane considers lying. Instead, he answers softly, “A little.”
“You were very nervous yesterday.”
“I got married yesterday.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “That was stressful for me also.”
Shane laughs softly at the understatement of it. The sound seems to catch Ilya off guard slightly. Not because Shane laughed, exactly. More because it’s unguarded. Easy. Shane realizes with a small jolt that he can’t remember the last time he sounded like that around another person this quickly.
Ilya watches him for another second before turning back toward the coffee machine. “You take cream?”
“A little.”
“Sugar?”
“No.”
“Very lawyer of you.”
Shane blinks. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t know,” Ilya admits. “But it feels true.”
The mug appears in Shane's hands a moment later. Ilya crosses back toward the windows and drops onto the sofa opposite Shane, tucking one leg beneath himself carelessly. Shane’s brain immediately supplies the fact that he’s beautiful again.
They sit quietly for a while after that. Not awkwardly. Just quietly. Rain drifts against the windows in soft bursts. The sky hangs low over the water, heavy and silver-gray. Out on the beach below them, a few distant figures move slowly along the shoreline bundled into rain jackets, tiny against the scale of the ocean.
“It feels very far away,” Ilya says eventually.
Shane looks over. “From what?”
“Everything.” The answer settles between them. Shane understands immediately what he means. Montreal already feels distant. The wedding feels distant. The reception, the music, the pressure of everyone watching them all day yesterday. Even Julia feels strangely abstract now.
Out here there’s only the ocean. The trees. The room.
Them.
“I think that was probably the point,” Shane says quietly.
Ilya hums in agreement, staring back out at the water. “You come places like this often?”
“No.”
“You should.”
Shane looks down at his mug for a second. “I don’t usually take vacations.”
That gets his attention. Ilya turns fully toward him now. “Ever?”
“Not really.”
“You are thirty-four years old.”
“Thank you for that.”
“You do not leave work?”
“I leave work to work somewhere else sometimes.”
“That is not vacation.”
“I’m aware.”
Ilya studies him openly for a second longer, expression difficult to read. “That makes me a little sad for you.”
The honesty of it catches Shane off guard. Not pity. Not judgment. Just genuine sadness on his behalf.
Something in Shane’s chest tightens unexpectedly. “I like my job,” he says after a moment.
“I know,” Ilya replies easily. “Still sad.”
Shane doesn’t know what to do with that. So instead he looks back out at the ocean and says, “You’re one to talk. I’m pretty sure you’ve worked in ten countries this month.”
“Only six,” Ilya corrects immediately. “But I am dramatic and glamorous while doing it.”
Shane laughs again, quieter this time. Ilya smiles slightly into his coffee like that was the intended outcome all along.
***
They walk on Chesterman Beach later that morning, bundled into jackets against the wind. The beach stretches forever in both directions, pale sand packed hard from rain, driftwood scattered along the shoreline. The ocean feels huge here. Untamed in a way Shane isn’t used to. The wind catches Ilya’s curls immediately. Shane tries not to stare at that too.
He fails.
Ilya is quieter here. Not withdrawn, just… calmer. Less performative. The version of him from the reception feels distant already. No effortless charm turned outward toward a room full of people. No polished confidence sharpened for attention. Just Ilya.
Shane likes this version more than he probably should after less than twenty-four hours. They stop near the waterline. Ilya shoves his hands deeper into his pockets against the wind. “Your Canada is aggressive.”
Shane laughs before he can stop himself. “My Canada?”
“Yes. It feels personal.”
“It’s just weather.”
“It is hostile weather.”
Shane’s smile lingers longer than usual.
The wind pushes at them hard enough that they both angle slightly into it without thinking. Waves crash against the shore in uneven rhythms, white foam stretching thin across the packed sand before pulling back again. Everything smells like salt and cedar and rain.
Ilya looks out at the water with narrowed eyes. “People swim in this?”
Shane nodded. “In the summer.”
“This is summer-adjacent already.”
“It’s May.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “That should mean something.”
“It does. This is nicer than winter.”
Ilya turns slowly toward him. “That is upsetting information.”
Shane laughs again. It comes easier around him than it should.
They keep walking after that, slower now, close enough that their shoulders occasionally brush when the wind shifts unexpectedly. Neither of them comments on it.
Shane notices people noticing Ilya. Even here. A couple passes them going the opposite direction, and Shane watches the moment recognition flickers across one woman’s face. She says something quietly to the man beside her. They both glance back once. Ilya pretends not to notice. The pretending is practiced enough that Shane realizes this happens constantly. That realization settles strangely in his chest.
“You hate that,” Shane says quietly.
Ilya glances over immediately. “What?”
“Being recognized.”
A pause. Then, honest again: “Sometimes.”
The answer surprises Shane a little. Not because of what Ilya says, but because he says it without trying to smooth it over or make it charming. “When don’t you?”
Ilya considers that seriously while they step over a long piece of driftwood half buried in the sand. “When I choose it,” he says finally. “When it is work. Events. Shoots. Parties.” A shrug beneath his jacket. “Then it is performance. Fine. Easy.”
“And when it isn’t?”
Another pause. “When it is random…” He searches briefly for the word. “It makes me feel observed.”
Shane looks at him. There’s something unexpectedly vulnerable in that admission. Especially coming from someone who looks the way Ilya does, someone who seems so naturally comfortable being looked at. Shane understands it immediately anyway. Not the exact experience. But the feeling of being perceived when you haven’t prepared yourself for it. “That sounds exhausting,” Shane says quietly.
Ilya looks over at him then, curls blowing wildly across his forehead in the wind. “Yes.” Simple. No dramatics. No self-pity. Just truth.
The ocean roars beside them. Shane watches him for another second too long before forcing himself to look away again. His attraction to this man feels less manageable by the hour. It would honestly be easier if Ilya were just beautiful. Shane could compartmentalize beautiful. The problem is that he’s becoming fond of him already too.
They walk in silence for a while after that. Not awkward silence, the kind that settles naturally when neither person feels pressure to fill it. At one point, Ilya bends suddenly and picks something up from the sand. A shell. Small. White. Broken slightly along one edge. “What is this?”
“A shell.”
“I know it is shell, Shane,” Ilya says. “What kind?”
“I have absolutely no idea.”
“Hm.” He turns it over thoughtfully in his fingers anyway before slipping it into his pocket like he’s decided to keep it.
Shane watches that happen with inexplicable interest. “You collect random beach garbage often?”
Ilya looks offended. “It is not garbage. It is memory.”
That lands harder than it probably should. The wind sharpens suddenly, colder now, and Shane instinctively zips his jacket higher. Beside him, Ilya shivers once. Immediately Shane says, “Do you want to head back?”
Ilya looks over. “You are cold also.”
“I’m Canadian. I’m legally obligated not to admit that.”
That earns him a real, startled laugh. Bright enough that Shane feels something warm unfurl low in his chest despite the freezing wind. “There,” Ilya says immediately, pointing at him. “That. You make joke and then look surprised every time somebody laughs.”
“I don’t look surprised.”
“You do.”
“I don’t.”
“You are doing it right now.”
Shane opens his mouth to argue and then realizes, horribly, that Ilya might actually be right, which only makes Ilya smile wider.
God.
Shane is in so much trouble.
***
Lunch in town is quieter. They choose a small seafood place overlooking the harbor. The restaurant is warm compared to outside, windows fogged faintly at the corners from damp jackets and hot food. Fishing boats drift beyond the glass in slow movements against the gray water. Everything smells like chowder and fried fish and coffee.
Their table is tucked near the window. Ilya slides into the booth across from Shane, pushing damp curls back from his forehead while shrugging out of his jacket. His cheeks are pink from the cold. Shane notices that immediately too. He notices everything immediately now.
A server appears with menus and water. Ilya thanks her automatically, easy and charming without seeming like he’s trying very hard at it. Shane watches the interaction longer than necessary before forcing himself to actually look at his menu.
“You are staring again,” Ilya says without looking up.
“I’m not.”
“You absolutely are.”
Shane takes a sip of water instead of responding.
Ilya’s mouth curves slightly around the edge of his coffee cup.
The quiet between them settles naturally after that. Not strained. Just calm. Shane realizes he likes sitting across from him. Likes the shape of him in the booth, one leg stretched slightly beneath the table, fingers loose around his mug. It's a dangerous thought.
They order eventually. Chowder for Shane. Fish tacos for Ilya after a brief dramatic complaint about Canadian portion sizes.
“You haven't even seen the portion.”
“I can feel it spiritually.”
Shane laughs softly into his coffee. Again, Ilya watches him like that’s the more interesting thing happening.
The recognition happens halfway through the meal. Shane notices before the woman approaches. A flicker of hesitation near the hostess stand. A second look. Then another. He watches the exact moment Ilya notices too. The shift is immediate. Small enough that most people probably wouldn’t catch it. Shane does.
Tension settles through Ilya’s shoulders first. Then his posture changes subtly, body angling just slightly away from the room while his expression smooths into something easier. More polished, prepared.
The woman approaches carefully. “Sorry,” she says, already apologetic. “I just— are you Ilya Rozanov?”
Ilya smiles immediately. Easy. Warm. Effortless. It doesn't reach his eyes. “Yes.”
“I knew it,” she says, laughing nervously. “Oh my god. I’m sorry to bother you.”
“You are not bothering.” Shane watches the entire interaction quietly.
The woman asks for a picture. Ilya agrees without hesitation, standing smoothly from the booth. The smile never slips. One arm settles lightly around the woman’s shoulders while she holds up her phone, visibly thrilled. It lasts less than a minute. Then she thanks him again and leaves. And just like that, the smile disappears. Not completely, but enough. Ilya sits back down across from Shane quieter than before, attention dropping immediately to his drink. He stirs the melting ice in it absently even though it doesn’t need stirring.
Shane waits until the woman is fully gone before speaking. “You okay?”
“Yes.” The answer comes too quickly, too automatic.
Shane watches him for a second. Ilya doesn’t look back up right away. Outside, rain taps softly against the harbor windows. Somewhere deeper in the restaurant, someone laughs too loudly. The sound of dishes clinks faintly from the kitchen. “You don’t have to answer fast,” Shane says quietly.
That gets his attention. Ilya looks up then, expression unreadable for a second before softening slightly around the edges. “I know.” A pause. Then, more honestly this time: “It is just tiring sometimes.”
Shane nods once. Not because he fully understands the experience itself. He doesn’t. But he understands exhaustion. Performance. The pressure of constantly needing to be “on” in front of other people.
“What happens if you say no?” Shane asks.
“To picture?”
“Yeah.”
Ilya leans back slightly against the booth. “Usually nothing.”
“Usually?”
A small shrug. “Sometimes people become angry. Or disappointed. Like I ruin version of me they imagined.”
That settles heavily somewhere in Shane’s chest, because Ilya says it so casually, like he’s long since accepted it as part of the job. “You don’t owe strangers access to you,” Shane says before he can stop himself.
Ilya goes still for just a second, then he smiles again, smaller this time. Realer. “You sound little protective.”
Heat climbs immediately into Shane’s face. “I sound logical.”
“Yes,” Ilya says easily. “Very logical.”
Shane narrows his eyes slightly. Ilya’s smile widens just enough to make it clear he knows exactly what he’s doing. The server returns with their food before Shane can formulate a response that doesn’t sound incriminating. Probably for the best. Still, Shane notices that Ilya relaxes again slowly over the rest of the meal. Piece by piece. His shoulders loosen. The polish fades back into something softer. And Shane remembers that too.
***
The storm watching lounge at the hotel becomes their place that afternoon. Large windows facing the ocean. Deep chairs. Quiet conversation around them. Rain lashes the glass intermittently. They spend hours there without really planning to. Reading, answering occasional texts, existing beside each other.
The room smells faintly like coffee and wet cedar. A fire burns low in a massive stone fireplace near the center of the lounge, soft enough not to overpower the sound of the ocean outside. Guests drift in and out quietly over the course of the afternoon, wrapped in sweaters and blankets, speaking in low voices like the weather itself requires it.
Shane settles into one of the oversized chairs near the windows with a book he hasn’t actually absorbed more than a few pages of. Across from him, Ilya sprawls sideways in his own chair with surprising carelessness for someone who always seems so visually composed in public. One leg draped over the armrest. Reading glasses balanced low on his nose for almost ten full minutes before he realizes Shane has noticed them and immediately removes them.
“You wear glasses.”
“Sometimes.”
“You hid this from me.”
“Yes.” Shane smiles faintly and returns to his book before Ilya can see the reaction too clearly.
Outside, the weather worsens steadily. Rain streaks sideways against the windows now, the ocean beyond them shifting darker gray beneath the low clouds. Waves slam against the rocks hard enough to send white spray into the air. It should feel dramatic. Instead it feels strangely peaceful.
At some point Shane realizes they’ve stopped reaching for their phones every few minutes. The instinct to check emails, messages, schedules fades slowly into the background beneath the rhythm of the storm.
Shane answers one text from Rose. Alive?
He stares at it for a second before replying. Unfortunately.
Her response comes almost immediately. Good. Your mom’s already emotionally attached to him. 
Shane huffs softly through his nose before locking his phone again.
“What?”
Shane glances up. “Rose.”
“Ah.”
“She says my mother is emotionally attached to you already.”
Ilya looks unsurprised. “Your mother has good instincts.”
“That’s incredibly arrogant.”
“Yes.”
A beat. “But probably true,” Shane admits.
Ilya smiles slightly at that and goes back to his book. The quiet settles again after that, comfortable now, easy in a way Shane hadn’t expected so quickly.
At one point he looks up from his book to find Ilya already watching him, not even pretending otherwise.
“What?” Shane asks.
“You relax differently here.”
Shane blinks. “Differently than where?”
“Wedding,” Ilya says. “Montreal. Everywhere.”
Rain rattles sharply against the glass behind him. Shane considers the question more seriously than he expects to. “How?”
Ilya shrugs one shoulder slightly. “Your face is softer.”
Shane stares at him. “That sounds fake.”
“Is not fake.”
“You’re saying my face looks stressed normally?”
“Yes.”
Shane lets out a surprised laugh despite himself.
Ilya watches that happen with visible satisfaction. “You joke more here also,” he adds.
“I joke.”
“You are doing it now less because you are aware of it.”
Shane narrows his eyes slightly. “You analyze people for a living?”
“No,” Ilya says. “I just look at you a lot.”
The honesty of it hits Shane directly in the chest. He looks back down at his book immediately even though he’s no longer reading a single word of it. 
A pause. Then, quieter: “You do too.”
Ilya considers that. Then nods once. “Yes.”
Shane looks back up. Ilya’s attention has drifted toward the windows again, expression calmer than Shane has maybe ever seen it. No sharp edges. No deliberate charm. Just a man sitting in a chair watching the ocean during a storm. “You’re different here too,” Shane says.
Ilya glances back over. “How?”
“You’re quieter.”
“Bad quieter?”
“No,” Shane says immediately, too quickly.
Ilya notices that too, of course. “What kind then?”
Shane searches for the right word while rain pounds harder against the windows again. “Less guarded,” he says finally.
That stills something in Ilya for a second. Not dramatically, just enough that Shane notices. Then Ilya leans his head back against the chair with a quiet exhale. “Maybe I am tired.”
“You’re definitely tired.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “But maybe also…” He gestures vaguely toward the windows, the ocean, the storm beyond it. “There is nothing to perform for here.”
That lands somewhere deep inside Shane before he can stop it, because he understands exactly what Ilya means. Not in the same way. But enough.
Outside, another wave crashes violently against the rocks. Inside, the fire crackles softly. Shane watches him for another second before saying, “You don’t have to perform for me.” The words come out before he fully thinks through them.
Ilya looks at him immediately. Really looks at him. For a second the rest of the room seems to fall quieter around them. Then Ilya says softly, “I know.” And somehow that feels even more intimate than if he’d sounded surprised.
***
Dinner at The Pointe stretches late into the evening. The restaurant sits almost suspended over the water, glass walls turning the storm outside into part of the room itself. Candles flicker low across the tables, warm reflections shifting against the windows every time lightning flashes somewhere deeper out over the ocean. Rain taps steadily against the glass.
Neither of them seems in a hurry to leave.
Their conversation moves slowly at first. Easier topics. Food. Travel. Stories from work. Ilya complaining dramatically about wetsuits despite not having worn one yet. Shane admitting he hasn’t properly taken time off work in nearly a decade and watching genuine disbelief spread across Ilya’s face. That part is almost funny.
Then, gradually, something shifts. Not sudden. Just quieter, more honest. The conversation circles closer to the things they’ve both been carefully stepping around since the wedding.
Julia.
The forms.
Why them.
Shane talks about the breakup in broad strokes at first. How long it lasted. How certain he’d been that it was permanent. How humiliating it felt afterward to realize he’d built so much of his life around someone who ultimately decided not to stay in it. He doesn’t say everything, but he says enough. 
Enough for Ilya to understand that it wasn’t really the breakup itself that brought Shane to Julia. It was what came after. The exhaustion. The uncertainty. The realization that he didn’t know how to start over again.
“I didn't want random anymore,” Shane says quietly at one point, turning his wineglass slowly between his fingers. “I think I just… wanted someone who was serious about staying.”
Ilya watches him carefully across the candlelight. “And now you have me,” he says.
The comment should sound arrogant. Instead it lands strangely soft. Shane smiles despite himself. “Apparently.”
Outside, another wave crashes hard enough against the rocks below that the windows rattle faintly.
Ilya speaks less about Alexei than Shane expects. But Shane notices the shape of the omissions anyway. There’s fear there. Not loud fear. Not panicked. Something colder. More controlled than that. The kind of fear that’s been managed for long enough to become part of someone’s daily life. Shane doesn’t push when the conversation edges too close to it. Instead he listens. And Ilya notices that too.
At one point, midway through another glass of wine, Ilya studies him quietly before asking, “Are you always this patient with people?”
“No.”
“Then why with me?”
Shane thinks about it for a second before answering honestly. “You make me want to be.”
That visibly catches Ilya off guard. But only for a second. The rest of the dinner settles into something softer after that. Not lighter exactly, just closer.
By the time they finally leave the restaurant, the rain has eased into mist again. The pathways back toward their suite glisten dark beneath low amber lights, wet cedar and ocean air wrapping around them immediately the second they step outside. Neither of them rushes. Their shoulders brush once, then again. Eventually they stop pretending it’s accidental. Shane notices how quiet Ilya becomes walking beside him. Not uncomfortable. Just thoughtful. Hands tucked into his jacket pockets against the cold, curls dampening slightly in the mist.
Beautiful. Again.
Shane is starting to think there may not be a point where that stops happening.
When they reach their room, Shane unlocks the door while Ilya stands slightly behind him, shaking rainwater from his sleeves. The suite glows warm when they step inside. Firelight. Low lamps. The constant distant sound of the ocean beyond the windows.
Shane locks the door behind them automatically and turns back around. Ilya has stopped near the fireplace. For a second neither of them moves. The room suddenly feels smaller than it did earlier. Or maybe they’re just less distant inside it now. Ilya looks at him for a long moment. Not guarded. Not performing. Just looking.
Then he says quietly, “I think maybe this was good idea.”
Shane’s chest tightens unexpectedly. Because twenty-four hours ago this man was a stranger. And now Shane knows the shape of his quieter moods. Knows the difference between his public smile and his real one. Knows he misses his mother’s cooking and hates being recognized unexpectedly and gets calmer around the ocean. Knows the sound of his laugh already.
Shane looks at him. Really looks at him. At the curls falling loose into his eyes. The gold cross resting against warm skin at the opening of his sweater. The softened expression on his face that only seems to appear when nobody else is watching him. And for the first time since all of this started, Shane thinks:
Maybe it was.






      

  












      Chapter 10: Chapter Ten - Ilya
  








  Ilya wakes first on May fourth. That surprises him.
Mostly because they’ve only known each other for two days, and already Ilya has started expecting to wake up with Shane sitting near the windows holding coffee, half lost in thought. Work probably. Or worry. Or whatever quiet place Shane disappears into when he thinks nobody is looking.
This morning the room is still dim and quiet except for the ocean. Rain drifted through most of the night. The windows are fogged faintly at the corners. Gray light filters softly through the clouds outside, turning the cedar walls warm and muted around them.
Shane is asleep beside him. Ilya stays still for a second longer than necessary just looking at him. He has spent years around beautiful people. Models. Actors. Athletes. Men and women constructed carefully for cameras and campaigns and parties. Beauty usually becomes technical after enough exposure to it. Angles. Lighting. Maintenance.
Shane feels different. Not because he is more beautiful than those people. Because he looks entirely unaware of himself most of the time. Even asleep, there is tension lingering faintly in him. Like he never fully learned how to stop holding himself together. One of Shane’s hands is curled loosely against the pillow between them. Close enough that Ilya could touch it without moving much at all.
He doesn’t. Mostly because he thinks if he starts touching Shane casually now, he may never stop. That feels dangerous already.
Beside him, Shane shifts slightly beneath the blankets with a small exhale. Then his eyes open. For one second he looks disoriented, then he focuses on Ilya and immediately softens. It happens so fast Ilya almost thinks he imagined it.
“Hi,” Shane says quietly, voice rough with sleep.
Ilya smiles before he can stop himself. “Hi.” A pause settles between them. Easy now. Too easy. “You’re staring again,” Ilya says softly.
Shane blinks once. “I think you’re just very noticeable.”
“That is diplomatic way to admit I’m beautiful.”
Shane’s mouth twitches slightly. “You’re exhausting.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “But correct.”
That gets him a sleepy laugh. Ilya thinks, not for the first time, that he would probably do almost anything to hear that sound again. Which is objectively insane after forty-eight hours of marriage.
***
The surf lesson is Shane’s idea.
Well. Technically Julia recommended it in the absurdly detailed honeymoon packet she’d prepared for them like some terrifyingly efficient fairy godmother. But Shane is the one who actually suggests they do it over breakfast.
They’re sitting near the windows in the suite while rain drifts softly against the glass. Ilya is still warm from sleep and halfway through his second coffee when Shane says, carefully casual, “There’s a surf school nearby.”
Ilya lowers his mug slowly. “You surf?”
“No.”
“Then why would we do this?”
Shane glances down at the packet beside his plate. “It sounded fun.”
The honesty of that catches Ilya slightly off guard. Fun. Not productive. Not useful. Not strategic. Just fun. Shane looks almost embarrassed admitting it, which immediately makes Ilya want to say yes. Also Shane in a wetsuit sounds objectively worth seeing.
So.
“Yes,” Ilya says. “Fine. But if I die in Canadian ocean, you explain it to Cliff.”
“You’d survive longer than me.”
“That’s true.”
The wetsuits themselves are horrible.
Ilya was standing inside a tiny changing room at Cox Bay staring down at himself in disbelief. “This is punishment clothing.”
Outside the half-open door, Shane laughs softly. “You look fine.”
Ilya yanks aggressively at the zipper again. “I feel vacuum sealed.”
Shane is already halfway suited up beside him, black wetsuit pushed down to his waist while he struggles with one sleeve. Unfortunately, the situation is making him look unfairly good. Broad shoulders. Damp hair slightly curling at the ends from the mist outside.  Ilya narrows his eyes at him suspiciously. “You are enjoying this.”
“A little.”
“You are liar.”
“You’re objectively the best-looking person here.”
“That is true,” Ilya agrees immediately. That earns him another startled snort of laughter. The sound has become addictive disturbingly fast.
Eventually they manage to get fully suited, though Shane spends nearly thirty seconds trying unsuccessfully not to stare when Ilya emerges from the changing room properly zipped into the wetsuit at last.
“Oh,” Shane says before he can stop himself.
Ilya raises an eyebrow slowly. “Oh?”
Shane immediately looks away. “Nothing.” Interesting. Very interesting.
The beach is freezing. Not metaphorically. Literally freezing. The second they step onto the sand, wind slams into them hard enough that Ilya physically recoils. “Oh, absolutely not.”
Beside him, Shane is laughing openly now while carrying his surfboard awkwardly beneath one arm. “You’ll adjust.”
“To death maybe.”
The ocean stretches gray and violent beneath low clouds. Waves rolling toward shore in uneven white lines. The air smells sharply of salt and cold water and wet cedar drifting from the trees farther inland. Several actual surfers are already out in the water. Ilya watches one disappear entirely beneath a wave. “This feels unsafe.”
“It’s supervised.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
Their instructor introduces himself with the aggressive optimism of someone who genuinely enjoys cold water recreationally. Shane listens immediately with focused attention while balancing the board against his hip.
Ilya watches Shane instead. There’s something unexpectedly attractive about competence to him. Not performative competence. Real competence. The way Shane listens carefully instead of pretending he already knows things. The way he asks questions without embarrassment. The way he immediately tries to understand the mechanics of balancing and positioning before they even touch the water Most people around Ilya spend enormous amounts of energy trying to look impressive. Shane doesn’t seem interested in that at all.
It makes Ilya want to distract him on purpose.
Unfortunately for Shane, surfing turns out to be something Ilya is naturally good at almost immediately. Not perfect. But balanced. Athletic. Instinctive enough that by the third attempt he’s standing briefly before losing control and crashing sideways into the water laughing. Actually laughing. The sound disappears partly beneath the waves and wind, but Shane hears it anyway because he looks over instantly.
For a second he just stares. Then a wave hits him directly in the chest and knocks him completely off his board.
Ilya laughs harder. Shane resurfaces looking personally betrayed by the Pacific Ocean. “You okay?” Ilya calls.
“This is humiliating,” Shane says after his fifth wipeout.
“You are doing amazing.”
“I’m literally underwater half the time.”
“Yes,” Ilya says sympathetically. “But beautifully.”
Shane glares at him through dripping wet hair plastered across his forehead. It is deeply attractive. That has been the problem with this entire trip, honestly. Everything Shane does somehow becomes attractive eventually. The way he gets stubborn when frustrated. The way he refuses to quit even after swallowing half the ocean. The way he pushes his wet hair back with visible annoyance every thirty seconds. The way he laughs harder at himself every hour they spend together.
At one point Shane finally manages to stand properly for almost four full seconds before immediately losing balance again. But this time when he surfaces he’s grinning. Bright and unguarded and visibly proud of himself despite the failure.
Ilya’s chest tightens unexpectedly. Dangerous. Again.
They spend almost two hours in the water before exhaustion finally starts winning. By the end both of them are shivering hard enough that even speaking feels difficult.
Shane collapses dramatically onto the wet sand beside their boards with a groan. “I think my entire body hurts.”
“You are thirty-four now,” Ilya reminds him while dropping down beside him.
“You’re thirty-two.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “Youthful and radiant.”
Shane turns his head toward him slowly. “I regret marrying you a little.”
“No, you don’t.” The answer comes too fast. Too certain. Shane blinks once like he noticed that too.
Wind rushes hard across the beach around them. Waves crashing endlessly somewhere beyond. For a second neither of them speaks. Then Shane laughs so suddenly he nearly chokes on seawater. Ilya watches him carefully while pretending not to. The dangerous thing is that Shane becomes prettier when relaxed. Less guarded around the eyes. Easier smiles. Softer mouth.
Ilya notices all of it. Constantly.
***
Back at the hotel, the suite feels warmer than before somehow. Not physically. Different. Their wet clothes end up everywhere almost immediately. Towels draped over chairs. Wetsuits abandoned near the bathroom. Shane’s sweatshirt half hanging off the sofa arm.
It looks lived in now. Like them.
Ilya disappears into the bathroom first to shower. Steam fills the room quickly, fogging the mirrors while ocean-gray light spills through the massive window beside the tub.
When he comes back out wearing gray sweatpants and nothing else, Shane looks up from where he’s sitting on the sofa with room service menus. Then visibly loses his train of thought. Again. Ilya pretends not to notice this time mostly because he enjoys it too much.
“You survived,” Shane says after a second.
“Barely.”
“You were good.”
“Yes,” Ilya says seriously. “Naturally gifted.”
“That’s unbearable.”
“I know.”
Shane shakes his head, smiling into the menu. God. The warmth that settles low in Ilya’s chest every time he makes Shane smile is becoming a real issue.
Later, Shane showers too. Ilya sits near the windows afterward listening to the water run while the fireplace crackles softly behind him. The ocean outside looks darker now. Rain moving back in across the horizon.
He should feel anxious. About Montreal. About Alexei. About immigration lawyers and contracts and the fact that he married a man he barely knows because his life started collapsing quietly around him. Instead he feels calm. Calm enough that it unsettles him slightly.
The bathroom door opens. Steam drifts out first. Then Shane. Hair damp. Gray T-shirt clinging slightly at the shoulders. Glasses on now because apparently he only wears contacts when leaving the room. Ilya stares openly this time.
Shane notices immediately. “What?”
“You look very professor suddenly.”
“I’m literally a corporate lawyer.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “But now you look like one.” That makes Shane laugh again while toweling his hair.
Ilya thinks suddenly, vividly, irrationally: I want this. Not the arrangement. Not the contract. This. The room. The rain. Shane smiling at him like they already belong to each other a little. The realization hits hard enough that he looks back toward the windows immediately afterward. Dangerous. Very dangerous.
***
The rain starts properly overnight. By morning on May fifth, the entire coastline has disappeared into fog. Ilya wakes tangled halfway into Shane’s side. For one disorienting second he stays there. Warm. Comfortable.
Shane is still asleep, one arm loose around his waist beneath the blankets like his body made the decision sometime during the night without consulting either of them. Ilya should move. Instead he watches rain streak softly against the windows and listens to the ocean and allows himself exactly thirty more seconds. Maybe forty.
Then Shane wakes slowly behind him. There’s a pause. Not awkward. Just aware.
“Morning,” Shane says quietly against the back of his shoulder. The low warmth of his voice sends something dangerous down Ilya’s spine immediately.
“Morning.” Neither of them moves right away. The ocean crashes somewhere below the cliffs. Rain taps steadily against the glass. And for the first time in years, Ilya cannot remember the last time waking beside another person felt peaceful instead of temporary. That realization frightens him enough that he finally pulls away gently, sitting up and dragging a hand through his curls.
Shane watches him carefully from the bed. “You okay?”
The concern in his voice is immediate. Instinctive. Ilya looks at him for a second too long before answering honestly. “Yes.”
Because somehow, impossibly, he is.
After breakfast, Shane suggests the rainforest trails.
“You voluntarily hike in this weather?” Ilya asks from the warmth of the suite while pulling on a sweater.
Shane looks up from tying his boots. “You voluntarily surfed in freezing water yesterday.”
“That was athletic tragedy. Different category.”
Shane laughs quietly. God. Ilya is becoming embarrassingly invested in causing that reaction.
***
The trails through Pacific Rim feel unreal. Everything is green. Not normal green. Violent green. Moss swallowing entire trees. Ferns larger than Ilya’s torso spreading outward beneath cedar branches thick enough to block most of the sky. Rain drips steadily from everything.
The boardwalk beneath their boots stays slick with moisture while fog moves softly through the trees ahead of them. “It smells good,” Ilya says eventually.
Shane glances over. “That sounded surprised.”
“I expected forest to smell like dirt.”
“You’re from Siberia.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “And yet somehow spent very little time thoughtfully smelling trees.” That earns him another laugh. The sound echoes strangely in the quiet forest.
They walk slowly. Not because the trail is difficult. Because neither of them seems interested in rushing through it. At one point Shane stops to read a plaque about the ecosystem while rain beads along the shoulders of his jacket.
Ilya watches him instead of the sign. Again.
Shane notices eventually without looking away from the plaque. “You’re staring.”
“You are educational.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“No,” Ilya agrees. “But you like when I look at you.” The words slip out casually. Too casually.
Shane finally turns toward him fully then. Rain taps softly against the hood of his jacket. His hair is damp already, darkened slightly from the moisture in the air. For one second he just looks at Ilya. Then, quieter than before: “Yeah.” The honesty of it hits harder than flirting should. Ilya feels something low in his chest pull unexpectedly tight.
The conversation shifts deeper gradually after that. Not dramatic. Not planned. Just slower and more honest the farther they move through the trees. Maybe because nobody else is around. Maybe because the ocean and rain make the entire world feel far away from them here. Or maybe because they’ve stopped trying so hard to stay careful around each other.
Shane tells him more about the breakup eventually. Not details exactly. Feelings. Which somehow feels worse. “It wasn’t even the ending,” Shane says quietly while they pause near the railing overlooking the water below. “I think it was realizing how long I stayed unhappy before either of us admitted it.”
Rain moves softly across the ocean beneath them. Ilya looks at him carefully. “You loved him.”
“Yes.”
“And he loved you?”
Shane goes quiet for a second. “That’s the complicated part,” he says finally.
Something about the answer hurts unexpectedly to hear. Not jealousy. Something else. The idea of Shane giving that much of himself to someone who eventually stopped holding it carefully. Ilya doesn’t like it. That realization feels strange too. “You deserved better than that,” he says before he can stop himself.
Shane looks over immediately. Rainwater catches briefly against his lashes. For a second he looks genuinely startled. Then softer: “You barely know me.”
“I know enough.” The words settle heavily between them. Neither of them moves away from them.
***
They stop at a tiny café afterward mostly to escape the rain. The windows are fogged from warmth inside. Everyone smells faintly like wet jackets and coffee. Soft music hums somewhere overhead beneath the low murmur of conversation and the hiss of the espresso machine behind the counter.
The place is crowded enough that people keep brushing past them with dripping umbrellas and flushed cheeks from the cold outside. Ilya likes it immediately. Not because it’s glamorous. Because nobody here seems interested in performing for anyone else. People are damp. Tired. Quiet. Existing.
Shane pushes his hood back as they step inside, hair slightly flattened from the rain. It does something deeply unfair to Ilya’s concentration. “You’re staring again,” Shane says automatically while scanning the menu board overhead.
“You look wet.”
“That’s because it’s raining.”
“Hm.”
The girl behind the register smiles politely at them. Shane orders first. “Tea, please.”
Ilya turns toward him slowly. “Tea.”
Shane glances over. “Yes?”
“You drink tea voluntarily?”
“Yes?”
“You are becoming more Canadian every hour.”
Shane deadpans, “I was born here.”
Still, he’s smiling faintly into the cup afterward when they move aside to wait for their drinks. Ilya watches him wrap both hands around the paper cup automatically for warmth. The domesticity of it hits strangely hard. Not dramatic. Just intimate in small ways that keep catching Ilya off guard.
The barista calls Ilya’s name wrong twice before giving up entirely and handing him the coffee with visible relief. “Your country struggles with me,” Ilya says gravely as they move toward an empty table near the windows.
“My country is trying its best.”
“It is failing.”
Shane laughs softly again. That sound. God. Ilya is becoming addicted to it at an alarming speed. They settle into the booth beside the window while rain streaks steadily outside. The glass rattles faintly every time wind pushes harder against the building.
People move past outside in blurred shapes beneath umbrellas. The ocean beyond town has disappeared entirely into fog. Ilya stretches one leg carefully beneath the table to avoid brushing Shane accidentally. Then Shane’s foot bumps his anyway. Not hard, just there. A small point of warmth against his ankle beneath layers of wet denim and heavy boots. Neither of them moves immediately. The warmth of it settles low and dangerous inside Ilya’s chest.
Shane notices the pause too. His eyes flick downward once before returning carefully to his tea. Interesting. Very interesting.
They talk quietly after that. Work first. Easy subjects. Shane explaining a merger case he handled last year with the exact same focused seriousness he applied to surfing instructions yesterday. Ilya listens mostly because he likes watching Shane talk when he forgets to monitor himself.
He becomes more expressive. His hands move more. His mouth softens around the edges when he gets interested in something. “You really love your job,” Ilya says eventually.
Shane looks mildly surprised by the observation. “Yeah.”
“Even though it makes you insane.”
“It only makes me partially insane.”
“That’s lawyer optimism.” Shane smiles into his tea again. Outside, rainwater slides endlessly down the windows in silver lines.
They move on to travel after that. Ilya tells him about Milan and Paris and spending three days in Tokyo so jetlagged once that he accidentally attended the wrong fitting entirely.
Shane nearly chokes laughing. “What happened?”
“I did not realize until halfway through.”
“What did you do?”
“I committed fully.”
“You modeled clothing for the wrong designer?”
“Yes.”
“That’s psychotic.”
“It worked surprisingly well.”
Shane’s laugh comes bright and sudden enough that several people glance briefly toward them. Ilya watches the reaction immediately. The way Shane’s face opens when he laughs for real. The way he ducks his head slightly afterward like he’s still unused to taking up that kind of space. Dangerous. Everything about this man is becoming dangerous. The conversation shifts more slowly after that. Families. Childhoods. The shape of the lives they built before they collided into each other three days ago and somehow rewired everything unexpectedly.
At one point Shane asks carefully, “Do you miss Russia?”
The question stills something inside Ilya immediately. Not because Shane asked badly. Because nobody asks softly anymore. Usually people ask politically. Curiously. Performatively. They ask because they want an opinion piece or a headline or an explanation. Shane sounds like he actually wants the answer.
“Yes,” Ilya says after a moment. Shane waits quietly. No interruption. No assumption. So Ilya continues. “I miss pieces of it.” He stares down at the coffee in his hands while steam curls softly upward between them. “Language. Winter. My grandmother’s apartment.” A small smile pulls briefly at the corner of his mouth before fading again. “She used to make pelmeni from scratch every Sunday. Entire apartment smelled like dough for two days afterward.”
Shane watches him carefully across the table. “You cooked with her?”
“Yes.” Ilya huffs softly through his nose. “Very badly.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“It’s true. Alexei was good at everything domestic immediately. I was decorative child.” That gets a quiet laugh out of Shane. Warm again. Familiar now. The realization unsettles Ilya slightly.
A pause settles between them afterward while rain taps steadily against the windows. “Sometimes,” Ilya says more quietly, “I miss version of myself that existed there before…” He gestures vaguely. Before fame. Before fear. Before every public interaction became calculation. Before his life became something that needed managing carefully at all times.
Shane’s expression softens almost immediately. “You don’t have to explain the rest if you don’t want to.” Relief hits hard enough that Ilya almost laughs. Because of course Shane would say exactly that instead of pushing harder.
Instead of trying to earn more intimacy than he’s being offered. “You are very patient person,” Ilya says softly.
“No,” Shane says immediately. “I’m really not.”
“You are with me.”
The answer doesn’t come right away. Outside, rain slides endlessly down the café windows while soft music hums somewhere behind the counter. Someone drops dishes in the kitchen. The entire café laughs collectively for a second before settling again. Shane turns his tea cup slowly between both hands. Then finally says quietly: “I want to get this right.”
Ilya goes completely still. The sincerity in Shane is devastating sometimes because it never feels manipulated. Never polished for effect. Just honest.
And suddenly Ilya understands something terrifying very clearly: Shane is trying. Really trying. Not to survive the arrangement. Not to tolerate him. To build something. The realization leaves him strangely breathless for a second.
He looks away first. Outside, fog swallows the coastline entirely. Inside, Shane’s foot still rests lightly against his beneath the table like neither of them has remembered to move.
***
By the time they return to the suite, both of them are damp again despite umbrellas. The room glows warm immediately around them. Fireplace lit, soft lamps on. Ocean invisible beyond the darkening windows except for movement and sound.
Ilya peels off his wet jacket near the door while Shane disappears briefly into the bedroom. When he comes back, he’s carrying two hotel blankets. “You stole those.”
“I borrowed them.”
“Very criminal behavior for lawyer.” Shane rolls his eyes and tosses one toward him anyway. They end up sitting on the floor near the coffee table afterward because neither of them feels like moving all the way to the sofa. The blankets wrap around both of them loosely while the storm worsens outside. At some point Shane stretches his legs out beside him with a quiet groan.
“You’re sore.”
“I got hit by the Pacific Ocean repeatedly yesterday.”
“You were beautiful while suffering.”
“That sentence should concern me.”
“It should.”
Shane laughs quietly again. The sound settles warm and familiar inside Ilya now. Dangerously familiar.
For a while they just sit there listening to the storm. Rain lashes harder against the windows. Wind pushes through the trees outside with a low rushing sound beneath the constant crash of the ocean. The fire throws soft amber light across the room, flickering against the cedar walls.
Shane absently turns his wedding ring around his finger while staring toward the windows. Then pauses. A small furrow appears between his eyebrows.
“What?” Ilya asks.
Shane holds his hand closer to the firelight, squinting slightly at the inside of the band. “I forgot these had inscriptions.”
“You forgot immediately after wedding?”
“It’s been an intense few days.” Ilya smiles faintly and shifts closer automatically to look. Shane turns the ring again slowly. The second he sees the Cyrillic, his expression changes from distracted curiosity to visible confusion. “…Why is this about a tooth?”
Ilya blinks. Then stares at him. “You know Russian?”
Shane looks up immediately. “A little.”
“A little?”
“I have a Russian client,” Shane says carefully. “I picked some things up.”
Ilya continues staring at him. Outside, thunder rumbles faintly somewhere out over the water.
“You never mentioned this.”
“You never asked.”
“You let me say things around you in Russian.”
“You mostly insulted the weather.”
“That is private cultural expression.”
Shane laughs softly again, turning the ring once more between his fingers. “Seriously though. Why does my wedding ring say tooth promise?”
Ilya groans immediately and drops his head briefly back against the sofa. “Oh no.”
“What?”
“You translated directly.”
“Yes?”
“It does not work directly.”
Shane looks delighted by this development now, which is honestly rude considering Ilya is trying to preserve at least some dignity. “It literally says ‘I give tooth,’” Shane says.
“Yes, technically.”
“That’s insane.”
“It means like…” Ilya gestures vaguely with one hand, searching for the English phrasing. “Absolute certainty. Cross my heart.”
“A tooth-based certainty.”
“You are making this worse on purpose.”
“I’m trying to understand your culture.”
Ilya narrows his eyes at him. Shane’s smile widens slightly. God. The warmth in Ilya’s chest every time Shane looks genuinely happy is becoming unbearable. “It’s idiom,” Ilya says finally. “You say when you are completely serious about something.”
Shane glances back down at the ring. The firelight catches softly against the gold band between his fingers. “You put ‘absolute certainty’ inside my wedding ring?” The teasing in his voice fades slightly toward the end. Something quieter underneath it now.
Ilya suddenly feels strangely exposed. “Yes,” he says after a moment.
Shane looks over at him fully then. No joking this time. Just looking. The storm presses hard against the windows around them. Rain. Ocean. Wind moving endlessly through the dark outside. Inside, the room feels small and warm and dangerously intimate. “You picked it yourself?” Shane asks quietly.
Ilya nods once. “I thought maybe…” He exhales softly through his nose. “I thought maybe you would need reminder eventually.”
“Reminder of what?”
“That I was serious.” The words settle heavily between them.
Shane goes very still. Ilya suddenly becomes acutely aware of everything at once: the warmth beneath the blankets, their shoulders nearly touching, the firelight flickering across Shane’s face, the fact that they’ve known each other for less than a week and somehow this already feels terrifyingly real. Shane looks back down at the ring again slowly. His thumb brushes once across the inscription. Then, softer than before: “That’s actually kind of romantic.”
Ilya laughs under his breath immediately, relieved enough to feel lightheaded for a second. “You are impossible.”
“You married me.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “Very poor judgment.” Shane smiles again. But this one is different. Smaller. Warmer. The kind of smile people usually only wear when they’ve forgotten to guard themselves. Ilya watches it happen and thinks, suddenly and with complete certainty:
This is going to hurt him if I’m not careful.
They sit there for a long time after that. Talking less. Existing more. The fire crackles softly beside them while rain lashes against the windows hard enough to blur the ocean entirely from view. Eventually Shane leans his head back against the sofa behind them with a tired exhale. His shoulder brushes lightly against Ilya’s. Neither of them moves away.
And sometime between one wave crashing against the shore and the next, Ilya realizes he no longer feels like he’s pretending to be Shane’s husband. Which would probably frighten him more if it didn’t also feel so much like relief.
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  Shane wakes on May sixth to rain and warmth. For one disorienting second, he thinks he’s alone. Then he becomes aware of the weight against his side. Ilya is half asleep beside him, one arm loose across Shane’s waist beneath the blankets, curls falling into his face while the storm moves softly against the windows beyond them.
Shane goes very still. Not because he wants to move away. But because he doesn’t. That feels significantly more dangerous.
The room is dim with early morning light. Gray ocean barely visible through rain-streaked glass. The fireplace burned low overnight, leaving only soft residual warmth lingering through the suite.
Ilya shifts slightly closer in his sleep. Shane’s chest tightens immediately.
Jesus Christ. They’ve known each other for less than a week. And somehow Shane already knows: the exact shape of Ilya’s laugh. The difference between his public smile and his real one. How quiet he gets when he’s actually comfortable. The fact that he steals blankets unconsciously and apologizes automatically afterward. This is either deeply romantic or catastrophic. Possibly both.
Eventually Ilya wakes slowly against him. There’s a brief pause while awareness settles across his face. Then: “Hi.” His voice is rough with sleep.
Shane’s entire nervous system reacts instantly like a traitor. “Hi.” Neither of them moves. Rain taps softly against the windows. The ocean crashes somewhere below the cliffs. And for one suspended moment, Shane feels something he hasn’t felt in years.
Peace.
Not excitement. Not infatuation. Peace. It unsettles him more than anything else has.
***
The boat ride to Hot Springs Cove happens under heavy gray skies. The ocean looks enormous. Cold mist hangs low over the water while the boat cuts through waves rough enough that Ilya grabs Shane’s sleeve once automatically during a particularly sharp turn. Neither of them comments on it afterward.
Shane likes this version of closeness best so far. Not performative. Not careful. Instinctive.
The farther they move from Tofino, the quieter everything becomes. Dense forest pressing against the coastline. Black rocks slick with rain. Occasional glimpses of seals stretched lazily along the shore.
Ilya stands beside him near the railing for most of the ride wearing one of Shane’s sweaters beneath his rain jacket because he got cold earlier and Shane handed it over without thinking.
Now Shane can’t stop thinking about it. The sleeves are slightly too long on him. The realization does something deeply embarrassing to Shane’s emotional stability.
“You’re staring again,” Ilya says without looking away from the water.
“I’m noticing.”
“That sounds psychological.”
“You started it.”
“That’s true.”
Wind pushes damp curls across Ilya’s forehead. He looks softer here somehow, less sharpened by attention. Shane is becoming dangerously attached to seeing this version of him.
***
The walk to the springs feels unreal. The boat leaves them at a narrow dock surrounded almost entirely by rainforest. Mist hangs low over the water while the engine noise fades behind them until there’s nothing left except waves and rain and the distant cry of something overhead Shane can’t identify.
The boardwalk trail disappears immediately into the trees. Everything is wet. Not unpleasantly, just completely. The air itself feels saturated. Cedar and salt and earth so dense Shane can almost taste it every time he breathes in.
Ilya walks beside him with his hood pushed back despite the rain drifting through the branches overhead. His curls are already damp again, catching silver where the light filters weakly through the canopy.
“You look very dramatic here,” Shane says eventually.
Ilya glances over. “In forest?”
“Yes.”
“That feels racist against Russians somehow.”
Shane laughs quietly under his breath. The sound disappears quickly into the trees around them. The farther they walk, the quieter the world becomes. Not silent. Muted.
Rain tapping softly against leaves. Water moving somewhere below the cliffs beyond the forest. Their footsteps echoing hollowly against the wooden boards beneath them.
Steam begins appearing gradually between the trees ahead. At first Shane thinks it’s fog. Then the smell changes. Mineral heat drifting through cold ocean air. Ilya notices it too. “Oh.”
The reaction makes Shane smile automatically. By the time they finally reach the springs, steam curls visibly upward through dark volcanic rock while the Pacific crashes violently below the cliffs beyond them.
The contrast feels impossible. Cold rain. Hot water. Wild ocean. Dense green forest. Nothing about it looks entirely real.
When they step into the springs, the heat feels almost violent against the cold air. Shane exhales sharply as water closes around his waist.
Beside him, Ilya groans immediately while sinking deeper into the water. “Oh my god.” Shane laughs softly and leans back against the smooth rock behind him. The ocean stretches beyond the pools in endless gray waves crashing against black cliffs below. Steam curls around them in soft white clouds. Rain drifts lightly through the heat, cooling Shane’s face while the water keeps the rest of him unbearably warm.
Nobody else is close enough to matter. For a while neither of them says much, just existing there together. Warm water. Cold air. Rain threading softly through the steam. Ilya eventually stretches his arms along the rock behind him with a quiet sigh, eyes half closed now. The heat has softened him visibly. No tension in his shoulders. No careful awareness of who might be looking at him. Just Ilya.
Shane finds himself watching the line of water sliding slowly down his throat before forcing himself to look back toward the ocean instead. This is becoming unsustainable.
“You’re happier here,” Ilya says eventually.
The observation catches Shane off guard. “What?”
“Here,” Ilya says quietly. “Tofino. With no work.”
Shane exhales slowly. The steam makes everything feel strangely private. Like the world narrowed temporarily down to the two of them and the sound of the ocean below.
“I don’t know how not to work most of the time.”
“I noticed.”
“That obvious?”
“Yes.”
Shane smiles faintly despite himself. The thing is, Ilya says observations like that so casually sometimes. No judgment in them. Just attention. Shane isn’t used to being noticed carefully. He’s used to being relied on. Admired professionally. Needed strategically. Not seen. He looks down at the water for a second before answering honestly. “I think I forgot what it felt like to relax around another person.” The words settle heavier than he intended.
Across from him, Ilya goes quiet. Not uncomfortable. Thinking. Rain taps softly against the surface of the springs between them. Then, softly: “And now?”
Shane looks up. Steam drifts between them while gray ocean stretches endlessly beyond the cliffs below. The answer feels terrifyingly easy. “I’m trying not to think too hard about it.”
That gets a small smile out of Ilya. Warm. Real. The kind Shane has started recognizing immediately now. “You are very bad at not thinking.”
“That’s fair.”
“You think professionally.”
“I do most things professionally.”
“Yes,” Ilya says dryly. “Even panic.”
Shane laughs hard enough that water splashes lightly against the rocks. The sound echoes strangely against the ocean below them. And suddenly Ilya is laughing too. Bright and open and completely unguarded. Not the polished laugh Shane first saw at the wedding reception. Not the charming public version. This one is quieter somehow. Realer. Shane watches him and feels it happen all at once.
Not attraction. That part happened immediately. Something worse.
Fondness.
Real, terrifying fondness settling deep inside his chest before he has any idea how to stop it. Ilya’s laughter fades gradually into a smile while steam drifts around him in soft white curls. Then his expression shifts slightly. Softer now. More thoughtful.
“What?” Shane asks quietly.
Ilya studies him for a second before answering. “You look different when you’re relaxed.”
Shane huffs softly through his nose. “You’ve said that before.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “But now I know it better.” The words land somewhere dangerously low in Shane’s chest. Because that’s the problem. They do know each other better now. Enough that Shane recognizes Ilya’s quieter moods immediately. Enough that he can tell when Ilya is overwhelmed before he says anything. Enough that waking up beside him already feels normal in ways that should probably concern both of them.
Rain drifts heavier briefly through the steam. Ilya reaches up automatically to wipe water from his eyelashes. Shane’s gaze catches briefly on the gold wedding band visible against damp skin where his hand rests near the edge of the spring.
Married.
The word still feels surreal sometimes. But less than it did before. Which might honestly be the bigger problem.
“I think,” Ilya says quietly after a while, staring back out toward the ocean, “I expected this to feel more temporary.”
Shane goes still. The ocean crashes hard against the cliffs below them. Steam curls upward between their shoulders. “What does it feel like now?” Shane asks before he can stop himself.
Ilya turns toward him slowly. Rain catches faintly in his curls. Water beads along his throat and shoulders from the springs. His expression is open in a way Shane still isn’t entirely used to seeing.
“Dangerous,” Ilya says honestly.
Shane’s breath catches slightly. Because yes. Exactly that. And neither of them looks away.
***
They fall asleep accidentally after returning to the suite. The rain has intensified again by then. Heavy enough that the ocean beyond the windows disappears entirely into gray. Shane remembers lying down “for a minute.” Then waking hours later tangled halfway beneath one of the hotel blankets with Ilya asleep against his shoulder.
The room is darker now. Fireplace glowing softly nearby. Outside, waves crash endlessly through the storm. Ilya shifts slightly beside him as he wakes, still disoriented with sleep. “Did we die?”
Shane smiles faintly. “I don’t think so.”
“Disappointing.”
“You’re very dramatic after naps.”
“I am dramatic always.”
True. Shane brushes damp curls carefully back from Ilya’s forehead before he fully thinks through the decision. Both of them go still immediately afterward. Shane’s hand lingers briefly near his face. Ilya looks at him quietly. The air between them changes all at once. Not awkward. Worse.
Intimate.
Shane feels suddenly aware of everything: the warmth beneath the blankets, the sound of rain, the firelight flickering softly across Ilya’s skin, the fact that they are married, the fact that he wants this marriage to become real badly enough now to frighten himself.
Ilya’s gaze drops briefly toward Shane’s mouth. Then back up.
“Shane,” he says softly.
And Shane kisses him before he can overthink it. Slowly. Carefully. Not tentative exactly, intentional. Ilya makes a quiet sound against his mouth that nearly destroys Shane instantly.
The kiss deepens gradually after that. Warm and unhurried beneath the sound of the storm. No performance. No pressure. Just the terrifying realization that kissing Ilya feels less like something new and more like something Shane somehow already missed before it even happened.
***
May seventh feels different immediately. Lighter. Not because anything dramatic changed overnight. But because the uncertainty did.
Shane wakes to sunlight for the first time all week. Actual sunlight. Thin gold light spilling across the blankets and cedar walls while the ocean glitters pale blue beyond the windows instead of gray. Beside him, Ilya is sprawled across the bed stealing at least seventy percent of the blankets.
Shane watches him for a minute before saying, “You’re a menace.”
One eye opens slowly. “Good morning to you also.”
“You stole all the blankets.”
“Yes.”
“At least you admit it.”
“I believe in honesty within marriage.”
Shane laughs quietly. The ease of it surprises him less now. That might be the most dangerous part.
They miss breakfast entirely. Neither of them seems particularly concerned about it. Instead they wander through town slowly beneath clear skies while Tofino finally looks brighter and more alive after days of rain. Ilya buys expensive coffee and complains about Canadian pastries. Shane buys him another pastry anyway five minutes later.
“You are enabling me.”
“I think that ship sailed when I legally married you.”
“That’s fair.”
People still recognize Ilya occasionally. Shane notices the tension every time before Ilya smooths it away. But today it fades faster. Partly because Shane has learned the signs now. Partly because every time it happens, Shane instinctively steps slightly closer beside him afterward without really thinking about it.
The third time it happens, Ilya notices. “You do that intentionally?”
“What?”
“Protective lawyer hovering.”
Shane looks mildly horrified. “I’m not hovering.”
“You absolutely are.”
“That seems unlikely.”
Ilya smiles slowly. “It’s little hot, actually.”
Shane nearly walks directly into a parked bicycle. Ilya laughs so hard he has to grab Shane’s sleeve to steady himself. And standing there in the middle of a tiny street in Tofino with sunlight finally breaking through the clouds and Ilya still laughing beside him, Shane realizes something quietly devastating:
He is already happier here with Ilya than he was during the last year of his previous relationship. The thought lands softly. Then all at once.
They spend most of the afternoon wandering without much direction. That feels new, too. Shane usually moves through cities with purpose. Meetings. Reservations. Schedules carefully structured down to fifteen-minute increments because his life functions better when everything has somewhere specific to be. With Ilya, the day keeps unfolding accidentally.
They stop inside a bookstore because Ilya sees a dog sleeping near the entrance and immediately abandons the conversation mid-sentence to crouch beside it. Shane watches this happen with helpless fondness.
“You like dogs,” he says as Ilya scratches gently behind the animal’s ears.
“I contain multitudes.”
The old woman behind the counter smiles knowingly at Shane like she’s already decided they’re in love. Which. Complicated. Ilya eventually buys nothing except postcards he claims are “for aesthetic purposes” despite refusing to elaborate further.
Later they end up near the harbor again beneath pale afternoon sunlight while fishing boats drift slowly against the docks. Ilya steals Shane’s sunglasses at some point and absolutely refuses to give them back.
“You look ridiculous.”
“I look powerful.”
“You look like divorced European businessman.”
“That is still powerful.”
Shane laughs despite himself. The frightening thing is how easy everything feels now. Not effortless exactly, intentional still, but easy in the ways that matter.
Conversation no longer feels cautious. Silence no longer feels uncertain. Shane has stopped monitoring every interaction for signs they’re moving too fast because the truth is they already moved too fast the second they signed marriage documents three days after meeting. Now they’re just catching up emotionally to something legally irreversible. Which should probably feel more alarming than it does.
***
By early evening they return to the suite carrying takeout containers and far too many pastries because Ilya apparently believes desserts should be ordered in multiples “for emotional support.” The room glows gold in the lowering sunlight. For the first time all week the windows aren’t gray with rain. The ocean stretches blue beyond the trees while late sunlight catches across the water in long bright streaks.
Ilya immediately kicks off his shoes near the door. Shane watches him move through the room automatically now. Comfortable. Familiar already. Their room. The thought lands quietly, then stays.
Ilya wanders toward the windows carrying one of the pastry boxes while Shane sets the rest of the food near the wet bar.
“You’re smiling again,” Ilya says without turning around.
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
Shane realizes belatedly that he probably is. Which feels embarrassing somehow. He changes the subject immediately.
“You stole my sunglasses.”
“They suit me better.”
“That’s objectively false.”
Ilya finally turns around then, still wearing the sunglasses despite the fact that the sun is actively setting. “Counterpoint,” he says seriously. “I am prettier than you.”
Shane stares at him for a second, then laughs hard enough that he has to brace himself against the counter briefly. Ilya’s expression softens instantly at the sound. There it is again. That feeling. Warm and dangerous and growing steadily harder to ignore.
***
Dinner happens cross-legged on the floor beside the coffee table because neither of them wants to bother being formal anymore. The balcony door is cracked open slightly despite the cool air outside. Ocean sounds drift softly through the room beneath quiet music from someone’s phone Shane can’t remember turning on. At some point Ilya steals food directly off Shane’s plate.
“You ordered your own.”
“Yes,” Ilya agrees calmly while eating Shane’s fries anyway.
“You’re unbelievable.”
“You love me.”
The words slip out casually. Thoughtlessly. Silence lands immediately afterward. Ilya freezes mid-bite. Shane’s heart stops so abruptly it actually hurts. The ocean crashes softly outside. Inside, the room suddenly feels very small.
Ilya lowers the fry slowly. “I meant—”
“I know.” But Shane’s voice sounds quieter than usual. Because the problem is: some reckless traitorous part of him reacted before his brain could. Not panic. Hope.
Ilya looks at him carefully from across the floor. Then, softer: “You got weirdly calm just now.”
Shane lets out a startled laugh despite himself. “What?”
“Most people would panic.”
“Oh, I’m panicking.”
“No,” Ilya says quietly. “You’re not.”
Shane looks down briefly at the food between them. The firelight flickers softly across the room now that evening has fully settled outside. And because apparently he’s committed to emotional self-destruction this week, he answers honestly. “I think I didn’t expect it to feel this real this fast.”
The confession settles heavily between them. Across from him, Ilya goes very still. Shane can practically see the moment the words land. Neither of them looks away.
Then slowly, carefully, Ilya sets his plate aside and shifts closer across the carpet until his knee bumps lightly against Shane’s. Warm. Intentional.
“I know,” Ilya says quietly. The gentleness in his voice nearly undoes Shane completely. Because there’s no fear in it. No hesitation. Just understanding.
Outside, dusk settles fully across the coastline while waves move endlessly beyond the windows. Inside, Shane looks at the man he married less than a week ago and realizes with absolute terrifying certainty that he wants this to last longer than the arrangement was ever supposed to. And judging by the expression on Ilya’s face, he may not be alone in that anymore.
***
By the time they finish eating, the room has gone fully dark except for the fireplace and the low lamps near the sofa. The remains of dinner sit abandoned across the coffee table between them. Empty takeout containers. Half-finished wine. One pastry box still open because Ilya insisted they needed “dessert options.”
Outside, the ocean moves in long silver-black lines beneath the windows. Shane is stretched out against the sofa now with one leg bent loosely beneath him while Ilya sits cross-legged on the floor beside the coffee table, absently turning his wineglass slowly between his fingers. Neither of them seems interested in cleaning up yet. The room feels too warm for movement. Too settled.
Music hums quietly from Shane’s phone somewhere behind them. Something instrumental and soft enough to disappear beneath the sound of the ocean every few seconds.
Ilya glances toward it eventually. “You listen to very dramatic music for someone pretending not to have feelings.”
Shane snorts softly. “You own silk shirts.”
“Yes,” Ilya says seriously. “Because I am brave.”
That gets another laugh out of him. God. The ease of it still catches Shane off guard sometimes. Ilya looks up immediately when Shane laughs now. Like it matters to him. Like he’s collecting the sound carefully. The realization settles warm somewhere beneath Shane’s ribs. Dangerous again, always dangerous.
For a while they fall quiet. Not awkward. Just tired in the comfortable way that follows a full day spent entirely with another person. Shane watches the firelight flicker across the room while Ilya leans his head back briefly against the sofa cushion near Shane’s knee. The movement is casual enough that Shane almost misses it. Almost.
He looks down automatically. Ilya’s curls brush lightly against his leg through the fabric of his sweatpants. The contact feels strangely intimate. More intimate somehow than kissing had. Because this isn’t deliberate. It’s trust. The realization hits Shane hard enough that he looks back toward the windows immediately afterward.
Outside, moonlight catches faintly against the ocean. Inside, the fire cracks softly. Then quietly: “Can I ask you something?”
Shane looks back down. Ilya’s expression has gone thoughtful again. “Sure.”
A pause. Then: “Were you happy before?”
The question catches Shane completely off guard. “With my ex?”
“With your life.”
Shane goes still. Ilya looks suddenly uncertain afterward, like he regrets asking already. “You don’t have to answer,” he says quickly.
“No.” Shane exhales slowly. “It’s okay.” The problem is he doesn’t actually know immediately. That probably answers the question by itself. He looks down at his hands for a second before speaking. “I think I got very good at functioning. Ilya stays quiet beside him. “I liked my work. I liked my apartment. I liked my routine.” Shane huffs softly through his nose. “Everything looked correct from the outside.”
“But?”
Shane stares toward the fire. “But I think I stopped noticing whether I was actually enjoying my life.”
The honesty of the admission leaves the room quieter afterward. The ocean crashes softly below the cliffs outside. Beside him, Ilya’s fingers still around the stem of his wineglass. “I know that feeling,” he says eventually.
Shane looks over. Ilya’s gaze stays fixed on the fire now instead of him. “You wake up one day and realize your life became something you manage instead of something you live inside.”
The words land directly in Shane’s chest. Because yes. Exactly that.
For a second neither of them speaks. Then Shane says quietly: “I don’t feel like that here.”
Ilya finally looks up then. Shane can see the exact moment the words affect him. The softening around his eyes. The careful stillness afterward.
“You know,” Ilya says after a moment, “this is longest I’ve stayed in one place in almost two years.”
Shane blinks. “Seriously?”
“Yes.”
“That sounds exhausting.”
“It was glamorous exhaustion.”
“That’s still exhaustion.”
Ilya smiles faintly. Then quieter: “I forgot what routines feel like.”
The statement does something strange to Shane’s chest. Because suddenly he can picture it too easily: Ilya in his kitchen in Montreal. Ilya stealing his coffee. Ilya complaining dramatically about weather every morning for the rest of their lives. The images arrive so naturally they frighten him slightly. And worse: they make him happy.
Shane looks down before Ilya can read too much of that on his face. Unfortunately, Ilya notices anyway. “You’re thinking very loudly.”
“That’s unfortunate for me.”
“Yes,” Ilya says softly. “Usually.”
The warmth in his voice makes Shane look back at him again. Ilya is watching him openly now. No teasing. No performance. Just looking. The firelight catches gold against his cross and wedding ring while shadows move softly across his face. Shane feels suddenly, overwhelmingly aware of how close they are. One movement and he could touch him. The thought lingers too long.
Ilya notices that too. Slowly, carefully, he sets the wineglass down on the table beside him. Then he shifts closer. Not rushed. Not hesitant, either. Intentional.
His hand settles lightly against Shane’s knee first. Warm through the fabric. Shane’s breath catches slightly. Neither of them looks away now.
“Tell me something true,” Ilya says quietly.
The request settles somewhere deep inside him. Shane thinks for a second. Then answers honestly before he can lose the nerve. “I don’t want this week to end.” The vulnerability in the confession leaves him exposed immediately afterward. Because it isn’t really about the trip. They both know that.
Ilya’s expression softens almost painfully. “Shane.” Just his name. Quiet enough that it feels intimate.
Shane reaches for him first this time. His hand sliding carefully along the side of Ilya’s neck. Thumb brushing lightly against damp curls near his ear. Ilya leans into the touch instantly. The unconsciousness of it nearly undoes Shane completely.
Then Shane kisses him. Slowly at first. Warm and lingering and already familiar now. Ilya shifts closer immediately, one hand bracing against the sofa beside Shane while the other curls lightly into the fabric of his shirt.
The kiss deepens gradually. No urgency. Just closeness. Firelight flickering softly around them while the ocean moves endlessly beyond the windows.
At some point Ilya climbs up onto the sofa half into Shane’s lap without either of them fully deciding to move there. Shane’s hands settle instinctively at his waist. Warm skin beneath soft fabric. Ilya kisses him like he’s learning him by memory already. Carefully. Thoroughly. Like he wants to keep this.
Eventually they pull apart slowly, both quieter afterward. Ilya rests his forehead briefly against Shane’s. The room feels impossibly small around them now. “You know what problem is?” Ilya murmurs softly.
“What?”
“I think maybe I’m starting to trust you.”
The honesty of it catches Shane entirely off guard. He feels something tighten sharply in his chest. Not fear exactly. Responsibility. Because Shane understands suddenly how serious that statement actually is coming from him.
Slowly, Shane brushes his thumb once along Ilya’s jaw. “I’m not going anywhere,” he says quietly. And the terrifying part is that he never considered leaving in the first place.






      

  












      Chapter 12: Chapter Twelve - Ilya
  








  May eighth arrives soft and gray again. Not storming anymore. Just mist hanging low over the water while the ocean moves quietly beyond the windows. The room is dim with early morning light. Pale silver filtering through the curtains. The fireplace burned out sometime during the night, leaving only lingering warmth trapped in the cedar walls and blankets around them.
Ilya wakes slowly. At first he doesn’t move because he’s warm and comfortable and half asleep enough that his brain hasn’t caught up to reality yet. Then he becomes aware of the weight around his waist.
Shane.
One arm wrapped loosely around him beneath the blankets, face buried halfway into the pillow behind Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya goes still for a second. The realization still feels surreal occasionally: this man is his husband. Not temporary. Not theoretical. Not a strategy anymore.
Real.
Real enough now that Ilya can already picture the shape of Shane’s apartment in Montreal despite never having seen it. Bookshelves. Soft lighting. Expensive coffee machine. Probably blankets folded with terrifying precision. Real enough that sometime during the night he apparently rolled fully against Shane’s side and stayed there unconsciously until morning.
Shane is warm even in sleep. Warm hands. Warm chest. Warmth everywhere, honestly. It’s deeply inconvenient. Ilya studies him quietly for a moment. Shane looks younger asleep somehow. Less controlled around the edges. Hair a mess against the pillow. Mouth relaxed. One knee tangled loosely against Ilya’s beneath the blankets. There’s something terrifyingly intimate about seeing someone before they’ve put themselves back together for the day.
Ilya realizes suddenly that he likes this version of Shane almost best. The one nobody else gets.
Outside, waves move softly against the shore below the cliffs. Inside, the suite feels suspended somehow. Quiet enough that Ilya can hear Shane breathing steadily behind him. He shifts slightly, careful not to wake him. Immediately Shane makes a soft sound of protest and tightens one arm automatically around his waist.
Ilya freezes. Then slowly smiles into the pillow despite himself. “Oh,” he murmurs quietly. “You are clingy actually.”
Shane opens one eye slowly. “You’re talking too early.”
“You’re holding me hostage.”
“You seemed comfortable.”
“That is not legal defense.”
Shane’s mouth twitches faintly before he closes his eyes again. But he doesn’t let go. If anything, he settles closer. Ilya feels warmth spread embarrassingly through his chest. “This is very possessive behavior,” he says softly after another moment.
“Mm.”
“Shane.”
A sleepy pause. Then, muffled against the pillow: “You’re warm.”
The honesty of the answer catches Ilya completely off guard. No teasing. No flirtation. Just sleepy sincerity. God. That might actually kill him eventually. “You are unbelievable in mornings,” Ilya mutters quietly.
“Go back to sleep.”
“You’re trapping me.”
“You complain constantly for someone not trying very hard to leave.”
That makes Ilya laugh softly before he can stop himself. The sound seems to pull Shane farther awake gradually. He shifts behind him slightly, blinking slower now while gray light spreads across the room around them. For a second neither of them says anything.
Then Shane’s hand moves absentmindedly once against Ilya’s waist beneath the blankets, thumb brushing lightly through the fabric of his T-shirt. The touch is unconscious. Casual. And somehow more intimate than half the kisses they’ve shared in the last two days. Because this isn’t performed. It isn’t intentional. It’s comfort.
Ilya realizes suddenly that Shane touches him constantly now. Like his body already expects closeness. Already reaches automatically. The realization settles somewhere dangerously soft inside him.
Outside, fog drifts low across the beach beyond the windows. Inside, Shane finally opens both eyes properly and squints toward the light. “What time is it?”
“Very early.”
“You’re awake voluntarily?”
“I wanted to judge you while unconscious.”
“That’s fair.”
Shane’s voice is still rough with sleep. Ilya loves it immediately. Another deeply inconvenient development. Shane shifts again carefully, propping himself slightly higher against the pillows behind them while still refusing to fully let go of him.
“You know,” Ilya says thoughtfully, “this would alarm you if someone described it to you week ago.”
“What?”
“This.” He gestures vaguely beneath the blankets. “Domestic hostage situation.”
Shane huffs softly through his nose. Then quieter: “No.”
Ilya turns slightly toward him. Shane’s expression is still sleepy but serious underneath it now. “I wanted this,” he says simply.
The words land heavily in the quiet room. Because that’s the thing Ilya keeps forgetting: Shane never approached any of this halfway. Not the marriage. Not the honeymoon. Not them. He committed immediately. Calmly. Completely.
The realization still frightens Ilya sometimes because he doesn’t know what to do with that kind of certainty yet. People usually hesitate with him eventually. They like him. Want him. Admire him. But Shane chose him like it was obvious from the beginning.
The thought settles painfully warm beneath Ilya’s ribs. He looks away first under the excuse of staring toward the windows. Mist moves softly beyond the glass while waves roll endlessly below. Behind him, Shane’s chin rests briefly against his shoulder. “You got quiet,” Shane murmurs.
“Thinking.”
“That usually concerns me.”
Ilya smiles faintly. Then, before he can overthink it, he turns slightly beneath Shane’s arm and presses a slow kiss against the corner of his mouth. Sleep-warm and soft. Shane makes a quiet surprised sound against him. Then immediately kisses him back. Slowly at first. Still half asleep. The blankets twist around them while gray morning light spills softly across the bed. No urgency. No performance. Just warmth and familiarity and the terrifying realization that this already feels less like a honeymoon and more like the beginning of the rest of their lives.
***
They spend most of the morning moving slowly through the suite. Coffee. Showers. Music low in the background. The ocean barely visible through fog.
Ilya is standing near the wet bar making espresso when Shane asks casually: “So where exactly do you live?”
Ilya glances over. “In general?”
“In Montreal.”
“Oh.” The single syllable comes out more suspiciously than intended.
Shane notices immediately. “You do live in Montreal sometimes, right?”
“Sometimes.”
Shane lowers his book slowly from where he’s sitting on the sofa. “Ilya.”
“I travel.”
“That’s not answer.”
“It is technically answer.”
Shane stares at him.
Ilya sighs dramatically and leans back against the counter. “I have apartment in Boston.”
“You live in Boston.”
“Yes.”
“But you work everywhere.”
“Yes.”
“And Montreal?”
Ilya hesitates briefly. “I rent place occasionally when needed.”
Shane blinks once. “You don’t actually have a home in Canada.”
“Now I do,” Ilya says lightly. The words slip out before he fully thinks about them. Silence lands briefly afterward.
Shane looks at him carefully across the room. Not alarmed. Not pressured.
Thinking.
Then quietly:
“You can stay with me.” The simplicity of the statement hits harder than it should.
Ilya looks away first under the excuse of fixing the coffee machine. “That was always plan,” he says lightly. “You married me. Very difficult to return husband afterward.”
Shane smiles faintly. “I’m serious.”
“I know.” And that’s the problem. Shane always sounds serious. Not intense. Not possessive. Certain. Like it genuinely never occurred to him that Ilya might not belong beside him now. The realization settles somewhere tender and terrifying beneath Ilya’s ribs. Because Shane has family there. Friends. A life. And Ilya is the one entering it. The one who has to fit. The one who has to become understandable to people who already love Shane. The thought lodges quietly beneath his skin for the rest of the morning.
***
They go kayaking that afternoon because the weather finally clears enough to leave the coastline bright and silver-blue beneath the clouds. The water is calmer farther inside Clayoquot Sound. Still cold. Always cold.
“I think your country is trying to kill me slowly,” Ilya says while adjusting the life jacket.
“You say that every day.”
“Yes,” Ilya replies. “Because evidence continues mounting.” Shane laughs while helping steady the kayak near the dock. Ilya likes making him laugh more than he should. That realization has become impossible to avoid now. 
Out on the water, everything feels impossibly quiet. The paddles dip softly through silver reflections while forest presses deep green against the shoreline around them. At one point Shane reaches forward automatically to brush water from Ilya’s sleeve after he splashes himself badly. The gesture is absentminded. Natural, like touching him has already become instinct.
Ilya feels warmth bloom low in his chest immediately. Dangerous again. Always dangerous.
“So,” Shane says after a while, steering them slowly around a cluster of rocks. “Work.”
Ilya groans immediately. “No.”
“We have to talk about it eventually.”
“Terrible attitude for honeymoon.”
Shane smiles. “You still modeling full-time?”
“Yes.”
“How does that work with… everything?”
Marriage. Montreal. Them. Ilya watches sunlight break softly across the water before answering. “I can base myself there more,” he says carefully. “Milan, Paris, New York still happen. But less constantly.”
“You’d want that?” The concern in Shane’s voice catches him slightly off guard. Not suspicion. Actual concern. “For your career,” Shane clarifies quickly. “I don’t want you giving up things because of me.”
Something unexpectedly emotional twists inside Ilya’s chest. Because no one in his life says things like that carefully. Usually people either want more from him or resent what the career takes away. Shane sounds like he wants him intact. “Yes,” Ilya says quietly after a moment. “I think maybe I’m tired.”
Shane looks over immediately. Not judging. Just attentive. And suddenly Ilya can picture this too clearly: coming home from airports to Shane, complaining dramatically about flights while Shane makes tea, belonging somewhere instead of drifting constantly between cities.
The image feels dangerously close to hope.
***
That night they dress up for dinner. Not because they have to. Because it’s their last full night here and neither of them wants to ignore that.
The restaurant sits directly over the water again, candles glowing softly against the windows while dusk settles blue-gray across the coastline outside. Ilya watches Shane loosen slightly more every hour they spend together now. The difference is visible. Less tension in his shoulders. More laughter. More touching without thinking about it.
At one point Shane reaches across the table to steal food from Ilya’s plate and Ilya just stares at him.
“What?”
“You’re evolving.”
“I bought you dessert earlier.”
“That is unrelated crime.”
Shane laughs quietly into his wineglass. God. Ilya is completely fucked. Dinner stretches late into the evening. Conversation drifting between serious and stupid effortlessly now. At one point Shane asks, “Do you want to look for something together eventually?”
Ilya blinks. “What?”
“A place.” The words land softly between them. Not hypothetical. Real. Shane continues carefully: “If my apartment feels too much like my space, we could find something else eventually. Somewhere that feels more ours.”
The sincerity in him is unbearable sometimes. Because he means it. He’s already making room. Ilya smiles lightly to hide the sudden ache low in his chest. “You are trying very hard not to scare me.”
Shane looks startled. “Am I?”
“Yes.”
“Is it working?”
“A little.” That gets him another laugh. But underneath it, the fear lingers quietly. Not fear of Shane. Fear of fitting. Because Shane talks about his life like there’s space waiting naturally for Ilya inside it. But Shane already belongs to people. Rose. Hayden and Jackie. His parents. People who know him deeply already.
Ilya suddenly wonders what it will feel like standing inside those relationships permanently. Will they really keep looking at him warmly once the novelty fades? Will he always feel slightly temporary inside Shane’s world even after the marriage becomes permanent legally too? 
The thoughts stay trapped quietly beneath his smile while Shane keeps talking about neighborhoods in Montreal. Plateau. Old Montréal. Somewhere with more light. And the worst part is that Ilya wants it badly enough now to be frightened by how much it could hurt if he fails.
***
Later that evening, after dinner, they end up back on Chesterman Beach carrying takeout coffees through the cold. The sky is fading slowly from blue to gray above the water while the tide rolls dark and restless across the sand. Wind pushes hard off the ocean, cold enough that even Shane finally looks miserable about it.
Ilya notices immediately. “You’re suffering.”
“I’m cold.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “Suffering.”
Shane gives him a flat look over the rim of his coffee cup. The expression makes warmth bloom instantly in Ilya’s chest. That keeps happening now. Every small thing Shane does somehow settles somewhere deep inside him before he can stop it.
The wind catches Ilya’s curls hard enough to blow them directly across his face again. Annoying. He pushes them back unsuccessfully once. Twice. Then Shane reaches over automatically and brushes them carefully away from his eyes.
The movement is absentminded. Instinctive. Like touching Ilya has already become natural to him. Both of them go still for half a second afterward. Not awkward. Just aware. Shane’s fingers linger briefly near Ilya’s temple before pulling away. “You do that constantly now,” Ilya says quietly before he can stop himself.
Shane looks over. “What?”
“Touch me.”
The words land softly between them beneath the sound of the waves. Shane blinks once like he genuinely hadn’t noticed. Then something warmer appears in his expression. “Oh.”
Ilya smiles slowly despite himself. “Very intelligent response.”
“You made me self-conscious.”
“That was intentional.”
Shane laughs softly under his breath. God. Ilya thinks suddenly, helplessly: I could listen to that forever. The realization nearly knocks the breath out of him.
They keep walking after that, slow and aimless along the shoreline while the ocean pushes around their shoes occasionally. The beach is mostly empty except for distant figures farther down near the water.
Then Ilya spots the dog. He stops immediately.
Shane nearly walks into him. “What?”
Ilya points dramatically. “Look.”
About fifty feet away, someone is walking an enormous black dog along the edge of the tide.  The animal looks deeply fluffy. This is important.
Shane follows his line of sight slowly. “You interrupted me for a dog?”
“It’s exceptional dog.”
“You don’t even know that.”
“I feel it spiritually.”
Shane laughs again while Ilya is already heading toward the animal with complete certainty. The dog turns out to be enormous and deeply affectionate. Perfect, basically. Within seconds Ilya is crouched in the sand scratching behind its ears while speaking rapid Russian to it automatically. The dog responds with immediate devotion. “As expected,” Ilya murmurs seriously.
Behind him, Shane sounds helplessly amused. “Watching you flirt with animals is honestly alarming.”
Ilya looks up. “He understands me emotionally.”
“It’s been thirty seconds.”
“Real connections happen quickly.”
That gets another laugh. The owner smiles politely at them before eventually continuing farther down the beach with the dog. Ilya watches them leave with genuine disappointment.
Shane studies him carefully beside the water. “You’re grieving.”
“We had future together.”
“You knew him for under a minute.”
“Love does not care for time.” Shane laughs hard enough this time that he has to look away briefly toward the ocean. The sound hits Ilya squarely in the chest. Warm. Bright Real.
And suddenly he understands with terrifying clarity that he’s completely in love with his husband. Not gradually. Already. The realization leaves him almost dizzy for a second. Because this is the dangerous part now: not wanting Shane, not the marriage, not even permanence. It’s how badly Ilya wants to belong inside Shane’s life specifically.
Shane has parents who already adore him. Friends who know exactly how he takes his coffee and when he gets quiet and what kind of music he plays when he’s stressed. A home. A routine. People. And Ilya is the variable entering all of it. The outsider.
The thought settles heavily beneath his ribs while they continue walking beside the ocean. Will they really keep liking him once he stops being interesting? Once he becomes permanent instead of new? Will Montreal ever feel like his city too, or just the place Shane already built a life before him?
Beside him, Shane nudges his shoulder lightly. “You disappeared mentally.”
Ilya glances over. “Thinking.”
“That usually worries me.”
“You’ll survive.”
Shane studies him for another second like he’s trying to decide whether to push further. Then instead, casually, naturally, he reaches down and takes Ilya’s hand. No hesitation. No self-consciousness. Just warm fingers sliding easily between his like they’ve always belonged there. 
The contact hurts unexpectedly. Not physically. Emotionally. Because Shane does things like this constantly now. Makes space for him instinctively. Includes him automatically. Talks about apartments and routines and future plans like Ilya is already woven into all of it permanently. As if there was never another possibility.
Ilya looks down briefly at their joined hands while cold wind rushes around them off the ocean. Their wedding rings catch faintly in the fading light. Married. Real. And standing there beside the water with Shane’s hand warm around his, Ilya realizes the frightening part isn’t whether he loves Shane enough. It’s whether he will ever stop waiting for someone to realize he doesn’t quite fit inside a life this good. 
***
On May ninth, they pack slowly. Too slowly. Neither of them says it out loud, but the room already feels different. Temporary again. Suitcases open across the bedroom. The smell of coffee. Ocean visible beyond the windows one last time.
Ilya folds one of Shane’s sweaters automatically before realizing halfway through that he’s already started treating Shane’s things carefully, like they belong partly to him too. The realization catches unexpectedly in his chest.
Behind him, Shane zips one suitcase closed before glancing over. “You okay?”
“Yes,” Ilya says immediately, too quickly probably. But Shane accepts the answer easily and moves closer instead, brushing one hand briefly against Ilya’s back as he passes. Casual touch. Warm. Natural.
“I was thinking,” Shane says carefully while reaching for his jacket. “My parents want dinner next week.” There it is. Real life.
Ilya smiles automatically. “Already?” 
“My mother’s obsessed with you.”
“She has excellent judgment.”
Shane snorts softly. But beneath the joke, something nervous twists low inside Ilya anyway. Dinner. Family. Shane’s real life beginning around him again. And suddenly he understands with painful clarity that this is the actual terrifying part. Not marriage. Belonging. Because Shane has made space for him so easily already. And Ilya has no idea yet whether he knows how to live inside that kind of love without eventually ruining it.
The rest of the day passes too quickly. That’s the first thing Ilya notices. Not dramatically. Not painfully. Just quietly, constantly. Every hour feels shorter than it should.
By late morning their suitcases are standing upright near the door of the suite, zipped closed and waiting. The room already looks less like theirs because of it. Too clean again. The blankets folded back neatly. The coffee cups gone. No jackets over chairs. No evidence left of the strange temporary life they built here together.
Ilya hates it immediately. Shane is moving around the bedroom gathering chargers and books with the focused efficiency he applies to everything practical. It should feel cold. Instead it feels weirdly comforting watching him. Because Shane always finishes things carefully. Even packing.
“You’re thinking again,” Shane says without looking up from his suitcase.
Ilya narrows his eyes. “I dislike that you can tell now.”
“You get quiet.”
“I am naturally mysterious.”
“You sigh dramatically at least once every thirty seconds.”
“That is different.”
Shane laughs softly. Ilya’s chest still reacts to that sound instantly every time. Deeply humiliating. They leave the suite slowly. Too slowly. Ilya lingers near the windows one last time while Shane finishes checking drawers and bathroom counters for forgotten things.
The ocean beyond Chesterman Beach is silver-gray again beneath low clouds. Wind moving hard through the trees below. For a second Ilya lets himself imagine staying another week. Another month. Just existing here with Shane where nothing else could reach them yet. No press. No Alexei. No real life. Just warmth and ocean and Shane smiling at him over morning coffee. The fantasy hurts enough that he forces himself away from the windows before it settles too deeply.
Behind him, Shane reaches automatically for his hand once they step outside. No hesitation. Like he’s been doing it forever already.
***
The drive back toward the airport feels quieter than the rest of the week. Not bad. Just aware. The honeymoon is ending. Real life is beginning again.
Ilya watches the coastline disappear gradually through the car windows while Shane answers a work email beside him with visible reluctance. “See?” Ilya says softly. “Businessman.”
Shane groans without looking up from his phone. “I hate you.”
“No, you don’t.” The answer comes automatically from both of them this time. That stills the car briefly afterward. Not awkward. Just real.
Shane glances over eventually, something softer appearing in his expression. “No,” he says quietly. “I really don’t.”
Ilya looks away first. Outside, rain starts again lightly against the windows.
***
The airport is tiny. Almost absurdly tiny after years of international terminals and security lines and fashion-week chaos.
Shane seems delighted by this. “This barely qualifies as airport.”
“It looks emotionally fragile.”
“There are like three gates.”
“One employee.”
Shane snorts softly beside him while checking them in. Ilya watches him talk to the woman at the counter with quiet fascination. Shane is kind to strangers in such an unthinking way. Not performative politeness. Not charm. Just attentiveness. Eye contact. Patience. Warmth.
The woman smiles at him immediately. Of course she does. Ilya suddenly understands with sharp painful clarity how easy it must be to love Shane once you know him. The realization sits heavily in his chest while they move through security. Because people like Shane build roots everywhere without trying. And Ilya has spent most of his life learning how not to stay long enough for roots to matter.
***
Their flight to Vancouver is small enough that turbulence shakes the plane almost immediately after takeoff. Ilya hates small planes privately. He refuses to admit this publicly. Unfortunately, Shane notices everything now.
Halfway through a rough patch of turbulence, Shane looks over from the window seat. “You okay?”
“Yes.” The plane drops slightly. Ilya grips the armrest harder.
Shane’s mouth twitches faintly. “You’re scared.”
“I am dignified.”
“You’re terrified.”
“I am evaluating structural concerns.”
Shane laughs quietly before reaching over and prying Ilya’s hand away from the armrest. Then he laces their fingers together casually between the seats. Like it’s nothing. Like this. Like them. Ilya looks down at their hands briefly. Wedding rings pressed together. Warm fingers. Steady pressure every time turbulence shakes the plane again. Something painfully soft opens inside his chest. Because Shane doesn’t make him feel embarrassing for needing comfort. He just gives it. Naturally.
By the time they land in Vancouver, Ilya is half convinced he could survive almost anything as long as Shane keeps holding his hand like that. Which feels psychologically unhealthy, honestly.
***
The Vancouver airport is louder, brighter. Real life creeping back in around them immediately. People recognize Ilya twice before they even reach their next gate.
The first interaction is harmless. The second includes someone taking photos from too far away. Ilya feels the familiar shift happen automatically inside himself. Posture changing. Smile sharpening slightly. Awareness tightening.
Armor.
Beside him, Shane notices immediately. He doesn’t say anything about it. Just steps closer while they walk. Shoulder brushing lightly against Ilya’s. The silent understanding nearly hurts. “You’re hovering again,” Ilya says lightly as they stop near their gate.
Shane looks offended. “I’m not hovering.”
“You are emotionally circling me like concerned husband.”
“I literally am your husband.”
“That’s true.” Shane’s expression softens briefly at the words anyway.
The gate area is crowded enough that they end up sitting close together automatically. Shane’s knee pressed against Ilya’s while he scrolls through emails on his phone with growing irritation. Ilya watches him for a minute. The focused crease between his eyebrows. The way he rubs his thumb absently along the edge of his wedding ring while reading. The visible reluctance every time another message appears.
“You don’t want to go back either,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane looks up immediately. For a second neither of them says anything. Then Shane sighs softly and leans his head briefly back against the seat behind him. “No,” he admits.
The honesty in him still devastates Ilya sometimes. Because there’s no game in it. No performance. Just truth. And suddenly Ilya understands something important: Shane isn’t calm because he cares less. He’s calm because he already decided. About the marriage. About them. About staying. The realization steadies something nervous inside Ilya he didn’t realize was still shaking.
***
The flight to Montreal lands late enough that the city glows gold beneath the plane windows when they descend. Ilya stares down at it silently while lights spread endlessly below them.
Montreal.
Home now.
Or at least the beginning of one.
Beside him, Shane leans slightly closer to look out the window too. “That’s us,” he says quietly. The words hit Ilya directly in the chest.
Us.
Not my apartment. Not your move. Not where you’ll stay.
Us.
The plane touches down smoothly. Passengers immediately start standing too early like every flight on earth apparently contains the same species of impatient idiot. Ilya barely notices. Because Shane reaches over while the plane taxis toward the gate and squeezes his hand once between their seats. Warm. Steady. Certain. No hesitation.
And sitting there beneath the dim cabin lights with Montreal waiting outside and Shane’s hand wrapped around his, Ilya realizes something that terrifies him completely: For the first time in years, arriving somewhere no longer feels lonely.






      

  












      Chapter 13: Chapter Thirteen - Shane
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      This chapter contains my absolute favorite scene that I've probably ever written. I hope everyone else enjoys it just as much :)







  Shane wakes to unfamiliar silence. Not complete silence. Montreal traffic hums faintly somewhere below the windows. Pipes shifting softly inside the building. A distant siren several streets away. City sounds. Home.
Gray morning light spills across the bedroom in soft lines through partially open curtains. For one disorienting second, Shane forgets why the apartment feels different. Then he turns his head slightly and sees Ilya asleep beside him.
Right. Married. The realization lands easier now. Less shocking every time.
Ilya is sprawled diagonally across half the bed like he lost a fight with the blankets sometime during the night. One arm thrown above his head. Hair everywhere. One of Shane’s T-shirts twisted slightly at the waist where it rode up in his sleep. The shirt looks alarmingly good on him. That feels unfair somehow.
Shane studies him quietly for a moment. There’s something surreal about seeing Ilya here specifically. Not in Tofino. Not in hotels. Not suspended outside real life. Here. Inside Shane’s actual apartment. Their suitcases still half unpacked near the bedroom wall. Ilya’s watch sitting beside Shane’s keys near the dresser. Evidence already.
Shane feels something warm settle low in his chest before he can stop it. Then Ilya shifts slightly beneath the blankets without opening his eyes. “You’re staring again.”
Shane smiles despite himself. “You’re awake.”
“No,” Ilya says sleepily. “I’m haunting apartment.” His Russian accent thickens when he’s tired.
Shane’s entire nervous system reacts to this like a complete idiot. “You drool,” Shane says calmly.
Ilya opens one eye immediately. “Lies.”
“Tragic amounts.”
“You are trying psychological warfare very early.”
“It’s my last day off. I have energy.” That gets him a sleepy laugh. God. The apartment already feels warmer with that sound inside it.
***
Shane comes out of the shower to the sound of cabinet doors slamming and Russian profanity drifting from the kitchen. He pauses halfway through drying his hair. Then another noise follows. A metallic clatter. A muffled “oh no.” And a heavy thump followed by Ilya muttering something deeply suspicious in Russian.
Shane walks into the kitchen still barefoot and damp-haired, expecting minor chaos. Instead he finds complete devastation.
Flour everywhere. Not a little flour. Catastrophic flour. Shane stops in the doorway. “What happened?”
Ilya points immediately. “Your stove is aggressive.”
“My stove?”
“Yes.”
Shane looks around slowly. “Why does it look like a bakery exploded in here?”
“I am making blini.”
“That explains nothing.”
Ilya gestures toward the counter dramatically. “It is cultural breakfast.”
Shane blinks once. Then notices the recipe open on Ilya’s phone. In Russian.
“You’re making crepes?”
“Blini,” Ilya corrects with deep offense. “Different emotionally.”
“Sure.”
Ilya narrows his eyes at him before returning his attention to the pan. Whatever is currently cooking inside it looks deeply unstable. Shane walks closer carefully like approaching a wounded animal. “You know we have restaurants.”
“Yes,” Ilya says. “But this is romantic.” The sincerity of the statement catches Shane off guard hard enough that he just stands there for a second. Ilya notices immediately. “You’re doing face.”
“What face?”
“Fond emotional face.”
“I don’t have one of those.”
“You absolutely do.”
Before Shane can defend himself, Ilya attempts to flip the blini. It folds violently into itself midair before collapsing back into the pan like a dying star. Silence. Then: “…okay.” Shane laughs before he can stop himself. Ilya looks personally betrayed. “You said this would be supportive marriage.”
“I’m trying.”
“You’re laughing.”
“Because this is objectively ridiculous.”
Ilya points the spatula at him threateningly. “Leave kitchen if you cannot behave.”
Shane stays exactly where he is. Mostly because Ilya looks unfairly good like this. Messy curls. Bare feet. Flour dusted across the front of Shane’s shirt. Domestic and warm and real in a way that keeps catching Shane off guard every few minutes lately.
The apartment still doesn’t entirely feel real with another person inside it. Not in a bad way. In a dangerous way. Like Shane’s life quietly rearranged itself while he wasn’t paying attention.
Ilya frowns down at the pan again. “Maybe batter is wrong.”
“You measured things?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“With heart.”
“Oh no.”
“I used cup.”
“Which cup?” Ilya points vaguely toward the drying rack. Shane follows the gesture. Wine glass. He closes his eyes briefly. “You measured flour with a wine glass.”
“It had volume.”
“That’s not how baking works.”
“It is working enough.”
Shane looks meaningfully toward the pan where the latest blini has somehow fused permanently to the surface. “I disagree.”
Ilya laughs suddenly then. Bright and unguarded and warm enough that Shane feels it straight through his chest. God. This is becoming a problem. “You are very judgmental for man standing there doing nothing,” Ilya says.
“Because I enjoy living.”
“Coward.”
Then Ilya reaches toward the flour bag again and immediately sends a white cloud exploding across the counter.
And directly onto Shane.
There’s a beat of complete silence.
Ilya stares at him.
Shane stares back.
Then slowly: “Did you just throw flour at me?”
“It was accident.”
“You’re smiling.”
“That is unrelated.”
Shane grabs the dish towel automatically.
Ilya gasps dramatically. “Violence.”
“It’s literally a towel.”
“You’ve changed.”
Shane steps closer anyway, reaching out to brush flour from Ilya’s cheek. The movement stills both of them immediately. Because suddenly they’re standing close enough that Shane can feel warmth radiating off him. Can see the tiny flecks of flour caught in his curls. Can smell coffee and sugar and soap and something distinctly Ilya underneath all of it. 
The apartment goes quieter around them. Ilya looks up at him softly. And Shane realizes with sudden clarity that this might actually be the first real morning of their marriage. Not the honeymoon. Not suspended reality. Home. Kitchen disasters. Coffee. Bare feet on hardwood floors. A life.
“You’re staring again,” Ilya murmurs.
“You’re covered in flour.”
“Yes,” Ilya says quietly. “Very beautiful.”
Shane laughs softly under his breath. Then kisses him. Warm and slow and tasting faintly like coffee. Ilya makes a quiet pleased sound against his mouth immediately, one flour-covered hand sliding lightly against Shane’s waist. The kiss deepens briefly before the smell of burning batter interrupts them. 
Both of them freeze. Then turn slowly toward the stove. Smoke rises steadily from the pan. “Oh my god,” Shane says.
“The blini are emotional,” Ilya says gravely.
“The blini are on fire.”
They both start laughing at the same time. Real laughter. The kind that makes Shane bend forward against the counter while Ilya leans helplessly against his shoulder still holding the spatula.
And standing there in the middle of the ruined kitchen with flour all over his apartment and smoke filling the air, Shane realizes he’s never been happier to lose control of his space in his entire life.
The counters are dusted white. There’s batter on the ceiling somehow. One dish towel appears permanently sacrificed. And standing in the middle of it all is Ilya wearing one of Shane’s old McGill T-shirts while glaring at a frying pan with visible betrayal.
***
They spend the rest of the morning cleaning flour out of places Shane didn’t realize flour could physically reach. Or rather: Shane cleans.
Ilya follows him around the apartment “helping,” which mostly consists of opening cabinets curiously, reorganizing things incorrectly, and continuing to make observations like an extremely beautiful raccoon. 
“I like knowing where things are.”
“You live like museum curator.”
Shane glances over from wiping down the counter. “You measured flour with a wine glass.”
“It had volume.”
“That sentence is going to upset me all day.”
Ilya smiles without remorse and opens another cabinet.
“Oh my god,” he says softly. “You organized mugs by size.”
 “You own seven nearly identical black sweaters.”
“They are emotionally distinct.”
The apartment feels different now. Less pristine. Less controlled. There’s still flour dusted faintly along the edge of the stove despite Shane cleaning it twice already. One of Ilya’s suitcases sits half-unpacked beside the bedroom doorway. Coffee cups cool forgotten on the counter while music plays quietly from someone’s phone. The space feels lived in. Shared. And every time Shane catches sight of Ilya moving comfortably through his kitchen in Shane’s clothes, he feels something warm and dangerous settle deeper into place inside his chest.
At one point Shane turns from the kitchen counter and nearly walks directly into him. Ilya steadies him automatically with both hands against his waist. The contact stills both of them briefly. “You need traffic system,” Ilya says quietly.
“You’re standing in the middle of the kitchen.”
“This is shared space now.” The words hit Shane directly in the chest. Shared. Home. He kisses Ilya before he fully thinks about it. Quick. Warm. Domestic.
Ilya smiles against his mouth immediately afterward. “Very aggressive for morning.”
“You’re in my way.”
“Your solution to inconvenience is kissing?”
“Yes.”
“Interesting.”
Shane laughs softly and pulls away just as his phone rings. He groans immediately upon seeing the screen. “Mom.”
Ilya lights up instantly. “Answer.”
“You sound excited.”
“I enjoy your mother. She threatened me with leftovers at wedding.”
Shane answers anyway and puts the call on speaker phone. “Hi, Mom.”
“Finally,” Yuna says immediately. “You’re alive.”
“We landed last night.”
“Yes, and then you disappeared into marital bliss apparently.”
Across the kitchen, Ilya nearly chokes on his coffee.
Shane closes his eyes briefly. “Please never say that again.”
Yuna ignores him completely. “Is Ilya awake?”
“I am here,” Ilya calls immediately.
“Oh good,” Yuna says warmly. “You survived my son’s apartment.”
“Barely. Very organized. Emotionally intimidating.”
Shane watches the easy affection settle immediately into Yuna’s voice while they talk. No hesitation. No awkwardness. Like she already decided Ilya belongs here too. The realization loosens something quietly inside him. Dinner gets arranged quickly afterward.
“Six o’clock,” Yuna says firmly. “And don’t let Dad make you think he doesn’t care what shirt he wears because he absolutely does.”
“I can hear you,” David shouts distantly.
“Good.”
Shane hangs up smiling before he can stop himself. Ilya notices immediately. “You’re happy.”
“That’s suspiciously accusatory.”
“It was observation.”
Before Shane can answer, Ilya’s phone rings too. His expression changes slightly when he sees the caller. “Cliff.” He answers immediately. “Hello, beautiful.”
Shane snorts softly and returns to unpacking while listening automatically to one half of the conversation. Then pauses because Ilya goes completely still near the kitchen island. “What?”
A pause, then: “You did what?” Shane looks over immediately. Ilya’s expression has gone openly shocked now. “No,” he says quietly. “You did not.” Another pause, then slowly, softly: “…Cliff.”
Something twists unexpectedly in Shane’s chest at the tone alone. Emotion. Real emotion. When the call finally ends several minutes later, Ilya just stands there holding the phone loosely in one hand. “What happened?”
Ilya looks up. “He got apartment here.”
Shane blinks once. “In Montreal?”
Ilya nods slowly. “He was supposed to stay in Boston.”
There’s something vulnerable beneath the words suddenly. Something almost disoriented. Shane moves closer instinctively. “For work?”
“Svetlana helped him.” Ilya laughs softly once like he still can’t fully believe it. “She arranged visa situation so he can keep working with me.”
The realization lands visibly across his face in real time. Someone stayed. Not because they had to. Because they wanted to.
Shane reaches out automatically and touches the back of his neck lightly. “Invite him to lunch.”
Ilya looks up immediately. “Really?”
“This is your home, Ilya. And it’s his first day here too.”
Warmth flickers across Ilya’s expression so quickly Shane almost misses it. Then, softer: “You’re very good at this.”
“At what?”
“Making room for people.” The sincerity in his voice catches Shane slightly off guard. Before he can answer, Ilya leans forward and kisses him quickly once. Then immediately ruins the moment by saying: “Also Cliff will judge your furniture.”
“Great.”
“He’s very mean about lamps.”
***
Cliff arrives just after noon carrying two coffees and looking deeply unimpressed by the state of the kitchen. He steps inside, takes one look at the lingering flour dusted across the counter and stove, then slowly removes his sunglasses.
“What,” he says carefully, “happened here?”
Behind Shane, Ilya looks offended immediately. “It was romantic.”
“It looks like a hostage situation involving pastry.”
Shane takes one of the coffees from Cliff with visible gratitude. “Thank you.”
Cliff’s gaze moves slowly around the apartment after that. The bookshelves. The carefully arranged furniture. The labeled storage boxes near the dining room. The planner open beside Shane’s laptop. Then, unexpectedly: “Oh thank god.”
Shane blinks once. “What?”
“You’re organized.”
“We established that.”
Ilya gasps dramatically from the kitchen. “Excuse me.”
Cliff ignores him completely while walking farther into the apartment. “This is the first stable environment I’ve seen him in since Milan.”
“That’s not true,” Ilya says.
“You lost your passport twice in one month.”
“That was emotionally complicated.”
“You left it inside a hotel safe.”
“There were many safes.”
Shane laughs softly before he can stop himself. And suddenly he understands the dynamic immediately. Cliff isn’t chaos. He manages chaos professionally. Mostly Ilya-shaped chaos. The realization becomes more obvious by the second.
Cliff notices things the same way Shane does. Tracks details automatically. Straightens one of the dining chairs absentmindedly while walking past it. Sets his coffee down on a coaster without thinking.
Meanwhile, Ilya is currently leaning across the counter eating strawberries directly out of the container while flour remains somehow visible in his hair. “Oh no,” Ilya says slowly, looking between them. “You are same person.”
“That feels insulting to both of us,” Cliff replies calmly. Shane smiles into his coffee. Then Cliff notices the planner. His entire expression changes. “What is this?”
Shane glances over. “My schedule.” Cliff walks toward it slowly like he’s approaching religious artifact.
Ilya groans immediately. “No.”
There’s color coding. Obviously. Work meetings in black. Court appearances in blue. Personal commitments in green. Travel outlined separately.
Cliff stares down at it in silence for several seconds. Then softly: “Jesus Christ.”
“Thank you,” Shane says automatically.
“This is beautiful.”
Ilya looks genuinely horrified now. “I hate whatever this is.”
Cliff flips one page carefully. “You separate by category and urgency?”
“Yes.”
“And you archive quarterly?”
“Yes.”
Cliff presses a hand briefly against his chest. “Finally. Competence.”
Ilya points accusingly at both of them. “You’re flirting.”
“We’re organizing,” Shane says calmly.
“That’s worse.”
Lunch arrives from the deli downstairs shortly afterward. They spread out around the living room with sandwiches and coffees while soft afternoon light filters through the windows overlooking downtown Montreal.
The apartment feels strangely full suddenly. Warm. Lived in. Shane notices automatically that Ilya settles almost immediately once Cliff is there. Less tension. More unconscious movement. More softness around the edges.
At one point Ilya leaves his drink balanced dangerously close to the edge of the coffee table. Both Shane and Cliff reach for it simultaneously. The silence afterward is immediate.
Then Cliff slowly looks at Shane. “You see it too.”
“Yes.”
Ilya narrows his eyes. “I am sitting right here.”
“You live recklessly,” Cliff says.
“You left wet towels on hardwood floors this morning,” Shane adds.
“That was one time.”
“It was three times,” Cliff says instantly. Shane feels absurdly vindicated.
“Oh my god,” Ilya mutters. “You formed alliance already.”
“We formed standards,” Cliff corrects.
Lunch shifts naturally into work discussion after that. The difference in Cliff becomes immediate. Still calm. Still reserved. Just sharper now. He pulls out his tablet and opens what appears to be several terrifyingly organized folders. “I already spoke to three Montreal agencies,” he says while scrolling. “Two are viable. One is run by idiots.”
“You met them yesterday,” Ilya says.
“Yes.”
“When?”
“While you were emotionally bonding with forests.” Shane snorts softly into his drink.
Ilya points at Cliff accusingly. “See? Mean.”
“You respond well to structure.”
“I respond well to beauty.”
“You respond poorly to calendars,” Cliff says.
“That’s not my fault.”
Shane leans back slightly into the sofa, watching them. The familiarity between them is quieter than he expected. Not dramatic. Not codependent. Built from years of rhythm and trust and mutual competence. And beneath all the teasing, Shane notices something else too: Cliff takes care of him. Not loudly. Not emotionally. Practically. Like it’s instinct.
“I already lined up print work here,” Cliff says eventually.
Ilya goes still immediately. “What?”
“It’s mostly commercial print and lifestyle campaigns to start.” Cliff scrolls through emails casually. “Nothing exhausting. Local work. A fragrance campaign. One outerwear thing.”
“You already arranged this?”
“You married somebody in Montreal,” Cliff says simply. “Obviously I adjusted your schedule.”
The words land softly in the room. Ilya stares at him for a second longer than usual. And Shane sees it then: the brief crack in composure, the almost startled relief underneath it. Because Ilya genuinely expected things to disappear. Work. Stability. People.
Instead, the people who love him are just… rearranging around him. Making space. Cliff keeps talking while pulling up agency portfolios. “We’ll still need local representation eventually. I scheduled meetings next week.”
“You scheduled them already?”
“Yes.”
“Without asking me?”
“You would have forgotten.”
“That is slander.”
“You missed a fitting in Paris because you got distracted by a dog.”
“It was excellent dog.” Shane laughs again before he can stop himself. Ilya looks deeply betrayed. “Oh no,” he says softly. “Now there are two of you.”
Cliff glances toward Shane calmly. “We should probably coordinate intervention strategies.”
“Agreed.”
“This marriage is becoming abusive,” Ilya mutters. But he’s smiling. Really smiling.
And watching him there in Shane’s living room with his coffee abandoned on the table and relief slowly replacing tension in his face, Shane understands something important with painful clarity: Ilya expected love to cost him everything else. Instead, people are staying.
***
Dinner at his parents’ house feels strangely normal. That’s the thing Shane notices immediately. Not tense. Not formal. Just warm.
The house smells like garlic and tomato sauce before they even fully step inside. Yuna hugs Shane first, then immediately hugs Ilya too.
“You’re thinner,” she accuses.
“I surfed tragically.”
“Sit down. Dad made too much food.”
From the kitchen, David calls, “There’s no such thing.”
The dining table is already set when they arrive. Chicken parm. Salad. Fresh bread. Wine breathing near the counter. Ilya looks quietly overwhelmed for half a second before smoothing it away. Shane notices anyway. His mother notices too, apparently, because she immediately presses a glass of wine into Ilya’s hand like emotional support.
“Come help me in the kitchen,” she says casually.
Shane watches Ilya follow her automatically. Then turns toward his father suspiciously. “What did she just do?”
David smiles faintly while pouring wine. “Your mother is interviewing him privately.”
“Oh my god.”
“She likes him.”
Warmth settles instantly in Shane’s chest. Across the kitchen, he can hear Ilya laughing softly at something Yuna says. The sound carries easily through the house. Comfortable already. 
Dinner settles into something easy faster than Shane expected. Not because the situation itself is normal. Nothing about this should feel normal.
His parents are sharing wine and chicken parm with the man Shane married less than two minutes after meeting him. Ilya is sitting at their dining table wearing one of Shane’s sweaters beneath a dark coat because Montreal is colder than Boston tonight. His wedding ring catches softly against the stem of his wineglass every time he gestures while talking. And somehow it still feels strangely natural.
David leans back slightly in his chair after refilling everyone’s wine. “So how does the modeling actually work?” he asks Ilya. “Logistically, I mean.”
Shane watches Ilya brace very slightly automatically. There it is. The expectation. The assumption that the question will become dismissive or shallow eventually. Shane recognizes it immediately now.
But David just continues thoughtfully: “Because the travel alone sounds exhausting.”
The tension in Ilya’s shoulders eases almost instantly. “Yes,” he says with a small laugh. “That part is terrible actually.”
David smiles faintly. “How often are you gone?”
“It depends on season.” Ilya sets his fork down carefully. “Fashion weeks are worst. Milan, Paris, New York sometimes all back-to-back.” He gestures vaguely. “You stop understanding what time zone you’re in eventually.”
“That can’t be healthy.”
“It’s not.”
Yuna points immediately with her fork. “See? That’s why he’s too thin.”
“Mama Hollander,” Ilya says solemnly, “I had two servings already.”
“You’re tall. That doesn’t count.”
David ignores both of them while looking at Ilya thoughtfully. “So what’s the actual work like day-to-day? I assume most of it isn’t just photographs.”
Shane sees the shift happen in real time. Ilya relaxes. Not dramatically. Gradually. Like each question removes another layer of carefulness from him.
“No,” Ilya says. “Photographs are easy part usually. Most of job is waiting.”
David blinks. “Waiting?”
“Oh yes.” Ilya leans back slightly in his chair. “Waiting for fittings. Waiting for lighting. Waiting for designers. Sometimes entire day disappears for twelve minutes of work.”
“That sounds like corporate law,” Shane says dryly.
Ilya points immediately. “Exactly. Except prettier.” 
David laughs. Real laughter. And Shane feels something warm settle quietly in his chest watching it happen. Because his father isn’t humoring him. He’s interested, actually interested. “What about the business side?” David asks. “Do you negotiate your own contracts?”
“Sometimes,” Ilya says. “Mostly agencies handle larger campaigns, but Cliff manages scheduling and negotiations with me.”
David nods thoughtfully. “That’s a lot of pressure young.”
The softness of the observation catches Ilya slightly off guard. Shane sees that happen, too. That small pause when someone responds to him with concern instead of fascination. “I started very young,” Ilya admits after a second. “Sixteen professionally.”
David’s eyebrows lift immediately. “Sixteen?”
“Yes.”
“That’s… a kid.”
Something flickers briefly across Ilya’s face. Gone almost immediately. But Shane catches it anyway. The acknowledgment matters.
Across the table, Yuna refills Ilya’s wine before he can stop her. “So,” she says more gently, “what was it like growing up in Russia?”
Ilya looks over at her carefully. Not guarded exactly. Just cautious in the way people become when they’re trying to decide how much of themselves is safe to hand over. Shane feels strangely tense suddenly watching him. Not because he thinks his parents will mishandle it, but because he realizes abruptly how much he wants them to understand Ilya correctly.
“My grandmother lived in Saint Petersburg,” Yuna says before Ilya can answer. “Very briefly. For school.”
That surprises him visibly. “Really?”
“She said winter was beautiful and emotionally aggressive.”
Ilya laughs so suddenly he nearly chokes on his wine. “Yes,” he says immediately. “That is exactly correct.”
Yuna smiles warmly. “What was your family like?”
The question is soft enough that Shane watches Ilya relax another fraction immediately. No interrogation. No performance. Just curiosity.
Ilya glances down briefly at his wineglass before answering. “My mother was quiet,” he says after a moment. “Very patient person. She liked cooking and gardening and old movies.” A small smile appears. “She died when I was twelve.”
The table goes softer around the edges immediately. Not awkward. Just careful. Yuna’s expression gentles almost instantly. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”
Ilya shrugs one shoulder lightly, but Shane can see the shift in him anyway. The old, practiced ease sliding into place around grief. “She would have hated fashion industry though,” he says after a second, smile returning faintly. “She thought everyone in magazines looked too hungry.”
That gets a quiet laugh from David. “Smart woman,” he says warmly.
Ilya smiles down at his wineglass for a second before looking back up.  But Shane notices the sadness underneath the smile immediately. 
So does his mother apparently. “What about your brother?” Yuna asks carefully.
A beat of silence. Then Ilya answers lightly enough that most people probably wouldn’t notice the effort underneath it. “Alexei was good at everything first.”
“Older brother?”
“Yes.”
David nods knowingly. “That explains it.”
Ilya looks amused. “You have siblings?”
“I have a younger sister.” David points toward Shane. “He used to cry when she beat him at Mario Kart.”
“I was nine.”
“You were dramatic.”
“I continue to be correct.”
Ilya is smiling openly now. Relaxed enough that his posture has shifted entirely. One arm draped over the back of the chair. The careful polished version of him fading gradually into something softer, something real. Shane watches him glance between his parents while they talk and realizes with quiet relief that he’s enjoying himself, actually enjoying himself. Not enduring. Not performing. 
Belonging.
The realization hits Shane harder than he expects. Because some selfish part of him has apparently been afraid this entire time that eventually Ilya would look around at Shane’s life and realize none of it fits him properly.
But here he is: laughing at David’s terrible jokes, letting Yuna bully him into another helping of pasta, looking warm and loose and comfortable at Shane’s childhood dining table. Like maybe Shane’s life really does have space for him after all.
At one point Yuna asks, “Do you cook?”
Ilya looks horrified immediately. “No.”
“He absolutely can,” Shane says before thinking. Three heads turn toward him. Shane pauses, then sighs. “He made blini this morning.”
Ilya points accusingly across the table. “You said we would never discuss emotional crepe incident publicly.”
David looks delighted already. “Emotional crepe incident?”
“There was flour everywhere,” Shane says calmly.
“You helped.”
“I was trying to survive.”
Yuna laughs hard enough she has to set her wineglass down. And watching all of them together across the warm crowded table, Shane feels something settle quietly into place inside his chest. Not certainty. That came earlier. Something softer. Relief.
At one point David asks, “So how’d you two survive surfing?”
Ilya immediately points at Shane. “He drowned repeatedly.”
“I stood up eventually.”
“Briefly.”
“You fell too.”
“Yes,” Ilya says calmly. “But beautifully.”
David laughs hard enough to nearly spill wine. Shane watches it all quietly for a second. His father smiling. His mother arguing with Ilya about whether he eats enough vegetables. Ilya relaxed enough to tease people openly. 
And suddenly the apartment in Montreal stops feeling hypothetical. This. This feels real now. Not perfect. Not finished. But real.
Beside him under the table, Ilya’s knee bumps lightly against his. Instinctive. Comfortable. Shane glances over automatically. Ilya looks back at him immediately, softening slightly around the eyes the way he only does in private.
And sitting there at his parents’ dining table with garlic and wine and laughter filling the room around them, Shane realizes something with startling clarity: He’s already started thinking of this as the beginning of their life together instead of the aftermath of a wedding.






      

  












      Chapter 14: Chapter Fourteen - Ilya
  








  Ilya wakes slowly to the sound of Shane moving around the apartment. Not fully awake. Twilight-awake. Aware enough to recognize the soft rhythm of drawers opening and closing somewhere beyond the bedroom. The muted hum of the espresso machine. The quiet footsteps crossing hardwood floors.
Morning. Far too early morning, judging by the darkness still lingering faintly beyond the curtains. Ilya keeps his eyes closed on principle. This hour is disrespectful.
Somewhere in the apartment, Shane opens a cabinet carefully. Then pauses. Then opens another one. Ilya smiles faintly into the pillow without waking fully. Shane is trying not to be loud. Which means he’s probably being even quieter than necessary because he thinks Ilya is asleep.
The realization settles warm somewhere low in his chest. The bed still smells faintly like him. Coffee and cedar and soap. Home smells different with another person in it. The thought drifts sleepily through Ilya’s head before dissolving again.
A few minutes later, footsteps move closer. The bedroom door opens softly. Ilya stays exactly where he is beneath the blankets, sprawled diagonally across Shane’s side of the bed now that Shane is no longer occupying it. He hears fabric rustle quietly. Then the mattress dips beside him.
Warm fingers brush carefully through the curls falling across his forehead. “You’re awake,” Shane murmurs softly.
Ilya keeps his eyes closed stubbornly. “No.” Shane laughs quietly under his breath. Even half asleep, Ilya’s chest reacts immediately to that sound.
“You’re a terrible liar.”
“I am victim of morning.” The fingers move through his hair again gently, pushing curls away from his face before Shane leans down and presses a slow kiss against his forehead. The tenderness of it nearly drags Ilya fully awake against his will. Almost. “What time is it,” he mumbles.
“Six fifteen.”
Ilya opens one eye immediately in visible horror. “Absolutely not.”
“I have work.”
“You should quit.”
“That feels extreme.”
“You could be mysterious house husband instead.”
Shane smiles faintly. Ilya can hear it in his voice before he even opens his eyes properly. “Tempting.”
Now that he’s looking at him fully, Ilya feels that familiar ache low in his chest again. Shane is already dressed for work. Dark suit. Tie loosened slightly while he adjusts his watch. Hair still damp from the shower. Beautiful. Deeply unfortunate.
“You look offensive,” Ilya says sleepily.
“That doesn’t sound complimentary.”
“It is.”
Shane’s expression softens instantly. He reaches down absentmindedly and smooths his thumb once along Ilya’s cheekbone. The intimacy of these tiny unconscious touches keeps wrecking him emotionally.
“What does your day look like?” Shane asks quietly.
Ilya groans and rolls slightly deeper into the blankets. “Cliff is forcing me to become productive citizen.”
“You have agency meetings.”
“Yes.” A pause. “And apparently fragrance campaign.”
“You’ll survive.”
“Unclear.”
Shane smiles again while adjusting the cuff of his shirt one-handed. “I’ll try to be home early.”
Ilya narrows his eyes immediately from the pillow. “What is ‘early’ in lawyer language.”
“Around eight.”
Silence. Then: “That’s nighttime.”
“It’s better than usual.”
The horrifying thing is Shane sounds sincere. Which means it probably is. Ilya stares at him for another second before muttering, “Your profession is deeply unhealthy.”
“That’s fair.”
Shane leans down slightly to pick up his bag from beside the bed. “Text me after your meetings?”
The request catches Ilya unexpectedly off guard. Not because it’s dramatic. Because it’s so natural. Like of course Shane wants updates about his day. Like of course they belong in each other’s routines now. Warmth spreads slowly through his chest despite the hour. “You want full emotional report?”
“I want to know how things went.”
“Hm.”
Shane studies him quietly for another second. Then softer: “You okay?”
The question lands more heavily than it should this early in the morning. Ilya knows what Shane’s actually asking underneath it. First real day back. New city. New routine. Separate lives for the first time since the wedding. Real life beginning. And somehow that realization makes the apartment feel different already. Quieter. “I’m okay,” Ilya says honestly.
Shane nods once like he believes him completely. Then he stands. Immediately the room feels colder. Terrible design flaw. “Go back to sleep,” Shane murmurs.
“I plan to die here actually.”
“That seems inconvenient.”
“For you maybe.” Shane shakes his head softly, still smiling. Then he turns toward the door. Absolutely not. Ilya reaches one arm sleepily out from beneath the blankets toward him. “Gimme kiss.”
Shane pauses immediately. Then laughs softly under his breath and walks back toward the bed without hesitation. Like there was never another possible outcome. Ilya curls his fingers lazily into the front of Shane’s shirt when he leans down. The kiss is warm and slow and still faintly coffee-flavored. Sleepy enough that neither of them rushes it.
Shane’s hand slides gently into his curls again while Ilya kisses him deeper just to feel him smile against his mouth. When they finally separate, Shane stays close for another second, his forehead resting briefly against Ilya’s. “I’ll see you tonight,” he says quietly.
The certainty in his voice settles deep inside Ilya’s chest. Not if. Not later maybe. Tonight. Like this belongs to both of them already. Ilya watches him leave afterward through half-awake eyes while early morning light slowly brightens the edges of the room. Then he buries his face deeper into Shane’s pillow, breathing in cedar and coffee and home, and realizes with quiet terrifying certainty that he’s already started measuring his days by when Shane comes back to him.
***
Ilya wakes again sometime after nine tangled sideways through Shane’s side of the bed with sunlight finally filtering pale gold through the curtains. The apartment is quiet. Too quiet now. No espresso machine humming. No footsteps moving between rooms. 
No Shane.
The absence feels immediate. Annoying, honestly. He stays in bed for another twenty minutes anyway because mornings are a fundamentally hostile concept and Shane’s sheets are warm. Also, the pillow still smells faintly like him.
Deeply manipulative.
Eventually hunger drags him upright. The apartment feels different during daylight. Cleaner somehow. Sharper. Very Shane. The kitchen counters are spotless again despite yesterday’s emotional crepe disaster. Shane apparently cleaned before leaving for work because of course he did. 
Ilya makes coffee slowly. Then stronger coffee because Shane’s machine is offensively efficient and he still hasn’t emotionally adjusted to corporate-lawyer caffeine standards.
Afterward he showers lazily with music playing faintly from his phone balanced on the counter. The hot water helps.
By the time he emerges dressed in soft black trousers and a sweater stolen from Shane’s closet weeks before Shane will probably even realize it’s missing, he almost feels human again. Almost.
Breakfast ends up being fruit and toast eaten barefoot at the kitchen island while Montreal traffic hums distantly below the apartment windows. Normal. Quiet. Safe.
The realization settles softly through him while he reaches for his phone. Meetings today. Agency introductions. A fitting later this week apparently. Cliff had texted him schedules around midnight because Cliff fundamentally does not believe in sleeping normally.
Ilya opens his messages while sipping coffee and freezes.
Unknown number. WhatsApp. One unread message.
The cold that moves through him is immediate. Not panic yet. Recognition. Because even before opening it, he knows.
Blocking me won’t make me disappear.
The coffee suddenly tastes metallic. Ilya stares at the screen without moving. There’s no name attached. There doesn’t need to be one. His body recognizes Alexei faster than his brain does. The apartment goes strangely quiet around him. No music. No traffic. Just the sharp hard pulse suddenly beating behind his ribs.
Ilya reads the message again despite himself. Blocking me won’t make me disappear. No threat. No yelling. That almost makes it worse. His chest tightens hard enough that he has to set the phone down briefly against the counter. Because he genuinely thought maybe they were clear. It had been quiet since Tofino. Since the wedding. Since he blocked every account and number Alexei had used before. Long enough that some terrified exhausted part of him had finally started believing distance might actually matter.
Apparently not.
Ilya stares out the apartment windows for several seconds without really seeing Montreal below him. Then reaches for his phone again and calls Svetlana immediately.
She answers on the second ring. “Ilya?” Something in her voice shifts instantly. Because he never calls this early. He has no reason to call her at all now that his permanent residency paperwork has been filed. “What happened?”
He exhales shakily once through his nose before answering. “He contacted me.”
Silence. Then, calm and immediate: “How?”
“WhatsApp.”
“Did you answer?”
“No.”
“Good.”
Ilya presses one hand hard against the edge of the counter. His pulse still hasn’t slowed properly. “He got new number.”
“That doesn’t surprise me.” The steadiness in her voice helps slightly. Not much. But enough to keep the panic from spiraling fully. “What did he say?” Ilya swallows once before reading it aloud quietly. Svetlana goes silent for half a second. Then: “That’s intimidation.”
“He didn’t threaten me.”
“He doesn’t need to.” Her voice stays level and controlled. “The point is making you aware he still has access to you.”
The words land cold and precise. Yes. Exactly that. Ilya suddenly feels stupid for how quickly the fear returned. One message and suddenly the apartment doesn’t feel safe anymore either. He hates that. “I thought maybe…” He stops.
Svetlana waits quietly.
“That maybe if I ignored him long enough he would stop.”
Her sigh comes soft through the phone. “Ilyusha.” Not pity. Something sadder. “He’s losing control of the situation,” she says carefully. “That makes people like Alexei unpredictable.” 
People like Alexei. Not brothers. Not family. Just dangerous men. The distinction hurts more than Ilya expects suddenly. “What do I do?”
“You keep not responding.” Her tone sharpens slightly into business again. “You screenshot everything. You forward it to me. And you tell Shane.”
That last part lands harder. Immediately. Ilya looks down at the kitchen counter. At Shane’s coffee mug still drying beside the sink. At the quiet apartment they’ve barely started building together. Fear twists sharply through him. “No.”
“You’re married.”
“That’s exactly why.”
Svetlana is quiet for a second. “He deserves to know.”
“I don’t want him dragged into this.”
“Ilya.”
His chest tightens harder. Because the truth is uglier than that. He doesn’t want to watch Shane look at him differently once this becomes fully real. Not the marriage arrangement. Not immigration complications. Fear. Blackmail. Threats. Alexei. The ugly parts. “He already knows enough,” Ilya says quietly.
“No,” Svetlana replies gently. “He knows enough to stay. That’s different.”
The words hit him directly in the chest. For a second he can’t speak. Outside the apartment windows, Montreal moves normally beneath pale morning sunlight. Traffic. Pedestrians. Coffee shops opening. Ordinary life continuing untouched while panic curls cold and sharp beneath his skin.
Finally Svetlana speaks again. “Are you safe right now?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Then breathe.”
Ilya laughs softly once at that. Not because it’s funny. Because he hadn’t realized until then that he’d stopped breathing normally entirely. “I hate this,” he says quietly.
“I know.” Another pause. Then, softer: “You are not alone in it anymore.”
The words nearly undo him unexpectedly. Because that’s the terrifying thing now. Not being alone means there are people to lose.
***
The first appointment goes well. That’s the strange part. Ilya walks into the agency office in Old Montréal wearing charcoal trousers and a black coat and immediately slips back into the version of himself that knows exactly how to survive rooms like this. Polished. Easy. Beautiful in a controlled profitable way.
People recognize him instantly. The creative director lights up. The assistants whisper. Someone offers espresso before he even sits down. Normal. Everything feels normal except for the fact that his stomach still tightens every time his phone buzzes in his pocket. 
He doesn’t check it. Not during the meeting. He smiles at the right moments. Talks through campaign timelines. Discusses local representation and travel expectations with practiced calm while part of his brain keeps circling the same awful thought endlessly: You have to tell Shane. 
Immediately followed by: No.
The second thought comes harder every time. Because once Shane knows, this becomes real in a different way. Not complicated. Not theoretical. Dangerous. And Ilya hates how quickly his brain starts calculating consequences after that.
Will Shane start worrying every time Ilya leaves the apartment? Will he regret attaching himself legally to this situation? Will he start seeing Ilya as a problem instead of a husband?
The thoughts stay lodged beneath his ribs through the entire meeting. Still, professionally, he’s flawless. Of course he is. Years of training make this easy. Smile. Eye contact. Charm. Control.
By noon he already has tentative offers for two local campaigns and one fragrance editorial scheduled for later in the month. “Montreal’s going to love you,” one of the agents says while walking him toward the elevators.
Ilya smiles automatically. “How unfortunate for them.” She laughs immediately. Normal. Everything looks normal from the outside.
***
The second meeting happens in Mile End. Smaller agency. Younger staff. More fashion-focused. One of the assistants compliments his wedding ring before they even sit down. “Your husband’s Canadian, right?”
The question hits unexpectedly hard. Ilya glances briefly down at the ring. Gold catches softly beneath the office lights. “Yes,” he says quietly. And for one dangerous second, the answer steadies him. Because Shane is real. The apartment is real. This life is real. Alexei doesn’t get to erase that. The thought helps. Slightly.
Still, by the time the meeting ends, his shoulders ache from holding himself together all day. He texts Shane afterward like promised. Meeting went well. Nobody cried. Very professional.
Shane responds almost immediately despite being at work. Proud of you. Eat lunch.
Warmth spreads painfully through Ilya’s chest. Because Shane has no idea what today actually feels like. And suddenly guilt joins everything else twisting beneath his ribs.
***
By the third appointment, exhaustion starts settling in properly. Not physical exhaustion. Emotional. The kind that comes from being visibly perfect while panic sits hidden beneath your skin all day. 
The showroom is beautiful. Minimalist. White walls and soft music and racks of clothing worth more than cars. Ilya poses for test shots automatically beneath bright studio lights while photographers talk around him.
“Perfect.”
“Hold there.”
“Beautiful.”
Normal. Always normal. And all the while his phone feels unbearably heavy in the pocket of his coat across the room. He checks it exactly once during a break. No new messages. That should help. It doesn’t. Because now he keeps expecting one. The anticipation becomes its own kind of fear.
By the time the final meeting ends near six, Montreal has already gone dark outside. Cold rain streaks softly against the windows while Ilya stands alone beneath the awning outside the building staring at traffic moving through downtown. 
His reflection looks calm in the glass beside him. No one would guess he spent the entire day half terrified internally. His chest feels tight suddenly. Too tight. Before he can overthink it, he calls Cliff.
Cliff answers immediately. “How’d the—”
“I got message from Alexei.”
Silence. Everything on the other end of the line goes still immediately. “When?”
“This morning.”
Another pause. Then Cliff’s voice changes completely. Sharper now. Focused. “What did he say?”
Ilya repeats the message quietly while watching headlights smear through rain across the street.
When he finishes, Cliff exhales slowly through his nose. “Did you answer?”
“No.”
“Good.”
People keep saying that like it fixes something. Ilya leans back slightly against the cold stone wall behind him. “I thought maybe he stopped.”
“No,” Cliff says quietly. “You hoped he stopped.” The honesty of it hurts. Because yes. Exactly that. For a second neither of them speaks. Then Cliff asks carefully: “Did you tell Shane?”
Immediately: “No.”
“Ilya.”
“He’s working.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Rain taps steadily against the awning overhead. Ilya closes his eyes briefly. “I don’t want this becoming his problem.”
“He married you.”
“That’s exactly why.”
Cliff goes quiet for a second after that. When he speaks again, his voice softens slightly. “You think he’s going to leave if things get ugly?”
The directness of the question knocks the breath briefly from Ilya’s chest. “No,” he says immediately. And realizes with startling clarity that he means it. That’s the problem. He trusts Shane enough now that losing him feels terrifying in a way nothing else has in years. “I just…” Ilya exhales shakily once. “Everything finally started feeling normal.” The apartment. Breakfast. Texting Shane between meetings. Plans for dinner later. A life.
Cliff is quiet for a moment longer. Then: “You know what normal people do when they’re scared?”
“What?”
“They tell their husbands.”
Ilya laughs softly once despite himself. “That sounds fake.”
“It’s deeply annoying, honestly.” Another pause settles between them. Traffic moves endlessly through wet Montreal streets below the awning. Finally Cliff says more gently: “You don’t have to figure this out alone anymore.” The words land painfully. Because that’s the part Ilya still hasn’t adjusted to. Not being alone means somebody sees when he’s afraid. And worse: somebody stays anyway.
***
By the time Shane gets home, Ilya has already changed his mind about telling him at least fourteen separate times.
Tell him immediately.
Wait until tomorrow.
Pretend nothing happened.
Tell him after dinner.
Never tell him.
Tell him now before it becomes worse.
Every version feels terrible.
The apartment smells like takeout and garlic by the time the lock finally turns at a little after eight. Ilya’s chest tightens instantly anyway. Relief. Immediate, humiliating relief. 
Shane steps inside looking exhausted. Tie loosened. Suit jacket folded over one arm. Hair slightly messy now in the way it only gets after long workdays when he’s been running his hands through it too much. Beautiful. Safe. The realization nearly hurts.
“You’re late,” Ilya says from the kitchen island.
“It’s eight-oh-seven.”
“That is basically midnight in lawyer marriage.”
Shane laughs softly under his breath while setting down his bag. The sound loosens something tight inside Ilya immediately despite everything. Then Shane looks up properly. And pauses. The shift in him is immediate. Concern. “What’s wrong?”
Too fast. Ilya hates that Shane can read him already. “Nothing.”
Shane closes the apartment door slowly behind him. Then more quietly: “Ilyushenka.”
The word hits Ilya so hard he nearly drops the plates he’s holding. Nobody calls him that anymore. Not since his mother. Not softly like that. The tenderness wrapped inside the name moves through him so suddenly it almost hurts physically. Ilya looks up too fast.
Shane’s expression shifts immediately the second he sees his face, concern sharpening. “What’s wrong?”
“I had meetings,” Ilya says quickly.
Shane doesn’t move from the doorway. “Ilyushenka.”
God. The second time is somehow worse. Warmth and grief and longing twist together painfully inside Ilya’s chest.
He tries immediately to deflect because otherwise he might actually combust emotionally in the middle of the kitchen. “How do you even know that name?”
Shane shrugs one shoulder slightly, still watching him carefully. “I asked Svetlana once what your family would call you.”
That alone nearly undoes him again. Because of course Shane would quietly memorize something like that. Of course he would save it carefully until it mattered.
“It’s very manipulative actually,” Ilya mutters weakly.
Shane’s mouth softens faintly, but he doesn’t let the conversation move away. “What happened?”
“I had meetings.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
The quiet certainty in his voice makes guilt twist sharply beneath Ilya’s ribs. Because Shane looks worried already. Actually worried. And suddenly Ilya understands exactly why he didn’t want to do this. Not because Shane will leave. Because Shane will care. Deeply. Ilya looks away first under the excuse of reaching for plates near the counter. “I ordered dinner,” he says instead.
Shane doesn’t move from the doorway immediately. Still watching him. “You ate lunch?”
“Yes.”
“You’re lying.”
“I had almond.”
“That’s not lunch.”
Despite everything, warmth flickers briefly through Ilya’s chest. Shane notices things. Always. Eventually Shane walks closer slowly, loosening his watch as he crosses the apartment. “You okay?” he asks again, softer this time.
The gentleness nearly undoes him immediately. “I’m fine.”
Shane stops beside the kitchen island. Close enough now that Ilya can smell rain and coffee and the cold night air clinging faintly to his coat. “You’re not,” Shane says quietly. Not accusing. Certain.
Ilya focuses very hard on opening containers of pasta instead of looking at him directly. The apartment suddenly feels too small. Too warm.
“You had a bad day?” Shane asks carefully. The concern in his voice makes everything worse. Because this is exactly what Ilya didn’t want. Shane setting down exhaustion and work and immediately focusing entirely on him like nothing else matters more.
“It was okay,” Ilya says weakly.
Shane is silent for a second. Then: “Talk to me.”
God. Ilya exhales shakily once through his nose. The stupid thing is he practiced this conversation all afternoon. Simple. Controlled. Professional. Instead his chest feels tight enough to crack open. 
Shane reaches for him carefully then. One hand settling lightly against the side of his waist. Warm. Grounding. “What happened?” Shane asks quietly.
And suddenly Ilya can’t do it standing up anymore. He pulls away just enough to sit heavily onto one of the stools by the island, elbows braced briefly against the counter while he tries to steady himself.
Immediately Shane’s expression sharpens further. “Ilya.”
“He contacted me.”
The apartment goes completely still. For a second Shane doesn’t speak at all. Then quietly: “Alexei?”
Ilya nods once. 
The name alone makes something cold move visibly through Shane’s face. Not panic. Anger. Protective, immediate anger. “When?”
“This morning.”
Shane pulls out the stool beside him instantly. “What happened?”
Ilya stares down at his hands. At the wedding ring catching softly beneath the kitchen lights. “I got message on WhatsApp from unknown number.” His voice sounds frustratingly thin suddenly. “It was obviously him.”
“What did it say?”
Ilya swallows once before answering. “Blocking me won’t make me disappear.”
Silence. Shane goes very still beside him. Not explosive anger. Not dramatic reaction. Worse somehow. Controlled anger. The kind Shane contains carefully instead of showing. “Did you answer?”
“No.”
“Good.”
Svetlana. Cliff. Now Shane. All saying the same thing. The pressure behind Ilya’s ribs tightens painfully. “I called Svetlana.”
Shane nods once immediately like that was obviously the correct thing to do. “What did she say?”
“That it’s intimidation.”
“It is.” The certainty in Shane’s voice makes something fragile inside Ilya crack slightly. Because Shane believes him immediately. No minimizing. No confusion. Just understanding. And somehow that makes the fear feel more real too.
“I thought maybe he stopped,” Ilya admits quietly. The confession hurts coming out. Because it sounds stupid now. Hopeful.
Shane’s expression softens instantly. “Oh, baby.” The tenderness in his voice nearly destroys him on contact.
Ilya looks away sharply toward the windows before Shane can see too much on his face. “I didn’t want to tell you.”
That lands harder. Shane turns slightly toward him immediately. “Why?”
Because I didn’t want you seeing this part of me. Because I didn’t want fear inside our apartment. Because things finally felt normal. Instead he says quietly: “I didn’t want this becoming your problem.”
Shane stares at him for a second like he genuinely doesn’t understand the sentence. Then slowly: “You are my problem.” Despite everything, Ilya lets out one startled breath of laughter. Shane’s mouth softens faintly too. “I mean that affectionately.”
“You are very bad at comfort speeches.”
“I’m a lawyer.”
“That’s not excuse.”
Shane reaches up then, brushing his fingers carefully back through Ilya’s curls. The touch is so gentle it hurts. “You should’ve told me earlier.”
Fear twists sharply through Ilya’s chest. “Are you angry?”
“What?” Shane looks startled immediately. “No.”
“You looked angry.”
“I am angry.” Shane’s jaw tightens briefly. “At him.” Not you. The unspoken distinction lands hard enough that Ilya suddenly feels exhausted all over again.
Shane studies him quietly for another second. Then, before Ilya fully realizes what he’s doing, Shane stands and steps between his knees. Warm hands settling automatically at his waist. “Ilya.” The softness in his voice forces Ilya to finally look at him properly. “You don’t have to carry things alone anymore.”
The words hit with devastating precision. Because that’s exactly the problem. He still keeps trying to. Shane’s hands slide slowly upward along his sides beneath the sweater before he leans down and kisses him. Not hurried. Not desperate. Slow enough that Ilya feels his chest loosen slightly on the first exhale alone.
Warm mouth. Warm hands. Steady pressure. Shane kisses him like he’s trying to calm his nervous system directly. It almost works immediately. When Shane pulls back briefly, he stays close enough that their foreheads brush. “Come here,” he murmurs softly.
Then, to Ilya’s complete surprise, Shane climbs directly into his lap. Elegant corporate lawyer dignity completely abandoned. Ilya lets out a startled laugh automatically while Shane settles carefully against him, knees bracketing his hips on either side of the stool. “There,” Shane says quietly.
“You are very clingy for serious businessman.”
“You’re upset.”
“That’s true.”
Shane wraps both arms around him fully then. No hesitation. No awkwardness. Just warmth.
Ilya’s hands slide instinctively around Shane’s waist while Shane presses another slow kiss against the side of his mouth, then his cheek, then his forehead again. The affection feels almost unbearably gentle.
“I hate that he scared you,” Shane says quietly against his hair. And that’s the thing that finally breaks something open inside Ilya’s chest. Not anger. Not panic. The fact that Shane’s first instinct is grief over Ilya being frightened. Ilya closes his eyes hard briefly and buries his face against Shane’s shoulder. 
Immediately Shane tightens his hold around him. “I’m here,” Shane murmurs softly. “Okay?” The certainty in his voice settles deep inside him. Solid. Real.
And sitting there in the middle of their kitchen with Shane wrapped around him warm and steady and entirely unafraid to love him through ugly complicated things, Ilya realizes something terrifying: He trusts Shane enough now that being comforted by him hurts almost as much as being scared in the first place. “Okay.”






      

  












      Chapter 15: Chapter Fifteen - Shane
  








  The next few days settle into something fragile. Not normal exactly. Careful. Shane notices it immediately the following morning. Ilya still sleeps late, but now when he wakes up he checks his phone before anything else. Every time. The movement becomes automatic enough that Shane starts watching for it unconsciously too. Phone. Pause. Breathing again only after nothing new appears.
No more messages come. That should help. It doesn’t. Because waiting becomes its own kind of tension after a while. Shane understands that professionally. Anticipation is often worse than impact. The body never fully settles when it expects danger to return eventually. And now Shane sees that tension living quietly beneath Ilya’s skin all the time.
Not dramatically. Subtly. He startles slightly when unknown numbers appear on his phone. Checks the apartment locks twice before bed. Keeps his WhatsApp notifications silenced entirely now. Most people probably wouldn’t notice. Shane notices everything. The realization makes something protective and furious settle permanently in his chest.
***
He starts adjusting things quietly without announcing it. Not because Ilya asks, but because Shane can see what makes him relax slightly. He begins coming home earlier when possible. Actually earlier. Not lawyer earlier. Seven-thirty instead of eight-thirty. Dinner together most nights. Texts during the day whenever Shane has a free second between meetings.
How’d the fitting go?
Eat lunch.
Did Cliff bully anyone today?
Ilya responds almost immediately every time now.
Your profession remains emotionally concerning.
Cliff threatened marketing director with spreadsheet.
I ate soup. Please applaud.
The messages feel deceptively ordinary. Shane clings to that normalcy harder than he probably should.
***
By Thursday evening, Shane realizes Ilya has started waiting for him. Not intentionally. Instinctively. Shane walks out of the elevator and already knows Ilya is home because the apartment lights are on warmer than usual and music drifts faintly through the hallway before he even unlocks the door.
Inside, the apartment smells like garlic and coffee. Ilya is curled sideways on the sofa in sweatpants with one of Shane’s hoodies swallowing half his hands while some terrible reality show plays softly on television. The sight hits Shane directly in the chest. Home. The realization still feels startling every time.
Ilya looks up immediately when the door opens. “There you are.”
Warmth spreads instantly through Shane’s exhaustion. “Miss me?”
“No,” Ilya says. “I was thriving independently.”
Then he immediately reaches one hand out toward Shane without even looking away from the television. Shane laughs softly under his breath. Because that’s become normal too now. Touching constantly. Like both of them feel calmer physically confirming the other one is still there.
Shane crosses the room automatically and takes his hand. Ilya’s fingers tighten immediately around his once before relaxing. Tiny movement. Still noticeable. “How was your day?” Shane asks quietly.
“Three people called me luminous.”
“That sounds difficult.”
“It was exhausting.”
Shane smiles faintly and brushes his thumb once across Ilya’s knuckles before letting go long enough to loosen his tie. Then casually: “Any messages?”
The room shifts slightly quieter. Ilya’s posture stills almost imperceptibly. “No.”
Relief moves through Shane immediately. Followed almost instantly by suspicion toward himself. Because now he’s waiting too. Checking. Watching. Listening for danger. The realization unsettles him slightly. Not because he resents it. Because he understands suddenly how long Ilya must have been living like this alone.
***
That night, sometime after midnight, Shane wakes abruptly to movement beside him. For half a second he thinks something’s wrong. Then he realizes Ilya is sitting upright in bed staring toward the windows. The room is dark except for faint city light spilling through the curtains. Shane pushes himself up immediately. “What happened?”
Ilya startles slightly like he didn’t realize Shane was awake. “Nothing.” Shane waits. After a second, quieter: “I heard phone vibrate.”
Shane’s chest tightens painfully. Because the phone is charging in the living room. No vibration ever happened. The realization lands cold and sharp beneath his ribs.
Ilya notices his expression immediately. “I’m fine,” he says quickly.
Shane reaches for him before he can stop himself. One hand settling carefully against the back of Ilya’s neck. Warm skin. Tension everywhere beneath it. “You don’t have to pretend with me.”
The words leave the room soft afterward. Ilya exhales shakily once through his nose before leaning forward slowly until his forehead rests briefly against Shane’s shoulder. The movement feels unbearably trusting. Shane wraps both arms around him immediately. No hesitation.
Ilya stays quiet for a long time after that. Eventually he murmurs against Shane’s T-shirt: “I hate that this is inside our apartment now.” The confession nearly breaks Shane’s heart on contact. Because Shane understands exactly what he means. Fear contaminated the space somehow. Their kitchen. Their bed. Their mornings.
Shane tightens his hold instinctively. “He doesn’t get to take this from you,” Shane says quietly. From us. The unspoken words linger there anyway.
Ilya says nothing for a second. Then softer: “You really believe that.”
Shane pulls back just enough to look at him properly in the dark. “Yes,” he says simply. Because he does. Entirely.
Ilya studies him quietly after that like he’s still adjusting to the fact that Shane means things completely once he says them. Then eventually Shane coaxes him back down beneath the blankets, one hand still resting lightly against his ribs afterward. Ilya falls asleep curled against him sometime later. Shane stays awake longer. Listening to the city outside. Listening to Ilya breathe. And somewhere in the dark, Shane realizes something frightening with absolute clarity: If Alexei ever truly threatens Ilya again, Shane is going to become a very dangerous person about it.
***
The next night, Shane waits until Ilya falls asleep before he sends the message. Not because he’s hiding it exactly. Because he knows Ilya well enough already to understand he would try to downplay the entire conversation if Shane brought it up first.
The apartment is quiet. Rain tapping softly against the windows. Dishwasher humming faintly in the kitchen. Ilya asleep sprawled across Shane’s side of the bed like he migrated there unconsciously sometime during the night. Shane stands in the doorway for a moment just watching him. Even asleep, Ilya looks tense lately. Not visibly to most people. But Shane notices things now: the way his shoulders tighten when his phone buzzes, how quickly relief crosses his face after checking messages, the unconscious way he gravitates physically closer to Shane whenever they’re home. Like proximity itself helps. The realization still hurts.
Shane walks quietly back into the kitchen with his phone in one hand and laptop under his arm. The clock on the stove reads 12:47 AM. Normal people are asleep. Unfortunately Shane is a lawyer with a catastrophically active brain and a husband who’s being quietly threatened by his brother. So here they are.
He opens his laptop at the kitchen island and stares at the immigration timelines Svetlana previously sent them. Marriage sponsorship. Permanent residency. Estimated processing times. Too long. Every number on the screen irritates him instantly. Because now that Shane understands what fear actually looks like on Ilya, every month feels unacceptable somehow.
He rubs one hand slowly across his mouth before finally opening a new email. Then stops. Too formal. He closes it and reaches for his phone instead. The message takes him longer to write than it should. Not because he doesn’t know what he wants. Because he’s trying very hard not to sound panicked.
Svetlana answers almost immediately anyway. Apparently nobody involved in this situation sleeps normally.
Her message appears while Shane is still rereading his own. Everything okay?
Shane exhales softly through his nose before typing back. Can I ask you something honestly?
Three dots appear immediately. Always.
Shane leans back slightly against the counter. The apartment feels unusually still around him tonight. Finally he types: Is there any realistic way to fast track Ilya’s permanent residency?
The typing bubble appears again almost instantly. Legally? Or practically?
Despite himself, Shane smiles faintly. Lawyer. Practically, he replies.
Longer pause this time. Eventually: Marriage sponsorship is already one of the strongest pathways available. We can request expedited processing if there are safety concerns, but it requires documentation and evidence.
Shane stares down at the message. Safety concerns. The wording makes anger move coldly through his chest again. He types before he fully thinks through the implications. Would Alexei’s messages qualify?
This pause lasts longer. Then: Potentially, yes. Another message follows immediately afterward. Did Ilya ask you to contact me?
Shane looks automatically toward the dark hallway leading back to the bedroom. No, he types honestly. He doesn’t know I’m asking.
The typing bubble appears again. Ah. Shane can practically hear the understanding in it. Then: You’re worried. 
The simplicity of the statement catches him unexpectedly off guard. Because yes. He is. Constantly now, apparently. Not dramatic fear. Not helplessness. Just a steady underlying awareness that someone frightened Ilya badly enough to make him afraid inside his own home. And Shane hates it with startling intensity.
Yes, he finally replies.
Another pause. Then: That’s not a bad thing, Shane.
He stares at the screen for a second longer than necessary. The apartment remains quiet around him. Somewhere down the hall, he hears faint movement from the bedroom. Probably Ilya turning over in his sleep. Shane types more slowly after that. I just want him to feel safe here.
The response comes almost immediately this time. He does. Shane blinks once. Because somehow that feels both comforting and devastating simultaneously. Svetlana continues: Fear doesn’t disappear immediately just because circumstances improve. Especially after prolonged intimidation. Professional. Precise. And somehow gentler because of it.
Shane rubs tiredly at one eye before typing: What do I do in the meantime?
This pause is the longest one yet. Then finally: Exactly what you’re already doing.
The words settle heavily into the quiet kitchen. Because Shane knows what she means. Coming home early. Texting between meetings. Touching Ilya constantly like reassurance can become physical enough to anchor him. Loving him steadily enough that fear has less room to grow around the edges. The realization leaves something tight in Shane’s chest.
Svetlana sends one final message after that: For what it’s worth, he’s calmer now than I’ve seen him in months.
Shane looks down at the words for a long moment. Then instinctively back toward the bedroom again. Toward home. Toward Ilya asleep in his bed wearing Shane’s T-shirt and leaving coffee cups everywhere and slowly filling the apartment with evidence of himself. 
Months. The thought hurts unexpectedly. Because it means Ilya was carrying all of this alone for months before Shane ever met him. Quietly. Beautifully. Terrified. Something protective settles deeper and more permanent inside Shane’s chest.
Thank you, he finally types. Then after a second: For helping him.
The response comes quickly. Take care of him, Shane.
Simple. Direct. Like an instruction already expected to be followed. Shane stares at the message once before locking his phone and shutting the laptop. Then he walks quietly back toward the bedroom.
Ilya is still asleep curled partly into Shane’s pillow when Shane slips carefully beneath the blankets beside him. Almost immediately, still unconscious, Ilya shifts closer. One hand settling loosely against Shane’s chest. Instinctive. Trusting. Shane wraps one arm around him automatically and presses a quiet kiss into his curls.
And lying there in the dark with his husband warm against him, Shane realizes with complete certainty that he is going to do absolutely everything in his power to keep him here safely.
***
Shane calls Cliff Thursday afternoon from his office between meetings because he hasn’t stopped worrying since the moment Ilya said: He contacted me.
The anxiety never fully leaves after that. It just changes shape. Some moments are almost normal. Dinner together. Coffee in the mornings. Ilya laughing at terrible television while curled against Shane on the sofa.
Then Shane catches smaller things again and the fear comes rushing back immediately. The way Ilya checks his phone before he’s fully awake. How he goes still whenever unknown numbers appear on screen. The night he sat upright in bed because he imagined a vibration that never happened. Shane notices all of it now.
And worse: he notices how hard Ilya works to hide it from him afterward. 
So by Thursday afternoon Shane is sitting alone in his office staring uselessly at a contract while wondering whether there’s actually anything he can do besides hover anxiously around his husband like an emotionally attached security system. Eventually he gives up and calls Cliff.
Cliff answers immediately. “What happened?”
“You answer the phone like emergency dispatcher.”
“You only call during work hours when you’re stressed.”
Fair. Shane leans back in his chair slowly, loosening his tie slightly while downtown Montreal moves gray and rainy beyond the office windows. “Ilya’s still not sleeping properly.” The silence on the other end shifts immediately. “He’s trying very hard to act normal,” Shane continues quietly. “But he’s tense all the time now.”
“Yeah.”
“He checks his phone constantly.”
Another pause. Then Cliff sighs softly through the speaker. “Yeah.”
The agreement unsettles Shane more than denial would have somehow. Because it confirms this isn’t new behavior exactly. Just familiar behavior Shane finally understands the meaning of. Shane rubs one hand slowly across his mouth. “I don’t know what actually helps him.”
There’s a beat of silence. Then Cliff says simply: “Music.”
Shane blinks once. “What?”
“When he gets stuck in his own head.” Cliff shifts around somewhere on the other end of the call. “Music helps.”
Shane thinks immediately about the apartment lately. The constant background noise. The playlists drifting through rooms from morning until night. How Ilya always turns music on first thing after waking up.
“He used to disappear into clubs alone after castings sometimes,” Cliff says more quietly. “Not to party. Just because loud music helped shut his brain off.”
Something twists painfully in Shane’s chest. Because suddenly that makes perfect sense too.
“I don’t think anyone really taught him how to calm down safely,” Cliff continues. “He just figured out ways to survive it.”
The wording lands hard. Survive it. Shane stares down at the contract open uselessly across his desk. “What kind of music?”
Cliff laughs softly once. “That depends how emotionally unwell he is.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
“He likes sad Russian music when he’s depressed. Terrible club music when he’s angry. Jazz when he can’t sleep.” A pause. “And ABBA, unfortunately.”
Despite himself, Shane laughs quietly. “ABBA.”
“Don’t weaponize this information.”
Shane smiles faintly for the first time all afternoon.
Then Cliff goes quieter again. “You’re helping, by the way.”
Shane’s chest tightens slightly. “I don’t know if I am.”
“You are.”
“I’m mostly just worrying at him constantly.”
“Yes,” Cliff says calmly. “And he likes that.”
The certainty in his voice catches Shane off guard. Because Shane keeps second-guessing himself constantly now. Coming home early. Checking in too often. Touching Ilya every chance he gets like reassurance can somehow become physical enough to matter. 
But then he thinks about: gimme kiss. Ilya reaching for him half asleep automatically. The way he visibly relaxes every evening the second Shane walks through the apartment door. Warmth spreads low and aching through Shane’s chest.
Cliff speaks again before Shane can say anything. “You know what the weird thing is?”
“What?”
“He trusts you already.”
The words settle heavily into the quiet office. Simple. Matter-of-fact. Like Cliff considers it obvious. Maybe it is obvious now. Shane looks out at the rain beyond the windows and suddenly feels overwhelmed by how much he wants to protect this life they’ve barely even started building yet. The apartment. Mornings together. Dinner waiting at home. Ilya.
“Thanks,” Shane says quietly.
Cliff hums once. “Buy him speakers or something emotionally devastating.”
“That’s your advice?”
“Yes.” A pause. “Also feed him. He gets dramatic when he forgets lunch.”
“I noticed.”
“Congratulations on your marriage.”
***
By Friday afternoon, Shane has accepted two things: First: Ilya is still wound tight beneath the surface no matter how carefully he hides it. Second: buying speakers is not going to solve this.
So at five-thirty, while trapped in a conference room listening to two senior partners argue about acquisition language, Shane sends a text beneath the table. Be dressed when I get home. We’re going out. Meet me downstairs at 7:30.
Three dots appear almost immediately. No. Shane stares at the response. Then: I respect your concern but I am becoming one with sofa tonight.
Shane smiles despite himself. You need to leave the apartment.
Counterpoint: no. Another message appears before Shane can answer. Also your work wife called you “intense” during meeting earlier.
Shane blinks once. How do you know that?
Ilya’s response comes instantly. I am omniscient.
Shane exhales through his nose, already reaching for his phone again. He calls instead. Ilya answers on the third ring sounding deeply pleased with himself. “I already said no.”
“Please get dressed.”
“You can’t make me.”
Shane leans back slightly in his chair while people continue talking around him unnoticed. “Ilyusha.” Silence. Absolute silence. Shane smiles slowly before he can stop himself. Because apparently he’s discovered the exact emotional weak point attached to Russian diminutives now.
When Ilya finally speaks again, his voice sounds noticeably softer. “That is manipulative.”
“You said that last time too.”
“Because it remains true.”
“Seven-thirty.”
A long dramatic sigh comes through the speaker. “You are exhausting husband.”
“But you’ll be downstairs?”
Another pause. Then, muttered: “Yes.”
Shane hangs up smiling faintly enough that the associate across the conference table looks alarmed by it.
***
At seven-thirty exactly, Shane pulls up outside the building and immediately forgets every coherent thought he’s ever had. Ilya is already waiting near the curb in black trousers and a dark charcoal coat with his curls loose around his forehead from the wind. Beautiful. Absolutely, absurdly beautiful. The city lights catch softly against the gold of his wedding ring when he reaches for the passenger door.
Shane stares half a second too long. Ilya notices immediately. “You’re doing face again.”
“What face?”
“Fond emotional face.”
“I don’t have a ‘fond emotional face’.”
“You absolutely do.”
Shane shakes his head softly and starts driving before he says something embarrassing.
Dinner ends up being somewhere quiet and expensive in Old Montréal. Warm lighting. Dark wood. Low music. The kind of restaurant built carefully around conversation. Exactly the kind of place Shane usually chooses.
Ilya notices immediately. “You are easing me into suspicious behavior.”
“What suspicious behavior?”
“You kidnapped me against my will.”
“You literally agreed.”
“Under emotional coercion.”
Shane laughs softly while pouring sparkling water into Ilya’s glass. And slowly, over dinner, something in Ilya starts unwinding. Shane watches it happen in pieces. The tension easing gradually from his shoulders. The way he stops checking the pocket where his phone sits. The return of easy teasing and dramatic storytelling.
At one point Ilya gestures broadly while describing a disastrous fragrance campaign in Milan and nearly knocks over his water. Shane catches the glass automatically before it spills.
“See?” Ilya says immediately. “You save me constantly.”
“You’re a hazard.”
“I am artistic.”
“You almost drowned a table centerpiece.”
“Beauty is dangerous.”
Shane smiles into his drink. God. He loves him already. That’s the problem. The realization keeps arriving fresh and devastating every few hours lately.
After dinner, Shane drives them downtown again instead of toward home. Ilya notices almost immediately. “You missed turn.”
“I know.”
Narrowed eyes now. “Shane Hollander.”
Shane parks several minutes later outside a club pulsing faintly with bass through the walls. Ilya stares at it. Then slowly turns toward him. “No.”
“Yes.”
“You don’t even like places like this.”
“That’s true.”
“You complain in loud restaurants.”
“Also true.”
“So this is psychologically concerning.”
Shane reaches into the center console calmly and holds out his hand. “Phone.”
Ilya blinks. “What?”
“We’re leaving them in the car.” The silence that follows feels suddenly different. Ilya just looks at him. Really looks at him. And Shane realizes abruptly that he understood exactly what Shane was trying to do. No notifications. No messages. No waiting. Just one night where nothing can reach him.
Something soft and overwhelmed flickers briefly across Ilya’s face before he hides it beneath humor again. “You are absurdly romantic for corporate lawyer.”
“Phone.” Ilya hands it over slowly. Shane drops both phones into the console compartment and locks it. Then reaches for Ilya’s hand automatically. “Come on.”
The club is exactly as awful as Shane expected. Too loud. Too crowded. Too hot. Within thirty seconds Shane already regrets several life choices. The bass rattles through the floor hard enough to vibrate in his chest while lights flash blue and gold across packed bodies moving beneath the music. Shane’s nervous system immediately tries to evacuate.
Beside him, Ilya looks like he’s remembering how to breathe properly for the first time all week. The difference is instant. Visible. His whole body changes once the music hits him fully. Looser. Lighter. Alive in a way Shane hasn’t seen since before the text. He turns toward Shane with surprise already warming his face. “You really brought me dancing.”
“I’m beginning to regret it.”
“You hate this.”
“There are so many people.”
Ilya laughs suddenly. Bright and real and loud enough that Shane feels it directly in his chest despite the music. Then he grabs Shane’s wrist and pulls him deeper into the crowd. Shane follows helplessly. Of course he does.
Dancing with Ilya turns out to be deeply humiliating. Mostly because Shane has absolutely no rhythm whatsoever. None. “I cannot believe this,” Ilya says over the music while staring at him in genuine disbelief.
“I’m trying.”
“You move like stressed accountant.”
“I’m literally a lawyer.”
“That explains nothing.”
Shane glares at him while attempting what might generously qualify as dancing. Ilya laughs so hard he nearly doubles over. The sound is worth every second of embarrassment instantly. “Stop mocking me.”
“You’re counting beats in your head.”
“That’s how music works.”
“No,” Ilya says, grabbing his hips suddenly and physically moving him with the rhythm instead. “You have to feel it.” Shane nearly short-circuits on contact. Warm hands. Flashing lights. Ilya smiling directly against his mouth while bass vibrates through the floor beneath them.
“Oh,” Shane says intelligently.
Ilya grins immediately. “There he is.”
They don’t drink. Neither of them really wants to. Instead they stay wrapped inside the music and movement and each other for hours. And slowly Shane notices the change. Ilya stops reaching automatically toward empty pockets where his phone would usually be. Stops scanning rooms unconsciously. Stops looking tense every time someone brushes too close.
By midnight he’s flushed and laughing and singing badly along to something in Russian while dragging Shane across the dance floor by both hands. Shane is overwhelmed by nearly everything around him. The noise. The people. The lights. But every time he starts feeling swallowed by it, he looks at Ilya instead. And immediately nothing else matters very much.
At one point Ilya pulls him close between songs, smiling breathless and warm beneath flashing gold light. “You did all this for me.”
The softness in his voice catches Shane slightly off guard. He brushes curls carefully back from Ilya’s forehead automatically. “Yes.”
Ilya stares at him for half a second longer than usual after that. Then quietly: “You’re very good at loving people.” The words hit Shane directly in the chest. Before he can answer, the music surges louder again and Ilya laughs before dragging him back into the crowd. And for the first time all week, Shane watches his husband stop looking afraid.
***
By the time they get home, it’s after two in the morning. Montreal feels quieter at this hour. Rain-slick streets glowing gold beneath streetlights. The city softened around the edges while Shane drives one-handed through downtown with Ilya half reclined in the passenger seat beside him humming quietly to whatever song is still stuck in his head from the club.
He looks relaxed. Really relaxed. It hits Shane all over again every time he notices it tonight. The looseness in his posture. The easy laughter. The complete absence of that tight alertness that’s been following him around for days.
Worth it. Entirely worth suffering through four straight hours of public dancing humiliation. “You’re thinking,” Ilya says softly beside him.
“You mocked me for an hour.”
“I mocked you lovingly.”
“You said I dance like tax fraud investigator.”
“That was affectionate observation.” 
Shane snorts softly. Then glances over at him again at a red light. Ilya’s curls are a mess from dancing. His mouth still pink from smiling so much tonight. Coat half unbuttoned from the warmth of the club.
Beautiful.
The realization lands so hard Shane has to look back toward the road immediately afterward.
“You’re doing face again,” Ilya murmurs knowingly.
Shane ignores him professionally.
***
Upstairs, the apartment feels unusually quiet after the noise of the club. The silence wraps around them softly the second the door closes. For a moment neither of them moves. Then Ilya exhales slowly and leans back against the door with his eyes closed. “That helped,” he says quietly.
The honesty in his voice catches Shane slightly off guard. Warmth spreads low and aching through his chest. “Good.”
Ilya opens his eyes again slowly. The look he gives Shane afterward feels different somehow. Softer. More open. Like something fragile inside him loosened tonight. “Come here,” he says quietly.
Shane crosses the apartment before he fully thinks about it. The second he’s close enough, Ilya reaches for him. Hands sliding slowly beneath Shane’s suit jacket. Warm palms against his waist. Then he kisses him. Not teasing this time. Not sleepy. Slow and deep and warm enough that Shane immediately forgets every coherent thought he’s ever had. The kiss tastes faintly like mint and coffee.
Shane’s hands settle instinctively against Ilya’s hips while Ilya presses closer against him with a quiet sigh that goes directly through Shane’s chest. God. Everything with him feels intense lately. Maybe because Shane keeps getting scared. Scared by how quickly he loves him. Scared by how much he already matters.
Ilya’s fingers move to Shane’s tie next. “You hate these,” he murmurs softly while loosening it.
“I hate most professional clothing.”
“Yes,” Ilya says seriously. “Very tragic.”
Shane laughs quietly against his mouth. Then Ilya pulls the tie fully free and tosses it somewhere into the apartment without looking. “Violence,” Shane says automatically.
“You survived nightclub. You’ll survive this.” The domestic ease of it nearly wrecks him emotionally. They move slowly through the apartment afterward still touching constantly. Kissing between half-finished sentences. Hands lingering at waists and wrists and necks. “There,” he says softly. “Now you look less like someone’s accountant husband.”
“I’m literally your lawyer husband.”
“Unfortunately.” Shane catches him by the waist immediately after that and pulls him closer again. Ilya laughs against his mouth. The sound feels warm everywhere.
In the bedroom, the mood shifts quieter somehow. More intimate. Not rushed. Shane shrugs out of his jacket first while Ilya watches from the edge of the bed with his head tilted slightly. The attention alone makes heat spread slowly through Shane’s chest. “You’re staring,” Shane says.
“You’re pretty.” The straightforward sincerity of it nearly short-circuits him. Because Ilya says things like that so easily sometimes. Like truth should simply be spoken aloud. Shane steps closer automatically. Then stops briefly when Ilya reaches for the buttons of his shirt. “Can I?”
The question hits harder than it should. Gentle. Careful. Like despite everything between them already, Ilya still wants permission for tenderness. Shane nods once. Warm fingers move slowly down his chest afterward undoing buttons one at a time. Unhurried.
Ilya’s expression stays soft and focused the entire time like this matters somehow. Like Shane matters. The realization leaves Shane slightly breathless.
“You have very unfair shoulders,” Ilya murmurs quietly while pushing the shirt off him.
“That’s a strange sentence.”
“I’m serious.”
“You sound offended by it.”
“I am.”
Shane laughs softly while reaching for the hem of Ilya’s sweater in return. Ilya lifts his arms automatically. The sweater disappears over his head. And god. Shane has seen him shirtless before obviously. But something about tonight feels different.
Maybe because this isn’t urgency. Not panic. Not distraction. Just wanting. Wanting each other slowly. Shane’s hands settle instinctively against Ilya’s waist. Warm skin beneath his palms. Sharp hips. The steady rise and fall of his breathing. Beautiful. Every part of him.
Ilya watches Shane’s face carefully for a second before asking softly: “What?”
Shane shakes his head once. “Nothing.”
“Liar.” Maybe. But Shane doesn’t know how to explain the feeling properly. The overwhelming tenderness of wanting someone this much while also wanting them safe. Happy. Rested. Still here tomorrow morning.  So instead he just leans down and kisses him again. Slow enough that Ilya melts against him almost immediately.
By the time they finally climb into bed, both of them are down to underwear and tangled together beneath the blankets. No pajamas tonight. Too warm after dancing. Too close already. Ilya stretches lazily across Shane’s chest with one leg hooked automatically between his while Shane brushes slow fingers through his curls in the dark.
The apartment feels peaceful again. Finally. Outside, rain taps softly against the windows. Inside, Ilya’s breathing gradually slows. Shane realizes suddenly: this is the first night since the text that he hasn’t checked his phone before bed. The realization hits him quietly. Then even harder a few minutes later when he notices something else too. Ilya falls asleep first. Not pretending. Not half awake and listening for vibrations that never come. Actually asleep. Warm and heavy against Shane’s chest.
Shane stays awake longer just watching him in the dim light filtering through the curtains. The soft curve of his mouth relaxed in sleep. His curls spread across Shane’s shoulder. One hand still loosely curled against Shane’s ribs like he fell asleep holding onto him. Something deep and protective settles painfully inside Shane’s chest. Because tonight, finally, Ilya looks safe.






      

  












      Chapter 16: Chapter Sixteen - Ilya
  



    Chapter Notes

      Another (much longer) note from me! I’ve definitely seen and heard your comments and thoughts about the pacing of their sex life. I want to address just a couple of things.

Firstly, my engagement in comments here on AO3: I really dislike that my replies to you drive up the number of comments on my works, because I know some people use that as a metric as to whether or not they want to read or engage with a work. I want that to be as accurate as possible for those people. Whether that helps or hurts my engagement in the long run, I guess I’ll never know, but that’s how my brain is working and I wanted to explain that aspect of not responding here. If you’re looking to engage actively, or have a question you really want answered, I’m insanely, unhealthfully active on Reddit, Facebook, and to a lesser degree, Threads.

Secondly, to answer your questions/points/curiosities. When I started writing TISABI, I definitely had a road map in my head. And then I began to write their honeymoon chapters and that roadmap drastically changed. I really fell in love with the way that my versions of Ilya and Shane are exploring and showing their intimacy “on camera”, so to speak. There will likely be at least one “fade to black” moment, but I’m also not going to force it. Or, I don’t want to feel forced as I write it, I guess is a better way to word that.

Thirdly, while I have my reasons and motives as to why they view their intimacy so much differently than they do in the books and show, I really prefer to let the reader form their own conclusions on the boys’ motives, based on their own experiences and perspectives. There is no “right” or “wrong” there; the way that you view their motives isn’t going to change the course of this story for you.

Lastly, I really do read every comment. I’m so grateful that everyone who is choosing to follow along and engage has chosen to do so. From the bottom of my heart, thank you to everyone who has read, is reading, or will read what was supposed to be this silly little story, who leaves kudos, who comments here, who leaves replies on any of my socials, who has bookmarked, subscribed… I really don’t have the words to tell you what it means to me. ~iimpish







  The frightening thing about fear, Ilya realizes eventually, is how quickly the body gets tired of carrying it constantly. Not because the danger disappears. Because surviving in permanent panic becomes impossible after a while.
So slowly, against his better judgment, he starts relaxing again. Not fully. Never fully. But enough. Enough that he stops checking his phone every five minutes. Enough that he sleeps through the night more often than not now. Enough that some mornings he wakes up tangled across Shane’s chest before remembering Alexei at all. That part feels dangerous. Hope always does.
Still, life keeps moving around him.
Work helps.
The Canadian number helps too. Cliff arranges it almost immediately after the second conversation with Svetlana. “This is your professional identity now,” Cliff says while handing over the new SIM card one afternoon. “Everyone important gets this number only.”
“You sound like spy.”
“You’re a dramatic international model with a possible blackmail situation,” Cliff replies calmly. “Close enough.”
So Ilya rebuilds carefully. New contact information. Canadian representation. Canadian campaigns. He signs officially with the Montreal agency three weeks later after a long lunch meeting involving contract negotiations, espresso, and one creative director calling him “cinematic” four separate times.
Normal. The word keeps surprising him. Normal fittings. Normal photoshoots. Normal meetings. He spends entire afternoons in bright studios downtown while photographers adjust lighting around him. He learns shortcuts through Montréal traffic. Starts recognizing café employees near the agency office. Begins answering casual questions about where he lives now without hesitating first.
“With my husband.” The phrase still startles him pleasantly every single time.
And slowly, terrifyingly, the apartment begins feeling less like Shane’s place and more like home. Their home. There are traces of both of them everywhere now. Shane’s meticulous organization softened slightly around the edges by Ilya’s existence. A sweater abandoned over the sofa. Coffee cups left beside the sink. Music constantly humming somewhere through the apartment.
Life. Real life. And because Alexei never contacts him again after the first text, Ilya begins making the worst possible mistake: he starts believing maybe it’s over. Or at least quieter. Manageable. The anxiety doesn’t disappear entirely. It just loosens enough that he can breathe around it again.
***
The call comes on a Tuesday night almost a month later. Of course it does. Because things have finally started feeling normal again. Shane is stretched out on the sofa beside him in sweatpants and glasses with paperwork abandoned on his lap after losing interest in it twenty minutes ago.
The television plays softly in the background. Some documentary neither of them is really watching. Ilya is sprawled half across the sofa with his head in Shane’s lap while Shane scratches lightly through his curls absentmindedly. Warm fingers moving slowly against his scalp. Ilya didn’t know touch could become addictive before this marriage. Now he thinks he might genuinely die if Shane ever stopped touching him completely.
“You’re doing it again,” Shane murmurs softly above him.
Ilya opens one eye lazily. “What?”
“Falling asleep during documentaries.”
“They’re emotionally soothing.”
“They’re about financial crimes.”
“Exactly.”
Shane laughs quietly. The sound vibrates warm through his chest where Ilya’s cheek rests against his thigh. The apartment feels soft tonight. Safe. Rain taps lightly against the windows while the city glows gold beyond the glass.
And because he’s relaxed, because he’s happy, because his body has finally stopped expecting disaster every second of every day— Ilya answers the phone without thinking when it starts ringing.
Unknown number.
WhatsApp.
His thumb slides automatically across the screen before his brain catches up. “Hello?”
Shane’s fingers still immediately in his hair above him. Silence answers. Not complete silence.
Breathing.
The blood drains from Ilya’s body so fast it feels violent. No. No no no— He knows that breathing. The line crackles softly once. Still nothing. Just someone there. Listening. Hearing him panic. Ilya goes completely rigid across Shane’s lap.
Above him, Shane notices instantly. “Ilya?”
The breathing continues softly through the speaker. Slow. Patient. And suddenly Ilya can’t breathe properly either. His chest tightens so hard it physically hurts. Because this is worse somehow. No threats. No yelling. Just proof. I can still reach you.
“Ilya.” Shane’s voice sharpens immediately now. Ilya jerks upright so fast the blanket falls off both of them onto the floor. His hands are shaking. Violently.
He hangs up abruptly. Then immediately powers the phone off entirely with fumbling fingers before throwing it onto the coffee table like it burned him.
Shane is already moving toward him. “What happened?”
Ilya can’t answer immediately. His pulse is too loud. His lungs suddenly too tight. “He called,” he manages finally.
Shane’s expression changes instantly. Cold. Focused. Protective. “The same number?”
Ilya shakes his head hard. “No.”
“What did he say?”
“That is problem.” His voice breaks slightly despite himself. “Nothing.” Shane goes still. Ilya presses both hands hard against his mouth briefly trying to force himself to breathe normally again. “It was just breathing,” he says quietly. “He knew I would recognize it.” The panic keeps climbing anyway. Because suddenly the apartment doesn’t feel safe anymore again. The sofa doesn’t feel safe. The quiet doesn’t feel safe.
Shane reaches for him carefully then. Both hands settling against the sides of his face. Warm. Steady. “Ilya.” The firmness in his voice cuts through the panic slightly. “Look at me.” Ilya forces himself to. Shane’s expression stays completely calm even though anger burns visibly underneath it now. “You’re okay.”
The words hit strangely. Because rationally, yes. Nothing actually happened. But his body doesn’t know the difference between threat and anticipation anymore. Shane brushes his thumbs carefully beneath Ilya’s eyes. 
“He doesn’t get to do this to you.” The conviction in his voice almost undoes him completely. Because Shane sounds genuinely offended by the idea of anyone making Ilya afraid inside their home.
And suddenly exhaustion crashes over him all at once. Weeks of trying to relax. Trying to trust silence again. Gone in seconds. “I thought he stopped,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane’s face softens immediately. “Oh, honey.” The tenderness in his voice nearly cracks him open. Then Shane pulls him forward into his arms without hesitation. Ilya folds against him instantly. Forehead pressed hard against Shane’s shoulder while Shane wraps both arms tightly around him. Safe. Or as close to safe as Ilya has felt in years.
***
The next two days feel like drowning slowly in shallow water. Not dramatic enough to call a crisis. Just heavy. Everything heavy. The apartment curtains stay mostly closed because sunlight feels wrong somehow after the call. The television runs quietly in the background for hours without Ilya paying attention to it. Music helps for a while until it doesn’t anymore. 
Mostly he stays in bed. Curled beneath blankets with Shane’s pillows tucked against his chest while exhaustion settles deep into his bones. Not physical exhaustion. Fear exhaustion. The kind that comes after adrenaline burns through the body too fast and leaves everything hollow afterward.
Shane notices immediately. Of course he does. By Wednesday morning he’s standing beside the bed already dressed for work, one hand moving carefully through Ilya’s curls while concern sits openly in his face.
“You need anything before I go?”
Ilya stares vaguely toward the windows. “No.”
“Food?”
“No.”
“Coffee?”
A pause. “…maybe.”
Shane nods once immediately like coffee is now a mission-critical emergency response. The mattress dips slightly when he leans down afterward. Warm lips against Ilya’s forehead. “I’ll come home early.”
Guilt twists instantly through Ilya’s chest. Because Shane keeps doing that now. Reshaping his life around Ilya’s fear without hesitation. And the worst part is that some ugly terrified part of Ilya keeps waiting for resentment to appear eventually. It never does. That almost makes things harder somehow.
***
Cliff comes over Wednesday afternoon carrying soup and the expression of someone trying very hard not to make concern obvious. “You look terrible,” he says immediately upon walking into the bedroom.
Ilya stares at the ceiling. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Cliff sets the soup down on the nightstand before sitting carefully on the edge of the bed. The apartment smells faintly like coffee and rain. Somewhere outside, Montréal traffic hums softly beneath gray weather. Normal city sounds. Ilya hates that Alexei can still ruin them so easily.
“I rescheduled tomorrow’s fitting,” Cliff says after a minute.
Guilt twists again. “You didn’t have to.”
“Yes I did.” Cliff looks at him flatly. “You look like a Victorian tuberculosis patient.”
“That’s rude.”
“That’s friendship.” Silence settles quietly after that. Then Cliff sighs softly. “He called because he realized you were calming down.”
The words land cold and precise. Because yes. That’s exactly what this was. Not contact. Not communication. Punishment. Proof. I can still reach you whenever I want.
Ilya closes his eyes briefly. “I hate that it worked.”
Cliff’s expression softens slightly around the edges. “Yeah,” he says quietly. “I know.”
***
By Thursday, Shane is visibly worried. Not panicked. Worse. Careful. Like he’s constantly evaluating how fragile Ilya feels without making it obvious. He brings food home every night whether Ilya asks for it or not. Makes coffee and leaves it on the nightstand. Touches him constantly. Hands through his hair. Warm fingers against the back of his neck. Pulling him automatically against Shane’s chest whenever they’re on the sofa. Like reassurance can become physical enough to matter.
The horrifying thing is: it actually helps. Thursday night, Shane finds him sitting cross-legged on the bed staring at his phone.
The call log still open. Unknown Number. Received WhatsApp Call. Ilya has looked at it at least twenty times already. Shane leans quietly against the bedroom doorway. “You’ve been staring at that for an hour.”
“I’m thinking.”
“That usually concerns me.”
Ilya exhales softly through his nose before finally taking the screenshots Svetlana asked for. Then he blocks the number. Again. The movement feels useless. Like locking one window while someone keeps finding doors.
Shane sits beside him carefully afterward. “What are you researching?”
Ilya minimizes the screen too slowly. Shane catches enough anyway. Immigration protections. Privacy laws. International harassment statutes. Worst case scenarios.
The mattress shifts slightly when Shane turns toward him more fully. “Ilya.”
“I’m being practical.”
“You’re spiraling.”
The gentleness in his voice makes something defensive tighten immediately inside Ilya’s chest. “You don’t understand.”
“Then explain it to me.” The problem is Shane sounds sincere. Actually sincere. Like he genuinely wants to carry this with him. And suddenly panic twists sharply through Ilya again for entirely different reasons.
Because what if eventually Shane realizes this is too much? The fear sits beneath everything now. Under every quiet moment. Every kind touch. Every morning Shane still wakes up beside him willingly. What if one day he stops? Ilya doesn’t say any of that aloud. Instead he stares down at the phone in his hands and says quietly: “He still has things.”
Shane’s brow furrows slightly. “What things?”
“Pictures. Messages. Old rumors.” Ilya shrugs one shoulder tightly. “Enough.”
Shane looks genuinely confused for a second. Then realization moves slowly across his face. “Ilyusha.” The softness in his voice immediately makes everything worse. “You’re already married to a man.”
“It’s different.”
“How?” The answer feels impossible to explain properly. Because logically Shane is right. The leverage should be gone now. The secret already detonated. But fear doesn’t disappear just because circumstances change. Alexei spent years teaching Ilya that exposure meant destruction. The lesson stayed even after the reality stopped matching it. “You don’t understand Russian politics,” Ilya says quietly. “Or my family. Or the industry there.”
“No,” Shane agrees calmly. “I probably don’t.” Then more firmly: “But I understand that nobody gets to threaten my husband into being afraid all the time.”
The words hit hard enough that Ilya’s throat tightens unexpectedly. My husband. Shane says it so naturally now. Like permanence. Like certainty. And still part of Ilya keeps waiting for the moment Shane decides permanence is too expensive.
Shane reaches over carefully then, taking the phone from Ilya’s hands before setting it face down on the nightstand. “You can’t live inside worst case scenarios every second.”
“I can try.”
“That’s not funny.”
“No,” Ilya says softly. “Probably not.”
Shane studies him quietly for a long moment after that. Then he shifts closer until their knees press together on the bed. “I’m still here.”
The simplicity of the statement almost hurts physically. Because Shane says things like that as if they should automatically be believed. And terrifyingly, more and more often now, Ilya actually does believe him. That’s the problem. Trust makes fear sharper. Because now there’s something real enough to lose.
***
By Sunday afternoon, Ilya has spent nearly four straight days inside their apartment. Not hiding exactly. Recovering. There’s a difference, he tells himself.
Still, the world outside the windows has started feeling strangely distant. Montréal moves normally beneath gray skies while Ilya drifts slowly around the apartment in Shane’s sweaters and socks like some emotionally damaged housecat. 
Shane never pushes him. That somehow makes everything worse. He just stays close. Makes coffee. Touches him constantly. Keeps finding excuses to pull Ilya into his lap on the sofa while they watch terrible television together. Like proximity itself matters. The horrifying thing is: it does.
Sunday afternoon finds them exactly like that. Rain tapping softly against the windows while some cooking competition plays quietly in the background. Shane sits stretched across the sofa in sweatpants with one hand absently moving through Ilya’s curls while reading something on his laptop balanced against one knee. Ilya is half asleep against his chest. Warm. Comfortable. Dangerously content.
The knock at the door startles him. Shane looks up immediately. “You expecting someone?”
“No.” Ilya groans softly and drags himself upright while Shane pauses the television. “I’ll get it.”
Shane catches lightly at his wrist before he fully stands. “You okay?”
The gentleness still catches him off guard every single time. “Yes,” Ilya says quietly. Mostly true. The apartment feels warm behind him as he walks toward the front door. Coffee scent. Soft sounds. Shane existing comfortably in the background. Home.
The realization still feels surreal enough to ache sometimes. Then Ilya opens the door and nearly short-circuits. “Kip?”
Kip grins immediately from the hallway. “Hi sweetheart.”
Beside him, Scott lifts one hand casually. “You look alarmed.”
“You live in New York.”
“Yes,” Kip says. “And now we temporarily live in your hallway.”
Ilya blinks slowly at both of them. “What are you doing here?”
Kip shrugs with visible innocence. “Visiting Montréal.”
“Liar.”
“Terrible accusation.”
Scott snorts softly beside him while carrying what appears to be two grocery bags and a bottle of wine. Before Ilya can process any of this properly, Shane appears behind him. Then lights up immediately.
“Oh thank god,” Kip says. “Responsible adult.”
“I’m older than him,” Scott mutters.
“You emotionally aren’t.”
Shane is already smiling in that warm quiet way he does around people he likes. And suddenly Ilya notices something alarming: Scott and Shane look genuinely happy to see each other. “Hey,” Scott says to Shane easily. “You still watching the playoffs?”
“Obviously.”
“You were right about Toronto collapsing.”
“I’m always right about Toronto collapsing.”
Kip looks deeply offended already. “Absolutely disgusting energy immediately.”
Then Cliff appears twenty minutes later carrying pastries and zero explanation whatsoever.
“You knew about this,” Ilya accuses instantly.
“Maybe.”
“You’re all behaving suspiciously.”
“Yes,” Cliff says calmly. “Very observant.”
The apartment fills gradually after that. Voices. Laughter. Coats abandoned over chairs. And then Yuna and David arrive with enough food containers to feed an army. “Oh good,” Yuna says immediately upon seeing Ilya. “You’re wearing color today.”
“It’s gray.”
“Still progress.”
David hugs Shane first, then claps Scott warmly on the shoulder like they’ve known each other for years instead of days.
Rose arrives last carrying flowers and immediately kissing Ilya’s cheek before even greeting anyone else properly. “There’s my favorite newlywed.”
“I am beginning to suspect conspiracy.”
Rose smiles slowly. “And yet here we all are.”
Then suddenly it clicks. Not all at once. Gradually. The food. The people. The way Shane keeps looking quietly pleased every time another person walks into the apartment.
Family dinner. The one they talked about in Tofino. The realization hits Ilya squarely in the chest. Because Shane remembered. Of course he remembered. And apparently he quietly organized this entire thing while Ilya was falling apart emotionally for half the week.
Warmth and guilt twist together painfully beneath Ilya’s ribs. He needs to step up his game immediately as a husband. This is becoming embarrassingly one-sided in the emotional competence department.
The evening settles naturally after that. The apartment becomes loud in the best possible way. Kip sprawls dramatically across one end of the sofa complaining about Montréal parking while Scott and Shane immediately disappear into aggressive hockey discussion near the kitchen island. Hayden and Jackie send their regrets, promising to be with them next time.
“I’m telling you,” Scott says while opening another beer for David, “if they’d fixed the defensive pairing earlier—”
“They still would’ve collapsed,” Shane replies calmly.
“Correct,” David agrees.
Scott points immediately. “Thank you.”
“This feels hostile,” Kip says.
“Canadians bond through hockey suffering,” Rose explains solemnly to Ilya.
“I thought Canadians bonded through politeness.”
“No,” Cliff says. “That’s camouflage.”
Ilya laughs before he can stop himself. The sound feels strange coming out of him after the last few days. Easy. Real.
Rose notices immediately. She settles beside him on the sofa while the others argue loudly about playoff statistics in the kitchen. “You look better tonight.”
Ilya exhales softly through his nose. “I’m trying.”
Her expression gentles instantly. “I know.”
The simple understanding in it almost hurts. Rose reaches over then, fixing the sleeve of Shane’s hoodie where it’s twisted around Ilya’s wrist. “He really loves you, you know.”
The words land so directly that Ilya almost stops breathing for a second. Because yes. That’s the terrifying part. He looks instinctively toward the kitchen afterward. Shane is laughing at something Scott said while Cliff reorganizes serving dishes because apparently he physically cannot stop himself.
Warm light spills across all of them. Family. The realization still feels unreal enough to ache. Rose follows his gaze and smiles faintly. “He’s happier,” she says quietly. “I haven’t seen him like this in years.”
Guilt stabs unexpectedly through Ilya’s chest again. Because Shane spent most of the week taking care of him instead. Rose seems to notice the shift in his expression immediately. “Hey,” she says softly. Ilya looks back toward her. “You don’t have to earn being loved by making yourself easy.”
The words hit hard enough that he goes completely still. Because somehow she understood the fear anyway. Across the room, Shane looks up suddenly like he felt Ilya staring. Their eyes meet immediately.
And Shane smiles. Soft. Warm. Certain. Like he’s still choosing this completely. Something fragile loosens slightly inside Ilya’s chest.
Dinner stretches late into the evening after that.
People crowded around the dining table and kitchen island because there aren’t enough chairs. Scott and David debating hockey loudly enough that Yuna eventually threatens both of them with violence. Kip feeding Cliff increasingly dramatic gossip while Cliff critiques everyone’s organizational systems.
“This apartment has improved,” Cliff says eventually while stealing roasted potatoes directly off Shane’s plate.
“You reorganized my pantry.”
“You’re welcome.”
Later, while everyone crowds noisily around the kitchen arguing about hockey and whether Montréal bagels are objectively superior, Ilya ends up cornered beside the windows by Kip holding two glasses of wine.
“Before you panic,” Kip says immediately, handing one over, “this is not emotional interrogation.”
“That sounds exactly like emotional interrogation.”
“It’s gay emotional interrogation,” Kip corrects. “Different genre.”
Ilya snorts softly despite himself and accepts the wine. Outside, rain streaks gold beneath the city lights while warmth and laughter fill the apartment behind them. Kip studies him over the rim of his glass for a second. Then quieter: “You look happier.”
The directness catches Ilya slightly off guard. “Do I?”
“Yes.” Kip leans one shoulder lightly against the window beside him. “More tired too. But happier.”
Ilya glances instinctively toward the kitchen again. Shane is standing beside Scott and David now, visibly losing patience over some hockey statistic while Cliff reorganizes serving dishes without permission.
Warm.
Solid.
Home.
The sight still affects Ilya physically every single time. Kip notices immediately because apparently everyone in Shane’s life is terrifyingly observant. “Oh,” Kip says softly. “You’re gone gone.”
Ilya narrows his eyes. “What does that mean?”
“It means you look at him like Victorian woman dying of consumption.”
“That feels dramatic.”
“You’re literally staring at him right now.”
Annoyingly true. Ilya looks away immediately and drinks wine instead.
Kip smiles faintly into his own glass. “You know, when I met Shane at the wedding, I expected him to be terrifying.”
“That’s comforting.”
“He was terrifying,” Kip says calmly. “For like twenty minutes.”
Ilya laughs softly despite himself. Then Kip gestures loosely toward the kitchen where Shane is currently arguing with Scott and David about hockey while Cliff critiques everyone’s plate-stacking methods.
“But then I realized something.” His expression softens slightly. “Shane doesn’t do halfway. Ever. Work, relationships, stress spirals, all of it.” A pause. “And honestly? He looked at you like someone who had already decided.”
The words settle quietly between them. Ilya looks back toward Shane again before he can stop himself. Shane laughs suddenly at something Scott says, head tilted slightly back, glasses slipping lower on his nose.
Beautiful.
The realization still feels startlingly tender every time. Kip watches him carefully for another second. Kip watches Shane across the apartment for a second while Shane laughs at something Scott says.
Then he glances back toward Ilya with a faint smile. “I’ve only known him for like five minutes comparatively,” he says, “but even I can tell he’s obsessed with you.”
Ilya laughs softly despite himself. “That feels aggressive.”
“He organized a secret family dinner because you had bad week,” Kip says flatly. “That’s either love or clinically concerning.”
Warmth twists painfully through Ilya’s chest. Because yes. Exactly. “He takes care of me too much,” Ilya admits quietly before he can stop himself.
Kip’s expression softens slightly. “What a horrible burden.”
“You know what I mean.”
“No,” Kip says honestly. “I really don’t.”
The fear still sits there beneath everything even tonight. Quieter now. But present. Ilya looks down into his wineglass briefly. “He keeps rearranging his life around me,” he says softly. “And eventually he’s going to realize this is exhausting.”
Kip goes very still beside him. Then: “Oh, sweetheart.”
The sympathy in his voice almost makes Ilya defensive immediately. “I’m serious.”
“So am I.” Kip sets his wineglass down carefully on the windowsill before turning fully toward him. “Shane organized an entire secret family dinner because you had a bad week,” he repeats flatly. “Do you understand how insane that is?”
Despite himself, Ilya laughs quietly once. “He likes planning things.”
“He likes you.” The certainty in the statement leaves no room to hide inside it. Kip softens slightly afterward. “I think maybe nobody’s ever loved you in a way that felt calm before,” he says gently. “So now you keep waiting for the catch.”
The words hit hard enough that Ilya can’t answer immediately. Because yes. Exactly that. Across the room, Shane looks over again mid-conversation like he can somehow feel when Ilya’s attention shifts toward him.
Their eyes meet instantly. And immediately Shane smiles. Small. Warm. Automatic. Like seeing Ilya still gives him relief every single time. Something painful and soft twists through Ilya’s chest. Beside him, Kip watches the exchange and looks deeply unsurprised. “Yeah,” he says quietly. “That man is disgustingly in love with you.”
Ilya opens his mouth to argue instinctively. Then stops. Shane gets pulled back into conversation by Scott asking something loudly about hockey statistics, and the moment breaks naturally apart. Still, warmth lingers low in Ilya’s chest afterward. Because Kip is right.
Shane keeps looking for him automatically. Keeps orbiting back toward him without seeming aware he’s doing it at all.
And suddenly Ilya realizes with quiet terrifying clarity that Shane has been taking care of him all evening without making it obvious to anyone else. Keeping him close. Keeping him included. Watching him carefully enough to notice every shift in his mood while still letting the night feel effortless and normal.
Shane keeps touching Ilya absentmindedly every time he passes him. A hand at his back. Fingers brushing briefly through his curls. Warm pressure against his shoulder while reaching across him for wine.
Tiny unconscious reminders: you’re here. you’re safe. you belong with us. And sitting there surrounded by too many people and too much food and warmth and laughter filling Shane’s apartment, Ilya realizes something quietly devastating:
He doesn’t just love Shane anymore. He loves the life growing around them too.
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  The next few weeks settle into an uneasy rhythm. Life continues. Alexei continues too. Not constantly. Just often enough.
A WhatsApp call from an unknown number on a Tuesday afternoon while Ilya is getting ready for a fitting. Blocked.
A text from a new number on a Friday night. Blocked.
Another call while they're grocery shopping. Blocked.
It becomes a system eventually.
Screenshot. Forward to Svetlana. Block. Repeat.
The calls themselves are usually silent. Sometimes breathing. Sometimes nothing at all. Just proof. I'm still here.
The messages are worse. Short. Calculated. Never explicit threats. Just enough to reopen old wounds.
You forgot where you came from.
You think this changes anything?
Family remembers.
Shane starts intercepting some of them purely by accident.
One evening he's cooking while Ilya showers. The phone buzzes on the counter. Normally he wouldn't touch it.  But the screen lights up before he can look away. Unknown Number. WhatsApp. Preview visible.
She would be disappointed in you.
The blood drains from Shane's face instantly. Mother. Of course. Alexei finally found the cruelest possible weapon. Shane doesn't hesitate.
Screenshot. Forward to Svetlana. Then he deletes both the screenshot and the message.
Gone.
By the time Ilya emerges from the shower twenty minutes later smelling like cedar soap and wearing one of Shane's sweatshirts, there's nothing left to see. Shane doesn't mention it. Neither does Svetlana.
Later, when she calls him privately, her voice is ice. "He crossed a line."
"He crossed it years ago."
"Yes," she says quietly. "Keep documenting. He's making mistakes now."
***
The strange thing is that eventually life becomes bigger than Alexei again. Not entirely. But enough. Work continues. Family dinners continue. Ilya signs campaigns. Shane wins cases. The apartment accumulates more evidence of shared life.
And one Thursday night, after three consecutive weeks of work and stress and unknown numbers, Shane decides they need a date. An actual date. The discussion immediately becomes ridiculous.
"You always pick romantic things."
"That's because romantic things are dates."
"That's propaganda."
"It's literally the definition."
Ilya is curled upside down on the sofa when this conversation happens. "You want candles."
"I like candles."
"You want expensive food."
"I like expensive food."
"You want emotional eye contact."
Shane pauses. "...yes."
Ilya points triumphantly. "Exactly!"
Shane narrows his eyes. "What do you want?"
"I want chaos."
"That's not a date."
"It absolutely is."
"No."
"Yes."
"No."
Eventually they negotiate. Or more accurately, compromise through mutual stubbornness. Each of them plans half. Neither tells the other what they're doing. The arrangement makes Ilya absurdly excited. Which immediately concerns Shane.
***
Shane's half comes first. Naturally. He picks an upscale restaurant overlooking the river. Soft lighting. Excellent food. The kind of place where conversations linger.
Ilya looks unfairly beautiful across the table. Dark jacket. Wedding ring catching candlelight. A smile appearing every time he notices Shane staring. Which is often.
The evening starts easy. Work. Family. Cliff accidentally becoming friends with literally everyone. David and Scott's ongoing hockey alliance. Rose. Travel. Life.
Then somehow the conversation turns. Not intentionally. They're talking about Yuna's story involving Shane at age seven when Shane says: "My mother still wants grandchildren."
The words hang there. Ilya blinks.
"So does Rose."
"Rose wants grandchildren?"
"She wants everyone to have grandchildren."
That gets a laugh. Then silence settles briefly. Not uncomfortable. Thinking silence.
Finally Ilya takes a sip of wine. "You want children."
It's not really a question. Shane considers it. "Eventually."
Across the table, Ilya goes oddly still. Not upset. Spooked. Like someone unexpectedly opened a door he wasn't prepared to look through. Shane notices immediately. "We don't have to talk about it."
"No." Ilya shakes his head. "I just..." He trails off. The wineglass turns slowly between his fingers. "I've never thought about it seriously before."
The honesty in that lands softly. Shane nods. "I have."
"I can tell." That gets a small laugh. Then quieter: "You'd be good at it."
The compliment catches Shane off guard. "I would?"
"You carry snacks."
"That's your evidence?"
"You carry emergency snacks."
Fair. Shane smiles into his wine. Across the table, Ilya's expression softens.
"What about you?" Shane asks carefully.
The question lingers. Long enough that Shane considers taking it back. Then: "Someday." The answer comes softly. Thoughtfully. Like something fragile. "Someday," Ilya repeats. "Maybe."
It's enough. Neither pushes further. The conversation moves on. But Shane notices Ilya thinking about it periodically for the rest of dinner.
***
Then comes Ilya's half. And Shane immediately regrets everything the second they pull up outside the karaoke bar.
"No."
"Yes."
"No."
"You signed contract."
"There was no contract."
"There was emotional contract."
Shane stares at the building. Then at Ilya. Then back at the building. "I hate this already."
"You haven't even gone inside."
"Exactly."
Unfortunately, Ilya is magnificent at karaoke. Not good. Magnificent. Which somehow makes the experience worse.
The first song is Taylor Swift’s Style. Ilya struts onto the stage like he was born there. The crowd immediately loves him. Of course they do. Shane watches from their table holding a whiskey and feeling personally victimized. Ilya points directly at him during the chorus. The entire room turns to look. Shane contemplates faking his own death.
After Style ends, Ilya returns to their table glowing with triumph while half the room applauds him.bShane slides his whiskey toward him. "You have entirely too much confidence."
"I am objectively correct most of the time."
"That's not confidence. That's narcissism."
Ilya steals the drink and takes a sip. "Same family."
Shane laughs despite himself. The laugh comes easier tonight. Everything does. For a few minutes they sit together while another group butchers Bon Jovi. Ilya ends up half leaning against Shane's shoulder while they watch. The crowd is loud. The lights flash blue and gold. Normally Shane would hate this. Instead he keeps catching himself smiling. Mostly because Ilya is happy. The realization still sneaks up on him sometimes.
Then suddenly Ilya sits upright. "Oh."
The tone immediately concerns Shane. "What?"
"I know my next song."
"No."
"You don't even know what it is."
"I know it's a bad idea."
Ilya grins. Dangerous. "It's not."
"What is it?" The grin widens. Shane's stomach drops. "Ilya."
"I haven't said anything yet."
"Your face said enough."
Then comes Whitney Houston. I Wanna Dance With Somebody. The crowd starts singing along. Halfway through, Ilya has complete strangers dancing around him. The bartender is cheering. Someone waves a napkin. At one point Ilya points dramatically toward Shane during the chorus. The crowd immediately follows the gesture. Forty people turn around simultaneously. Shane briefly considers moving to another country. 
Ilya is in heaven. Actually glowing. Laughing. Dancing. Beautiful enough that Shane keeps forgetting to be embarrassed. Which is deeply unfair.
When the song finally ends, Ilya returns breathless and flushed from laughing. "You’re a menace."
"I am beloved."
"Unfortunately."
Ilya settles beside him again. Close enough that their knees touch beneath the table. Then his expression changes. Sharpens. Just slightly. Shane notices immediately. "What?"
Nothing. For a second Ilya doesn't answer. Instead he's looking over Shane's shoulder. Shane turns automatically. A woman standing near the bar immediately looks away. Young. Pretty. Slightly drunk. The realization arrives about half a second before the explanation. "Oh."
"Oh," Ilya repeats flatly.
Shane has to physically bite back a smile. Because no. Absolutely not. Not after everything. Not after months of marriage. Not after the way Ilya practically attached himself to Shane's side all night. "You're jealous."
"I am not."
"You absolutely are."
Ilya takes a drink. Refuses eye contact. Which is basically a confession. Shane's smile grows. "She was trying to flirt with you."
"I didn't notice."
"Liar."
"I genuinely didn't."
That finally gets Ilya looking at him. The suspicion softens slightly. "You didn't?"
"No." The truth is Shane barely notices anyone else tonight. Hasn't all evening. His attention keeps returning to the same person over and over. The one currently glaring at him. Warmth spreads through Shane's chest. "I only came here with one person." The words slip out before he fully thinks about them. Immediately Ilya looks pleased with himself. Like a cat that accidentally caught something.
"Oh."
"Don't."
"Oh, that was romantic."
"It wasn't."
"It absolutely was."
Shane drains the rest of his drink. Across the table, Ilya is visibly recovering from his jealousy at record speed. Mostly because now he's smug. Which is arguably worse.
The third song somehow gets worse. Beggin'. Ilya absolutely destroys it. Shane is unfortunately forced to admit is genuinely impressive. Ilya owns the stage. Not performs. Owns. Every movement effortless. Every note confident. The crowd absolutely loses their minds. At one point Shane catches himself staring again. Not because of the song. Because of Ilya. The way he looks under stage lights. The way he moves when he's completely relaxed. The freedom in it. The joy.
Because God. He's alive up there. Confident. Fearless. Happy. The last few months have reminded Shane how often Ilya carries tension beneath the surface. How much effort goes into surviving. But up there? He's free.
Nothing exists except Ilya laughing into a microphone while a room full of strangers adores him. The realization leaves Shane unexpectedly emotional. Which is unfortunate. Because when Ilya returns, he's carrying fresh drinks and visibly plotting something. "What?"
"I have another song."
"No."
"I haven't said it yet."
"No."
"You're very negative."
Shane narrows his eyes. "What is it?"
Ilya looks delighted. That alone is enough to know it's terrible. "Summer Nights."
Absolutely not. "No."
"Why?"
"Because."
"Compelling argument."
"No."
"What if I sing Sandy?"
"No."
"You could sing Danny."
"I would rather die."
Ilya laughs. Then immediately brightens again. "Oh my god."
The phrase makes Shane's blood run cold. "What?"
"Islands in the Stream."
"No."
"Paradise by the Dashboard Light."
"No."
"Shallow."
"No."
"Total Eclipse of the Heart."
"No."
People nearby are beginning to listen now. Which somehow makes this worse. Ilya keeps going. "Endless Love."
"No."
"Don't Go Breaking My Heart."
"No."
"I Got You Babe."
"No."
"I'll Make Love to You."
"ILYA."
Several nearby tables burst into laughter. Including the bartender. Ilya is laughing so hard he nearly falls out of his chair. His face is red. His curls are a mess.
He's beautiful.
Which is deeply inconvenient. Finally Shane points at him. "You are not allowed to choose anything romantic."
"Oh." The dangerous smile returns. "You have made huge mistake."
"No."
"Now I have challenge."
"No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Absolutely."
Shane closes his eyes briefly. Across from him, Ilya immediately starts scrolling through the karaoke catalog with terrifying focus. God. This is going to end badly. And somehow, despite everything, Shane finds himself smiling while he waits for the disaster to arrive.
The opening notes of You're the One That I Want begin. The crowd loses their minds. Shane considers walking directly into traffic. Ilya looks delighted. Which is somehow worse.
And then they're singing. Well. Ilya is singing. Shane is participating in what might generously qualify as singing. The crowd doesn't care. They're laughing. Cheering. Having the time of their lives.
At some point Ilya grabs Shane's hand. At another point he physically spins him. At a third point Shane becomes aware he's smiling so hard his face hurts. The alcohol helps. Not enough. But enough. And standing there beneath cheap stage lights while Ilya laughs through the final chorus and looks at him like he's the only person in the room, Shane realizes something strange.
He's not embarrassed anymore. Not really. Because he can't stop looking at his husband. And because for the first time in weeks, neither of them is thinking about Alexei at all.
The drive home is louder than usual. Not because of traffic. Because Ilya is still running at full karaoke energy. Three drinks apparently transformed him into a man incapable of silence. Shane isn't exactly sober either. Not drunk. Just pleasantly loose around the edges. Relaxed in a way he rarely allows himself to be.
"I still think Beggin' was the best one."
"It absolutely was not."
"It absolutely was."
"You made eye contact with strangers."
"I was performing."
"You pointed at me."
"That was art."
Shane laughs softly. Beside him, Ilya looks pleased with himself. The city glows around them through rain-streaked streets while music plays quietly through the speakers. The evening settled somewhere warm inside Shane's chest hours ago. It stays there the entire drive home.
***
The second they step inside the apartment, Ilya announces: "I'm hungry."
Shane drops his keys into the bowl by the door. "We literally had dinner."
"That was six years ago."
"It was three hours."
"Exactly." Ilya is already walking toward the kitchen.
This immediately concerns Shane. "Wait."
"No."
"Ilya."
"I'm making food."
The concern increases dramatically. Shane follows him. "What kind of food?"
"Food food."
"That's not an answer."
"It is in spirit."
By the time Shane reaches the kitchen, cabinet doors are already opening. The sight makes him nervous immediately. "I'd like to remind the court about the emotional crepe incident."
Ilya spins around. "It was blini."
"There was flour on the ceiling."
"There was not."
"There was flour on me."
"You participated."
"I was victimized."
Ilya laughs so hard he nearly drops a loaf of bread. Then he points accusingly. "No flour."
Shane narrows his eyes. "No flour?"
"No flour."
"What are you making?"
"Tuna melts."
That surprises him. Mostly because it sounds reasonable.
"I know how to make tuna melts."
"Those are dangerous words."
"They are sandwiches."
"That is exactly what makes this suspicious."
Shane ends up perched on one of the kitchen stools watching like a hawk anyway. Not because he doesn't trust Ilya. Because experience has taught him that Ilya approaches cooking with enthusiasm rather than procedure. Currently he's standing barefoot in the kitchen wearing one of Shane's old McGill hoodies and arguing with a can opener. The sight is distractingly adorable. Which unfortunately weakens Shane's ability to enforce safety standards.
"You know," Ilya says while chopping pickles, "we should do another family dinner."
Shane looks up from where he's stealing pieces of cheese. "Already?"
"People seemed happy."
They had. The memory settles warmly inside Shane's chest. The apartment crowded with family and friends. Laughter. Noise. People who somehow all fit together.
"Hayden and Jackie should come next time."
Shane nods immediately. "And the kids."
"Especially the kids."
Ilya brightens. "They would love me."
"They already love you."
"I am fun."
"You taught Rose how to make paper airplanes."
"I am extremely fun."
"You're a terrible influence."
"I prefer excellent influence."
The conversation drifts naturally after that. Weekend plans. Work schedules. Whether they should finally replace the armchair in the living room that both of them secretly hate.
"The chair is ugly."
"The chair is practical."
"The chair looks like accountant."
"It's a chair."
"It looks judgmental."
Shane laughs into his beer. The image of a judgmental chair is annoyingly convincing. "You only hate it because it doesn't match anything."
"It doesn't."
"That's not a reason."
"It absolutely is."
***
The tuna melts turn out surprisingly good. Shane refuses to admit this immediately. Mostly on principle.
"I see your face."
"You don't."
"You do impressed face."
"I don't have an impressed face."
"You absolutely do."
The sandwiches disappear anyway. Eventually they migrate back into the living room carrying plates and drinks. The city glows outside the windows. The apartment feels warm. Safe. Comfortable. Home.
Ilya ends up stretched across the sofa with his feet in Shane's lap while Shane absently rubs one ankle. The conversation wanders again. Movies. Travel. Whether Cliff should be allowed unsupervised access to their pantry.
The answer is no.
Then: "We should get dog."
Shane immediately closes his eyes. There it is. The trap. When he opens them again, Ilya is already watching him hopefully. "No."
"You didn't even think."
"I absolutely thought."
"No."
"Yes."
"You thought emotionally."
"I thought financially."
Ilya sits up straighter. "Dog."
"No."
"Dog."
"No."
"We have apartment."
"We have jobs."
"You work."
"You also work."
"Not like you."
Fair. Unfortunately. 
Ilya senses weakness immediately. The way sharks sense blood. "We could get rescue."
"No."
"Older rescue."
"No."
"Small rescue."
"Ilya."
"Medium rescue."
Shane laughs despite himself.
Across the sofa, Ilya looks increasingly determined. "We could walk dog together."
"We walk together now."
"Dog would be emotional support."
"You are my emotional support."
That wasn't supposed to come out loud.
The second it does, Ilya freezes. Then smiles. Softly. Dangerously. "Oh."
Shane immediately regrets everything. "Don't."
"That was very romantic."
"It wasn't."
"It absolutely was."
Shane rubs a hand across his face. Hopeless. Entirely hopeless. 
"You know what I think?" Ilya asks.
"No."
"I think you already want dog."
"I do not."
"I think dog has already won."
"The dog doesn't exist."
"Yet."
The yet hangs there. Shane stares at him. Ilya beams back. The confidence is deeply suspicious. Then again. So is the warmth spreading slowly through Shane's chest while he imagines it.
A dog. Weekend walks. Someone greeting them at the door. Life continuing to grow around them. The realization is dangerous. Because suddenly it doesn't sound impossible anymore.
Ilya notices immediately. Of course he does. "You are thinking about dog."
"No."
"You are."
"No."
"You absolutely are."
Shane sighs. Long and suffering. Across from him, Ilya looks delighted already. Finally Shane points at him. "We can look."
The reaction is instantaneous. "Oh my god."
"Look."
"Shane."
"Look."
Ilya launches himself across the sofa anyway. Warm and laughing and entirely too pleased with himself. And somewhere beneath the ridiculousness of it, Shane realizes he doesn't mind losing this argument at all.
***
By the time Saturday arrives, Shane has already accepted that this was a mistake. Not because he doesn't like dogs. Because he knows Ilya. And Ilya wants things with his entire soul. There is no moderation. No measured consideration. No reasonable middle ground. If a dog so much as looks at him, Shane is fairly certain he'll try to bring it home.
Unfortunately, this prediction proves accurate approximately four minutes after they arrive. "Oh my god."
Shane sighs. "What?"
Ilya points. A Great Dane. An absolutely enormous Great Dane. The dog is standing quietly beside a volunteer and looks approximately the size of a horse. "I love him."
"No."
"You didn't even think."
"I thought immediately."
"Look at his face."
"I see his face."
"He's perfect."
"He's seven feet tall."
"He is elegant."
"He weighs more than my mother."
The volunteer snorts. Ilya looks wounded. "You're being very judgmental."
"I'm being practical."
"You promised to keep open mind."
"I promised to look at dogs."
Ilya crouches immediately beside the Great Dane anyway. The dog promptly leans against him. Shane closes his eyes. Of course.
***
Thirty minutes later, Ilya has fallen in love seven separate times.
The Great Dane.
A husky.
A pit bull.
A shepherd mix.
Something that might have been part wolf.
A dog with three legs.
A dog with one eye.
At one point Shane catches him staring longingly at a Saint Bernard. Absolutely not. "No."
"I didn't say anything."
"You were thinking loudly."
The pout appears. God help him. "I think she likes me."
"She's one hundred and thirty pounds."
"That's not her fault."
"You wanted a dog that could travel."
"I can travel with horse."
"You cannot."
"I believe in myself."
***
The puppy section is somehow worse. The second they walk past it, Ilya stops moving entirely.  "Oh no."
Shane recognizes that tone immediately. "No."
Tiny paws. Tiny tails. Tiny disasters. One particularly fluffy puppy waddles toward the fence.
Ilya makes a noise Shane has never heard before. It sounds suspiciously like emotional devastation. "Shane."
"No."
"Look."
"No."
"He is baby."
"We discussed this."
"He doesn't know he's puppy."
"That's not how puppies work."
Ilya crouches beside the enclosure. The puppy immediately trips over its own feet. The betrayal on Ilya's face is extraordinary.
Shane folds his arms. "You promised."
"I know."
"You specifically promised."
"I know."
"Older dog."
The sigh that follows belongs in a nineteenth-century tragedy. "You are cruel."
"You want to sleep occasionally." The puppy chooses that moment to face-plant into a water bowl. Ilya looks like he's losing custody in a divorce.
***
Eventually a volunteer guides them toward one of the enclosed meet-and-greet yards. "This usually helps people narrow things down." The volunteer has clearly never met Ilya.
Inside the yard are several dogs that fit what Shane actually considers realistic. Older. Medium-sized. Manageable. For the first few minutes, Ilya continues his campaign of loving every single one.
That one is sweet.
That one is smart.
That one has beautiful eyes.
That one reminds him of Cliff somehow. "Which is deeply insulting to both of them," Shane informs him.
Then gradually something begins to happen. A dog. Not flashy. Not dramatic. Small-to-medium sized. Brown, gray, and white fur with one ear that never quite stands up correctly. The dog doesn't approach Shane. Doesn't approach the volunteers. Doesn't approach anyone else.
Just... Follows Ilya. Everywhere.
At first Shane assumes it's coincidence. Then he notices it again. And again. Whenever Ilya moves, the dog moves. Whenever Ilya stops, the dog settles nearby. At one point Ilya sits on the grass talking to another dog. The brown-gray-white dog quietly sits against his leg. Like that's where it belongs.
The volunteer notices too. "Oh."
"What?" Ilya asks.
The volunteer smiles. "That's Anya."
Anya. The dog glances up immediately when hearing her name. Then nudges her nose against Ilya's hand. Something shifts in Shane's chest. Because unlike the others, Ilya isn't talking. He's just sitting there. Petting her. Calm. Comfortable. Present.
Shane points. "What about that one?"
The next hour becomes a coordinated campaign against him. Anya sits beside Ilya. Anya follows Ilya. Anya ignores every other human in the yard. By the end, she's practically attached herself to his side. The situation feels increasingly suspicious. Then comes the ambush.
"I've done research."
Shane immediately narrows his eyes. "No."
"I have."
"Ilya."
"There are places that watch dogs when people travel."
"No."
"They send photos."
"No."
"Some of them have little report cards."
"Ilya."
"They tell you if dog had good day."
"We do not have a dog."
"Yet."
The yet is deeply concerning. Shane folds his arms. "When exactly did you research this?"
Ilya suddenly becomes fascinated by Anya's ears. "Recently."
"That's not an answer."
"Last week."
Shane stares. "Last week."
"Maybe."
"Before we even met the dog."
"Technically."
The volunteer immediately pretends not to hear any of this. Traitor. Then somehow things become worse. "Yuna agrees with me."
Silence. Absolute silence. Shane blinks. "My mother?"
"Yes."
"You talked to my mother?"
"She texted me first."
That sounds suspiciously plausible. Which is somehow worse. "You discussed getting a dog with my mother?"
"She likes Anya."
"She hasn't met Anya."
"She saw picture." Of course she did. Of course Ilya sent pictures. "David likes her too."
"My father."
"He said she looks intelligent."
Shane closes his eyes briefly. Seeking strength. Finding none. "How long has this been happening?"
Ilya hesitates. The hesitation answers the question.
"Oh my god."
"It wasn't conspiracy."
"It was absolutely a conspiracy."
"It was very small conspiracy."
"That's not better."
Then comes the final blow. The one that actually destroys whatever defenses Shane still has left. "What?"
Ilya smiles. Not smug. Not teasing. Just hopeful. And somehow that's worse. "I already ordered things."
Shane freezes. "What?"
"The bed."
"No."
"The bowls."
"No."
"The leash."
"No."
"The toys."
"No."
"The crate."
"No."
"The little brush."
"The little brush?"
"She has fur."
"We don't own her."
"Not yet."
"Ilya."
"The food containers."
"No."
"The emergency kit."
"No."
Shane stares at him. Anya is now asleep with her head resting against Ilya's shoe. The volunteer has wandered away entirely because she's very obviously trying not to laugh. "You ordered dog supplies."
"Maybe."
"You ordered dog supplies before we had a dog."
"I was optimistic."
"You were insane."
"I was prepared."
"You bought supplies for a hypothetical animal."
"I believed in us."
Shane lets out a long suffering sigh. Across from him, Ilya waits. Not pushing. Not teasing. Just hopeful. Anya lifts her head. Looks at Shane. Then immediately goes back to watching Ilya. Like the decision has already been made. And Shane realizes with growing horror that neither of them is actually trying to convince him anymore.
Ilya already loves this dog. The dog already loves Ilya. He's the only remaining obstacle. Which is deeply unfair.
Shane lasts another thirty seconds. Maybe. Possibly less. Anya is asleep against Ilya's foot. Ilya is looking at him with that impossibly hopeful expression. The volunteer has stopped pretending not to listen. Everyone already knows how this ends except apparently Shane. He exhales slowly. Long. Suffering. Defeated. "Fine."
The reaction is immediate. Ilya's entire face lights up. Not pleased. Not satisfied. Genuinely joyful. Like Shane just handed him something precious. "Oh my god!" Before Shane can brace himself properly, Ilya throws both arms around his neck. The force of it almost knocks him backward. "You are best husband."
"I know."
"No, you don't understand."
"I absolutely do."
Ilya kisses him anyway. Quick and warm and completely unembarrassed despite the audience. Then, to Shane's horror, he immediately turns. Grabs Anya's face. And kisses the top of her head too. "We got approved." Anya sneezes. The volunteer laughs. 
Shane covers his eyes briefly. "This is already getting out of hand."
***
The ride home confirms his fears. Anya spends most of it in the back seat looking vaguely confused while Ilya twists around every thirty seconds to check on her.
"She's okay."
"I know."
"Do you think she's comfortable?"
"Yes."
"What if she gets carsick?"
"Ilya."
"What if she thinks we abandoned her?"
"We are literally driving her home."
"I just want her to have good experience."
Shane glances at him. Ilya looks completely serious. God help him.
***
The second they walk through the apartment door, the tour begins. Not for Shane. For Anya.
"Okay." Ilya crouches immediately. "This is kitchen." Anya sniffs the floor. "Very important room."
Shane drops the leash onto the counter. "I don't think she speaks English."
"She understands tone."
"That's not the same thing."
"Come." Anya follows. Of course she follows. Shane watches his husband conduct what appears to be a guided real estate showing for a dog. "This is hallway."
Pause.
"Bathroom."
Pause.
"Bedroom."
Pause.
Then, solemnly:
"Do not eat lawyer."
Shane nearly chokes. "What?"
"I'm establishing boundaries."
"You are speaking to her like she's a tiny roommate."
"She is tiny roommate." Anya wags her tail. Traitor.
***
The apartment rapidly fills with evidence that Ilya has, in fact, been planning this for weeks. The bed arrives from the closet. The bowls appear. The leash. The toys. The emergency kit. The brush. The blanket. The backup blanket.
At one point Shane simply stands in the middle of the living room holding a chew toy. "I hate that you were right."
"I know."
"You already bought color-coordinated bowls."
"They match apartment."
"They match apartment," he parroted.
"They're beautiful."
"They're bowls."
Ilya looks offended.
***
Eventually evening settles around them. The excitement fades slightly. Anya finally begins exploring without supervision. Shane pours himself a drink. Not because he's stressed. Because a dog now lives here. That feels significant.
The city glows beyond the windows while the apartment slowly quiets. For a brief, wonderful moment, Shane thinks things might calm down. Then he notices Anya staring at the sofa. Immediately suspicious. "No."
Ilya looks up from the floor where he's sitting beside her. "What?"
"No dog on the sofa."
The silence that follows feels coordinated. Like both of them are evaluating him. "I agree."
The immediate agreement is deeply suspicious. Shane narrows his eyes. "You agree too quickly."
"I completely agree."
"You’re lying."
"I am offended."
Anya places her front paws on the cushion. "No." The paws disappear. Progress.
Then five minutes later Shane is sitting on the sofa answering work emails while Ilya reads beside him. Peace. Quiet. Order. The way life should be.
Until he feels movement beside him. He looks up. Anya has somehow gotten onto the sofa. Not only onto the sofa. Directly into Ilya's lap. And Ilya is very obviously pretending not to notice.
Shane stares. Slowly. Dangerously. "Ilya."
"I don't know how this happened."
"You physically lifted her."
"There is no evidence." Anya lifts her head. Looks at Shane. Then settles deeper against Ilya's side. The traitor. The absolute traitor.
Five minutes later, Shane gives up entirely. Because Anya falls asleep. And because Ilya looks happier than he's looked in weeks. And because eventually Anya stretches. Turns once. Then settles with her head resting across Shane's thigh. The three of them end up tangled together on the sofa while rain taps softly against the windows. Ilya reading. Anya asleep. Shane pretending this was not exactly how he knew the "no dog on the sofa" rule would end.
 
Across the room, the unopened dog bed sits completely ignored. Shane looks at it. Then at the sleeping dog. Then at his husband. And realizes with complete certainty that he has lost control of this household forever.






      

  












      Chapter 18: Chapter Eighteen - Ilya
  








  The best mornings are the ones where neither of them has anywhere to be. No meetings. No photoshoots. No court appearances. No alarms. Just sunlight filtering softly through the curtains and the quiet warmth of the apartment around them.
Ilya wakes first. Not fully. Just enough. The room is still wrapped in that hazy early-morning stillness where everything feels softer than usual. Shane is asleep in front of him. Curled slightly onto one side. One arm tucked beneath his pillow. Dark hair messy from sleep.
Beautiful.
The realization never really loses its impact. Some mornings it still catches Ilya completely off guard. His husband. Real. Here. Warm beneath the blankets.
Ilya shifts closer automatically. There isn't much distance to close. They've somehow migrated together during the night again. He settles against Shane's back with a quiet sigh. Warm everywhere. 
God. He likes this. The domesticity of it. The simplicity. The complete absence of performance. For years so much of Ilya's life involved being looked at. Photographed. Observed. Evaluated. Nothing about this feels like that. Just Shane. Sleepy and unaware and entirely himself.
Ilya presses a soft kiss against the back of his neck. Then another. Shane makes a small sound without fully waking. The corner of Ilya's mouth lifts immediately. "Good morning to you too."
A sleepy grumble answers him. Not words. Just lawyer noises. His hand drifts lazily across Shane's waist. Not searching. Not purposeful. Just touching. Tracing absent patterns against warm skin beneath one of Shane's old T-shirts. The familiar shape of him. The steady rise and fall of breathing. The quiet comfort of knowing exactly where Shane is. The feeling settles deep inside his chest.
Home.
The word still surprises him sometimes. Shane shifts slightly beneath his hand. Still mostly asleep. One hand reaching back automatically until it finds Ilya's wrist. The movement feels entirely unconscious. Instinctive. Like even half asleep Shane wants confirmation that he's there. Warmth blooms immediately through Ilya. "You are clingy." The accusation is whispered against Shane's shoulder.
Shane hums, still not opening his eyes. "I learned from you."
"I am perfect amount of clingy."
"You're attached to me like a barnacle."
"A beautiful barnacle."
Shane laughs softly. The sound muffled by pillows. Then finally opens one eye. "You've been awake for five minutes and you're already annoying."
"That is natural gift."
The eye closes again. But Shane shifts backward slightly. Closer. Until they're pressed comfortably together beneath the blankets. Neither of them in any hurry to move. The apartment remains quiet around them. No phones. No interruptions. No obligations. Just warmth. Ilya presses another kiss against the back of Shane's shoulder. Then settles his forehead there. Content.
For a while neither of them says anything. Just existing together. The kind of silence that feels earned. Comfortable.
Then—
A sudden thump. The mattress shifts violently. Followed by approximately forty pounds of determined dog launching herself directly onto the bed. Both of them jolt. "What—"
Anya appears between them like a missile. Tail wagging hard enough to shake the blankets. "No," Shane says immediately.
Anya ignores him. Of course she does. Within seconds she has physically wedged herself into the space between them. Shoving her head beneath Shane's arm while simultaneously attempting to climb into Ilya's lap. "I think she's broken."
"She's jealous."
"Of what?"
"Us."
Shane snorts. Anya takes this as encouragement, immediately rolling onto her back, demanding attention from both of them. The blankets are now ruined. The cuddling is ruined.  Ilya scratches her chest. Anya's tail thumps happily against Shane's ribs. "Traitor." The dog looks delighted with herself.
Shane reaches over reluctantly. Scratches behind one floppy ear. Anya immediately melts into a puddle of happiness. Another traitor. Within minutes all three of them are tangled together beneath the blankets. Shane on one side. Ilya on the other. Anya sprawled triumphantly between them. The undisputed winner. And judging by the smug look on her face, she knows it.
***
The meeting happens on a Thursday afternoon. Anya stays home with David. Apparently. That sentence alone remains surreal. David had volunteered immediately when Shane mentioned the appointment. "Bring my granddaughter over." 
"That's not your granddaughter."
"Yet."
Shane had looked personally betrayed. Ilya still smiles a little every time he remembers it. 
The smile disappears the closer they get to Svetlana's new Montreal office. By the time they're sitting across from her conference table, the familiar knot has returned to his chest. Not panic. Not anymore. Something older. Heavier.
Exhaustion.
The messages have continued for almost three months now. Not every day. Not even every week. Just often enough. Enough to make him tense whenever an unknown number appears. Enough to make him hesitate before answering calls. Enough to ensure that Alexei remains present in his life despite being thousands of kilometers away.
Svetlana has a folder already waiting on the table. A thick one. Ilya hates looking at it. Because it represents something humiliating. Proof of how much space Alexei still occupies. Proof of how much effort it takes to keep him out.
Shane notices immediately. Of course he does. One hand settles quietly against the back of Ilya's neck. Warm. Grounding. The pressure remains there while Svetlana opens the file.
"Let's start with where we are." Professional. Calm. The same tone she uses when discussing immigration paperwork or tax obligations. Not family trauma. Ilya appreciates that. The last thing he needs is sympathy.
Svetlana slides several printed pages across the table. Numbers. Dates. Screenshots. Blocked accounts. Unknown numbers. Records. Evidence. "He has contacted you twenty-three times in twelve weeks."
Twenty-three. The number lands harder than expected. Because he stopped counting somewhere around ten. Beside him, Shane's jaw tightens. Noticeably. "He keeps changing numbers," Shane says.
"Yes."
"Can we trace them?"
"Some." Svetlana folds her hands. "Not all." The silence stretches briefly. Then she looks directly at Ilya. "How are you sleeping?"
The question catches him off guard. Because it isn't legal. It isn't strategic. It's personal.
Ilya looks down at the file. "Better." The answer is true. Mostly. Shane squeezes the back of his neck once. Not correcting him. Just present. Svetlana waits. Which means she knows there's more. Eventually: "Some messages are worse than others." The words come out quieter than intended. Across the table, Svetlana nods. Not encouraging. Not pushing. Just waiting. "The ones about my mother."
There. Saying it aloud somehow makes it real again. The room goes silent. Svetlana closes the folder. Shane's hand shifts lower between his shoulders. The movement feels instinctive now. Automatic. As natural as breathing.
"He knows that," Svetlana says.
"I know."
"That's why he keeps using it."
"I know." The frustration slips through before he can stop it. Immediately he regrets it. Not because of Svetlana. Because he sounds tired. Weak. Exactly the way Alexei wants him to sound.
Svetlana doesn't react. "Ilya." Her voice softens slightly. "Your mother has been dead for almost twenty years." The words hurt anyway. They always do. Twelve years old. His mother's bedroom. The silence. The cold panic climbing into his throat before he even knew why. Some memories never become less sharp.
"He knows that too."
The room falls quiet again. Then Shane speaks. Calmly. Firmly. "He keeps using her because nothing else works."
Ilya looks over. Shane is staring at the folder. Not angry exactly. Focused. Like he's examining a problem. A case. Something solvable. "He can't threaten your career anymore." Svetlana nods. "He can't threaten your citizenship." Another nod. "He can't threaten your marriage." 
The words land differently. Marriage. Permanent. Solid. Real.
Shane continues. "The only thing he has left is making you feel guilty."
Ilya looks away. Because that's the problem. The guilt works. Not logically. Emotionally. Like a bruise that never fully healed.
Svetlana studies him carefully. Then: "What are you afraid of?"
The question lands directly in the center of his chest. Not because he doesn't know. Because he does. Immediately. Painfully. But the answer feels impossible. For a moment nobody speaks.
Then Shane says quietly: "Ilyusha." Just his name. Nothing else. An invitation. A lifeline.
Ilya stares down at his wedding ring. Gold. Simple. Permanent. "I'm tired." The confession leaves him before he can stop it. The room softens immediately. Not pity. Understanding. "I'm tired of thinking about him." The words keep coming now. "I'm tired of checking messages." Another breath. "I'm tired of wondering when the next number will show up."
Svetlana nods slowly. Not interrupting. And suddenly something deeper rises too. Something he's never actually said aloud. Not to Cliff. Not to Svetlana. Not even to Shane. "I hate that he still gets to come into my house." The admission leaves the room silent. Because that's what this really is. Not texts. Not calls.
Intrusion.
Every message crossing oceans and borders to appear in his kitchen. His bedroom. His sofa. His life.
Shane's expression shifts. Something painful moving briefly across it. Then his hand finds Ilya's. Their fingers lace together automatically. "I know."
The words are quiet. Certain. Svetlana lets the silence sit for a moment. Then she reaches for the folder again. Business returning. "We have options." Both men look up. Finally. Something concrete. Svetlana flips several pages. "Documenting was always the correct decision." Another page. "We have escalation." Another. "We have repeated contact." Another. "We have evidence of harassment."
The air in the room changes. Just slightly.
Hope.
Careful. Fragile. "We're reaching the point where this becomes useful."
Shane straightens slightly. "What does that mean?"
Svetlana's smile is small. Dangerous. The kind she saves for opponents. "It means Alexei believes he's hurting Ilya." A pause. "It means he doesn't realize he's building a case instead."
For the first time all afternoon, something loosens inside Ilya's chest. Not relief. Not yet. But maybe the possibility of relief. The possibility that eventually this ends. Not because Alexei decides to stop. Because someone finally makes him.
Beside him, Shane squeezes his hand again. Solid. Steady. Present. And for the first time in months, Ilya leaves the meeting feeling like they aren't simply enduring Alexei. They're moving toward something. An end.
***
The drive home is quiet. Not uncomfortable. Just thoughtful. Rain taps softly against the windshield while Montréal slides past outside in muted gray and gold. Shane drives. One hand resting on the steering wheel. The other occasionally finding Ilya's knee. Nothing dramatic. Just there. A reminder.
Ilya spends most of the drive staring out the window. Thinking about files. Evidence. Cases. Endings. The possibility that Alexei might eventually become something that happened to him instead of something still happening. He wants to believe it. He's not sure he knows how.
By the time they pull into the underground garage, exhaustion has settled deep into his bones. Not physical. Emotional. The kind that follows difficult conversations. The kind that leaves him wanting to disappear into something safe for a few hours.
The apartment door opens. Anya arrives before either of them fully makes it inside. A blur of brown and gray fur launching down the hallway. "Oh." Immediately better. Not fixed. Better.
Anya practically crashes into his legs before beginning an enthusiastic inspection of both humans. Checking. Verifying. Making sure everyone returned. "Hi."
Her tail wags harder. "Hello to you too."
Anya immediately chooses Ilya. Of course she does. Following him room to room while he removes his jacket. Following him into the kitchen. Following him into the living room. Eventually she settles directly against his leg when he sits down. Like an oversized heated blanket. The pressure helps. The warmth helps. The uncomplicated affection helps. Dogs are suspiciously effective.
Across the room, Shane watches the interaction quietly while shrugging out of his own jacket. Then he disappears into the kitchen. A few minutes later, music starts. Softly. Not loud. Just enough. One of the playlists Shane made months ago after discovering that certain songs could pull Ilya out of spirals faster than conversations sometimes could. Piano. Strings. Warm voices. Comfort.
Ilya glances toward the kitchen. Shane is filling a kettle. The sight hurts his chest a little. Because he doesn't ask what Ilya needs anymore. He just knows.
Ten minutes later, Shane appears carrying tea. "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
The mug settles into his hands. Warm. Familiar. Anya lifts her head briefly to investigate. Then decides tea is boring and goes back to leaning against him. The apartment falls quiet again. Music. Rain. Tea. Dog. Home.
Shane settles onto the sofa beside him. Close enough that their knees touch. Not speaking immediately. Just existing together. Eventually: "I had a thought."
Ilya groans softly. "Dangerous."
"Occasionally."
"No."
"You haven't heard it."
"Still no."
Shane smiles faintly into his tea. Then: "We should invite Hayden and Jackie over on Saturday."
Ilya blinks. The suggestion catches him off guard. "Why?"
"Because." That answer immediately makes him suspicious. Across the sofa, Shane sets down his mug. "You do better when people are around."
The words aren't accusatory. Just observant. Which somehow makes them harder to argue with. "I am fine."
"I know." The answer comes immediately. No hesitation. No disagreement. Just certainty. Then: "And you've still been carrying this around." 
Ilya looks down into his tea. Because yes. He has. Not as badly as before. Not enough to stay in bed anymore. But enough. Enough.
Shane reaches over and scratches lightly behind Anya's ear. The dog immediately rolls onto her side. Hopeless. "Hayden hasn't been here in weeks." That part is true. Work schedules. School schedules. Life. It happens. "The kids keep asking about you."
The statement lands directly in Ilya's chest. Unfair. Completely unfair. "They do not."
"They absolutely do."
"I think you are making things up."
"I'm not." A pause. Then: "They haven't met Anya."
Silence. Shane notices immediately. The tiny crack in the defenses. The opening. His smile grows. Dangerously. "No."
"Imagine how excited they'll be."
"No."
"The twins are going to lose their minds."
"I do not like your strategy."
"The building pool is open." Ilya looks up. Shane continues. "They can swim." A pause. "We can order food." Another. "Spend the day together."
The picture forms automatically. Hayden. Jackie. The kids running around. Anya receiving approximately six thousand kisses. Noise. Life. Family. The apartment feeling full again. And horrifyingly, the idea sounds good.
Across from him, Shane notices. Of course he does. "You want to."
The accusation is deeply rude. "I might."
"You do."
"I might."
Shane laughs softly. Then reaches over. Takes Ilya's free hand. Warm fingers lacing through his automatically. "You don't have to keep carrying everything by yourself."
The words land quietly. No pressure. No fixing. Just truth. Anya chooses that exact moment to climb partially into Ilya's lap. As if providing supporting evidence. The traitor. The absolute traitor.
For a moment, Ilya looks between them. His husband. His dog. The life they've somehow built. Then he sighs dramatically. "I hate when you are right."
Shane immediately brightens. "Oh good."
"You are very smug for someone who has not won yet."
"I've absolutely won."
"No."
"You already decided."
The annoying thing is that he's right. Again. "I hate that too."
Shane laughs. Then pulls out his phone. "Should I text Hayden?"
Ilya narrows his eyes. "You're impossible."
"I'm texting him."
"I know."
And somehow, for the first time all day, the thought of Saturday doesn't feel exhausting. It feels like something to look forward to.
***
Saturday arrives with approximately thirty seconds of peace. Then the doorbell rings.
The apartment is immediately overrun.
Amber reaches Ilya first. Not because she's the fastest. Because she commits fully. One second she's standing beside Jackie. The next she's launching herself directly into Ilya's arms. "I missed you!"
The force of it nearly knocks him backward. "I was gone two weeks."
"That's forever."
Behind her, Arthur is trying very hard to act mature. Failing completely. "Hi, Ilya."
"Hello, Arthur."
Arthur lasts four seconds before asking: "Can I see the dog?"
Meanwhile the twins enter with considerably more dignity. At thirteen, Jade and Ruby have entered the phase where they pretend to be cooler than everyone around them. Unfortunately for them, they genuinely like Ilya. Which makes maintaining the act difficult.
Ruby hugs him first. Jade follows a second later while pretending she wasn't going to.
"Hi."
"Hi."
"We missed you."
The admission sounds reluctant. Which somehow makes it sweeter. Then Anya appears. The apartment descends into chaos.
Arthur falls in love immediately. Deeply. Completely. "I think she likes me." Anya steals a treat from his hand.
"I think she likes snacks." Arthur ignores this. Amber ends up sprawled on the floor beside the dog within fifteen minutes. Meanwhile Jade and Ruby take approximately one hundred photos. Half of Anya. Half of Ilya. Neither girl is subtle.
"I can see you."
"We know."
"Delete that."
"No."
Across the room, Shane is watching all of this with a suspicious amount of amusement. Traitor.
***
The pool becomes Arthur's favorite part of the day. Possibly Amber's too. The twins claim they're too old to be excited. This lasts until they get into the water. Then everyone becomes twelve years old. Or younger. And completely feral.
Arthur immediately challenges Ilya to races. Repeatedly. He loses every single one. "Again!"
"You lost six times."
"I was warming up."
"Arthur."
"I was."
Amber decides halfway through that races are boring and instead convinces Ilya to help her practice handstands in the shallow end. The result is mostly splashing. And laughter. And several lifeguards trying not to smile.
The twins spend most of the afternoon alternating between swimming and making fun of Arthur. As older sisters apparently must. By the end of two hours, all four kids are attached to Ilya in various ways.
Arthur wants another race.
Amber wants piggyback rides.
Ruby wants to tell him about a school project.
Jade wants to show him something on her phone.
The realization hits unexpectedly: He likes this. Not tolerates. Not endures. Likes. The noise. The attention. The constant interruptions. The feeling of being needed.
Across the pool deck, Shane is talking with Hayden. Watching. At one point their eyes meet. Something soft passes across Shane's face. Pride. The realization makes Ilya's chest feel strangely warm.
***
Back at the apartment, everyone is starving. Arthur is raiding the snack cabinet. Amber is attempting to convince Anya to share a blanket. The twins are sprawled across the living room. Hayden looks exhausted. Jackie looks entertained.
Then food arrives. A lot of food. More than expected. Shane suddenly looks far too pleased with himself. Never a good sign.
"What did you do?"
"Open it."
Immediate suspicion. Ilya lifts the first container. Then freezes. Pelmeni.
The second. Blini.
The third. Beef stroganoff.
The fourth. Pirozhki.
For a moment the room disappears. The smell arrives first. Then memories. Winter evenings. His mother's kitchen. The sound of Russian being spoken around a crowded table. His mother laughing. Home. The first one. The one he hasn't seen in years. Something catches painfully in his throat.
Across the room, Shane notices instantly. Of course he does. "Hey."
The gentleness nearly finishes him. "Where did you find this?"
Shane shrugs. Trying for casual. Missing entirely. "It took some searching."
The answer lands heavily. Because Ilya knows exactly what that means. Hours reading reviews. Researching. Trying to find something familiar. Trying to bring a piece of home back to him. Before he can stop himself, his eyes fill. "Oh."
Immediately Shane looks worried. "No no."
"It's okay."
"Ilyusha."
The tenderness in the name nearly breaks him. Ilya laughs helplessly while wiping quickly at his eyes. "You found Russian food."
"Yeah." Like that's normal. Like that's not one of the kindest things anyone has ever done for him.
"I love you." The words escape before he can stop them.
The room immediately erupts.
"EW."
Amber.
"Oh my god."
Ruby.
"Gross."
Jade.
Arthur looks personally offended.
Hayden starts laughing.
Jackie nearly chokes.
And Shane? Shane goes slightly pink. Still. After all this time. "I love you too." The answer comes easily. Like breathing.
***
Dinner stretches across the entire evening. Arthur ends up sitting beside Ilya. Amber migrates there eventually too. The twins join periodically whenever they want attention. Which is often.
Ilya tells stories. Answers questions. 
He listens to Ruby explain school drama with the same seriousness Shane usually reserves for contract negotiations.
Apparently a girl named Madison is no longer speaking to a girl named Claire because of something involving a group project, a volleyball tournament, and a text message that may or may not have contained a passive-aggressive emoji.
"Which emoji?"
Ruby immediately brightens. "The thumbs up."
Ilya gasps dramatically. "Oh, that's hostile."
"THANK YOU." Ruby points at him across the table. "That's what I said."
Jade rolls her eyes. "It's literally a thumbs up."
"No," Ruby says. "It's the way she used it."
Ilya nods gravely. "Context matters."
Ruby looks delighted that someone understands.
Shane watches the entire exchange from across the table, trying not to laugh. "You're encouraging this."
"I am providing emotional support."
"You're validating eighth-grade diplomatic conflict."
"These negotiations are very delicate."
Ruby immediately launches into another five minutes of increasingly complicated social politics while Ilya listens with complete attention. The thing is, he isn't pretending. That's what the kids seem to love about him. He never talks down to them. Never dismisses things because they're young. If something matters to them, it matters to him.
By the end of the story, Ruby has somehow recruited him fully onto her side of the conflict. "So you're saying I'm right?"
"I am saying Madison sounds exhausting."
Ruby looks triumphant. Across the table, Jade groans. "Great. Now there's two of them."
Ilya helps Arthur build increasingly ridiculous scenarios involving Anya becoming a secret agent.
"She has tiny camera hidden in collar," Arthur explains seriously.
"Obviously," Ilya agrees. "She's currently infiltrating squirrel organization."
Arthur immediately brightens. "To stop their acorn smuggling operation."
"Exactly."
"And she has jetpack."
"Tiny jetpack," Ilya corrects. "For stealth."
Arthur nods solemnly. "She's probably saved Canada like six times."
Beneath the table, Anya is asleep with her head on Arthur's foot. "At least," Ilya agrees.
Lets Amber braid sections of his hair. 
At one point he looks up and finds Shane watching him. Not participating in the conversation. Just watching. Warm. Quiet. Fond. The look lingers long enough that Ilya feels it.
Across the table, Jackie notices too. Of course she does. Then, entirely too casually: "He's really good with kids."
The conversation pauses. Only briefly. But enough. Hayden glances toward Ilya. Then toward Shane. Then smiles. "I was thinking the same thing."
Arthur immediately interrupts. "Can we get dessert?"
The moment breaks. Everyone laughs. Conversation resumes. But something remains afterward. A possibility. A future. Not today. Not tomorrow. Someday.
And later, after everyone leaves and the apartment grows quiet again, Ilya realizes something strange. He hadn't thought about Alexei once. Not during swimming. Not during dinner. Not while listening to the kids argue over whose turn it was to throw Anya's toy.
Just family. Food. Noise. Love. The life he's building. The one that feels more real every day.






      

  












      Chapter 19: Chapter Nineteen - Shane
  








  A few weeks before Ilya's birthday, Shane finds himself calling his mother from his office. Not because anything is wrong. Because he's planning. Which, somehow, feels equally stressful.
His calendar is open. Several browser tabs are open. One contains a list of Russian bakeries in Montréal. Another contains search results for Russian birthday traditions. A third contains notes. Actual notes. Shane stares at them briefly. Then presses call.
Yuna answers immediately. "You're planning something." There isn't even a greeting.
Shane sighs. "Hello, Mom."
"You only call me at work when you're planning something."
Unfortunately, she's correct. "Maybe."
"What is it?"
The excitement arrives instantly. Like she's been waiting for a project. "It's Ilya's birthday."
A beat. Then: "Oh!"
The warmth in her voice appears immediately. And somehow that makes Shane smile. Because yes. Of course she reacts like that. At some point over the last several months, Yuna stopped thinking of Ilya as Shane's husband and started thinking of him as hers too. Not in a possessive way. Just family. Simple as that. "We should do something."
The answer comes so quickly Shane laughs. "I was hoping you'd say that."
"Of course I was going to say that."
The planning begins immediately. Which means Yuna takes over. Shane expected this. He still loses control of the conversation within approximately ninety seconds. "What does he like?"
"Lots of things."
"What food?"
"Oh."
That answer is easier. "Chicken parm." The silence that follows is dramatic. Suspiciously dramatic. "What?"
"I knew it."
Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. "Mom."
"I knew it."
"How?"
"The last time he was here." This is apparently enough information. "He had seconds."
"So?"
"He complimented the sauce."
The accusation hangs in the air. Severe. Life-changing. Shane laughs. "That's your evidence?"
"That's all the evidence I need."
Of course it is. Yuna is already mentally building a menu. He can hear it happening. "Chicken parm."
"Okay."
"Garlic bread."
"Okay."
"Salad."
"Okay."
"Dessert."
"It's a birthday."
"Exactly."
There it is. The menu is basically finished already.
The problem becomes the cake. Or possibly not cake. Shane isn't entirely sure. "I've been researching Russian birthday traditions."
A pause. Then: "Of course you have."
"That's not weird?"
"It is a little weird."
He ignores that. "There seem to be different traditions depending on where you're from."
"That makes sense."
"Some people do cakes. Some people do pastries. Apparently birthday pies are a thing in some families."
Yuna hums thoughtfully, already invested. "I wonder what his family did."
The question settles quietly between them. For a moment Shane thinks about asking Ilya directly. Then dismisses the idea. Too obvious. "I'm trying to figure it out without being suspicious."
"Good luck."
"Thanks."
"You're terrible at surprises." Helpful. Very helpful.
The date gets settled next. His actual birthday. No moving it to the weekend. No rescheduling. The real day. Family dinner. Simple. Comfortable. The sort of evening Ilya pretends not to care about but secretly enjoys. "We'll invite Rose."
"Obviously."
"Cliff."
Shane smiles immediately. "Definitely Cliff."
Yuna laughs softly. "I think he's adopted us."
"I think that's exactly what happened."
Somewhere between moving to Montréal and becoming friends with Shane, Cliff had somehow become a permanent fixture at family dinners. Neither of them seems particularly upset about it.
"Hayden and Jackie."
"Definitely."
"The kids." A pause. Then: "Amber is going to make him a card."
The certainty in Yuna's voice makes Shane laugh. "Probably."
"Arthur too."
"Probably."
"The twins will pretend they're too old."
"Definitely."
"They'll make one anyway."
"Definitely."
The picture forms easily. Rose teasing Ilya relentlessly. Cliff pretending he isn't just as invested in the birthday as everyone else. Hayden and Jackie laughing at the chaos. Arthur trying to convince Anya to become a secret agent. Amber following Ilya around for most of the evening. Jade and Ruby pretending to be unimpressed while secretly competing to sit next to him. His parents. Good food. A crowded dining room. The kind of evening that leaves people lingering around the table long after dinner ends. The kind of evening that feels like family. A ridiculous amount of affection directed at one deeply embarrassed Russian model.
Perfect.
Eventually the conversation slows. The menu is settled. The guest list is settled. Yuna has already volunteered to cook enough food for approximately three times the number of expected guests. Naturally.
Before hanging up, her voice softens slightly. "He's had a lot on his shoulders lately."
The words land quietly. Alexei. The calls. The messages. The move. The uncertainty. All of it. "Yeah." A pause. Then Shane says: "I just want him to have a really good birthday." The admission leaves before he can stop it. Simple. Honest. True.
On the other end of the line, Yuna is quiet for a second. Then: "He will." The certainty in her voice sounds remarkably familiar. The same certainty Shane feels. The same certainty Rose would feel. The same certainty David would feel. Because at some point, without anybody really noticing, Ilya became theirs. Family. Not Shane's family. Family. "We'll take care of him."
The words warm something deep inside Shane's chest. After the call ends, he sits alone in his office for another minute. Looking at the notes.
The menu.
The guest list.
The birthday.
And finds himself smiling. Because he can already picture Ilya walking through the door and realizing everyone is there for him. Waiting. Celebrating. Happy that he exists. Loved. The thought stays with Shane for the rest of the afternoon.
***
Shane waits until lunchtime to call Svetlana. Partly because she's working. Partly because this feels ridiculous. Not the birthday. The question. He is a corporate lawyer. A grown man. A reasonably intelligent adult.
And yet somehow he's spent the last forty minutes researching Russian birthday traditions on the internet and now has approximately seventeen contradictory answers. Which means he needs professional assistance. Unfortunately for Svetlana.
The phone rings twice before she answers. "Is someone dead?"
Shane blinks. "What?"
"You only call me unexpectedly for two reasons." A pause. "Legal emergencies." Another pause. "Or Ilya."
Fair. Unfortunately. "Nobody's dead."
"Good." The relief sounds genuine. Then: "What did he do?"
"He didn't do anything."
That gets her attention immediately. "Oh." A pause. Then: "What are you planning?"
Shane sighs. Apparently everyone in his life knows him too well now. "It's his birthday."
The silence lasts exactly one second. Then: "That's adorable."
"No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Shane."
He pinches the bridge of his nose. Across the office, two associates wisely pretend not to notice. "Can I ask a question?"
"You can ask many questions."
"Birthday traditions."
Svetlana goes quiet. Actually quiet. Thinking. "That's a complicated answer."
"Of course it is."
"Russia is large."
Helpful. Very helpful. Shane leans back in his chair. "What would Ilya have done growing up?"
The question softens her immediately. Not because it's difficult. Because she understands what he's really asking. Not Russian traditions. Ilya traditions. The difference matters.
"Ilya's family wasn't especially traditional."
Shane nods. That sounds right.
"But his mother cared about birthdays."
The answer arrives without hesitation. That catches Shane's attention immediately. "She did?"
"Oh yes."
Svetlana laughs softly. "I remember one year she spent three days making a cake because he mentioned liking a picture he saw in a magazine."
Something warm settles inside Shane's chest. Because of course. Of course she did. "How old was he?"
"Eight."
That sounds exactly like the sort of thing a loving mother would do. The sort of thing Ilya remembers. The sort of thing that matters. "He got presents?"
"Of course."
"No, I mean..." Shane pauses. Trying to explain. "Was it a big event?"
Svetlana thinks. "Not large." A pause. "But important." That makes sense. "Family." Another pause. "Food." Another. "People sitting around a table for too long." That sounds familiar. Comfortingly familiar. "He'll like that." The certainty surprises him. Not because it's wrong. Because he hadn't realized he was worried. Across the line, Svetlana laughs quietly. "Shane."
"What?"
"He married you."
The answer arrives immediately. Like it should explain everything. Maybe it does. The conversation continues for another twenty minutes. Mostly stories. Little things. The sort of details Shane never knew to ask before.
Apparently Ilya's mother used to insist on taking photographs every year.
Apparently he hated it.
Apparently she made him do it anyway.
Apparently he complained dramatically.
Apparently she ignored him.
"That sounds familiar."
"Very." Shane smiles despite himself. Svetlana continues. "He always pretended not to care."
That doesn't surprise him either. "I can see that."
"But he cared." The words land softly. "He liked people showing up." A pause. "He liked knowing they remembered."
Something tightens unexpectedly in Shane's chest. Because that's exactly what he's trying to do. Not impress him. Not overwhelm him. Just show up.
Eventually the conversation circles back toward dessert. Which remains a problem. "I've been researching cakes."
"Oh no."
"What?"
"You're researching."
"That's not an answer."
"It means you've already overthought this." Fair. Again. Unfortunately. Svetlana laughs. Then: "Honestly?"
"What?"
"Buy a cake."
"That's your advice?"
"Yes." A pause. Then: "His mother would have cared more about who was around the table than what was on it."
The words settle quietly between them. Simple. Honest. Probably true. For a moment Shane pictures the guest list again. His parents. Rose. Cliff. Hayden and Jackie. The kids. People who love Ilya. People who chose him. People who are happy he's here. The picture feels right. "Thank you."
The gratitude slips out unexpectedly. Svetlana goes quiet for a second. Then: "He's lucky, you know."
The words catch him off guard. "What?"
"To have people who care enough to ask."
The answer leaves him unexpectedly emotional. Which is annoying. Because he's at work. And because he has things to do. And because he absolutely refuses to cry over birthday planning. "Don't tell him I called."
Svetlana laughs. "That was already the plan."
"Good."
"Shane."
"What?"
"You should get the cake."
He closes his eyes. "I know."
"Get the cake."
"I’m getting the cake."
"Good." Then she hangs up. And ten minutes later Shane finds himself researching bakeries all over again. Because apparently he has become the sort of husband who spends his lunch break trying to figure out what kind of birthday cake will make his husband smile. And, somehow, he's perfectly happy about it.
***
Planning the dinner turns out to be surprisingly easy. Planning the gift is a disaster. The dinner practically organizes itself. Yuna takes control of the menu within forty-eight hours. David volunteers to pick up extra chairs. 
Hayden and Jackie confirm immediately. 
Rose confirms before Shane even officially invites her.
Cliff responds to the group text with: Obviously.
The twins apparently begin working on birthday cards immediately. Arthur asks if Anya can wear a party hat. Amber asks if they can sing twice. Everything falls into place so naturally that Shane starts wondering if everyone has been waiting for an excuse to celebrate Ilya. The answer is probably yes.
The only thing Shane insists on handling himself is the cake. After far too much research and approximately six bakery websites, he settles on a cookies and cream ice cream cake. The decision feels ridiculous. Until he remembers Ilya eating cookies and cream ice cream directly from the container while standing in front of the freezer at midnight. Then it feels perfect.
The gift is another matter entirely. Three days before the birthday, Shane finds himself wandering through Holt Renfrew with Rose. Already regretting everything. "I don't know."
Rose looks horrified. "You don't know?"
"I don't know."
"Shane."
"I'm serious."
Rose stops walking. "How do you not know?"
"Because every idea feels wrong."
He gestures vaguely toward an entire display case of watches. "He can buy himself a watch."
Fair. Jewelry isn't much better. Ilya already owns jewelry. Good jewelry. Ridiculously expensive jewelry. The sort of jewelry Shane doesn't even recognize as expensive until someone tells him.
Clothes are worse. Buying clothes for a fashion model feels like buying books for a librarian. Or hockey equipment for a professional player. The man literally gets paid to know more than Shane does.
Accessories.
Bags.
Shoes.
Nothing feels right. Everything feels small. And that's the problem. Not that Ilya expects something extravagant. He doesn't. But Shane keeps thinking about everything that happened this year. The move. The uncertainty. The blackmail. The courage it took to start over. The way Ilya somehow keeps finding reasons to laugh anyway. He deserves something. Something memorable.
An hour later they're sitting in a coffee shop. Rose is watching Shane spiral. Amused. Deeply amused. "I've never seen you struggle this much."
"I bought a wedding ring."
"Apparently that was easier."
"It was." Rose laughs. Then pulls out her phone. "What are you doing?"
"Getting help."
"Rose."
"Relax." A few taps. A message sent. Then another. Then she flips the phone over. "There."
"What did you do?"
"I texted Cliff." 
Shane pauses. Actually pauses. Because that is annoyingly smart. Of course Cliff would know. Cliff has spent years buying gifts for Ilya. Probably. Maybe. At minimum he's witnessed enough birthdays to be useful.
The response arrives ten minutes later.
Rose reads it aloud. "'Things Ilya would actually like.'"
"Promising."
"'One: absurdly expensive skincare.'"
"No."
"'Two: vintage fashion books.'"
"No."
"'Three: something for Anya because he'll cry.'"
That one actually sounds plausible.
"'Four: if Shane really wants to impress him, buy something stupid.'"
Shane frowns. "What does that mean?"
Rose continues. "'Not practical stupid. Fun stupid. The kind of thing he would never buy himself because it's unreasonable.'" That gets his attention. Immediately. Rose notices. "Oh no."
"What?"
"You have an idea."
Maybe. Possibly. The problem is that suddenly something clicks. Not jewelry. Not clothes. Not a watch. Not work. Not practical. Ilya doesn't need practical. Practical is easy. Practical is safe. Ilya deserves something joyful. Something ridiculous. Something memorable. Something that makes absolutely no sense. The realization arrives all at once. Shane sits up straighter.
Rose notices instantly. "There it is."
"What?"
"The face."
"What face?"
"The one you get when you've made a decision."
Slowly, Shane smiles. The expression grows. And grows.
Until Rose starts looking concerned. "Oh no."
"Oh yes."
"Shane."
He reaches for his coffee. Still smiling. "I know where we need to go."
Rose immediately narrows her eyes. "Where?"
Shane stands. Already grabbing his coat. Already heading toward the door. For the first time all afternoon, completely certain. Rose hurries after him. "Shane."
The smile refuses to leave his face. "Trust me."
That answer does not reassure her. At all.
***
Shane wakes up before his alarm. Not because he's anxious. Because he's excited. The realization is humiliating. He is thirty-seven years old. A corporate lawyer. A grown man. And he's lying awake in bed on a Monday morning because he cannot wait to give his husband a birthday present.
Beside him, Ilya is still asleep. Curled partially into Shane's side. One hand resting on Shane's chest. Anya is asleep at the foot of the bed. The apartment is quiet. Peaceful. For approximately twelve more minutes. Because the delivery is scheduled between seven and seven-thirty. And Shane has paid an absolutely unreasonable amount of money to make that happen. Worth it. Entirely worth it.
The text arrives at 7:04. DELIVERY COMPLETE.
Shane immediately sits upright.
"What's wrong?" The sleepy question comes from beneath the blankets. Nothing escapes Ilya. Nothing.
"Nothing."
Suspicion appears instantly. "It's my birthday."
"Happy birthday.”
"You are smiling." Damn it. Shane stops smiling immediately. The damage is done. Ilya narrows his eyes. "You are plotting."
"No."
"You are."
"No."
"Shane."
"I'm taking Anya for a walk." That is apparently the wrong answer. Ilya's suspicion doubles.
"What?"
"I'm taking Anya for a walk."
"You never volunteer."
"That's not true."
"It is completely true." Shane points at the dog. Still asleep. 
"Inaccurate."
"Lawyer objection."
"Sustained."
"I don't think that's how that works."
Ten minutes later Shane is in the elevator with Anya. The dog has absolutely no idea she's participating in a covert operation. Which is probably for the best. The second they reach the garage, Shane spots it. And despite already knowing exactly what it looks like, his stomach flips.
Dark green. Perfect. The massive red bow on the hood is completely ridiculous. Also perfect. The delivery driver is waiting. Paperwork gets signed. Photos get taken. Keys exchanged. Anya attempts to make friends with everyone. The entire process takes less than fifteen minutes. By the time Shane heads back upstairs, he's practically vibrating.
The second he walks through the apartment door, Ilya points. Accusingly. "You are being weird."
"No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Yes."
The argument continues for several minutes. Until Shane finally loses patience. "Put this on."
Ilya stares at the blindfold. Then at Shane. Then at the blindfold. Then back at Shane. "No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Yes."
"Absolutely not."
"Ilyusha."
"No."
Eventually Shane resorts to physically putting the blindfold into his hands and staring at him until guilt becomes a factor.
"You're bullying me."
"Correct."
"This is abuse."
"Put it on."
"You've changed."
"Put it on."
Five minutes later they're standing in the garage. Ilya is holding Shane's hand. The blindfold remains firmly in place. Anya is trotting beside them. Completely delighted. "You are kidnapping me."
"Yes."
"For my birthday."
"Yes."
"This feels expensive."
The statement nearly makes Shane laugh. Very observant. Finally they stop. Directly in front of the car. Shane takes a breath. Suddenly nervous. Unexpectedly nervous. Then: "Okay." A pause. Then he reaches forward and removes the blindfold.
Silence. Complete silence. Ilya stares. The garage. The bow. The vehicle. The dark green Porsche Cayenne Coupe sitting under bright garage lights. For one full second Shane wonders if maybe he made a terrible mistake.
Then: "What?" A pause. "What?" Another pause. Then: "WHAT!" The volume echoes. Anya barks. Somewhere in the garage a car alarm chirps. Ilya turns toward him. Then toward the car. Then back toward him. Then toward the car again. Like his brain has stopped functioning. "Shane."
"I know."
"Shane."
"I know."
"SHANE."
The next ten minutes are mostly Ilya circling the vehicle. Touching it. Walking away. Coming back. Touching it again. The excitement is almost painful to watch. Then suspicion appears. The inevitable suspicion. His husband narrows his eyes. Dangerously. "Why?"
Shane had prepared for this. Unfortunately. The explanation sounds ridiculous now. "You needed a Canadian vehicle."
Ilya stares. Then points at the Porsche. "This one."
"Yes."
"This was only Canadian vehicle available."
Shane ignores him. "Winter exists."
"The practical Porsche."
"It's all-wheel drive."
"The practical Porsche."
"It has excellent safety ratings."
"The practical Porsche."
"I worry about your safety." The teasing expression softens slightly. Only slightly. Still. The change is immediate. Shane continues. "You drive constantly."
"Mm."
"You go to shoots."
"Mm."
"Meetings."
"Mm."
"Events."
"Mm."
"And I wanted you in something safe." The words land quietly. Honestly. Because that's the truth. Not the whole truth. But the important part. "Ilyusha." Shane reaches for his hand. "I worry."
The teasing disappears completely. For a moment neither of them says anything. Then: "The practical Porsche." Shane groans. Immediately. Ilya starts laughing. The bright helpless kind. The kind Shane loves. The kind that lights up his entire face. "You bought me practical Porsche."
"It is practical."
"It goes zero to one hundred kilometers per hour in approximately three seconds."
"That isn't relevant."
"It is extremely relevant."
Then suddenly Ilya launches himself at him. Arms around his neck. Almost knocking him backward. "Thank you." The words are quieter now. Real. Heartfelt.
Shane wraps his arms around him automatically. Holding him close. "It's your birthday."
"I know."
"You deserve nice things."
The silence that follows feels strangely emotional. Then: "You are insane."
"Probably."
"You bought me a Porsche."
"A practical Porsche."
The laugh that follows is immediate. Bright. Happy. And for the next several years, Shane knows with absolute certainty that every single time Ilya mentions the vehicle, he is going to call it exactly one thing.
The Practical Porsche.
A nickname that is somehow both completely ridiculous and completely deserved.
***
The rest of the day passes in a blur. Partly because it's a workday. Partly because Ilya spends most of it finding excuses to leave the apartment and drive the Porsche.
Shane notices. Of course he notices. The man volunteers to pick up coffee. Twice. Offers to run errands. Checks the mail. At one point disappears for forty-five minutes under the explanation of "getting familiar with vehicle."
The vehicle. Like it's some mysterious wild animal he's trying to tame.
By five o'clock Shane is genuinely concerned Ilya might sleep in the driver's seat. The concern increases when he catches him looking out the apartment window toward the parking garage. Fondly.
"You know." 
Shane looks up from his laptop. Immediately suspicious. The tone never means anything good. "What?" 
Ilya leans against the kitchen counter. Casual. Far too casual. "We should take Porsche."
There it is. "We're going to dinner."
"Yes."
"We don't need—"
"We absolutely need."
"No."
"Yes."
Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. Immediately developing a headache. "It's a ten-minute drive."
"Perfect amount of drive."
"It's your birthday."
"Exactly."
The answer arrives instantly. Without shame. Without hesitation. Shane stares. Ilya stares back. Neither willing to surrender. Eventually Shane sighs. Long. Suffering. Defeated. Because unfortunately there is one very important factor here. It is Ilya's birthday. The realization hurts his negotiating position significantly. "You've been waiting all day to ask that."
"No."
"Lie."
"Maybe."
"You're impossible."
The smile that follows is immediate. Victorious. Beautiful. Infuriating.
Anya watches them leave from the apartment doorway. Deeply offended. The dog had apparently assumed she would also be participating in birthday activities. Shane promises they'll be back later. Anya remains unconvinced.
The drive to his parents' house takes approximately fifteen minutes. And somehow lasts an hour. Because every traffic light becomes an opportunity. Every stretch of open road becomes an event. Every excuse to accelerate becomes a celebration. "The practical Porsche."
Shane groans immediately. "No."
"The practical Porsche."
"It is practical."
"You bought me sports car."
"It has excellent safety ratings."
"Practical Porsche."
"I regret everything."
"No you don't."
Unfortunately. He's right.
The closer they get to the house, the more excited Shane becomes. Which is a problem. Because he has to hide it. The surprise has somehow survived this long. Barely.
Yuna nearly ruined it three separate times. David twice. Rose once. Arthur approximately seven times according to Hayden. The fact that nobody has spoiled it remains genuinely miraculous.
When they pull into the driveway, Shane notices the extra vehicles immediately. Fortunately. So does Ilya. "Your parents have company."
Shane forces himself not to react. "Oh."
"Interesting."
"Very."
The suspicion lasts approximately three seconds. Then disappears. Because Ilya is distracted talking about the Porsche again. Naturally.
The front door opens before they reach it. Yuna appears first. Smiling. Far too brightly. David directly behind her. Also smiling. Neither of them are subtle. Shane silently prays. 
Please don't ruin this.
Please don't ruin this.
Please—
"Happy birthday." Yuna hugs Ilya immediately. Crisis averted. For now. They make it through the entryway. Shoes off. Jackets hung. The familiar smell of dinner drifting from the kitchen. Chicken parm. Garlic. Bread. Home. Everything exactly according to plan. Shane's pulse starts climbing. Because they're getting close now. Very close.
And suddenly he can hear it. Voices. Muted. Hidden deeper in the house. Someone laughs. Someone else shushes them. A child's whisper. The unmistakable sound of Arthur failing completely at being quiet.
Ilya pauses. Frowning slightly. "What was—"
The dining room lights flick on. A dozen familiar faces appear all at once. And the entire room erupts:
"SURPRISE!"






      

  












      Chapter 20: Chapter Twenty - Ilya
  








  For a second, Ilya genuinely thinks he's hallucinating. The word surprise echoes through the room. People are standing. Smiling. Laughing. Waiting.
And his brain simply stops functioning. "What." The word escapes before he can stop it. Nobody answers.
Mostly because Arthur is already running toward him. "I DIDN'T TELL." Arthur sounds incredibly proud of this achievement. Which, honestly, is fair.
"Arthur."
"I DIDN'T."
Then Amber crashes into him from the other side. "Happy birthday!"
The force of the hug nearly knocks him backward. Somewhere behind her, Jade looks deeply embarrassed to be related to anyone in this family.
Ruby looks delighted.
Hayden is laughing.
Jackie is laughing.
Rose is laughing.
Everyone is laughing. The room feels too bright suddenly. Too loud. Too full. Too— His eyes find Shane automatically. Of course they do. The traitor. The absolute traitor. Standing near the doorway looking entirely too pleased with himself. "You." Shane immediately starts smiling. Worse. The smile grows. "You."
"Hi."
The calmness is offensive. Deeply offensive. "I cannot believe you."
The smile somehow grows again. "I can."
Rose nearly chokes laughing. "God, I've missed this."
"You knew."
"Obviously."
"You all knew."
"Obviously."
The betrayal is extensive. And organized. Which somehow makes it worse. Then he sees Cliff. Standing beside David. Holding a gift bag. Looking completely unsurprised by any of this. Of course. Of course Cliff knew. "You too."
Cliff lifts his glass. "I signed a non-disclosure agreement."
"You did not."
"Emotionally." That sounds like something Cliff would genuinely say.
The room starts moving again after that. People talking. Kids talking over each other. Questions. Hugs. More hugs. An alarming number of hugs. At one point Yuna appears beside him. "Happy birthday, sweetheart."
The words hit harder than expected. Sweetheart. Simple. Easy. Like she's been saying it for years. Not months. Not since the wedding. Years. Something painful catches briefly behind his ribs.
Yuna immediately notices. Of course she does. The woman notices everything. A hand settles briefly against his arm. Warm. Steady. No questions. Just there. The same way Shane is always there. The realization doesn't help.
The dining room table is packed. Completely packed. Food everywhere. Chicken parm. Garlic bread. Salad. Enough food to feed approximately three times the number of people present. Which means Yuna cooked. The smell alone almost makes him emotional. Again. This is becoming a problem.
"I can't believe nobody told me." The complaint escapes sometime during dinner.
Rose points across the table. "Arthur almost ruined it seventeen times."
"I ruined nothing." Arthur sounds deeply offended. "I was professional."
"You are ten."
"Exactly."
Nobody knows what that means. Including Arthur. The table dissolves into laughter again. At some point during dinner, Ilya realizes something. Not suddenly. Gradually. The way a sunrise happens. The room is full. Not physically. Emotionally. Every seat occupied by someone who chose to be here.
Rose.
Cliff.
Hayden.
Jackie.
The kids.
Yuna.
David.
Shane.
Nobody is here out of obligation. Nobody had to come. They wanted to. For him. The realization settles somewhere deep inside his chest. Uncomfortable at first. Then warm. Then overwhelming. Because for years birthdays felt smaller. Scattered. People in different cities. Different countries. Work schedules. Travel. Photoshoots. Phone calls.
This feels different. This feels rooted. Permanent. Like the beginnings of something he never expected to have. Family. The word arrives unexpectedly. And refuses to leave. 
Eventually his eyes drift back toward Shane again. Across the table. The man responsible for all of this. The Porsche. The surprise. The dinner. The people. The planning. The ridiculous amount of effort clearly hidden beneath all of it.
Shane catches him looking. Immediately. Their eyes meet. And Shane smiles. Small. Warm. Automatic. The same smile he always gets when he looks at Ilya now. Like seeing him still makes him happy. 
The feeling that follows is almost unbearable. Love. Simple. Terrifying. Certain. And for the first time in a very long time, Ilya thinks: Maybe this is what birthdays are supposed to feel like.
***
Dinner lasts long enough that Ilya starts to think maybe they've forgotten about dessert. Which is ridiculous. Yuna would never forget dessert. The woman probably has contingency plans for dessert.
Still. The conversation has drifted. People are laughing. Arthur is explaining why Anya should legally be allowed to drive. David is arguing that she doesn't have a license. Then the kitchen lights dim. Slightly. And immediately the room erupts.
"Oh no." The words leave Ilya's mouth before he can stop them. Rose points at him. "No. I am too old for this."
"You got a Porsche this morning."
"Exactly."
"That's not helping your argument."
The dining room door opens. Yuna appears carrying a cake. Cookies and cream ice cream cake. Candles flickering. The sight alone makes something warm settle painfully inside his chest. Because of course Shane remembered. Of course. The traitor. The wonderful, impossible traitor.
Everyone starts singing. Loudly. Badly. Completely off-key. Amber somehow manages to sing louder than every other person in the room combined. Arthur attempts harmony. The result is catastrophic. The twins are laughing too hard to participate properly. Rose is deliberately singing in the wrong key. Cliff isn't singing at all. Just watching. Smiling. The same small smile he always gets when Ilya is happy. The sight almost undoes him.
Then his eyes find Shane. Across the table. Watching him. Softly. Like this was always the goal. Not the Porsche. Not the party. This. The moment. The realization that people showed up. The realization that he's loved. 
The song ends. Everyone cheers. And Ilya blows out the candles before he can start crying in front of everyone. Again.
The presents happen afterward. Apparently. Because his family has decided emotional damage isn't enough. Now they require gifts too.
David goes first. Naturally. He hands over a gift bag. Trying and failing to look casual. Inside is a bottle of Russian vodka. Not supermarket vodka. Not ordinary vodka. The sort of bottle that probably costs enough money to cause concern. Ilya immediately laughs. "David."
"What?"
"This is very expensive."
David shrugs. "You only turn thirty-five once." The answer earns another laugh.
Shane looks horrified. "How much did that cost?"
David points at him. "No."
"David."
"No." The discussion ends there. Apparently.
Yuna's gift is next. Smaller. Neatly wrapped. Inside is a keychain. Simple. Elegant. The exact same one Shane carries. For a second Ilya doesn't understand. Then he sees the keys attached.
His breath catches. House keys. Not new ones. Not symbolic ones. House keys. Not to their apartment. To Yuna and David's house.
For a second Ilya doesn't understand. Then he recognizes the keychain. The exact same one Shane carries. The exact same one Yuna carries. The exact same one hanging from David's keys.
His breath catches. "Yuna..."
She reaches over and squeezes his arm. "You shouldn't have to stand outside if we're not home."
The words are simple. Casual, almost. Like she's talking about borrowing a cup of sugar. Not handing someone a key to her home.
"Mom," Shane says softly.
Yuna shrugs. "What?"
David points at Ilya. "You show up often enough."
"That's true," Rose says immediately. "He's practically moved in."
Ilya laughs helplessly, but his eyes are already burning. Because this isn't really about keys. It's about being expected. Welcome. Wanted. Like there will always be a place for him here. The key rests warm and heavy in his palm. Matching Shane's. Matching theirs. And suddenly he has to blink very hard before somebody notices he's about to cry at the dinner table.
Rose's gift immediately fixes the emotional atmosphere. Because Rose is incapable of behaving normally. Ever. He opens the package. Then freezes. Fuzzy dice. Bright red. Perfectly ridiculous. For the Porsche. "Oh my god."
The room explodes. Rose immediately points at him. "You love them."
"I do."
"You absolutely love them."
"I love them."
Shane groans into his hands. "No."
"Yes."
"No."
"They are going in car."
"They are not."
"They absolutely are." The argument is already over. Everyone knows it. Including Shane.
Hayden goes next. Which immediately concerns everyone. Including Jackie. "I'm giving you the greatest gift of all." The announcement alone is a problem. Across the table Jackie already looks tired. Hayden points dramatically. "I will allow you to babysit my children whenever you want."
The silence lasts exactly one second. Then Ilya gasps. Genuinely. Hayden looks delighted.
Jackie immediately smacks his shoulder. "Stop."
"It's generous."
"It isn't your decision."
"It absolutely is."
"No."
Arthur immediately points. "I vote for Ilya."
"So do I." Amber raises her hand. The twins join immediately. Traitors. Every single one of them. 
Jackie sighs. Then hands over her actual gift. "A safer option." Inside is a gift certificate.
Ilya reads it. Then immediately lights up. "Oh."
Shane's eyes narrow. Immediately. Dangerously. "What?"
"Zip lining." The room erupts. Again.
Shane closes his eyes. "No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Yes." The smile on Ilya's face could power a city.
The cards come next. And somehow they hurt the most. 
Amber's includes approximately twenty-seven hearts. 
Arthur's contains a drawing of Anya driving a sports car.
The twins' cards are somehow beautiful despite their insistence that they didn't try very hard.
Liars. All of them. Ilya carefully reads every single one. Keeps every single one. Because he knows himself. He's going to reread them later.
Cliff saves his gift for last. Which should have been a warning. Instead it becomes a disaster. A magnificent disaster. "Open it."
The tone alone is suspicious. Ilya unwraps the package. Then freezes. Everyone leans forward. Curious. Confused.
Then he pulls out the portrait. And immediately loses it. Absolutely loses it. The painting is enormous. Framed in ornate gold. Absurdly ornate gold. Anya sits in the center. Painted with impossible dignity. Wearing what appears to be nineteenth-century aristocratic clothing. One paw resting elegantly on a velvet cushion. Looking like a duchess. Or possibly a queen. Or someone about to inherit a small European country. The expression is somehow perfect. The artist even captured her tendency to look mildly judgmental.
For one full second nobody speaks. Then Ilya starts laughing. Hard. The kind that bends him forward. The kind that makes breathing difficult. The kind that hurts. "Oh my god."
Cliff immediately looks pleased with himself. "You like it."
"I hate you."
"You love it."
"I do."
The laughter gets worse. Tears immediately appear. Actual tears. He cannot stop. The portrait is too large. Too dramatic. Too sincere. Too ridiculous. Everything about it is perfect. By the time he finally looks up, everyone else is laughing too.
Even Shane.
Even Yuna.
Even David.
And sitting there surrounded by family and presents and laughter and love, Ilya realizes he cannot remember the last time he had a birthday like this. Maybe never. Which is a dangerous thought. A beautiful thought. And one he carries with him for the rest of the night.
***
By the time they leave, it's almost eleven. The kids have been collected. The leftovers have been distributed. The kitchen has been cleaned despite Yuna's attempts to stop everyone from helping. And the portrait of Anya is still leaning against the dining room wall because there is absolutely no way it's fitting into the Porsche.
"I still cannot believe you commissioned this."
Cliff looks smug. "As an artist, I felt called."
"You are not artist."
"I am now."
The painting catches the light as they walk past. Anya's painted expression somehow manages to look even more judgmental than the real dog's. Ilya starts laughing all over again.
Shane immediately groans. "No."
"Yes."
"No."
"She looks like minor European nobility."
"Tomorrow."
Shane points at the portrait. "We're getting it tomorrow."
"With Jeep."
"With the Jeep." The emphasis is important. The portrait is approximately the size of a small door.
The drive home is quiet. Comfortable. The sort of quiet that only happens after a good evening.
Ilya sits in the driver’s seat with the fuzzy dice already hanging from the mirror. Shane hates them. Naturally. Which means they are staying forever.
The keys to Yuna and David's house sit in his jacket pocket. Heavy. Warm. Real. Every time he remembers them, something in his chest squeezes. Not painfully. Just enough.
The elevator ride is uneventful. The apartment door opens. And immediately Ilya spots the package. Waiting just inside the doorway. Medium-sized. Brown paper wrapping. His name written across the front. He frowns. "Did you order something?"
"No." The answer comes immediately.
Shane bends to clip Anya's leash. Then pauses. "Actually." A beat. "That might be from Svetlana."
The realization lands instantly. Because she texted earlier.
Happy birthday.
Love you.
Check your mail.
He'd forgotten. Entirely. Today has been too full.
Shane glances between him and the package. Then toward the dog. Then back. "I'll take her out." The smile that follows is knowing. Gentle. Giving him privacy.
Which immediately makes Ilya suspicious. "What did she send?"
"No idea."
"You're lying."
"I genuinely don't know." The answer sounds honest. Annoyingly honest. A kiss lands briefly against his temple. Then Shane disappears again with Anya. The apartment grows quiet.
For a minute, Ilya simply stares at the package. Then sits on the sofa. Pulls it closer. Begins unwrapping. The paper falls away first. Then the box. Then tissue paper.
And then— Oh. The air leaves his lungs. Just leaves. Gone. Completely. Because it's her.
His mother.
The photograph is familiar immediately. One of his favorites. One he'd only ever seen in terrible condition. Creased. Damaged. Faded. Nearly ruined.
Now it's restored.
Perfect.
Or as close to perfect as possible. The colors have been brought back. The tears repaired. The image sharpened. Irina Rozanova smiles out from behind glass. Young. Beautiful. Laughing at whoever was holding the camera. For a second the apartment disappears. The years disappear. Everything disappears. It's just her. His mother. Looking alive. Looking real. Looking close enough to touch.
"Oh." The word breaks halfway through. His eyes burn instantly. Then overflow. He doesn't even try to stop it. Not this time. The frame rests against his knees while tears spill down his face.
Because he hasn't had a new picture of her in years.
Because she should have been here tonight.
Because she would have loved Shane.
Because she would have adored Anya.
Because she would have laughed herself sick over the portrait.
Because she should have had more birthdays.
More years.
More everything.
The grief arrives unexpectedly. Not sharp. Not devastating. Soft. Like missing someone. Like love.
He's still sitting there when the apartment door opens twenty minutes later. Anya enters first. Immediately. The traitor. Then Shane. The second Shane sees him, he stops. Not alarmed. Just concerned. "Ilyusha."
Ilya wipes quickly at his face. Fails completely. Shane is already crossing the room. Already kneeling beside him. One hand finding his knee. "What happened?"
The answer never comes. Instead Ilya turns the frame toward him. Shane's expression changes immediately. Recognition. Understanding. "Oh."
The same word. The exact same word. Softly spoken. Like he's afraid of disturbing the moment.
A little later they're curled together on the sofa. The photograph resting carefully on the coffee table nearby. Anya asleep at their feet. The apartment quiet. Warm. Safe. Shane's arm is wrapped around him. One hand slowly moving through his hair. Not trying to fix anything. Just there. The way he always is.
For a long time neither of them speaks. Then: "She was funny." The words leave before he plans them. Shane looks down at him. Listening. Always listening. Ilya smiles faintly. Still looking at the photograph. "Not serious funny." A pause. "Chaotic funny."
The smile grows slightly. "One time she convinced my school I had chicken pox." 
Shane blinks. "What?"
"I didn't."
"What?"
"I wanted to skip presentation."
Shane is already laughing.
"So she called school."
"No."
"Yes."
"She told them I was very contagious."
The laughter gets worse. Immediately. "Oh my god."
"Then she took me to zoo."
Shane buries his face briefly against his shoulder. Laughing helplessly. "That is objectively terrible parenting."
"It was excellent parenting."
"It was fraud."
"It was educational fraud."
"That doesn't make it better."
"It does."
The smile lingering on Shane's face makes something warm settle inside Ilya's chest. Because this is what he wanted. Not just the photograph. This. Someone to tell stories to. Someone who wants to know. Someone who listens when he talks about her. 
The silence that follows feels peaceful. Comfortable. For a while they simply sit there. Watching the picture. Remembering. Breathing.
And eventually Shane presses a kiss into his hair. Softly. "I would've liked her." The words land gently. Without fanfare. Without hesitation. Certain.
Ilya looks at the photograph again. At his mother's smile. Then at the man beside him. And for the first time all evening, he thinks maybe she would have liked him too.
***
By the time they finally get ready for bed, it's after midnight. Technically no longer his birthday. Neither of them acknowledges that.
The apartment feels unusually quiet after the chaos of dinner. No children. No family. No laughter drifting from the dining room. Just the familiar sounds of home. Anya snoring softly in the living room. The hum of the dishwasher. Water running while Shane brushes his teeth.
The restored photograph of Irina sitting carefully on the bookshelf where Ilya can see it from the hallway. He pauses for a second on his way to the bedroom. Just looking at it. His mother smiles back from behind glass. Alive for a moment. Present. The ache in his chest returns. Gentler this time. Almost warm.
When he reaches the bedroom, Shane is already there. Sitting against the headboard. Reading something on his phone. Reading is a generous description. Mostly staring. Tired. Happy. The kind of tired that comes after a good day. The kind Ilya hasn't seen enough lately.
Shane looks up immediately when he enters. The way he always does. The way he always will, apparently. Ilya still isn't used to it. The certainty of being noticed. Wanted. Looked for.
"Hi."
The smile that follows is immediate. "Hi."
Ilya climbs into bed. Steals approximately half of Shane's personal space. As is tradition. Shane accepts this without complaint. Also tradition.
For a while they simply sit there. Quiet. Comfortable. The city lights glow faintly beyond the bedroom windows. The blankets are warm. Shane's hand finds his automatically. Their fingers lace together. Natural now. Effortless. The sort of thing Ilya never expected to become ordinary. 
Then: "Happy birthday."
The words are soft. Simple. And somehow they hit harder than the surprise party. Harder than the presents. Harder than the Porsche. Because Shane says them like he means them. Like he's grateful Ilya exists. The realization makes his chest ache. "Thank you."
Shane lifts their joined hands. Presses a kiss against his knuckles. Just because. The gesture nearly kills him.
The conversation drifts after that. The way it always does late at night. Aimlessly. Comfortably. Without direction. "We should go back to Tofino."
The thought arrives unexpectedly. Shane glances over. "Yeah?"
"Maybe Christmas." A pause. "Or New Year's."
The smile that appears is immediate. "I'd like that."
"So would I."
The truth settles easily between them. Tofino. The beach. The rain. The little suite. The beginning of all this. The place where strangers became something else. The place where they learned how to be married. The thought feels oddly comforting. Like returning to the first chapter of a favorite story.
A few minutes later the topic shifts again. This time to work. Unfortunately. "My show is next month."
Shane groans softly. "I know."
"You sound thrilled."
"I am thrilled." The answer is immediate. Then: "I just hate that you're gone."
The honesty catches him off guard. Enough that he turns to look at him. Shane immediately looks embarrassed. Which makes it worse. "You miss me."
"No."
"Shane."
"No." The lie lasts approximately two seconds. Then: "Maybe."
Ilya laughs. Softly. Fondly. Because this man. This deeply organized, practical, sensible man. Misses him after a work trip. The realization remains absurd. And wonderful. "I'll call."
"You already call."
"I'll call more."
"Good." The answer arrives instantly. Without shame. Without hesitation.
Silence settles again. Comfortable. Warm. The kind that only exists when there's nothing left to prove. Nothing left to explain. Just being together. Eventually Ilya shifts closer. Presses his forehead briefly against Shane's shoulder. Then says quietly: "Thank you."
The words hang there. Simple. Honest. Real.
Shane looks down at him. "For what?"
Ilya laughs softly. Because where would he even start? The Porsche. The party. The cake. The cards. The surprise. The people. The way Shane remembered every tiny thing. The way he always remembers every tiny thing. "Today." The answer comes quietly. "Just..." A pause. "Today."
For a second Shane doesn't say anything. Then one arm wraps around him. Pulling him closer. Holding him there. Like that's the easiest thing in the world. "I'm glad you had a good birthday."
The sincerity in his voice almost hurts. Because he really means it. Every word. Ilya closes his eyes. Lets himself lean into the warmth of him. Lets himself feel loved. For once without arguing. Without deflecting. Without joking. Just accepting it. 
The room grows quieter. The city outside fades. Sleep begins creeping in around the edges. And sometime later, with Shane's heartbeat steady beneath his ear and the memory of his mother's smile still lingering in his chest, Ilya falls asleep feeling something he hasn't felt in a very long time.
Safe.






      

  












      Chapter 21: Chapter Twenty One - Shane
  








  The first time Shane notices it, he assumes it's work. Which is reasonable. Ilya has work. A lot of it. Campaigns. Agency meetings. Photographers. Creative directors. People with opinions about lighting. Normal things.
So when Shane walks into the kitchen one evening and finds Ilya speaking quietly into his phone before abruptly ending the call, he doesn't think much of it. At first. "Everything okay?"
Ilya glances up immediately. A little too immediately. "Yes." Then smiles. Bright. Perfectly normal. Which somehow makes Shane suspicious.
The second time happens three days later. Shane comes home early. Earlier than expected, anyway. The apartment is quiet except for Ilya's voice drifting faintly from the balcony. The conversation stops the second Shane slides open the door. Ilya turns around. Phone already lowering. Smile already appearing. "Hi."
Shane narrows his eyes. "Hi." A pause. Then: "What were you doing?"
"Talking."
Helpful. Very helpful. "To who?"
"Person."
The answer arrives far too quickly. Shane continues staring. Ilya continues smiling. Neither of them moves. Eventually: "You are being weird."
"I am not."
"You absolutely are."
"I am delightful."
"Those aren't mutually exclusive."
That gets a laugh. Then a kiss. Then Ilya changes the subject completely. Which is also suspicious.
By the following week, a pattern emerges. Text messages. Phone calls. Conversations that stop when Shane enters rooms. Ilya carrying his phone more often. Smiling at messages. Hiding smiles at messages. Whispering occasionally. The whispering bothers Shane more than it should. Not because he thinks Ilya is doing anything wrong. Because it doesn't fit. They tell each other things. Everything. Eventually. Usually. Mostly. Enough that this feels strange.
One night Shane finally decides to ask directly. They're sitting on the sofa. Anya asleep between them. Television playing quietly. The perfect setting for an interrogation. "Ilya."
"Hm?"
"You are being suspicious."
Immediate denial. "I am not."
"You are."
"No."
"You're whispering."
"No."
"You ended three phone calls when I entered room."
"No."
"I literally watched you."
Ilya thinks about that. Then: "Okay maybe little."
"Why?"
The question hangs there. For a moment Shane thinks he'll actually get an answer. Instead: "You are lawyer."
"Yes."
"You know about attorney-client privilege."
Shane stares. Slowly. Dangerously. "You don't have clients."
"You don't know that."
"Ilya."
"I am very important businessman."
The smile appears. The one Shane recognizes immediately. Deflection. Pure deflection. The conversation gets nowhere. Which somehow makes it worse.
A few days later Shane ends up having lunch with Rose. Technically they're discussing work. Actually they're discussing Ilya. As usual. Rose is eating a salad. Shane is pretending not to be distracted. Failing.
"You have lawyer face."
Rose doesn't even look up. "I always have lawyer face."
"No."
She points her fork. "This is personal lawyer face."
Annoying. Accurate. Shane sighs. Across the table, Rose immediately brightens. "Oh good."
"Why are you happy?"
"Because now I get gossip."
"It's not gossip."
"It's absolutely gossip."
Before Shane can stop himself, he explains.
The phone calls. The texting. The whispering. The general suspicious behavior. Rose listens patiently. Then immediately starts laughing. "What?"
"Oh my god."
"What?"
"Shane."
The tone alone makes him defensive. "What?"
Rose puts down her fork. "He works in fashion."
"I know."
"You understand that, right?"
"Yes."
"Photographers."
A pause.
"Casting directors."
Another.
"Agents."
Another.
"Stylists."
Rose gestures vaguely.
"The fashion industry communicates like they're running international espionage." Shane frowns. That doesn't sound real. Rose continues. "Half his career consists of people calling him from random countries at bizarre hours to discuss extremely important shirt decisions."
That unfortunately sounds plausible. "I still think he's being weird."
"He is weird."
"Rose."
She smiles. "I'm serious."
Shane leans back slightly. Thinking. Trying to fit the explanation into the evidence. Photographers. Casting directors. Agency people. Work. It's reasonable. Logically. The problem is that it still doesn't feel right. Because he's lived with Ilya long enough now to recognize the difference between busy and secretive. And this feels secretive.
Still. Rose's explanation is the best one available.  "I probably sound insane."
"A little."
"Thank you."
"You're welcome."
Rose takes another bite of salad. Then: "Or he's planning something."
Shane pauses. That possibility hadn't occurred to him. Immediately it becomes worse. Because now there are two possibilities. Business. Or a surprise. And somehow both explanations feel equally dangerous.
Rose watches realization dawn across his face. Then starts laughing again. "You're impossible."
"I know."
The annoying thing is that he still isn't convinced. Not completely. But he can't think of a better explanation. So for now, he lets it go. Mostly. 
At least until he comes home the following Thursday and catches Ilya hanging up another phone call while simultaneously trying to hide a smile. At which point Shane becomes suspicious all over again.
***
Shane wakes in stages. Warm blankets. Soft mattress. The distant sound of a dog collar jingling somewhere in the apartment. Normal. Comfortable. Safe. Then he opens his eyes. And immediately knows something is wrong.
The room is too bright. Not morning bright. Late morning bright. Sunlight is pouring through the bedroom windows in thick golden bands that stretch across the floor and halfway up the opposite wall. Shane freezes.
His alarm. He didn't hear his alarm. His phone. Where is his phone? What time is it? The panic arrives all at once.
He sits upright so fast he nearly launches Anya off the bed. The dog makes an offended noise. Shane doesn't notice. Because his phone says 9:17. 
9:17
Nine.
Seventeen.
His first meeting started seventeen minutes ago. His second meeting starts in forty-three.
There are eight unread emails. Rose called twice.  Someone from the office three times. "Oh my god."
Immediately moving. Immediately panicking. Shane is halfway out of bed before his brain catches up. Suit. Shower. Coffee. Traffic. He can still salvage—
"Shane."
"No."
"Shane."
"No." He is already pulling open dresser drawers. 
The voice follows him calmly. "Shane."
"No."
A pause. Then: "I called Rose."
That finally stops him. Shane turns. Slowly. Dangerously. Ilya is sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed. Perfectly calm. Perfectly awake. Perfectly suspicious. Anya is sprawled across his lap. Traitor. "What?"
"I called Rose."
"What do you mean you called Rose?"
"Told her you were sick."
"What?"
"I am noticing a theme."
Shane stares. Long enough that Ilya starts smiling. Which is never reassuring. "You what?"
"I told her you were unavailable."
"You impersonated illness."
"Technically."
"Ilya."
"You have excellent healthcare."
"That's not the point."
Ilya continues smiling. The smile grows. Dangerous. Very dangerous. Then: "We're taking long weekend." The words land.
Shane blinks. Once. Twice. Three times. "No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Yes."
"I have work."
"You always have work."
"Ilya."
"You haven't taken time off since honeymoon."
That is not technically true. It is emotionally true. Which unfortunately makes it harder to argue. Shane narrows his eyes. "You planned this."
"Maybe."
The suspicion immediately returns. Stronger than before. Weeks of secretive phone calls. Text messages. Whispering. The mysterious behavior. Suddenly everything makes horrifying sense.
"Oh no."
"Oh yes."
"What did you do?"
Ilya brightens. Not a good sign. Not remotely. "I planned surprise."
Shane closes his eyes briefly. Of course. Of course he did. "Tell me."
"No."
"Ilya."
"No."
"Where are we going?"
"No."
"How long?"
"No."
"Ilya."
The grin becomes unbearable. "I have waited three weeks for this."
Three weeks. Three weeks. The realization is genuinely alarming.
"What have you done?"
"You'll see."
"I don't like that answer."
"I know."
Shane points. Accusingly. "That means it's bad."
"It means it's surprise."
"Those are often same thing."
***
An hour later Shane is dressed. Comfortably. Which also feels suspicious. No suit. No work bag. No explanation. Just jeans. Sneakers. A hoodie. And somehow that's worse.
The second they reach the parking garage, Shane notices something else. The car is already packed. Not heavily. But packed. Duffel bags. Anya's supplies. Dog bed. Travel gear. Everything arranged neatly. The sight stops him cold.
"You packed the dog."
"Obviously."
"We're taking the dog."
"Obviously."
The fact that Anya is involved makes this approximately one hundred percent more dangerous. "Ilya."
"No."
"Where are we going?"
"No."
"Give me a clue."
"No."
"I hate surprises."
"I know." The smile returns. Shane briefly considers filing for divorce. Not seriously. Mostly.
The drive lasts long enough that Shane becomes increasingly convinced they're leaving the province. Possibly the country. Possibly civilization entirely. Ilya refuses to answer questions. Every question. Without exception. 
Then somehow things get worse. The radio comes on. A familiar song fills the car. Immediately Ilya starts singing. Not quietly. Not self-consciously. Just singing. Happy. Relaxed. The kind of happiness Shane hasn't seen enough lately. The sight softens something despite himself. Then Ilya points. At him. "No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Sing."
"No."
"Sing."
"Ilya."
"There's nobody here."
"There are many people here."
"There are exactly three." Anya lifts her head from the back seat. Then goes back to sleep. Traitor.
"I don't sing."
"You literally did karaoke."
"You forced me."
"And you survived." 
Barely. Shane folds his arms. Refusing. Absolutely refusing. For approximately forty-five seconds. Then Ilya deploys the pout. The full pout. The unfair one. The one that should probably be illegal. "Please."
"No."
"Pleeeease."
"No."
"We're on road trip."
"We are apparently on a road trip."
"Exactly."
"No."
"Shane."
"No."
"Ilyusha never asks for anything."
Shane laughs immediately. A blatant lie. An outrageous lie.
"I ask for many things."
"Exactly."
The grin returns. Then softer: "Come on."
The radio continues playing. The road stretches endlessly ahead. Sunlight pours through the windshield. And suddenly Shane realizes something. Ilya looks genuinely happy. Lighter. Excited. The way he did before Alexei. Before the calls. Before months of tension and waiting. The realization settles warmly inside his chest. "Oh my god."
Ilya immediately brightens. "Yes?"
"I hate you."
"No you don't."
"No." A sigh. Long. Suffering. Defeated. Then Shane starts singing.
Quietly.
Poorly.
Immediately Ilya looks delighted. Like he just won the lottery. And for the next twenty minutes, they sing badly to the radio while Anya sleeps in the back seat and Shane tries very hard not to think about where they're going. Because he has a growing suspicion that whatever Ilya planned is going to change everything.
***
The singing is a mistake. That's the first thing Shane realizes. Not because it's unpleasant. Because it's distracting. Ilya knows exactly what he's doing. Every time Shane starts paying attention to road signs, Ilya changes the song. Every time Shane looks too closely at the GPS, Ilya starts an argument. Every time Shane starts thinking, Ilya finds a way to make him laugh. 
By the time they stop for coffee somewhere north of Montréal, Shane has completely lost track of where they are. Which should concern him more than it does. The problem is that he's having fun. And because he's having fun, he's not paying attention. The realization hits much later. Hours later. When the roads start looking familiar. Very familiar. The trees. The turns. The lake glimpsed through gaps in the forest. Shane sits up straighter. Immediately.
No.
No.
There's no way.
His pulse jumps. Beside him, Ilya suddenly becomes very interested in the road. Which is never a good sign. "Ilya."
Nothing. Just an innocent smile. Shane narrows his eyes. The car rounds another bend. Then another. And suddenly it's there.
The cottage.
His cottage.
The cottage.
The one place in the world that belongs entirely to him. Or belongs entirely to them. The car slows. Then pulls into the gravel driveway. For a second Shane genuinely can't speak. The cottage rises from the trees ahead of them. All warm cedar and glass. Massive windows reflecting afternoon sunlight. Dark steel framing cutting through honey-colored wood. The long, sloping roofline stretching through the trees. 
It looks exactly the way he remembers. And completely different. Like seeing a memory made real again. The floor-to-ceiling windows shine between the pines. The stone chimney rises through the center of the house. The surrounding forest wraps around everything. Private. Quiet. Protected. Home.
His chest hurts immediately. "Oh." The word leaves him before he can stop it. Beside him, Ilya goes very still. Watching. Waiting. Shane stares at the house. Then looks at Ilya. Then back at the house. Then back at Ilya. "How?" His voice cracks slightly. Embarrassing. He doesn't care. "How did you know about this?"
For the first time all day, Ilya looks nervous. Actually nervous. The realization catches Shane completely off guard. "I asked your parents."
Shane blinks. "My parents?"
"Yuna mostly."
Of course. Of course it was Yuna.
"I didn't know where to take you." The confession comes quietly. Almost shyly. "I wanted somewhere you'd actually relax." Shane just stares. Across the center console, Ilya shrugs slightly. "I know you've been taking care of me."
The words settle heavily inside the car. Neither of them moves. Outside, sunlight glints off the huge windows of the cottage. The lake sparkles through the trees beyond. Inside the car, everything feels suddenly fragile. "Ilya—"
"No, let me finish."
That surprises him enough to make him stop. Ilya takes a breath. Looking down at his hands briefly. Then back up. "You've been taking care of me since all of this started."
Alexei.
Neither of them says the name. They don't need to. "I know it hasn't been easy." The words come softly. Earnestly. "And I realized I keep letting you do that." Shane's chest tightens. Because that's not how he sees it. Not at all. But Ilya keeps going. "So I asked Yuna where you go when you're tired." A small smile appears. "She immediately told me about this place." Of course she did. "Then she and David spent an hour explaining why I should bring you here."
That sounds exactly like his parents. Exactly. Shane laughs unexpectedly. A wet, shaky sound. Immediately regretting it. Because now his eyes are burning. God. No. Not fair. Not remotely fair. "Ilyusha."
The nickname comes out rough. Ilya's expression softens immediately. And that's it. That's the final blow. Because suddenly Shane sees the entire picture. The phone calls. The texts. The whispering. The secret planning. The mysterious behavior. The conversations that stopped when he entered rooms. Not photographers. Not casting directors. Not work. This.
Weeks of planning. Weeks of coordinating. Weeks of trying to do something kind. Something thoughtful. Something just for Shane. The realization breaks something open inside his chest. "Oh no."
Ilya immediately looks alarmed. "What?"
"You made me cry."
"What?"
"You made me cry."
"I didn't—"
"You absolutely did."
Ilya starts laughing. Relieved. Warm. Beautiful. And Shane is already moving. Leaning across the center console. One hand finding the back of Ilya's neck. Pulling him closer. The kiss lands halfway through Ilya's laugh. Warm. Unsteady. A little desperate. The kind that says everything Shane is currently incapable of putting into words.
When they finally separate, Ilya looks slightly breathless. "And now you are kissing me in driveway."
"You deserve it."
The smile that follows nearly kills him. Outside, the cottage waits. Quiet. Still. The enormous windows reflecting the sky. The cedar interior visible through the glass. Open spaces. Towering ceilings. Warm wood everywhere. The giant sectional facing walls of windows.
The kitchen stretching toward the stone fireplace at the center of the house. The entire place designed around light and trees and water. A refuge. A retreat. A place Shane has always loved because it felt removed from everything. Removed from work. From expectations. From pressure. And somehow Ilya found it.
Somehow Ilya found the one place Shane never thought to tell him about. Not because he was hiding it. Because it belonged to a different part of his life. A quieter part. And now Ilya is here too. Which feels strangely right. 
Beside him, Anya wakes up in the back seat. Stretching dramatically. Completely unaware that her humans are having an emotional crisis. "I brought dog."
Shane laughs helplessly. Of course he did. "Good."
"I brought snacks."
"Good."
"I brought you."
That one lands differently. Softly. Deeply. Shane reaches for his hand. Threads their fingers together. Looks once more at the cottage waiting ahead. Then back at his husband. And for the first time in months, the knot in his chest loosens completely. Home. Not just the cottage. Not just the place. The person sitting beside him. The dog in the back seat. The life waiting outside the car.
Home.
***
The rest of the afternoon unfolds slowly. No schedules. No meetings. No phone calls. No Alexei. Just the cottage. The lake. The trees. The three of them. Shane can't remember the last time his shoulders felt this loose. Maybe Tofino. Maybe before that. Maybe never.
The walk starts almost immediately after they get inside. Anya discovers the property with the kind of enthusiasm only a dog can manage. Every tree must be investigated. Every rock inspected. Every patch of grass carefully evaluated. The leash remains mostly decorative. She stays close anyway.
The path winds through tall pines and maple trees, sunlight filtering through the canopy in shifting patches of gold. The lake flashes between the trees. Blue and silver beyond the shoreline. Beside him, Ilya keeps reaching for his hand. Not consciously. Just because he wants to. 
Their fingers brush together. Separate. Find each other again. The familiarity of it settles warmly inside Shane's chest. At one point Anya discovers a chipmunk. The chipmunk leaves. Anya takes this personally.
The kayaks come later. The lake is calm. Almost perfectly still. The kind of afternoon where the water reflects the sky so clearly it feels like floating through clouds. Shane hadn't planned on bringing the kayaks out. Then Ilya spotted them. And immediately decided they were mandatory. Now they're drifting across the lake while Anya sulks dramatically from shore.
"She thinks we abandoned her."
"We left for twenty minutes."
"Exactly."
The accusation hangs there. Shane laughs. The sound carries strangely across the water. 
For a while they paddle. Then stop. Just floating. The cottage visible through the trees. The forest reflected in the lake. The quiet wrapping around them.
Eventually Ilya reaches his kayak close enough to bump Shane's. The gesture feels deliberate. Affectionate. Ridiculous.
Perfect.
The hammock appears after that. Tucked between two enormous trees overlooking the water. The sort of thing Shane forgot existed. The sort of thing Ilya immediately decides they need.
Naturally.
Now they're crammed into it together. Which turns out to be significantly less graceful than either anticipated. "I think this is engineering failure."
"It is not."
"It is."
The hammock sways alarmingly. Neither falls out. Barely. Eventually they settle. Ilya stretched partially on top of him. One arm draped across Shane's waist. A book balanced against his chest.
Russian. Of course.
Shane closes his eyes. The sound of Ilya's voice washes over him. Warm. Familiar. Comforting. Every few paragraphs he pauses. Translates something. Explains a phrase. Corrects Shane's pronunciation when Shane repeats words back. Patiently.
The language sounds different here. Wrapped in sunlight and lake water and birdsong. For a while Shane just listens. Content. Happy.
Home.
Later still comes fetch. Or what was intended to be fetch. Anya has different ideas.
She retrieves the ball. Returns approximately halfway. Then lies down.
Mission accomplished. Apparently.
"I think she's defective."
"I think she's smart."
"She's unemployed."
"Exactly."
The dog remains unimpressed by either argument.
Dinner arrives slowly. Burgers on the grill. The smell of charcoal drifting through the evening air. Ilya sitting on the deck steps throwing increasingly tiny pieces of lettuce to Anya. Shane pretends not to notice. The dog is receiving far too many vegetables.
The sun sinks lower. The sky turns gold. Then pink. Then orange. The cottage glows warmly behind them through walls of glass. For the first time in months Shane feels entirely disconnected from the rest of the world.
No office. No deadlines. No problems waiting for him. Just this.
Darkness settles gradually. The firepit comes last. They build it together. Or rather Shane builds it while Ilya offers increasingly unhelpful commentary. 
Eventually flames catch. The fire grows. The night cools around them. Stars emerge overhead. The lake becomes invisible beyond the trees. The only light comes from the cottage windows and the fire itself. Anya falls asleep almost immediately curled beside their chairs, exhausted from a day of extremely important dog activities.
Shane isn't far behind. Not asleep. Relaxed. The kind of relaxed that feels unfamiliar. Ilya eventually abandons his own chair. Crossing the space between them. Settling sideways in Shane's lap. Like it's the most natural thing in the world. Maybe it is.
The fire crackles softly. Their conversation fades. Eventually neither of them is really talking anymore. Just existing together. Kissing occasionally. Slow. Unhurried. The kind that has nowhere else to be.
Shane's hand rests at the back of Ilya's neck. Ilya's fingers tangled loosely in his hair. The world shrinks. Firelight. Trees. The man he loves. Nothing else.
For a long moment they simply stay there. Foreheads touching. Breathing the same air. Then Shane hears himself say quietly: "We should go inside."
Ilya's gaze lifts immediately. Searching his face. Not because he doesn't understand. Because he does. The firelight flickers across his features. Softening them. For a second neither of them speaks. Then: "Are you sure?"
The question is gentle. Careful. Without pressure. Without expectation. Just certainty that Shane gets to choose. Always.
Shane feels something tighten painfully in his chest. Because God. He loves him. The patience. The care. The way Ilya never asks for more than Shane is willing to give. "I'm sure."
The answer comes easily. Honestly. Without hesitation. Ilya studies him for another second. Then smiles. Small. Warm. Beautiful. "Okay."
Shane kisses him once more. Slowly. Then stands. Offering a hand. Ilya takes it immediately. Their fingers lace together automatically. Anya wakes the second they move. Stretching dramatically before trotting after them. 
The three of them cross the lawn toward the cottage. Firelight fading behind them. Warm light waiting ahead. Hand in hand.
Home.
***
Morning arrives slowly. Not because the sun is gentle. Because Shane doesn't want to wake up. For once, there is nowhere he needs to be. No office. No meetings. No deadlines. No phone vibrating on a nightstand demanding his attention. Just warmth. Comfort. The soft weight of another person curled against him beneath the blankets.
Shane drifts toward consciousness gradually. Aware first of the mattress. Then the sunlight filtering through the cottage windows. Then Ilya. Always Ilya.
He opens his eyes to find himself tucked against his husband's side. One arm draped across Ilya's waist. Their legs tangled together beneath the blankets. Close enough that Shane can feel the steady rhythm of Ilya's breathing. For a moment he simply lies there. Content.
The events of the previous night settle warmly through him. Not in flashes. Not specific memories. Just feelings. Trust. Closeness. The certainty that something important had shifted between them. Not changed. Deepened. The realization brings a small smile to his face.
He lets himself stay there for a while. Listening to the quiet cottage around them. The distant rustle of trees outside. The faint creak of wood settling. Anya's collar jingling somewhere in another room. Home.
His hand rests against Ilya's side. Then drifts lazily upward. Tracing familiar paths. Not with any goal beyond touching him. Knowing he's there. The privilege still feels slightly astonishing. Not because it happened suddenly. Because it didn't. They built this carefully. Deliberately. One choice at a time. One conversation at a time. And now Shane gets to wake up like this. With Ilya beside him. With no hesitation. No uncertainty. The thought settles warmly inside his chest.
His fingers brush lightly through the curls at the back of Ilya's neck. The movement earns a sleepy sound. Not words. Just a noise. The corner of Shane's mouth twitches.
A few seconds later, Ilya shifts. Slowly. Stretching slightly beneath the blankets. Eyes still closed. Then one opens. Immediately finding Shane. The way it always does. And the first thing out of his mouth is: "How are you feeling?"
The question catches Shane completely off guard. Not because of what it is. Because it's the first thing. Not good morning. Not teasing. Not anything else. Just concern. Gentle. Careful. Like he's been wondering. Like he wants to know. 
Warmth spreads through Shane's chest so quickly it almost hurts. God. There it is again. That feeling. The one that keeps sneaking up on him. Being loved. Actually loved. Not for what he does. Not for what he provides. Just loved. The realization never gets easier. It still catches him off guard every time. A smile pulls at the corner of his mouth. "I'm good." The answer comes quietly. Honest. More than honest. "Ilyusha."
Immediately Ilya looks more awake. Watching him carefully. "You sure?" 
The concern remains. Soft. Earnest. And somehow that makes Shane love him even more. Which feels deeply unfair. "I'm sure." His hand slides up to cup the side of Ilya's face. Thumb brushing lightly against warm skin. "I feel really good."
The tension eases from Ilya's expression immediately. Relief. Visible relief. As though he'd been holding his breath waiting for the answer. Shane leans forward. Presses a slow kiss against his forehead. Then another.
The cottage remains quiet around them. The world outside can wait. Work can wait. Everything can wait. For now there's just sunlight. Warm blankets. The lake beyond the windows. And the man curled beside him. Neither of them in any hurry to leave the bed. Neither of them wanting the morning to end. So they stay exactly where they are. Wrapped around each other. Talking quietly. Stealing lazy kisses between conversations. Letting the hours unfold slowly around them. And eventually the rest of the world disappears entirely.
***
Sunday arrives far too quickly. Shane realizes this the moment he opens his eyes. The cottage is quiet. Sunlight spills across the hardwood floor through the enormous windows. The lake glitters beyond the trees. And for a few seconds he genuinely forgets they're leaving today.
Then reality catches up. A small sound escapes him. Not quite a groan. Close. Beside him, Ilya immediately opens one eye. "You are being dramatic."
"We should stay."
The answer comes instantly. Without hesitation. "Yes."
Shane laughs. Because somehow he knew that would be Ilya's position.
***
Packing takes longer than it should. Partly because neither of them wants to do it. Partly because Anya has decided that every item placed into a bag must be investigated personally. 
The dog bed disappears. Then reappears. A toy vanishes. Then emerges from beneath a chair. At one point Shane discovers Anya physically sitting on one of the duffel bags. Refusing to move. "I think she understands."
"She does."
"No."
"She knows we're leaving."
"Ilya."
"Look at her."
Anya looks deeply offended. The expression is suspiciously convincing. Traitor.
Eventually everything is loaded into the car. The cottage grows quieter. The sort of quiet that always happens right before leaving. Shane takes longer than necessary locking up. Longer than necessary checking windows. Longer than necessary standing on the deck afterward. The lake stretches out before him. Still. Blue. Perfect.
A breeze moves through the trees. Somewhere behind him, he hears Ilya's footsteps approaching. Then warm arms wrap around his waist. Shane relaxes immediately. Instinctively. The way he always does now. "You love this place."
The words are spoken softly against the back of his shoulder. "Yeah."
A pause. Then: "I understand why."
Shane turns slightly. Enough to look at him. Ilya's curls are a mess. His sunglasses are pushed up onto his head. And he looks... Happy. Not the bright performative happiness he usually wears for cameras. Something quieter. Something real. The sight makes Shane's chest ache pleasantly.
The entire weekend seems to have left them both glowing. Relaxed. Rested. Closer. The kind of closeness built through quiet mornings and long walks and uninterrupted time together. The kind that feels permanent.
"I don't want to leave." Ilya says it like a confession.
Shane laughs softly. "Neither do I."
The admission surprises him. Not because it's untrue. Because he usually doesn't say things like that aloud.
Ilya notices immediately. Of course he does. His smile grows. "There he is."
"What?"
"Feelings."
"I regret speaking."
"No you don't."
Unfortunately, he's right.
The drive home begins slowly. The car winding through forest roads. Trees flashing past the windows. The cottage disappearing behind them. Shane reaches over eventually. Finds Ilya's hand resting on the center console. Interlaces their fingers. The movement feels automatic now. Natural. Easy.
Ilya squeezes once. Then settles deeper into his seat. Content. Anya is already asleep in the back. Exhausted from her very demanding vacation schedule. For a while nobody talks. The silence feels comfortable. Warm. Full.
Shane glances sideways eventually. Watching his husband stare out the window. A faint smile lingering at the corner of his mouth. And suddenly Shane realizes something. For the first time in months, neither of them has mentioned Alexei all weekend. Not once. No texts. No calls. No fear. No waiting. Just them.
The realization settles quietly inside his chest. Maybe that was the gift. Not the cottage. Not the surprise. Not even the weekend itself. The reminder that they still have this. Each other. The life they're building. The future waiting for them back in Montréal.
Beside him, Ilya catches him looking. "What?"
"Nothing."
Suspicion immediately appears. "That was not nothing."
Shane smiles. Small. Warm. Content. Then lifts their joined hands and presses a kiss against Ilya's knuckles. The expression that follows is worth it every single time. Soft. Caught off guard. Loved.
And as the highway stretches ahead of them, Shane finds himself strangely reluctant to reach the city. Not because he doesn't want to go home. Because home is sitting right beside him. And suddenly that makes anywhere feel easier to leave.






      

  












      Chapter 22: Chapter Twenty Two - Ilya
  








  The day of the show starts before sunrise. That part, at least, is normal.
Backstage is already loud by the time Ilya arrives. Steamers hissing. Voices overlapping in French and English. Music pulsing faintly through the walls from the runway room. Someone nearly clips his shoulder with a rolling rack before he’s fully through the door.
Better. This part he knows. Hair first. Then makeup. Then fitting. Then standing around half dressed while someone with pins in their mouth tells him not to move.
He’s halfway into the makeup chair when Cliff appears at his elbow with coffee. No greeting. No preamble. Just the cup appearing in front of Ilya’s face like an offering to a hostile god. “You’re making an expression.”
Ilya takes the coffee. “That is not sentence.”
“It is in this situation.”
Ilya glances up at him. Cliff is in black, as always. Phone in one hand. Schedule in the other. Looking entirely too composed for six-thirty in the morning. “What expression?”
“The one where you look like you’re about to ruin somebody’s life.”
“I’m at work.”
“That is not reassuring.”
Someone starts brushing product over Ilya’s face. Another person begins pulling at his hair. Cliff stays where he is, close enough to be irritating. “You’re in a mood.”
“I’m always in mood.”
“Not like this.”
Ilya drinks his coffee. It’s too hot. He deserves that, probably. Cliff watches him for another second. Then, “You know Shane is not going to storm backstage and heckle you, yes?”
That gets his attention immediately. Ilya turns his head. The makeup artist makes an offended sound and nudges his chin back into place. “Who said anything about Shane?”
Cliff just looks at him. Long enough to be offensive. “Please.”
“I hate you.”
“No you don’t.” Unfortunately, no. That is part of the problem. Cliff knows him too well. Knows the difference between regular pre-show silence and the kind Ilya has been carrying around since last night.
Because Shane is coming. Shane and Rose, but mostly Shane. Rose will love all of this. Rose would probably love a natural disaster if everyone involved was dressed beautifully enough.
Shane is different. Shane has seen the pictures. Campaigns. Editorials. Runway clips online. That is not the same thing as this. The noise. The waiting.
The way Ilya’s body changes before a show without him even thinking about it. Spine straighter. Face emptier. Everything inside him pulled taut into something polished and harder to reach.
No one he’s cared about has seen that version of him in person before. Not from the audience. Not with Ilya knowing exactly where to look for him.
Cliff shifts his weight against the counter beside the makeup station. “He already knows what you do.”
“That isn’t the point.”
“I know.”
Ilya closes his eyes while someone does something near his lashes. The answer lands anyway. Because of course Cliff knows what the point is. The point is not whether Shane understands fashion. The point is whether Shane sees this version of Ilya and still reaches for him after. Still looks at him the same way.
Still comes backstage or to dinner or home and acts like the man under the lights is the same one who steals Shane’s fries and sleeps with his head on Shane’s chest and once cried over a restored photo of his mother on the sofa.
It is a stupid thing to worry about. That does not stop him from worrying about it.
“You’re doing that weird thing with your mouth again.”
Ilya opens one eye. “What does that even mean?”
“It means you’re spiraling visibly.”
“I am not spiraling.”
“You are if I can tell.”
The makeup artist laughs under her breath. Traitor. Ilya would throw the coffee at Cliff if there weren’t so many expensive fabrics within range. Instead he takes another sip and glares. Cliff remains unmoved. “He already thinks you’re beautiful.”
Ilya makes a face. “Don’t say things like that to me before seven in morning.”
“He already thinks you’re impressive.”
“Cliff.”
“I’m serious.”
“I know. That’s why is upsetting.”
That makes Cliff laugh. Actually laugh. Small, quick, impossible to be offended by for very long. Then his expression softens a little. Just a little.
“He watched you call a Porsche practical for a month,” Cliff says. “He watched you lose your mind over a dog portrait. I promise this is not the thing that’s going to make him run.”
“I did not lose my mind over dog portrait.”
“You cried.”
“It was emotional.”
“It was Anya dressed like nobility.”
“She looked incredible.”
“She did.”
That catches Ilya off guard enough that he looks up. Cliff shrugs one shoulder. “What? She did.”
The laugh slips out before he can stop it. Small. Real. It loosens something unpleasant in his chest. Not all the way. Enough.
Someone across the room calls for first lineup. The entire energy backstage changes instantly. Sharper. Faster. Assistants start moving with new urgency. Models peel away from mirrors and chairs. A stylist appears in front of Ilya with his first look draped over both arms and the expression of a woman prepared to kill if a zipper fails. “Up.”
Ilya stands. The robe disappears. Hands descend from every direction. Shirt first. Then trousers. Then jacket.
Someone crouches to fix the hem. Someone else smooths the shoulders. Another person fastens something at his wrists while speaking rapid French over his head. 
He lifts his arms when told. Turns when told. Stays still when told. It all happens quickly. Familiar enough to feel almost soothing. The final adjustments finish.
People scatter. And then Cliff is in front of him again. He straightens the lapel. Brushes invisible lint from one shoulder. Looks up. “Try not to smile at your husband on the runway.”
Ilya stares at him. “What is wrong with you?”
“I’m just saying.”
“I hate you.”
“No you don’t.”
The music starts on the other side of the curtain. Low at first. Then louder. The familiar thud of it settles into Ilya’s chest. The lineup begins to move. One body at a time. One look at a time. The room narrowing around all of them.
Cliff gives him one last once-over. Then steps back. “Go make everyone miserable.”
That almost gets another smile out of him. Almost. Ilya squares his shoulders. Sets his face. And waits for his turn to walk.
The music is louder out here.  The bass comes up through the floor in a steady pulse, settling into Ilya’s ribs as he steps onto the runway and into the lights.
Everything narrows immediately. The room. The sound. The shape of his own body. It always does. That is part of why he loves it.
The first few steps are automatic. Shoulders set. Face blank. Eyes forward.
The look he’s wearing is sharp and dark and expensive in a way that makes him feel slightly weaponized. Tailoring so precise it changes the way he holds himself. Heavy fabric skimming clean over his body. Something structured at the shoulders that makes him feel broader, colder, untouchable.
Good. That is the point.
He walks. One step. Then another. Then another.
The audience is only pieces at first. A wash of faces in the dark. Phones lifted discreetly. Camera flashes like distant sparks. Then he reaches the midpoint of the runway and makes the mistake of looking. Just once.
Rose is easy to find first. Of course she is.
She’s leaning forward already. Bright-eyed and delighted, like she’s trying not to physically vibrate out of her seat.
And beside her is Shane. Dark suit. Hands folded in his lap. Still in that way Shane gets when he’s paying complete attention to something. Only his face gives him away. He’s looking at Ilya like the rest of the room doesn’t exist. Like there is no runway. No audience. No show.
Just Ilya.
It catches him off guard. Not because Shane is looking. Because of how. The warmth of it. The open, unguarded wonder. Something softens in Ilya before he can stop it. 
Not much. Barely anything. Just the slightest pull at the corner of his mouth. A tiny, involuntary smile. Gone almost as quickly as it comes. But not quickly enough. He knows immediately someone got it.
Some photographer somewhere absolutely caught the exact second Ilya Rozanov, who does not smile on runways, looked into the audience and softened. At his husband.
Cliff is going to be unbearable about it. The thought almost makes it worse. He keeps walking. By the time he reaches the end of the runway, his face is composed again. Cool. Distant. Exactly what it’s supposed to be. 
Too late. The picture exists now. And it is going to get attention. Because it’s wrong for a show like this. Too personal. Too alive. Too obviously real.
The exact kind of thing people latch onto and write little captions about. Rare smile from notoriously aloof model. Mysterious moment of softness. Ilya Rozanov caught off guard.
The mystery will last about six minutes. Not that he cares. He turns cleanly at the end of the runway and starts back. He doesn’t look at Shane again. Not because he doesn’t want to. Because he knows if he does, it might happen twice.
Backstage after is noise and hands and bodies and people talking over each other. Another look stripped off him. Another one tugged into place. Then applause. Then the designer’s walk. Then congratulations in three languages.
Then Cliff appearing at his shoulder with the expression of a man trying very hard not to laugh in Ilya’s face. “You smiled.”
Ilya doesn’t look at him. “No.”
“You did.”
“I didn’t.”
“You absolutely did.”
“I hate you.”
Cliff makes a thoughtful sound. “That photo is already going to be everywhere.”
“Then I hope you’re drafting statement.”
“Oh, I am.”
Ilya finally looks at him. Cliff lifts his phone and reads from the screen with complete seriousness. “Mr. Rozanov briefly experienced joy after spotting his husband in the audience and regrets nothing.”
Ilya laughs despite himself. Which is exactly what Cliff wanted. Traitor.
By the time they get to the after-party, the show adrenaline has burned down into something looser. Warmer. The venue is one of those private event spaces that all somehow look the same. Too much glass. Too much money. Lighting designed to make everyone look expensive and vaguely sinful. Music loud enough to feel fashionable without making conversation impossible.
Rose gets to him first. Of course she does. “That smile.”
Ilya points at her. “No.”
“That smile.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Rose turns immediately to Shane. “He smiled.”
Shane, traitor that he is, just nods. “He did.”
Ilya looks between them. “This feels hostile.”
“It’s affectionate hostility,” Rose informs him, kissing his cheek. “You looked beautiful. Disgusting, honestly.” Then she disappears toward the bar.
Leaving Shane standing there looking unfairly handsome in a loosened tie. That should not be enough to affect a person as much as it does. And yet. “Hi.”
The smile that follows is softer than the one he wore in the audience. Private. Just for Ilya. Ilya steps into his space without thinking. “Hi.”
Shane’s hands settle at his waist automatically. “You were incredible.”
The words come out low and certain, like he’s been holding them in since the runway ended. Ilya tries very hard for cool. What comes out instead is, “You made me smile.”
Shane’s mouth twitches. “I know.”
That is deeply annoying. Ilya kisses him before he can say anything else. Quick. Not enough to make a scene. Enough that several people absolutely notice. Good. Let them.
That becomes the theme of the night. Ilya keeps pulling Shane into conversations. Not because Shane needs rescuing. Because Ilya likes it.
Likes the look people get when he says, this is my husband. Likes watching them recalibrate. The surprise. The curiosity. The moment they realize Shane is not some passing detail or pretty accessory at Ilya’s side.
He’s Shane. He’s real. He’s staying. And Ilya is absurdly, helplessly proud of him. Proud enough that he keeps showing him off.
He knows that’s what he’s doing. Rose notices almost immediately. She catches him watching Shane in the middle of a conversation with one of the brand sponsors and just grins. “Oh my god.”
“What?”
“You’re showing him off.”
“I am not.”
“You absolutely are.”
“I am introducing my husband.”
“You are introducing your husband like you won him in contest.”
That is rude. And also accurate. Because Shane is good at this. Of course he is. He’s good at everything. He talks to a designer about architecture. To a photographer about hockey. To one of the brand executives about something dry and financial that still somehow leaves the man looking delighted.
Shane doesn’t belong in this world, not really. Which somehow makes it more fun watching him move through it. He looks expensive enough to fit. Composed enough to intimidate. Sharp enough that people lean in when he starts talking.
And every so often his hand finds the small of Ilya’s back like it belongs there. Like he belongs there. Like Ilya belongs to him a little too. It does something dangerous to Ilya’s insides every single time.
Later, while Shane is at the bar getting drinks, one of the creative directors Ilya has worked with before drifts up beside him. Her gaze follows Shane across the room. “Your husband photographs well.”
Ilya laughs. “You’ve never seen him photographed.”
“I don’t need to.” She lifts one shoulder. “The bone structure is obvious.” That gets another laugh. Then she glances back at Ilya. “You know, the two of you would be devastating in a campaign.”
Ilya blinks. “What kind of campaign?”
“Luxury watch. Fragrance. Holiday cashmere. Something disgustingly expensive.”
The image appears instantly in his head. Shane in a campaign. Shane in a perfectly tailored coat. Shane looking severe and rich and a little unattainable while Ilya pretends to sell some absurdly overpriced winter collection with his face.
He starts laughing before he can stop himself. 
“What?”
“You would have to drag him there physically.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
She smiles. “Think about it.”
Shane returns before Ilya can answer, handing him a drink and looking between them with immediate suspicion. “What are you plotting?”
“Nothing.” That clearly does not reassure him. Good.
The night gets easier after that. Drinks. Dancing a little. Talking too much. Laughing more than Ilya expected to.
At some point he catches someone from the show glancing over at him and Shane with obvious envy and, petty as it is, the sight pleases him. Because yes. Look. This one is mine. Not in a possessive way. Not really.
Just in the warm, ridiculous way that makes him want to keep tugging Shane closer and saying husband to anyone who will listen.
At one point Cliff reappears with his phone already out. “The smile photo is doing numbers.”
Shane nearly chokes on his drink. Ilya snatches the phone from Cliff’s hand. And there it is. Exactly as predicted. A perfect shot of him halfway down the runway, expression softened just enough to be unmistakable, eyes angled toward the front row. Toward Shane. The comments are already insane.
He hands the phone back. Then steps into Shane’s space, slipping both arms around his neck. “You caused problem.”
Shane’s mouth twitches. “Sorry.”
“No, you’re not.”
“No, I’m not.”
Ilya leans in until their foreheads nearly touch, music vibrating through the floor beneath them. “I had good time.”
The words come out quieter than he intends.
Shane’s hand settles more firmly at his waist. “So did I.”
Ilya smiles. This one he doesn’t bother hiding at all.
***
There’s a knock at the door just after four in the afternoon. Ilya frowns at it from the kitchen. He isn’t expecting anyone.
Shane is still at work. Cliff would text before coming up. Rose would probably text too, or at the very least arrive with enough force of personality that the knock would sound more deliberate than this.
The knock comes again. Not loud. Just firm.
Ilya sets his mug down and crosses the apartment, already halfway through a list of possibilities by the time he opens the door. Then stops. “Svetlana.”
She’s still in her coat. Dark wool, buttoned to the throat. Hair pulled back. Phone in one hand, bag over one shoulder. She looks exactly as composed as she always does. That is somehow what makes something in Ilya’s stomach tighten.
Svetlana does not show up unannounced. Not for anything good. For one stupid, awful second, he thinks something has happened to Shane. “What happened?”
Her expression shifts immediately. “Shane is fine.”
The relief is so fast and sharp it almost makes him dizzy. Too fast. Too sharp. Because if it isn’t Shane, then it’s something else. Something bad enough that Svetlana is standing in his hallway at four in the afternoon without warning.
He steps back automatically. “Come in.”
She slips off her shoes by the door and follows him inside. The apartment feels wrong without Shane in it. Too quiet. No low music from the living room. No sound of him moving around in the kitchen. No voice calling out that he’s home before the door has even shut behind him. Just Ilya and Svetlana and something heavy settling into the center of the room.
“Do you want a drink?”
She hesitates. Then nods once. “Yes.”
That scares him more than the knock did. He goes to the kitchen without another word and reaches for the vodka Shane keeps in the freezer. The bottle is cold enough to sting his fingers.
He pours two glasses. Carries them back to the living room.
Svetlana has taken a seat on the sofa. Only barely. Perched on the edge of it. Coat still on. Hands clasped too tightly around her phone.
Ilya hands her a glass and takes the armchair across from her. He waits. She doesn’t touch the drink. 
“I got a call this morning.” Her voice is careful. Too careful. “I’m still trying to get details. I don’t have much yet.” 
Ilya says nothing. His pulse has started to pound in the base of his throat. 
“But it was confirmed.” Something cold crawls down his spine. Svetlana looks at him. Really looks at him. Then says, very gently, “Alexei was found dead.”
The room goes silent. Not quiet. Silent. As if the air has been pulled out of it. Ilya just stares at her. He hears the words. Understands them separately. Together they refuse to make sense. “What?”
Svetlana’s expression doesn’t change. “They found him this morning.”
“No.” The word comes out flat. Blank. Wrong.
“I don’t have details yet,” she says. “Only that it was confirmed through one of my contacts. I wanted you to hear it from me.”
Ilya looks down at the vodka in his hand. Then back up at her. “No.” His voice is thinner this time. Less certain. Because certainty requires something to stand on, and suddenly it feels like the floor is gone.
Alexei is dead. His brother is dead. The thought lands somewhere outside of him. Not inside. Not in a place that can hurt yet. Just there. Floating. Unreal.
Svetlana keeps speaking, but her voice has gone distant. Something about waiting for more information. Something about making sure no one from Russia reaches him first. Something about not wanting him blindsided.
Ilya hears none of it. 
Alexei is dead.
Alexei is dead.
No more WhatsApp messages.
No more unknown numbers.
No more silent breathing on the other end of a call.
No more waking up with dread already lodged under his ribs because at some point his phone is going to light up and drag him straight back into it.
No more Alexei.
The relief comes so fast it makes him feel sick. He sets the glass down before he drops it. Because what kind of person feels relief first? What kind of person hears that his brother is dead and thinks thank God.?
His hand comes up to cover his mouth. He stands. Too quickly. The room tilts for half a second. Svetlana says his name, but he barely hears her. He takes three steps toward the window. Stops. Turns back.
Alexei is dead.
The last family member he has left is dead.
The relief is still there. Huge. Ugly. Immediate. And right underneath it is guilt so sharp it almost makes him double over. Because there had been a time when Alexei was just his brother. Annoying and loud and impossible and alive.
Alexei at sixteen, shoving him into a snowbank and then laughing so hard he fell in after him.
Alexei stealing cigarettes from older boys behind the school and swearing Ilya to secrecy.
Alexei sitting at the kitchen table with their mother, rolling his eyes while she scolded both of them for something neither of them had actually done.
Alexei, before. Before grief hollowed him out. Before rage made him cruel.
Before fear and money and desperation and bitterness turned him into someone Ilya could no longer recognize on the phone except by the sound of his breathing.
His chest tightens so hard it hurts. He presses a hand to the back of the sofa and bows his head. “I blocked him.” The words come out before he means to say them.
Svetlana is quiet. “I know.”
“I stopped answering.”
“I know.”
“I was relieved every time it wasn’t him.” His throat closes around the last word. Now. He means now. He is relieved now. And the thought is monstrous.
“Ilyusha.”
He laughs. Once. A terrible, broken sound. “I’m relieved.” There it is. Ugly and plain in the middle of the room. “I’m relieved he can’t call me anymore.” His voice cracks hard on the last word.
Svetlana sets her glass down.
“I’m relieved,” he says again, because apparently once isn’t enough humiliation for one afternoon. “And I feel like such a fucking horrible person.”
She’s beside him before he realizes she’s moved. Not touching him yet. Just there. Close enough that he can feel the steadiness of her. “You’re not horrible.”
“Yes, I am.”
“No.”
“He’s dead.” The words tear out of him. “He’s dead and all I can think is thank God.”
Svetlana’s hand settles carefully between his shoulder blades. Warm. Grounding. “He terrified you.” Ilya squeezes his eyes shut. “He hurt you.” The hand moves once, slow and steady. “And he was still your brother.”
That does it. Not the news. Not even the relief. That. Your brother. Because he was. No matter what he became. No matter what he did. No matter how many numbers Ilya blocked or how many times he tried to make himself stop caring.
Alexei was still the last person in the world who knew what their mother’s laugh sounded like when she was really amused. The last person who remembered the apartment in Moscow with the cracked tile in the kitchen and the draft that came in under the window every winter. The last person who could have looked at Ilya and seen all the same ghosts.
And now he’s gone.
The whole miserable, broken, ruined family is gone.
A sound tears out of him before he can stop it. Then another. And suddenly he’s crying. Not quietly. Not gracefully. Just standing in the middle of his living room with one hand braced against the sofa while his body shakes with it.
Svetlana stays where she is. Doesn’t tell him to calm down. Doesn’t tell him it’s going to be fine. Just keeps her hand at his back and lets him cry.
He cries for Alexei.
For himself.
For the boy his brother used to be.
For the man he became.
For his mother.
For the months of fear and anger and humiliation.
For the relief he can’t forgive himself for feeling.
By the time it slows, he’s exhausted. Embarrassed. Hollowed out. He wipes uselessly at his face and sinks down onto the sofa like his legs have given up on him entirely. Svetlana sits beside him this time. Still quiet. Still waiting.
“I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel.” The words scrape out of him.
Svetlana takes a breath. “Probably all of it.”
He laughs wetly. Miserably. “That’s not helpful.”
“It’s true.”
Ilya stares at the untouched vodka on the coffee table. All of it.
Relief.
Guilt.
Grief.
Shock.
Love, maybe, in some warped, half-dead form he wishes would stop existing.
Hatred too.
Fear that doesn’t know where to go now that the source of it is gone.
All of it.
He leans forward and presses the heels of his hands into his eyes. The apartment is still too quiet. Shane should be here. The thought comes sudden and fierce enough to ache. Shane should be here. He wants Shane’s hands on him. Shane’s voice. Shane taking one look at him and knowing exactly how to gather him up off the floor of himself.
Svetlana must see something in his face. “Do you want me to call him?”
Ilya drops his hands. The answer is immediate. Yes. Please. Come home. Instead he just nods.
Svetlana reaches for her phone. “I’ll call.”
Ilya sits there while she dials. Hands hanging uselessly between his knees. Eyes fixed on nothing.
Alexei is dead.
The thought still doesn’t fit. Maybe it never will. And underneath everything else, quieter now but somehow worse, is the awful aching knowledge that there is no one left from before.
No mother.
No brother.
No family at all.
Just him.
And Shane.
The front door doesn’t open for another twenty minutes. But by then Ilya already knows the first thing he’s going to say when it does. Not hello. Not I’m sorry. Just the truth.
“My brother is dead.”
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  By the time Shane gets home, it’s dark. He gets the door open and steps into a silence that feels wrong immediately.
The lights are low. The apartment is still. And then he sees Ilya on the sofa. Curled into one corner. Elbows braced on his knees. Face buried in his hands. Svetlana is beside him, one hand resting between his shoulder blades.
The sight of him cracks something open in Shane’s chest. “Ilyushenka.”
Ilya’s head jerks up. His face is blotchy from crying. Eyes swollen. Mouth gone soft and wrecked around the edges.
Shane drops his keys on the table by the door and crosses the room in a straight line. Svetlana rises immediately and steps aside without a word. Shane kneels in front of Ilya just long enough to get his hands on him. Then he stands and pulls him up into his arms. Ilya comes without resistance. Just folds into him.
Shane wraps both arms around him as tightly as he dares and Ilya makes a small, broken sound against his neck. “I’ve got you.” That’s all he has. His hand slides into Ilya’s curls. The other settles between his shoulder blades.
Warm pressure. Steady. Nothing more complicated than that. Ilya’s hands clutch at the back of Shane’s shirt. Not elegant. Not restrained. Just desperate enough to make Shane hold him tighter. He can still feel the tremor running through him. The aftershocks of crying too hard and too long.
Shane doesn’t ask questions. Doesn’t say he’s sorry. Doesn’t try to fill the room with words that won’t help. He just stands there and holds him. Ilya’s face presses into the side of his neck. His breathing is uneven. Too fast at first. Then a little slower. Then shaky all over again when Shane rubs a hand down his back.
Behind them, Svetlana moves quietly around the coffee table. Shane only looks up when she touches his arm. Her expression is tired. Sympathetic. “He knows what I know. Not much more than that. I’ll call if I get details.”
Shane nods. “Thank you.”
She gives Ilya one long look over Shane’s shoulder. Then squeezes Shane’s arm once and slips out. The apartment goes quiet again.
Shane guides Ilya back down to the sofa. He sits first and draws Ilya down with him without asking, arranging him half in his lap, half against his chest. Ilya goes bonelessly. Like all the strength has gone out of him. One of Shane’s arms stays wrapped around his waist. The other returns to his hair. That seems to be what Ilya wants most. Not words. Not space. Just Shane’s hand in his hair, slow and steady, over and over. So Shane gives it to him.
He scratches lightly at Ilya’s scalp. Smooths his curls back from his forehead. Presses a kiss there when Ilya’s eyes squeeze shut again.
A minute later, Anya appears from the hallway. She pauses at the edge of the living room. Looks at Ilya. Then hops onto the sofa and wedges herself against his leg. After a second, she lowers her head onto his knee.
The sight of it almost undoes Shane all over again. Ilya’s hand lifts automatically. Shaky. Slow. But automatic. He threads his fingers into the fur at the back of her neck and Anya stays exactly where she is. Warm and solid against him.
The room settles around the three of them. Quiet. Still. Shane keeps his mouth against Ilya’s hair for a moment. Then his temple. Then the top of his head again.
No words. Just presence.
I’m here.
I’m here.
I’m here.
Eventually Ilya shifts, not away but closer, turning his face into the front of Shane’s shirt. “My brother is dead.” His voice is raw. So scraped down it barely sounds like him.
Shane’s arms tighten instinctively. “I know.” The words feel useless the second they leave his mouth, but Ilya doesn’t pull away. He just curls tighter into Shane’s chest.
“I’m relieved,” he whispers. The confession sounds horrified. Ashamed. Like it’s been tearing him apart since the moment he said it aloud.
Shane tips his head down until his lips brush Ilya’s hair. “That doesn’t make you cruel.”
Ilya laughs once. Miserably. “It feels cruel.”
“I know.” Another quiet pass of his hand through Ilya’s curls. “He scared you. For a long time. Relief makes sense.”
Ilya doesn’t answer. His fingers tighten in Anya’s fur. Shane can feel him thinking. Spinning. Trying to make grief and guilt and relief all fit inside the same body without tearing himself apart in the process.
So Shane keeps it simple. Keeps one hand in his hair. Keeps the other around his waist. Lets Ilya lean all his weight against him.
The apartment is warm. Anya is breathing softly against Ilya’s knee. Outside, somewhere below them, traffic moves through the city like nothing in the world has changed. But here, on the sofa, the night narrows to this.
Ilya in his arms. His heartbeat slowly evening out beneath Shane’s hand. The occasional tremor still running through him when some new wave of it hits.
Shane presses another kiss to his forehead. Then another. He doesn’t know what tomorrow is going to look like. He doesn’t know what details are still coming, or what fresh damage they might do. He only knows this.
Ilya is here. Ilya is alive. Ilya does not have to hold this alone. So Shane sits with him. Holding him close. Running his fingers through his curls. Letting Anya keep watch at his knee. And when Ilya starts crying again, quieter this time, Shane just gathers him closer and stays.
Ilya falls asleep on the sofa sometime after midnight. Not all at once. Slowly. The way children do when they’re trying very hard not to.
His body gets heavier by degrees against Shane’s chest. His answers stop making sense. His hand goes slack in Anya’s fur. Every so often his eyes drift shut for a few seconds, then blink back open like he’s remembering he’s supposed to stay awake.
Shane doesn’t say anything about it. He just keeps his hand in Ilya’s hair. Keeps the other wrapped around his waist. Lets the movie they never actually picked play quietly in the background. Eventually Ilya’s breathing changes. Deeper. Slower. His face presses more firmly into Shane’s shirt and stays there.
Shane looks down. Ilya is fully asleep. His mouth has gone soft with it. His lashes still damp against his cheeks. One hand curled loosely against Shane’s stomach like even unconscious he wants to make sure Shane is still there.
Something tightens painfully in Shane’s chest. Anya lifts her head from Ilya’s knee and looks up at him. Shane smooths a hand over Ilya’s hair one more time. Then very carefully says, “I’m going to move him, okay?”
Anya blinks at him. Deeply unhelpful. Shane eases one arm under Ilya’s knees and the other around his back. Ilya stirs the second Shane shifts him. A soft, unhappy sound escaping into Shane’s collarbone as he’s lifted. “I know,” Shane murmurs. “I know.”
He stands. Ilya’s head drops against his shoulder immediately. Boneless with sleep. Warm and heavy and trusting in a way that nearly undoes Shane all over again. Anya hops off the sofa and follows them down the hall.
Shane carries Ilya into the bedroom and lays him down as carefully as he can. The mattress dips. Ilya frowns in his sleep and reaches blindly for him. Shane catches his hand. “I’m right here.”
That seems to be enough. Ilya’s face smooths out again. Shane pulls the blankets over him, tucks them up around his shoulders, and stands there for a second with his hand still wrapped around Ilya’s. He doesn’t want to leave him. Not even for five minutes. But there are things that need to be done.
He leans down and presses a kiss to Ilya’s forehead. Then another. “I’ll be right back.” Anya circles twice at the foot of the bed before settling down with a sigh. Good. At least someone will be keeping watch.
Shane steps back into the living room and starts with Cliff. The text is brief. Alexei was found dead today. Ilya is asleep. If you can postpone anything work-related for the next few days, please do.
He stares at the screen for a second. Then adds: I don’t know how long he’s going to need.
Cliff replies almost immediately. Of course he does. Already on it. Don’t let him answer any emails. I’ll handle everything I can.
Shane exhales slowly. Then texts his parents. Not details. Just enough. Alexei died today. Ilya’s having a hard time. I’m going to stay home with him for a few days.
Yuna responds first. Immediately. Oh, sweetheart. Of course. Tell him we love him. Let us know if you need anything at all.
David’s message comes thirty seconds later. Anything you need, we’re here.
Shane stares at both texts for a moment longer than necessary. Then opens his work email and messages Rose and his boss. Family emergency. I need to take a few days off. I’ll be reachable if absolutely necessary, but I won’t be in.
He hates sending it that vaguely. Hates the loss of control in it. But there is no version of tomorrow where he leaves Ilya alone in this apartment and goes to the office pretending any of this is normal.
Rose replies before his boss does. Take all the time you need. I’ll handle things here.
His boss’s response is equally quick. Take care of your family. We’ve got it covered.
Family. The word lands somewhere deep and sore inside him.
He locks his phone, turns off the lights in the living room. Checks the front door twice. Because apparently stress makes him even more compulsive than usual. Goes back to the bedroom. Ilya hasn’t moved much. He’s still on his side, one hand curled near his face under the blanket. Anya has shifted closer, now pressed against his legs like a furry barricade.
Shane changes quickly, brushes his teeth, and gets into bed as quietly as he can. The second the mattress dips, Ilya turns toward him. Not awake. Not really. Just instinct. His hand lands against Shane’s ribs and stays there. Shane slides an arm around him carefully and pulls him in. Ilya settles against his chest with a tired exhale.
Shane lies awake longer than he wants to. Listening to Ilya breathe. Listening for any hitch in it. Any sign he’s waking back into grief. Eventually sleep drags him under too.
The next morning, Shane wakes first. That part is less surprising. What is surprising is that Ilya is still asleep. It’s nearly nine. Ilya usually wakes earlier than this if Shane is in bed beside him. Even if only to complain about the injustice of consciousness. Today he doesn’t stir at all.
He looks younger asleep. Not peaceful exactly. Just worn out. Shane stays there for a minute with one hand in his curls, looking at him. Then very carefully slips out of bed. Anya lifts her head from where she’s somehow wedged herself between Ilya’s knees and Shane’s pillow.
Shane points at her. “Stay.” She blinks. Then puts her head back down. Good enough.
In the kitchen, Shane keeps breakfast simple. Toast. Coffee for himself. Tea for Ilya. Because tea feels more useful than coffee today. And scrambled eggs. Because they’re easy and soft and there’s something soothing about making a breakfast that requires almost no thought.
He puts everything on a tray. Adds a glass of water. Then stands there for a second trying to decide whether breakfast in bed is too precious even for them. He decides he doesn’t care.
When he gets back to the bedroom, Ilya is awake. Barely. He’s propped up against the headboard. His hair sticking up in six different directions. Anya sprawled across his lap like she personally kept him alive through the night. His eyes find Shane immediately. Then the tray in Shane’s hands. Then Shane again. “You made breakfast.” His voice is rough with sleep. And everything else.
“Yes.”
Ilya squints at the tray. “In bed.”
“Yes.”
“You’re very committed to domestic propaganda.”
Shane sets the tray down over his legs. “I thought you might like toast.”
That gets the smallest flicker of a smile. Weak. But real. “I do like toast.”
“Good.” Shane climbs back into bed beside him once the tray is settled. Ilya eats slowly. Not much. A few bites of eggs. Half a piece of toast. Most of the tea. Shane doesn’t push. Just stays close enough that their thighs are pressed together under the blanket. Drinking his coffee while Ilya picks at breakfast and scratches absentmindedly behind Anya’s ears.
When they’re done, Shane takes the tray back to the kitchen and returns with the laptop. Ilya is lying back down by the time he gets back. Anya tucked against his side now. One arm thrown over his eyes. “Movie?” Shane asks.
Ilya doesn’t move. “Bad one.”
Shane considers that. “How bad?”
Ilya lowers his arm just enough to look at him. “Very.”
So Shane puts on the worst action movie he can find. Something with impossible explosions and terrible dialogue and a plot that seems to have been assembled by people who actively hate logic.
Ilya lasts maybe seven minutes before he starts making fun of it. The hero jumps from one moving vehicle to another while on fire. “That’s stupid.”
“Yes.”
“He should be dead.”
“Probably.”
“That car exploded for no reason.”
“It did.”
Ilya snuggles closer under the blanket until he’s half on top of Shane. One leg hooked over his. His head tucked under Shane’s chin. Shane wraps an arm around him automatically. Anya makes herself comfortable against their feet. They watch two terrible movies like that. Then half of a third.
The room stays dim. The curtains half-drawn. The world narrowed down to blankets and body heat and the soft weight of Ilya against him.
Sometimes Ilya talks. Sometimes he goes quiet for ten or fifteen minutes at a time, staring at the screen without really seeing it. When that happens, Shane just rubs a hand slowly up and down his back. Never asking. Never forcing. Just there.
Around noon, Ilya tips his face up and says, “This movie is offensive.”
Shane glances at the screen. A helicopter has just exploded in a completely unrelated part of the city for what appears to be emotional effect. “I agree.”
Ilya’s mouth twitches. Then he burrows back into Shane’s chest. And for the rest of the morning, that’s enough.
Over the next week, Shane learns to measure progress in very small things. Not grand gestures. Not declarations. Little things.
The first morning Ilya gets out of bed before Shane has to coax him into it.
The first time he complains about the weather with actual irritation instead of the flat, distant politeness he uses when he’s too tired to feel much of anything.
The first time Shane catches him singing under his breath in the kitchen and pretends not to notice because if he does notice, Ilya will stop immediately out of spite.
It’s slow. Slower than Shane would like. But it’s there. By Wednesday, Ilya is eating more than toast and tea. Shane comes home to find him standing at the stove in Shane’s hoodie and socks, stirring something in a pot with a look of deep suspicion. The apartment smells like dill and butter and onions. There’s flour on the counter.
Shane stops in the doorway to the kitchen. “There’s flour.”
Ilya glances over his shoulder. “Yes.”
Shane sets his bag down slowly. “Should I be concerned?”
“No.” A beat. “Probably.”
That, at least, sounds like him. Shane crosses the kitchen and looks into the pot. Pelmeni. Or Ilya’s attempt at pelmeni, anyway.
Some of them are different sizes. One appears to be splitting open. The broth is slightly cloudy in a way that suggests the kitchen may already have seen at least one casualty.
Shane has never found anything more reassuring in his life. “I thought you hated making these.”
“I do.”
“Then why are you making them?”
Ilya shrugs one shoulder. “Wanted something familiar.”
The answer is simple. Quiet. It lands right in the middle of Shane’s chest. So he doesn’t make a joke about the flour. Doesn’t point out the mess. He just steps in behind Ilya and loops an arm around his waist. Presses a kiss to the back of his neck while Ilya stirs.
Dinner is ugly. And slightly overcooked. And perfect.
By Thursday, Ilya is the one suggesting they take Anya out after dinner instead of Shane having to drag him away from the sofa. The walk turns into nearly an hour. The air is cold enough to sting.
Anya trots ahead of them in her ridiculous little jacket, tail wagging furiously every time she glances back to make sure they’re both still there. Ilya keeps one hand buried in his coat pocket. The other wrapped around Shane’s wrist. Because apparently holding hands would be too emotionally direct.
Shane lets him have the illusion.
They walk three blocks in near silence before Ilya finally says, “She’s judging that man’s shoes.” Shane follows his gaze. A stranger across the street is walking a dachshund while wearing neon orange sneakers. “Anya has excellent taste.”
“She does.” A pause. “Those are ugly shoes.”
Shane looks over. Ilya sounds offended by them. Actually offended. It’s ridiculous. It’s wonderful.
By Friday, Yuna texts Shane and asks if the two of them want to come over for dinner. Nothing big. Just the four of them. Shane shows Ilya the message while they’re both still in bed. Anya is sprawled sideways between them like she owns the place. “Only if your mother makes that chicken,” Ilya mutters into the pillow.
Shane looks down at him. “You mean chicken parmesan.”
“Yes.”
“You’re requesting chicken parmesan from my mother.”
“I’m grieving,” Ilya says without opening his eyes. “I can be manipulative if I want.”
Shane laughs. Actually laughs. It startles both of them a little. Then Ilya opens one eye and smiles at him. Small. Sleepy. Real. That’s enough to make Shane text yes before he can overthink it.
Dinner at his parents’ house is exactly the right amount of quiet. No big questions. No careful circling around the subject until it becomes its own form of tension. Just Yuna hugging Ilya for a little longer than usual when they arrive. David opening a bottle of wine and then, after one look at Ilya’s face, quietly putting it away and getting out the good tea instead.
Chicken parmesan. Roasted vegetables. Anya under the table, collecting tribute. At one point Yuna gets up to wrap leftovers for them. Ilya follows her into the kitchen under the pretense of helping. Shane watches through the doorway while David clears plates.
Yuna says something too soft for Shane to hear. Ilya answers. Then Yuna reaches up and smooths his hair back from his forehead the way she does to Shane when she thinks he looks tired. Ilya goes still for half a second. Then leans into it. Only a little. But enough. Shane has to look down at his plate for a moment after that.
By Saturday, the Porsche comes back into the rotation. That’s how Shane knows things are improving too. Ilya has been avoiding it all week. Not intentionally, Shane thinks. Just because it requires energy to want things. Energy to leave the apartment for reasons other than dog walks and family dinners and trying not to drown in your own head.
But Saturday morning, while Shane is still making coffee, Ilya appears in the kitchen with car keys dangling from one finger. “Drive?”
Shane looks up. “Now?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
Ilya shrugs. “Away.”
That is not a useful answer. Shane goes anyway. Of course he does.
They end up north of the city with no real destination. Just the road unspooling in front of them. The late afternoon sun flashing silver off the hood every time they pass an opening in the trees.
Ilya drives. Naturally. One hand on the wheel. The other draped over the center console, palm up. Shane laces their fingers together without comment.
The music is low. Anya is asleep in the back seat, snoring faintly into her travel bed. For a while they don’t talk. They don’t need to. The quiet is different now. Less brittle. Less careful. Ilya taps his thumb against Shane’s hand in time with the music.
Then, eventually, “I think I want to go to Ottawa again when it gets warmer.”
Shane turns his head. “The cottage?”
“Yes.”
That catches him off guard. Not because he minds. Because he’d assumed the trip belonged in a different category now. Before and after. One of the last bright things before Alexei died. “You do?”
Ilya glances at him briefly. “Anya liked the lake.”
“That’s your reason?”
“It’s an excellent reason.”
Shane smiles. “Of course.”
Ilya squeezes his hand once. Then looks back at the road. “I liked it too.”
The admission is quiet enough that Shane almost misses it. Almost. He doesn’t answer right away. Just watches the line of Ilya’s profile in the late afternoon light. The steadier set of his shoulders. The way he’s started reaching back toward the world in tiny increments, one hand at a time.
When Shane does speak, he keeps his voice equally quiet. “We can go whenever you want.” Ilya hums. The sound is soft. Content, maybe. Or the closest thing to it.
By Sunday, Shane comes out of the shower to find Ilya and Anya on the living room floor. Ilya is flat on his back on the rug. Anya is sprawled across his stomach like a tiny furry paperweight. He’s talking to her in Russian. Very seriously. As if she has asked a question and he’s doing his best to answer it with the gravity it deserves.
Shane stops in the hallway and just watches. Ilya catches sight of him after a second. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re staring.”
“I’m appreciating.”
“That’s worse.”
Maybe it is. Shane doesn’t care. Because Ilya’s eyes are brighter today. Because there’s color back in his face. Because when Anya sneezes directly into his mouth, Ilya laughs loud enough to startle himself.
And later that night, curled up against Shane on the sofa with one of the terrible action movies playing again, he tips his head back and says, “I think I feel a little less insane.”
Shane looks down at him. Ilya’s hair is soft from his shower. His socked feet are tucked under Shane’s thigh Anya is asleep against both of them like she’s making sure they stay put. “A little?”
Ilya considers that. “Maybe medium amount less insane.”
Shane presses a kiss to his forehead. “I’ll take it.”
Ilya’s mouth twitches. Then he turns his face into Shane’s neck and settles there. And Shane lets himself believe, just a little, that they’re coming out the other side of it.
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      Chapter 24: Chapter Twenty Four - Ilya
  








  The café is busy without being loud. Exactly the kind of place Cliff likes. Good coffee. Quiet conversations. Enough space between tables that no one pays much attention to a fashion model sitting in the corner. Ilya arrives first.
Cliff is exactly four minutes late. “I was on the phone.”
“You're always on phone.”
“Yes.” Cliff sits down, sets his tablet on the table, and slides a menu toward himself. “You look better.”
Ilya raises an eyebrow. “That wasn't subtle.”
“It wasn't supposed to be.”
A waitress appears. Coffee for Cliff. Tea for Ilya. Soup and sandwiches for both of them.
The moment she walks away, Cliff looks at him again. Really looks at him. “You're sleeping?”
“Mostly.”
“Eating?”
“Yes.”
“Lying?”
“A little.”
Cliff nods. “Good. Means you're feeling better.”
Ilya smiles despite himself. “I hate that you know me.”
“I know.”
They sit in comfortable silence for a minute. The kind that only comes from years of working together. Cliff unlocks his tablet. “All right.” His work voice. Professional. “We pushed everything we could.”
Ilya nods. “I know.”
“You lost two campaigns.”
“I expected more.”
“They wanted dates you couldn't give.”
“That happens.”
Cliff scrolls. “But.” He turns the tablet around. “We kept Vancouver.”
Ilya's eyebrows lift. “Really?”
“They moved the shoot.”
“And Toronto?”
“Still yours.”
“Calgary?”
Cliff scrolls. “Luxury outerwear campaign. Two days.”
Ilya nods. It feels... Good.  Not exciting. Not yet. Just reassuring. Proof that life kept moving while he'd stopped. Proof there was still somewhere to go back to. “I don't want full schedule.”
“You're not getting one.”
“One shoot at time.”
“One shoot at a time.”
Cliff makes another note. “No travel that risks border complications.”
“That sounds like lawyer sentence.”
“It is Svetlana sentence.”
Ilya sighs. “Of course it is.”
“Domestic only for now.”
“For how long?”
“Until Svetlana says otherwise.”
“That could be forever.”
“It will not be forever.”
“You don’t know that.”
Cliff looks up. “I know enough.”
Ilya snorts. “You’re bossy.”
“You hired me.”
“That was mistake.”
“It really wasn’t.”
Lunch arrives. The soup is hot enough that Ilya burns his tongue almost immediately. Cliff watches him do it. Says nothing. Which somehow feels worse. Halfway through lunch, the conversation drifts. Work gives way to easier things. Anya. The terrible action movies Shane insists are "objectively entertaining." Yuna's chicken parmesan.
“How's Shane?”
Ilya smiles without thinking. “Good.”
“Still hovering?”
“Yes.”
“Still making tea every twelve minutes?”
“Yes.”
“Still pretending he's not worried every time you get quiet?”
Ilya laughs softly. “Yes.”
Cliff nods once. “He likes you.”
“That is one way of putting it.”
“It is accurate way.”
Ilya tears another piece off his sandwich. “He's...” He searches for the word. “Steady.”
Cliff smiles. “I figured.”
A comfortable silence settles again. Then Cliff takes another sip of coffee. “So.”
“What?”
“What'd you do for your anniversary?”
Ilya blinks. “Our what?”
“Your anniversary.”
“It isn't our anniversary.”
Cliff frowns. “Yes, it was.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
Cliff stares at him. Actually stares. “When did you get married?”
“May.”
“Yes.”
“So our anniversary isn't until next May.”
Cliff doesn't say anything. Just keeps looking at him. Slowly. Like Ilya has spontaneously grown antlers. “Ilya.”
“What?”
“What date is today?”
Ilya frowns. “June...” He stops.
Cliff watches the realization hit. “Your anniversary was six weeks ago.”
Silence. Ilya just stares at him.
No.
No.
That can't... His mind starts counting anyway.
Wedding.
Honeymoon.
Back to Montreal.
The first text.
The phone calls.
Alexei.
The days he barely got out of bed.
His birthday.
Fashion week.
His stomach drops. His eyes widen. “Oh no.”
Cliff immediately sits forward. “What?”
“Oh no.”
“Ilya.”
“I forgot.”
“You forgot what?”
“Our anniversary.”
“You...” Cliff stops. Then pinches the bridge of his nose. “You actually forgot.”
“I actually forgot.”
“Oh my God.”
Ilya is already reaching for his jacket. “I have to go.”
“You haven't finished eating.”
“I don't have time.”
“You absolutely have time.”
“I have negative time.” He stands so quickly his chair nearly tips over.
Cliff catches it automatically. “Ilya.”
“Pay.”
“What?”
“Pay.”
“I was already going to.”
“With your card.”
Cliff blinks. “My card?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because I have to buy husband apology.”
“You're apologizing with my credit card?”
“I'll pay back!” People are starting to look. Ilya doesn't care. He grabs his coat. His phone. His keys. “Oh, this is bad.”
Cliff sighs. “It is not that bad.”
“I forgot first anniversary!” Ilya is already backing toward the door. “I'll call you.”
“You're driving?”
“Yes.”
“Don't speed.”
“No promises.”
“Ilya.”
“I'll only speed emotionally.”
“That isn't reassuring.”
“Bye!”
The bell over the café door jingles.  And Ilya is gone. Cliff watches the door swing shut. Then looks down at the untouched second half of Ilya's sandwich. The waitress walks over. “Everything okay?”
Cliff reaches for the bill. “He remembered marriage.” A beat. “He forgot romance.”
***
Ilya spends exactly six minutes trying not to panic. Then he panics anyway. He sits in the driver's seat of the Porsche outside the café with both hands on the steering wheel, staring at nothing. Their anniversary. They forgot their anniversary. Not just forgot. Completely missed it. Shane hadn't said anything. Not one joke. Not one pointed comment. Not one "happy anniversary" that went unanswered. Nothing. Which somehow feels infinitely worse.
“Oh no.” He says it aloud this time. Then immediately unlocks his phone.
Flowers.
Jewelry.
Dinner.
Weekend away.
Something.
Anything.
He opens three different browser tabs. Closes two. Opens four more. No. Too impersonal. Too obvious. Too—
His phone buzzes.
CLIFF
He almost ignores it. Instead he opens the message. There's no text. Just attachments. Flight confirmation. Montréal to Tofino. Thursday evening departure. Monday afternoon return. Then another. Beachcomber Suites. Chesterman Beach. The exact room they stayed in after the wedding. Gas fireplace. Balcony. Ocean view.
His throat tightens. A third message appears. You're welcome. 
Ilya just stares at the screen. Then laughs. A small, watery laugh that immediately threatens to become something else.  He presses the heel of his hand against one eye. Then types back. I love you little bit.
The reply comes almost immediately. I know. 
***
The florist is only two blocks away. Ilya spends entirely too long staring at arrangements before finally choosing something simple. 
White roses. Blue delphinium. A little eucalyptus. Elegant. Shane would appreciate elegant.
The woman wraps them carefully. “You're apologizing?”
Ilya blinks. “Is it obvious?”
She smiles. “A little.”
“Well.” He takes the bouquet. “I forgot anniversary.”
“Oh.” She winces sympathetically.
“Yeah.”
“That'll do it.”
Shane's office receptionist looks up the second Ilya steps inside. Recognition spreads across her face. “Oh.” She smiles. “I'll let him know you're here.”
“No.” Ilya adjusts the flowers in his hands. “I want surprise.”
Her smile grows. “I can do that.”
Five minutes later Shane appears around the corner. He isn't looking at Ilya yet. He's looking at the receptionist. “What is—” Then he sees him. Everything changes immediately. His smile disappears. His shoulders tense. He crosses the lobby in quick, purposeful strides. “Ilyusha.” He's already reaching for him. “What happened?”
Ilya blinks. “What?”
“Are you okay?”
The flowers nearly slip out of his hands. Shane is looking him over. Head to toe. Searching. For injuries. For bad news. For something wrong. “You're here in middle of work day.”
“I know.”
“You never come here.”
“I know.”
“You're holding flowers.”
“I know.”
Shane frowns. “I don't understand.” Ilya can't help it. He starts laughing. Relief. Pure relief. “You're laughing.”
“Yes.”
“Ilya.”
“I forgot.”
“What?”
“Our anniversary.”
Silence. Shane blinks. Then blinks again. “Our…” He stops. Ilya watches him count. Actually watches him. May. Wedding. Everything after. The exact moment realization lands. “Oh.” Another beat. “Oh.”
His face changes completely. Mortification. Absolute, unfiltered mortification. “Oh no.”
Ilya laughs harder. “You forgot too.”
“I forgot.”
“You forgot.”
“I forgot.”
Shane closes his eyes briefly. “Oh my God.” His free hand comes up to cover part of his face. “I forgot our anniversary.”
“You did.”
“I forgot.”
“You absolutely did.”
“I was so worried about you.” The words come out quietly. Almost to himself. “I wasn't thinking about…” He gestures helplessly. “Anything except making sure you were okay.”
The laughter disappears. Just like that. Ilya's chest aches. Because of course. Of course that's why. Shane had been counting medications. Tea. Meals. Walks with Anya. Whether Ilya smiled that day. Whether he'd slept. Whether he'd eaten.
Not dates. Never dates. Ilya reaches out and takes Shane's hand. “You're adorable.”
Shane looks horrified. “I am not adorable.”
“You are.”
“I forgot our anniversary.”
“Yes.”
“That isn't adorable.”
“A little bit it is.”
Shane groans. “Ilya.”
“I already forgave you.”
“You shouldn't.”
“I absolutely should.”
Shane looks at the flowers. Then back at him. “They're for me?”
“Yes.”
“You brought me flowers.”
“Yes.”
“I forgot our anniversary.”
“Yes.”
“I don't deserve flowers.”
“You're making strong case.” That finally gets a reluctant smile. Small. Crooked. Very Shane. He accepts the bouquet carefully. Like they're something fragile.
“So.” He looks up. “How are we fixing this?”
Ilya grins. “We're not.”
Shane frowns. “What?”
“We're leaving Thursday.”
“What?” Ilya unlocks his phone and holds up the confirmations. Shane takes it. Reads once. Then again. His eyes widen. “Tofino?”
“Yes.”
“The Beachcomber?”
“Yes.”
“The same room?”
“Yes.”
Shane looks up slowly. “You planned this?”
Ilya smiles. “…yes.” Not technically. But Cliff would never betray him.
Shane's expression softens until it almost hurts to look at. “You're taking me back.”
Ilya steps closer. “So we can celebrate properly.”
Shane doesn't say anything. He just sets the flowers on the receptionist's desk without taking his eyes off Ilya. Then cups Ilya's face with both hands. Right there in the middle of the office lobby. “You're ridiculous.”
“I know.”
“I love you.” The words come so simply. So easily. Like they've always been there.
Ilya smiles. “I know.”
Then he kisses Shane before anyone else in the office can pretend not to be watching.
***
The room hasn't changed. Ilya stops just inside the door. The fireplace. The sofa. The little wet bar. The balcony beyond the glass. For one impossible second, it feels like they've stepped backward instead of forward. Like they're newly married again. Like tomorrow they'll still have a whole lifetime to figure out.
Shane brushes their shoulders together as he steps in behind him. “You disappeared.”
“I was remembering.”
Shane follows his gaze toward the windows. “So was I.”
Ilya smiles. Then immediately crosses the room. One window. Then another. Then the sliding door onto the balcony. Warm ocean air rushes inside. It carries salt. Pine. Something green and clean that doesn't exist in Montréal.
The curtains lift gently. The room breathes. “Oh,” Ilya says quietly.
“I missed this.”
“So did I.” Shane comes up behind him. Not close enough to crowd him. Just enough. One arm slips around his waist. The other settles across his stomach. Ilya leans back without thinking. 
The ocean stretches out in front of them. Blue. Silver where the afternoon sun catches it. Small waves folding onto the beach below. Neither of them speaks. There isn't anything to say.
Shane kisses the side of his neck. Softly. Then his shoulder. Then the corner of his jaw. Ilya turns his head. Finds Shane's mouth. Kisses him once. Twice. Slowly. No urgency. Just because they're here. Just because they can.
When they finally separate, Shane rests their foreheads together. “Happy anniversary.”
Ilya smiles. “Happy anniversary.”
***
The picnic is Shane's idea. Packing it is mostly Ilya's. Shane insists on organization. Ilya insists on snacks. “You packed enough food for week.”
“We're celebrating.”
“We're celebrating for four days.”
“Yes.”
Shane sighs dramatically. “I married a menace.”
“You did.”
“And somehow you're proud of this.”
“Very.”
They carry everything down to the beach together. The blanket over Shane's shoulder. The basket in Ilya's hand. Their free hands linked between them.
The sand is warm. Not hot. Just warmed by a long July afternoon. The tide is low enough that they can walk close to the water. The basket lands first. Then the blanket. Then Shane immediately starts straightening corners that absolutely do not need straightening.
Ilya watches him for almost thirty seconds. “You know wind exists.”
“I do.”
“It does not care about symmetry.”
“It should.”
Ilya laughs. Shane looks up. Smiles. The sight still catches him off guard. They settle onto the blanket shoulder to shoulder. Shane opens the basket. “You packed strawberries.”
“They're romantic.”
“You said romance was propaganda.”
“It is.”
“You're contradicting yourself.”
“I contain multitudes.”
Shane snorts. They eat slowly. Bread. Cheese. Fruit. Little pastries from the bakery they'd stopped at on the drive in. Nothing complicated. Nothing fancy. Just enough. Eventually Shane leans back on one hand. “So.”
“So.”
“What do you want to do tomorrow?”
Ilya answers immediately. “Surfing.”
Shane makes a face. “Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“I don't think surfing is for me.”
“You're just saying that because you fell off board seventeen times.”
“It was at least eighteen.”
Ilya smiles. “You'll get better.”
“I know.” Shane tears a strawberry in half. “But I don't really want to.”
That catches Ilya off guard. “You didn't have fun?”
“I had fun with you.” A pause. “I didn't enjoy surfing.” Ilya watches him for a second. Shane shrugs one shoulder. “I don't like being bad at things.”
The admission is so painfully Shane that Ilya can't help smiling. “You're ridiculous.”
“I know.”
“You'd get better.”
“I would.” Another shrug. “I just don't particularly want to.”
Ilya looks out toward the ocean. He had loved it. The cold water. The challenge. The feeling when he'd finally managed to catch a wave. He'd wanted to do it again almost immediately. “What do you want to do instead?”
Shane brightens a little. “New things.”
“That is incredibly vague.”
“I know.”
“I need more than that.”
“I found a few places.”
“Secret places?”
“Yes.”
“You planned things.”
“Yes.”
Ilya narrows his eyes. “You're smiling.”
“A little.”
“You're excited.”
“Maybe.”
That makes the decision for him. “All right.” Shane looks over. “No surfing.”
“Really?”
“We came here to make new memories.” Ilya reaches over and steals another strawberry from the container. “We already know what surfing is like.”
Shane's fingers find his free hand. Warm. Immediate. “Thank you.”
Ilya squeezes back. “You're lucky you're cute.”
“I've been told.”
They drive to Cox Bay that evening. Mostly because neither of them is ready for the day to end. The beach is quieter than Chesterman. Long. Open. The sky already beginning to soften into evening. They leave their shoes by a driftwood log and walk barefoot along the water.
The sand is cool now. The waves louder. Neither of them talks much. They don't need to. Shane slips his hand into Ilya's. Their fingers fit together automatically. Like they've done this a thousand times. Maybe they have. 
The sun begins its slow descent. Gold first. Then orange. Then pink spreading across the clouds until the whole horizon looks painted.
They stop walking. Stand shoulder to shoulder. Watching. Ilya rests his head against Shane's. “This place feels different now.”
Shane turns slightly. “How?”
“Last time...” He searches for the words. “We were trying to become married.”
Shane smiles. “And now?”
Ilya looks out at the ocean again. “Now we just are.”
The words surprise him a little. Because they're true. There isn't any pretending anymore. No careful feeling each other out. No wondering if this strange, impossible marriage might work. It already has. Somewhere along the way, this became home. Not Montréal. Not the apartment. Not even the life they're building.
Shane.
Shane became home.
The realization settles quietly inside him. Warm. Certain. He squeezes Shane's hand. Shane squeezes back immediately. No hesitation. No question. Just there. The last edge of the sun disappears below the horizon. The sky darkens by degrees. And together they turn back toward the lights of the hotel, hands still linked between them.
The walk back to the room is slow. Neither of them is in a hurry. The ocean follows them all the way back. Soft. Steady. The sound of waves never really leaves.
Shane unlocks the door. Ilya slips off his shoes immediately. “There is still sand in my socks.”
“You walked into the water.”
“It looked inviting.”
“It looked cold.”
“It was both.”
Shane smiles. “That sounds accurate.”
They change without much conversation. Soft T-shirts. Pajama pants. Bare feet against polished wood. When Ilya comes back into the living room, Shane is standing beside the little speaker near the fireplace.
A quiet piano melody fills the room. Gentle. Unhurried. “You packed music.”
“I packed several playlists.”
“That is incredibly you.”
“I know.”
The windows are still open. The evening breeze slips through the room. The curtains lift and settle again. Everything smells like salt and cedar. Shane stands listening for another moment. Hands in his pockets. Looking out toward the ocean.
Ilya crosses the room. Takes one of Shane's hands. “What?”
“Dance with me.”
Shane glances around the empty room. “We're alone.”
“Yes.”
“And it's slow.”
“Yes.”
Shane sighs. “You've prepared arguments.”
“I know you.”
“That’s becoming dangerous.”
Ilya smiles. “So?”
“So... fine.” He steps closer. His hands settle at Ilya's waist without hesitation now. Natural. Comfortable. Ilya slides his arms around Shane's shoulders.
The music does the rest. They sway more than dance. Small movements. Barely enough to count. Shane's forehead finds his.
“I like this version.”
“What version?”
“The one where nobody's watching.”
Ilya smiles. “I wasn't aware I performed for you.”
“You absolutely perform for me.”
“When?”
“You know exactly when.”
Ilya laughs. “You're impossible.”
“So I've been told.”
The song changes. Neither of them notices. They keep moving. Slowly. The room is warm. The breeze cools the back of Ilya's neck. Shane's thumbs drift lazily beneath the hem of his T-shirt, tracing absent circles against his sides. Not searching. Just touching. Just because he can.
Ilya has grown used to that. Shane reaches for him constantly now. A hand at the small of his back. Fingers through his curls. Their knees touching on the sofa. His hand finding Ilya's in the car without either of them thinking about it. He still hasn't gotten over it. He isn't sure he ever will.
“You're thinking.”
Ilya blinks. “That obvious?”
“To me.”
He smiles. “I was thinking I like when you touch me.”
A faint blush colors Shane's cheeks. “I touch you a lot.”
“Yes.”
“Too much?”
The question is so earnest it hurts. Ilya answers by leaning in and kissing him. Slowly. Carefully. When they part, they're still close enough to share the same breath. “Not enough.”
Shane's smile is small. Private. It belongs only to Ilya. “I can probably fix that.”
“I believe in you.”
Another kiss. Longer this time. Shane's hand slides into his hair. Fingers disappearing into the curls at the back of his head. He scratches lightly at his scalp. The way he always does when he knows Ilya needs grounding. 
Even now. Months later. It still works. Ilya melts a little closer. 
“You spoil me.” 
“I do?”
“Yes. You bought me a Porsche.”
“It was practical.” 
Ilya laughs quietly. “I knew you were going to say that.”
“It remains true.”
“I don't think that's how it works.”
“Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“I love you.”
The words arrive so simply. As though Shane is only commenting on the weather. No hesitation. No buildup. Just the truth. Something warm blooms behind Ilya's ribs. “I love you too.”
Shane kisses him again. A little deeper. Still unhurried. Still smiling into it. Eventually the music fades into another song. Neither of them has moved more than a few feet. Neither of them wants to.
Ilya rests his head against Shane's shoulder. Listens to his heartbeat. Feels Shane press a kiss into his hair. Then another. Then another.
“You're very affectionate tonight.”
“So are you.”
“It's our anniversary.”
“It is.”
“I missed this place.”
“So did I.”
A quiet settles between them. Not empty. Comfortable. Outside, the last light slips away over the water. The room grows darker. The music softer.
Shane brushes his knuckles along Ilya's cheek. “We should probably go to bed.”
“Probably.”
Neither of them moves. Another slow kiss. Then another. Ilya smiles against Shane's mouth. “I don't think you're actually trying to get to bed.”
“I've become distracted.”
“By?”
“You.”
Ilya laughs quietly. “That seems reasonable.”
Shane laces their fingers together. Without letting go, he leads him toward the bedroom. The windows stay open. The ocean fills the room. The music continues softly in the living room behind them.
The bedroom is dark except for the fading evening light spilling through the curtains. Shane pauses beside the bed. Searches Ilya's face for a moment. “You okay?”
Ilya nods. “More than okay.”
Shane smiles. Then draws him into one more lingering kiss. Gentle. Patient. Like they have all the time in the world. The sound of the waves follows them as they disappear beneath the blankets, the room settling into quiet around them.






      

  












      Chapter 25: Chapter Twenty Five - Shane
  








  Shane wakes slowly. Not because something wakes him. Because someone is looking at him. He opens one eye. Ilya is already awake. Curled on his side. Head propped on one hand. Just... watching him.
Shane blinks. “How long?”
“I don't know.”
“Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“You're creepy.”
The corner of Ilya's mouth lifts. “I know.”
“You've been watching me sleep.”
“Yes.”
“That is objectively strange.”
“I disagree.”
“You're impossible.”
“I've heard that.”
Shane closes his eyes again. “You're still looking.”
“Yes.”
He laughs quietly into the pillow. “You're very lucky I like you.”
“I know.”
Shane opens his eyes again. Ilya hasn't looked away once. The morning light catches in his hair. His expression is soft. Completely unguarded. No teasing. No jokes. Just... looking. “What?”
“I like seeing you happy.”
The words are so simple that they catch Shane completely off guard. He reaches across the space between them. Finds Ilya's hand. Threads their fingers together. “I am happy.”
“I know.”
“You're still creepy.”
“I can be two things.”
Shane smiles. “Yes, you can.” He scoots closer until there isn't really any space left. Ilya opens his arm without thinking. Shane settles against him. One leg tangled with Ilya's. One hand resting lightly against his ribs. “This better?”
“Much.”
“You don't have to stare now.”
“I know.” A pause. “I still might.”
Shane nudges him with his shoulder. “I married menace.”
“You did.”
They lie there quietly. The windows are still open. The ocean is the first thing Shane hears. Not traffic. Not neighbors. Just waves. Steady. Endless.
Ilya's fingers drift lazily through Shane's hair. Not trying to fix it. Just touching. Shane hums.
“You like that.”
“Yes.”
“I noticed.”
“You're observant.”
“I've had practice.”
Shane tilts his head back just enough to look at him. “When did you become so smug?”
“I was always smug.”
“Fair.”
Ilya smiles. The sight of it still catches Shane by surprise. Not because it's rare anymore. Because Shane doesn't think he'll ever get used to being the reason for it. He reaches up and brushes his thumb across Ilya's cheek. “You're staring again.”
“I know.”
“Still creepy.”
“I know.”
Shane kisses him. Briefly. Just enough to make Ilya smile into it. When they separate, neither of them goes very far. Their foreheads rest together. The room is quiet. The breeze stirs the curtains. Somewhere outside, a gull calls. “What do you want to do today?” Shane asks.
Ilya pretends to think about it. “Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“We're already doing it.”
Shane laughs softly. “You came all the way to Tofino to stay in bed.”
“I came all the way to Tofino to stay with you.”
The words settle somewhere deep inside Shane. Warm. Certain. He kisses Ilya again. Longer this time. Slow enough that neither of them notices the minutes passing. When they finally part, Ilya brushes their noses together. “I missed this.”
“We've been here less than a day.”
“I know.”
“I still missed it.”
Shane slips his arm around Ilya's waist. Pulls him closer. “As compelling as your argument is...”
“Yes?”
“I think we're eventually going to need breakfast.”
Ilya groans dramatically. “That sounds like future problem.”
“It is.”
“So let's leave it there.”
Shane smiles. “I can do that.” He closes his eyes again. Not because he's tired. Because there's nowhere else he'd rather be. Wrapped around Ilya. Listening to the ocean. Letting the morning unfold as slowly as it wants.
They get dressed eventually. Reluctantly. Shane makes coffee while Ilya stands in the kitchenette pretending not to steal strawberries off Shane's plate. “You're eating my breakfast.”
“I am sampling.”
“You've sampled five strawberries.”
“I am thorough.”
Breakfast is simple. Toast. Fruit. Coffee.
The windows stay open. The ocean keeps them company. Neither of them is in much of a hurry.
The rental shop sits only a few minutes from the beach. Rows of paddleboards lean against the building in every imaginable color. Ilya studies them with the confidence of a man who has already decided he'll be excellent. Shane notices. He says nothing.
The employee gives them a quick lesson. Balance. Keep your knees soft. Stand slowly. Look at the horizon. Not at your feet. Ilya nods like he's listening. Shane recognizes that look. He absolutely is not.
Five minutes later they're standing ankle-deep in the water with their boards. “This looks easy,” Ilya announces.
Shane glances over. “It probably isn't.”
“It absolutely is.”
“You've said that before.”
“I've been right before.”
“You've also suggested surfing twice.”
“That is unrelated.”
Shane smiles. “I don't think it is.”
They push away from shore. Shane stays on his knees for a while. Lets the board settle beneath him. Feels the small movements of the water. Then stands. Slowly. One foot. Then the other. His knees bend automatically. The board rocks once. Then steadies “Oh.” He blinks. “This is...” Easier than he expected.
He isn't graceful. He knows that. But he's patient. He listens to the instructor. Keeps his knees bent. Looks where he's supposed to look. The board settles beneath him. One careful adjustment at a time. “Huh.” It isn't elegant. It is, however, surprisingly stable.
He hears a splash behind him. A very loud splash. Shane turns. Ilya is standing waist-deep beside his board. Staring at it. Offended. “What happened?”
“It betrayed me.”
“The board?”
“Yes.” Shane bites the inside of his cheek. “It attacked.”
“I don't think—”
“It absolutely attacked.”
Shane watches him climb back on. Very carefully this time. Ilya gets both knees settled. Looks up. “I saw you.”
“Saw me what?”
“You're good.”
“I don't think I'd say—”
“You're good.”
There is accusation in those two words.
Shane laughs. “I got lucky.”
“No.”
Ilya narrows his eyes. “You're naturally balanced.”
“I played hockey as a kid.”
“That is different.”
“Not entirely.”
Ilya makes a skeptical noise. Then tries standing again. One foot. Then the other. For exactly three seconds, he's perfect. Elegant. Graceful. Beautiful, honestly.
Then the board tilts. His arms pinwheel. Another splash. Shane laughs before he can stop himself. Not loudly. Just enough. Ilya resurfaces immediately. Hair plastered to his forehead. “You laughed.”
“A little.”
“You laughed at your husband.”
“I did.”
“I'll remember this.”
“I know.”
Ilya climbs back onto the board. More determined now. “This is stupid.”
“Five minutes ago it was easy.”
“It was lying.”
Shane paddles closer. Stops a few feet away. “Want help?”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.” Another pause. “…maybe.”
Shane kneels on his own board. “Don't try to stand so quickly.”
“I wasn't.”
“You absolutely were.”
“I enjoy confidence.”
“You're skipping several important steps.”
“I don't like steps.”
“I know.” Shane steadies Ilya's board with one hand. “Look at the horizon.”
“Not my feet.”
“Exactly.”
“Knees bent.”
“Yes.”
“Slowly.”
“Yes.”
Ilya stands again. The board wobbles. Then steadies. He stays upright.
One second.
Two.
Five.
Ten.
His eyes widen slightly. “Oh.”
Shane smiles. “There you go.”
Ilya looks over immediately. “I hate that you're right.”
“I know.”
“I hate that you're better than me.”
“I don't think I'm—”
“You are.” He points the paddle accusingly. “You're annoyingly competent.”
Shane shrugs. “I've fallen off fewer times.”
“You've fallen off zero times.”
“So far.”
Ilya studies him. Really studies him. Then something changes. His expression softens. Just a little.
“What?”
Ilya doesn't answer immediately. Instead he watches Shane paddle away from him. Easy. Unhurried. Balanced. The movement looks natural. Comfortable. Shane doesn't seem to realize he's doing anything impressive. He just... Does it.
“Stop being attractive.”
Shane looks over. “What?”
“I said nothing.”
“No, you definitely said something.”
“I did not.”
“You told me to stop something.”
Ilya sighs dramatically. “You're being competent.”
“…thank you?”
“It wasn't compliment.”
Shane laughs. “I think it was.”
“It absolutely wasn't.”
“It sounded like one.”
“It was criticism.”
“You're criticizing me for balancing.”
“Yes.”
“That feels unfair.”
“It is.”
Shane can't stop smiling. He paddles another slow circle around Ilya. The water is calm. The morning sun glitters across the bay. Eventually Ilya manages a few steady strokes. Then a few more. By the end of the hour, they're moving side by side. Not quickly. Just enough.
“This is actually fun.”
Shane glances over. “I thought it betrayed you.”
“It apologized.”
“Oh.”
“We've worked through our differences.”
“I see.” A beat. “I still think surfing is more exciting.”
Shane groans. “Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“We're not having this conversation again.”
Ilya smiles. “Fine.” He reaches over with the end of his paddle and bumps Shane's lightly. Not enough to unbalance him. Just enough to make the boards drift together. Shane bumps him back. Their paddles knock together once. Twice. The sound echoes softly across the water. Ilya laughs. Real laughter. Bright enough that Shane feels something warm settle quietly inside his chest. Worth it. The whole trip. Just for that.
By the time they get back from paddleboarding, Shane's shoulders ache. Not badly. Just enough to remind him that he's been outside all morning.
Ilya notices immediately. “You're sore.”
“A little.”
“You need massage.”
“I don't think that's medically necessary.”
“I disagree.”
Shane narrows his eyes. “You've planned something.”
“Maybe.”
“You're smiling.”
“I am.”
“That means I'm not going to win this argument.”
“No.”
***
Ancient Cedars Spa smells like cedar and eucalyptus. Everything is quiet. Even the people seem quieter. Shane lowers his voice automatically at the reception desk. Ilya notices. “You're whispering.”
“Everyone else is.”
“So?”
“I don't want to disturb the atmosphere.”
Ilya reaches over and squeezes his hand. “You're adorable.”
“I am not.”
The receptionist smiles politely. “I think he is.”
Ilya beams. “See?”
Traitor. They disappear into separate changing rooms. When Shane comes back out in the spa robe, Ilya is already waiting. He looks... Comfortable. Hair still damp from his shower. Hands tucked into the pockets of the robe.
He smiles the second he sees Shane. “There you are.”
“You've been waiting?”
“Yes.”
“You could have sat down.”
“I wanted to see you.”
Something warm settles quietly behind Shane's ribs. “Oh.”
Ilya steps closer. Adjusts the collar of Shane's robe without thinking. “There.”
“What was wrong with it?”
“Nothing.”
“You fixed it anyway.”
“Yes.”
“That feels very you.”
“I know.”
A therapist appears beside them. “This way.”
The treatment room is warm. Soft music. Dim lights. Two massage tables side by side. Shane hesitates. Ilya notices. “What?”
“I've never done this.”
“A massage?”
“Yes.”
“You're going to love it.”
“I don't like strangers touching me.”
A pause. “I hadn't considered that.”
Shane shrugs. “I'll survive.”
Ilya reaches over. Finds his hand. “If you don't like it... we leave.”
Just like that. No argument. No teasing. Just certainty. Shane looks at him. Then nods. “Okay.”
The massage starts slowly. Shane is tense enough that he can feel it. Every muscle waiting. Expecting. The therapist notices immediately. “You can relax.”
“I am relaxed.”
A beat. “You're not.”
Shane sighs. “I know.”
Across the room, Ilya laughs quietly into the face cradle. Traitor.
Fifteen minutes later, Shane understands. “Oh.”
His eyes stay closed. One shoulder loosens. Then the other. The knot between them disappears beneath practiced hands. His breathing slows. His thoughts do too. When it's over, he doesn't move right away. “I understand now.”
Ilya laughs. “I told you.”
“You did.”
“I was right.”
“You were.”
“I enjoy hearing that.”
“I know.”
Afterward they sit together in one of the outdoor cedar tubs. Steam rises around them. The water is almost too warm. Almost. The trees surround them on every side. Tall. Quiet. The only sounds are birds somewhere overhead and water spilling gently over stone.
Shane leans back with a contented sigh. Ilya looks over immediately. “What?”
“I don't think I've ever heard you make that sound.”
“What sound?”
“The relaxed one.”
“I have relaxed sounds?”
“Yes.”
“They're rare.”
Shane splashes a little water toward him. “You're making fun of me.”
“A little.”
“You forced me to relax.”
“Yes.”
“I don't appreciate being manipulated.”
“You absolutely do.”
Shane thinks about arguing. Then decides it sounds like too much work. 
Ilya notices the silence. “You've given up.”
“For now.”
“That counts as victory.”
“It doesn't.”
“It does.”
Shane reaches over beneath the water. Finds Ilya's hand. Threads their fingers together. Warm skin. Warm water.
Ilya looks down at their hands. Then back at Shane. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You're smiling.”
“I know.”
The afternoon stretches around them. Unhurried. No phones. No schedule. Nowhere else to be. Shane rests his head against the edge of the tub. Looks up through the cedar branches. “I think this was your best idea.”
Ilya smiles. “I know.”
“No, really.”
“I know.”
Shane laughs. “I walked into that.”
“Yes. Yes, you did.”
They stay until the water begins to cool. Neither of them speaks much. They don't need to. Shane closes his eyes for a while. When he opens them again, Ilya is looking at him. Not saying anything. Just looking.
Shane smiles. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“That isn't true.”
“No.” Ilya squeezes his hand. “I just like seeing you relaxed.”
Shane turns his hand over beneath the water and laces their fingers together again. “I like being relaxed.”
“I noticed.”
“Don't get used to it.”
“I absolutely will.”
Shane laughs softly. He has a feeling this won't be their last trip here.
By the time they get back to the room, Shane feels pleasantly heavy. His muscles have stopped complaining. His thoughts have too. “I understand spas now.”
Ilya smiles. “I knew you would.”
“I owe you an apology.”
“For what?”
“I judged them.”
“You did.”
“I was wrong.”
“You were.”
“I don't like how much you're enjoying this.”
“I love it.”
Shane rolls his eyes. Then drops onto the sofa. “I need...” He gestures vaguely. “A minute.”
Ilya laughs. “You're exhausted.”
“I've been aggressively relaxed.”
“That sounds difficult.”
“It was.”
Ilya sits beside him. Close enough that their shoulders touch. “Move.”
Shane blinks. “What?”
“Come here.”
“I am here.”
“You're adjacent.”
“That counts.”
“It does not.”
Shane sighs dramatically. “You're demanding.”
“Yes.”
“I married a dictator.”
“You did.”
Shane shifts anyway. He stretches out along the sofa. Then, after only a second's hesitation, settles half on top of Ilya. His head finds Ilya's chest automatically. One arm wraps loosely around his waist.
Ilya makes a quiet, pleased sound. “There.”
“There?”
“Yes.”
“You're comfortable.”
“I am.”
“I can tell.”
Shane closes his eyes. “I can hear your heartbeat.”
“I hope so.”
“It would be concerning otherwise.”
“I agree.”
Ilya's fingers disappear into Shane's hair. Slow. Just combing through it. Not trying to fix anything. Just touching.
Shane melts another inch into him. “This is nice.”
“It is.”
“You're warm.”
“So are you.”
“I know.”
The room is quiet. The windows are still open. The ocean drifts in on the breeze. Neither of them speaks for a while. Shane isn't sure how long. Long enough that his thoughts begin to blur. Long enough that he almost falls asleep.
He feels Ilya look down at him. “You're doing it.”
“What?”
“You're falling asleep.”
“I don't think I am.”
“You definitely are.”
“I was resting my eyes.”
“That is same thing.”
“It isn't.” A pause. “Probably.” Ilya laughs quietly. The sound vibrates through his chest. Shane feels it beneath his cheek. Somehow that makes him even sleepier. “I like this.”
“So do I.”
“We should buy another sofa.”
“We have sofa.”
“A bigger one.”
“So you can nap on me?”
“Yes.”
Ilya considers that. “I support this plan.”
Shane smiles without opening his eyes. “I knew you would.”
The next thing he knows, Ilya is kissing the top of his head. “You slept.”
“For how long?”
“About hour.”
“Oh.”
“You're very cute.”
“I was unconscious.”
“Yes.”
“It doesn't count.”
“It absolutely counts.”
***
Dinner starts with oysters. Shane immediately regrets agreeing to the tasting menu. Not because of the food. Because of the look on Ilya's face. “You're planning something.”
“I would never.”
“You absolutely would.”
The waiter places the first course between them. Six oysters. Perfectly arranged. Ilya looks delighted. Shane looks suspicious. “I've never had one.”
Ilya looks up immediately. “Really?”
“Really.”
“Oh.” That smile grows. Dangerously. “This is your first time.”
Shane narrows his eyes. “Yes.”
“How exciting.”
“I don't like your tone.”
“What tone?”
“That one.”
“I don't know what you're talking about.”
“Yes, you do.”
Ilya picks one up. Gracefully. Of course. 
“You're supposed to...” Shane watches him. “There's some technique, isn't there?”
“I know.”
“How?”
“I've had oysters before.”
Shane looks down at the shell in his own hand. “That feels unfair.”
Ilya smiles. “Life isn't fair.”
Shane watches him. Ilya tips the shell. Swallows. Sets it back down. Then smiles across the table. “Well?”
“Well what?”
“Your turn.”
Shane reaches for one cautiously. “This feels like trap.”
“It might be.”
“Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“You're enjoying this.”
“A little.”
Shane copies what Ilya did. Or tries to. He gets halfway through before making a face. Ilya laughs immediately. “You're laughing.”
“You made expression.”
“It was unexpected.”
“You're adorable.”
“I am eating shellfish.”
“Yes.”
“That is not adorable.”
“It is when you blush.”
Shane blinks. “I am not blushing.”
“You absolutely are.”
“Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“You're flirting.”
“Yes.”
“In public.”
“Yes.”
“With oysters.”
“Yes.”
Shane covers his face with one hand. “This is a deeply strange conversation.”
“I disagree.”
“I know.”
“I think oysters are romantic.”
“I don't think oysters have ever been romantic.”
“They are now.”
“How?”
“Because you're eating them.”
Shane looks at him for a long second. Then laughs. Actually laughs. “You're ridiculous.”
“I know.”
“And somehow you made seafood embarrassing.”
“I made you embarrassing.”
“That feels rude.”
“It was compliment.”
The waiter returns with the next course. Shane lowers his hand. “Please save me.”
The waiter looks between them. Then smiles knowingly. “I think you're beyond saving.”
Ilya beams. “See?”
Traitor.
By dessert, Shane's cheeks hurt from smiling. The tasting menu lasts nearly three hours. Tiny plates. Beautiful food. Local seafood Shane never would have ordered for himself. Every course somehow becomes another excuse for Ilya to tease him.
At one point Shane reaches across the table. Finds Ilya's hand. Laces their fingers together. “You're impossible.”
“I know.”
“I still like you.”
“I know.”
Shane smiles. “I was hoping you'd say thank you.”
“I already thanked you.”
“When?”
“You married me.”
Shane shakes his head. “I walked into that one.”
Ilya just smiles.
***
The walk back from the restaurant is quiet. Their hands find each other almost immediately. Neither of them comments on it. The streets are calm. The air cool enough now that Shane is glad he brought a light jacket. 
Ilya swings their joined hands once. “You're smiling.”
“I am?”
“Yes.”
“What gave me away?”
“Your face.”
“That seems unreliable.”
“It isn't.”
Shane looks over. “I had a nice night.”
“I know.”
“How?”
“You kept looking at me.”
“I generally do that.”
“More than usual.”
Shane can't argue with that. Because it's true. He did.
Back in the room, Shane locks the door behind them. The windows are still open. The room still smells like the ocean. The music from earlier is still playing quietly through the speaker. Neither of them rushes to change. Shane hangs his jacket over the back of a chair. Loosens his tie. Ilya watches him. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You're staring.”
“I am appreciating.”
Shane laughs softly. “You've been spending too much time with me.”
“Impossible.”
They change into pajamas. Soft cotton. Bare feet again. By the time Shane comes out of the bedroom, Ilya has turned the lights down. Only the lamps are on now. The room glows gold. Shane pauses beside the open balcony door.
The waves are louder at night. Steadier. He rests one hand against the frame.
“You're thinking,” Ilya comments.
He smiles without turning around. “Yes.”
“What about?”
Shane takes a moment. “I'm glad we came back.”
“So am I.”
“I don't think I realized how much I missed this place.”
Ilya comes to stand beside him. Their shoulders touch. He slips one arm around Shane's waist. Shane leans into him automatically. “I was worried.”
“About what?”
“That it would feel... different.”
“It does.”
Shane looks over. Ilya smiles. “But different isn't always bad.”
“No.”
Shane kisses his temple. “No, it isn't.”
They stand there for a while. Listening to the water. Watching the last lights across the beach. Eventually Ilya turns toward him. “So.”
“So.”
“Still think oysters aren't romantic?”
Shane groans. “They're still not romantic.”
“They are now.”
“How?”
“Because you'll think about me every time you see one.”
Shane laughs. “That is psychological warfare.”
“Yes.”
“You're admitting it?”
“Yes.”
“I appreciate the honesty.”
Ilya grins. Then his smile softens. He reaches up. Brushes a thumb lightly across Shane's cheek.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You're doing it again.”
“What?”
“Looking at me.”
“I like looking at you.”
The words settle quietly between them. Simple. Matter-of-fact. Entirely true.
Shane's face warms. “You're making me blush.”
“I know.”
“You enjoy this.”
“Very much.”
Shane shakes his head. Then steps closer until there isn't any space left between them. He wraps both arms around Ilya's waist. Rests his forehead against his. “I love you.”
“I know.”
“You're supposed to say it back.”
“I know.” A beat. “I love you too.”
“Thank you.”
“You're welcome.”
Shane smiles. Then kisses him. Slowly. Patiently. The kind of kiss that doesn't need to go anywhere. Just enough to remind both of them they're here. Together.
When they finally separate, Ilya doesn't go far. He rests his chin lightly on Shane's shoulder. “Good anniversary?”
Shane laughs quietly. “I think we made up for forgetting it.”
“I think so too.”
They make their way into the bedroom hand in hand. The sheets are cool. The room is dark except for the moonlight spilling through the open curtains. Shane slips beneath the blankets first. Ilya follows a moment later.
Without thinking, Shane opens an arm. Ilya settles against him immediately. One leg tangled with his. One hand resting over Shane's heart. Shane smooths a hand through his curls. Slowly. Back and forth. The rhythm has become second nature.
“Ilyusha.”
“Mhm?”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For bringing me back here.”
Ilya is quiet for a moment. Then he tilts his head just enough to kiss Shane's shoulder. “You've been taking care of me for months.”
“So?”
“I wanted to take care of you.”
Shane's chest tightens. He kisses the top of Ilya's head. “You always do.” Ilya smiles against his skin. Outside, the ocean keeps rolling onto the shore. Inside, the room grows quieter still. Wrapped around each other, they let the sound of the waves carry them into the rest of the night.






      

  












      Chapter 26: Chapter Twenty Six - Ilya
  








  Shane wakes first. Or at least, he opens his eyes first. Ilya has been awake for several minutes already. He can always tell. Shane has a different expression when he wakes naturally. Softer. Less guarded.
His hair sticks up in every direction. Ilya brushes one piece back.
“You're staring again.” Shane's voice is rough with sleep.
“You noticed.”
“I was asleep.”
“You stopped.”
Shane smiles without opening his eyes. “Still creepy.”
“I know.”
“You're lucky you're handsome.”
“I work very hard at it.”
“You really don't.”
“No.”
Shane finally opens his eyes. “Good morning.”
“Good morning.”
He reaches up immediately. Finds the back of Ilya's neck. Pulls him down into a slow kiss. Neither of them rushes it. There isn't any reason to. The morning stretches ahead of them. Entirely theirs.
Coffee ends up on the balcony. Shane insists on making it. Ilya insists on stealing half the strawberries while Shane does. “You're impossible.”
“I'm helping.”
“You're eating.”
“Yes.”
“That's different.”
“I disagree.”
The mugs are warm between their hands. The ocean is a sheet of blue beneath the morning sun. A few surfers are already out. Tiny black figures rising and falling with the waves. Ilya settles into one of the chairs. Shane doesn't take the other. Instead he turns sideways and curls into Ilya's lap like it's the most natural thing in the world. One arm wraps loosely around Ilya's waist. His cheek rests against Ilya's chest.
Ilya smiles. “You're comfortable.”
“Very.”
“You're using me as furniture.”
“I prefer pillow.”
“That is somehow sweeter.”
“I know.”
Ilya runs his fingers through Shane's hair. Slowly. The strands catch between his fingers. Soft. Warm from sleep. Shane hums quietly. “You like that.”
“Yes.”
“I knew it.”
“You're very smug.”
“I've earned it.”
The breeze carries the smell of saltwater onto the balcony. Below them, the tide creeps steadily higher. Neither of them speaks for a while. The silence doesn't need filling.
Shane is the one who finally breaks it. “When your permanent residency comes through...” Ilya looks down. Shane is watching the water. Not him. “...where would you take me?”
The question surprises him. “You're asking me?”
“Yes.”
“I thought you'd already have spreadsheet.”
“I probably will.”
“That sounds like you.”
“It does.”
Ilya thinks about it. Paris flashes through his mind first. Then Milan. Then London. He dismisses all three almost immediately. Too loud. Too busy. Too familiar. “No.”
Shane looks up. “No?”
“Not first.”
“Where then?”
Ilya smiles. “I want somewhere quiet.”
“How quiet?”
“So quiet you complain first day.”
“I probably would.”
“You definitely would.”
Shane smiles. “So where?”
Ilya looks back out at the ocean. “Lake Como.”
Shane tilts his head. “Italy?”
“Yes.”
“But not Milan.”
“No.” He can picture it perfectly. Small villages. Old stone houses. Morning markets. Long dinners by the water. Boats drifting lazily across the lake.
“No schedules.”
“No.”
“No photographers.”
“No.”
“Just us.”
“Yes.”
Shane nods slowly. “I like that.”
Ilya keeps thinking. “Annecy.”
“France?”
“The little town.”
“The one with canals?”
“Yes.”
“I've seen pictures.”
“We'd rent bicycles.”
Shane laughs. “You're assuming I'd survive that.”
“You would.”
“I fell off the paddleboard twice.”
“You fell off zero times.”
“I was speaking hypothetically.”
“That is convenient.”
Shane nudges him lightly. “What else?”
Ilya smiles. “Slovenia.”
Shane blinks. “I wasn't expecting that.”
“Most people don't.”
“What's there?”
“Mountains.”
“Okay.”
“Lakes.”
“I like lakes.”
“Little cafés.”
“I like cafés.”
“Very good pastries.”
Shane looks thoughtful. “You're making compelling arguments.”
“I know.”
“We'd have to hike?”
“A little.”
Shane sighs dramatically. “I knew there'd be catch.”
“It would be worth it.”
“I believe you.”
Another pause. Ilya scratches lightly at the back of Shane's head. “You know where else?”
“Where?”
“The Faroe Islands.”
Shane laughs. “I thought you wanted warm.”
“I didn't say warm.”
“You implied warm.”
“I implied quiet.” He smiles to himself. “Grass roofs.”
“Mm.”
“Tiny villages.”
“Mm.”
“Sheep everywhere.”
Shane finally looks up at him. “Sheep?”
“So many sheep.”
“That does sound nice.”
“I know.”
Shane studies him for a second. Then asks, “None of the fashion capitals?”
Ilya shakes his head. “I've already seen those.”
“They're beautiful.”
“Yes. But they're work.” The words come quietly. “I want somewhere I don't have to be Ilya Rozanov.”
Shane reaches up. Finds Ilya's hand. Threads their fingers together. “You just want to be you.”
“Yes.”
A small smile touches Shane's mouth. “I'd like to meet him.”
Ilya laughs softly. “You already did.”
“No.” Shane shakes his head. “I meet more of him every week.”
The words settle gently between them. Ilya looks down at the man curled comfortably in his lap. His husband. Content enough to use him as a chair. Comfortable enough to ask about futures that are still months away. Certain enough to assume they'll take those trips together.
No hesitation. No if. Just... When. His chest aches. Not painfully. Just enough to remind him how lucky he is. He leans down. Kisses the top of Shane's head. “When my residency comes through...”
“Mhm?”
“We'll go somewhere beautiful.”
Shane smiles without opening his eyes. “As long as you're there.”
Ilya closes his eyes for a moment. The ocean rolls endlessly onto the beach below. His coffee has gone lukewarm. He doesn't care. There will be time for more coffee. There will be time for Lake Como. For Annecy. For quiet little places where no one knows either of their names. There will be time. And for the first time in a long time, he believes it.
***
The marina is already busy when they arrive. Small groups gather near the dock. People in rain jackets. Cameras hanging around their necks. Coffee cups warming cold hands. Ilya accepts the flotation jacket the guide offers him. Shane has already read the safety brochure. Twice. 
“You've highlighted it.”
“I brought a pen.”
“You brought highlighter on vacation.”
“It was already in my backpack.”
“That isn't better.”
“It wasn't supposed to be.”
Ilya smiles. The guide begins explaining the route. Low tide. Calm water. Black bears feeding along the shoreline. Please remain seated. Please don't make sudden movements. Please don't attempt to pet wildlife. Ilya raises an eyebrow. “Someone definitely tried.”
Shane nods solemnly. “Statistically.”
The guide laughs. “More than once.”
“See?”
“I hate that you're right.”
They board the boat. Shane immediately chooses seats near the middle. Balanced. Sheltered. Easy to hear the guide. Of course he does. Ilya sits beside him. 
The engine rumbles to life. The dock slips away behind them. The morning is cool enough that Ilya zips his jacket higher. Mist hangs over the water. The shoreline rises green and quiet around them. Towering cedars. Rocky beaches. Nothing else. No roads. No buildings. Just forest.
Shane leans a little closer. “I'm glad we didn't do this last time.”
Ilya looks over. “Why?”
“Because now we get to discover it together.”
Ilya smiles. “You're sentimental.”
“Occasionally.”
“I like occasionally.”
Shane reaches over and bumps his shoulder lightly. “Me too.”
The guide points toward the shoreline. Fresh tracks in the mud. A bald eagle perched high above them. Sea stars clinging to exposed rocks.  Everything feels... Still. Even the boat moves quietly.
The guide lowers his voice. “We've got one.”
Everyone turns. At first Ilya doesn't see anything. Then... Movement.
A black shape steps out of the trees. Huge. Much larger than he expected. The bear lowers its head toward the rocks. Turning them over one by one. Looking for crabs.
The boat drifts. No one speaks. Even the cameras seem quieter somehow. Ilya feels Shane's hand brush against his. He looks over. Shane isn't looking at him. He's watching the bear. Completely absorbed. His expression is somewhere between fascinated and delighted.
Without thinking, Ilya threads their fingers together. Shane squeezes once. Never taking his eyes off the shoreline. The bear keeps walking. Slowly. Patiently. It doesn't seem to notice them at all. Or maybe it simply doesn't care.
“That's incredible,” Shane whispers.
“It is.”
Another bear appears farther down the beach. Smaller. The guide explains they're likely a mother and an older cub. Ilya nods. Pretends he's listening. In reality, he's trying very hard not to think about the fact that there are now two bears. Wild bears. Very close to the boat.
Shane glances over. “You're quiet.”
“I am appreciating.”
“You're nervous.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“You're holding my hand very hard.”
Ilya looks down. He is. “Oh.” He loosens his grip immediately. “Sorry.”
Shane smiles. Then deliberately laces their fingers together again. “You know they're on land.”
“I know.”
“And we're in a boat.”
“I know.”
“And they don't care about us.”
“I know.” A pause. “I am choosing not to think about alternative scenarios.”
Shane laughs quietly. “There aren't any.”
“You don't know that.”
“The guide does.”
“The guide is optimistic.”
“The guide has been doing this for twenty years.”
“That just means he's lucky.”
Shane shakes his head. “You're adorable.”
“I am practical.”
“You're scared.”
“I am... respectfully cautious.”
Shane's smile grows. “I respect your caution.”
“Thank you.”
Another eagle circles overhead. The bears continue along the shoreline. The guide talks about tides. Salmon. Conservation. Ilya only catches half of it. He's too busy watching Shane. Watching the way his husband leans forward whenever the guide points something out. The way he asks questions. Actual questions. Carefully considered ones.
“How long do they stay down here at low tide?”
“Do they return to the same feeding areas?”
“What happens when winter comes?”
The guide answers every one. Shane listens with complete concentration. He looks... Happy. Curious. Relaxed. Ilya smiles to himself.
“What?” Shane has somehow noticed.
“You're cute.”
Shane blinks. “I asked about bears.”
“Yes.”
“And that's cute?”
“Yes.”
“I don't understand your criteria.”
“I know.”
The guide points again. “One more.”
A third bear emerges from the trees. This one pauses. Looks toward the boat for one long moment. Ilya stops breathing. Then the bear loses interest completely. Turns away. Continues searching the rocks.
Shane nudges him gently. “You survived.”
“I did.”
“You were very brave.”
“I deserve recognition.”
“You deserve hot chocolate.”
“I deserve two.”
“I think that's reasonable.”
The tour ends two hours later. The boat eases back toward the dock. The marina slowly comes back into view. People. Cars. Buildings. Civilization.
Ilya steps onto solid ground. Pauses. Then looks back toward the water. “I liked it.”
Shane smiles. “I know.”
“I was terrified.”
“I know.”
“I would absolutely do it again.”
“I know.”
Ilya laughs. “You're becoming very predictable.”
Shane slips his hand into Ilya's as they start walking back toward town. “I learned from you.”
Ilya squeezes his hand once. “I suppose that's acceptable.”
Shane smiles. “I was hoping you'd say that.”
Together, they leave the marina behind, already talking about where to find the promised hot chocolate.
***
The restaurant overlooks the water. Not directly. Just enough that they can see the last of the light reflecting off the bay through the windows. The tables are far apart. Candles flicker between them. No one seems interested in speaking loudly. Shane approves immediately.
“You're evaluating the acoustics.”
“I am.”
“I knew it.”
“They're excellent.”
“I can tell.”
Shane smiles over the menu. “You're making fun of me.”
“A little.”
“A lot.”
The waiter pours the wine. Shane lifts his glass. “To our anniversary.”
Ilya taps his own gently against it. “To accidentally forgetting our anniversary.”
Shane groans immediately. “You promised we weren't talking about that anymore.”
“I lied.”
“You're terrible.”
“I know.”
The wine is local. Dry. Bright. Shane likes it more than he expects to.
“You're surprised.”
“A little.”
“I saw your face.”
“You watch my face too much.”
“I watch all of you.”
Shane's cheeks turn faintly pink. “Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“You're flirting.”
“Yes.”
“Again.”
“Yes.”
“Have mercy.”
“No.”
Dinner arrives in slow courses. Fresh oysters. Salmon. Halibut. Vegetables that somehow taste sweeter here. Nothing feels rushed. The waiter appears only when they need him. Then disappears again.
The bottle of wine slowly empties between them. Not quickly. Just enough that the edges of the day soften. Shane leans farther across the table than he usually would. “You know something.”
“What?”
“I think I finally understand why you travel so much.”
Ilya tilts his head. “Because of work?”
“No.”
“The food?”
“No.”
“The hotels?”
“No.”
Shane smiles. “You collect places.”
Ilya blinks. “What?”
“You don't just visit them.” Shane traces the rim of his wine glass. “You remember how they smell. How they sound. What the cafés are like. What people eat. You collect little pieces.”
The words settle quietly between them. No one has ever described it that way before. It's exactly right. “I suppose I do.”
Shane nods. “I like hearing about them.”
“You've only heard tiny fraction.”
“I know.”
“There's village in Iceland where…” He stops. Smiles. “I'll tell you someday.”
“You're already planning.”
“Yes.”
Shane reaches across the table. Finds Ilya's hand. “I like that too.”
***
The fire is already burning when they reach the beach. A member of the hotel staff built it before sunset. Now it crackles softly inside a ring of stones. Two Adirondack chairs sit nearby. A basket of blankets waits beside them.
The air has cooled. Not cold. Just enough that Shane immediately steals one of the blankets. “You're getting old.”
“I've always liked blankets.”
“That is true.”
“I embrace my nature.”
Ilya wraps another blanket around both of them once they're seated. Shane shifts closer automatically. Until their knees touch. Then their shoulders. Eventually Shane slips his hand beneath Ilya's coat. Finding the small of his back. Warm. Comfortable. Like it belongs there. Ilya smiles into the fire.
“What?”
“You're cold.”
“I am.”
“You're stealing my body heat.”
“I prefer borrowing.”
“You're not giving it back.”
“I hadn't planned to.”
The fire pops. A shower of sparks disappears into the dark. Beyond it, the ocean is almost invisible. Only the sound remains. Waves folding endlessly onto the sand. The smoke drifts lazily around them. It catches in Ilya's hair. He'll smell like cedar tomorrow. He doesn't mind.
Shane's thumb traces slow circles beneath his coat. Neither of them speaks for several minutes. The silence feels full. Not empty. Comfortable.
Shane breaks it first. “I don't think I've ever been this relaxed.”
Ilya looks over. “Really?”
Shane nods. “I keep waiting to remember something important.”
“You're on vacation.”
“I know. My brain doesn't.”
Ilya laughs softly. “You'll survive.”
“I think so.”
Shane turns toward him. The firelight dances across his face. His eyes look impossibly warm. “I'm glad you found me.”
The words are so quiet Ilya almost misses them. His chest tightens. “You found me too.”
Shane shakes his head. “You walked down that aisle.”
“So did you.”
“You smiled first.”
“You looked terrified.”
“I was.”
“I know.”
Another quiet settles over them. Shane's hand stays tucked beneath Ilya's coat. Warm against his back. Ilya rests his head against Shane's shoulder. The blanket slips higher around them. The fire burns lower.
“Next anniversary.” Shane's voice is sleepy now. “We should remember it.”
“That seems wise.”
“No emergencies.”
“I'll do my best.”
Shane smiles. “I know.”
The last of the wine leaves them pleasantly warm. The fire leaves smoke in Ilya's hair. The ocean keeps its steady rhythm. When they finally stand, Shane brushes a bit of ash from Ilya's sleeve. Then kisses him. Slowly. Unhurried. The beach is empty except for the two of them.
Ilya laces their fingers together. “Come on.”
“Where?”
“Home.”
Shane smiles. He doesn't ask which one. He already knows.
***
The room is quiet when they get back. Only the ocean. Always the ocean. Shane closes the door behind them and immediately kicks off his shoes. “I think I could sleep for twelve hours.”
“You say that every vacation.”
“And every vacation I'm right.”
Ilya smiles. “You're becoming very good at this.”
“At relaxing?”
“At existing.”
Shane laughs softly. “I'll take the compliment.”
They change into pajamas without much conversation. Shane pulls on an old McGill T-shirt. Ilya steals one of Shane's hoodies. “You packed your own.”
“I know.”
“You're wearing mine.”
“Yes.”
“I don't understand you.”
“I like yours better.”
Shane shakes his head. “You're lucky you're handsome.”
“You're the one who married me.”
Shane smiles. “I know.”
“Excellent judgment.”
“Debatable.”
They climb into bed before either of them remembers they're hungry again. Shane reaches for the room service menu. “I think we made mistake.”
“What?”
“We forgot dessert.”
Ilya sits up immediately. “Oh. That sounded serious.”
“It is serious.”
Shane studies the menu. Then smiles. “They have a dessert tasting plate.”
Ilya leans over his shoulder. Mini cheesecakes. Chocolate mousse. Lemon tart. Vanilla crème brûlée. Berry pavlova. Tiny macarons. “Oh.”
Shane looks over. “I know that face.”
“I want all of them.”
“You don't have to choose.”
“I love vacation.”
“So do I.”
An hour later they're sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed. The tray rests between them. The little desserts are almost too pretty to eat. Almost.
Ilya reaches for the chocolate mousse first. Shane catches his wrist. “No.”
“What?”
“We're sharing.”
“I was sharing.”
“You were stealing. That’s different.”
“It absolutely isn't.”
Shane picks up one of the tiny spoons. Scoops a bite of the mousse. “Open.”
Ilya raises an eyebrow. “You're feeding me?”
“Yes.”
“I enjoy this development.”
“I thought you might.”
Ilya leans forward. Takes the bite. Closes his eyes dramatically. “Oh.”
Shane laughs. “It's chocolate.”
“It is excellent chocolate.”
“I'll allow that.”
Ilya immediately reaches for the lemon tart. “My turn.”
Shane obliges. The tart is bright enough to make him squint. “Oh.”
“You made face.”
“I did not.”
“You absolutely did.”
“It was very lemon.”
“It was.”
“I wasn't prepared.”
Ilya grins. “You're adorable.”
“I was attacked by citrus.”
“You survived.”
“Barely.”
The miniature cheesecake disappears next. Then the pavlova. Shane insists they split everything exactly in half. Ilya deliberately takes a slightly larger bite of the crème brûlée. Shane notices immediately. “That was uneven.”
“I don't know what you're talking about.”
“I measured it.”
“No, you didn't.”
“…approximately.”
Ilya laughs so hard he nearly drops his spoon. “You're unbelievable.”
“I like fairness.”
“I know.”
“So does dessert.”
“I don't think dessert has opinion.”
“It does tonight.”
The macarons are last. One pistachio. One raspberry. Shane picks up the raspberry one. Breaks it cleanly in half. Hands the larger piece to Ilya. Ilya looks at it. Then at Shane. “You gave me bigger half.”
“I did. You noticed.”
“Yes.”
“You're pretending you didn't.”
“Yes.”
Ilya smiles. “You're sweet.”
“I prefer practical.”
“You're sweet.”
“I know.”
The room grows quieter. The tray slowly empties. Shane stretches out across the bed, resting against the headboard. Ilya scoots over until their shoulders touch. Then a little closer. Then closer again. Eventually he's half leaning against Shane. Not because he has to. Because he wants to. Shane rests his head lightly against Ilya's. “You know what my favorite part was?”
“The desserts?”
Shane smiles. “No.”
“The bears?”
“No.”
“The oysters?”
“Definitely not the oysters.”
Ilya laughs. “Then what?”
Shane thinks for a moment. Then looks at him. “All of it.” The words come quietly. “The paddleboards. The spa. The bonfire. This.” He gestures vaguely toward the room. “You.”
Ilya's chest tightens. He reaches over. Brushes an invisible crumb from the corner of Shane's mouth with his thumb. “You're making me emotional.”
“I apologize.”
“No.” Ilya leans over. Kisses him once. Softly. “You're making me happy.”
Shane smiles into the kiss. “I'll keep doing that.”
“I hope so.”
The tray sits forgotten at the foot of the bed. The windows stay open. The waves roll steadily onto the beach below. Eventually Shane slides farther down beneath the blankets. Without a word, he opens one arm. Ilya settles into it immediately. The movement has become instinct now. As natural as breathing.
Neither of them says goodnight. They don't really need to. The room is warm. The ocean is endless. And together, wrapped beneath the blankets with the taste of chocolate and berries still lingering between them, they let the evening slowly drift toward sleep.






      

  












      Chapter 27: Chapter Twenty Seven - Shane
  








  The room is quiet. Morning light spills through the open curtains. Beyond the windows, waves fold lazily onto the beach. Shane wakes slowly. He knows before he opens his eyes that something is different. Ilya is closer than usual. Not just beside him. Practically wrapped around him. One arm across Shane's waist. One leg tangled firmly with his. His face tucked into the side of Shane's neck.
Shane smiles before he's even fully awake. “You're attached.”
“Mhm.”
“You're awake.”
“Mhm.”
“You're pretending not to be.”
“Mhm.”
Shane laughs. “So that's a yes.”
Ilya presses a sleepy kiss just below his jaw. Not answering. Just making his point. Shane tips his head back enough to look at him. “You're clingy today.”
“Yes.”
“I noticed.”
“I don't want to leave.”
Neither do I. Shane doesn't say it out loud. He doesn't have to. Ilya already knows. He slides a hand into Ilya's curls. Slowly combing his fingers through them. They've become softer since moving to Montréal. Or maybe Shane just notices more now.
“You're thinking.”
“I am.”
“You have wrinkle.”
“I have a wrinkle?”
“Between eyebrows.”
Shane deliberately smooths his forehead. “There.”
“It came back.”
“Rude.”
Ilya smiles. “Very.”
Shane kisses the corner of his mouth. “We'll come back.”
“I know.”
“We already did once.”
“I know.”
“We'll do it again.”
“I know.”
Another quiet settles between them. Neither of them reaches for a phone. Neither of them looks at the clock. There will be time for flights. Packing. Reality. Not yet.
Shane shifts onto his side. Pulls Ilya a little closer. “You're impossible.”
“I've heard.”
“You're making it very difficult to get out of bed.”
“That was plan.”
“I suspected as much.”
Ilya kisses him again. Softly. Unhurried. Then settles right back against him. Shane lets himself enjoy another few minutes. The warmth. The weight of Ilya against him. The sound of the waves drifting through the open window. Eventually he sighs. “We should shower.”
“Or...”
Shane already knows that tone. “No.”
“You don't even know what I was going to say.”
“You were going to suggest we ignore reality.”
Ilya smiles. “You do know me.”
Shane laughs.
They finally untangle themselves with obvious reluctance. By the time they reach the bathroom, Ilya has already found Shane's hand again.
“You know,” Shane says, “it's only a shower.”
“I know.”
“You're acting like we're being separated.”
“We are.”
“For...” Shane glances toward the shower. “Ten minutes.”
“Ten unnecessary minutes.”
Shane shakes his head. “You're unbelievable.”
“I missed you while you brushed your teeth.”
“I was standing six feet away.”
“Very lonely six feet.”
Shane can't stop smiling. The shower fills with steam quickly. Warm water. The familiar scent of Shane's soap. They move around each other without much thought now. Trading space. Passing shampoo back and forth. One of them always reaching instinctively to make room for the other.
At one point Shane is rinsing the shampoo from his hair when he feels Ilya's hands settle lightly around his waist. No urgency. No agenda. Just... there.
Shane leans back into him. Comfortable. “You're doing it again.”
“What?”
“Being clingy.”
“Yes.”
“I thought you denied it.”
“I changed strategy.”
Shane laughs. “I noticed.”
“I decided honesty was better.”
“I appreciate the honesty.”
“I know.”
The water runs warm over both of them. Outside, the ocean keeps rolling onto the shore. Neither of them speaks for a while. There isn't anything left to say. Just the quiet comfort of sharing the small parts of a morning. 
Eventually Shane reaches back. Finds one of Ilya's hands. Threads their fingers together. He holds on for another minute before turning the water off. “All right.”
Ilya sighs dramatically. “Reality.”
“Unfortunately.”
They dry off. Dress. Pack the last few things into their bags. The room begins to look less like theirs. Shane pauses by the open balcony door before they leave. One last look at the beach. The waves. The morning light on the water.
He feels Ilya slip his hand into his. “Ready?”
Shane squeezes gently. “No.”
Ilya smiles. “Me neither.”
Then, together, they close the door behind them.
***
The notification comes through while they're checking out. Shane glances down at his phone. “Hm.”
Ilya looks up from zipping his suitcase. “What?”
“Our flight's delayed.”
“How long?”
“Just over two hours.” Ilya's eyes brighten immediately. Shane smiles. “You're excited.”
“We've been given bonus vacation.”
“I don't think the airline would describe it that way.”
“They're wrong.”
Shane checks the app again. The departure time hasn't changed. Plenty of time. He locks his phone. “Well.”
“Well?”
“What do you want to do with two unexpected hours?”
Ilya answers immediately. “Ucluelet.”
“You've already decided.”
“I decided halfway through coffee.”
Shane laughs. “I should've known.”
The shuttle driver doesn't mind the detour. Not for the price Ilya offers him. He nods once. “No problem.”
Ilya settles back into the seat looking entirely too pleased with himself. Shane looks over. “You planned this.”
“I hoped.”
“You're impossible.”
“I know.”
The drive is quiet. The road winds between towering cedars. Every so often the trees break open just enough to reveal the ocean. Neither of them reaches for their phones. Neither of them has anything they need to say.
The Wild Pacific Trail is almost empty. A few hikers. A couple walking a dog. Someone sitting alone on a bench with a book. The wind is stronger here than it was in Tofino. It carries salt. Spray. The distant cry of gulls.
Shane pulls his jacket a little tighter. Ilya reaches into his backpack. “What are you doing?”
“One second.”
He pulls out his camera. The little Leica. Not the enormous professional one. The one Shane gave him. “You brought it.”
“I always do.”
Shane smiles. “I didn't notice.”
“I know.”
They start walking. The trail hugs the coastline. Sometimes disappearing beneath the trees. Sometimes opening onto sheer rock where waves explode against the cliffs below. The lighthouse appears around one bend. White against dark green. Simple. Still. Beautiful.
Shane stops without thinking. “This is…” He trails off.
Click.
He turns. “You took a picture.”
“Yes.”
“I wasn't ready.”
“I know.”
“You're supposed to warn me.”
“No.”
“That seems unfair.”
“It is.”
Shane shakes his head. “You're a menace.”
“Yes.”
They keep walking. The path curves through another stand of cedars. Shane pauses to read one of the information signs.
Click.
He doesn't even look this time. “You did it again.”
“Yes.”
“What was so interesting about me reading?”
“You wrinkle your forehead.”
“I do not.”
“You absolutely do.”
Shane instinctively smooths his forehead. Ilya laughs. “You're doing it now.”
“I walked into that.”
“Yes. Yes, you did.”
Another overlook opens in front of them. The Pacific stretches to the horizon. Grey-blue. Endless. The wind pushes gently at Shane's jacket. He rests both hands on the railing. Looking out. Listening.
Click.
This time he smiles before he turns around. “You're relentless.”
“I have excellent subject.”
“You're biased.”
“Yes.”
“I appreciate the honesty.”
Ilya lowers the camera. “You always know when someone is taking picture.”
“I do.”
“You straighten up.”
“I don't mean to.”
“I know.”
He smiles softly. “I like this version better.”
Shane looks back toward the water. “What version?”
“The one that forgets anyone is watching.”
The words land quietly. Shane doesn't answer. He isn't sure he can.
“You smile differently.” Ilya steps beside him. Not touching yet. “It's smaller.” He lifts the camera again. “But happier.”
Shane feels his ears warm. “You're making me self-conscious.”
“Good.”
“Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“That's very unfair.”
“I know.”
He slips his free hand into Shane's. The camera hangs from its strap now. Forgotten for a while. They walk the rest of the trail like that. Hand in hand. Stopping whenever something catches their attention.
A seal surfacing briefly offshore.
Driftwood stacked impossibly high after winter storms.
Wildflowers growing out of cracks in the rock.
Near the lighthouse they stop again. Neither of them speaks. The wind fills the silence for them. After a minute, Ilya lifts the camera one last time.
Click.
Shane doesn't even look anymore.
“You've accepted your fate.”
“I have.”
“Good.”
“Can I see them?”
“No.”
“Ilyusha.”
“Not yet.”
“Why?”
“I want to show you at home.”
Shane smiles. “Very specific.”
“I've been planning it.”
“Of course you have.”
He slips an arm around Ilya's shoulders. Ilya leans into him immediately. The camera bumps lightly against his chest. “Ready?”
Ilya looks out at the water one last time. “No.”
“I know. But we should go.”
“We should.”
Neither of them moves for another minute. Just long enough to let one last memory settle into place before they turn back toward the waiting shuttle.
***
The airport feels louder than Shane remembers. Or maybe it's just that Tofino had been so quiet. They check their bags. Get through security. Find their gate. Neither of them says much. Ilya sits beside him with one leg tucked underneath himself, scrolling absently through the pictures on his camera. Not editing. Just looking. Every so often he smiles.
Shane watches him instead of answering emails. Eventually Ilya catches him. “What?”
“You're smiling.”
“I am?”
“Yes.”
“You're looking at pictures.”
“I know.”
“You're smiling at me.” Shane reaches over and nudges his knee. 
“You're very observant.”
“I've had practice.”
The boarding announcement interrupts them. Shane sighs. “Reality.”
“For now.”
They board together. Shane takes the window. Mostly because Ilya insists. “You like window.”
“I do.”
“So take it.”
“You're sure?”
“I've seen clouds before.”
Shane laughs. “I'll point out the interesting ones.”
“I believe you.”
The flight is quiet. Ilya sleeps for most of it. Not sprawled. Not dramatically. Just leaning into Shane's shoulder with his headphones crooked around his neck. Shane doesn't move. His arm falls asleep after forty minutes. He refuses to disturb him anyway. When they land in Montréal, Ilya blinks awake. “Are we home?”
“Almost.”
“I had strange dream.”
“What about?”
“You bought another Porsche.”
Shane stares at him. “Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“No.”
“You're right.” Ilya yawns. “One practical Porsche is enough.”
“Exactly.”
***
By the time they pull into his parents' driveway, the sun is beginning to set. The front door opens before Shane even reaches it. Yuna smiles the second she sees them. “There you are.”
David appears behind her. “You're home.”
“We are.”
Yuna hugs Shane first. Then Ilya. Just as tightly. “How was the trip?”
“Perfect.”
“I'll want details.”
“You'll get many.”
David laughs. “I had a feeling.”
A blur of brown, grey, and white comes flying down the hallway.
“Anya.” Shane barely has time to crouch before she crashes into him. Her whole body wiggles. Tail whipping so hard it threatens to lift her off the floor. “Hi, sweetheart.” She immediately abandons him. Launching herself at Ilya instead.
Traitor.
Ilya laughs as she puts both paws on his chest. “Oh.” He kneels. “I missed you too.” Anya licks his chin enthusiastically. “Yes.” Another lick. “I understand.”
David folds his arms. “She checked the front window every afternoon.”
Shane looks up. “Really?”
Yuna nods. “She knew you'd come back.”
Something warm settles quietly in Shane's chest.
Ilya scratches behind Anya's ears. “She had fun?”
“Oh, she was spoiled,” Yuna says. “She discovered that David shares pieces of chicken.”
David looks offended. “Very small pieces.”
“Dad.”
“She has a convincing face.”
“She absolutely does.”
Anya rolls dramatically onto her back. Requesting belly rubs. Demanding them, really. Ilya immediately obliges. Of course he does.
“See?” David says. “I told you.”
“She has everyone trained.”
“She certainly does.”
Yuna disappears into the kitchen. Returns carrying a container. “You're taking leftovers.”
“Mom.”
“Don't argue.”
“I wasn't going to.”
“I know.” She smiles. “I've raised you.”
***
By the time they get home, both of them are tired in the pleasant way. Not exhausted. Just full. Of travel. Of family. Of a very good weekend. Anya trots confidently into the apartment as though conducting an inspection. She checks every room. Every corner. Every blanket.
Apparently satisfied, she returns to the living room and collapses dramatically onto the rug. “Hard day?” Shane asks. She sighs. Very theatrically.
“I think she's judging us.”
“She usually is.”
Shane sets their bags just inside the bedroom. “We can unpack tomorrow.”
Ilya doesn't argue. A sure sign they're both tired. The apartment feels familiar again. Their mugs hanging in the kitchen. The throw blanket folded over the sofa. Ilya's camera sitting on the coffee table almost immediately after he takes it out of his bag. Shane wanders over. “You're downloading them already.”
“Yes.”
“You've been waiting.”
“Yes.”
“I suspected.”
Ilya plugs the camera into his laptop. The first image appears. 
Shane, standing on the trail. Looking out at the ocean. Completely unaware.
Then another. Reading a sign.
Laughing at something off-camera.
Looking toward the lighthouse.
Looking toward the water.
Looking at Ilya.
Shane sits quietly beside him. “I don't remember half of these.”
“I know.”
“They're...” He trails off.
Ilya looks over. “What?”
Shane studies another photograph. One where he's smiling to himself without realizing it. “They're beautiful.”
Ilya reaches over beneath the coffee table. Finds Shane's hand. “I told you.”
“What?”
“You smile differently.”
Shane looks back at the screen. Maybe he does. Maybe he hadn't noticed before. He turns his hand over. Threads their fingers together. Anya sighs loudly from the rug. Demanding attention again. Naturally.
Shane laughs. “We're home.”
Ilya smiles. “Yes.”
This time, the word feels just as much like a promise as a place.
***
By late afternoon, Shane has surrendered. Not to work. To volume. Whatever Ilya is watching in the living room involves explosions. Or superheroes. Possibly both. Shane carries his laptop into the bedroom.
“You're evicting me.”
“I am relocating.”
“Because of art.”
“Because of noise.”
“They're different.”
“They're not.”
Ilya grins. “You still love me.”
“I do.”
“Excellent.”
Shane kisses the top of his head on the way past. “I'll see you in a few hours.”
“I'll miss you terribly.”
“You'll survive.”
“Probably.”
He loses himself in contracts. Revisions. A conference call. Three emails that somehow become fourteen. The movie continues in the background. Muffled through the bedroom wall. Just enough to remind him Ilya is there. He likes that. He always has.
Eventually the explosions stop. The apartment goes quiet. Shane barely notices.
Until he hears Ilya yell. Not startled. Not laughing. An actual yell. “Ilya?”
No answer. Shane is already on his feet. He reaches the living room in seconds. Ilya is standing in the middle of it. Phone pressed to his ear. One hand over his mouth.
He's crying.
“Ilyusha?”
Nothing. Ilya is talking so fast Shane only catches every fifth word. Russian pours out of him. Breathless. Disbelieving.
“Yes... yes... are you sure?” Another pause. “Oh my God.” He starts pacing. “No... thank you... thank you... yes... I'll sign whatever... yes...”
“Ilya.”
Still nothing. Shane steps closer.
“Ilyusha.”
Ilya turns toward him. His eyes are red. He's smiling. Actually smiling. But he's crying so hard Shane can't tell whether something terrible has happened or something wonderful. His stomach drops. “What happened?”
Ilya answers without looking away from the phone. More rapid Russian. Far too fast. Shane catches one word.
Canada.
Then another.
Finally.
Then loses the thread again. His pulse pounds. He hates this. Hates not understanding. Hates not knowing whether he should be comforting his husband or calling an ambulance.
“Ilya.”
Nothing. The call keeps going. Another minute. Then another. Finally Ilya laughs. A wet, disbelieving laugh. “Thank you.” Another pause. “Thank you for everything.”
He lowers the phone. The apartment falls silent. Shane is beside him immediately. Both hands on his arms. “What happened?”
“Shane...”
“Ilyusha. What happened?”
Ilya laughs again. Then cries harder. “Svetlana.” Shane waits. “My...” He wipes quickly at his face. “My permanent residency.” Another laugh. “It finalized.”
Silence. Shane stares at him. “What?”
“It approved.” He shakes his head. “As of today.”
Shane feels the words land one at a time.
Permanent.
Residency.
Approved.
No more waiting. No more uncertainty. No more wondering whether another form would appear. Whether another delay would happen. Whether another piece of Alexei's shadow would reach this far. 
“Oh.” It's all he manages. “Oh.”
Then he's moving. He wraps both arms around Ilya. Pulls him in so tightly that Ilya actually laughs into his shoulder. Shane doesn't realize he's crying until Ilya reaches up and wipes at his cheek.
“You're crying.”
“So are you.”
“Yes. I know.”
They hold each other. Neither of them trying to stop. Neither of them pretending. Shane buries his face against Ilya's neck.
“You're staying.” The words come out broken. “You're staying.”
“I know.”
“You're really staying.”
“I know.”
Shane laughs through the tears. “I don't have to worry anymore.”
Ilya pulls back just enough to look at him. “You worried?”
“Every day.”
The admission surprises even him. “What if something happened? What if paperwork changed? What if…” He shakes his head. “I never told you.”
“I know.”
“You knew?”
“I know you.”
Shane laughs again. “I guess you do.”
Ilya cups his face. Both hands warm against his cheeks. “I told you.”
“What?”
“I wasn't going anywhere.”
“I know.”
“But now government agrees.”
That finally makes Shane laugh properly. A loud, helpless laugh. “I suppose it does.”
Ilya kisses him. Quickly. Then again. Then rests their foreheads together.
“We did it.”
Shane nods. “We did.”
The apartment suddenly feels different. The same furniture. The same walls. The same life. But something fundamental has shifted. Not because Ilya belongs here now. He already had. Long before any paperwork said so. But because now the country agreed with what Shane's heart had known since the day they met.
Home had chosen Ilya too.






      

  












      Chapter 28: Chapter Twenty Eight - Ilya
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  The movie is objectively ridiculous. Ilya has no intention of admitting how much he's enjoying it. There have been three explosions. One helicopter. Someone jumped off a building and survived for reasons that make absolutely no sense.
Perfect.
He hears Shane's office chair roll across the bedroom floor. Smiles to himself. Then the apartment goes quiet again. Shane is working. Ilya is pretending not to interrupt him.
His phone buzzes on the coffee table. He glances down absently.
Светлана.
He smiles. Answers immediately. “Hi.”
“Are you sitting?”
The smile fades a little. “…yes.”
“Good.” She sounds calm. Too calm. For one terrifying second, his mind goes somewhere else entirely. Alexei. Always Alexei.
“What happened?”
Another small pause. Then... “Ilya.” Her voice softens. “It finalized.”
He frowns. “What finalized?”
“Your permanent residency.” Silence. He stares at the television. The characters keep talking. He doesn't hear a word. “Ilya?”
“…what?”
“Your permanent residency.” Another pause. “It was approved this morning.”
No. No, she must mean... “The review?”
“No.”
“The final review?”
“No.” She laughs quietly. “The process.” His heartbeat stumbles. “You're a permanent resident of Canada.”
He blinks. “I…” The room suddenly feels very far away. “You're sure?”
“Yes.”
“There's no…” He can't even finish the sentence.
“No appeal. No additional documents. No interview. No.” She smiles through her voice. “You're done.”
He stands so quickly the blanket falls off his lap. “No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Ilya.”
“No.” He starts laughing. Actually laughing. “No.”
“Yes.”
“Oh my God.” His hand flies to his mouth. “Oh my God.”
“I received the confirmation less than twenty minutes ago.”
“When?”
“This morning.”
“It's…” He laughs again. “It's over?”
“Yes.”
The words hit harder than he'd expected. Over. The waiting. The uncertainty. The checking his email. The wondering if another delay would arrive. If another form would appear. If another signature would be missing. If another border officer would decide something different. Over.
“Thank you.” His voice cracks. “Thank you.”
“You don't need to thank me.”
“Yes, I do.”
“You did the hard part.”
“No.”
“You built a life here.” His eyes sting. “You married a man who loves you.”
His laugh catches somewhere between joy and tears. “I did.”
“You worked. You followed every requirement. You were patient.”
“I was not patient.”
“You were patient enough.”
Another shaky breath. “So…” He wipes quickly at one eye. “I'm really…”
“You're really a permanent resident.” The words sound almost unreal. “You can leave the country without worrying about getting back in. You can accept international work again.”
“You can stop carrying half your life in a folder every time you travel.”
He laughs so hard he has to sit back down. “I hated that folder.”
“I know.”
Another laugh bubbles out before he can stop it. Then he yells. Not words. Just one loud, disbelieving sound that escapes somewhere between a laugh and a sob. He claps a hand over his mouth. Too late. He hears a chair scrape hard against the floor in the bedroom.
Footsteps. Fast. “Ilyusha?” Shane calls. The bedroom door flies open.  He turns. Shane is standing in the hallway. Already worried. Already crossing the room. “What happened?” Ilya tries to answer. Instead more Russian tumbles out. Too fast. Too emotional.
Svetlana laughs softly through the phone. “I think your husband is frightened.”
“He looks frightened.”
“He can't understand you.”
“I know.”
Shane reaches him. Hands already on his arms. “Ilyusha?”
Ilya shakes his head helplessly. “One second.”
Back into Russian. “Can I call you later?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.”
“You're very welcome.” Another pause. “And congratulations.”
His throat tightens. “Thank you.”
He ends the call. The apartment goes quiet. Shane is still holding his arms. Searching his face. “What happened?”
Ilya laughs through tears. “Svetlana.” Shane waits. “My permanent residency…” His voice breaks. “It finalized.” He watches understanding spread across Shane's face. Slowly. Then all at once.
The look on Shane's face is almost enough to make him cry all over again. Shane throws his arms around him without another word. So tightly that Ilya can barely breathe. “You're staying,” Shane whispers.
“I know.”
“You're really staying.”
Ilya closes his eyes. Wraps his arms around his husband. His home. “I know.”
For the first time since he'd stepped off a plane with nothing but hope and too much fear, there wasn't an expiration date hanging over his future. There was only tomorrow. And the day after that. And every ordinary, beautiful day that would come after.
The laptop appears less than ten minutes later. Shane doesn't even question it. One minute they're still standing in the middle of the living room, smiling like idiots over a piece of immigration paperwork. The next, Shane has disappeared into the bedroom. He comes back carrying his laptop. 
“What?”
Shane sets it on the coffee table. “You're a permanent resident now.”
“Yes.”
“We need a plan.”
Ilya laughs. “A plan?”
“For our second anniversary.”
Ilya blinks. “Our...”
He smiles so hard it hurts. “Our second anniversary.”
“Yes.”
He sits beside Shane on the sofa.
“So.” Shane opens a blank document. “Where do you want to go?”
Ilya doesn't hesitate. “Everywhere.”
Shane looks up. “That isn't a destination.”
“It is if you're ambitious.”
“Ilyusha.”
“What?”
“I need specifics.”
“Fine.”
Ilya thinks for exactly one second. “World.”
Shane sighs. “I knew this was coming.”
“World trip.”
“For how long?”
Ilya considers it carefully. “Three months.”
Shane just stares at him. “…three.”
“Yes.”
“Months.”
“Yes.”
Silence. “I have job.”
“You can quit.”
“I absolutely cannot.”
“You'll find another.”
“I don't want another.”
“You're very attached.”
“I like my career.”
“I know.”
“And what about Anya?”
Ilya opens his mouth. Then closes it again. Shane waits. “She could…” He trails off.
“She would miss us.”
“Yes.”
“And we'd miss her.”
“Yes.”
Ilya sighs dramatically. “Fine.”
Shane smiles. “Fine?”
“A couple weeks.”
“A couple weeks.”
“You negotiate very aggressively.”
“I negotiate professionally.”
Ilya points at him. “There he is.”
“What?”
“The lawyer.”
“I've been here the whole time.”
“I know.”
Shane types. Two weeks. Ilya makes a face. “I still think month.”
“Two weeks.”
“Three.”
“Two.”
“Two and half.”
Shane smiles. “I'll think about it.”
Victory. Small. But victory. 
“So.” Shane looks over. “Where?”
Ilya grins. “Antarctica.”
Shane stops typing. Slowly looks up. “No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Penguins.”
“No.”
“I like penguins.”
“I know.”
“They're very charming.”
“You'll freeze.”
“I'll wear sweater.”
“You'll freeze through the sweater.”
“I'll wear two sweaters.”
“No.”
Ilya leans closer. “Three sweaters?”
“No.”
“Very thick coat?”
“No.”
“Shane.”
“No.”
“You're not even considering.”
“I considered it.”
“When?”
“Just now.”
“And?”
“My answer is still no.”
“Why?”
Shane actually counts on his fingers. “It's expensive.”
“Yes.”
“It's remote.”
“Yes.”
“You get seasick.”
“…sometimes.”
“You hate the cold.”
“…little bit.”
“And if something goes wrong, you're in Antarctica.”
Ilya sighs. “You make compelling argument.”
“I know.”
Another pause. “Iceland.”
Ilya blinks. “What?”
“Iceland.”
He turns the laptop toward Ilya. Pictures fill the screen. Waterfalls. Black sand beaches. Glaciers. Volcanoes. Northern lights.
“Oh.”
“You still get dramatic scenery.”
“Yes.”
“Cold.”
“Yes.”
“Weird landscapes.”
“Yes.”
“No penguins.”
“No penguins.”
Ilya studies another picture. “…there are puffins.”
“There are puffins.”
“That is acceptable substitute.”
Shane smiles. “I hoped you'd think so.”
“Fine.”
He points at the screen. “Iceland.”
Shane types it into the list. Iceland. “So.”
Ilya rubs his hands together. “Japan.”
“Yes.”
“New Zealand.”
“Yes.”
“Slovenia.”
“Yes.”
“Lake Como.”
“Yes.”
“Mexico City.”
Ilya pauses. “What?”
Shane looks entirely too innocent. “I've always wanted to go.”
“Why?”
“It has incredible museums.”
Ilya stares at him. “Museums.”
“Yes.”
“That's your reason.”
“One of them.”
“You are boring.”
“I am not.”
“You're little bit boring.”
“I enjoy learning.”
“You enjoy reading plaques.”
“They're informative.”
“They're plaques.”
Shane smiles. “They're excellent plaques.”
Ilya laughs. “You're hopeless.”
“I know.”
“I want food.”
“We'll eat.”
“I want markets.”
“We'll go.”
“I want wandering.”
“We'll wander.”
“I do not want vacation entirely inside museums.”
Shane pretends to think about it. “How many museums?”
“One.”
“Five.”
“Two.”
“Four.”
“Three.”
Shane holds out his hand. “Three.” Ilya shakes it immediately. “Three museums. Per country.”
“Per…” Ilya narrows his eyes. “That was sneaky.”
“You agreed.”
“I thought you meant total.”
“I did not.”
“You're lawyer.”
“Yes.”
“You trapped me.”
“I negotiated.”
Ilya points accusingly. “You're enjoying this.”
“A little.”
“A lot.”
“Probably.” Shane adds another note. Maximum three museums per country. 
Ilya laughs. “You're actually writing it.”
“So we remember.”
“We'll remember.”
“I know us.”
“So do I.”
He scrolls farther down the page. “What about Scotland?”
“Yes.”
“Northern Ireland?”
“Yes.”
“Croatia?”
“Yes.”
“Morocco?”
Ilya hesitates. “Not yet.”
“No?”
“I want more time there.”
“So another trip.”
“Yes.”
Shane nods once. “Another trip.”
The words settle softly between them. Not if. Another. Because of course there will be another. And another. Ilya leans sideways until his head rests against Shane's shoulder. The list keeps growing. Countries. Cities. Tiny villages. Train routes. Restaurants Cliff will inevitably recommend. Cafés Shane has somehow already bookmarked.
By the time the sun begins to set outside the apartment, they've planned entirely too much. And not nearly enough. Ilya looks down at the screen. Twenty-three pages of notes already. “You made spreadsheet.”
“I did.”
“You made color coding.”
“I did.”
“You're incredibly attractive.”
Shane laughs. “I don't think anyone has ever said that about a spreadsheet.”
“They should.”
Shane closes the laptop. “So.”
“So.”
“Second anniversary.”
Ilya smiles. “I think it's going to be very good.”
Shane reaches over. Finds his hand. “I think so too.”
For the first time in months, the future doesn't feel uncertain. It feels full. Waiting patiently for them to come find it together.
END
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