
  
    [image: Mercy]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR MERCY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        This cozy gothic angel romance is sizzling but tender. Funny. Passionate. Tense. Heartbreaking. A beautiful portrayal of intimacy as reverence. Be prepared to savor every word.

        MORGAN DANTE, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF PROVIDENCE GIRLS

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A compelling tale of romance and healing, MERCY lures you into a world rich with history and mythology.

        K. M. ENRIGHT, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF MISTRESS OF LIES

      

      

      

      
        
        
        MERCY is a whirlwind of magic, gay sex, and confronting trauma in the wake of love. Unputdownable romantasy, fun, sexy, depressing, hilarious — I will never recover. Pick it up for your sad priest and handsome angel fix.

        RAFAEL NICOLÁS, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF ANGELS BEFORE MAN

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        MERCY is an endearing story that tugged at my heartstrings too many times to count. Haramaki’s writing made me cry for these characters, connecting me so closely to them and their world. Ilya and Danya now are embedded in my heart, their love, their struggles, and their triumph. If you are a connoisseur of angels, you don’t want to pass up this book!

        S. S. GENESEE, AUTHOR OF ALL TOMORROW’S PHOTOS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A remarkable exploration of the strength in devotion and the overcoming of strife through love. Through imaginative fantasy and emotional romance, Ian Haramaki's MERCY imparts a tale of ardor and adversity through Ilya and Danya that will have you smiling as well as tearing up all throughout and even long after their story ends.

        AZARIEL PALADRAGON, AUTHOR OF A RAVEN AND HIS REVENANT

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      MERCY

      
        CHURCH OF THE ECLIPSE

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        IAN HARAMAKI

      

    

  


  
    
      MERCY

      Copyright © 2023 by Ian Haramaki

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or locales is entirely coincidental. No part of this book has been created with the use of artificial intelligence (AI) and may not be used for machine learning datasets or algorithms in any part.

      Contact: ian@cometkins.com

      Website: cometkins.com

      Cover Art: Soren Häxen (thornapple-press.com)

      Editor: Quinton Li (www.quintonli.com)

    

  


  
    
      To my Wranglers, Loons, and Eli for supporting me through the ups and downs of this writing journey.

      Eli gets singled out because I’ve known him for like 20 years okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        This book contains content that may be triggering or otherwise unpleasant for certain readers. Please read the following warnings and proceed with discretion.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        	Explicit sexual content

        	Suicidal ideation (mild)


        	Abusive parental figures (mother)


        	Alcoholic parental figures (mother)


        	Deceased parental figures (father, cancer)
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      September 12th, 1927

      To call it a body was perhaps beyond the point of useful description. Father Ilya Pavlovich Sokolov kneeled to examine the bloated pile on the nave floor, the horrific stench making his eyes water as he got close. He held one side of his hood across his nose to block it, fighting the urge to gag. Blessedly, it had been raining the past few days; the ones they’d found in the heat were a nightmare.

      It was the same as the others. Flesh tattered and falling away from bleached white bone, scored and pitted from teeth. Ilya tilted the head to examine the skull cavity, finding it open and half full of ooze and flies. Most of the limbs were missing, ripped out of their sockets. What muscle remained was pale and swollen from the downpours. There was also the matter of the acrid, black slime seeping from every wound, clinging on in spite of the weather. There were no doubts; this was the doing of the drekavac that had terrorized Velak for months.

      It was a creature from the Realm of Eternal Night. Any living victims had simply been faster than the friend or family it got to first. He’d heard it described as enormous, black-furred, and covered in thousands of red eyes. It had a pale fleshless face, as if to mock their Great Father, the Moon. It smelled of death, and it left black ink in its wake.

      Ilya was not beloved in Velak, and the tides were turning ever harder against him. The people already believed him to be useless since his predecessor passed, but his supposed inaction on the drekavac had them in a quiet fury. The Church Hunters had ignored all of his pleas for help thus far, determining Velak too small to bother with; it would have to be a personal matter for Ilya.

      The woman who had brought the body wailed, “What are you going to do about this? How many more of us must die, Ilya?”

      Ilya looked up at her. They never dignified him with his title.

      Tears stained the woman’s cheeks, her modestly embroidered dress dingy with mud, blood, and sinew. A pang of guilt lanced through his chest, seeing the simple clothes she wore, contrasted with the finery the Church gave him: vestments of black with traces of ivory and gold. A circular cutout sat in the center of his chest, surrounded by the pattern of a Sun. Golden medallions strung with pearls held his hood together and sat around his waist as a belt. He was a shining, immodest spectacle.

      Both of them were exhausted, angry, and at their limit, much like everybody else in town. Ilya had spent weeks researching answers; he was just a priest, this wasn’t his jurisdiction. The paltry church library had supplied little in the way of information. He’d learned almost nothing about what a drekavac was, let alone how to fight one. His training was in healing and holding ceremonies, not combat, thus he was woefully unequipped to handle this. This is what the damned Hunters were for!

      He dragged a hand down his face. She might as well have been driving daggers into his skull for how she looked at him.

      “I’ve told you all a thousand times the Hunters won’t return my letters and my telephone isn’t working to call the Capital. I have nothing I can do. Perhaps the rest of you could help me–”

      The woman clenched her fists and slammed them against her thighs. “Enough of your excuses. My son is dead! Stepan is gone and that beast left me nothing but scraps! There’s been over a dozen dead so far! We’re all dying! Do something you useless man! Do it yourself for all the good you bring!”

      All Ilya could manage was an exasperated sigh. He got to his feet and threw his hands up in frustration. “And what would you have me do? Throw myself to the beast as a willing meal? Then you’ll have no priest and as many monsters as before!”

      “Better than having a useless murderer continue sitting in this holy place.”

      She spat at his feet and stormed out of the church, leaving him alone with the mass of meat that had once been the aforementioned Stepan. He stared down at the body and sighed again. He supposed it was time to do more dirty work.
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        * * *

      

      Ilya was not a strong man. The graves took hours to dig and ended up a fair bit more shallow than they should, but he had neither the stamina nor will to make them properly. The old gravekeeper had died shortly after Ilya’s father, and since then nobody had bothered to take up the mantle. As ever, his priestly duties extended well beyond what they were meant to.

      Ilya dug until his body threatened to give out, using the last of his strength to claw at the sparse grass and haul himself out. He was filthy, damp earth coating his skin. Every speck of dirt on his skin made him itch and filled him with immeasurable anguish. Visions of trash mountains and bottle fields in his mother’s home flashed in his mind. He roughly scratched at his arms in a feeble attempt to soothe himself.

      The soil around the church had a nasty habit of being mud. Grass tried to grow, but its success was debatable. Ilya could never get clean because of it, and even after over two decades enduring, he still hated it. He was shocked the church hadn’t slid down the hill and crashed into the town square yet.

      Ilya washed up inside the rectory. He changed into the gold vestments for last rites, silk brocade with delicate embroidery made from metallic thread. Unfortunately, Stepan would become the latest victim of both the drekavac and the town’s irrational behavior. For all they screamed and shouted at him, the people of Velak never came for their loved ones’ funerals. They hated him so much, clung so hard to the lies they told themselves about him, they couldn’t be around for their last rites. It baffled the mind.

      He lit his spiked golden censer, swayed it from side to side, and whispered a prayer to their Mother Sun. He asked for the deceased’s safe travels into the Realm of Eternal Light and to find peace in death. The smoke from the incense filled the air. Ilya breathed it all in. He closed his eyes, silent for a beat before moving the soil back over the body. It would be many months until the ground settled enough for all the new graves to have headstones, so he drove in a wooden stake to mark it temporarily.

      Ilya was putting his shovel away when numerous voices rose in the air from further down the muddy hill. Making his way around the church to the front, his body heated and prickled as his anxiety rose. He froze when he came upon the rabble, suddenly finding over a dozen eyes on him. There was a lack of torches and pitchforks, but there were more people at his church than there had been in all his years of service. The message was clear.

      He swallowed hard as Mayor Ivan marched up to him, shoving a thick finger into Ilya’s sternum. The mayor’s face was scrunched and red, fury clear even through the wiry gray beard covering his face. Ilya braced himself and waited.

      “I’ve had enough of you, Sokolov,” Ivan hissed, jamming his finger against Ilya’s chest with greater force, “You’re going to go out there and kill it, or die trying.”

      Ilya glanced from the mayor to the rest of the townsfolk behind him. The heat of their eyes bore holes into him. This wasn’t all the people of Velak, but there were far more than he could ever attempt to fight off. If the drekavac didn’t tear him to shreds, these people would.

      He couldn’t decide which was worse.

      “You know I’m not trained in combat, Mayor Ivan.” Ilya kept his tone careful, tiptoeing around the mayor’s anger.

      An older man from the back of the crowd shouted, “I shot it last night! Stupid thing ran off my farm before I could finish it! Figure it out!”

      Ilya managed to stifle a groan of contempt. So they could shoot it, but he had to finish the job? Nothing these people did surprised him anymore, and they had become even more nonsensical of late.

      He swallowed hard as they surrounded him. His only hope to get out of this was to kill it, then. He had no idea how. No matter how many times he told the people he was a healer and his magic wasn’t capable of doing harm, they wouldn't listen.

      He should’ve abandoned his post ages ago –– excommunication be damned.

      Ilya held up a hand in an attempt to quiet the angry murmurs among the crowd. He hoped they couldn’t see how it shook. “All right! All right. But if I die, know that you’ll have to fix this yourselves! Now get out of my sight!”

      Ilya broke out from the group and marched through the door to the sacristy to gather his things. Once out of sight his body began to shake so violently his shoulders ached from tension. He couldn’t get his breathing under control and he had to use every bit of his strength to keep from screaming.

      At least the drekavac would be fast when it killed him.

      Probably.

      Eventually he pulled himself together long enough to prepare for his demise. He gathered his specially synthesized bricks of incense, placing one into his censer for later. They could paralyze anything that breathed in the smoke, and perhaps it would be advantage enough. He packed extra herbs, a lantern, and tied a dense cloth over his mouth and nose. Ilya had to pray the incense could finish it off. More likely he’d become the next pile of flesh left amongst the pine needles and birch leaves.

      He slumped against the wall and tried to collect himself again, asking the air how he got here. Could he have avoided this? Why did it have to be him? He’d wanted to be a priest like his father, but now all he could do was curse his name. It seemed the Sokolov men were destined to die young.

      He stepped out into the graveyard once more. He overheard a few of the townsfolk whisper they were shocked he hadn't run out the back. It hadn’t occurred to him he could escape, but he was sure he’d run into the drekavac if he did anyway. They were surrounded by miles and miles of dense woods and rocky outcroppings with plenty of places for a terrifying beast to hide.

      Ivan crossed his arms across his chest, watching Ilya make his way to the muddy path down the hill before giving him a solemn nod. “We do want you to succeed,” he called out, “Even if it doesn’t seem like it!”

      Ilya rolled his eyes once he was on the path, huffing to himself. The evening air had settled in and the chill enveloped him. His breath hung around his face in a fog, even in spite of his covering. He stumbled down the slick path and pulled his hood up as an icy drizzle began to fall. He scowled as his vestments began to absorb the late summer rain; one more box to check on the list of things making Ilya’s day dreadful.
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        * * *

      

      Night had settled in by the time he made it to the part of the woods the attacks had been reported. The rain was coming down in a light trickle and Ilya was grateful it wasn’t yet a downpour. His censer would never work if it was too wet, and he’d also like to be a little less miserable while being eaten.

      Ilya fumbled around in his pockets until he found a match. He used his cloak to shield his censer from the wind long enough to light it, replacing the top in haste. He watched the sickly yellow smoke tumble out of the sun shaped openings and gather around his feet, an aura of toxins to protect him. He struggled with his lantern next, relieved when it too managed to light.

      A great scarlet light hit the trees. The shadows of the woods grew darker against it, dancing as the flame shifted inside of its glass case. It fought against the breeze threatening to snuff it out; Ilya gritting his teeth in the hope it would stay alight. The evening glow behind the mountains had faded only moments ago. Darkness bloomed and left him a beacon in the middle of an ocean of dark conifers and ghostly birch trees.

      Ilya tightened his grip on the lantern and began marching forward. He took care to be as silent as he could manage, dread filling him with every snapped twig or crushed leaf.

      The further he traveled the more baffled he became that the drekavac had found any of them in the first place. He had to be several miles away from town now, nothing but trees in any direction. All he could hear was underbrush beneath his feet and rain pattering against his hood. His hands ached from the cold leaching into his bones, every breath like fire as he walked. His censer had long burned out, his lantern was starting to wane, and more and more, Ilya felt like a pig up for slaughter.

      He swore under his breath and packed spare herbs into his censer. He wasn’t sure why he bothered, perhaps to finally draw the drekavac out in the hopes it would put him out of his misery. He wished he could run back home, but that would surely draw its attention faster.

      The scent of juniper, cinnamon, and sage wafted about him. Ilya untied the cloth around his face to breathe it in, one last comfort preceding his death. He swung his censer back and forth on its heavy chain to spread the smoke as far as he could.

      There was a glint out of the corner of his eye. A sharp, penetrating smell hit his nostrils and overpowered the botanicals he was burning. Ilya froze. He cursed himself as the chain of his censer rattled in his terror.

      He strained to look out of his peripherals, revealing nothing.

      Lovely. It was behind him then.

      Ilya whirled around as the gooey form lunged at him. It swiped at the air with bony claws covered in pitch. The creature had long black fur slicked through with oil oozing off its body, the sun-bleached, eyeless skull of a wolf jutting out from the mess of darkness. It towered over Ilya, hundreds of glowing red eyes embedded in its skin staring at him, tiny arms lining its belly flexing in anticipation.

      Ilya caught a glimpse of the single red eye in its mouth, side stepping out of the way, heart beginning to pound. The drekavac snarled at him with a gaping maw, barely held together by strings of sinewy muscle stretched with the movement. Ilya held tight to the chain of his censer as he sent the metal pot spiraling at the beast. The spiked metal cracked against the bone and it cried out in pain. The sound was high pitched and garbled and it thrashed, sending ink everywhere as it stumbled back and whimpered.

      Ilya’s breath came in rapid, short bursts as he took the creature in. Its right back paw dangled limp and useless under its body, clearly shattered in several places. So that farmer had injured it after all.

      The beast stared him down and Ilya swung out his censer once more. The drekavac leaped out of the way, twisting its unnaturally long body and lunging at Ilya from his side. Ilya had no time to turn away. Teeth sank into his left shoulder, bone scratching bone echoing in his ears. Blood burst from flesh and splattered hot on his cheek, the pain too great for Ilya to make a sound. The drekavac smelled like acid, his wound burning as black slime oozed into it. His heart was pounding so hard his blood rushed in his ears.

      Ilya used his uninjured arm to slam his censer against the drekavac, heavy metal pot cracking against a thin front leg. It howled in pain and released him from its death grip, limping backwards from him. The leg had snapped and was clearly not fit for use. Hope flickered in his chest as the drekavac turned tail and ran back into the woods.

      He took a moment to catch his breath, adrenaline taking over and making him follow. Ilya gripped at his injured shoulder, cursing his oath to the Sun. Her acolytes weren’t allowed to use their healing magics for themselves, thus he was forced to live with this excruciating pain. He couldn’t think beyond his singular task, following after the beast as it limped along. He was determined to finish the job.

      The creature was fast, but the frequency of inky black puddles left in its wake told him it was slowing down. Hours passed as he followed it, the pain of his arm dulling to a throb he could shove to the back of his mind. His throat was raw from how long he’d been jogging after the creature, drool gathering in his mouth from the exertion. His lungs burned and he’d been on the verge of collapse ages ago, but he couldn’t let it go now.

      His father once told him a tale of how humans used to hunt the great megafauna of the past by following them for hours on end, not letting up until the animal grew too exhausted to fight back. Ilya hoped his ancient ancestors were proud of him for employing the same tactics.

      The indigo light of dawn began its slow creep into the woods as the drekavac rushed into the mouth of a nearby cavern nestled into the side of the mountains. It swallowed the creature whole, enveloping it in darkness. Ilya pressed on, leaning against the mouth of the cave to catch his breath. Sweat poured down his back and soaked through his curly hair, sticking to his face as he stumbled forward.

      The growing dawn light revealed the cavern was shallow, a few feet deep at most. Finally, the furry, inky form collapsed on its side and heaved desperate breaths. Ilya loomed over the drekavac, watching it curiously, bleached bone mask staring at him. It let out a mournful whine before it laid flat, resigned to its fate.

      Indigo turned purple behind Ilya as the light began to grow, and it allowed him to properly take the creature in. It was very thin, the bulk of its form coming from its soaked fur. He glanced at both injured legs and spotted bone sticking out of the back one. That man from town had done a serious number for how mangled it was.

      Ilya felt sorry for this animal. Despite terrorizing Velak for months, laid out in front of him, literally on its last limb, he couldn’t muster enough anger. Every breath it took came out as a whimper, and even in its weakened state it was inching away from the coming sunlight.

      He heaved a deep sigh. Mayor Ivan would have his head if he knew what Ilya was about to do.

      Ilya stepped close to the drekavac and ignored its soft growl. He kneeled next to it and placed a hand on its shoulder. It flinched at the touch but could do nothing to respond. Ilya let his fingers sink into the inky fur, rubbing against bone covered by paper thin flesh beneath. He caressed the creature’s body, moving to the injured leg.

      The drekavac lifted its head and snarled when he touched it. Ilya clucked his tongue and shook his head. “If you keep hissing at me I’ll never be able to fix it, you know.”

      The creature stared back at him with its hollowed eyes, while the single red eye in its mouth seemed to constantly be looking in every direction. The lack of further snapping suggested it was listening to him.

      Ilya rested a careful hand against the fracture. A glowing symbol of the Sun formed in the air around his wrist, golden light leaking from his palm. Bone cracked as it shifted back into place, flesh stitching over it once more. The drekavac whined at first, then sighed in relief as it relaxed, slumping against the rocks.

      Ilya jumped back when the body began letting off noxious smoke. He pulled his hood across the lower half of his face to avoid breathing it in and watched in shock as the oil-slicked fur began to slough off the body. The bony mask fell away in shards, the body began to shrink, and a new, more human form took shape.

      Ilya hesitated as he kneeled next to the body again and pulled clumps of fur away. He gasped as his pale hand revealed warm, tawny colored skin covered in even darker freckles. The remaining slime burned his hands as he forced his way through and at last revealed the body of a man.

      Any traces of ink smoked and burned away as the red light of dawn blazed behind them. Ilya touched a hand to the man’s cheek, barely a caress. He moved his thumb across the man’s face, more intimate than he intended as he took in the sight.

      The man’s face was sharp and handsome, cheeks rosy with warmth. His face was dusted with more freckles and his long black hair fell across his forehead in delicate strands. Ilya brushed it back, taking it all in.

      All this time, the beast was simply a man cursed to kill. All that was needed to reverse it was for someone to take a chance.

      Fresh guilt welled up in his chest, working its way down to his stomach to tie it into knots. He could’ve saved this man so long ago, could’ve prevented so many deaths. If he were better at his job, maybe he could’ve made it all go away.

      Ilya removed his cloak and covered his mystery man to save his dignity. For now he’d wait until his charge woke up.

      Then they’d figure out how to get back home.
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      Ilya attempted to doze against the mouth of the cave and ignore how much pain he was in while waiting for the man to wake. He jumped when the mystery man gasped. Ilya went still and watched him, lips parted in anticipation.

      The man grumbled and pushed himself up, using his bad hand to shield his eyes from the bright noon light. He first glanced at his surroundings, dark brown eyes settling next on Ilya. Ilya gave him a half-hearted wave.

      “Who… the fuck are you?” the man asked.

      Ilya frowned at the language. “I could ask you the same thing. I’m Father Ilya Pavlovich Sokolov. What do you remember?”

      The mystery man sat up and gripped his head. He hissed in pain and took a moment to collect himself. There was a drawn-out pause while he stared at the ground, finally rubbing his temples and shaking his head.

      “Not jack nor shit,” the man replied.

      “That’s helpful,” Ilya sighed.

      “Who asked you anyway?”

      Ilya’s cloak was beginning to slide off of the man’s shoulders, exposing thick, toned muscle. Ilya’s throat went dry as his eyes roamed over the man’s skin, trying to count the freckles. He shook his head and blinked as he got to his feet, holding his hand out for the man.

      “Well, we have a long way home, so I suppose there’s plenty of time to tell you what I know. With any luck it’ll jog a memory or two,” Ilya said.

      The man hesitated and then took Ilya’s hand, hauling himself to his feet. Ilya glanced up and down his body for the briefest of moments, admiring the strength that lay under the lithe muscle. When he caught himself he turned around, crossed his arms, and cleared his throat.

      There was a soft, husky laugh from behind Ilya that made heat crawl up his neck and straight to his ears. His skin was burning hot and he couldn’t bear to turn around. His normal complexion was comparable to a corpse, he’d be far too obvious right now. He wouldn’t expose himself like this.

      “It’s free to look you know,” the man said, “but I hear a photograph lasts longer.”

      Ilya guffawed and marched forward, waving this insufferable man along with him. This man couldn’t even remember his own name, but could remember to be an obnoxious, flirty pest? Ridiculous.
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      They made decent time on the walk back to Velak. Ilya took his time explaining what had been happening with the drekavac, doing his best to tread carefully. The man’s irritating demeanor grew somber as he was informed of what he’d been made to do all these weeks. Ilya couldn’t help but sympathize. Nobody wanted to end a life without knowing, especially when they weren’t themselves. It must be hard to cope with.

      “You know,” the man said, “I remembered something while you were talking… I’m Danya.”

      Ilya glanced over at the mystery man; Danya, he supposed. “Well, that makes things easier, Danya. Now I know who to yell at when you can’t keep your behavior in check.”

      Danya huffed at him. “Ilya, right? You’re kind of a dick, you know that?”

      Ilya snorted. “I can take my cloak back and make you walk around town naked if you think so highly of me.”

      Danya glared back at him. “Sure you’d like that, fucking pervert.”

      Ilya ground his teeth together but refused to sink to Danya’s level. It never did any good to argue with people who were determined to hate you.

      They moved in complete silence save for the sounds of the woods around them. Ilya assumed Danya was trying to conjure up more about his life, perhaps contemplating his actions as a monster. It seemed like a lot to have on your mind; so much death, so little memory.

      The silence was broken when Danya asked, “So… what's with the outfit?”

      Ilya blinked. What a strange question.

      “I’m a Sun priest of the Church of the Eclipse,” he replied. “You don’t remember this? I suppose if you can hardly remember your name you’re not going to remember much about religion.”

      “I… think I kind of know it, maybe. But you look way overdressed and undressed at the same time. You’re basically drowning in all that shit.” Danya frowned and pointed at Ilya's chest. “And what’s with the boob window?”

      Ilya guffawed, confused by words he’d never heard in his life. What in Sun’s name was a “boob window”? Danya couldn’t be from this country if he used such strange, vulgar language like that. Regardless, Ilya didn’t need comments about his uniform. “I don’t have a choice in what I wear, Danya. I like it. Nobody needs to see me anyway.”

      “Doesn’t explain the boob window,” he replied.

      “It’s to expose my heart to the light of the Sun, our great Mother above. Shouldn’t you be excited about me exposing myself anyway?”

      Danya scoffed. “No. Your uniform’s weird. And why haven’t you healed yourself? That gash is gonna get infected.”

      “Because I can’t and if I get an infection it’ll be your fault anyway,” Ilya snapped.

      Danya clamped his mouth shut and glared at Ilya, turning his eyes ahead to avoid looking at him.

      Fine then.

      They were back to strained silence as Velak came into view once more. As they made their way to the edge of the woods, Ilya gave pause. The townsfolk would be suspicious of both of them. Ilya very much not dead, and with a strange naked man in tow. Frankly the nudity would be enough reason to avoid town directly. Tensions were high and he wasn’t interested in tempting fate.

      “Why don’t we go around– I’ll take you to the church so the others don’t see you. You’re indecent anyway,” Ilya said, jerking his head to direct Danya where to go.

      Ilya spotted Danya’s cheeks go a bit red. Danya nodded and said, “Yeah… I don’t really feel like flashing everybody. Already got their priest.”

      Ilya snorted in good nature and led the way back to the church. The hill was an even bigger sloppy, muddy nightmare than yesterday. Danya struggled with his bare feet and Ilya clenched his jaw as mud splashed onto his clothes.

      “This fucking blows,” said Danya.

      “Indeed,” Ilya replied.

      They had almost reached the top when Danya slipped hard in the mud. He grabbed a puffy sleeve, dragging Ilya down as he fell. Ilya shouted as mud splashed around them, seeping into the back of his vestments, into his hair, into the still open wound on his shoulder. Danya laughed and Ilya snapped his head up to glare at him with all the fury he could muster.

      “Why in Sun’s name did you do that?” he hissed.

      Danya’s laughter devolved into a fit of giggles. He covered his mouth in a feeble attempt to hide it. “Sorry– It was a reflex.”

      Ilya got on his feet and stumbled up the rest of the hill as fast as his legs would carry him, leaving Danya lying in the mud. If he didn’t change this instant he would scream.

      Ilya threw open the door to the rectory and grabbed at his injured shoulder from the strain. He made his way to the kitchen and started to peel his muddy top from his body, setting it in the sink. Even this one thing brought him immense relief. He couldn’t help but to sigh.

      Ilya jolted when he heard Danya snort, turning to see him in the doorway smirking. Ilya panicked and lifted his shirt up, cheeks going hot in shame.

      “No, please keep going,” Danya crooned.

      Ilya set his shirt aside again and snapped, “Why is it that you’ve only just remembered your name, but you can recall enough to make a mess of me and act like a complete and utter pig? Enough of this!”

      Danya held up his hands in defense, sighing after a moment. “I’m sorry! You saved my ass and I’m being one for no reason. I don’t want to think too much…”

      Ilya sagged at Danya’s confession, heat sapped out of his mood in an instant. He was frustrated, but he wasn’t unsympathetic to what Danya was dealing with. Still, he was being very, very annoying.

      “Yes, well. Get it together while I start the bath. The rectory just had a water heater installed, so you’re in for a treat,” Ilya said.

      Danya hummed and sat at the kitchen table. Ilya took that as his sign to leave, first moving to the room in the corner to grab his spare clothes, then making his way back to the bathroom. He adjusted the taps and waited until it was the perfect temperature, rubbing a wet hand over his face. His skin prickled all over with his disgust. It was hard to tell if it was Danya’s flirting, how filthy he was, or both.

      Upsetting either way.

      He got in the tub and leaned back to stare at the ceiling. Being killed by the drekavac would make his life complicated, but in reality, being dead would be so much more simple, wouldn’t it? Now he had an insufferable man to look after who kept mocking him. It was insulting, even if deep down he enjoyed the attention.

      Velak was too small and too closed-minded for him to ever have a romantic relationship. He’d come to grips with that long ago. He’d die alone and unloved, taking his secret to the grave.

      Thus was the fate of Ilya Pavlovich Sokolov.

      He tried to not dwell on it as he scrubbed his curls free of mud. He felt human, being clean. He’d rubbed his skin raw with the soap to find a modicum of relief. He cleaned out his wound, grateful that it looked worse than it was. It would scar, and likely his arm would ache for a while, but it wouldn’t need stitches.

      Once he finished he got out, drained the muddy, soapy water, and then refilled it for Danya. He took care to bandage his shoulder, relief washing over him as every last speck of dirt and blood was finally off of him. He could be calm now.

      He stepped out of the bathroom once he’d redressed in casual clothing, spotting Danya staring out the window at the setting sun. Ilya rubbed his eyes, unsure if he was seeing things; he could swear that Danya’s eyes looked lighter than earlier.

      “Tub’s ready,” Ilya said. “I’ll see if I can’t find something spare for you to wear.”

      Danya gave him a solemn nod and headed into the bathroom. He shut the door quietly, leaving Ilya alone. Ilya let out a beleaguered sigh and walked back to the kitchen sink, starting to scrub out his vestments. He was relieved nothing had stained the lighter parts, and glad they were mostly black anyway. If he’d missed anything he didn’t have to know.

      It was too damp outside to dry his things, so he hung them above the fireplace, directly across from the kitchen. He got a small flame going to help the drying process and warm the main room, stepping back into his bedroom to find things for Danya. Danya was a fair bit taller than him and certainly more bulky, but he hoped a few of these things might be suitable temporarily. He set them in front of the bathroom and dragged himself to the couch.

      He was leafing through all the paperwork for the recent death records when the bathroom door opened a fraction. Ilya spotted a tawny colored hand swipe the clothes off the floor before slamming it shut again. He couldn’t help but laugh; perhaps Danya seemed to have found his dignity again.

      A brief moment passed and Danya came out of the bathroom, giving Ilya an incredulous look. While Ilya normally swam in his clothes, Danya was a tight fit. He could see muscle shift under the gray sweater as Danya moved, Ilya drawn to it. Ilya met Danya’s eyes when he cleared his throat.

      “You must look like a skeleton under there if these barely fit,” Danya said. The soft fabric was tight across his chest, straining to be contained. “What the fuck is this?”

      Ilya snorted. “I think you’re just big.”

      “Are you calling me fat?”

      “If you want.”

      Danya rolled his eyes and swiped Ilya’s papers out of his hands, examining them closely. He frowned as he read them, going still.

      “Find anything interesting?” Ilya asked.

      Danya gave him a sheepish look and handed the papers back.

      “I wanted to see if something would jog my memory,” Danya whispered.

      Ilya supposed he preferred Danya contemplative more than annoying. He was much easier to be around.

      “You know, I am a healer… Not a good one, but I am. I don’t know of any specific memory magic, but maybe I can try something?”

      Danya met his gaze and Ilya had his suspicions confirmed. Danya’s eyes were definitely a lighter color, more like a dark honey than the black they’d been earlier. They were stunning. Ilya found he couldn't look away, holding his breath.

      “I’d appreciate that if you’re willing,” Danya replied. “Everything feels like it’s on the tip of my tongue. I can just reach out and touch it but it slips away right as it’s in my grasp.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Sit.”

      Danya did so, tilting his head toward Ilya. Ilya set his hands against Danya’s temples, rubbing his thumbs into his forehead. Danya closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. Ilya let his fingers dig into the long locks of hair falling down Danya’s head, pressing his palms firm against him. He poured all of his focus into his hands, the thrum of his magic extending out from his chest, down his arms, through to his fingertips. They prickled with power, every ounce he could muster. The symbol of the Sun encircled his wrists, warm light emanating from his palms once again.

      Ilya transferred everything he could to heal Danya’s mind, grimacing with the exertion. He wasn’t a strong healer by any means, but he also wasn’t sure memory was fixable this way. The mind was a mysterious, jumbled thing where any small change could set off its balance. Ilya worried he might make things worse.

      Alas, there was nothing. When he healed an injury the warmth of the Sun flowed in his hands; right now it was just making his palms sweat.

      The glow died down after a moment, Ilya pulling his hands away. Danya’s eyes fluttered open, a deep frown on his face.

      “Nothing,” Danya sighed.

      “I suspected as much, unfortunately. Perhaps you just need time to recover, find the right triggers. You were attacking Velak for months, but who knows how long you’d been transformed. Seems like a long time to be trapped as a beast.”

      There was a mournful expression on Danya’s face. Ilya bit his lip as a pang of sympathy lanced through his chest. Everybody hated hearing that time was the best medicine, but it was the truth. Ilya swore to help and to heal when he’d made his oath and burned his eyes out long ago, so he would help Danya however that took shape.

      Ilya smacked his thighs and got to his feet. “Well, it’s time we ate. I don’t suppose you remember any food you enjoy?”

      Danya was sinking into both the couch and himself, head turned toward the floor. Finally, he replied, “I don’t know.”

      Now Ilya couldn’t decide if he preferred Danya when he was a flirtatious pest. He expected he’d have to help Danya work through a lot of mood swings in the coming days. He reached to pat Danya’s shoulder, a brief and gentle touch to show he was there. He stepped away towards the kitchen, rummaging through the icebox to see what he had that might be quick. His stomach had been growling at him for hours.

      He cobbled together a few sandwiches and set their plates on the big oak table, glancing at the couch to check on Danya. Who, notably, was missing.

      Panic bubbled up in the pit of his stomach. He rushed to check the bathroom, the chapel, and the attic. With no signs of him, Ilya rushed outside.

      “Danya?” Ilya called.

      “Here,” Danya called back.

      Ilya deflated in his relief, following Danya’s voice to the graveyard. Danya was sitting in the dirt, knees held to his chest and staring at all the fresh graves.

      “This was me?”

      Ilya watched Danya, hesitating to answer. Would it do any good to be honest? Would Danya do something drastic if he said yes, fragile as he was right now? Danya had spiraled so quickly since they’d come home.

      “Does it matter?”

      Danya cast a frigid glare at Ilya. “Of course it matters. I killed people, Ilya!”

      “But it wasn’t you, was it?” Ilya kneeled next to Danya, nudging him with his shoulder. Ilya knew he was far from perfect. He wasn’t going to judge Danya for any of this.

      “But it was! It… It was all me,” Danya sobbed, pressing the heels of his palms against his eyes. “All I remember is being so hungry.”

      Danya continued to cry, burying his face against his knees. Ilya lifted his hand, hesitated, and then placed it on Danya’s shoulder. He dug the pads of his fingers in, enough to show he was present.

      “I begged for help from the Church and tried to do my own research, but I couldn’t find anything to help the town. I’m not a fighter… Had I known what it would take…”

      Danya seemed too preoccupied to respond to him. Ilya waited, keeping his hand on the anguished man. He could heal physical wounds, but mental ones were another beast. If he knew how to fix those, he’d be the best healer in the world.

      Another moment passed until Danya wiped at his eyes with the edge of his sleeve, clearing his throat. Ilya took his hand off of him then.

      “Sounds like you’re a shitty priest.”

      Ilya huffed a laugh. “You’re not the only one who thinks so. People have refused to even come for funerals…”

      Another long silence passed between them, the Sun sinking lower in the sky as evening approached. It was warm compared to the previous night; a welcome break as they sat in the dirt.

      Danya refused to take his eyes off of the new graves. Ilya could see his eyes roaming over all the wooden stakes, counting them out. Ilya had tried to not think too much about the number. His guilt had been eating him alive, the lack of answers leaving him utterly powerless.

      And yet here they were. The drekavac’s reign of terror had come to an end. All this time, and all he’d needed to do was his job: heal.

      He couldn’t even heal his own father from his illness. His skills were so lacking the townsfolk relied on traditional medicine instead. To heal a murderous creature like the drekavac, to show it such mercy? It shocked him. It had been pure instinct, a primal need to make it better. Maybe the spirit of the Eclipse used him to enact its light, managing to make him useful. He couldn’t say.

      He’d just known he had to help.

      “You’re right, Danya. I am a shitty priest. I don’t even know if I’m a good person,” Ilya whispered. “Everybody in town would agree with that. But they’re not much better, to be honest… How many of them would have my head if they knew you were here, or what I’m really like.”

      Danya looked over at him, red highlight from the setting sun outlining his silhouette. Even with the evening shadows, Ilya swore he could see the faint golden color of Danya’s eyes.

      Danya asked, “What are you saying?”

      Ilya gave him a wry smile. “Only that we’re all terrible in our own special ways. I know there’s people in town who abuse their children, their spouses, who steal and lie and cheat their neighbors. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s anybody who’s killed too. And they all knew when they were doing it!”

      Danya scowled at him. “What’s your point?”

      “My point is, Velak is an awful place, and you’ll fit in fine here. Perhaps in time you’ll remember who you are, where you came from, how you were cursed. Who’s to say how one comes upon such a terrible fate?”

      Danya stared at him, taking a moment to let the words sink in. His brows knit as he stared at the ground. “What if I was a killer before this?”

      “Well, you don’t have to be one now. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Now, come eat dinner. It’s a bit meager, but I’m sure you’ll live.”

      Danya scoffed. “How appealing.”

      “I change my mind, go back to brooding and being silent.”

      Ilya caught a brief flash of a smile on Danya’s face. If what it took for Danya to have normalcy was to bicker with him forever, Ilya supposed he could tolerate it.
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      September 16th, 1927

      Adjusting to life as a human had been difficult for Danya. He would get defensive over food, was quick to anger, and his sleeping habits were a nightmare. He took care to remember himself, but Ilya’s patience was threadbare. He needed space.

      “I’m going into town today. Will you need anything?” Ilya asked.

      Danya was on the couch, knees pulled to his chest, an aura of darkness surrounding him that sucked all the joy out of the room. He glared at the wallpaper next to the fireplace and eventually shook his head.

      “I’ll find something for dinner, but you’re on your own for lunch.”

      “Got it.”

      Ilya knew he could be broody and miserable, but Danya took the cake today. He gathered his shopping basket and left through the church without another word. It was warm outside, Sun shining above the town. He hoped the mud would dry out, at least a little. There was a light breeze that blew the orange and brown leaves around him. He took a deep breath, feeling the crisp air fill his lungs. He supposed he should enjoy the clinging warmth of summer until the misery of alpine winter set in.

      Ilya braced himself as he approached the town square, admiring the small clocktower that stood in the middle. It was one of the only pleasant sights in all of Velak.

      The townsfolk were milling about, casting sidelong glances his way and whispering to themselves. They muttered about how shocked they were that he was alive, that he must have been lying and able to fight this whole time, how dare he show his face, how dare he let them die for so long. Ilya had no idea how to please these people, who were determined to think the worst of him. How could he convince them that he’d been truthful if they never believed the truth of him to begin with? There was futile hope in perhaps the mayor putting in a good word. Just once.

      The town hall was at the head of the square, built tall from red brick with arched windows and a tile roof gone white with age. It was second only to the church in its grandiosity. It made sense to him why Mayor Ivan resented the church so much; the vision of his authority would always be smaller.

      Ilya pressed open the front door, painted dark green. A bell rang above his head and he spotted Ivan’s secretary perk up from her desk. Her eyes grew big as a doe’s at the sight of him. Clearly, nobody had expected him to be alive.

      “Ilya, I’m surprised to see you,” she said. “Were you successful then?”

      Ilya ground his teeth together. “Well, as you can see, I’m not dead, and there have been no more attacks since all of you cornered me. Does that answer your question?”

      She balked at him and nodded, kind enough to be embarrassed for asking. “Yes, it does. I assume you’d like to speak with the mayor?”

      “Yes. Now, please.”

      She rolled her eyes at him but walked into the back to find the mayor. Ilya sat by the entrance in a huff, staring at the door to Ivan’s office. Standing up for himself was difficult, hands trembling despite his words. His courage had long been beaten out of him by both the town and his mother over these two long decades. It might as well have been centuries.

      Despite that, he’d done as they’d asked. It would be nice if they didn’t treat him like a pariah. If they made him fight again he wasn’t sure how he’d handle it. Priests learned the will of the Sun, became a source of light and warmth for their communities, burning out their eyes to truly see Her. It was the Moon that granted the strength to protect from the evils of the night. That was where the hunters drew their power from, shrouded in shadow to see every bump in the night.

      There was a time as a child when Ilya thought himself hunter material, but ultimately he found he wasn’t cut out for it. He was too soft a heart and too weak of will, like his father had been. Instead, he followed in those footsteps, becoming a priest.

      Not that Ilya could ever measure up to him. His father had been so skilled he could stitch limbs back together like new. Ilya could barely manage bone fractures, if that. He wouldn’t be surprised if Danya’s limbs ached from lingering injury due to his lack of talent.

      Ilya pulled himself out of his mental flagellation when the door to Ivan’s office swung open. It was about time.

      Ilya got to his feet, crossing his arms, hoping to shield himself from the inevitable difficulties.

      “Ivan.”

      Ivan was unphased by Ilya’s demeanor, approaching casually. “Ilya! What a surprise. Genuinely. We haven’t had any other attacks but you hadn’t shown your face. We assumed you were being snacked on. Nobody wanted to search for your body.”

      “You know, if any of you came for ceremony for once in your miserable lives you would’ve found me.”

      Ivan barked a laugh and mimed wiping a tear from his eye. “No offense, Father, but unless you bring your predecessor back from the dead, your church will remain empty. However, if you didn’t fuck up and lie to us,” Ivan lowered his glasses to look at Ilya over the rim, “then I’m sure we can leave you to your misery once again.”

      Ilya threatened to chew through his teeth from how hard they ground together. “Yes, I’m sure. I’m also sure you wouldn’t mind spreading the word so the townsfolk would stop spreading rumors about me?”

      “You and I both know that won’t happen. Think you’ll have to suck it up.”

      His nails dug into his palms as his chest grew tight. He should have expected it, should be used to it by now, but he ached all the same. What did he have to do to get so much as bare tolerance from anybody in this place?

      Ilya whirled around to avoid embarrassing himself, leaving the office without another word. He pulled his hood down low over his face so it was shielded from the view of passersby. He wound through the alleys behind the town hall, stones still damp with snowmelt in the shadows of the walls.

      Days like this made him ask what the point of anything was, why he had to be here. He’d petitioned the church countless times, begging to be transferred anywhere else, but they wouldn’t listen. He was his father’s son, and thus he had to remain in Velak where his father had worked. How dare he snub his father’s memory by even asking? If he left on his own, he’d be cast out of the church entirely, hunted down as an apostate despite any beliefs he still held. He’d have nothing left. No family, no friends, no church.

      He was powerless, hopeless. What was he even good for?

      A wave of grief washed over him. Ilya pressed a hand to the alley wall to keep from collapsing. His hand curled into a fist, his jaw tightened, and he slammed his eyes shut as his eyes stung with tears. He took in a breath, sharp, short, until finally a sob leaped forth. He pressed his forehead against the stones, pulling his hood closed.

      Hot shame roiled in his stomach. This was such a childish display of emotions, unbecoming of a town’s religious leader. He remembered his mother saying the same at his father’s funeral, remembered the way the other adults of the town looked at him without an ounce of empathy. They’d even asked why he was crying, had accused him of being the reason his father was dead in the first place. What right did a murderer have to cry over his own father?

      He didn’t understand then and he didn’t understand now.

      Ilya’s head spun, flooded with horrific memories. Every wrong that had ever been inflicted on him flashed, no matter how long ago or how slight. They all hated him for who he wasn’t. He wasn’t his father, he wasn’t as skilled, wasn’t as warm, wasn’t as knowledgeable. All they saw was a lost child. He was a waste of space.

      He couldn’t be Father Sokolov, always just Ilya. Even risking his life to save everyone hadn’t been enough. They had wanted him to die, hoping to get somebody new, somebody better. The people of Velak would rather be ravaged by a monster than have him exist.

      Ilya removed a leather glove to wipe at his eyes. A feeble attempt at looking presentable was made until he gave up, replacing the glove as he shoved on through the alleys. That was enough of town for today.

      The climb up the hill was terrible as ever, mud splashing onto his clothes as he walked. He wanted to get home and sequester himself away until the need for groceries arose at a later time.

      Ilya froze in place as it hit him: he hadn’t bought anything for dinner.

      Palm collided with forehead in his aggravation, dragging it down and growling under his breath. He stared at the ground and did his level best to compose himself. Everything was being held together with a hair thin strand; if one more thing went poorly today he’d do something drastic.

      Unfortunately, being that he was a priest, he was highly proficient in self flagellation. Finally Ilya had a patient, somebody to look after, to use all of his training on, and he couldn’t even feed him. Not even this one thing.

      Ilya’s hands ached with his misery, a sensation that extended out to his arms, snaking through his chest to constrict his heart. Breaths came in shaky gasps, and while he tried to settle himself, he found it was a losing battle.
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        * * *

      

      Once inside the church Ilya collapsed onto a pew in the back. He pressed his hands against his face and leaned so far forward he was bent in half. Whispered prayers left his lips, begging the Sun to release him from his pain, to give him anything to look forward to, anybody to be kind to him.

      Letting go of everything was all that came to mind. Of the world, of life. Maybe he would once Danya was better. This could be his last good deed before he made one final, selfish decision.

      It was a struggle to keep quiet inside the church. It was ten times larger than it had ever needed to be, with its high arched ceilings painted black and embedded with gems to mimic starlight. Every surface was luxurious stone and open air. It was all disgustingly grandiose with its alabaster walls and black marble floors, broken up by the symbol of the Sun in front of the altar made of polished gold. The acoustics were lovely for singing, but he had no choir nor talent of his own. It also meant his sobs were extremely loud.

      Once he’d had a moment to get his emotions out, he slumped back in the pew, looking to his right to admire the stained glass windows. There was a skylight directly above the symbol of the Sun on the floor. When the noon light hit perfectly, it would cast the entire room in gold. It was bright enough you could see the rainbow glass glowing from inside the church.

      There was beauty in this place, but Ilya couldn’t help feeling it was one more reason to be despised. Most of the townsfolk lived in their modest wood, plaster, and thatch homes, and here he sat in a building of pure art. There was love for his deity, the celestial body that gave all the world life, but none for the rest of its denizens.

      The door to the rectory opened and Ilya snapped his head so hard toward it his head spun. Danya walked past the two dozen pews to reach him, soft steps echoing through the church. His hand ran across each bench as he moved closer, brows furrowing when he looked at Ilya.

      “Why are you hiding back here?”

      Ilya’s stomach turned as he struggled to find an excuse that would keep his pride intact. “Just praying for a bit,” Ilya replied, clearing his throat. “It’s lovely out here. Have you spent much time in the church yet?”

      Danya sidled up next to Ilya’s pew and leaned his weight against it. There was a quizzical look on his face; he clearly didn’t believe Ilya. Ilya stared ahead at the altar, refusing to make eye contact. He’d stomached too much shame today.

      “I haven’t. You find anything for dinner?”

      Ilya’s eyes turned up to the ceiling. He bit his lip to keep it from quivering. Grief roiled in his chest, his palms ached all over again. Finally, he met Danya’s gaze.

      “No. I fucking forgot.”

      Danya raised his eyebrows. Ilya tried to not swear, but he was at his limit. It didn’t help that Danya swore like a sailor and it was rubbing off on him.

      Danya grabbed his shoulder. His touch was gentle, his hand radiating warmth. His thumb stroked the fabric of his vestments and Ilya did his best to ignore how hot his body grew from the gesture.

      “There’s plenty around I’m sure. It’ll be fine, Ilya.”

      Ilya swallowed hard and looked down at his hands. “I’m supposed to be taking care of you while you recover. I should be able to make you a nice dinner.”

      “The fact that you didn’t kill me in the woods is already more kindness than I deserve, Ilya,” Danya whispered. “Now come on, stop crying in the corner.”

      A sigh rushed out of his lungs, but he did get up. The heat from Danya’s hand lingered on his skin, spreading through his body. It brought a comfort to him that he couldn’t quite grasp.

      Perhaps Danya was the sign he’d been looking for all this time.
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        * * *

      

      Despite his panic, Ilya managed to find all the ingredients he needed for a very average vegetable soup. It was better than nothing, and the fact that he could provide for his guest at all eased his mind. The bread in the pantry was a bit stale, but stale bread tended to be fine when paired with soup of completely average make. Everything was fine. He was fine.

      He began to chop everything he’d need. Danya loomed behind him as he worked and set his nerves on edge all over again. Ilya squinted at him over his shoulder.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Was about to ask you the same question.”

      Ilya turned and held up the knife in his hand. “If you come anywhere near me while I’m cooking I’m going to gut you and add you to the dish.”

      Danya backed up several steps, hands held up in surrender. He shook his head and went to lay on the couch, sighing loud enough to make sure Ilya heard him.

      “Just wanted to be useful. I feel so… helpless. Like I’m some fucking child that got left on your doorstep. I’m just sitting around here doing nothing while you do all this shit to help me!”

      Ilya shook his head. “Yes, well, your goal is to get better and remember your past life. If you want something actionable, we’re going to need more firewood, and I hate chopping. I’m going to have to cross the mountains into Kursiya in a few days to get all our stock for the season. The larder is a tad sparse and I refuse to try and fish from the ice to have anything to eat.”

      Ilya finished his chopping and tossed everything into a giant cast iron pot. He filled it with water and brought it over to the fireplace. It was hung on the hook in the center and the fire was lit. What he wouldn’t give to have one of those electric stoves that all the houses in the city had; he was so tired of firewood.

      Danya sat up as he watched Ilya work. “Might be nice to go fishing actually. Get out of this fucking building if nothing else. No offense.”

      Ilya snorted. “None taken. I hate it here too. Lacks in personality.”

      “So why not redecorate?”

      It was a simple question with an equally simple answer. “Guilt. I grew up in this place, at least for a while. It’s a wonder I was able to get my mother out when the time came… But my father, Pavel Sokolov, was the last priest. He made this place what it was. I don’t have the heart to change it.”

      Danya was silent for a long while after that. Ilya could hear him thinking, perhaps trying to recall memories of his own family. He went back to the kitchen to clean up in the meantime.

      Finally, Danya called back, “Don’t remember my parents. At least you’ve got yours I guess.”

      Ilya paused in wiping the counters, anger lancing through him.

      “Hardly.”

      Danya huffed. “You’ve been in a fucking mood today. What’s your damage?”

      Ilya ground his teeth and stormed back over to the couch. He leaned over the back of it, grabbing Danya by the front of his shirt to get directly in his face. “My father died when I was eight and my mother is an awful hag who, along with this entire Sun forsaken town, blames that death on me. They shamed me for crying at his funeral because they think I’m a murderer because I was a child who didn’t have the power to heal his father’s illness. They’re probably annoyed that you didn’t eat me. That is my damage, Danya. What’s yours?”

      Rage coursed through his veins, breath coming in heavy. Ilya was a pot boiled over, every last drop evaporated, nothing but candescent heat left.

      His eyes finally refocused, the look of fear on Danya’s face giving him pause. He let go of Danya’s shirt, smoothing it out and going back to the kitchen. This wasn’t him. This was his mother, this was Ivan, this was Velak as a whole. This rage? It wasn’t him.

      Shame compelled him to ignore the sounds of Danya moving behind him. His shoulders tensed, unsure of what might happen. Would Danya leave? Would he lash out? Ilya wouldn’t blame him either way.
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