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      PROLOGUE
    

    
      CONFIRMATION:
       ✓ Leonardo "Leo" Accardi, 26, pianist, living at Westchester family compound ✓ Late September afternoon, two weeks post-father's death, in his suite playing piano ✓ Core wound: valuable only for what he provides—beautiful object to be traded ✓ Out since 18, active in queer community, closeted in family business contexts ✓ Westchester compound (beautiful cage) vs. Manhattan freedom (Village, Chelsea) ✓ Ends where Chapter 1 begins: mother comes to summon him to the study
    

    
      The best lies Leo ever told were the ones he played on piano.
    

    
      His fingers moved across the keys of his Steinway—Debussy today, 
      Clair de Lune
      , because he was feeling obvious and didn't care—and the music said everything his mouth wouldn't. That he was fine. That two weeks since his father's funeral was enough time to stop feeling the ghost of disappointment in every corner of this house. That he belonged in this compound, in this family, in this life he'd never chosen.
    

    
      The September light coming through his windows was gold and slanting, the kind of late-afternoon sun that made Westchester look like a postcard instead of a prison. Outside, the estate spread in manicured perfection—gardens his mother obsessed over, fountains nobody used, enough square footage to house twenty families but occupied by one deeply dysfunctional one. The gates at the property line were wrought iron and twelve feet high. For protection, supposedly. Leo had always thought they looked more like containment.
    

    
      He let the music wash over him, eyes half-closed, losing himself in the familiar patterns. This—this was the only time he felt like an actual person instead of a decorative object his family kept around for parties and photos. When he played, he wasn't Leonardo Accardi, youngest son, the gay one, the artistic one, the disappointment. He was just—himself. Whatever that meant.
    

    
      His phone buzzed on the piano bench beside him. He ignored it, transitioning from Debussy into something improvised, something that lived in the minor keys where all his real feelings hid. The room around him was the only space in this entire compound that felt remotely like his. Walls covered in vintage band posters—The Smiths, Joy Division, some contemporary queer artists his family would clutch their pearls over if they paid attention. His clothes exploded out of the closet in a mix of designer labels his mother bought him and thrift store finds he bought himself. Three ear piercings in his left ear, two in his right, all of them empty right now because he'd learned to remove them before family dinners.
    

    
      Small rebellions. That's all he was allowed.
    

    
      The phone buzzed again. Leo cracked one eye open, glanced at the screen.
    

    
      Jamie:
       
      
        youre still coming tonight right
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      
        because i already told marcus to save our booth
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      and if you bail on drag bingo AGAIN i will literally kill you
    

    
      Leo smiled despite himself. The Phoenix on a Thursday night—exactly what he needed. Drag queens, terrible bingo calls, cheap drinks, a room full of people who knew him as just Leo, not Leo Accardi. No last name, no baggage, no expectations beyond tipping well and laughing at the right moments.
    

    
      He typed back one-handed, other hand still pulling melody from the keys.
    

    
      Leo:
       
      
        im coming i promise
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      
        what time
        

      
       
      Leo:
       
      
        7:30
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      
        you said that last week and showed up at 9
        

      
       
      Leo:
       
      
        family dinner ran late
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      
        your family is a nightmare
        

      
       
      Leo:
       
      tell me something i dont know
    

    
      He set the phone down, both hands returning to the piano. The improvised piece was getting darker, more dissonant. His YouTube channel—180,000 subscribers who had absolutely no idea he was connected to organized crime—loved when he posted original compositions. The comments called him a genius, asked when he'd tour, begged for albums and sheet music.
    

    
      Never, probably. Because touring required freedom, and freedom required not being the youngest son of a dead mob boss whose legacy hung over everything like smoke.
    

    
      The music twisted under his fingers, angry now, and he let it. Nobody was home to hear anyway. His mother was out—charity luncheon or grief counseling or whatever wealthy widows did when their husbands died of convenient heart attacks. His brothers were handling business, being important, doing all the things that mattered in this world. Sal with his wife and kids in their house on the property. Luca at the office in Manhattan, running things with Uncle Tonio because someone had to step up.
    

    
      Just Leo, alone in his suite, playing piano like it could save him.
    

    
      It couldn't. But it was better than the alternative—sitting in silence, thinking about how his father had looked at him exactly twice in the weeks before he died. Once at a family dinner when Leo showed up with his nails painted black, and Antonio Accardi's expression had been pure calculation. Not anger. Not disappointment. Just—assessment. Like Leo was a tool whose usefulness he was evaluating.
    

    
      The second time was worse. His father had called him into the study—the same study where they'd read the will last week—and said, "You're twenty-six now. Time to contribute something beyond looking pretty at events."
    

    
      Leo had waited for the rest. An assignment. A role. Something.
    

    
      His father had waved him away without another word.
    

    
      Three days later, Antonio Accardi was dead.
    

    
      Leo's fingers stumbled on the keys, the music breaking into something jagged. He stopped, flexed his hands, stared at the calluses on his fingertips that nobody in his family ever noticed. They saw the rings, the painted nails, the designer clothes. They didn't see the hours of practice, the discipline, the actual skill.
    

    
      His grandmother had seen it. 
      "You have a gift, tesoro,"
       she'd said, gnarled hands covering his when he was twelve and struggling through Chopin. 
      "Don't let them make you think it's nothing just because they don't understand it."
    

    
      She'd been dead ten years. Cancer. Fast and brutal.
    

    
      The last person who'd valued him for something other than his usefulness to the family.
    

    
      Leo stood up from the piano, needing to move, and crossed to the windows he kept open despite his mother's protests about security. The September air was cool, edging toward October, and smelled like cut grass and expensive landscaping. Westchester in autumn was almost pretty enough to make you forget it was a gilded cage. Almost.
    

    
      His suite overlooked the gardens, the fountains, the carefully cultivated illusion of old Italian nobility. The compound sat on five acres—enough space that his father's generation could pretend they were still in Sicily instead of forty minutes north of Manhattan. The main house was obscene, all marble and oil paintings and furniture that cost more than most people's yearly salaries. Leo's brothers fit here. His mother had learned to fit here. Leo had spent twenty-six years trying and failing.
    

    
      He pulled out his phone again, scrolling through Instagram. His secret account, not the public one his family monitored. Photos from last weekend at the youth center in Chelsea—kids he mentored, teenagers figuring out their queerness in a world that barely tolerated them. He taught piano there, ran a music workshop, helped however he could.
    

    
      Nobody in his family knew. They thought he spent his free time shopping or clubbing or doing whatever useless things useless sons did.
    

    
      The volunteering was his. The one thing that was entirely his choice, his purpose, his actual contribution to the world instead of just being decorative at mob weddings.
    

    
      Another text from Jamie.
    

    
      Jamie:
       
      
        maya says you should bring that guy from last month
        

      
       
      Leo:
       
      
        which guy
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      
        idk the hot one
        

      
       
      Leo:
       
      
        youre gonna have to be more specific
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      
        the one with the tattoos
        

      
       
      Leo:
       
      
        oh. we stopped talking
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      
        why
        

      
       
      Leo:
       
      he googled my last name
    

    
      Three dots, then:
    

    
      Jamie:
       
      
        fuck
        

      
       
      Jamie:
       
      im sorry babe
    

    
      Leo tossed his phone on his bed, scrubbed his hands over his face. The thing about being an Accardi was that it poisoned everything eventually. Relationships. Friendships. Any chance at something normal. People either wanted to use the connection or wanted nothing to do with it. There was no middle ground.
    

    
      He'd tried dating in college. Tried again in his early twenties. Now he just hooked up occasionally, kept it physical, kept it distant. Safer that way. Less chance of someone looking at him and seeing a transaction instead of a person.
    

    
      His grandmother's voice echoed in his memory, the way it always did when he spiraled: 
      "Find someone who sees you, tesoro. Not what you can give them. Not your name or your face. You. Promise me."
    

    
      He'd promised. Been sixteen, watching her die, would have promised her anything.
    

    
      Ten years later and he still hadn't found it.
    

    
      Maybe there was nothing to find. Maybe he was exactly what everyone saw—beautiful, useless, good for decoration and nothing else.
    

    
      The door to his suite opened without warning. His mother never knocked. Privacy was for people with actual autonomy.
    

    
      Nina Accardi stood in the doorway in head-to-toe black—Chanel, probably, because even grief had a dress code—and the expression on her face made Leo's stomach drop.
    

    
      "Leonardo." Her voice was soft. It was always soft. Twenty-eight years married to Antonio Accardi had worn her down to something quiet and careful. "Your brothers need you in the study."
    

    
      "What for?"
    

    
      "Just—" She twisted her wedding rings, nervous gesture he'd known his whole life. "Come down. Please."
    

    
      "Mamma, what's going on?"
    

    
      "Now, tesoro." She wouldn't meet his eyes. "They're waiting."
    

    
      Something cold slid down Leo's spine. The study. Where they'd read the will. Where his father had conducted business. Where decisions got made about things—and people—that belonged to the family.
    

    
      "Mamma—"
    

    
      "Please." She finally looked at him, and what he saw there was an apology. "I'm sorry. But you need to come now."
    

    
      She turned and left, heels clicking down the hallway, and Leo stood in his suite surrounded by band posters and painted nails and all the tiny rebellions that had never amounted to freedom.
    

    
      His phone buzzed. Jamie again.
    

    
      Jamie:
       
      7:30. dont forget. you promised
    

    
      Leo looked at the message, at the windows, at the piano that had been his only real voice in this house. Something in his chest was screaming that if he went down to that study, everything would change. That whatever his brothers wanted, it wasn't good.
    

    
      But he'd never been allowed to say no.
    

    
      He typed back to Jamie with fingers that felt numb.
    

    
      Leo:
       
      ill be there
    

    
      Then he checked his reflection in the mirror above his dresser—honey-brown hair falling into his eyes, beauty mark above his lip that made people call him pretty instead of handsome, silver rings on multiple fingers. He looked exactly like he always did. Decorative. Expensive. Useful for all the wrong reasons.
    

    
      He took a breath, squared his shoulders, and left his suite.
    

    
      The hallway was marble and silence. His footsteps echoed. The compound felt emptier than usual—his mother had disappeared to wherever she went when she couldn't face things, the staff were making themselves scarce. Just Leo, walking toward his father's study like a man walking to his own execution.
    

    
      The door was closed. He could hear voices inside—Sal, definitely, that aggressive tone he used when he wanted to sound authoritative. Luca's lower rumble. Someone else, maybe the family lawyer.
    

    
      Leo's hand was on the doorknob before he realized he'd stopped breathing.
    

    
      This was it. Whatever this was.
    

    
      He turned the handle and pushed the door open, stepping into his father's study for the second time since the funeral.
    

    
      His brothers looked up. Sal's expression was smug. Luca's was resigned. The lawyer sat behind the desk with papers spread in front of him, and the look on his face was professionally sympathetic in a way that made Leo's skin crawl.
    

    
      "Leonardo." The lawyer stood. "Thank you for joining us. Please, sit down. There's something in your father's will we need to discuss."
    

    
      Leo sat, because standing felt impossible.
    

    
      And in the silence that followed, in the weight of his brothers' stares and the lawyer's false sympathy and the papers on the desk that looked like a contract, Leo understood with perfect, terrible clarity:
    

    
      His father's last gift wasn't inheritance.
    

    
      It was sale.
      

    

      CHAPTER 1: Before the Fall
    

    
      Starting point:
       Leo at Accardi compound, his bedroom, late September afternoon. Just returned from father's study where marriage contract was revealed. Alone, processing shock and rage.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Prologue ended with Leo learning about the arranged marriage, sitting at his piano unable to play, feeling like property.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Leo and Cristiano haven't met (except brief dismissive encounter at charity gala months ago). Leo has formed negative first impression.
    

    
      The first thing Leo did after leaving his father's study was throw up in the marble bathroom off the main hallway. Clean, efficient, the kind of vomiting that came from pure shock rather than actual sickness. He rinsed his mouth, splashed cold water on his face, and looked at himself in the gilt-edged mirror.
    

    
      His reflection looked the same. Hazel eyes, beauty mark above his lip, honey-brown hair falling into his face. Still decorative. Still useless.
    

    
      Still sold.
    

    
      The walk back to his room took forever. Past family portraits of men who'd built this empire on blood and lies, past the formal living room where his father used to hold court, past everything that had felt like a cage before and now felt like a prison he was about to be transferred from.
    

    
      His bedroom door closed with a soft click. He locked it—pointless, they had keys, but the illusion of control mattered—and stood there breathing.
    

    
      Sixty days.
    

    
      In sixty days he'd marry Cristiano DeLuca. In sixty days his life would belong to someone else. Some stranger who probably saw him the same way everyone else did: pretty, pliable, worth exactly what he could provide.
    

    
      His hands were shaking. He shoved them in his pockets, paced to the window, back to the door, over to the piano. Sat down hard on the bench and put his fingers on the keys.
    

    
      Nothing came out.
    

    
      He tried again, attempting the Chopin piece he'd been playing earlier. His fingers fumbled, hit wrong notes, turned something beautiful into discordant noise. He slammed his hands down on the keyboard—a harsh, ugly sound—and stood up so fast the bench scraped against the floor.
    

    
      "Fuck," he said to the empty room. Then louder: "Fuck!"
    

    
      It didn't help.
    

    
      He pulled out his phone with shaking hands, opened Google, typed: 
      Cristiano DeLuca
      .
    

    
      The search results loaded. Images first—the man from the gala, the one who'd watched him play piano and then dismissed him like he was background music. Tall, dark-haired, sharp-jawed. Handsome in that severe, untouchable way that meant danger. Every photo showed him in expensive suits, looking like he owned whatever room he occupied.
    

    
      Leo scrolled through. "DeLuca Family Consolidates Manhattan Territory." "Cristiano DeLuca Takes Over After Father's Death." "Il Giardino Owner Expands Restaurant Empire."
    

    
      Nothing about being gay. Nothing about wanting a husband. Nothing to suggest this man had agreed to marry some stranger's son because two dead fathers thought it was a good idea.
    

    
      There—an older article. Six months ago. Leo clicked through.
    

    
      Charity Gala Raises $2M for Children's Hospital. Pictured: Cristiano DeLuca with longtime friend Rebecca Marston.
    

    
      Leo remembered that night. His mother had dragged him along, made him play Debussy for people who weren't listening. He'd looked up from the piano and caught someone staring—this man, Cristiano DeLuca, standing across the room with a champagne flute and an expression that could have meant anything.
    

    
      Their eyes had met for maybe three seconds. Then Cristiano had looked away, said something to the woman beside him, and dismissed Leo like he was nothing.
    

    
      And now they were supposed to get married.
    

    
      "This is insane," Leo said aloud. His voice cracked. "This is fucking insane."
    

    
      A knock at the door. Soft, hesitant.
    

    
      "Leonardo?" His mother's voice. "Tesoro, can I come in?"
    

    
      He didn't answer. She came in anyway—she had a key, of course she did—closing the door quietly behind her. She looked smaller than usual, wrapped in her grief-black cardigan, twisting her rings the way she always did when she was nervous.
    

    
      "I know you're upset," she started.
    

    
      "Upset." Leo laughed, sharp and bitter. "Is that what we're calling this? I'm upset?"
    

    
      "Your brothers explained—"
    

    
      "They explained that I'm being sold. Like cattle. Like I'm something to trade for an alliance." His throat was tight. "Did you know? Did you know Father had done this?"
    

    
      Nina's silence was answer enough.
    

    
      "You knew." Something cold settled in Leo's chest. "You've known, and you didn't—you didn't warn me, you didn't—"
    

    
      "What could I have done?" She moved toward him, hands reaching. "He made the contract before he died. It's legal, binding. If you refuse—"
    

    
      "People die. I know. War between families, blood in the streets, everything on my head." Leo stepped back, away from her touch. "Very convenient. Very effective. Can't say no without being responsible for a massacre."
    

    
      "I'm sorry." Her eyes were wet. "I'm so sorry, tesoro. But this is—this is what we do. What our family does. My marriage was arranged too. Your father and I, we didn't—we learned to make it work."
    

    
      "Make it work." Leo's voice came out flat. "You've been miserable for thirty years."
    

    
      She flinched.
    

    
      "I won't do it," he said. "I won't—I can't—"
    

    
      "You will." Nina's voice was soft but certain. "Because you're a good person. Because you won't let innocent people die to save yourself. Because—" She stopped. Started again. "Because this is your life. This has always been your life. And I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry. But you'll do this. We both know you will."
    

    
      She left before he could argue. The door clicked shut and Leo was alone again with his piano and his fear and the absolute certainty that his mother was right.
    

    
      He would do this. He had no choice.
    

    
      He sat on his bed, pulled out his phone, and texted Jamie: 
      Can't make it tonight. Something came up. I'll explain later.
    

    
      The response came immediately: 
      you ok?
    

    
      No
      , Leo typed. Then deleted it. Typed: 
      I'm fine. Just family stuff.
    

    
      His phone buzzed again—Jamie calling this time. Leo silenced it. Couldn't talk. Couldn't explain that he'd just learned his entire future had been decided without his consent, that some stranger would own him in sixty days, that everything he'd ever wanted for himself didn't matter.
    

    
      The screen lit up with a notification. Email, from a sender he didn't recognize: DeLuca Legal Associates.
    

    
      Leo's stomach dropped. He opened it.
    

    
      Mr. Accardi,
    

    
      This email confirms your attendance at a preliminary meeting with Mr. Cristiano DeLuca to discuss terms of the upcoming union. Dinner is scheduled for tomorrow evening, 7:00 PM, at Il Giardino (264 Greenwich Street, Manhattan). A car will be sent to collect you at 6:15 PM.
    

    
      Attendance is mandatory per contract stipulations.
    

    
      Respectfully,
       
      Michelle Torres, Legal Counsel
    

    
      Mandatory. Like he was an employee being summoned to a meeting. Like he had any choice in this at all.
    

    
      Tomorrow. He'd meet Cristiano DeLuca tomorrow. The man who'd looked through him like he was invisible. The man who would be his husband.
    

    
      Leo set the phone down carefully, like it might explode. Looked around his room—his posters, his piano, his life—and felt it all slipping away.
    

    
      "Might as well meet the man who owns me now," he said to the empty air.
    

    
      The words tasted like ash.
      

    

      CHAPTER 2: Il Giardino
    

    
      Starting point:
       Jamie's apartment in Chelsea, early evening (day after contract revelation). Leo fled the compound that morning, has been at Jamie's all day processing.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Leo learned about arranged marriage, got email about mandatory dinner with Cristiano tonight at 7 PM.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Leo and Cristiano haven't met properly yet. Leo has resentment and dread, formed negative impression from gala encounter.
    

    
      Jamie's apartment smelled like developer chemicals and takeout Thai, which was somehow comforting. Leo had shown up that morning with a duffel bag and a face that made Jamie take one look and say, "Wine or whiskey?"
    

    
      "Both," Leo had answered.
    

    
      Now it was six o'clock and he was standing in Jamie's bedroom—barely bigger than a closet, covered in photos Jamie had pinned to every available surface—trying to figure out what you wore to meet the man you'd been sold to.
    

    
      "Not the black shirt," Jamie said from where they were sprawled across the bed, editing photos on their laptop. "Too funeral. You're not mourning, you're—"
    

    
      "Being sold into slavery?"
    

    
      "I was going to say 'meeting your future husband,' but sure, let's go with slavery." Jamie looked up, all eyeliner and concern. "You could still run. Maya knows people in San Francisco. We could have you on a plane tonight."
    

    
      Leo pulled out a dark green silk shirt, held it up to his chest. "And start a war between two crime families? No thanks."
    

    
      "So you're really doing this."
    

    
      "What choice do I have?" The shirt was probably too much—too expensive, too deliberately sexy—but fuck it. If he had to do this, he'd do it on his terms. He grabbed his black jeans, the ones that fit perfectly, started changing. "It's this or watch people die because I wanted autonomy. Not exactly a hard choice."
    

    
      Jamie set the laptop aside, sat up. "Leo. Babe. You know this is fucked, right? Like genuinely insane? Arranged marriages aren't—people don't do this anymore."
    

    
      "People in my world do." Leo buttoned the jeans, reached for the shirt. His reflection in Jamie's mirror showed someone trying very hard to look like this was fine. The beauty mark above his lip seemed darker tonight, his eyes too bright. "My mother's marriage was arranged. She's been miserable for thirty years, but she did her duty."
    

    
      "And that's what you want? Thirty years of misery?"
    

    
      "Doesn't matter what I want." The silk slid cool against his skin. He left the top two buttons undone—another small rebellion. "It never has."
    

    
      Jamie was quiet for a moment. Then: "What's his name again? The guy?"
    

    
      "Cristiano DeLuca."
    

    
      "Googled him. He's hot. In like, a scary mob boss way."
    

    
      "Great. I'm sure that'll make the forced marriage much more pleasant." Leo ran his hands through his hair, considered product, decided against it. Let it fall messy. "He looked at me once. At that charity thing in March. I was playing piano and I looked up and he was just—staring. And then he looked away like I was nothing."
    

    
      "Maybe he was into you."
    

    
      "Or maybe he was already planning this. Assessing the merchandise."
    

    
      "Don't." Jamie stood, crossed to him, took his shoulders. "Don't do that to yourself. Don't make yourself smaller than you are."
    

    
      Leo met their eyes in the mirror. "I've been doing that my whole life."
    

    
      "I know. And it breaks my fucking heart." Jamie squeezed his shoulders. "But listen. You're about to walk into that restaurant and meet this guy, and yeah, the circumstances are shit. But you're Leonardo fucking Accardi. You're brilliant and talented and you could destroy him with one perfectly placed comment if you wanted to."
    

    
      "I'm property being transferred."
    

    
      "You're a person. Remember that. Whatever happens tonight—you're a person, not a thing." Jamie let go, stepped back. "Now finish getting ready. And for the love of god, put your piercings back in."
    

    
      Leo touched his bare earlobes. He'd taken the piercings out yesterday, some automatic instinct to make himself palatable for family business. "You think?"
    

    
      "I think if you're being forced into this, you might as well be yourself while doing it."
    

    
      The small silver hoops went back in, three in his left ear, two in his right. Leo looked at his reflection again. Better. Still terrified, still angry, but at least he looked like himself.
    

    
      His phone buzzed. Car arriving in ten minutes.
    

    
      "You want me to come?" Jamie asked. "I could wait at a bar nearby. Moral support."
    

    
      "No. But thank you." Leo grabbed his leather jacket—more armor—and his phone. "I'll text you when it's over."
    

    
      "And if he's an asshole?"
    

    
      "Then I'll marry an asshole. Not like I haven't dated them before."
    

    
      Jamie hugged him, fierce and tight. "Call me if you need extraction. I'll come get you. I don't care if it starts a mob war."
    

    
      Leo held on maybe a second too long. Then let go, grabbed his things, and headed downstairs.
    

    
      The car was waiting outside Jamie's building—black town car, tinted windows, driver in a suit who opened the door without speaking. Leo slid into the back seat and watched Chelsea slide past the windows. The city looked normal. People walking dogs, couples holding hands, someone struggling with grocery bags. All these people living regular lives while Leo was being driven to meet his future husband.
    

    
      Il Giardino was in the Financial District, tucked between glass towers and old brownstones. The kind of place that didn't need a sign because if you didn't know where it was, you couldn't afford it anyway. The driver pulled up to a unmarked door, came around to open Leo's door.
    

    
      "Mr. DeLuca is expecting you," he said. First words he'd spoken.
    

    
      Inside, the restaurant was all exposed brick and warm lighting, filled with beautiful people eating expensive food. A hostess in a black dress approached immediately.
    

    
      "Mr. Accardi? This way, please."
    

    
      She led him through the main dining room—everyone noticed him, eyes tracking his movement the way they always did—and into a private room at the back. Smaller, intimate, a table set for two with candles and wine already poured.
    

    
      Cristiano wasn't there yet.
    

    
      Leo sat in the chair facing the door, picked up his wine glass, drained half of it in one go. The wine was excellent. Everything here would be excellent. This was Cristiano's territory, his restaurant, his domain.
    

    
      Ten minutes passed. Then fifteen.
    

    
      Leo checked his phone. 7:16. The email had said seven.
    

    
      Making him wait. Power move. Or maybe Cristiano was as thrilled about this as Leo was and couldn't bring himself to show up on time.
    

    
      At 7:22, the door opened.
    

    
      Cristiano DeLuca looked exactly like his photos and nothing like them at the same time. Tall—at least six-two—with dark hair and darker eyes, wearing a three-piece suit that probably cost more than Leo's car. Sharp jaw, full lips, hands that looked like they could break someone in half.
    

    
      He stopped in the doorway. Their eyes met.
    

    
      Leo watched something flicker across Cristiano's face—surprise, maybe recognition, something quickly controlled—before the mask came down. Professional. Cold.
    

    
      "Leonardo Accardi." His voice was deeper than expected, with the faintest trace of an Italian accent underneath the American English.
    

    
      "Cristiano DeLuca." Leo stayed seated. Didn't stand, didn't offer his hand. "You're late."
    

    
      "I apologize. Business ran long." Cristiano moved to the opposite chair, sat with the kind of controlled grace that suggested he'd learned to make every movement deliberate. "I assume you've read the contract."
    

    
      "I've been informed of it. By my brothers. In my dead father's study." Leo picked up his wine glass again. "So yes, I'm aware I've been sold to you like a broodmare. Though obviously the broodmare part won't work, given the circumstances."
    

    
      Cristiano's jaw tightened. "I didn't choose this either."
    

    
      "And yet here we are."
    

    
      "Here we are." Cristiano poured himself wine, took a measured sip. "I assume you've been told the timeline. Six weeks until the wedding. Both families are already making arrangements."
    

    
      "How romantic."
    

    
      "This isn't about romance. This is business. An alliance between our families, formalized through marriage. Nothing more."
    

    
      Something twisted in Leo's chest. He'd known that, obviously. But hearing it stated so baldly, so dismissively—
    

    
      "Right," he said. His voice came out harder than intended. "Business. I'm a transaction. You're getting an alliance. Very straightforward."
    

    
      Cristiano's eyes narrowed. "What did you expect? We're strangers being forced into marriage by contracts we didn't sign. I'm being realistic about what this is."
    

    
      "You're being an asshole about what this is. There's a difference."
    

    
      "Would you prefer I lie? Pretend this is something it's not?"
    

    
      "I'd prefer you acknowledge that I'm a person being traded like property, not a business merger." Leo set his glass down hard enough that wine sloshed. "But sure, let's be realistic. You're getting an alliance and a husband you don't want. I'm getting a cage with better furniture. Everyone wins."
    

    
      Silence stretched between them. Cristiano's expression was unreadable, controlled in a way that made Leo want to crack it open just to see something real underneath.
    

    
      Finally: "You're a musician."
    

    
      The shift threw Leo. "What?"
    

    
      "I saw you play. Last March. Charity gala." Cristiano's voice was quieter now. "Debussy. Clair de Lune. You played it—" He stopped. Started again. "It was extraordinary."
    

    
      Leo stared at him. Of all the things he'd expected tonight, this wasn't it.
    

    
      "You remember what I played," he said slowly.
    

    
      "I remember." Something shifted in Cristiano's expression, too quick to read. "You play with your whole body. Like the music is something you have to get out or it'll destroy you."
    

    
      The observation was too accurate, too close to something true. Leo felt exposed in a way he didn't like.
    

    
      "It's just piano," he managed.
    

    
      "No. It's not." Cristiano leaned back. "But you're right. This is business. And in six weeks, you'll be my husband. We should at least attempt civility."
    

    
      "Civility." Leo laughed, sharp. "Is that what we're calling this?"
    

    
      "What would you call it?"
    

    
      "Survival."
    

    
      Their eyes held. Leo saw something in Cristiano's face—acknowledgment, maybe, or recognition that they were both trapped in this, both playing roles they didn't choose.
    

    
      Then Cristiano's phone buzzed. He glanced at it, stood. "I have to take this. Order whatever you want. Everything here is excellent."
    

    
      He left. Leo sat alone in the private dining room, surrounded by candlelight and expensive wine, and tried to figure out what the fuck had just happened.
    

    
      Cristiano had remembered his playing. Had called it extraordinary.
    

    
      And then immediately shut down again, retreating into business and civility and careful distance.
    

    
      Six weeks. Leo had six weeks to figure out how to survive being married to a man who looked at him like he was both nothing and everything, who remembered his music but refused to acknowledge what that meant.
    

    
      The waiter appeared, took his order. Leo ordered the most expensive thing on the menu out of spite.
    

    
      Cristiano came back twenty minutes later. They ate in near silence, making stilted conversation about logistics and wedding planning and all the practical details of combining two lives that didn't want to be combined.
    

    
      By the time Leo left—declined Cristiano's offer of a ride, called his own car—it was past ten and he felt wrung out, confused, angry.
    

    
      The drive back to Jamie's took forever. When he finally climbed the three flights to the apartment, Jamie was waiting with wine and questions.
    

    
      "So?"
    

    
      "He's—" Leo stopped. "I don't know. Complicated. Cold. But he remembered—" He stopped again, shook his head. "It doesn't matter. In six weeks I marry him and that's that."
    

    
      He crashed on Jamie's couch, exhausted and wired.
    

    
      At midnight, his phone buzzed. Delivery notification.
    

    
      Leo frowned, went downstairs. A box was waiting, expensive florist packaging. Inside: orchids, dramatic and perfect, and a note in sharp handwriting.
    

    
      Six weeks. We will make this work. —C
    

    
      Leo stared at the flowers, at the note, at this small gesture that meant nothing and everything.
    

    
      Took them upstairs. Set them on Jamie's coffee table.
    

    
      "From him?" Jamie asked.
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "That's—actually kind of sweet."
    

    
      "It's a business courtesy." But Leo's fingers traced the edge of the note card. 
      We will make this work.
    

    
      Like they had a choice.
    

    
      Like this was something they were building together instead of being forced into.
    

    
      Leo set the card down and tried to convince himself that the flowers meant nothing.
    

    
      He didn't succeed.
      

    

      CHAPTER 3: Dinner with the Devil
    

    
      Starting point:
       Leo at Jamie's apartment in Chelsea, early evening, getting ready for mandatory dinner with Cristiano at Il Giardino. Three days since learning about the marriage contract.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Leo has spent three days processing the arranged marriage, oscillating between rage and resignation. Tonight is the first official meeting with Cristiano to "discuss terms."
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Antagonistic strangers. Leo resents being forced into this marriage. Cristiano is an intimidating unknown.
    

    
      Jamie's apartment smelled like darkroom chemicals and leftover Thai food, familiar in a way that made Leo's chest ache. The city hummed outside—traffic on Eighth Avenue, someone's music bleeding through the walls, the particular chaos of Chelsea on a weeknight. Real life. Normal life. The kind of life Leo wouldn't have after tonight.
    

    
      "You look like you're going to a funeral," Jamie said from the doorway, watching Leo stare at himself in the full-length mirror.
    

    
      "Feels about the same." Leo tugged at the collar of his shirt—silk, dark green, expensive enough to make a statement but casual enough to say 
      I don't care what you think
      . Designer jeans. Leather jacket. All three ear piercings in his left ear, two in his right. War paint.
    

    
      "Want me to come with? I can lurk outside, stage a rescue if needed."
    

    
      "Pretty sure Cristiano DeLuca's restaurant has security that would eat you alive." Leo attempted a smile. It felt wrong on his face. "Besides, this is mandatory. Contract stipulation. If I don't show, both families interpret it as breach of agreement."
    

    
      Jamie crossed the small bedroom, put both hands on Leo's shoulders, and met his eyes in the mirror. "You don't have to do this."
    

    
      "We both know I do."
    

    
      "We could run. Right now. I have a friend in Montreal—"
    

    
      "And my family goes to war with the DeLucas, and people die, and it's my fault." Leo's reflection looked pale, scared. He hated it. "I'm going. I'm having dinner with the man I'm being forced to marry. And then I'm coming back here and getting spectacularly drunk."
    

    
      The car arrived at six-fifteen exactly—black town car, tinted windows, driver who opened the door without speaking. Leo slid into the back seat and watched Chelsea blur past the window. His neighborhood. His safe spaces. The Phoenix was three blocks away, Wednesday night probably meant karaoke, and he should be there with Jamie instead of heading downtown to meet his future husband.
    

    
      His phone buzzed. Jamie: 
      text me every 30 min or i'm calling the cops
    

    
      Leo smiled despite everything. 
      I'll be fine. Probably.
    

    
      that's not reassuring babe
    

    
      It wasn't meant to be.
    

    
      Manhattan shifted around them—Chelsea's rainbow flags giving way to the sleeker wealth of the West Village, then Tribeca's converted warehouses and cobblestone streets. Il Giardino sat on a corner in the Financial District, all exposed brick and warm lighting visible through floor-to-ceiling windows. The kind of place that had a six-month waitlist unless your last name opened doors.
    

    
      The DeLuca name definitely opened doors.
    

    
      The hostess recognized him immediately—or recognized his reservation, which amounted to the same thing. "Mr. Accardi. Welcome. Right this way."
    

    
      She led him through the main dining room, past tables full of people eating food that probably cost more than Leo's monthly student loan payments back when he'd pretended to study business at NYU. The restaurant smelled like fresh basil and expensive wine and old money. Everything gleamed—silverware, wine glasses, the guests themselves.
    

    
      The private dining room was in the back. Smaller, intimate, soundproofed. Leo had been in rooms like this before, knew what they meant. This was where business happened. Where deals were made and threats were delivered and people's fates were decided over perfectly plated osso buco.
    

    
      Tonight, his fate.
    

    
      The room held a table set for two, candles already lit, wine already poured. Red, full-bodied, probably cost more than Leo made in a month from his YouTube channel.
    

    
      No Cristiano.
    

    
      Leo checked his phone: 7:03. He was three minutes late and Cristiano wasn't even here yet.
    

    
      Power move. Had to be.
    

    
      He sat anyway, refused to stand around waiting like some nervous teenager on a first date. Took a sip of the wine—Barolo, his grandmother would have approved—and tried to steady his breathing.
    

    
      The door opened at 7:10.
    

    
      Cristiano DeLuca looked exactly like his photos and nothing like them simultaneously. Taller than Leo remembered, easily six-two, broad-shouldered in a way that suggested he actually used his gym membership. Black hair perfectly styled, sharp jawline, dark eyes that catalogued Leo in one sweep before settling on his face. The suit was Tom Ford or Brioni, something Italian and obscenely expensive, worn like armor.
    

    
      He was terrifying.
    

    
      He was also—Leo's traitorous brain supplied—devastating.
    

    
      "I apologize for the delay," Cristiano said, his voice low and controlled, faintly accented. "Business ran late."
    

    
      Business. Right. Because Leo wasn't business, couldn't possibly be important enough to warrant punctuality.
    

    
      "Of course," Leo said, voice sweet as poison. "I understand. I'm just the person you're being forced to marry. Not like I'm a priority."
    

    
      Something flickered in Cristiano's expression—surprise, maybe, that Leo had teeth—before smoothing back to professional neutrality. He sat across the table, movements economical and precise, and folded his hands in front of him.
    

    
      "I assume you've read the contract," Cristiano said.
    

    
      "I've read it. Though 'read' is generous—I was ordered to accept it."
    

    
      "As was I. Neither of us chose this."
    

    
      "And yet here we are." Leo leaned back in his chair, trying for casual when he felt anything but. "So what now? Do we discuss the terms of my servitude?"
    

    
      Cristiano's jaw tightened—first crack in the facade. "You are not a servant. You will be my husband."
    

    
      "Husband." Leo laughed, bitter. "Right. That's what we're calling it. How romantic."
    

    
      "This is business." Cristiano reached for his wine, took a measured sip. "Our families require an alliance. This marriage provides it. We can make it tolerable or we can make it miserable. I prefer tolerable."
    

    
      "How generous."
    

    
      They ordered food—Cristiano handling it, speaking rapid Italian to the server, not asking Leo's preference. More power plays. More proof that this man saw Leo as something to manage, not consult.
    

    
      The server left. Silence stretched between them like broken glass.
    

    
      Leo studied Cristiano across the table, looking for something beneath the expensive suit and controlled expression. The man who'd watched him play piano six months ago. The man who'd dismissed him with a glance.
    

    
      "I know you don't want this," Cristiano said finally. "Neither do I. But the contract is binding. We marry in six weeks or both families interpret it as breach. People die. Territories are disputed. Everything our fathers built—"
    

    
      "Our fathers built empires on blood and lies," Leo interrupted. "Forgive me if I'm not particularly invested in preserving their legacy."
    

    
      "Then what are you invested in?"
    

    
      The question caught Leo off-guard. He'd expected commands, negotiations, maybe threats disguised as logic. Not actual curiosity.
    

    
      "Music," he said before he could stop himself. "I want to—I wanted to be a musician. Play piano professionally, maybe score films, teach. Something that's mine. Not my family's. Mine."
    

    
      Cristiano was quiet for a moment. Then: "I saw you play. Six months ago. At the hospital benefit."
    

    
      Leo remembered. The gala. The moment their eyes met across the room.
    

    
      "You played Debussy," Cristiano continued. "Clair de Lune. It was—" He stopped. Started again. "It was extraordinary."
    

    
      Something shifted in Leo's chest. Dangerous. He couldn't afford to be flattered by this man, couldn't let a single compliment crack his armor.
    

    
      "And then you looked away," Leo said. "Like I was nothing."
    

    
      "You weren't nothing." Cristiano's eyes met his, dark and unreadable. "You were too much. Too—" He stopped. "It doesn't matter."
    

    
      The food arrived—perfectly plated, beautifully presented, neither of them really eating. They talked in circles around the marriage, around expectations, around the fact that they were strangers being bound together by dead men's contracts. Cristiano laid out logistics with clinical precision: Leo would move into the DeLuca townhouse after the wedding, would have his own space, his own accounts, could maintain his volunteer work.
    

    
      "How kind," Leo said. "You'll let me keep my hobbies."
    

    
      "I'm trying to make this work."
    

    
      "You're trying to make me compliant."
    

    
      "I'm trying to give you autonomy within the constraints we're both trapped in."
    

    
      That landed differently. Leo looked at Cristiano—really looked—and saw something in his expression that might have been exhaustion. Or resignation. Or the same suffocating feeling Leo carried in his own chest.
    

    
      They were both cages. Just different bars.
    

    
      The dinner ended without resolution because there was no resolution to find. They were getting married in six weeks whether they wanted to or not. That was the only certainty.
    

    
      Cristiano stood when Leo did, all ingrained manners despite everything. "My driver can take you home."
    

    
      "I drove myself."
    

    
      A lie—Jamie's car was still in Chelsea, and Leo had taken the town car—but he needed to walk out of here on his own terms, needed to reclaim some scrap of control.
    

    
      "As you wish." Cristiano held out his hand.
    

    
      Leo stared at it. At this man who would be his husband. At the life spreading out before him like a prison sentence.
    

    
      He shook Cristiano's hand. The grip was firm, warm, and lasted exactly three seconds before Cristiano released him.
    

    
      "Six weeks," Cristiano said. "We will make this work."
    

    
      It didn't sound like a question. Leo didn't bother answering.
    

    
      He walked out of Il Giardino into the September night, the city alive around him—taxis honking, people laughing outside bars, someone's music pumping from a passing car. Normal life. The kind he'd never have.
    

    
      His phone buzzed: the town car, waiting at the curb.
    

    
      Leo got in, gave the driver Jamie's address, and stared out the window at Manhattan blurring past. Didn't let himself cry until the car turned onto Eighth Avenue and he was three blocks from safety.
    

    
      When he got back to Jamie's apartment—still standing, barely—there was a delivery waiting outside the door. Orchids, dramatic and expensive, with a card in Cristiano's precise handwriting:
    

    
      Six weeks. We will make this work. —C
    

    
      Leo brought them inside, set them on Jamie's kitchen counter, and stared at them for a long time.
    

    
      Then he texted back the number on the card: 
      Thanks. Keep it. I have others.
    

    
      Put his phone down. Went to Jamie's couch where his best friend was waiting with tequila and sympathy.
    

    
      "How bad?" Jamie asked.
    

    
      "He's not what I expected," Leo said.
    

    
      "Is that good or bad?"
    

    
      Leo looked at the orchids, at the note, at the evidence that Cristiano was trying, however minimally, to make this bearable.
    

    
      "I don't know," he said. "That's the problem."
      

    

      CHAPTER 4: Performing Happiness
    

    
      Starting point:
       Leo at Accardi compound, his bedroom, early evening. Two weeks since Il Giardino dinner. Getting ready for engagement party with Jamie's help. They've been texting sporadically—mostly logistics, occasionally almost civil.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Two weeks of wedding planning, forced proximity through meetings, text exchanges that revealed Cristiano trying (minimally) to make this bearable. Leo is confused and exhausted.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Still antagonistic but softening at edges. The orchids and note showed Cristiano's effort. Leo doesn't know what to do with that.
    

    
      The suit Cristiano had sent fit like it was made for Leo's body specifically, which it probably was.
    

    
      "He had you measured," Jamie said, circling Leo like a shark, adjusting the jacket's shoulders. "When? You never mentioned meeting with a tailor."
    

    
      "I didn't." Leo looked at himself in the mirror—charcoal grey, three-piece, Italian cut that made his waist look smaller and his shoulders broader. The kind of suit that cost what most people made in a month. "He must have—I don't know. Estimated? Used photos?"
    

    
      "Creepy or romantic?" Jamie stepped back, assessing. "I genuinely can't tell."
    

    
      "Both. Neither. Does it matter?" Leo tugged at the vest, trying to find something wrong with the fit and failing. Everything was perfect. Perfectly tailored. Perfectly invasive. "I feel like a doll being dressed for display."
    

    
      The engagement party started in an hour. Three hundred guests at the Plaza, both families in attendance, society pages already calling it the event of the season. Two men from New York's most powerful crime families, finally making their relationship public. Never mind that the relationship was a lie and the marriage was forced. The optics were what mattered.
    

    
      The optics were always what mattered.
    

    
      Leo's phone buzzed on his dresser. He grabbed it, expecting Jamie's girlfriend Maya asking when they'd arrive, found instead: Cristiano.
    

    
      The car will be there at 6:30. I'll meet you at the venue. Are you—
    

    
      The message cut off. Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. Finally:
    

    
      Are you alright?
    

    
      Leo stared at the screen. Two weeks of texts and Cristiano had never asked that before. Logistics, yes. Details about the wedding, the party, what Leo should expect. But never anything personal.
    

    
      Never 
      are you alright
      .
    

    
      "What?" Jamie leaned over his shoulder. "Oh. He's asking if you're okay. That's—huh."
    

    
      "Huh," Leo echoed. He typed: 
      Fine. See you there.
    

    
      Deleted it. Typed: 
      As alright as anyone can be before performing happiness for 300 strangers.
    

    
      Sent before he could overthink it.
    

    
      The response came immediately: 
      I know the feeling.
    

    
      Something twisted in Leo's chest. Dangerous. He couldn't afford to think of Cristiano as someone who also hated this performance, who also felt trapped, who also had to pretend.
    

    
      A knock at the door. His mother appeared without waiting for permission, dressed in midnight blue silk that made her look younger, sadder, beautiful in that fragile way she'd perfected over thirty years of marriage.
    

    
      "Leonardo." Her voice caught. "You look—your father would be—"
    

    
      "Proud I'm finally useful?" The words came out sharper than intended.
    

    
      Nina flinched. Reached into her clutch and pulled out a small velvet box. "These were my father's. Your grandfather's. I want you to have them."
    

    
      Cufflinks. Gold, engraved with the Accardi family crest, old enough to matter. She'd never offered Leo anything from her father's collection before—those heirlooms went to Sal and Luca, the real sons, the ones who mattered.
    

    
      "Mamma—"
    

    
      "Please." She pressed the box into his hands. "I know this isn't—I know you didn't choose this. But you look so handsome. And maybe—maybe something good can come from it. Maybe—"
    

    
      She couldn't finish. Kissed his cheek and left before he could respond, heels clicking away down the hallway.
    

    
      Leo opened the box. The cufflinks gleamed in the lamplight.
    

    
      "Well," Jamie said quietly. "That was something."
    

    
      "She still won't stop it." Leo's fingers trembled slightly as he fastened the cufflinks. "But sure. Here's some gold. That fixes everything."
    

    
      "Your family is—"
    

    
      "Fucked up. I know."
    

    
      Jamie grabbed his shoulders, forced him to look. "Hey. Fuck them. You're beautiful and brilliant and whoever gets you should be worshiping the ground you walk on. Cristiano DeLuca included."
    

    
      "Cristiano doesn't worship. He owns."
    

    
      "Then make him worship. Make him see what he's getting isn't just some pretty boy he can lock away." Jamie's grip tightened. "You're Leo. You're—you're everything. Don't let them make you forget that."
    

    
      The car arrived at six-thirty exactly. Leo kissed Jamie's cheek—"Thank you for this"—and climbed into the back seat alone. The drive into Manhattan felt endless, watching Westchester give way to the Bronx, then Harlem, then the glittering excess of Midtown. The Plaza sat on Fifth Avenue like a crown, all gilt and marble and old money pretending to be older.
    

    
      The ballroom was obscene. Crystal chandeliers, champagne fountains, string quartet playing something classical and forgettable. Flowers everywhere—white roses, orchids, lilies that probably cost more than Leo's car. Three hundred people in designer everything, air thick with expensive perfume and expensive lies.
    

    
      Leo walked in alone. His family was somewhere in the crowd—he could see Sal holding court with associates, his mother playing gracious hostess. No one came to greet him. He was the product being displayed, not a person to acknowledge.
    

    
      Then Cristiano was there.
    

    
      The tuxedo should have been illegal. Black, perfectly cut, bow tie slightly loosened like he'd been wearing it all day and couldn't be bothered with perfect anymore. He moved through the crowd like a ship cutting water, people parting instinctively, and his eyes locked on Leo's from across the room.
    

    
      Something in Leo's stomach flipped.
    

    
      Cristiano stopped in front of him. Close enough that Leo caught his scent—something expensive and woody, cedar maybe, mixed with the faint smell of tobacco.
    

    
      "Ready?" Cristiano asked.
    

    
      "For what?"
    

    
      "To pretend." His expression was unreadable. "That we chose this. That we want this. That we're—"
    

    
      "In love?"
    

    
      "Together. At least." Cristiano offered his arm. "They're watching."
    

    
      Leo looked around. Every eye in the room on them, waiting to see how the future Mr. and Mr. DeLuca would perform their happiness. Phones were out—someone would post this to Instagram within minutes, the engagement party of the year, isn't it romantic, two powerful families united.
    

    
      He took Cristiano's arm.
    

    
      They were announced—microphone feedback, someone's voice too loud: "Leonardo Accardi and Cristiano DeLuca, the happy couple!"—and applause filled the ballroom like a wave. Cristiano's hand found Leo's lower back as they walked, warm and steady and possessive in a way that should have made Leo pull away.
    

    
      He didn't pull away.
    

    
      They circulated. Shook hands. Accepted congratulations from people who didn't care, didn't know them, just wanted proximity to power. Leo turned on his charm like flipping a switch—smiled his prettiest smile, laughed at jokes that weren't funny, played the role he'd been playing his entire life. The beautiful son. The decorative one. The one who made people feel special by existing near them.
    

    
      Cristiano's hand never left his back.
    

    
      "You're very tactile," Leo murmured during a break in conversation, voice low enough only Cristiano could hear.
    

    
      "People are watching. We must appear—"
    

    
      "Together? Believable? In love? Which lie are we selling tonight?"
    

    
      Cristiano's jaw tightened, muscle jumping under his skin. "The lie that this is a choice. That we chose each other."
    

    
      "That's the cruelest lie of all." Something cracked in Leo's voice. He swallowed it down, smoothed his expression as another guest approached.
    

    
      But he felt Cristiano's hand tighten against his back. Just for a second. Then release.
    

    
      An hour in, Leo needed air. The ballroom was too hot, too crowded, too full of people performing for each other. He slipped away while Cristiano was cornered by some business associate, found a balcony overlooking Fifth Avenue.
    

    
      October air hit his face like a slap—cold, sharp, real. The city spread out below, all light and noise and people living actual lives. Taxis honked. Someone was yelling in Spanish. A siren wailed in the distance.
    

    
      Normal. Real.
    

    
      The balcony door opened behind him.
    

    
      "Alessia told me you were drowning in there," Cristiano said. He'd followed. Of course he'd followed. "She said I should—I should check on you."
    

    
      "Your sister seems to think I need looking after."
    

    
      "My sister thinks I need reminding that you're a person, not a contract obligation." Cristiano moved to stand beside him, hands braced on the railing. "She's not wrong."
    

    
      They stood in silence. Leo's breath misted in the cold air. Below, the city moved and breathed and lived.
    

    
      "You're very good at this," Cristiano said finally. "The performance."
    

    
      "I've had practice. Being decorative is my primary skill."
    

    
      "You're not decorative." Cristiano turned to look at him. "You're—extraordinary. The way you play piano, the way you read people, the way you—"
    

    
      He stopped. Leo watched him struggle for words, this man who always seemed so controlled, so certain.
    

    
      "The way I what?"
    

    
      "The way you make people feel seen. Valued. It's a gift."
    

    
      The compliment landed strange—too honest, too specific. Leo didn't know what to do with it.
    

    
      "And yet no one sees me," he said quietly. "Interesting irony."
    

    
      "I see you."
    

    
      The words hung between them like smoke. Cristiano's eyes were dark, intense, and for a moment Leo forgot to breathe. Forgot they were strangers. Forgot this was business.
    

    
      Forgot everything except the man standing too close, saying things that sounded too real.
    

    
      Then Cristiano's phone rang.
    

    
      "I need to take this." He stepped back, that careful distance returning. "I'm sorry."
    

    
      He left Leo alone on the balcony with the cold and the city and the ghost of words that might have meant something.
    

    
      The party ended eventually. Cristiano's driver took Leo home—they sat in the back seat in silence, the partition up, nothing between them but space and words unsaid. At the compound gates, Leo reached for the door handle.
    

    
      "You were perfect tonight," Cristiano said.
    

    
      Leo paused. "I'm very good at perfect. It's authentic I struggle with."
    

    
      "I want—" Cristiano stopped. Started again. "Good night, Leo."
    

    
      Inside, Leo went straight to his room. Ignored his mother calling his name, ignored Sal asking how it went, ignored everything except the need to sit at his piano and play something angry and beautiful until his hands ached.
    

    
      His phone lit up on the piano bench. Text from Cristiano.
    

    
      You said no one sees you. I meant what I said. I see you. And you're not what I expected. You're—better. More. Real. I don't know how to do this—any of this. But I'm trying. I hope you are too. —C
    

    
      Leo read it once. Twice. Three times.
    

    
      Three weeks until the wedding. Three weeks until his life belonged to this man who kept saying things that sounded like honesty, who touched him like he mattered, who saw him.
    

    
      Who claimed to see him.
    

    
      Leo set the phone down. Looked at his piano, at his room, at everything about to change.
    

    
      He didn't respond to the text.
    

    
      Didn't know how.
    

    
      Didn't know if he could survive wanting this to be real.
      

    

      CHAPTER 5: Vows and Lies
    

    
      Starting point:
       Leo at Accardi compound, his bedroom, day before the wedding (mid-November). Packing his life into boxes. Jamie is there helping. Three weeks since engagement party and Cristiano's vulnerable text.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Three weeks of wedding planning, more texts (becoming longer, more personal), growing confusion about what this marriage might actually be. Leo is resigned to the wedding but terrified of losing himself.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Walls cracking on both sides. Cristiano has shown vulnerability via texts. Leo doesn't trust it but wants to. Still haven't addressed the tension directly.
    

    
      The thing about packing your entire life into boxes is that you realize how little of it actually belongs to you.
    

    
      Leo folded another shirt—Gucci, silk, something his mother had bought him for a fundraiser two years ago—and added it to the box labeled CLOTHES. His bedroom looked like a crime scene, belongings scattered everywhere, his whole existence reduced to cardboard and tape and the sinking feeling that he was erasing himself one item at a time.
    

    
      "You don't have to do this." Jamie sat cross-legged on the floor, wrapping Leo's vinyl collection in newspaper. Same argument they'd been having for three weeks. "We can still run. I'm serious. We can be in Canada by morning."
    

    
      "And my family goes to war with the DeLucas." Leo's hands stilled on a vintage Bowie shirt. "People die. It's my fault. We've been over this."
    

    
      "People might die anyway. At least you'd be free."
    

    
      Free. The word felt foreign. Leo tried it out in his head—
      free
      —and couldn't make it fit his reality. He'd never been free. Never would be. The cage just had different bars now.
    

    
      His phone buzzed on the stripped mattress. Cristiano, probably. They'd been texting more, longer messages, almost conversations. Last night Cristiano had sent a photo of the master bedroom in the townhouse—
      Your space too. Change anything you want.
      —and Leo had stared at it for twenty minutes before responding: 
      It's your house. I'm just moving in.
    

    
      The response had been immediate: 
      Ours. It should feel like ours.
    

    
      Leo hadn't known what to say to that. Still didn't.
    

    
      The rehearsal dinner was intimate by Accardi standards—only thirty people crammed into Il Giardino's private room, immediate family and key associates. Leo sat between his mother and Alessia, Cristiano's sister who'd introduced herself three days ago with a firm handshake and sharper eyes.
    

    
      "You're the reason my brother actually smiles at his phone now," she'd said. "Didn't think that was possible."
    

    
      Now she leaned close, voice low under the table conversation. "He's trying. With you. I hope you see that."
    

    
      "I see a man making the best of a situation neither of us wanted." Leo pushed food around his plate—some expensive fish thing that tasted like ocean and guilt.
    

    
      "That's not—" Alessia stopped. Started again. "He's terrified of you."
    

    
      That made Leo look up. "Terrified?"
    

    
      "Of caring. Of wanting this to be real. Of—" She was interrupted by Cristiano's uncle Viktor, drunk and loud from the head of the table.
    

    
      "A toast!" Viktor raised his glass, red wine sloshing. "To my nephew, finally settling down. Even if it's with—well. Times change, I suppose."
    

    
      The room went quiet. Leo felt his face heat, that familiar shame-rage cocktail he'd been swallowing since he came out at eighteen.
    

    
      Then Cristiano stood.
    

    
      "Uncle." His voice was cold enough to frost the windows. "Speak of my husband with respect or don't speak at all."
    

    
      My husband.
    

    
      First time Cristiano had said it out loud. The words hit Leo's chest like a brand.
    

    
      Viktor sputtered something, but Cristiano was already moving on, raising his own glass. "To family. To the future. To—" His eyes found Leo's across the table. "—to choosing to make this work."
    

    
      They drank. The moment passed. But Leo couldn't stop replaying it—
      my husband
      , said with such finality, such possessiveness, such—
    

    
      Such something Leo didn't have a name for.
    

    
      That night, Leo couldn't sleep. Sat at his piano in the dark and played everything he felt—fear, grief, hope he couldn't afford. His phone lit up at two AM.
    

    
      Can't sleep either
      , Cristiano texted. 
      Are you alright?
    

    
      No. Tomorrow I stop being myself and become your husband. I don't know how to do that and stay me.
    

    
      Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.
    

    
      Don't stop being yourself. Be yourself AND my husband. Both. Please.
    

    
      Leo stared at the screen until his mother appeared in his doorway, backlit from the hallway, a ghost in her nightgown.
    

    
      "It's late, tesoro. You should rest."
    

    
      "I can't. This is my last night here. My last night as—as just me."
    

    
      She sat beside him at the piano bench, something she hadn't done since his grandmother died. Touched his face with cool fingers.
    

    
      "You'll always be you, tesoro. No one can take that. Not even a husband."
    

    
      She left before he could respond. Leo played until dawn broke over Westchester, gold light filtering through his windows for the last time.
    

    
      The church was a monument to old money and older lies—stone and stained glass and echoing vows that had bound countless people before them. Five hundred guests filled the pews. Leo walked down the aisle alone, his father dead, his brothers refusing to give him away, Jamie waiting in the crowd with tears already streaming.
    

    
      Cristiano stood at the altar in a white tuxedo that made him look like something from a dream. Their eyes met. Cristiano's expression cracked just slightly—nervousness breaking through that controlled facade.
    

    
      They were both terrified.
    

    
      The priest began. Traditional words awkwardly adapted for two men. "Do you, Leonardo, take this man..." Leo's voice was steady when he said "I do" but his hands shook when Cristiano slid the ring onto his finger—platinum, weighty, inscribed inside with words Leo couldn't read yet.
    

    
      Cristiano's hand trembled too. Just slightly. Just enough that Leo felt it.
    

    
      "You may kiss."
    

    
      Five hundred people watching. Cameras flashing. The society pages already writing their headlines.
    

    
      Cristiano's hand cupped Leo's face, gentle but possessive. The kiss was chaste, appropriate for church, but there was heat underneath—something that made Leo's breath catch, made his fingers curl into Cristiano's lapel without meaning to.
    

    
      When they pulled apart, Cristiano whispered against his ear: "Breathe. We survived."
    

    
      The reception blurred—dancing, cake, congratulations from strangers, performing happiness until Leo's face ached. But Cristiano's hand stayed on his back the whole time, warm and steady, grounding him when everything else felt like drowning.
    

    
      They left at midnight. The town car felt too small, too intimate, just them and the partition and the enormousness of what they'd just done.
    

    
      "Are you—" Cristiano started.
    

    
      "Don't." Leo couldn't handle kindness right now. Couldn't afford to crack. "Just—let's just get through tonight."
    

    
      The townhouse loomed, all limestone and old money, Cristiano's home that was supposed to become theirs. They rode the elevator to the third floor in silence. Walked down the hallway. Stopped at the master bedroom door.
    

    
      Cristiano opened it. The room was beautiful—massive bed, fireplace, windows overlooking the park. Expensive and impersonal and utterly terrifying.
    

    
      They stood inside, door closed, married, alone.
    

    
      "I don't—" Cristiano's control finally cracked completely. "I won't expect—we don't have to—"
    

    
      He couldn't finish any sentence. Leo looked at this man who'd called him 
      my husband
      , who'd defended him to family, who'd been gentle when he kissed him, who was trying so fucking hard despite everything.
    

    
      "You mean we don't have to consummate it?" Leo's voice came out smaller than intended. "Tonight?"
    

    
      "Not unless you want to. I won't force—I would never—"
    

    
      "I know." And Leo did know. Believed that about Cristiano. "I need to change. Get out of this tux."
    

    
      "I'll—I'll sleep in the guest room. Give you space."
    

    
      Leo surprised himself: "Stay."
    

    
      Cristiano froze. "What?"
    

    
      "We're married. We should probably figure out how to share a bed eventually." His throat was tight. "Might as well start now."
    

    
      "Are you sure?"
    

    
      No. Leo wasn't sure about anything except that walking away felt wrong, felt like giving up before they'd even tried.
    

    
      "I'm here anyway," he said instead.
    

    
      They changed in separate bathrooms. Leo pulled on sleep pants and an old NYU shirt, stared at his reflection—still him, somehow, despite the ring on his finger. When he came out, Cristiano was already in bed, as far to one side as possible, wearing a t-shirt that made him look younger, more human, less like the untouchable don.
    

    
      Leo climbed in. The bed was massive, acres of space between them, but he could still feel Cristiano's heat, smell that cedar scent, sense every breath.
    

    
      Neither spoke.
    

    
      Leo turned off his light. Darkness settled. The city hummed outside—distant sirens, late-night traffic, New York alive while they lay here pretending this was normal.
    

    
      "Leo?" Cristiano's voice in the dark.
    

    
      "Yeah?"
    

    
      "Thank you. For staying. For trying."
    

    
      Leo closed his eyes. "We'll see if I'm still here in the morning."
    

    
      It was meant as a joke. Neither of them laughed.
      

    

      CHAPTER 6: Morning After
    

    
      Starting point:
       Leo wakes in master bedroom of DeLuca townhouse, early morning. First morning as husbands. Both stayed on separate sides of bed all night, didn't touch. Disoriented and vulnerable.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Wedding night, they married, arrived at townhouse, chose to share bed platonically instead of Cristiano sleeping elsewhere. Leo asked him to stay. Both terrified but trying.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Legally married, emotionally cautious. Walls cracking but still up. Small gestures of care emerging (Cristiano's gentleness, Leo choosing to share the bed). Still strangers learning each other.
    

    
      Morning light woke Leo before his brain caught up to where he was.
    

    
      Not his bedroom at the compound. Not Jamie's couch. Somewhere unfamiliar—massive bed, cream-colored walls, windows that faced east over Central Park. The sheets smelled expensive, like whatever detergent rich people used to make everything feel foreign.
    

    
      Then he remembered.
    

    
      Married. He was married. The ring on his finger caught the sunlight, platinum gleaming like a brand.
    

    
      Cristiano was already awake, propped against the headboard scrolling through his phone, reading glasses perched on his nose that made him look softer somehow. More human. They'd slept on opposite sides—Leo could see the canyon of untouched space between them, each of them clinging to their edges like drowning men to driftwood.
    

    
      "Good morning." Cristiano's voice was rough from sleep. He set the phone down, removed the glasses. "Did you—did you sleep?"
    

    
      "Eventually." Leo's throat was dry. He sat up, running hands through his hair, acutely aware of how vulnerable morning felt—no armor, no performance, just two strangers who'd legally bound themselves together. "You?"
    

    
      "Not really." Cristiano swung his legs out of bed, already reaching for distance. "I'll order breakfast. What do you—what do you like?"
    

    
      The simple domesticity of the question felt enormous. What do you like. As if Leo's preferences mattered. As if this was a real marriage where people learned each other's breakfast orders.
    

    
      "Coffee. Black. And—anything. I'm not picky."
    

    
      Cristiano nodded, pulled out his phone again, probably texting his cook or whoever handled food in this house. This mansion. This beautiful prison that was supposed to be home now.
    

    
      He disappeared into the bathroom. Leo heard the shower start, used the other bathroom to wash his face and stare at his reflection—same hazel eyes, same beauty mark, same person wearing someone else's ring.
    

    
      By the time he emerged, Cristiano was dressed. Full suit, tie perfectly knotted, transformed from the vulnerable man with reading glasses into the don who ran an empire. The shift was jarring.
    

    
      "I have to go in." Cristiano straightened his cufflinks—gold, expensive, probably family heirlooms. "Business doesn't stop, even for—" He gestured vaguely at the space between them. "For this."
    

    
      "Of course." Leo kept his voice neutral. "I didn't expect—I mean, it's fine."
    

    
      "There's food coming. The house is yours." Cristiano paused at the door, hand on the frame. "Explore. Change anything. Make it—make it feel like home. If you can."
    

    
      Then he was gone. Footsteps down the hallway, the elevator's quiet hum, the front door closing three floors below. Leo stood in the massive bedroom alone, married less than twelve hours, and didn't know what to do with himself.
    

    
      Breakfast arrived—brought by a woman in her fifties who introduced herself as Maria, the housekeeper, and didn't quite meet Leo's eyes. Embarrassed, maybe, or uncomfortable with her employer's new gay husband. Leo ate alone in the kitchen, expensive coffee and pastries that tasted like cardboard, trying not to think about Jamie's apartment where breakfast meant burnt toast and chaotic affection.
    

    
      The townhouse was a museum. Five floors of carefully curated wealth—formal living room with furniture no one sat on, dining room that seated twenty, Cristiano's office on the fourth floor that Leo didn't enter. Everything was beautiful. Nothing felt lived-in.
    

    
      Until he found the sitting room off the master bedroom.
    

    
      The piano sat near the windows, afternoon light making it glow. Not a Steinway like his—something older, smaller, but well-maintained. A note rested on the closed lid, Cristiano's handwriting sharp and precise:
    

    
      I had this brought from storage. My mother played. I thought—you might want it. Make this space yours. —C
    

    
      Leo's fingers trembled as he lifted the fallboard. The keys were slightly worn, ivory yellowed with age, but when he pressed middle C it rang true. Someone had tuned it recently. For him.
    

    
      He sat. Played a few exploratory chords. The piano needed work but it was playable, and the gesture—Cristiano thinking of him, bringing his mother's piano from storage, trying to make Leo comfortable—
    

    
      It meant something. Leo didn't know what, but it meant something.
    

    
      By the time Cristiano returned that evening, Leo had spent four hours at the piano, working through pieces he'd been too anxious to play at the compound. Chopin, Debussy, some improvisation that sounded like confusion and cautious hope.
    

    
      "You found it." Cristiano appeared in the doorway, tie loosened, jacket slung over his arm, looking exhausted. "The piano. Does it—is it acceptable?"
    

    
      "It needs tuning. But it's—" Leo's throat was tight. "Thank you. For thinking of me. For—yeah. Thank you."
    

    
      They had dinner together. Il Giardino sent food—Cristiano's chef apparently catered to the townhouse regularly. They sat at the kitchen island instead of the formal dining room, something almost normal about eating takeout containers of upscale Italian while the city hummed outside.
    

    
      "Tell me something." Cristiano poured wine, refilled Leo's glass. "About you. Something real."
    

    
      "Like what?"
    

    
      "Anything. Your music. Your life. What you—what you actually do when you're not being decorative for your family."
    

    
      The description stung because it was true. Leo took a long drink of wine. "I volunteer. At an LGBTQ+ center in Chelsea. Music classes. Mentoring kids who—who need someone who understands."
    

    
      Cristiano's expression shifted. "I didn't know that."
    

    
      "You never asked. No one asks." Leo pushed pasta around his plate. "They see—" He gestured at himself. "—this. Not what I actually give a shit about."
    

    
      "Tell me." Cristiano leaned forward. "I want to know."
    

    
      So Leo told him. About the kids who showed up scared and angry and desperate for someone to see them. About teaching piano to teenagers who'd been kicked out by their families. About the boy last month who'd thanked Leo for teaching him Clair de Lune because it was the first beautiful thing he'd been allowed to have since coming out.
    

    
      Cristiano listened. Actually listened, asked questions, didn't interrupt or dismiss or treat it like Leo's cute little hobby.
    

    
      "That matters," Cristiano said when Leo finished. "What you do there. It matters."
    

    
      "I know." Leo met his eyes. "It's the only thing in my life that feels like mine. Not my family's. Not—" He stopped. "Mine."
    

    
      "It's still yours. I won't—I won't take that from you."
    

    
      They cleaned up together. Cristiano washed, Leo dried, something domestic and surreal about it. Then Cristiano said, "We should talk. About expectations. How this will work."
    

    
      They sat in the library—Leo's new favorite room, all books and fireplace and comfortable chairs. Cristiano poured scotch, offered Leo some, settled across from him.
    

    
      "I know I can be—controlling." Cristiano's knuckles were white around his glass. "It's how I operate. But I don't want to control you. I want—a partner. An equal. So tell me. What do you need?"
    

    
      The question broke something open in Leo's chest. What do you need. Like his needs mattered. Like he was allowed to have them.
    

    
      "Space," he said carefully. "To still be me. My music, my volunteering, my friends. I need to not disappear into being your husband."
    

    
      "You won't. I promise." Cristiano's voice was rough. "What else?"
    

    
      "Honesty. Don't lie to me. Don't hide who you are or what you do. I'd rather know the truth than live in a comfortable lie."
    

    
      "Even if the truth is ugly?"
    

    
      "Especially then."
    

    
      They set ground rules. Leo keeps his independence, Cristiano doesn't make decisions for him without asking, they both try honesty even when it's hard. It felt like building something—fragile, tentative, but real.
    

    
      That night, climbing into bed, the space between them felt smaller. Still careful, still separate, but less like strangers.
    

    
      Leo turned off his light. Darkness settled. The city was quieter up here on the Upper East Side—less sirens, less chaos, just the occasional taxi and the wind in the bare November trees.
    

    
      "Leo?" Cristiano's voice in the dark.
    

    
      "Yeah?"
    

    
      "Thank you. For trying. For—for being here."
    

    
      Leo closed his eyes. "We'll see if I'm still here next week."
    

    
      "I hope you are."
    

    
      Something in his voice made Leo's chest ache. He didn't respond. Didn't know how.
    

    
      Sleep came eventually. Deep, exhausted, dreamless at first.
    

    
      Then the nightmare hit.
    

    
      His father's study. The contract. Hands on him, pulling him somewhere dark. Voices telling him he was property, decorative, worthless. His own voice screaming but no sound coming out. Disappearing, dissolving, becoming nothing—
    

    
      Leo woke gasping.
    

    
      Cristiano was immediately there—not touching, but close, voice low and steady. "Leo? What's wrong?"
    

    
      "Bad dream." Leo's hands shook. He pressed them against his face. "I'm—I'm fine."
    

    
      "You're not fine." Cristiano shifted closer. "Can I—may I—"
    

    
      He reached out, slowly, giving Leo time to pull away. His hand settled on Leo's arm, warm and solid and grounding.
    

    
      "You're safe," Cristiano said quietly. "I promise. You're safe here."
    

    
      Leo didn't pull away. Let himself feel the touch, the comfort, the unexpected gentleness from this man who was supposed to be his captor.
    

    
      They sat like that for several heartbeats. Cristiano's hand on his arm. Leo's breathing gradually slowing. The nightmare receding.
    

    
      "Sorry," Leo finally said. "I didn't mean to wake you."
    

    
      "Don't apologize." Cristiano's thumb moved against his skin, just slightly. Just enough. "I'm here. If you need—"
    

    
      He didn't finish. Didn't need to.
    

    
      They lay back down. Closer this time—not touching except where Cristiano's hand still rested against Leo's arm. The contact felt like a promise.
    

    
      Leo fell asleep first, lulled by Cristiano's steady breathing and the warmth of human contact he hadn't realized he'd been starving for.
    

    
      When morning came, they'd moved together in sleep—not dramatically, just closer, Leo's head near Cristiano's shoulder, Cristiano's arm stretched toward him. They woke to sunlight and proximity and the realization that something had shifted in the night.
    

    
      Neither mentioned it.
    

    
      But neither moved away.
      

    

      CHAPTER 7: Small Domestic Moments
    

    
      Starting point:
       DeLuca townhouse, master bedroom, morning. Two weeks after the wedding (end of November). Leo and Cristiano have fallen into a routine—mornings with coffee and small talk, days spent apart, evenings together learning each other. They sleep in the same bed but haven't touched since the nightmare incident (Chapter 6), though they wake up closer than they started. Emotionally: settling in, still guarded but less hostile.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Two weeks of cohabitation. The piano gesture showed Cristiano trying. They've established ground rules. Leo had a nightmare, Cristiano comforted him—first voluntary touch between them. They've been waking up closer each morning without discussing it.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Warming. The nightmare comfort created new intimacy. Physical attraction getting harder to ignore. Both starting to enjoy each other's company but terrified to admit it.
    

    
      Waking up with Cristiano's arm draped across his waist was becoming dangerously normal.
    

    
      Leo lay still in the pre-dawn quiet, listening to his husband breathe. They'd gone to sleep on opposite sides of the bed like always, careful not to touch, maintaining that invisible boundary. But every morning for the past week, Leo woke up tucked against Cristiano's chest, or with Cristiano's arm around him, or—like today—completely tangled together like they'd been sharing a bed for years instead of weeks.
    

    
      Neither of them mentioned it.
    

    
      Cristiano's phone alarm shattered the silence. He stirred, arm tightening around Leo's waist before he seemed to register what he was doing. Then he pulled back, that careful distance returning.
    

    
      "Sorry," Cristiano murmured, voice rough with sleep. "I didn't—"
    

    
      "It's fine." Leo rolled away before the words could turn into something. "Coffee?"
    

    
      They'd developed a routine. Cristiano showered first while Leo checked his phone, scrolling through messages from Jamie (
      you still alive in that fortress?
      ) and notifications from his YouTube channel. Then Leo showered while Cristiano dressed, and they met in the kitchen where Cristiano made espresso that could strip paint and Leo added enough sugar and milk to scandalize any Italian.
    

    
      "That's not coffee," Cristiano said, watching Leo doctor his cup. Same comment every morning. Almost affectionate now.
    

    
      "This is how normal people drink coffee. You make battery acid."
    

    
      "It's tradition."
    

    
      "It's torture."
    

    
      Cristiano's mouth twitched. Almost a smile. "Your family called. They want us for Thanksgiving."
    

    
      Leo's stomach dropped. "Mine too. Nina left three voicemails."
    

    
      They looked at each other across the kitchen island. Thanksgiving was three days away. Both families expected them, demanded their presence, needed to show off the newly married couple like trophy animals.
    

    
      "We could—" Cristiano started.
    

    
      "Don't go?" Leo finished. "Skip both? Stay here?"
    

    
      Something shifted in Cristiano's expression. "You'd want that?"
    

    
      "I hate holidays. Everyone performing happy family while judging everything." Leo traced the rim of his mug. "And after—after everything, I don't want to spend Thanksgiving being displayed like we're some achievement they're proud of."
    

    
      "We could stay here," Cristiano said slowly. "Just us. We're married. We're allowed to have our own traditions."
    

    
      The word 
      traditions
       landed strange. Like they were a real couple making real choices instead of two strangers bound by contract.
    

    
      "Your family will be pissed," Leo said.
    

    
      "Your family will be furious."
    

    
      "So we're doing this?"
    

    
      Cristiano's eyes met his. "If you want to."
    

    
      Leo wanted to. Wanted it so much it scared him. "Okay. Thanksgiving. Just us."
    

    
      "I'll call Dino. Tell him we're—what's the American phrase? Playing house?"
    

    
      "Building our own traditions," Leo corrected. "Since apparently that's what we're doing now."
    

    
      The plan was simple: cook Thanksgiving dinner together. The execution was chaos.
    

    
      "How can you burn water?" Leo stared at the pot that had somehow scorched despite being full of liquid.
    

    
      "I wasn't watching it." Cristiano waved smoke away from the stove. "You were supposed to be watching it."
    

    
      "I was dealing with the turkey you bought that doesn't fit in the oven."
    

    
      "It's a standard turkey."
    

    
      "It's a dinosaur. We need a bigger oven or a smaller bird."
    

    
      They stood in the townhouse kitchen surrounded by culinary destruction—flour everywhere, the turkey still raw because neither of them had thought to check if it would actually fit, vegetables chopped into wildly inconsistent sizes, and something burning that Leo couldn't identify.
    

    
      Cristiano's hair was dusted with flour. Leo had no idea how it got there.
    

    
      "This is a disaster," Leo said.
    

    
      "Complete disaster," Cristiano agreed.
    

    
      Then Leo flicked flour at him. Just a small puff from his hands, catching Cristiano's black t-shirt. "Oops."
    

    
      Cristiano went very still. "Did you just—"
    

    
      "Accident."
    

    
      "That was not an accident."
    

    
      Leo grinned, grabbed a handful of flour from the counter, and threw it directly at Cristiano's chest. White powder exploded across black cotton.
    

    
      "You're going to regret that," Cristiano said, but he was smiling—actual smiling, not the careful almost-expressions Leo was used to. He grabbed flour of his own.
    

    
      The kitchen turned into a war zone. Flour flying, both of them laughing like idiots, white powder coating every surface including themselves. Leo ducked behind the island, Cristiano stalked around it, and when they collided they were both breathless and covered in flour and grinning like children.
    

    
      "Truce?" Leo gasped.
    

    
      "Surrender?" Cristiano countered.
    

    
      They stood there, inches apart, white dust settling around them like snow. Cristiano had flour in his hair, on his face, coating his shoulders. His dark eyes were bright with something Leo couldn't name.
    

    
      The air shifted.
    

    
      Cristiano reached up slowly, brushed flour from Leo's cheek. His thumb lingered. "You have—everywhere."
    

    
      "So do you." Leo's voice came out quieter than intended.
    

    
      They were too close. Close enough that Leo could see the exact moment Cristiano's eyes dropped to his mouth. Close enough that he felt Cristiano's breath when he exhaled.
    

    
      Close enough to—
    

    
      Cristiano's phone rang from the counter.
    

    
      The spell broke. Cristiano stepped back, grabbed his phone, checked the screen. "Business. I should—"
    

    
      "Take it." Leo turned away, started cleaning flour off the counter with shaking hands.
    

    
      Cristiano left the kitchen, voice shifting to Italian, and Leo stood there alone trying to remember how to breathe normally.
    

    
      They ended up ordering from Il Giardino. Ate in the library—Leo's favorite room, all books and fireplace and comfortable leather furniture. Cristiano had opened wine, expensive red that tasted like cherries and regret.
    

    
      "My father would have hated this," Cristiano said, three glasses in. "Me married to a man, skipping family Thanksgiving, ordering food instead of—" He gestured vaguely.
    

    
      "Being the perfect don?"
    

    
      "Being anything he'd recognize as his son." Cristiano refilled both their glasses. The bottle was almost empty. "I was twenty-five when I met Marco. First man I—first person I loved. Really loved. We had two years. Then my father died and I had to choose."
    

    
      Leo went very still. Cristiano had never talked about Marco, not really. "Choose?"
    

    
      "The family or him. Duty or—" Cristiano's voice cracked. "I chose wrong."
    

    
      "Or you chose what you thought was right. At the time."
    

    
      "And now?" Cristiano looked at him, eyes dark and searching. "Now I'm married to you. Another choice I didn't make."
    

    
      "I'm choosing now," Cristiano continued. "To try. To make this real. That's my choice."
    

    
      The words hit Leo's chest like bullets. He didn't know what to say, didn't know how to handle Cristiano being this honest, this vulnerable.
    

    
      "My father made it very clear I was worthless," Leo said instead. "The gay son. The artistic one. Good for nothing except being pretty and obedient." He finished his wine. "And now here I am. Married off like some medieval princess. Proof he was right."
    

    
      "He wasn't right." Cristiano moved closer on the couch. "You're not worthless. You're—fuck, Leo, you're—"
    

    
      He didn't finish. Just looked at Leo like he was trying to solve an impossible equation.
    

    
      "What?" Leo whispered.
    

    
      "Everything. You're everything I didn't know I needed."
    

    
      The confession hung between them, wine-honest and terrifying. They were sitting too close now, knees touching, Cristiano's hand on the couch cushion near Leo's thigh.
    

    
      "Cristiano—"
    

    
      "I know." Cristiano's hand came up, tucked a strand of hair behind Leo's ear. Intimate. Tender. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't—"
    

    
      But he didn't pull away. Neither did them.
    

    
      They were inches apart. Leo could count Cristiano's eyelashes, see the exact shade of his eyes in the firelight. Feel the heat coming off his body.
    

    
      "About earlier," Leo breathed. "In the kitchen. When we—"
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      "I didn't mind. What almost—"
    

    
      Cristiano's thumb brushed Leo's cheekbone. "I didn't mind either."
    

    
      They hovered there, suspended in almost. Almost kissing. Almost admitting what this was becoming. Almost surrendering to the pull that had been building since they stopped hating each other.
    

    
      Then Cristiano's phone rang again.
    

    
      The sound shattered everything. Cristiano closed his eyes, dropped his hand, pulled back. "I'm sorry. It's Dino. I have to—the Zanetti situation—"
    

    
      "It's fine." Leo stood quickly, needing distance. "You should take it."
    

    
      Cristiano left. Leo sat alone with the wine and the fireplace and the ghost of what almost happened.
    

    
      That night in bed, they lay in the dark not sleeping. Both awake, both processing the almost-kiss, the wine-drunk confessions, the fact that they'd chosen each other for Thanksgiving instead of their families.
    

    
      "Leo?" Cristiano's voice cut through the darkness.
    

    
      "Yeah?"
    

    
      Silence. Then: "About earlier. When we almost—"
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      "I want you to know. It wasn't just the wine. I—" Cristiano stopped. "Good night."
    

    
      Leo lay there listening to Cristiano breathe, feeling the space between them like a physical thing.
    

    
      "I didn't mind," he said finally. "What almost happened. I didn't mind at all."
    

    
      "I didn't mind either."
    

    
      They didn't talk about it for three days. Went back to their routine—coffee in the morning, polite conversation, sleeping in the same bed and waking up tangled together without acknowledging it. Dancing around what had almost happened in the library.
    

    
      On the third day, Leo came home from the youth center to find Cristiano waiting in the sitting room.
    

    
      "We need to talk," Cristiano said. "About us. About what's happening here." He looked at Leo with naked fear in his eyes. "Tell me I'm not alone in this. Tell me you feel it too."
    

    
      Leo's heart stopped.
    

    
      "Feel what?" he managed.
    

    
      "This. Whatever this is becoming. Tell me you feel it."
    

    
      Leo stood in the doorway with his coat still on, keys in his hand, and had to decide: admit it, or run from it.
      

    

      CHAPTER 8: Testing Boundaries
    

    
      Starting point:
       Sitting room of DeLuca townhouse, evening, immediately after Chapter 7. Cristiano has just asked Leo to admit he feels the attraction too. Two weeks post-wedding, early December.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Almost-kiss during Thanksgiving, three days of avoiding it, Cristiano finally forcing the conversation about what's happening between them.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Growing closer, physical attraction undeniable, both terrified to admit it. About to cross a line from tentative roommates to something more.
    

    
      Leo's first instinct was to lie.
    

    
      Second instinct was to run—back to his room, back to Jamie's apartment, back to anything that didn't involve standing in the sitting room while Cristiano looked at him like the answer mattered.
    

    
      "Tell me I'm not alone in this," Cristiano had said. "Tell me you feel it too."
    

    
      Leo's mouth was dry. Outside, December rain streaked the windows, turning Manhattan into watercolor smears of light. They'd been married two weeks. Lived together, slept in the same bed, navigated mornings and evenings and the strange intimacy of shared space. And the whole time Leo had been lying to himself about what was building between them.
    

    
      "You're not alone," he said finally. His voice came out rough. "I feel it too. I don't know what to do about it, but I feel it."
    

    
      Cristiano exhaled like he'd been holding his breath for days. Maybe he had been. He moved closer—just one step, but it closed the distance between them to something Leo could feel in his teeth.
    

    
      "I didn't expect this," Cristiano said. "To want you. To—to care. This was supposed to be business. Duty. But it's not. Not anymore. You're—" He struggled, hands flexing at his sides like he wanted to reach out but wouldn't let himself. "You're becoming necessary to me. And that terrifies me."
    

    
      "You terrify me." Leo forced himself to hold Cristiano's gaze. "Wanting someone who was forced on me, who I was given to like property—how do I trust that's real? How do I know you're not just making the best of a bad situation?"
    

    
      "Look at me." Cristiano stepped closer. Close enough that Leo could see the silver threading through his temples, the faint scar through his eyebrow, the exhaustion in his eyes. "Does this feel like making the best of anything? Does this feel like duty?"
    

    
      He reached out slowly, giving Leo time to pull away, and cupped his face with one hand. The touch was warm, slightly rough, devastatingly gentle.
    

    
      "I want you," Cristiano said, voice dropping lower. "Not because I have to. Because I want to. Because you're brilliant and beautiful and you make me laugh and you see me and I—"
    

    
      He stopped. Couldn't say 
      love
       yet. Too soon, too scary, too much.
    

    
      But Leo heard it anyway in the silence.
    

    
      Something in his chest cracked wide open. All the walls he'd been building, all the defenses he'd been maintaining, all the ways he'd been protecting himself from exactly this—they crumbled.
    

    
      He closed the distance.
    

    
      Pressed his lips to Cristiano's, giving permission, making a choice, claiming something for himself instead of having it forced on him.
    

    
      The kiss started tentative—both of them scared of breaking this fragile thing between them. Then Cristiano's hand slid into Leo's hair and Leo's fingers gripped Cristiano's shirt and everything ignited.
    

    
      Weeks of tension. Weeks of sleeping in the same bed without touching. Weeks of almost-moments and careful distance and pretending they didn't both feel this.
    

    
      It all released at once.
    

    
      Cristiano kissed like he was drowning and Leo was air—desperate, hungry, claiming. His other hand found Leo's waist, pulled him closer until they were pressed together completely. Leo made a sound he'd be embarrassed about later, opening his mouth, deepening the kiss, needing more.
    

    
      They stumbled backward. Hit the couch. Cristiano sat and Leo followed without thinking, straddling his lap, hands in his hair, mouths still fused together.
    

    
      "Fuck," Cristiano gasped between kisses. "Leo—is this—was that okay?"
    

    
      "More than okay." Leo pulled back just enough to see his face. "Terrifying. But okay."
    

    
      Cristiano's hands were shaking where they gripped Leo's hips. "Should we—do you want to—"
    

    
      He couldn't finish the question but Leo understood what he was asking.
    

    
      "No. Not yet." Leo touched Cristiano's face, traced the scar through his eyebrow with his thumb. "Too fast. I need—I need to trust this. That it's real. That you—" His throat closed.
    

    
      "That I what?"
    

    
      "That you want me. Not just want to fuck me. Want 
      me
      . For myself. Not because I'm convenient or because we're married or because—"
    

    
      Cristiano kissed him quiet. Softer this time, tender instead of desperate.
    

    
      "I want you," he said against Leo's mouth. "For you. Because you're—because when you play piano I forget to breathe. Because you're kind to strangers and fierce with your friends and you make terrible puns when you're nervous. Because you see people—really see them—and it's extraordinary. Because you're you and I—" He stopped. "I want you. That's all. Just you."
    

    
      Leo's eyes burned. He buried his face in Cristiano's neck, breathing him in—cedar and smoke and something uniquely him.
    

    
      "Okay," Leo whispered. "Okay."
    

    
      They stayed like that for a while. Just holding each other. Cristiano's hands rubbed slow circles on Leo's back. Leo's fingers traced patterns on Cristiano's shoulders. The rain continued outside, the city muffled and distant.
    

    
      "We should talk," Cristiano said eventually. "About—boundaries. What we want. What we're comfortable with."
    

    
      "Very romantic."
    

    
      "I'm serious." Cristiano pulled back to look at him. "If we're doing this—if we're making this real—I need to know what you need. What you're okay with. What—" He paused. "Safe words. Limits. All of it."
    

    
      Leo blinked. "You want to establish safe words before we've even had sex?"
    

    
      "I want to establish them now so you know—so you always know you can stop anything. Anytime. That you have control." Cristiano's jaw was tight. "You were forced into this marriage. I won't force you into anything else. Ever."
    

    
      Something warm bloomed in Leo's chest. This man, this terrifying don, worried about Leo's consent, about his comfort, about making sure he had power in this.
    

    
      "Yellow for slow down," Leo said. "Red for stop completely. Green for good."
    

    
      "Green for more," Cristiano agreed. His hands slid to Leo's thighs. "Is this okay? Me touching you like this?"
    

    
      "Very green."
    

    
      They kissed again. Slower this time, learning each other. Cristiano's hands stayed respectful—waist, back, thighs—but Leo could feel how much he was holding back, how much control it was taking.
    

    
      "We don't have sex tonight," Leo said between kisses. "But—other things. Touching. Is that—"
    

    
      "Yes." Cristiano's hands tightened on his hips. "God, yes. Whatever you want. Whatever you're comfortable with."
    

    
      They explored carefully. Hands under shirts, fingers tracing ribs and hipbones and the planes of each other's stomachs. Leo learned that Cristiano had a scar on his right shoulder (bullet graze, explained later), that his skin was warm and his muscles were solid and he made this sound in the back of his throat when Leo kissed his neck.
    

    
      Cristiano learned that Leo was sensitive along his sides, that the beauty mark above his lip extended down his neck, that he melted when Cristiano's hands slid into his hair just right.
    

    
      They didn't take off their pants. Kept that line. But they pressed together, moved against each other, breathed each other's air until Leo was shaking with want and Cristiano was gripping the couch cushions like he needed an anchor.
    

    
      "We should stop," Cristiano said, voice wrecked. "Before I—before we—"
    

    
      "I know." Leo kissed him once more. Soft. Final. "Bed?"
    

    
      They went upstairs. Changed separately—Leo in the bathroom, Cristiano in the bedroom—both needing the space to calm down, to process what had just happened.
    

    
      When Leo came out, Cristiano was already in bed, on his side, watching.
    

    
      Leo climbed in. For the first time, he didn't stay on his edge of the mattress. Moved to the center. Cristiano's arms opened and Leo went into them, fitting against his chest like he'd been designed for this exact space.
    

    
      "I've wanted this," Cristiano said quietly. "To hold you. Since the first night you slept here."
    

    
      "Why didn't you?"
    

    
      "You weren't ready. I was waiting for you to choose it. To choose me."
    

    
      "I'm choosing you." Leo's voice was muffled against Cristiano's chest. "Now. This. I'm terrified but I'm choosing it."
    

    
      Cristiano's arms tightened. They fell asleep tangled together, and for the first time since the wedding, Leo felt—safe. Wanted. Chosen.
    

    
      He woke first. Dawn light filtered through the curtains, turning everything gold. Cristiano was still asleep, face relaxed, one arm thrown over Leo's waist. Beautiful and human and his.
    

    
      I'm in trouble
      , Leo thought, watching him. 
      I'm falling for my husband.
    

    
      The realization should have terrified him. Instead, it felt like relief.
    

    
      Cristiano's phone buzzed on the nightstand. Once. Twice. Insistent.
    

    
      Cristiano stirred, reached for it without opening his eyes. Checked the screen and went immediately rigid.
    

    
      "What?" Leo asked.
    

    
      "Business." Cristiano was already sitting up, scrolling through messages, his face transforming from sleep-soft to don-hard in seconds. "The Zanetti family. They're—fuck."
    

    
      He got up, started pulling on clothes. Leo sat up, suddenly cold without him.
    

    
      "What's happening?"
    

    
      "They're making moves. Seeing the marriage as weakness. Testing boundaries." Cristiano was on his phone now, texting rapidly. "I have to go. Handle this. I'm sorry—"
    

    
      "Cristiano—"
    

    
      "I'll be back tonight." He stopped at the door, came back, kissed Leo hard and fast. "Stay home. Please. I'll explain everything when I get back."
    

    
      Then he was gone. The bedroom door closed. Footsteps down the stairs. The front door slamming.
    

    
      Leo sat in the enormous bed, still warm from Cristiano's body, and felt the real world crashing back in.
    

    
      Last night they'd chosen each other. This morning, Cristiano's world was calling him back.
    

    
      And Leo had no idea if what they'd built could survive it.
      

    

      CHAPTER 9: The Don's World
    

    
      Starting point:
       DeLuca townhouse master bedroom, evening (11 PM), same day as Chapter 8. Leo has been home alone all day—Cristiano left at dawn for emergency Zanetti meeting, hasn't returned. Leo is worried (first time caring about Cristiano's physical safety).
    

    
      What just happened:
       Last night they kissed, admitted feelings, established boundaries and safe words, slept holding each other. This morning Cristiano left abruptly for dangerous business. Leo spent the day realizing he's falling for someone whose job is violence.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Significantly closer after last night's admissions. But now confronting reality: Cristiano's world is violent and Leo is starting to actually care if he survives it.
    

    
      The thing about falling for someone whose job description included murder was that you couldn't stop checking your phone to make sure they were still alive.
    

    
      Leo had looked at his screen forty-seven times in the past hour. Still no new messages. The last text from Cristiano had arrived at six PM: 
      Meeting running long. I'm fine. I'll explain tonight.
    

    
      It was eleven now. The townhouse felt cavernous without him—all those expensive rooms and perfect furniture and oppressive silence. Leo sat curled in the library's leather armchair, book open on his lap, reading the same paragraph for the fifth time without absorbing a word.
    

    
      Outside, December rain drummed against the windows. Manhattan glittered through the glass, the city oblivious to Leo's anxiety, to the fact that somewhere out there his husband was doing things Leo probably didn't want to know about.
    

    
      His husband. When had that stopped feeling like a brand and started feeling like—like something that mattered?
    

    
      The front door opened.
    

    
      Leo was moving before his brain caught up, book hitting the floor, crossing the library in three strides. He stopped in the doorway as Cristiano appeared—suit rumpled, tie loose, hair disheveled, exhaustion carved into every line of his face.
    

    
      Alive. Whole. Here.
    

    
      The relief was physical, weakening Leo's knees.
    

    
      "You're okay," he said. His voice cracked on the last word.
    

    
      Cristiano stopped, something flickering across his expression—surprise, maybe, that Leo had waited up. That Leo cared.
    

    
      "I'm fine." He crossed the foyer, closing the distance between them. "I'm sorry I'm late. The meeting—it was more complicated than expected."
    

    
      "Fourteen hours is more than complicated." Leo's hands twisted together, stopping himself from reaching out. "You left at dawn and it's almost midnight and you—what happened? Are you hurt?"
    

    
      "No. Not hurt." Cristiano was close enough now that Leo could smell smoke on him, something acrid underneath the expensive cologne. "Just—tired. It's been a long day."
    

    
      "Tell me." Leo stepped closer, giving up on pretending he wasn't desperate to touch him, to confirm he was real. "You promised honesty. Even when it's ugly. So tell me what happened today."
    

    
      Cristiano's control finally cracked. He reached for Leo, pulled him in, held him so tight it almost hurt. His face pressed into Leo's neck, breath warm against his skin.
    

    
      "I'm sorry," Cristiano said. "I should have called more. Texted updates. I'm not—I've never had someone waiting for me to come home."
    

    
      Leo's arms came up, wrapped around Cristiano's waist, felt the tension thrumming through him. "Well you do now. So next time you're gone for fourteen hours dealing with people who want you dead, maybe send a fucking text."
    

    
      Cristiano laughed—sharp, surprised, almost broken. "Fair."
    

    
      They stood like that for a long moment, just holding each other in the dim foyer while rain hammered the windows. Finally, Cristiano pulled back.
    

    
      "Come on," he said, taking Leo's hand. "I'll explain everything. But let's sit down. I'm exhausted."
    

    
      Back in the library, they settled on the couch. Cristiano kept hold of Leo's hand like he needed the anchor. His thumb traced circles on Leo's palm—nervous tell Leo was learning to recognize.
    

    
      "The Zanetti family," Cristiano started. "They're not direct enemies but they're—competitors. They've been watching us since the wedding. Since—" He paused. "Since they realized the DeLuca don married a man. They see it as weakness."
    

    
      "Because you're gay," Leo said flatly.
    

    
      "Because they think love makes men soft. Vulnerable." Cristiano's jaw tightened. "They've been testing boundaries. Making moves on territory that's been DeLuca for decades. Seeing if marriage has made me—distracted."
    

    
      "Has it?"
    

    
      Cristiano looked at him. "It's made me care about something other than the business. They're right about that much. But caring doesn't make me soft. It makes me—" He stopped, searching for words. "More dangerous. Because now I have something to protect."
    

    
      The weight of that settled on Leo's chest. He was the thing Cristiano had to protect now. The vulnerability. The weakness they'd exploit.
    

    
      "Today's meeting," Cristiano continued, "was about drawing lines. Reminding them that my personal life doesn't affect my professional capabilities. That I'm still—" Another pause. "Still willing to do what needs doing."
    

    
      Leo's throat was tight. "You hurt people today."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      No excuses. No justifications. Just honesty, like he'd promised.
    

    
      "How many?"
    

    
      "Do you really want to know?"
    

    
      Leo thought about it. About whether he could handle the specifics, the details, the reality of what Cristiano did to maintain power. Decided: "No. But I want to know—does it bother you? What you have to do?"
    

    
      "It used to." Cristiano's voice was hollow. "When I was younger. Before I learned that hesitation gets people killed. Now it's just—necessary. Part of the job. I don't think about it."
    

    
      "You should think about it." The words came out before Leo could stop them. "You should—you're not a monster, Cristiano. Don't let this world make you forget that."
    

    
      Something in Cristiano's expression cracked completely. He looked at Leo like he'd said something impossibly precious, impossibly naive.
    

    
      "You don't know what I've done," he said quietly. "The things I've had to do. If you knew—"
    

    
      "Then tell me." Leo shifted closer, free hand coming up to touch Cristiano's face. "Tell me the worst thing. Let me decide if I can live with it."
    

    
      "Leo—"
    

    
      "I'm not running. I'm not leaving. But I need to know what I'm choosing to stay for. So tell me."
    

    
      Cristiano was quiet for a long time. Rain continued outside. The city breathed around them.
    

    
      "When I was twenty-seven," he finally said, "three months after I became don, a rival family kidnapped my cousin. Sixteen years old. They sent fingers. Demanded territory. My advisors said negotiate, find middle ground, avoid all-out war." He stopped. "I didn't negotiate. I found where they were keeping him. I went in with six men. We killed everyone there. Twenty-three people. Some of them were just guards. Just doing their jobs. I killed them anyway."
    

    
      Leo's stomach turned, but he didn't let go.
    

    
      "Did you get your cousin back?"
    

    
      "He was already dead. They'd killed him before making demands." Cristiano's voice was flat. "So I killed them for nothing. Twenty-three people dead and my cousin still gone and all I'd done was prove I was my father's son."
    

    
      "You were protecting your family."
    

    
      "I was proving I couldn't be crossed." Cristiano finally looked at him. "That's my world, Leo. That's who I am. Violence when it's necessary and sometimes when it's just—expedient. And people see us together, see me with you, and they think that makes me weak. So I have to prove I'm not. Over and over. With blood."
    

    
      Leo absorbed this. The reality of what loving Cristiano meant. The cost of staying.
    

    
      "Okay," he said.
    

    
      Cristiano blinked. "Okay?"
    

    
      "You're not who you were at twenty-seven. And what you did today—protecting your territory, protecting me—I'm not going to judge you for surviving in the world you inherited." Leo's hand was still on Cristiano's face. "But I need you to promise me something."
    

    
      "Anything."
    

    
      "Don't let it consume you. Don't become just the don, just the violence, just the—the monster you think they need you to be. Be that with them. But with me—" His voice caught. "With me, be the man who holds me at night. Who worries about my comfort. Who's trying so hard to make this work. Be both. Please."
    

    
      Cristiano kissed him. Desperate and grateful and almost broken. Leo kissed back, pouring everything into it—
      I see you, I choose you, I'm not leaving.
    

    
      They ended up in bed without discussing it, both needing the closeness after the day's revelations. Changed separately—giving each other space—then came together under the covers.
    

    
      Cristiano was still tense, adrenaline from the day still thrumming through him. Leo could feel it in the set of his shoulders, the tightness in his muscles.
    

    
      "Let me," Leo said softly. He pressed a kiss to Cristiano's shoulder. "Let me help you relax."
    

    
      "You don't have to—"
    

    
      "I want to." Leo's hands slid under Cristiano's shirt, found warm skin and old scars. "Want to take care of you. The way you take care of me. Is that okay?"
    

    
      Cristiano's breath hitched. "Yes. God, yes."
    

    
      They explored with more purpose than last night. Leo learning the map of Cristiano's body—the scar on his shoulder (bullet graze, told later), the ones on his ribs (knife fight at nineteen), the beautiful brutality of a body built for violence learning how to be gentle.
    

    
      Cristiano's hands weren't idle either. Found every sensitive spot on Leo's skin, catalogued what made him gasp and arch and beg for more. Still clothed below the waist—that line still sacred—but everything else fair territory.
    

    
      "We're not—" Cristiano gasped against Leo's neck.
    

    
      "Not having sex. I know." Leo's nails dragged down Cristiano's back. "But this. All of this. Very green."
    

    
      "Fuck, Leo—"
    

    
      They moved together, learned each other's rhythm, found that perfect friction that made them both shake. Cristiano's control shattered completely—the don gone, just a man desperate for connection, for touch, for proof that someone wanted him for more than what he could provide.
    

    
      After, they lay tangled together, both breathing hard.
    

    
      "Thank you," Cristiano said into the darkness.
    

    
      "For what?"
    

    
      "For not running. For—for choosing to stay even after knowing what I am."
    

    
      Leo turned in his arms, pressed a kiss to his chest. "I told you. I see you. All of you. And I'm still here."
    

    
      They fell asleep like that. Leo woke once in the night, found Cristiano watching him with an expression that made his chest ache.
    

    
      "Can't sleep?" Leo whispered.
    

    
      "Just—looking at you. Trying to understand what I did to deserve you."
    

    
      "You chose me back," Leo said simply. "That's enough."
    

    
      The next morning, Cristiano had to leave again—more meetings, more territory to defend, more lines to draw. But this time he kissed Leo goodbye properly, held him for an extra moment.
    

    
      "I'll be home tonight," he promised. "And I'll text. Updates. So you don't worry."
    

    
      "I'll worry anyway," Leo said. "But I'd appreciate the texts."
    

    
      That afternoon, Leo headed to the youth center with Marcus—one of Cristiano's guards—following at a discreet distance. The kids in his music class didn't notice the security, too focused on learning Chopsticks and complaining about having to practice.
    

    
      Leo was packing up his sheet music when Marcus appeared in the doorway, expression tense.
    

    
      "Mr. DeLuca," he said formally. "There's been an incident. Your husband is fine, but there was an attempt. He asked me to bring you to him. Now."
    

    
      Leo's blood went cold. "An attempt?"
    

    
      "Please. Come with me."
    

    
      The drive to Il Giardino was a blur. Leo's hands shook in his lap. Marcus was silent, professional, giving nothing away. They pulled up to the restaurant's back entrance—service door, not the main entrance—and Marcus led him through the kitchen to a private room in the back.
    

    
      The door opened.
    

    
      Cristiano was there. Alive. Standing. But blood stained his knuckles and a cut above his eyebrow bled sluggishly and his shirt was torn and Leo couldn't breathe.
    

    
      "You said he was fine," Leo turned on Marcus.
    

    
      "He is fine," Cristiano said, voice rough. "Just—had to handle something. I didn't want you to worry but—" He saw Leo's expression. "I'm okay. I promise. I'm okay."
    

    
      Leo crossed the room in three steps and grabbed Cristiano's face, checking for injuries, needing to confirm he was whole.
    

    
      "What happened?"
    

    
      "Zanetti's men. Waiting in the parking structure. They—" Cristiano's jaw tightened. "It's handled. They won't be making another attempt."
    

    
      Leo understood what "handled" meant. Looked around the room—saw the cleanup happening in the corner, smelled the copper tang of blood, knew people had died here.
    

    
      "You killed them," he said.
    

    
      "They tried to kill me first."
    

    
      Leo should have been horrified. Should have been disgusted. Should have run.
    

    
      Instead, he kissed Cristiano hard, tasting blood and smoke and relief so overwhelming he felt dizzy with it.
    

    
      "Don't die," he said against Cristiano's mouth. "Please. Whatever else happens. Don't fucking die."
    

    
      Cristiano's arms came around him, holding tight. "I won't. I promise. I won't."
      

    

      CHAPTER 10: Blood on His Hands
    

    
      Starting point:
       Il Giardino back room, immediately after Chapter 9 ending. Leo has just arrived, seen Cristiano bloodied but alive, kissed him in desperate relief. Cristiano's men are cleaning up evidence in the corner.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Zanetti's men attempted to kill Cristiano in the parking structure. Cristiano killed them (multiple men). Leo was brought to Il Giardino, saw the aftermath, reacted with relief instead of horror.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Very close after admitting feelings (Ch 8), but this is the first time Leo has seen direct evidence of Cristiano's violence. They haven't made love yet—been building to it but holding back.
    

    
      Leo's hands were still shaking when he pulled back from the kiss.
    

    
      Cristiano stood in front of him, blood on his knuckles, cut above his eyebrow still sluggishly bleeding, shirt torn at the shoulder where something—someone—had grabbed him. Behind them, Dino and two other men moved efficiently, cleaning up evidence of whatever had happened here. The room smelled like copper and fear.
    

    
      "You killed them," Leo said. Not a question. He could see the answer in the set of Cristiano's shoulders, the blood that wasn't all his own.
    

    
      "Yes." No apology. No justification. Just the truth.
    

    
      Leo should have been horrified. Should have been disgusted. Should have seen this man—his husband—and finally understood what everyone had been warning him about. The don. The killer. The monster in expensive suits.
    

    
      Instead, all he felt was relief so overwhelming it made him dizzy.
    

    
      "How many?" His voice came out steadier than he felt.
    

    
      "Two. They were waiting in the parking structure when I left the meeting." Cristiano's jaw tightened. "It was them or me. I chose me."
    

    
      "Good." The word escaped before Leo could think about it. "Good. I'm—I'm glad you killed them. I'm glad you're alive. I should be upset and I'm just—I'm just grateful you're standing here."
    

    
      Cristiano searched his face, looking for something. Disgust, maybe. Fear. Judgment. Whatever he was looking for, he didn't find it. Instead, his expression cracked.
    

    
      "You're not—you're okay with this?" His voice was rough, disbelieving. "Leo, I just killed two men. There's blood—"
    

    
      "I'm not okay with any of this." Leo grabbed Cristiano's face, forcing him to focus. "I'm not okay with people trying to kill you. I'm not okay with you having to defend yourself. I'm not okay with this being our life. But I'm—I'm choosing you anyway. Even this. Even the monster part. Even all of it."
    

    
      Something in Cristiano broke. He pulled Leo against him, held him so tight it hurt, face buried in Leo's neck. His whole body was shaking—adrenaline crash, probably, the aftermath of violence catching up.
    

    
      "I'm sorry," Cristiano said. "I'm so sorry. I never wanted you to see—to know—"
    

    
      "I know now." Leo's arms came around him, holding him together. "And I'm still here. I'm not leaving."
    

    
      Dino appeared at Cristiano's shoulder, tactful but urgent. "We need to move. The cleanup is almost done but staying here isn't—"
    

    
      "I know." Cristiano pulled back, all business again. The don reasserting control. "Five minutes. Then we leave." To Leo: "Can you—are you okay to drive home with me?"
    

    
      "I'm not letting you out of my sight," Leo said. It came out fiercer than intended.
    

    
      They left through the service entrance, avoiding the main restaurant where normal people were having normal dinners and no one had just killed anyone. The town car waited, engine running, driver stone-faced and professional. Leo climbed in first, Cristiano following.
    

    
      The door closed. The partition went up. They were alone.
    

    
      Cristiano sagged against the seat, all the control bleeding out of him. Leo watched the transformation—from the don who'd just killed two men to a human who was shaking and exhausted and coming apart.
    

    
      "I'm okay," Cristiano said, which was clearly a lie.
    

    
      "No you're not." Leo moved closer, pulled Cristiano's head down to his shoulder. "It's okay. You don't have to be okay right now."
    

    
      That broke something loose. Cristiano's hands fisted in Leo's jacket, holding on like Leo was the only solid thing in the world. They drove through Manhattan like that—Cristiano shaking, Leo holding him, the city streaming past the tinted windows.
    

    
      By the time they reached the townhouse, Leo was shaking too. Delayed reaction, adrenaline finally catching up. His hands trembled as he unlocked the door. His legs felt unsteady on the stairs.
    

    
      In the bedroom, Cristiano sat on the edge of the bed, staring at his bloodied knuckles like he didn't recognize them.
    

    
      "Let me," Leo said softly. He grabbed the first aid kit from the bathroom, knelt in front of Cristiano, and started cleaning the blood away. His hands were still shaking but he forced them steady. "This is going to sting."
    

    
      Cristiano didn't flinch. Just watched Leo work with an expression that made Leo's chest ache.
    

    
      "You should be running," Cristiano said. "You should be horrified. You should—"
    

    
      "Stop telling me what I should feel." Leo finished with his knuckles, moved to the cut above his eyebrow. "I feel what I feel. And right now I feel—grateful. That you're alive. That you're here. That—" His voice cracked. "That I didn't lose you."
    

    
      "Leo—"
    

    
      Leo kissed him. Desperate and messy and tasting like salt because he was crying now, tears he hadn't let himself shed while Cristiano needed him to be strong. Cristiano kissed back just as desperately, hands coming up to frame Leo's face, thumbs wiping away tears.
    

    
      "I'm here," Cristiano said against his mouth. "I'm alive. I'm here."
    

    
      "Don't die." Leo couldn't stop kissing him, couldn't stop touching him, needing proof that he was real and whole and here. "Please. Promise me you'll try not to die."
    

    
      "I promise. I'll try. I'll do everything I can to—"
    

    
      Leo kissed him quiet. The first aid kit fell forgotten to the floor. Cristiano stood, pulling Leo with him, and suddenly they were stumbling backward toward the bed.
    

    
      They fell together, all tangled limbs and desperate kisses. Cristiano rolled them, pinning Leo beneath him, searching his face.
    

    
      "Are you sure?" His voice was wrecked. "We don't have to—after today, after everything—"
    

    
      "I'm sure." Leo arched up, pressing their bodies together. "I need—I need to feel alive. Need to feel you. Need—" He couldn't finish but Cristiano understood.
    

    
      "Color?"
    

    
      "So fucking green."
    

    
      Cristiano kissed him like he was drowning. Hands everywhere, stripping away layers, worshiping skin as it was revealed. Leo returned the favor, learning the landscape of Cristiano's body properly this time—the scars, the muscle, the soft places that made him gasp.
    

    
      "Wait," Cristiano said, pulling back. "I need—do you have—"
    

    
      Leo stretched to the nightstand, fumbled the drawer open, found what they needed. Cristiano's hands were shaking as he took it.
    

    
      "I've wanted this," Cristiano said, voice rough. "Wanted you. But I need you to be sure. After today, after seeing what I—"
    

    
      "I'm sure." Leo pulled him back down. "I want you. All of you. Even the parts that scare me. Especially those."
    

    
      They moved together slowly. Cristiano was achingly gentle, asking permission for everything, checking constantly—"Is this okay? Does this hurt? Tell me if you need me to stop."
    

    
      Leo had been with men before, but never like this. Never with so much care, so much attention, so much—love, his brain supplied, even though they hadn't said it yet.
    

    
      "You feel—" Cristiano's control was fraying. "Fuck, Leo, you feel—"
    

    
      "I know." Leo's nails dragged down Cristiano's back. "I know. More. Please. More."
    

    
      After, they lay tangled together, both shaking for entirely different reasons now. Cristiano's face was buried in Leo's neck, breath hot against his skin.
    

    
      "I love you," Leo whispered. Couldn't hold it in anymore, not after this, not after choosing him through blood and violence and fear. "I didn't want to. I didn't plan to. But I do. I love you."
    

    
      Cristiano went completely still. Then he pulled back, looked at Leo with an expression that was devastation and hope in equal measure.
    

    
      "I love you," Cristiano said. "So much it terrifies me. So much that when those men came at me today, all I could think was—I can't die. I can't leave him. I can't—" His voice broke. "I love you. More than I've ever loved anything. More than I thought I could."
    

    
      Leo pulled him down, kissed him soft and slow. "We're a mess."
    

    
      "We really are."
    

    
      "I'm still glad I'm here."
    

    
      "I'm glad you're here too."
    

    
      They fell asleep like that, wrapped around each other, and when Leo woke hours later to find Cristiano watching him in the dark, he felt—safe. Chosen. Loved.
    

    
      Until his phone buzzed on the nightstand.
    

    
      Unknown number. Leo almost ignored it, but something made him look.
    

    
      Text message. Photo attachment.
    

    
      Leo opened it, blood running cold.
    

    
      The photo showed him at the youth center yesterday. Teaching his class. Surrounded by kids. Taken from outside, through the window. Telephoto lens.
    

    
      Below the image, text: 
      Pretty husband. Shame if something happened to him. Tell DeLuca: back off our territory or we take what he loves most.
    

    
      Leo's hands shook as he woke Cristiano, showed him the screen. Watched his husband's face go from sleep-soft to cold fury in seconds.
    

    
      "Get dressed," Cristiano said, already reaching for his phone. "We need to call Dino. Now."
    

    
      The threat wasn't theoretical anymore. They were coming for Leo.
    

    
      And everything they'd just admitted to each other—the love, the choice, the commitment—was about to be tested in ways neither of them was ready for.
      

    

      CHAPTER 11: When Monsters Love
    

    
      Starting point:
       DeLuca townhouse master bedroom, 3 AM, immediately after threatening text. Both awake, Leo showing Cristiano the photo of him at youth center with the threat. Cristiano is transforming to cold don mode.
    

    
      What just happened:
       They just made love for the first time, said "I love you" for the first time, fell asleep happy. Then Leo received a threatening text—photo of him at youth center, message threatening to "take what he loves most" if Cristiano doesn't back off territory.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Deeply in love (just admitted it), but now facing major crisis. Cristiano's protective instincts will make him controlling, threatening the autonomy Leo needs.
    

    
      Cristiano made seven phone calls in the first ten minutes, all in rapid Italian, voice cold enough to freeze blood.
    

    
      Leo sat on the bed watching his husband transform from the man who'd made love to him hours ago into something lethal and controlled. The don, fully unleashed, terrifying in his precision.
    

    
      "Sì. Tutti. Non voglio sopravvissuti." 
      Yes. All of them. I want no survivors.
    

    
      Leo's Italian wasn't fluent but he caught enough. His stomach turned.
    

    
      Cristiano finished the call, immediately dialed another. Dino this time, switching to English. "Pull everyone. I want eyes on Leo twenty-four seven. Visible guards. I want them to know he's protected. And find whoever took that photo. I want names by morning."
    

    
      He hung up. Looked at Leo with eyes that were more ice than warmth.
    

    
      "You're not going to the youth center," Cristiano said. It wasn't a question. "You're not going anywhere unprotected. Starting now."
    

    
      "Excuse me?" Leo stood, pulling on sleep pants because having this argument naked felt wrong. "You don't get to just—"
    

    
      "I can and I will." Cristiano was already moving, grabbing his phone again, texting someone. "They threatened you. Directly. With photo evidence they've been watching you. You think I'm letting you walk around exposed?"
    

    
      "I'm not asking for permission."
    

    
      "And I'm not giving you a choice." Cristiano's voice was flat. Final. "This is non-negotiable. Your safety is—"
    

    
      "My decision." Leo's hands clenched. "You don't own me, Cristiano. We just—we just made love and said we love each other and now you're trying to control every move I make?"
    

    
      "I'm trying to keep you alive!" The control cracked, fury bleeding through. "They're threatening to kill you, Leo. To take you from me. And you want me to just—what? Let you waltz around the city like everything's fine?"
    

    
      "I want you to trust me to be smart about my own safety!"
    

    
      "Your safety is my responsibility!"
    

    
      They stood on opposite sides of the bedroom, chests heaving, the love they'd admitted hours ago already straining under the weight of fear.
    

    
      Leo forced his voice steady. "I'm not your property. I'm your partner. Or I thought I was."
    

    
      Something in Cristiano's expression fractured. He sat heavily on the edge of the bed, head in his hands.
    

    
      "I can't lose you," he said quietly. "I can't—if they hurt you because of me, because you're mine, I'll—" He couldn't finish.
    

    
      Leo's anger softened. He crossed to Cristiano, knelt in front of him, took his hands.
    

    
      "You're scared. I get it. I'm scared too." Leo squeezed his fingers. "But you trying to lock me away won't keep me safe. It'll just—it'll make me a prisoner. And I can't be that. Not even for you."
    

    
      "Then what do you want? Tell me what you need and I'll—"
    

    
      "I need you to work with me. Not dictate to me." Leo met his eyes. "Guards? Fine. I understand that. Security measures? Reasonable. But you don't get to decide where I go or what I do. We decide. Together. As partners."
    

    
      Cristiano searched his face for a long moment. Then nodded slowly.
    

    
      "Okay. Together." He pulled Leo up, wrapped him in his arms. "But I'm not apologizing for being terrified of losing you."
    

    
      "I wouldn't expect you to."
    

    
      They didn't sleep again. Watched dawn break over Manhattan through the bedroom windows, holding each other, both too wired to rest. By seven AM, Alessia arrived with coffee and concern etched into her face.
    

    
      "Cristiano told me," she said, handing Leo an espresso. "About the threat. Are you okay?"
    

    
      "Define okay."
    

    
      She smiled grimly. "Fair." To Cristiano: "I need you at the office. The Zanetti response needs legal coordination. Cleanup has to be airtight."
    

    
      "I'm not leaving Leo alone."
    

    
      "He won't be alone. I'll stay with him." Alessia touched her brother's arm. "Go. Handle this. I've got him."
    

    
      After Cristiano left—reluctantly, with three more security calls and a promise to text every hour—Alessia pulled Leo into the library.
    

    
      "He's going to be impossible for a while," she said. "Just so you know. When Cristiano's scared, he gets controlling. It's his pattern."
    

    
      "I noticed." Leo slumped in the armchair. "I don't know how to do this. Love someone whose fear makes him want to cage me."
    

    
      "You do what you just did. Set boundaries. Remind him you're not something to be protected 
      from
       the world, but someone who needs him beside you 
      in
       the world." She paused. "He lost someone before. Marco. The ex. When he let someone he loved go, it destroyed him. Now he has you, and he's terrified of the same thing happening."
    

    
      "So he'll suffocate me to keep me safe."
    

    
      "Unless you show him there's another way." Alessia leaned forward. "He respects strength, Leo. Not compliance. Show him you can handle this. That loving you doesn't mean wrapping you in bubble wrap."
    

    
      That afternoon, despite Cristiano's texts begging him to stay home, Leo insisted on going to the youth center. With four guards. In an armored car. But he went.
    

    
      The kids didn't notice the security. Too excited about their piano lesson, about learning new songs, about showing Mr. Leo what they'd been practicing.
    

    
      Leo taught the class normally, smiled at the kids, gave them homework. Then Marcus—the head guard—drove him home. Safe. Unharmed. Proving that protection and life weren't mutually exclusive.
    

    
      Cristiano arrived home just after dark. Leo was waiting in the entryway, having heard the front door.
    

    
      "You went." Cristiano's voice was flat.
    

    
      "I went. With guards. Safely. Came home in one piece." Leo held his ground. "I can be protected and still live my life."
    

    
      Cristiano stared at him for a long moment. Then crossed the space between them, pulled Leo into his arms, held him so tight it hurt.
    

    
      "You're going to give me a heart attack," he said into Leo's hair.
    

    
      "You're going to have to trust me."
    

    
      "I'm trying."
    

    
      That night, over takeout from Il Giardino, Cristiano explained what he'd done. Seven men eliminated. Zanetti family leadership decimated. Message sent that threatening Leo was a death sentence.
    

    
      "It's handled," Cristiano said, but he looked haunted. "They won't come after you again."
    

    
      "And if someone else does? Another family, another threat?" Leo pushed his food around his plate. "Will you kill them too?"
    

    
      "Yes." No hesitation. "Every single time. Anyone who threatens you—I'll kill them. I won't apologize for that."
    

    
      Leo should have been horrified. Should have been disgusted by the casual way Cristiano talked about murder.
    

    
      Instead, he felt—protected. Cherished. Loved in a way that was violent and possessive and utterly consuming.
    

    
      "I need a shower," Cristiano said. "Today was—I need to wash it off."
    

    
      Leo followed him upstairs. Watched Cristiano strip, step into the shower, let the water run over him. Then made a decision.
    

    
      Stripped. Joined him.
    

    
      Cristiano looked at him, water streaming down his face. "Leo—"
    

    
      "Let me." Leo took the soap, started washing Cristiano's back, his shoulders, his arms. Gentle. Loving. Washing away the blood, the violence, the don, leaving just the man.
    

    
      "I killed seven people today," Cristiano said. "For you. Because they dared to threaten you."
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      "You should be horrified."
    

    
      "I'm grateful." Leo turned him around, kept washing. "Is that fucked up? That I'm grateful you're ruthless? That you'd kill for me?"
    

    
      "Maybe we're both fucked up."
    

    
      "Probably." Leo kissed his shoulder. "But I love you anyway. Monster parts included."
    

    
      They made love under the water, desperate and reverent, washing away the day's fear. After, wrapped in towels on their bed, Cristiano pulled Leo against him.
    

    
      "Marry me," he said.
    

    
      Leo blinked. "We're already married."
    

    
      "No. We were forced to marry. The contract, the families, the—all of it. I want to marry you for real." Cristiano propped himself up, looked down at Leo with an expression that was vulnerable and determined. "I want to choose you. Publicly. Explicitly. Not because I have to but because I want to. Will you? Marry me again? For real this time?"
    

    
      Leo's throat was tight. "You want a second wedding?"
    

    
      "I want to stand in front of the people who matter and choose you. I want vows we write. I want—I want it to be ours. Not our families'. Ours." Cristiano's hand trembled slightly as it cupped Leo's face. "Will you marry me? Again? For choice this time?"
    

    
      Leo thought about the forced wedding. The five hundred strangers. The vows that felt like lies. The kiss that was performance.
    

    
      Then thought about this—Cristiano asking, not demanding. Offering choice instead of obligation. Wanting to build something real from the forced foundation.
    

    
      "Yes," Leo said. His voice cracked. "Yes, you insane man. Yes."
    

    
      Cristiano kissed him like he'd given him the world. Maybe he had.
    

    
      They planned it that night, tangled in bed, speaking in whispers. Small ceremony. Just the people who mattered. Jamie and Alessia and Dino. Leo's mother if she'd come. Christmas Eve, in the townhouse library where they'd had their first real conversation.
    

    
      Theirs. Finally theirs.
    

    
      "I love you," Cristiano said into the darkness. "I'll kill for you. Die for you. Build a life for you. Whatever you need."
    

    
      "I just need you," Leo said. "All of you. The don and the man and everything in between."
    

    
      They fell asleep planning their second wedding, their real wedding, the one where they chose each other.
    

    
      And for the first time since the contract was revealed, Leo felt—free.
    

    
      Chosen. Cherished. Loved.
    

    
      His.
      

    

      CHAPTER 12: Chosen
    

    
      Starting point:
       DeLuca townhouse kitchen, mid-December morning, one week after Cristiano's proposal. Leo and Cristiano are planning their real wedding over coffee. Three and a half weeks since the forced wedding.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Cristiano proposed for real, asking Leo to marry him again by choice. They decided on a small, intimate ceremony for Christmas Eve with only people who matter. Spent the week since navigating heightened security (post-Zanetti threat) but also deepening their connection.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Deeply in love, planning their chosen wedding, solidified partnership. They've made love multiple times now, said "I love you," survived external threats together. Cristiano is learning to balance protection with Leo's autonomy.
    

    
      Planning a wedding you actually wanted turned out to be completely different from planning one you were forced into.
    

    
      Leo sat at the kitchen table in sweatpants and one of Cristiano's NYU t-shirts (stolen from the laundry, oversized and soft), laptop open, surrounded by wedding magazines he'd ordered online. Cristiano leaned against the counter in sleep pants and nothing else, espresso in hand, watching Leo work with an expression that was pure adoration.
    

    
      "We could do it at the Plaza," Leo said, scrolling through venue options. "Or—oh, there's this greenhouse in Brooklyn that does winter weddings—"
    

    
      "The library," Cristiano interrupted. "Here. In our house."
    

    
      Leo looked up. "Yeah?"
    

    
      "It's where we had our first real conversation. Where I started falling for you." Cristiano set down his espresso, moved to sit beside Leo. "I want to marry you there. Where it started."
    

    
      Something warm bloomed in Leo's chest. "The library. Christmas Eve. Just us and—" He counted mentally. "Maybe fifteen people? Twenty max?"
    

    
      "Jamie and Maya," Cristiano started listing.
    

    
      "Alessia and her girlfriend."
    

    
      "Dino and his wife."
    

    
      "My mother. Maybe. If she'll come." Leo's throat tightened. He'd texted her yesterday, nervous and hopeful: 
      Cristiano and I are having a second ceremony. Our choice this time. Christmas Eve. I'd like you there. If you want to come.
    

    
      She hadn't responded yet.
    

    
      "She'll come," Cristiano said, reading his mind. He took Leo's hand, threaded their fingers together. "She loves you. She'll want to be there."
    

    
      They spent the morning planning. Alessia would officiate (she'd gotten ordained online specifically for this, sent Leo a screenshot with the caption: 
      legally qualified to gay marry you twice now
      ). No traditional wedding march—Leo would play something on the piano instead, Cristiano would be waiting in the library. Vows they'd write themselves. Rings they'd already ordered—simple platinum bands, inscribed inside with both dates: the forced wedding and this one, acknowledging the journey.
    

    
      "Food?" Cristiano asked.
    

    
      "Il Giardino can cater. Nothing fancy. Just—good food. Wine. Dessert." Leo added it to the list. "Flowers?"
    

    
      "Winter blooms. White and silver. Simple."
    

    
      "You've thought about this."
    

    
      Cristiano's ears went slightly pink. "I've been thinking about marrying you—really marrying you—since Thanksgiving. When we almost kissed and I realized I wanted this to be real."
    

    
      Leo kissed him, soft and sweet and tasting like espresso. "Me too."
    

    
      The doorbell rang at noon. Jamie, arriving for the official meeting with Cristiano that Leo had been both anticipating and dreading for a week.
    

    
      "Be nice," Leo said as Cristiano went to answer the door.
    

    
      "I'm always nice."
    

    
      "You threatened someone with a wine bottle last week."
    

    
      "He insulted you. That's different."
    

    
      Jamie entered the kitchen like he owned it, all confident swagger and protective best-friend energy. He'd dressed up—leather jacket, designer jeans, eyeliner sharp enough to cut—and he looked Cristiano up and down with an expression that clearly said 
      I'm judging you
      .
    

    
      "So," Jamie said, not bothering with pleasantries. "You're the guy who bought my best friend."
    

    
      Cristiano didn't flinch. "I'm the guy who's married to your best friend and happens to love him. And who he loves back. I hope that matters."
    

    
      "It matters." Jamie dropped into a chair. "But I'm watching you. Hurt him and I'll—I don't know what I'll do because you're terrifying, but I'll figure something out."
    

    
      "Fair." Cristiano poured Jamie an espresso without asking. "For what it's worth—I have no intention of hurting him. He's—" He glanced at Leo. "He's everything."
    

    
      Jamie's expression softened fractionally. "Okay. Okay, I can work with that." He turned to Leo. "You're really doing this? Second wedding? All in?"
    

    
      "All in," Leo confirmed. "I know it's fast and I know it's complicated and I know his world is dangerous, but—I love him. I want this. For real."
    

    
      "Then I'm there. Front row. Crying. Probably drunk." Jamie raised his espresso in mock toast. "To Leo finally getting chosen for himself."
    

    
      The rest of the afternoon was surprisingly easy. Jamie and Cristiano bonded over their shared goal of protecting Leo (Leo pretended to be annoyed, was secretly touched). They talked about security for the ceremony, about how many guards would be present (invisible but there), about contingency plans if anything went wrong.
    

    
      "You really love him," Jamie said eventually, watching Cristiano watch Leo play piano in the next room.
    

    
      "More than anything." Cristiano's voice was quiet. "He taught me how to be human again. How to want something for myself. How to—" He stopped. "I was drowning before him. Doing my duty, running the empire, being what everyone needed. And then he walked into my life and I—I could breathe."
    

    
      Jamie studied him for a long moment. Then nodded. "Okay. You're good for him. I see it. Just—keep choosing him. Every day. Don't let the duty thing win."
    

    
      "I won't. I promise."
    

    
      That night, Leo sat at the piano trying to write his vows. The page in front of him was mostly crossed-out attempts, nothing feeling right.
    

    
      You chose me
      
         — too simple
        

         
      
      I was property until you made me a person
      
         — too harsh
        

         
      
      Loving you is the bravest thing I've ever done
       — closer, but not quite
    

    
      Cristiano appeared in the doorway, watching. "Struggling?"
    

    
      "How do I put this into words?" Leo's hands rested on the piano keys. "How do I tell you what it means to be chosen? To be seen? To be—loved. For myself. Not for what I give or how I look or who my family is. For me."
    

    
      "You just say that. Exactly that." Cristiano sat beside him on the bench. "Simple. True. That's what vows are."
    

    
      So Leo wrote from his heart. About being property that became a person. About forced proximity that became chosen partnership. About learning to trust love. About being seen for the first time in his life. It was raw and honest and perfect.
    

    
      Cristiano wrote his vows in his office, door closed, but he showed them to Leo on Christmas Eve morning, voice rough: "I wanted you to know. Before we stand there. That I mean every word."
    

    
      Leo read them, tears streaming down his face. Vows about duty versus desire. About choosing Leo over everything. About learning that vulnerability isn't weakness. About building a future that's theirs, not his father's. About being grateful for an arranged marriage because it brought him Leo.
    

    
      "They're perfect," Leo whispered.
    

    
      Christmas Eve arrived cold and clear, Manhattan covered in fresh snow that made everything look clean and new. The townhouse had been transformed—not by wedding planners but by Leo and Alessia and Jamie, stringing lights and arranging flowers and making the library into something intimate and theirs.
    

    
      The ceremony was at six. Leo got ready in the bedroom, Jamie helping him into a suit they'd chosen together—simpler than the first wedding, navy blue instead of white, no tie, just—him. His earrings all in, hair slightly messy, beauty mark visible, looking like himself instead of a performance.
    

    
      "You ready?" Jamie asked.
    

    
      "So ready." Leo looked at his reflection. "I'm choosing him. For real. Forever."
    

    
      "Good. He better be worth it."
    

    
      "He is."
    

    
      Downstairs, fifteen people gathered in the library. Candles everywhere. Winter flowers—white roses, silver branches, elegant and simple. The piano sat ready. Leo's mother had come (she'd texted that morning: 
      I'll be there, tesoro. I'm proud of you.
      ), sitting beside Alessia and her girlfriend. Dino and his wife. Marcus and Carmen from security. Jamie and Maya. The people who mattered.
    

    
      Cristiano waited by the fireplace in a charcoal suit that made him look devastating. When Leo appeared in the doorway, his whole face transformed—joy and love and barely-contained emotion.
    

    
      Leo crossed to the piano. Sat down. Played the piece he'd composed for this—something he'd titled "Chosen," built from the melody that had been running through his head since Cristiano proposed. Soft and beautiful and hopeful.
    

    
      When he finished, he walked to Cristiano. Took his hands.
    

    
      Alessia stepped forward, grinning through tears. "Dearly beloved—and I do mean beloved, because you people are ridiculous and I love you—we're gathered here to witness these two idiots actually choose each other this time..."
    

    
      Laughter. Tears. Love.
    

    
      They exchanged rings—new ones, theirs, chosen together. Read their vows.
    

    
      Leo's voice shook but held steady: "You chose me when you didn't have to. You saw me when no one else did. You loved me when I thought I was unlovable. I choose you back. Forever. Willingly. Joyfully. Mine and yours. Always."
    

    
      Cristiano was crying openly now: "You taught me that love isn't weakness. That choosing you over duty is the strongest thing I've ever done. I choose you. Every day. Every moment. For the rest of my life. Mine and yours. Always."
    

    
      Alessia's voice cracked: "By the power vested in me by the internet and the state of New York, I now pronounce you married. Again. For real this time. Kiss him before I start sobbing."
    

    
      Cristiano pulled Leo in, kissed him deep and claiming and real. Everyone applauded, whistled, cried. Jamie was sobbing. Dino was suspiciously misty. Even Marcus looked emotional.
    

    
      They were married. For real. By choice.
    

    
      The reception was just dinner—intimate and perfect, everyone talking and laughing and toasting the couple. Leo sat pressed against Cristiano's side, unable to stop touching him, still processing that this was real.
    

    
      Eventually, they slipped away. Up the stairs to their bedroom, door closing on the sounds of celebration below.
    

    
      Made love slowly, tenderly, differently than before. This time it was celebration, not desperation. Joy, not fear. Choosing each other in the most intimate way possible.
    

    
      After, wrapped in sheets and each other, Cristiano reached for something on the nightstand.
    

    
      "I have something for you," he said. "A wedding gift."
    

    
      He handed Leo an envelope. Inside: a deed to a building in Chelsea.
    

    
      "It's yours," Cristiano said as Leo stared at it. "For your music studio. Teaching space. Whatever you want. Your independence. Your life outside of being my husband. I want you to have that. I need you to have that."
    

    
      Leo's vision blurred. "This is—Cristiano, this is—"
    

    
      "Perfect for you. I saw it and knew." Cristiano kissed his temple. "You're mine. But you're also yours. And I want you to always have that. Always have space that's just Leo's. Not ours. Yours."
    

    
      "I love you," Leo said through tears. "So much. This is—thank you. Thank you for seeing me. For choosing me. For—for everything."
    

    
      "Thank you for choosing me back."
    

    
      They fell asleep tangled together, married for real, the building deed on the nightstand beside them, proof that love could be both consuming and liberating.
    

    
      Theirs. Finally, completely, joyfully theirs.
      

    

      CHAPTER 13: The Calm
    

    
      Starting point:
       Chelsea building (Leo's new space), first week January afternoon, showing Cristiano the vision for the renovated space. Two weeks post-real wedding.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Real wedding on Christmas Eve, Cristiano gave Leo building deed as wedding gift. Two weeks of genuine happiness, planning the space.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       At their peak—deeply in love, secure, planning future together. This is the calm before everything breaks.
    

    
      The building smelled like fresh paint and sawdust and dreams coming true.
    

    
      Leo stood in the center of what would become the music studio, arms spread wide, grinning like an idiot. "So the piano goes here—facing the windows so the light hits it perfectly—and then smaller practice rooms along this wall with soundproofing so kids can work individually without disturbing each other."
    

    
      Cristiano leaned against the exposed brick, watching him with an expression that made Leo's chest ache. Not just love—pride. Like watching Leo plan this space, claim this independence, build this dream was the best thing he'd ever witnessed.
    

    
      "You're really doing this," Cristiano said.
    

    
      "We're really doing this." Leo crossed to him, slid his arms around his waist. "This is ours. Our project."
    

    
      "No." Cristiano kissed his forehead. "This is yours. Your space. Your independence. I'm just—honored to help you build it."
    

    
      Two weeks since they'd married for real. Two weeks of happiness so intense it felt fragile, like Leo was waiting for the other shoe to drop but couldn't see it anywhere in sight. They'd fallen into a rhythm—mornings with coffee and stolen kisses, Leo spending afternoons here with contractors while Cristiano handled business, evenings cooking together or ordering in, making love like they were still discovering each other.
    

    
      It was everything Leo had never let himself want.
    

    
      They spent the afternoon walking through the three floors, Leo describing his vision—music studio on the first floor, gallery space for queer artists on the second, community center on the third. Cristiano asked questions, made suggestions, pulled out his phone to text contractors he knew.
    

    
      "Vinny owes me a favor," Cristiano said. "He'll do the electrical at cost. And there's a woman in Brooklyn who does custom woodwork—she could build the practice room dividers—"
    

    
      "You don't have to do all that."
    

    
      "I want to." Cristiano looked up from his phone. "Let me help you build this. Please."
    

    
      Outside, January sun filtered through the tall windows, turning everything gold. The city hummed around them—cars on Eighth Avenue, someone's music from the apartment upstairs, Manhattan alive and busy and theirs. Leo had lived in New York his whole life but never felt like he belonged to it until now.
    

    
      "What are you thinking?" Cristiano asked, catching him staring out the window.
    

    
      "That I'm happy." Leo's voice came out softer than intended. "Really happy. And it scares me."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Because I keep waiting for it to end. For something to go wrong. For—" He couldn't finish. For you to realize I'm not worth choosing. For this to have been too good to be true.
    

    
      Cristiano pulled him close, lips against his temple. "It's not ending. We built this. We chose this. It's real, Leo. I promise it's real."
    

    
      That night they cooked dinner together—pasta from scratch because Cristiano insisted on teaching Leo his grandmother's recipe. They made a mess of the kitchen, flour everywhere, Leo laughing as Cristiano corrected his technique, stealing kisses between instructions.
    

    
      Normal. Domestic. Theirs.
    

    
      Over wine after dinner, Cristiano's phone rang. He glanced at the screen, jaw tightening slightly.
    

    
      "You should get it," Leo said.
    

    
      "It can wait."
    

    
      But it rang again. And again. Finally Cristiano answered in rapid Italian, voice shifting to that cold don-tone Leo recognized. He stepped into his office, door closing, leaving Leo alone with cooling pasta and the reminder that Cristiano's world was always lurking at the edges of their happiness.
    

    
      The next few days followed a similar pattern. Mornings were perfect—coffee in bed, lazy kisses, planning their days. But Cristiano took more calls in Italian, conversations he ended when Leo walked in. Came home later some nights, tension in his shoulders he wouldn't explain beyond "business complications."
    

    
      Leo tried not to worry. Tried to focus on the building, on the contractors transforming his vision into reality, on the life they were building together.
    

    
      But something was shifting. He could feel it.
    

    
      A week into January, Jamie came to photograph the building for Instagram.
    

    
      "This place is going to be amazing," Jamie said, snapping shots of the empty studio. "You're really doing it. Building something that matters."
    

    
      "We are," Leo said. "Cristiano's been helping with everything—contractors, funding, connections—"
    

    
      "That's great." Jamie lowered his camera. "But babe—don't forget. He's still the don. This is still a mafia marriage. People still want him dead, which means you're still—"
    

    
      "A target. I know."
    

    
      "Do you?" Jamie's expression was serious. "Because you're walking around glowing and planning openings and acting like this is a normal life. And maybe that's good. Maybe you need the happiness. But don't get so comfortable you forget to be careful."
    

    
      The words sat heavy in Leo's chest. That night, lying in bed while Cristiano showered, he thought about what Jamie had said. About complacency. About forgetting that loving Cristiano meant living with danger.
    

    
      Cristiano emerged from the bathroom in sleep pants, hair damp, and Leo's worry dissolved into want. They made love slowly, tenderly, and afterward Leo traced the scars on Cristiano's shoulder.
    

    
      "Tell me you're being careful," Leo said quietly.
    

    
      "Always."
    

    
      "I mean it. Whatever business complications you're handling—be careful. Come home to me."
    

    
      Cristiano's arms tightened around him. "I will. I promise. I'll always come home to you."
    

    
      But the next week, Cristiano came home past midnight three nights in a row. Took calls at three AM that had him pacing the bedroom, speaking too low for Leo to hear. Started sleeping less, dark circles under his eyes, tension carved into every line of his body.
    

    
      "What's going on?" Leo finally asked, finding Cristiano in his office at two AM surrounded by paperwork.
    

    
      "Nothing. Just—territory disputes. It's handled."
    

    
      "Cristiano—"
    

    
      "I said it's handled." Sharp. Dismissive. "Go back to bed."
    

    
      Leo went. But sleep didn't come. He lay in their bed alone and felt the distance growing, felt the cracks forming, felt something building that he couldn't see but could sense coming.
    

    
      Two weeks into January, Leo was at the building meeting with the sound engineer about acoustics when his phone rang.
    

    
      Alessia.
    

    
      "Leo. Where are you?"
    

    
      "The building. Why? What's wrong?"
    

    
      Her voice was tight, scared in a way he'd never heard from her. "Stay there. Something happened. Cristiano's fine but—just stay there. Don't go anywhere. He's sending guards. He'll explain."
    

    
      "Alessia, what—"
    

    
      She'd hung up.
    

    
      Leo tried calling Cristiano. Straight to voicemail. Tried again. Nothing.
    

    
      His hands started shaking.
    

    
      Ten minutes felt like hours. Finally, Marcus appeared with two other guards, all armed, all tense in a way that made Leo's stomach drop.
    

    
      "Mr. DeLuca," Marcus said. "We need to go. Now."
    

    
      "What happened? Is Cristiano—"
    

    
      "He's fine. But there's been an incident. He wants you at Il Giardino." Marcus's expression was grim. "Please. It's urgent."
    

    
      The drive downtown was a blur. Leo's mind raced through possibilities—another attempt on Cristiano's life, a rival family making moves, something with the business. The guards wouldn't answer his questions, just kept their eyes forward, hands near weapons.
    

    
      Manhattan streamed past the windows. People living normal lives, having normal Thursdays, no idea that Leo's world was tilting.
    

    
      Il Giardino looked the same as always—upscale, beautiful, hiding violence behind its elegant facade. Marcus led him through the back entrance, through the kitchen where staff pretended not to see them, to the private room Leo had learned meant serious business.
    

    
      The door opened.
    

    
      Cristiano stood by the window. Alive. Whole. No blood.
    

    
      Relief flooded Leo for exactly three seconds.
    

    
      Then he saw the rest of the room. Dino. Two security guys. And in the center—a man tied to a chair, face beaten bloody, breathing ragged, terror in his eyes.
    

    
      "Leo." Cristiano crossed immediately, hands reaching. "I'm sorry. You shouldn't see this. But there was a message. He—"
    

    
      The man in the chair spoke through split lips, voice thick with pain: "Marco sends his regards. Says Cristiano knows what he wants. And if he doesn't deliver, more people die. Starting with the pretty husband."
    

    
      The name hit Leo like a fist.
    

    
      Marco.
    

    
      Cristiano's ex. The one he'd loved. The one he'd chosen duty over. The ghost that had been lurking in their story since the beginning.
    

    
      Leo's blood went cold.
    

    
      "Who," he said slowly, each word deliberate, "the fuck is Marco? And why is he threatening to kill me?"
    

    
      Cristiano's face was anguish and guilt in equal measure.
    

    
      "I can explain. I should have told you—"
    

    
      "How long?" Leo's voice was ice now. "How long has this been happening?"
    

    
      Cristiano's silence was answer enough.
    

    
      Understanding crashed over Leo. "Two weeks. Since right after the wedding. That's what all the calls have been. That's why you've been stressed and hiding things and coming home late." His hands clenched into fists. "You've been keeping this from me for two weeks while someone threatens to kill me?"
    

    
      "I was trying to protect you—"
    

    
      "By lying to me? By keeping me in the dark?" Leo stepped back, needing distance. "We promised honesty, Cristiano. We promised partnership. And the second things get dangerous you go right back to protecting me by controlling information!"
    

    
      "Because you're in danger! Because he knows you're mine and he's using that and I—" Cristiano's control shattered. "I can't lose you. I won't. So yes, I kept it from you. And I'd do it again if it meant—"
    

    
      "If it meant what? Keeping me safe? Or keeping me compliant?" Leo's voice rose. "I'm not a child. I'm not property. I'm your husband. Your partner. Or I thought I was."
    

    
      They stood on opposite sides of the room, the beaten messenger between them like a physical manifestation of everything wrong.
    

    
      Leo looked at Cristiano—the man he loved, who'd promised to choose him, who was still trying to save him by hiding the truth.
    

    
      "Tell me," Leo said. Final. "Everything. Who Marco is. What he wants. Why I'm a target. All of it. Right now. Or I leave and you can protect me from a distance."
    

    
      The ultimatum hung in the air.
    

    
      Cristiano looked at him for a long moment. Something in his expression broke.
    

    
      "Okay," he said quietly. "I'll tell you everything."
      

    

      CHAPTER 14: Ghosts and Threats
    

    
      Starting point:
       Il Giardino back room, immediately after Chapter 13. Cristiano has agreed to tell Leo everything. The beaten messenger is still there, Dino and guards present.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Leo discovered Cristiano has been hiding Marco's threats for two weeks. Demanded full honesty or he walks. Cristiano agreed to explain.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       First major fracture since real wedding. Trust broken. Leo feels betrayed by the secrecy. Cristiano's fear made him controlling. Love is there but foundation is cracking.
    

    
      Cristiano dismissed the guards first—sent them to deal with the messenger, clear the room, give them privacy.
    

    
      Dino hesitated at the door. "You sure about this?"
    

    
      "He deserves the truth," Cristiano said. "All of it."
    

    
      When they were alone, Cristiano sank into one of the leather chairs like the weight of what he had to explain was crushing him. Leo remained standing, arms crossed, waiting.
    

    
      "Marco Santos," Cristiano started. "We were together for two years. I was twenty-five when we met. He was—everything. Smart, funny, understood this world because he was part of it. Worked for the Mendoza family in Jersey. We kept it secret because—because my father was still alive and being openly with a man while being groomed to take over was—"
    

    
      "Impossible," Leo finished.
    

    
      "Yes." Cristiano's hands fisted on his knees. "When my father died and I became don, I had to choose. Marco or the position. Being openly with him or maintaining the respect of the organization. He asked me to choose him. To go public, damn the consequences. To—to put him first for once."
    

    
      Leo's stomach was already sinking. He knew how this ended.
    

    
      "And you chose duty," he said.
    

    
      "I chose the family. The business. Everything I'd been raised to protect." Cristiano's voice went hollow. "I told Marco I couldn't be what he needed. That being don meant—meant I couldn't afford to love him publicly. To be with him the way he deserved. So I—I let him go."
    

    
      "You broke his heart."
    

    
      "I destroyed him." The admission came out raw. "He left the life completely. Moved to San Francisco. Built a new career in tech. Cut all ties. And I—I told myself it was the right choice. That duty came first. That I'd done what I had to do."
    

    
      Leo tried to imagine it—Cristiano ten years younger, forced to choose between love and obligation, making the same choice Leo's family had forced on him. Except Cristiano had chosen actively. Had broken someone's heart to preserve his empire.
    

    
      "And now he's back," Leo said. "Why?"
    

    
      Cristiano pulled out his phone, scrolled to a message, handed it to Leo. The text was dated three weeks ago—two days after the real wedding.
    

    
      I saw the news. You finally got your perfect mafia marriage. Another man you'll use and discard when it suits you. Congratulations. We need to talk. —M
    

    
      Leo scrolled through the thread. Marco's messages escalating from bitter to threatening. Demanding a meeting. Asking for "compensation" for what Cristiano had taken from him. Finally: business intelligence that would damage the DeLuca operations if leaked.
    

    
      "He wants information," Cristiano explained. "Trade secrets, financial records, details about our operations that would give our competitors leverage. If I don't give it to him, he's threatening to—" His jaw tightened. "To hurt you. To take from me what I took from him."
    

    
      "And you've been dealing with this alone for two weeks."
    

    
      "I was trying to handle it. To make it go away without—without you having to know. Without you being scared."
    

    
      "So you lied to me." Leo's voice was flat. "Every time I asked what was wrong, every time you said 'business complications' and shut me out—you were lying."
    

    
      "I was protecting you—"
    

    
      "You were controlling me!" Leo's anger finally broke free. "You decided what I could handle. What I deserved to know. You made choices about my safety without including me. That's not protection, Cristiano. That's ownership."
    

    
      "That's not—I didn't mean—"
    

    
      "Yes you did." Leo's hands shook. "You meant exactly that. Because when things get dangerous, you revert to seeing me as something to protect instead of someone to partner with. Just like you're reverting to choosing duty over being honest with the person you supposedly love."
    

    
      Cristiano flinched. "I do love you. That's why I—"
    

    
      "That's why you what? Decided I couldn't handle the truth? Decided to manage me like a problem instead of trusting me as an equal?" Leo's voice cracked. "We promised each other honesty. Partnership. And you—you broke that promise the second you thought protecting me was more important than respecting me."
    

    
      They stared at each other across the room. The distance between them felt enormous.
    

    
      "I need to show you something," Cristiano said quietly. He opened his laptop, pulled up a video call program. "Marco. He's been—we've been communicating. Via video. He's in San Francisco. I think you should—you should see him. Hear him. Understand what we're dealing with."
    

    
      Before Leo could respond, Cristiano was dialing. The call connected.
    

    
      The man on screen was handsome—Latino, dark hair with silver threading through it, sharp cheekbones, eyes that held bitterness like a weapon. He looked surprised to see Leo in frame, then his expression shifted to something ugly.
    

    
      "Well," Marco said. "The new husband. Younger than me. Prettier. Does he know what you do, Cristiano? How you love people?"
    

    
      "Marco—" Cristiano started.
    

    
      "Does he know you'll let him go too?" Marco leaned closer to his camera. "When duty calls. When the business requires it. When loving him becomes inconvenient. You see the pattern now, don't you, Leo? Can I call you Leo? Or does he own that too?"
    

    
      "Fuck you," Leo said before he could stop himself.
    

    
      Marco laughed, bitter and sharp. "Oh, you've got some fight. Good. You'll need it. Cristiano doesn't do well with men who can't stand up to him. Ask me how I know."
    

    
      "That's enough," Cristiano's voice went cold.
    

    
      "Is it? I tried to give you everything. I loved you. I asked you to choose me—just once—and you couldn't do it. But sure, now you get your perfect arranged marriage and suddenly you're capable of commitment? Suddenly you can love someone publicly?" Marco's bitterness was palpable even through the screen. "The only difference is this one serves your empire. This one was chosen for you by your father. You don't have to risk anything for him."
    

    
      The words hit Leo's chest like bullets. Because Marco was right. Cristiano hadn't risked anything for their marriage—it had been forced on him. Convenient. Serving the business while also giving him what he wanted.
    

    
      "You're wrong," Cristiano said, but it sounded hollow. "Leo is different. This marriage is different."
    

    
      "Sure it is. Until it's not. Until duty calls again. Until he asks you to choose and you pick the empire." Marco's eyes found Leo's. "I'm not trying to hurt you, Leo. I'm trying to warn you. He has a pattern. And patterns don't break. They repeat."
    

    
      The call ended. Silence filled the room.
    

    
      Leo couldn't breathe. Marco's words echoing in his head, activating every wound he'd ever had about being valuable only for what he provided, about being chosen only when convenient, about everyone leaving eventually.
    

    
      "He's lying," Cristiano said. "Trying to manipulate you. To drive a wedge between us. Don't listen to—"
    

    
      "Is he wrong?" Leo's voice came out small. "About the pattern? About you choosing duty over love?"
    

    
      "That was ten years ago. I was different—"
    

    
      "Are you? Because two weeks ago when Marco became a problem, your first instinct wasn't to tell me. It was to handle it alone. To protect the business and protect me by keeping me ignorant. Just like you protected the business by letting Marco go." Leo wrapped his arms around himself. "You say I'm different but your actions say I'm just—another thing to manage. Another obligation to balance against duty."
    

    
      "That's not true. You're—you're everything. You're—"
    

    
      "I'm scared." The admission cracked something in Leo's chest. "I'm scared that everyone leaves. My father left—died before I could prove I was worth something. My brothers have never seen me as real. And you—you say you love me but your pattern says you'll let me go too when it gets hard. When choosing me means risking something you value more."
    

    
      "I value you—"
    

    
      "Do you? More than the business? More than your position? More than your empire?" Leo's vision blurred. "Because Marco asked you that same question and you chose wrong. What makes you think you'll choose differently with me?"
    

    
      Cristiano crossed the room, reached for him. "Because YOU are different. What I feel for you is different. I didn't choose this marriage but I chose to make it real. I chose to fall in love with you. I chose—"
    

    
      "You chose to keep secrets from me the moment things got dangerous," Leo interrupted. "That's what you chose. To revert to your pattern. To protect and control instead of trust and include."
    

    
      They stood inches apart. Cristiano's hands hovered near Leo's face but didn't touch.
    

    
      "I'm sorry," Cristiano said. "I'm so sorry. I was wrong. I should have told you immediately. I should have—"
    

    
      "You should have trusted me." Leo stepped back. "Trusted that I could handle the truth. That I was strong enough to be your partner through this instead of something fragile you had to protect."
    

    
      "I know. You're right. I—" Cristiano's control was fracturing. "Please. Tell me how to fix this. Tell me what you need."
    

    
      "I need space." The words came out before Leo fully processed them. "I need—I can't do this right now. Can't process this while you're standing here looking at me like that."
    

    
      "Looking at you like what?"
    

    
      "Like you're terrified of losing me. Like your fear is more important than my agency. Like—" Leo's voice broke. "Like I'm something precious you own instead of someone choosing to stay."
    

    
      Understanding and pain crossed Cristiano's face in equal measure.
    

    
      "Where will you go?"
    

    
      "Jamie's. For a few days. I just need—I need to think. To figure out if I can do this. If I can survive loving someone who'll always choose duty when it comes down to it."
    

    
      "I won't. I'm not. Please don't leave—"
    

    
      "I have to." Leo was already moving toward the door. "Because if I stay right now, I'll say things I can't take back. I'll—I need space, Cristiano. Please. Give me that."
    

    
      The drive to Jamie's was a blur. Marcus insisted on taking him—security protocol—and Leo didn't have the energy to argue. He texted Cristiano from the car: 
      I'm safe. At Jamie's. I just need time. Don't follow.
    

    
      The response came immediately: 
      I understand. I love you. I'm sorry. Take whatever time you need.
    

    
      Jamie took one look at Leo's face and pulled him inside without questions. Made tea. Sat beside him on the couch. Waited.
    

    
      "Cristiano's ex is threatening to kill me," Leo said eventually. "And Cristiano has been hiding it for two weeks. Because apparently when things get dangerous his instinct is to protect me by lying to me."
    

    
      "Fuck," Jamie breathed.
    

    
      "And the ex—Marco—he told me Cristiano has a pattern. Choosing duty over love. Letting people go when it gets hard. And I—" Leo's voice cracked. "What if he's right? What if I'm just deluding myself thinking Cristiano will choose differently with me?"
    

    
      "Do you love him?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Does he love you?"
    

    
      "He says he does."
    

    
      "Do you believe him?"
    

    
      Leo thought about it. About Cristiano's face when he played piano. About the building deed. About the real wedding. About every small choice Cristiano had made to show Leo he mattered.
    

    
      "I want to," he said finally. "But I don't know if wanting is enough."
    

    
      His phone buzzed. Text from Cristiano: 
      I'm not giving up on us. I know I fucked up. I'll fix it. Whatever it takes. You're worth fighting for. —C
    

    
      Leo stared at the message until the screen went dark.
    

    
      Then turned his phone face-down and let himself cry.
      

    

      CHAPTER 15: The Breaking
    

    
      Starting point:
       Jamie's apartment in Chelsea, three days after Chapter 14. Leo has been staying with Jamie, texting Cristiano minimally ("I'm fine," "I need time"), processing everything alone.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Chapter 14 ended at Il Giardino with Leo learning about Marco, feeling betrayed by Cristiano's secrecy, leaving for Jamie's to process. Marco's video call triggered Leo's abandonment wound.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Separated for first time since becoming real. Leo ran before being abandoned (his pattern). Cristiano spiraling, trying to respect space while desperate. At breaking point—will either break apart or break through.
    

    
      Jamie's apartment smelled like darkroom chemicals and the Indian takeout they'd eaten for the third night in a row.
    

    
      Leo sat cross-legged on the futon, phone in hand, staring at Cristiano's latest text without responding. The message had come twenty minutes ago: 
      I know you need space. I'm trying to give you that. But please—just tell me you're okay. That's all I need.
    

    
      Leo typed 
      I'm fine
       then deleted it. Typed 
      I miss you
       then deleted that too. Finally just set the phone face-down and tried to breathe through the ache in his chest.
    

    
      "You're doing it again," Jamie said from the doorway.
    

    
      "Doing what?"
    

    
      "The thing where you stare at your phone like it personally offended you." Jamie sat beside him, handed him a mug of chamomile tea Leo wouldn't drink. "Talk to me. What's going on in that beautiful, self-sabotaging brain of yours?"
    

    
      "I don't know if I can go back." The admission felt like ripping something open. "What if I go back and he does it again? Hides things. Decides what I can handle. Chooses duty over being honest with me."
    

    
      "Then you fight about it. You set boundaries. You don't run." Jamie's voice was gentle. "Babe, I love you, but you're doing exactly what you always do. Leaving before someone can leave you."
    

    
      Leo flinched. "That's not—"
    

    
      "It is. Your dad died before you could prove yourself. Your brothers never saw you. Every boyfriend bounced when things got complicated. And now Cristiano fucked up by keeping secrets, and instead of fighting through it, you're here." Jamie gestured at the cramped apartment. "Running. Again."
    

    
      "He has a pattern too," Leo said, defensive. "Marco said—"
    

    
      "Marco is a bitter ex trying to blow up your marriage. And yeah, Cristiano made a bad choice ten years ago. But what's he done with you? The building. The real wedding. Choosing you over and over. That doesn't count because he messed up once?"
    

    
      The words landed hard. Leo pulled his knees to his chest, making himself smaller.
    

    
      Outside, Chelsea moved through its evening rhythm—taxis honking, someone's bass-heavy music vibrating through the walls, the particular chaos of a Thursday night in January. Normal people having normal problems. Not Leo's catastrophic gay mafia marriage spiraling toward implosion.
    

    
      His phone buzzed. Voicemail notification. Cristiano had called while Leo was in the shower earlier.
    

    
      "Listen to it," Jamie said.
    

    
      "I don't—"
    

    
      "Listen. To. It." Jamie pushed the phone toward him. "What are you scared of?"
    

    
      That hearing Cristiano's voice would break him completely. That he'd cave before figuring out if he could actually trust this. That he wanted to go home so badly it physically hurt.
    

    
      Leo pressed play.
    

    
      Cristiano's voice filled the apartment—rough, exhausted, barely holding together.
    

    
      Leo. I know you need space. I'm trying to give you that. But I need—I need you to know something. I'm choosing you. Over the empire. Over duty. Over everything my father taught me. Marco wants business intelligence. Information that would cripple my operations, destroy my reputation, cost me everything I've built. And I'm—I'm preparing to give it to him. Because protecting you matters more than protecting my position. Because I won't make the same mistake twice. I won't choose duty over love. Not with you. I don't know if it's enough. I don't know if you'll come back. But you needed to know. You are my choice. Always. I love you.
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Leo couldn't breathe. His hands were shaking so hard he nearly dropped the phone.
    

    
      "Holy shit," Jamie whispered. "He's really—he's willing to lose everything for you."
    

    
      "He can't." Leo stood abruptly, pacing. "If he gives Marco that information, the family will turn on him. He'll lose his position, his power, everything. He'll—"
    

    
      "He'll lose his empire but keep you." Jamie grabbed his shoulders, forced him to focus. "That's the choice he's making. Still think he's following his pattern? Still think duty comes first?"
    

    
      Leo's vision blurred. All the fear he'd been carrying—that he wasn't worth choosing, that Cristiano would always pick the empire, that he was just convenient, that everyone eventually left—Cristiano was disproving all of it. Was choosing Leo over everything.
    

    
      And Leo had run.
    

    
      Had left him alone to face this. Had done exactly what he'd accused everyone else of doing—abandoned Cristiano when things got hard.
    

    
      "I fucked up," Leo said. "Jamie, I really fucked up."
    

    
      "So fix it." Jamie handed him his jacket. "Go home. Choose him back."
    

    
      Leo's phone buzzed again. Unknown number. Text message: 
      Cristiano will let you go when it matters. Just like he let me go. You're replaceable. He always chooses duty in the end. —M
    

    
      The message was clearly from Marco, sent through some proxy. One last attempt to poison Leo's trust.
    

    
      But all it did was make him angry.
    

    
      Angry that Marco couldn't let go. Angry that Leo had been letting Marco's bitterness drive wedges into something real. Angry at himself for running instead of fighting.
    

    
      "I need to go," Leo said, already moving. "Right now. I need—"
    

    
      "Go." Jamie grinned through tears. "Fix it. I'll still be here if you need me but please—go fix it."
    

    
      The drive to the townhouse felt endless. Marcus appeared within minutes to take him—had clearly been on standby waiting—and didn't ask questions, just drove. Manhattan blurred past the windows, the city glittering and cold and indifferent.
    

    
      Leo rehearsed what he'd say. 
      I'm sorry. I was scared. I'm choosing you. I choose us.
    

    
      Three AM when they pulled up. Every light in the townhouse blazing—Cristiano clearly not sleeping, probably pacing himself into the ground, probably drinking and drowning and falling apart.
    

    
      Leo let himself in with his key. The house felt wrong without their life in it—too quiet, too empty, missing the easy domesticity they'd built.
    

    
      Footsteps on the stairs. Cristiano appeared, still fully dressed, hair disheveled, eyes red-rimmed and hollow. He stopped halfway down, gripping the bannister.
    

    
      "Leo." His voice cracked on the name.
    

    
      "I listened to the voicemail." Leo couldn't move, rooted in the foyer. "You can't give Marco that information. You can't destroy everything for me."
    

    
      "I can. I will." Cristiano descended the rest of the stairs. "If that's what—"
    

    
      "It's not." Leo crossed to him, grabbed his hands. "What it takes is me trusting you. Me believing you're choosing differently this time. Me not running before you can leave me." His throat was tight. "I'm sorry. I was scared and I ran and that was—that was my pattern, not yours. You were proving you'd choose me and I was too scared to see it."
    

    
      Cristiano pulled him in, held him like he'd never let go. "I'm sorry. God, I'm so sorry. I should have told you immediately. I should have trusted—"
    

    
      "You will next time." Leo pressed his face into Cristiano's neck. "Because there will be a next time. There's always another threat. And next time you'll tell me. We'll face it together."
    

    
      "Together," Cristiano agreed. "I promise. No more—"
    

    
      His phone rang.
    

    
      Alessia. Three AM.
    

    
      Cristiano answered, and Leo watched his expression shift from relief to fury to something like dread.
    

    
      "What?" Pause, listening. "How long?" Another pause. Cristiano's arm tightened around Leo. "Fuck. An hour. Okay. Call the lawyers. Get everyone to the house. We'll—" He looked at Leo. "We'll handle it. Together."
    

    
      Hung up.
    

    
      "Marco went to the FBI," Cristiano said, voice hollow. "Gave them everything he had. They're coming. Raid, warrants, interrogations. We have an hour, maybe less, before they're at the door."
    

    
      Leo's stomach dropped. "What do we do?"
    

    
      "We get ready." Cristiano's hand found his face, thumb tracing his cheekbone. "Together. You and me. We face this together."
    

    
      "Together," Leo echoed.
    

    
      And despite everything—the FBI coming, Marco's betrayal, the threat of everything crumbling—Leo felt ready. Not safe. Not certain. But ready to fight.
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      The calm was over.
    

    
      The storm was here.
    

    
      But they were standing side by side.
    

    
      And that had to be enough.
      

    

      CHAPTER 16: Choose Us
    

    
      Starting point:
       DeLuca townhouse, 3 AM, immediately after Alessia's call. FBI raid coming in less than an hour. Leo just returned from Jamie's, they just reconciled.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Leo came home after 3 days away, admitted his pattern (running before being abandoned), chose Cristiano. Reconciled. Then Alessia called—Marco went to FBI, raid imminent.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Just reunited, stronger because they acknowledged their patterns. Now facing ultimate test—external forces trying to break them apart. Will prove their love or destroy it.
    

    
      The townhouse transformed into a war room in twenty minutes.
    

    
      Dino arrived first, followed by Alessia with two other lawyers, then Cristiano's key lieutenants—all of them moving with practiced efficiency, turning the dining room into crisis management headquarters. Laptops open, phones ringing, voices overlapping in Italian and English, the controlled chaos of people who'd prepared for this exact scenario.
    

    
      Leo stood in the doorway watching, feeling useless and in the way.
    

    
      Cristiano appeared at his elbow, hand finding the small of his back. "You should go. Jamie's or—somewhere the FBI won't find you. Alessia can drive you—"
    

    
      "No." Leo turned to face him. "I'm staying."
    

    
      "Leo, they're coming for me. For the business. You don't need to be here for—"
    

    
      "I'm your husband." Leo's voice was steady despite the fear coursing through him. "If they raid this house, I'm here. We're doing this together."
    

    
      Cristiano searched his face, something breaking and reforming in his expression. "You could be arrested. Questioned. Drawn into—"
    

    
      "I'm already drawn into it. I married you. That was my choice." Leo grabbed Cristiano's hand. "Stop trying to protect me by sending me away. I'm staying. We face this together."
    

    
      Before Cristiano could argue, Alessia called from the dining room: "Cristiano. We need to go over the plan. Now."
    

    
      The next forty minutes were a blur. Lawyers explaining what to expect—warrants, searches, possible arrests, interrogations. Alessia walking them through their rights, what to say, what not to say. Dino coordinating with their people to secure sensitive materials, calling in favors, preparing for worst-case scenarios.
    

    
      Through it all, Cristiano's hand stayed on Leo's back, grounding them both.
    

    
      "They'll try to separate you," Alessia said, looking between them. "In interrogations. They'll offer deals—immunity for testimony, protection if you cooperate. Do not take anything without calling me first. Say nothing without a lawyer present."
    

    
      "What are they looking for?" Leo asked.
    

    
      "RICO case. Racketeering. They want to prove the DeLuca organization is a criminal enterprise." Alessia's expression was grim. "Marco gave them financial records, names, deals. Enough to build a case if they can get corroboration."
    

    
      Dawn crept across Manhattan, turning the sky from black to grey to pink. Leo watched it through the dining room windows—the last sunrise before everything changed.
    

    
      At six AM exactly, someone pounded on the door.
    

    
      "FBI! We have a warrant!"
    

    
      The next hour was surreal. Federal agents flooding the townhouse, showing warrants, starting their search. Alessia handled it like a general—directing her legal team, documenting everything, ensuring the agents stayed within warrant parameters. Leo and Cristiano were separated immediately—Leo to the library, Cristiano to his office, both with agents guarding them.
    

    
      "Mr. Accardi-DeLuca," the agent assigned to Leo said. Professional, female, probably mid-forties. "Agent Rivera. I need you to come with us. For questioning."
    

    
      "Am I under arrest?"
    

    
      "Not at this time. But we'd like you to answer some questions. Downtown."
    

    
      Leo looked past her to where Cristiano was being led out by two other agents. Their eyes met across the chaos. Cristiano's expression was anguish and fury and fear.
    

    
      "It's okay," Leo mouthed.
    

    
      Then they were both gone, loaded into separate vehicles, driven to separate locations for separate interrogations designed to break them apart.
    

    
      The FBI field office was exactly as depressing as Leo expected—fluorescent lights, beige walls, the smell of burnt coffee and institutional despair. Agent Rivera led him to an interrogation room, offered him water he didn't want, then sat across the metal table with a folder thick with papers.
    

    
      "You're not in trouble," she started. "We know you were forced into this marriage. We know the Accardi and DeLuca families arranged it without your consent. We want to help you."
    

    
      Leo said nothing. Remembered Alessia's instructions: 
      Don't engage. Ask for a lawyer. Say nothing.
    

    
      "We have evidence," Rivera continued, opening the folder. Photos—Cristiano at various locations, meetings with known criminals, financial documents with highlighted sections. "Evidence that Cristiano DeLuca runs a criminal organization. Money laundering. Loan sharking. Potentially worse. And you—you're caught in the middle. Married to him against your will."
    

    
      "I want my lawyer," Leo said.
    

    
      "You haven't done anything wrong. You don't need a lawyer. You're a victim here."
    

    
      "I want my lawyer."
    

    
      Rivera sighed, pulled out her phone, dialed. "Mr. DeLuca is requesting counsel."
    

    
      Alessia arrived thirty minutes later, crisp and professional despite the early hour. "What are you charging my client with?"
    

    
      "Nothing. We're just talking."
    

    
      "Then my client is free to go."
    

    
      "We'd like him to stay. Answer some questions. It would be in his best interest."
    

    
      "I'll determine my client's best interests." Alessia sat beside Leo, briefcase open, recording device out. "You have five minutes. Then we're leaving unless you're charging him."
    

    
      The questions started. How much did Leo know about Cristiano's business? Had he witnessed illegal activity? Did he have access to financial records? On and on, Rivera circling, trying to find an opening.
    

    
      Leo answered everything with: "I don't know," or "I don't recall," or "I'd like to consult with my attorney."
    

    
      Hours passed. Rivera tag-teamed with other agents. They showed him more photos, more documents, tried different angles. Somewhere in another room, Cristiano was getting the same treatment. Leo wondered if he was holding up, if they were breaking him, if—
    

    
      No. Cristiano was strong. He'd survive this.
    

    
      They both would.
    

    
      Around hour four, Rivera changed tactics.
    

    
      "We know the marriage was arranged," she said, pulling out a new folder. "We have the contract. Your father signed it before he died. You were forced into this against your will. That makes you a victim, Mr. Accardi. Not a criminal. We can help you."
    

    
      "Help me how?"
    

    
      "Immunity. Full protection. We can get you divorced, set you up with a new identity if needed, make sure you're safe from any retaliation." She leaned forward. "All you have to do is tell us what you know. Testify about what you've seen. Help us put away the people who forced you into this life."
    

    
      Leo looked at her. At the offer. At the easy out being handed to him on a silver platter.
    

    
      Freedom. Safety. Escape from the danger of loving a don.
    

    
      All he had to do was betray his husband.
    

    
      "No," Leo said.
    

    
      "No?"
    

    
      "I'm not testifying. I'm not cooperating. I know my husband is a good man in a complicated situation. I know I love him. And I know I'm not helping you build a case against him." Leo met her eyes. "Charge me or let me go. Those are your options."
    

    
      Rivera stared at him. "You're willing to go to prison for him?"
    

    
      "I'm willing to stand by my husband. Yes."
    

    
      She closed the folder. "You're free to go. For now. But this investigation isn't over. We'll be in touch."
    

    
      Alessia walked him out, hand on his elbow. "That was brave," she said quietly. "And stupid. But mostly brave."
    

    
      "Where's Cristiano?"
    

    
      "Being processed. They're releasing him too—not enough for charges yet. He's meeting us outside."
    

    
      The January afternoon hit Leo like a slap—cold, bright, real. He'd been inside for eight hours. The city had continued without him, people going about their lives while his world hung in the balance.
    

    
      Then he saw Cristiano.
    

    
      Standing by a black car, disheveled and exhausted but whole. Alive. Free.
    

    
      They moved at the same time, meeting in the middle of the sidewalk, grabbing onto each other like drowning men finding shore. Cristiano's arms came around him, held him so tight Leo's ribs protested.
    

    
      "You didn't testify," Cristiano said into his neck. "They told me—they offered you immunity and you said no."
    

    
      "Of course I said no." Leo pulled back to look at him. "I love you. I'm not leaving you. Not for safety. Not for anything."
    

    
      Something in Cristiano broke. He kissed Leo there on the sidewalk, desperate and grateful and claiming, and Leo kissed back with everything he had.
    

    
      When they finally made it home—Alessia driving, giving them privacy in the back seat—the townhouse looked violated. The FBI had torn through it, left drawers open and files scattered and the evidence of their search everywhere.
    

    
      "We'll clean it up," Cristiano said, but his voice was hollow.
    

    
      That night, they made love—not soft or sweet but desperate, affirming life, proving they'd survived. Cristiano was almost rough, holding Leo like he might disappear, and Leo welcomed it, needed to feel claimed and chosen and loved.
    

    
      After, tangled in sheets, Cristiano's phone buzzed. News alert.
    

    
      DeLuca Crime Family Under Federal Investigation—Don and Husband Questioned
    

    
      The photo showed them leaving the FBI building, Leo in Cristiano's arms, the kiss clear and unmistakable.
    

    
      Their marriage—their love—now public scandal.
    

    
      Privacy gone. Everyone watching. Everyone judging.
    

    
      Leo looked at Cristiano, at his husband's exhausted face, and knew the worst was still coming.
    

    
      The FBI would keep building their case. Marco would keep feeding them information. The media would tear them apart. Both families would have opinions. The world would watch them burn.
    

    
      But they'd survived today.
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      And they'd survive tomorrow the same way.
    

    
      "We're going to be okay," Leo said into the darkness.
    

    
      Cristiano's arms tightened around him. "Promise?"
    

    
      "I promise. We'll fight. Together."
    

    
      Outside, Manhattan glittered and hummed, indifferent to their struggle. Inside, two men held each other and pretended the storm wasn't still raging.
    

    
      But it was.
    

    
      And morning would bring new battles.
    

    
      Starting with the media circus waiting outside their door.
      

    

      CHAPTER 17: Under Siege
    

    
      Starting point:
       DeLuca townhouse, one week after FBI raid. Morning. Media camped outside 24/7.
    

    
      What just happened:
       FBI raid/interrogation, both refused to cooperate, kissing photo went viral. Now public scandal.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Solidified through FBI—both chose each other. Now facing sustained external pressure.
    

    
      Living under siege taught Leo that privacy was a luxury he'd taken for granted.
    

    
      Day seven. Media vans lined the street, paparazzi with telephoto lenses aimed at every window, helicopters circling overhead when news was slow. Leo stood at the kitchen window watching a reporter do a live shot with their townhouse as backdrop, discussing "the mafia marriage mystery" like it was a Netflix series.
    

    
      His laptop sat open on the counter, news tabs he couldn't stop checking:
    

    
      "DeLuca Power Couple Under Federal Scrutiny"
    

    
      "Gay Don's Husband: Victim or Accomplice?"
    

    
      "FBI Investigates Arranged Marriage—What Are They Hiding?"
    

    
      The comments were worse. Leo had stopped reading them after midnight, but the words still echoed: 
      Obviously fake. Trophy husband playing his part. He'll flip when the pressure gets real.
    

    
      "Stop looking." Cristiano closed the laptop, pulled Leo away from the window. "You're feeding the obsession."
    

    
      "It's everywhere. How do I not look?"
    

    
      Before Cristiano could answer, Leo's phone rang. Sal. Third time today.
    

    
      Leo answered. "What."
    

    
      "The FBI is investigating Accardi businesses because of you." Sal's voice was ice. "Your marriage dragged us into DeLuca problems. Your face is on every tabloid next to headlines about organized crime. You've destroyed the family name."
    

    
      "Father arranged this marriage," Leo said, something hardening in his chest. "He sold me. This is his legacy, not mine."
    

    
      "You could have left. FBI offered immunity. You chose to stay."
    

    
      "I chose my husband." Leo's voice went cold. "And I'm done, Sal. Done with you. Done with the family acting like I owe them something when you've never given me anything but judgment. Blame Father. Blame yourselves. But don't blame me for loving someone."
    

    
      He hung up. Turned the phone off.
    

    
      "I just severed ties with my family," he said to the air.
    

    
      Cristiano was watching him. "You okay?"
    

    
      "Yeah." Surprisingly, Leo was. "They never saw me anyway."
    

    
      Something shifted in Leo then. Anger crystallizing into purpose.
    

    
      He sat down at his laptop and wrote.
    

    
      
        "On Arranged Marriages, Real Love, and Refusing to Be Ashamed"
        

      
       
      By Leonardo DeLuca
    

    
      I am Leonardo DeLuca—the "mafia don's husband" you've been reading about. Let me tell you who I actually am.
    

    
      A pianist. A volunteer. A man forced into marriage who chose to make it real.
    

    
      Yes, this began as a contract. Yes, we were strangers. But somewhere between obligation and now, I fell in love.
    

    
      Our love is real. Messy, complicated, forged in impossible circumstances—but real. I'm not ashamed of it. Not ashamed of him. Not ashamed of being a gay man married to another man in a world that finds that noteworthy.
    

    
      The FBI investigated us. The media judges us. Everyone has opinions.
    

    
      Here's mine: I choose Cristiano. Not because I must. Because I want to. Daily. Deliberately.
    

    
      Judge that if you need to. But know you're judging something chosen. Something real. Something worth everything.
    

    
      I'm done apologizing.
    

    
      He sent it to the Times. They published it ninety minutes later.
    

    
      Cristiano found him with a printed copy, expression caught between fury and wonder.
    

    
      "You published this. Without asking."
    

    
      "I'm telling our truth." Leo met his eyes. "I'm done letting strangers write our story. Done hiding. This is who we are. And I'm not ashamed."
    

    
      Cristiano kissed him hard. "You're going to give me a heart attack."
    

    
      "You're worth it."
    

    
      The op-ed went viral. Comments exploded—hate and support battling, but this time support was louder. Other arranged couples sharing stories. Queer people saying 
      thank you for being visible
      . The narrative shifted, slightly but noticeably.
    

    
      That night, Cristiano broke.
    

    
      Sat on their bed, head in hands, shoulders shaking.
    

    
      Leo knelt before him. "Hey. Talk to me."
    

    
      "I've destroyed your life." The words came out broken. "Your family hates you. Media tears you apart. You're trapped here because marrying me made you a target. You could have taken immunity, safety, freedom. Instead you wrote that article. You're choosing me over everything and I—I can't protect you from this. Can't make it stop."
    

    
      "I don't need you to save me." Leo grabbed his face. "I need you to trust I know what I'm choosing. I chose you. Over everything. Stop trying to protect me from loving you."
    

    
      Cristiano pulled him up, kissed him desperately. They made love—fierce and claiming and real.
    

    
      Two weeks into the siege, Alessia called.
    

    
      "FBI just announced. Insufficient evidence for charges. Investigation's technically open but—no arrests. They're backing off."
    

    
      Relief flooded through Leo like oxygen.
    

    
      They celebrated quietly that night. The pressure finally, fractionally easing.
    

    
      At midnight, Cristiano's phone rang again. Alessia.
    

    
      He listened, went rigid. "You're sure?" Pause. "Where?" His jaw tightened. "I see. And he's vulnerable. Alone." Long pause. "Hold."
    

    
      Hung up. Sat on the bed's edge.
    

    
      "What happened?" Leo asked.
    

    
      "Alessia found Marco. He's in New York. Midtown hotel. Alone. No security." Cristiano turned. "She's asking if I want her to handle it. Eliminate him. Permanently."
    

    
      The offer hung between them.
    

    
      Leo understood what one phone call could do.
    

    
      "Don't," he said quietly.
    

    
      "He tried to destroy us—"
    

    
      "And failed. We won. He lost." Leo took his hand. "Don't kill him. Not for me. Choose mercy. Choose us. Choose to be the man you are with me, not the don everyone expects."
    

    
      Cristiano stared at him. Then called Alessia.
    

    
      "Stand down. No action on Marco. We're letting him go."
    

    
      Hung up. Looked at Leo with wonder.
    

    
      "I chose mercy," he said.
    

    
      "We did," Leo corrected. "Together."
    

    
      They held each other in the darkness, and the storm that had been raging for weeks finally broke.
    

    
      The siege was lifting. The investigation was paused. Marco was being spared.
    

    
      They'd chosen love over revenge. Mercy over violence.
    

    
      And somehow, impossibly, they were going to be okay.
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      Always together.
      

    

      CHAPTER 18: Healing and Choices
    

    
      Starting point:
       DeLuca townhouse, morning after sparing Marco. Two weeks post-FBI announcement. Media siege finally lifting, pressure easing, they chose mercy together.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Chapter 17 ended with Cristiano sparing Marco on Leo's request, choosing mercy over revenge. FBI investigation paused, media circus dying down.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Strongest they've ever been. Survived everything together, proved their love through crisis, ready to truly move forward.
    

    
      The city looked different when you stopped running.
    

    
      Leo stood at the townhouse window—no paparazzi outside for the first time in three weeks. Media had found new scandals, helicopters had moved on, the siege had finally lifted. February morning light turned Manhattan gold and silver, the world continuing its rhythm while Leo and Cristiano caught their breath.
    

    
      "Coffee?" Cristiano appeared behind him, arms sliding around Leo's waist.
    

    
      "In a minute." Leo leaned back into him. "I'm just—enjoying the quiet."
    

    
      They'd survived. FBI investigation paused, Marco spared, media circus fading. The townhouse felt like theirs again instead of a bunker. Small victories adding up to something that felt like peace.
    

    
      Leo's phone buzzed. Alessia.
    

    
      Marco wants to meet. Says he's leaving NYC tomorrow, wants closure. Up to you both. —A
    

    
      Leo showed Cristiano the text.
    

    
      "We don't have to," Cristiano said immediately. "We owe him nothing."
    

    
      "I know. But—maybe closure would be good. For all of us." Leo turned in Cristiano's arms. "Let's end this properly. Not with threats or violence. Just—ending it."
    

    
      They met Marco at a coffee shop in Chelsea. Neutral ground, public enough to be safe, quiet enough to actually talk.
    

    
      Marco looked older than the video call had shown—grey threading through his dark hair, lines around his eyes that spoke of bitterness aged into something like resignation. He stood when they entered, expression guarded.
    

    
      "Cristiano. Leonardo."
    

    
      "Marco." Cristiano's voice was carefully neutral. They sat across from each other, Leo's hand finding Cristiano's under the table.
    

    
      Silence stretched. Outside, Chelsea moved through its morning—dog walkers, students heading to SVA, the particular energy of the neighborhood Leo had come to love.
    

    
      "I'm leaving," Marco finally said. "Back to San Francisco. For good this time. I just—I wanted to say something before I go."
    

    
      "Then say it," Cristiano said.
    

    
      Marco looked at Leo. "I was wrong about you. About this." He gestured between them. "I thought—I wanted to believe you were just another arrangement. Another duty Cristiano would eventually abandon when it became inconvenient. But you're not. And he won't."
    

    
      "No," Leo said quietly. "He won't."
    

    
      "I see that now. The op-ed. The way you refused FBI deals. The way you—" Marco's jaw tightened. "The way you look at each other. It's real. Different than what we had."
    

    
      "It is," Cristiano agreed.
    

    
      "I'm sorry." The words came out rough. "For the FBI. For trying to destroy what you built. I was—bitter. Angry. Ten years of holding onto what you chose over me. I convinced myself you were incapable of choosing love. But you did choose it. Just—not with me."
    

    
      Leo felt Cristiano's hand tighten on his.
    

    
      "I'm sorry too," Cristiano said. "For how I ended things. For choosing duty over you. For—for not being brave enough back then to do what I'm doing now."
    

    
      "You were twenty-seven. Your father had just died. The organization was looking for any excuse to challenge you." Marco's expression softened slightly. "I understand it now in a way I couldn't then. Doesn't make it hurt less. But I understand."
    

    
      They sat with that for a moment. The weight of old wounds acknowledged, if not healed.
    

    
      "I hope you find what we have," Leo said. "Someone who chooses you. Who you can be yourself with. Someone worth the risk."
    

    
      Marco smiled, bitter but genuine. "Me too." He stood. "I should go. I just—I needed you to know. I'm done. No more FBI, no more threats, no more trying to destroy what you've built. You won. You get your love story. I hope it's worth everything it cost."
    

    
      "It is," Leo and Cristiano said simultaneously.
    

    
      Marco left. They watched him go through the coffee shop window—a man finally letting go of ghosts, walking toward whatever came next.
    

    
      "You okay?" Leo asked.
    

    
      "Yeah." Cristiano's thumb traced circles on Leo's hand. "That felt—necessary. Ending it properly instead of with violence."
    

    
      "Mercy was the right choice."
    

    
      "It was." Cristiano pulled him up. "Come with me. I want to show you something."
    

    
      They drove to Chelsea, to Leo's building. Construction had resumed after the siege lifted—contractors back at work, the space slowly transforming into Leo's vision. Cristiano led him inside, up to the second floor where the gallery space was taking shape.
    

    
      "I've been working on something," Cristiano said. "A surprise. Close your eyes."
    

    
      "Seriously?"
    

    
      "Trust me."
    

    
      Leo closed his eyes, let Cristiano guide him through the space. Heard a door open. Felt Cristiano's hands on his shoulders, positioning him.
    

    
      "Okay. Open."
    

    
      The room was small—a private studio tucked behind the main gallery. But it was perfect. Baby grand piano in the center, windows overlooking the street, soundproofing on the walls, shelves for sheet music. Everything Leo needed.
    

    
      "Your space," Cristiano said softly. "For composing. Teaching private students. Whatever you want. I know the building is yours, but I wanted—I wanted to give you this. Your sanctuary."
    

    
      Leo couldn't speak. Just turned and kissed him, pouring everything into it—gratitude and love and overwhelming joy.
    

    
      When they broke apart, Cristiano was smiling. "There's more."
    

    
      He led Leo to the window. Pointed at the building across the street. "That's going up for sale next month. I'm buying it. For community housing. LGBTQ+ youth who need safe places to live. Your building for art and music, mine for housing. Side by side. Building something good together."
    

    
      Leo's vision blurred. "You're—that's—"
    

    
      "We survived hell. I want to build heaven. With you." Cristiano pulled something from his pocket. A ring box. "I know we're already married. Twice. But I want to ask properly this time. No contracts. No obligations. Just—us."
    

    
      He opened the box. Simple platinum band, inscription visible: 
      Chosen. Always.
    

    
      "Leonardo Accardi-DeLuca," Cristiano said, voice shaking slightly. "Will you stay married to me? Not because you have to. Not because of contracts or families or anything except—except us. Will you choose me? Every day. For the rest of our lives. As partners. As equals. As—as the loves of each other's lives."
    

    
      Leo was crying now, not caring. "Yes. God, yes. Always yes."
    

    
      Cristiano slipped the ring on his finger—new band next to the ones from both weddings, three rings telling their whole story. Then pulled out a second ring, handed it to Leo.
    

    
      Leo put it on Cristiano's finger with shaking hands. "I choose you. Every day. For everything. Partners. Equals. Forever."
    

    
      They kissed in Leo's new studio, in the building that was his independence and their shared future, surrounded by windows looking out at Manhattan continuing its chaos while they built something real in the middle of it.
    

    
      "I love you," Cristiano said against his mouth.
    

    
      "I love you too." Leo pulled back, grinning through tears. "So—what now? What do we do with this life we've fought for?"
    

    
      "Everything." Cristiano's smile was pure joy. "We do everything. Build the buildings. Help the kids. Make music. Run the business. Live. Just—live. Together."
    

    
      "Together," Leo agreed.
    

    
      They left the building hand in hand, three rings on each finger, the city spread out before them like a promise. The worst was behind them. The best was just beginning.
    

    
      And for the first time since the contract was revealed, Leo felt—free.
    

    
      Chosen. Cherished. His.
    

    
      Theirs.
      

    

      CHAPTER 19: Building the Future
    

    
      Starting point:
       Chelsea building, early August evening (six months after Chapter 18). Opening night of Leo's music studio/gallery/community center. Leo and Cristiano arriving for the celebration.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Six-month time jump. Marco confrontation ended with closure, Cristiano proposed properly in Leo's studio, they've spent six months building their buildings and their life together in peace.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Strongest they've ever been. Six months of domestic happiness, building community together, secure and deeply in love. Ready for next chapter—literally starting a family.
    

    
      Six months of peace felt like a lifetime and no time at all.
    

    
      Leo stood outside his building—
      his
       building, still surreal even after months of construction—watching the crowd gather for opening night. String lights hung across the front, windows glowing warm, music drifting out from the first-floor studio where his advanced students were warming up for their showcase performance.
    

    
      "You're nervous," Cristiano said, hand finding the small of Leo's back.
    

    
      "I'm terrified." Leo adjusted his tie for the third time. "What if no one comes? What if the kids mess up? What if—"
    

    
      "Look." Cristiano turned him toward the street.
    

    
      The crowd was already fifty people deep—neighbors from Chelsea, families from the youth center, local artists Jamie had recruited for the gallery exhibition, reporters from community papers, even some of Cristiano's people dressed down and trying to blend. Marcus stood at the door in a suit instead of tactical gear, checking the guest list and smiling.
    

    
      "They came," Leo breathed.
    

    
      "Of course they came. You built something beautiful. They want to see it."
    

    
      Jamie appeared in the doorway, camera around his neck, grinning. "Leo! Stop lurking outside your own party! Get in here!"
    

    
      The first floor was transformed. What had been empty space six months ago was now a fully functioning music studio—three practice rooms along the back wall, the baby grand Cristiano had gifted him in the center, students gathered around it looking nervous and excited. Leo's first ten scholarship students, ranging from eight to seventeen, all of them kids who couldn't afford private lessons but deserved them anyway.
    

    
      "Mr. Leo!" Maria, his youngest student, ran up and hugged his legs. "There are so many people!"
    

    
      "I know. But you're ready. We've practiced. You're going to be amazing."
    

    
      The second floor gallery showcased Jamie's latest photography series—queer love in New York, intimate and beautiful and honest. Couples at all stages—first dates in the Village, proposals in Central Park, elderly partners holding hands on their stoop. Leo and Cristiano featured in three shots: laughing over takeout, slow dancing in the townhouse library, asleep tangled together. Private moments made art.
    

    
      The third floor community center was already booking events—LGBTQ+ youth groups, art classes, open mic nights. Exactly what Leo had envisioned.
    

    
      "Speech time," Jamie called, tapping a glass.
    

    
      The crowd quieted. Leo stood in front of his piano, Cristiano beside him, and looked at the faces—friends, students, neighbors, the community they'd built.
    

    
      "Six months ago," Leo started, voice steady despite nerves, "this was an empty building. A gift. A dream. Tonight it's real. A place for music, for art, for community. A place where queer kids can be themselves safely. Where artists can show their work. Where—" His voice caught. "Where people like me can finally have the independence and purpose they were told they'd never deserve."
    

    
      Cristiano's hand found his.
    

    
      "This building exists because my husband believed in me. Because this community supported me. Because we all decided to build something good together." Leo squeezed Cristiano's hand. "So thank you. For being here. For being part of this. For proving that love and community and art matter. That we matter."
    

    
      Applause. Tears. Maria and the other students started their performance—halting but earnest piano pieces they'd worked on for months. The crowd listened, rapt, as these kids poured their hearts into music.
    

    
      Halfway through, Alessia pulled Leo and Cristiano aside.
    

    
      "Can we talk?" she asked, unusually nervous. "Privately?"
    

    
      They slipped into Leo's studio, closing the door on the celebration outside.
    

    
      "I want to offer you something," Alessia said without preamble. "I've been thinking about it for months. And I—I want to carry your baby. Be your surrogate."
    

    
      Leo's breath caught. They'd discussed children abstractly—someday, maybe, when things calmed down—but this was real. Concrete. Offered.
    

    
      "Alessia," Cristiano started.
    

    
      "I'm serious. I'm thirty-two, healthy, and I've always wanted to help you build a family. You two—you've fought so hard for this love, for this life. You deserve to expand it. To have children who grow up knowing they were desperately wanted." She looked between them. "Think about it. No pressure. But the offer stands."
    

    
      After she left, Leo and Cristiano sat in silence, the weight of possibility between them.
    

    
      "Do you want that?" Leo finally asked. "Children? A family?"
    

    
      "With you? Yes." Cristiano's voice was certain. "Not because I need heirs or because the family expects it. Because I want to build a life with you that includes—that includes everything. Music and business and community and—and a family we choose. Kids who grow up knowing they're loved for who they are, not what they provide."
    

    
      Leo's eyes were wet. "I want that too. So much. I want—" He couldn't finish but Cristiano understood.
    

    
      They left the celebration early, drove north out of the city into Westchester. Cristiano navigated to a cemetery Leo hadn't visited since his father's funeral.
    

    
      "Why are we here?" Leo asked.
    

    
      "Because we're talking about the future. About family. And I think—I think you need to make peace with the past first." Cristiano led him through the rows of headstones to Dmitri Accardi's grave.
    

    
      Leo stared at his father's name carved in marble. Six months since the forced marriage contract was revealed. Six months since everything changed.
    

    
      "I hated you," Leo said to the headstone. "For the contract. For treating me like property. For never seeing me as more than a bargaining chip." He paused. "But I also—I also understand now. You were trying to protect the family the only way you knew how. And maybe—maybe without the contract, I never would have found Cristiano. Never would have had the courage to build the life I wanted."
    

    
      Cristiano's arm came around his waist.
    

    
      "I forgive you," Leo continued. "Not for your sake. For mine. Because I'm tired of carrying anger. I'm ready to just—live. To build something better than what you left me. To be a better father than you were if Cristiano and I have kids. To break the cycles."
    

    
      They stood in silence as summer dusk settled over the cemetery. Manhattan glittered in the distance—their city, their home, their future.
    

    
      "I'm ready," Leo said, turning to Cristiano. "For all of it. Children. Family. Everything. Let's do it. Let's build the family we never had."
    

    
      Cristiano kissed him there among the graves, and it felt like closing one chapter and opening another.
    

    
      That night, back at the townhouse, they called Alessia.
    

    
      "We want to do it," Leo said. "If you're still offering. We want to start a family."
    

    
      Her joy came through the phone like sunshine. "I'm still offering. Let's do this. Let's build you a family."
    

    
      They spent the rest of the night planning—tentatively, carefully, hopefully. Discussing doctors and timelines and which of them would be biological father (they'd figure it out, maybe both eventually, one child from Cristiano's genetics, one from Leo's). Imagining nurseries and schools and raising kids in the city with love and acceptance.
    

    
      "We're really doing this," Leo said around midnight, curled against Cristiano in their bed.
    

    
      "We really are." Cristiano's hand splayed across Leo's chest, over his heart. "Building everything. The buildings. The community. The family. All of it."
    

    
      "I love you," Leo said. "More than I ever thought I could love anyone."
    

    
      "I love you too. So much. Always."
    

    
      They fell asleep tangled together, three rings on each finger, the future spread out before them like a promise.
    

    
      The building was open. The community was thriving. The family was beginning.
    

    
      And for the first time in his life, Leo felt—whole.
    

    
      Chosen. Cherished. His own person and Cristiano's partner in equal measure.
    

    
      Six months ago they'd survived hell.
    

    
      Now they were building heaven.
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      Always together.
      

    

      CHAPTER 20: Ours
    

    
      EPILOGUE - Three Years Later
    

    
      Starting point:
       Chelsea building grand opening celebration, February evening. Three years have passed since Chapter 18. Leo and Cristiano's life has transformed—building thriving, they have a daughter (Giulia, 6 months old via surrogacy with Alessia), community established.
    

    
      What just happened:
       Three years of building their life. Building opened, became successful community hub. Surrogacy happened, baby born. They've created the future they fought for.
    

    
      Relationship status:
       Completely secure, deeply in love, equals and partners in every way. About to face one final test that will prove how far they've come.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The thing about building a life worth fighting for was that eventually, you had to stop fighting and start living it.
    

    
      Leo stood in the center of his music studio—
      his
       studio, in 
      his
       building, surrounded by fifty kids and their families celebrating the three-year anniversary of the Chelsea Arts Center's opening. Piano music filled the space (one of his advanced students performing Chopin), voices overlapping in English and Spanish and Mandarin, the particular energy of community gathered.
    

    
      Outside, February twilight turned Manhattan purple and gold. The building glowed from within—first floor music studios packed, second floor gallery showcasing local queer artists, third floor community center hosting support groups and open mic nights. Everything Leo had dreamed of, real and thriving and his.
    

    
      "You're glowing again." Cristiano appeared at his elbow, six-month-old Giulia asleep against his shoulder, dark hair and her papa's grey eyes, perfect and impossible and theirs.
    

    
      "I'm happy." Leo reached out to stroke their daughter's cheek. "Is that allowed?"
    

    
      "It's required." Cristiano kissed him softly, mindful of their sleeping daughter. "You built something extraordinary here."
    

    
      Three years. Three years since the FBI siege, since Marco, since everything almost broke them. Three years of choosing each other every single day. The building opened eighteen months ago—community hub and safe space and exactly what Chelsea needed. Alessia had offered to carry their baby, and Giulia was born six months later, arriving three weeks early and screaming loud enough to shake the hospital.
    

    
      Their life was loud and messy and beautiful and theirs.
    

    
      Jamie appeared through the crowd, camera around his neck as always. "Cristiano, your phone's been going off. Dino's called like five times."
    

    
      Cristiano's expression shifted—easy joy hardening into don-mode. "Take her?" He transferred Giulia carefully to Leo's arms. "I need to—business. I'll be right back."
    

    
      Leo watched him disappear toward the office, concern prickling. Dino wouldn't call repeatedly unless something was wrong.
    

    
      Giulia stirred, made a small noise of protest at being moved. Leo rocked her gently, pressing a kiss to her dark hair. "Shh, baby girl. Papa will be back."
    

    
      She settled, tiny fist curling against his chest. Leo's heart squeezed. Three years ago he'd been property being traded. Now he held his daughter in the building he owned, surrounded by people who loved him, married to a man who chose him every single day.
    

    
      How had his life become this good?
    

    
      Twenty minutes later, Cristiano reappeared. Expression grim.
    

    
      "We need to go," he said quietly. "Now. There's been—a situation. At the house."
    

    
      Leo's stomach dropped. He handed Giulia to Jamie ("Take her home if we're not back soon, please"), grabbed his coat, followed Cristiano to the car waiting outside.
    

    
      "What happened?"
    

    
      "Old guard." Cristiano's jaw was tight. "The ones who've been questioning my leadership since the marriage. Since I chose you over traditional succession. They're making a move. Tonight. While I was here, vulnerable, away from my people."
    

    
      "A coup."
    

    
      "Attempted." Cristiano's hand found his. "Dino has it contained but they're demanding I appear. Alone. To 'discuss leadership transition.'"
    

    
      "You're not going alone."
    

    
      "Leo—"
    

    
      "We're partners. Equals. You taught me that." Leo squeezed his fingers. "Whatever this is, we face it together."
    

    
      The townhouse was surrounded when they arrived—not by media this time, but by cars Leo recognized from DeLuca operations. Inside, the library had been transformed into a tribunal. Seven older men sat in a semicircle—family underbosses, traditional old guard, the ones who'd never accepted Cristiano's choices.
    

    
      Dino stood to the side, expression murderous. Alessia too, clearly called in as legal counsel.
    

    
      "Cristiano," the eldest said. Giovanni, the former consigliere to Cristiano's father. "We need to discuss your fitness to lead."
    

    
      "Discuss it then." Cristiano's voice was ice.
    

    
      "Your marriage. Your—lifestyle choices. Your prioritization of personal matters over family business. The FBI investigation you brought down on us. The scandal. The weakness." Giovanni gestured at Leo. "You've made us a laughingstock. The don who married a boy to fulfill his father's contract then fell in love like a fool. It's time for a change in leadership."
    

    
      Leo felt Cristiano tense beside him.
    

    
      "I've led this organization for ten years," Cristiano said. "Revenues are up forty percent. We've expanded into three new territories. Lost zero ground to competitors. By every metric that matters, I've been successful."
    

    
      "Except respect," another underboss said. "Except maintaining tradition. Except—"
    

    
      "Except conforming to your homophobic bullshit," Leo interrupted.
    

    
      Everyone turned to stare.
    

    
      "I'm sorry," Leo said, not sorry at all. "But let's be honest about what this is. You don't care about FBI investigations or scandals. You care that Cristiano married a man. That he chose love over your approval. That he's built a life that doesn't fit your outdated expectations."
    

    
      "This is family business," Giovanni said coldly. "You don't speak here."
    

    
      "I'm family." Leo stepped forward. "I'm his husband. Father of his child. Partner in every way that matters. And I'm telling you—you're making a mistake."
    

    
      "Leo—" Cristiano started.
    

    
      "No." Leo turned to the assembled men. "You want to talk about weakness? About what makes a good leader? Cristiano has maintained your profits while also building legitimate businesses. He's protected your operations while managing FBI scrutiny without a single arrest. He's done everything you've asked and more. The only thing he's done wrong, in your eyes, is love someone you don't approve of."
    

    
      "This is not appropriate—"
    

    
      "You know what's not appropriate? Staging a coup because your don had the audacity to be happy." Leo's voice was steel now. "Cristiano has given you a decade of leadership. Profit. Protection. Success. If you can't accept that he's also allowed to have a husband and a daughter and a life outside this organization, that's your failure. Not his."
    

    
      Silence filled the library.
    

    
      Giovanni studied Leo with new assessment. "You've got fire. I see why he chose you."
    

    
      "He chose me because we choose each other," Leo corrected. "Daily. Deliberately. And we'll keep choosing each other, whether you approve or not."
    

    
      More silence.
    

    
      Finally, one of the younger underbosses spoke. "The boy has a point. Revenues are up. Operations are smooth. What's actually the problem here?"
    

    
      Muttering. Exchanged looks. The tension fractured.
    

    
      "This isn't over," Giovanni said, but he was standing, preparing to leave. "But—perhaps we've been hasty. We'll reconvene when cooler heads can prevail."
    

    
      The old guard filed out, crisis averted if not resolved.
    

    
      When the house was empty except for Dino and Alessia, Cristiano turned to Leo.
    

    
      "You just faced down the old guard," he said, wonder in his voice.
    

    
      "You faced down your father's legacy by choosing me." Leo took his hands. "I can face down some homophobic old men."
    

    
      Cristiano kissed him hard. "I love you. God, I love you."
    

    
      "Love you too. Now let's go get our daughter."
    

    
      They drove back to Jamie's, collected a sleeping Giulia, brought her home to the townhouse that finally, completely felt like theirs.
    

    
      That night, after Giulia was asleep in her nursery, after they'd made love slowly and tenderly, Leo lay in Cristiano's arms watching Manhattan glitter through the windows.
    

    
      "Three years ago," Leo said quietly, "I was property being traded. Now I'm—this. Free. Chosen. Loved. A father. A husband. Someone with my own life and my own space who's also completely yours."
    

    
      "And I was a man who thought duty was all I was allowed," Cristiano said. "Now I have you. Our daughter. A life that's mine, not just the organization's. I chose you and everything got better."
    

    
      "Think we'll make it?"
    

    
      "We've made it through everything else." Cristiano kissed his temple. "FBI raids, media circuses, family disapproval, Marco, old guard coups. We'll make it through whatever comes next too."
    

    
      "Together."
    

    
      "Always together."
    

    
      Leo closed his eyes, listening to Giulia's soft breathing on the monitor, feeling Cristiano's heartbeat steady against his back, the city breathing outside their windows.
    

    
      They'd survived being forced together. Survived falling in love despite it. Survived every attempt to break them apart.
    

    
      And now they were building something beautiful from the forced foundation.
    

    
      A family. A life. A future they'd chosen.
    

    
      Theirs.
    

    
      Finally, completely, joyfully theirs.
      

    



    

    
      EPILOGUE: Chosen
    

    
      
        Six months later
        

         Late August
      
    

    
      The gallery opening was supposed to start at seven.
    

    
      By six-thirty, the line wrapped around the block—Chelsea residents and art students and LGBTQ+ youth from the center, all waiting to see what Leo and Cristiano had built. The building glowed from within, windows revealing the transformed space: white walls covered in vibrant paintings, sculptures on pedestals, the grand piano visible through the front glass.
    

    
      Leo stood in his private studio on the second floor, adjusting his tie in the mirror, trying to calm his nerves. Six months of work culminating in this night. Six months since the FBI investigation had been officially closed. Six months since he and Cristiano had stopped surviving and started actually living.
    

    
      "Stop fidgeting." Cristiano appeared behind him, hands settling on Leo's shoulders. "You look perfect."
    

    
      "I look terrified."
    

    
      "You look beautiful." Cristiano kissed his temple. "And you should be proud. This is extraordinary, Leo. What you've built here."
    

    
      Leo looked around the studio—his sanctuary, exactly as Cristiano had promised. The baby grand that had become his refuge, shelves of sheet music including pieces he'd composed in the quiet early mornings, windows overlooking the street where the building across now housed fifteen LGBTQ+ youth in safe, affordable apartments. Their buildings, side by side, creating something good in the middle of Manhattan's chaos.
    

    
      "We built it," Leo corrected, turning in Cristiano's arms. "Together."
    

    
      Three rings on each of their left hands caught the light—the forced wedding, the chosen wedding, the proposal in this very room. Their whole story told in platinum and inscriptions and the fact that they were still here, still choosing each other, still building this life together.
    

    
      Downstairs, Jamie was coordinating with the caterers, his photographs of the building's transformation hanging in the front gallery. Alessia was handling legal questions about the youth housing, her girlfriend helping set up the bar. Dino was working security with Marcus, both of them trying to look casual instead of constantly scanning for threats.
    

    
      The family they'd chosen. The life they'd built.
    

    
      "Five minutes," Jamie called up the stairs. "And Leo—there are like two hundred people out there. This is insane. You did this."
    

    
      Leo took a breath. Cristiano squeezed his hand.
    

    
      "Ready?" Cristiano asked.
    

    
      "With you? Always."
    

    
      They descended together, and when Leo unlocked the front door, the crowd that poured in was overwhelming—students from his classes at the youth center, artists whose work hung on the walls, donors who'd funded the community housing, neighbors who'd watched the transformation, journalists documenting the story, strangers who'd read Leo's op-ed and wanted to see what came after.
    

    
      The evening became a blur of faces and congratulations and people moved to tears by the art, by the space, by what it represented. Leo played piano—a piece he'd composed called "Chosen," built from the melody that had been running through his head since Cristiano first proposed for real. The room fell silent while he played, and when he finished, the applause was thunderous.
    

    
      "Speech!" someone called.
    

    
      Leo hadn't prepared one. Looked at Cristiano, who nodded encouragement.
    

    
      "I don't have fancy words prepared," Leo started, standing by the piano. "But I want to say—six months ago, my life was falling apart. FBI investigation, media siege, family cutting ties. Everything I'd known was crumbling. And in the middle of that chaos, I had a choice. Run, or build something better from the rubble."
    

    
      He found Cristiano in the crowd, held his gaze.
    

    
      "I chose to build. We chose to build. This space—it's not just a gallery or a music studio. It's proof that beauty can come from broken things. That you can take circumstances you didn't choose and make them into something chosen. Something real. Something worth fighting for."
    

    
      His voice caught. Cristiano was watching him with an expression that still made Leo's chest ache—pure love, pure pride, pure joy at seeing Leo claim his space and his voice and his worth.
    

    
      "Thank you for being here," Leo finished. "For supporting this dream. For believing that art and music and community and love—especially love that doesn't look like what people expect—is worth celebrating."
    

    
      The applause was deafening. People crowded around after, asking questions, sharing stories, thanking him for creating this space. Leo shook hands and smiled and tried to remember every face, every moment of this night that proved he'd built something that mattered.
    

    
      Around midnight, after the last guest had left and Jamie was helping contractors pack up, Leo found Cristiano on the roof of the building.
    

    
      Manhattan spread out below them—lights glittering endlessly, the city that had witnessed every moment of their journey. From forced wedding to FBI raids to this, standing on top of something they'd created together.
    

    
      "Alessia called while you were talking to that journalist," Cristiano said, not turning from the view. "She got confirmation from the doctor. She's pregnant. Our daughter is—we're going to be fathers, Leo."
    

    
      The words hit Leo like lightning. They'd started the surrogacy process two months ago—Alessia offering to carry for them, saying she wanted to give them this gift—but he hadn't let himself hope it would work so quickly.
    

    
      "We're having a baby," Leo said, barely breathing.
    

    
      "We're having a baby." Cristiano turned, and his eyes were wet. "A daughter. Due in April."
    

    
      Leo kissed him, tasting salt and joy and the overwhelming weight of this moment. A daughter. Their daughter. A family they were choosing to build, on their terms, in their time, because they wanted to, not because anyone forced them.
    

    
      "Giulia," Leo said against Cristiano's mouth. "We should name her Giulia. After your grandmother."
    

    
      "Giulia DeLuca." Cristiano's voice broke. "God, Leo. A year ago I was dying inside, going through motions, being the don everyone needed while forgetting how to be human. And now I'm—we're going to be parents. We're married. We built these buildings. We survived everything they threw at us. We're—"
    

    
      "Happy," Leo finished. "We're happy. Are you allowed to say that? The scary mafia don gets to be happy?"
    

    
      "With you? I get to be everything." Cristiano pulled him closer. "Human. Husband. Father. Myself. You taught me that. You taught me that duty and love don't have to be enemies. That I can be the don and also be yours. That I can build an empire and a family and they can coexist."
    

    
      "You taught me I'm worth choosing," Leo said. "That I have value beyond what I give people. That being loved doesn't mean being owned. That I can be independent and partnered simultaneously."
    

    
      They stood there holding each other while Manhattan hummed below, two men who'd been forced together and chosen to stay, who'd survived FBI investigations and media sieges and family betrayals and bitter exes, who'd built something real from a contract signed by dead men who'd thought love was weakness.
    

    
      "I need to tell you something," Cristiano said eventually. "The organization voted last week. Made it official. I'm stepping back. Dino's taking over as don. I'm staying as advisor, but—the day-to-day, the violence, the parts I hate—I'm done. I'm choosing this. You, Giulia, the housing project, Il Giardino, the life we're building. I'm choosing it over the empire."
    

    
      Leo pulled back to look at him. "You're sure? You've been don for—"
    

    
      "Ten years. And I'm tired, Leo. Tired of being what everyone needs instead of who I want to be. I want to be your husband. Our daughter's father. A man who runs a restaurant and funds community housing and gets to be soft sometimes." Cristiano's hands framed Leo's face. "I want to be the man I am with you. All the time. Not just in private."
    

    
      "You're sure?" Leo asked again, needing him to be certain.
    

    
      "I've never been more sure of anything. Except you. I'm always sure of you."
    

    
      They kissed on the roof of the building Leo had turned into art and music and hope, the building that stood beside Cristiano's housing project, both of them creating beauty in the neighborhood they'd claimed as theirs. Below, Chelsea continued its rhythm—bars closing, couples walking home, taxis streaming down Eighth Avenue, the city that never stopped, never judged, never cared who loved whom as long as they paid rent and didn't block traffic.
    

    
      "Take me home," Leo said. "Our home. Where we chose each other. Where we're going to raise our daughter."
    

    
      They drove through Manhattan at two AM, the city theirs in a way it had never been when they were hiding, when they were surviving, when they were anything other than this—chosen, public, unashamed, building the life they wanted brick by brick and choice by choice.
    

    
      The townhouse welcomed them back, every room holding memories now. The library where they'd had their first real conversation. The kitchen where they'd learned to cook together. The bedroom where they'd fought and reconciled and made love and held each other through nightmares and celebrated victories and slowly, carefully, built a marriage from the ashes of an arrangement.
    

    
      They made love that night like they had all the time in the world—slow and tender and reverent, celebrating the daughter they'd have in eight months, the life they'd built in the past year, the fact that they were here, together, still choosing each other even when no one was forcing them to anymore.
    

    
      After, wrapped in sheets and each other, Leo traced the scars on Cristiano's shoulder—the bullet graze, the knife fight, the physical map of violence that had shaped him. Cristiano's fingers found Leo's beauty mark, the spot above his lip that he'd once used to identify him in photographs and now kissed daily just because he could.
    

    
      "Do you ever think about the contract?" Leo asked quietly. "About how we started?"
    

    
      "Every day," Cristiano admitted. "Not with regret. Just—wonder. That something forced became something chosen. That a business arrangement became the most real thing in my life. That I was drowning and didn't even know it until you taught me how to breathe."
    

    
      "I was property," Leo said. "Valuable for what I could give, not who I was. And you—you saw me. You chose to see me. Even when you didn't have to. Even when it was easier not to."
    

    
      "You were never property. You were always—this. This extraordinary, brave, talented man who refused to be diminished. Who fought for his worth. Who taught me what love actually means."
    

    
      "What does it mean?" Leo asked, even though he knew. Wanting to hear Cristiano say it.
    

    
      "It means choosing someone when you don't have to. Means being vulnerable even when it's terrifying. Means building something together that's bigger than either of you alone. Means—means this. Us. Every day. Every choice. Forever."
    

    
      "Forever," Leo agreed.
    

    
      They fell asleep like that, three rings each, a daughter coming in April, buildings built and lives saved and a marriage forged in fire and choice and the stubborn refusal to let circumstances define them.
    

    
      Six months later, when Giulia DeLuca arrived screaming and perfect and theirs, Cristiano held her in the hospital room and cried. Leo watched his husband—former don, current restaurant owner, future father—cradle their daughter like she was made of glass and starlight, and felt his heart crack open with how much he loved them both.
    

    
      "She's perfect," Cristiano said, voice wrecked. "She's—Leo, we made her. We chose this. She's ours."
    

    
      "Ours," Leo agreed, taking his turn holding her. Tiny and warm and sleeping against his chest, their daughter who existed because they'd survived everything, because they'd chosen love over duty, because they'd built a family from nothing but will and hope and the radical act of choosing each other.
    

    
      Jamie took photos—Leo and Cristiano with Giulia between them, three rings visible on each of their hands, exhaustion and joy written across their faces. Alessia held her niece and cried. Dino sent flowers with a card that read 
      The don would have been proud. —D
    

    
      The old don, maybe not. But the new one—the one Cristiano was becoming, the one who chose family over empire—he was building something better.
    

    
      They brought Giulia home to the townhouse on a spring afternoon that smelled like cherry blossoms and new beginnings. Set up the nursery they'd painted together—soft yellows and whites, a mobile of musical notes above the crib, windows overlooking the city that had witnessed their entire journey.
    

    
      That night, with Giulia sleeping between them in the bassinet, Leo lay in bed watching Cristiano watch their daughter, and felt something settle in his chest.
    

    
      Peace.
    

    
      Not the absence of struggle—there would always be struggle, challenges, the reality of two men raising a daughter in a world that still had opinions about families that looked like theirs.
    

    
      But peace in knowing they'd choose each other through it. Peace in knowing they'd built something real. Peace in knowing he was loved not for what he gave but for who he was.
    

    
      Peace in being chosen.
    

    
      "What are you thinking?" Cristiano asked, catching him staring.
    

    
      "That I'm happy," Leo said simply. "That we survived. That we built this. That I love you more than I thought it was possible to love anyone. That our daughter is going to grow up knowing she was wanted, chosen, loved from the very beginning."
    

    
      "She is," Cristiano promised. "And so are you. Every day, Leo. I choose you every day."
    

    
      "I choose you too," Leo said. "Every day. Forever."
    

    
      Outside, Manhattan continued its eternal rhythm—taxis and sirens and the low hum of millions of lives being lived. Inside the townhouse, three people who'd been forged by fire and choice slept in the same room, a family built from an arrangement, proof that sometimes the things forced on you become the things that save you.
    

    
      Not because of the forcing.
    

    
      But because of the choosing that came after.
    

    
      The contract had brought them together.
    

    
      But love—messy, complicated, hard-won, chosen love—was what kept them there.
    

    
      And would keep them there.
    

    
      Always.
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      Chosen.
    

    
      THE END
      .
      

    



    

    
      A Note from the Author
    

    
      Thank you.
    

    
      Those two words feel impossibly small for what I want to express, but they're the truest ones I have. Thank you for spending your time with Leo and Cristiano, for following them through forced vows and chosen promises, through FBI raids and media sieges, through fear and fury and finally—finally—to love.
    

    
      Writing their story broke my heart open in the best way. But you reading it? That's what makes it real. That's what transforms words on a page into something living and breathing and shared.
    

    
      If this story moved you—if you laughed at Leo's snark or held your breath during the interrogation scenes, if you felt the weight of Cristiano choosing mercy or the relief when they finally stopped running—I would love to hear about it. Tell me which moments made you cry (I definitely cried writing several of them). Tell me which scenes made you believe in them. Tell me what resonated, what surprised you, what stayed with you after you turned the final page.
    

    
      Your thoughts matter more than you might realize. They help me understand what connects, what moves people, what's worth exploring in future stories. Every message, every shared favorite moment, every "I felt seen by this" helps me grow as a writer and gives me the courage to keep telling stories about love that doesn't apologize for existing.
    

    
      So if you have a moment—and only if you feel moved to—I'd be honored if you'd share your experience with this book. Your words are a gift, and I promise I read every single one.
    

    
      Thank you for believing in arranged marriages that become real, for celebrating queer love that refuses to hide, for rooting for two men who learned that being chosen is different than being owned.
    

    
      Thank you for being here.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

  