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Seattle breathes in fog—slow, deep, and secretive—holding the glow of its neon lights like something fragile cupped between both hands. The city rises and falls in quiet hills, its waterfront stitched with reflections that move like shifting memories. On the night Noah Lee arrived, it felt like a place willing to let him disappear if he wanted, or begin again if he dared.

He hadn’t come looking for anything extraordinary.
He hadn’t expected danger.
He certainly hadn’t expected Dante Rossi.
After years marked by wounds no one saw, Noah chose Seattle for its anonymity. A city big enough to swallow him, quiet enough not to ask why he kept looking over his shoulder. He rented a shoebox studio in Ballard, bought cheap lights and secondhand lenses, and told himself that rebuilding could be simple if he kept his world small—just clients, late-night editing sessions, and the steady rhythm of a life with no sharp edges.

Safety, he thought, would come from solitude.
He was wrong.
Because when Dante Rossi stepped into his studio, the air itself shifted—as if the room recognized the gravity Noah had spent his whole life avoiding.

Tall. Precise. Controlled. A man whose silence carried more weight than most men’s anger. Dante wore power the way other people wore coats: easily, naturally, almost carelessly. His suits were immaculate, his voice impossicbly calm, and his presence felt like a storm that had learned how to move quietly.

He wasn’t someone who belonged in Noah’s world of soft light and carefully measured distance.
And Noah wasn’t someone who should’ve stood close enough to see the tiredness in Dante’s eyes—the kind that came from carrying a family empire on his shoulders and keeping its enemies in check.
Dante’s life was divided between two landscapes:
the legitimate logistics empire that made his surname respectable,
and the shadowed pressure behind it—the threats, the loyalties, the choices made in silence long before he was old enough to understand them.
He had survived both worlds by never letting anyone close.
Until Noah.
Their collision was never gentle.
It began as irritation—Noah’s sharp tongue, Dante’s rigid self-control.
Then it became fascination—unexpected, unwelcome, impossible to ignore.
Then something warmer, quieter, dangerous in a different way.
Because the space between them kept shrinking without permission.

Seattle’s rain-soaked nights pulled them together in places neither of them meant to linger: a camera-lit studio, a high-rise boardroom, a bus stop glowing under flickering lights. Each moment rewrote the last, turning caution into curiosity, and curiosity into something far more fragile.

But love—if that was what this was becoming—came with its own risks.

It demanded honesty from men trained to hide.
It asked for trust from hearts shaped by fear.
It grew in the cracks of two lives built on silence.
And when a photographer desperate for peace and a man forged in power begin choosing each other over the lives they once accepted as inevitable, the city responds. The fog shifts. The shadows reposition. Rain carries secrets differently.

This is the story of how two men learn to stand in each other’s light—
and what happens when that light becomes both the safest
and the most dangerous
place they’ve ever known.
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Chapter 1: The Man in the Stormcoat
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The early rain settled over Pike Place Market with the kind of softness that made the city feel alive, as if every awning and storefront had begun to breathe in slow, steady intervals. It wasn’t the heavy kind of rain that chased people indoors; it was the shimmering drizzle Seattle wore like a familiar coat—light enough to walk through, heavy enough to blur the edges of neon signs reflected on the wet stone. The whole market glowed faintly, as though the morning light had dissolved into the mist itself.

Noah adjusted the strap of his camera and shifted to capture the last portrait of the morning, coaxing a smile from a tourist couple hovering beneath a red umbrella. The air smelled of fresh espresso drifting from the nearby stall, mixed with the faint mineral scent of rainwater spilling down metal gutters. Drops threaded through the air like silver threads, soft but insistent, weaving the world into a quieter version of itself.

He waited for the couple’s laughter to settle, then clicked once more—shutter soft, almost shy—letting the moment linger on the screen before sending them off with thanks. When they walked away, the space they’d filled seemed to hush. Pike Place didn’t go silent often, not even on rainy days, but the sound around him thinned into a strangely even rhythm, like the marketplace was pausing on an inhale. Noah lifted his head, unsure what shifted.

The rain parted in his periphery—just slightly, just long enough to draw his eye.

That was when he saw him.

A man stepped into the rain-dimmed street with a presence sharp enough to slice the gray haze clean down the middle. He wore a dark stormcoat heavy with water, the fabric slick and reflective under the scattered neon of nearby signs, each droplet catching the light like melted ink sliding along the seams. Two men flanked him—tall, rigid, cut from the same serious fabric—moving with vigilance that didn’t belong in a marketplace known mostly for buskers and flowers.

People noticed instantly. Heads turned. Conversations dipped.
Even the rain seemed to change rhythm around him, as if adjusting to accommodate the space he occupied.
Noah didn’t blink for a moment, unsure if he was staring or assessing. The man in the stormcoat didn’t rush, didn’t search for cover, didn’t even lift his collar against the chill. He walked like the rain was part of him.

Noah lowered his camera a little, breath tightening.
Something about the stranger made the air lean in.
The man’s gaze swept the space with quiet precision until it found him—not the stand, not the sign, not the queue that usually drew attention—him. And when those dark eyes locked onto him, the air seemed to thicken, quiet but certain, as though this stranger had just chosen him out of the entire rain-soaked market.

The stranger changed direction.

Noah stood straighter. Not because of danger—Seattle had its share of odd encounters, especially in this neighborhood—but because something about this man’s approach made the world tilt toward him. The steps were measured, boots soft against wet stone, coat hem trailing a faint arc of rainwater. The two men behind him adjusted in perfect sync, forming a subtle guard that only someone observant—or someone used to watching body language—would catch.

When the stranger reached the awning of Noah’s small setup, he didn’t pause to shake water off or comment on the weather. He simply stopped in front of Noah, close enough that Noah could smell the cold on his coat and something warm beneath it—cedar, maybe, or leather softened by heat. A contrast of chill and warmth, like he carried two seasons at once.

“Are you Noah Lee?” His voice was low, smooth in a way that didn’t match the rigid posture.

“Yes.” Noah managed not to sound like he was asking the question back.

“I need a photograph taken.” The man’s tone was flat, clipped, almost...formal. “Now.”

The word hung in the air like a command—not aggressive, just strangely absolute.

“For what purpose?” Noah asked, keeping his voice steady. “Headshot? Portrait? Marketing?”

The stranger considered him for a beat, then said, “Business profile.”

Noah blinked. “Right now?”

“Yes.” No emphasis, no apology.

The two men behind him didn’t move, though their presence pressed at the edges of Noah’s awareness like shadows trying to stay discreet. Noah cleared his throat, reaching for the professionalism he usually had no trouble summoning.

“We can do that. Step forward a bit—light’s decent under the awning.” He gestured to the neutral backdrop he kept rolled down for rainy days. “If you’d take off the coat, it’ll help with—”

“No.” The man didn’t even glance at the coat. “This is fine.”

Noah paused. “...Okay.”

He adjusted his camera settings with slower, careful motions, buying a few seconds to study him. The man stood perfectly straight, shoulders wide under the soaked fabric, jaw sharp enough to cut the rain in half. His eyes, though—those didn’t match the rest of him. They held stillness that wasn’t cold exactly, but deep, as if something unspoken echoed there. Something the rain itself seemed reluctant to touch.

“What’s your name?” Noah asked, because he needed something to put with the sharp lines and soaked coat.

“Dante Rossi.”

The name landed with weight, the kind that carried expectation even before context. Noah couldn’t place it, but it felt familiar in the way headlines felt familiar when you couldn’t recall if they were business or scandal.

“All right, Dante,” Noah said, switching lenses. “Try to relax your shoulders.”

Dante didn’t move.

Noah tried again, softening his voice. “Breathe out.”

A pause—and then Dante exhaled, slow and reluctant, like someone unaccustomed to following gentle instructions. A faint mist formed between them in the cool air.

Noah raised the camera.

Dante’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted—the smallest suggestion of vulnerability, a crack in the polished armor. The rain dripping from the coat collar traced down his jaw and caught the corner of his mouth, a tiny glint that made the moment feel unexpectedly intimate.

“Good,” Noah murmured, stepping closer without thinking. “Hold that.”

He snapped the first shot. Then another. And another.

Dante didn’t smile, but his eyes—there was a hint of quiet searching in them, like he wasn’t looking for approval or perfection, but for someone to see through the layers he wore like additional armor.

“Lift your chin slightly,” Noah said.

Dante obeyed.

Noah adjusted the angle, stepping close enough to feel the cold radiating from the drenched coat. Dante tracked every movement with his gaze, not suspicious—just attentive in a way that felt too focused for a stranger.

“Almost done,” Noah promised.

“Take as long as you need.”

The statement was too calm. Too open. Almost...earnest.

Noah hesitated, caught off guard by how unguarded it sounded.

He stepped back, reviewing the shots on his screen. Rain softened the background, making Dante look sharper by contrast—a figure carved out of storm and steadiness. Noah swallowed, realizing something quiet flickered in his chest, something that felt like the start of a thread pulling taut.

“These are...good,” Noah said, trying for professionalism, failing at hiding his surprise. “Really good.”

Dante studied him rather than the camera.

“Send them to my office.”

“Sure. What email—?”

“No.” Dante’s gaze held steady. “I’ll return for them.”

Noah blinked again. “Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.” No hesitation. “Same time.”

The rain thickened behind him as if nudging the moment to end, droplets catching light from a nearby fish stall. Dante reached into the coat, pulled out a sleek black card, and placed it on the table beside Noah’s equipment. His fingers brushed the wooden surface once—deliberate, grounded—as if anchoring the moment.

“I appreciate your work,” he said quietly.

Before Noah could respond, Dante turned away. The two men flanked him immediately, falling into step as though the rain guided their movements. The marketplace resumed its hum as they walked off, conversations rising again, footsteps scattering, stalls creaking softly in the wet air.

Noah watched until the stormcoat disappeared into the shifting gray.
The space he left behind felt briefly colder, as if the rain had swallowed a quiet warmth with him.
He let out a long breath he didn’t remember holding.

Something about the encounter sat warm under his ribs—unexpected, unwelcome, but undeniably there. The echo of Dante’s gaze lingered longer than it should have, settling like the aftertaste of dark coffee.

Noah packed slowly, aware of a subtle thrum under his skin he couldn’t shake.

He told himself he wouldn’t see that man again. Men like that didn’t orbit the same world as freelance photographers in rain-soaked markets.

He told himself it was a one-off.

But the city rarely listened to what he told himself.

And deep inside, beneath the hum of Pike Place and the rhythm of rain, something whispered that the thread tugging at him wasn’t done.

He wouldn’t see Dante Rossi again.

Except he did.

The very next day.
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Chapter 2: The Contract I Didn’t Apply For
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The light in the studio arrived slowly, sliding across the wooden floorboards as the morning deepened over Ballard. It caught on the scuffed edges of frames stacked against the wall, climbed the legs of the old drafting table Noah used as a desk, and eventually rested on the worn rug in the center of the room, where a black-and-white cat had claimed the warmest square. Outside, the city was still drying from yesterday’s rain, leaving the sky pale and clean, as if someone had rinsed it in cold water and hung it up to drip.

Pixel lay on his back with his paws folded in the air, belly exposed to a universe of dust motes. His tail twitched every few seconds, the only protest he offered when Noah stepped over him for the fifth time.

“Your contribution is noted,” Noah murmured, balancing a mug of coffee in one hand and a stack of contact sheets in the other.

The air smelled of old wood and developer chemicals that clung faintly to the walls no matter how often he aired the space out. A small speaker on the shelf played something soft with guitars and light drums, the kind of music that made the morning feel almost generous. Rain had given the city a break for once; sunlight filtered through the high windows, turning the suspended dust into slow, golden snow. Where yesterday had been all silver and blur, today was edged in gold and clarity.

Noah set the mug down on the table, next to his laptop and a short stack of invoices. The numbers at the bottom of the top page pressed against his chest more heavily than the air did. The rent reminder email sat open on the screen, polite and firm, the digital equivalent of a landlord tapping a watch.

Pixel snored. Loudly.

“At least one of us isn’t worried about capitalism,” Noah sighed.

He turned his attention to the images from Pike Place, the ones from yesterday’s rain-soaked shift. Tourists with umbrellas. A kid holding a balloon too tight. Mrs. Garcia from the flower stall laughing with someone out of frame. And then—

The man in the stormcoat.

Even on the small screen, Dante Rossi’s presence pushed everything else to the edges. The wet fabric of the coat shimmered with reflected neon, droplets caught mid-descent. His shoulders carried that rigid economy of movement, but the eyes told another story entirely. There, in the stillness, lay something muted and heavy, like a room with the curtains drawn. The market around him had blurred into rain and color, but he’d stayed in focus, as if the storm itself had been circling him.

Pixel rolled over, thumped against Noah’s foot, and complained with a half-hearted meow.

“Yeah,” Noah murmured. “He was something.”

He zoomed in, adjusting exposure and contrast, letting the details come forward. The angle of Dante’s jaw, the way the rain carved a pale line along the curve of his cheekbone, the faint tension at the corners of his mouth. The image refused to be only professional; it carried the quiet weight of an encounter that didn’t belong to his usual routine of couples and café owners. A stranger framed in gray and light, lodged somewhere between portrait and warning.

The bell above the studio door chimed.

Not the hesitant chime of someone peeking in by accident. A full, unbothered sound—door pushed wide, no pause on the threshold.

Pixel flipped onto his feet and bolted under the nearest table in a blur of black and white.

Footsteps crossed the threshold in calm, unhurried strides. Noah didn’t look up right away; the habit of letting people announce themselves with a hello before giving them his face ran deeper than curiosity.

Then something colder than the morning air slid across the room.

Not a draft. Presence.

“Noah Lee.”

His name dropped into the space with a familiar weight.

Noah’s grip tightened around the mug without meaning to. Coffee trembled close to the rim.

He turned.

Dante stood just inside the studio, framed by the open doorway and the rectangle of light behind him. No stormcoat today—he’d traded it for a charcoal suit tailored with almost obsessive precision, the jacket open over a dark shirt that made his skin look warmer. The suit belonged in a boardroom with glass walls, not in a cramped artist’s studio that still smelled faintly of fixer. Sunlight from the hall cut around him, turning his outline into a darker shape against the bright, like a shadow that had stepped away from the wall.

He had carried the weather with him anyway. The air around him felt cooler, as if the room had drawn its breath and forgotten to let it go.

“You found it,” Noah said, because words needed somewhere to go, and that seemed as good a place as any.

“It wasn’t difficult.” Dante stepped fully inside; the bell chimed again as the door closed behind him. “You listed an address on your website.”

Right. That would do it.

The two men who’d flanked him yesterday weren’t in view. No suits posted like statues outside. The absence lent him a sharper focus, like the frame had tightened around only him.

Noah wiped his free hand on his jeans, trying to ground the sudden spike of energy in something practical.

“So,” he said, leaning lightly against the table, “you here for the photos?”

“Yes,” Dante answered. Then, without a beat, “And no.”

The sunlight shifted on the floorboards as a cloud moved, brightness slipping to one side like the room had decided to listen.

Noah’s eyebrows lifted. “That clears everything up.”

A pause paused a little longer than natural. Dante’s gaze moved once over the studio—frames, plants, cables, Pixel’s tail sticking out from under the table—and then returned to Noah with quiet intent.

“I need your help,” he said simply.

Most clients started with a vague description of what they wanted. A moodboard. An event. A date. No one walked in with a full suit and a sentence like I need your help in a tone that sounded more like a contract than a request.

“With...what?” Noah asked.

Dante advanced to the center of the room, shoes soundless on the rug. The sunlight found his shoulders, outlining the sharp lines of his jacket, gilding the stray droplets still clinging to his hair from outside. He stopped a few feet away—enough distance for comfort, not enough for indifference. Between them, the strip of light on the floor narrowed, as if the room itself were pulling them into the same frame.

“You work with people,” Dante said. “You make them look...approachable.”

“Some people come in that way pre-installed,” Noah replied. “Some require upgrades.”

The corner of Dante’s mouth tightened. Not quite a smile. Not yet.

“I have a meeting.” He said it like a fact on a balance sheet. “A series of meetings, actually. With potential partners in the tech sector. They value presentation. They value what they call...personal brand.”

The phrase slid out like it offended him.

“So you need new photos,” Noah said slowly, drawing a line to the most obvious conclusion. “I can do more than the ones from the market. Studio portraits, different outfits, maybe some environmental shots at your office—”

“No.” Dante’s gaze held. “The photographs are acceptable.”

Noah glanced at the monitor still lit with Dante’s image. Acceptable sounded like a crime. The photos were better than he usually managed with a stranger in a stormcoat and two shadows.

“I need to learn,” Dante continued, carefully, as if the words didn’t come easily, “how to be perceived as...less intimidating.”

Pixel chose that moment to emerge from under the table and stare at Dante with round, suspicious eyes, his back low and tail puffed at the tip. An unimpressed cat posed a strong case.

Noah’s lips twitched. “Pixel agrees.”

Dante didn’t look away from Noah. “I was told you understand people. You see things. You direct them. You correct posture, expressions, gestures. I observed yesterday.”

The memory of those dark eyes tracking his every move under the awning slipped back into the room. The observer, not just the subject.

“You observed,” Noah echoed. “In the three minutes we spoke.”

“It was enough,” Dante said. “You changed the way I stood. The way I looked at the camera. The outcome improved.”

“That’s literally my job.”

“Good,” Dante replied. “Then you can do another job.”

Noah’s fingers curled around the edge of the table. The studio suddenly felt smaller, framed more tightly than before. The walls hadn’t moved, but the air between them had gathered weight.

“You want...” he said, letting the words line up. “Coaching.”

“Yes.”

“Not just for photos.”

“No.”

“For...” He drew out the syllable, looking for a better phrase and failing. “Life?”

“For business,” Dante corrected. “But apparently the two intersect.”

The dryness of that statement sent an unexpected spark of amusement through Noah’s chest. The air between them loosened, just a fraction.

“So you want—what? A personality coach?” he asked. “Someone to teach you how not to scare the hell out of people in meetings?”

“Correct.” Dante’s expression didn’t change, but something in his shoulders braced. “Is that a service you offer?”

Noah stared at him.

Sunlight slid further across the floor, catching the edge of a metal frame. The studio’s old walls held the moment like a held note. A car passed outside, distant and muffled through the brick. Somewhere above, a neighbor’s pipes groaned as water shifted.

“A personality coach,” Noah repeated, because saying it out loud didn’t make it any less surreal. “For a logistics executive in a suit who arrives with...weather.”

Dante’s brow furrowed a millimeter. “If the terminology offends you, we can rename the role.”

“That’s what bothers you about this?” Noah gestured vaguely. “Vocabulary?”

“I require assistance,” Dante said. “You appear competent. I have resources. I’m attempting to combine these facts.”

Pixel wound a cautious circle around Dante’s shoes, sniffed, then retreated again, tail flicking like a metronome. The cat’s retreat echoed the quiet recoil in Noah’s ribs as the word resources landed.

Of course. That would be the next part.

“How...exactly...would this work?” Noah asked, forcing his voice to stay light. “You come in once a week and I make you practice small talk with a potted plant? Teach you the difference between a friendly nod and a threat display?”

“If necessary,” Dante said seriously.

The mental image flickered—Dante facing down the fern in the corner, attempting idle chatter about the weather. Laughter pressed against Noah’s ribs, nearly escaped.

“Wow,” he said. “You really are desperate.”

“Yes.”

The answer arrived without hesitation, blunt as a dropped weight.

Silence followed, not heavy, but precise. The speaker hummed quietly in the background. A truck rumbled somewhere down the street. Dust floated in the strip of sunlight between them. The studio, usually soft around the edges, felt sharply outlined for once, as if this conversation had snapped everything into focus.

“Okay,” Noah said slowly. “Hypothetically speaking. Even if I knew how to turn this”—he waved a hand at Dante’s entire existence—“into something less likely to give CEOs stress dreams... I still don’t know why you’re asking me. I take pictures. I tell people where to put their hands. That’s hardly a degree in human behavior.”

“You speak to me as if I am not...untouchable.” Dante’s gaze didn’t waver. “Most people perform. You did not.”

Heat brushed at Noah’s neck. Not from embarrassment exactly—more like exposure.

“You mean I told you to breathe like you were about to pass out?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s not exactly a therapy breakthrough.”

“It worked.”

The simplicity of the answer pinned him more effectively than any argument.

Noah reached for his coffee and discovered his hand wasn’t as steady as expected. The mug warmed his fingers, grounding them for a moment. He took a sip that had gone lukewarm and set it back down.

“And in return,” he said, “you’d...what? Pay me in rain-soaked dramatic entrances?”

Dante blinked once, slower than usual. “I would pay you in money.”

“Wow.” Noah nodded gravely. “Classic.”

Dante reached inside his jacket. The movement carried a flicker of tension across the room—Noah’s body braced before reason caught up and pointed out that this was a man in a thousand-dollar suit in broad daylight in Ballard, not a back alley thriller.

Something black and sleek landed on the table.

Not a card this time.

A check.

The paper lay between them with an unassuming kind of gravity. Numbers stared up from the neat handwriting, zeros arranged in a line that pressed the air out of Noah’s lungs in one clean push.

The amount sat far beyond rent. Past security deposit. Past new equipment. Past breathing room. It crossed into territory where life shifted shape.

He didn’t touch it.

The sunlight slid over the surface of the check, the ink glinting slightly every time his breath moved the air. On this unpolished table, amid chipped mugs and a cat toy, the paper looked like it belonged to another planet. It might as well have been a shard of some other universe dropped into his little one-room map.

“There will be more if the engagement continues,” Dante said quietly. “This covers an initial period. One month. Multiple sessions per week, adjusted for your schedule.”

The room tilted, just slightly.

Noah’s thumb pressed into the wood near the check. The texture bit back—a reminder that his anchor still existed. The studio, with its creaking floor and mismatched furniture, hummed under the pressure of the number in front of him.

“You just walk around with amounts like this in your jacket?” he asked, voice thinner than earlier banter but still functioning.

“When I intend to acquire something important, yes,” Dante said.

“Something,” Noah repeated, a faint edge threading through. “Or someone.”

The distinction hung there, delicate as cobweb in the window light.

Dante drew in a slow breath, chest rising under the fine fabric. The air shifted with it—cool, steady, charged.

“I understand how it appears,” he said. “I’m not attempting to buy you. This is compensation for expertise I do not have. A fair exchange.”

A life where rent always arrived on time and emergency funds existed for more than imagination did not feel like “fair” from where Noah stood, but the word lay there between them anyway, stubborn and sincere in Dante’s mouth.

Pixel hopped onto the table, tail brushing the check. Noah caught him before the paw hit the ink.

“Not that one, buddy,” he murmured, lifting the cat to his chest. Pixel grumbled and settled with his head tucked under Noah’s chin, a small, warm weight against a heartbeat that had picked up an unhelpful tempo.

The pressure of the paper on the table became the center of the room. Outside, someone laughed, a burst of sound that floated up from the street and dissolved against the windows. Inside, the quiet stretched.

The studio, with its crooked frames and soft music, had always felt like its own world—self-contained, a little worn, stubbornly gentle. The check glared at that world like a mirror angled toward a much larger landscape.

This wasn’t just help with rent. This was a doorway.

Dante watched him, not impatient, not pushing. Just waiting with that heavy, unmoving presence, like a storm anchored to a single point.

“Why me?” Noah asked, the question leaving before he dressed it up as a joke. He smoothed a hand over Pixel’s fur, following the soft rise and fall of the cat’s breathing. “You have...people. Assistants. Consultants. Whole teams, probably.”

“They offer strategy,” Dante said. “And fear. I have enough of both.”

The admission sat raw in the open air, no polish, no deflection.

“You don’t offer fear,” he added, after a breath. “You offer direction.”

Heat pricked behind Noah’s ribs. The words lodged there, simple and unexpectedly gentle.

“So this is about...what,” he asked, voice lower. “Handshakes? Eye contact? Not terrifying baristas?”

“If that is where we must begin,” Dante said. “Yes.”

The absurdity of teaching a man like Dante how to order coffee without looking like he was conducting an interrogation flickered into view. It brushed against the weight of the check, softening its edges without erasing them.

Pixel purred, a low, steady vibration against Noah’s sternum.

The cat’s warmth anchored one side. The check pulled the other.

The world he knew—freelance jobs, unpredictable invoices, secondhand equipment—existed on one side of the table. On the other sat sleek paper inked with numbers from a life that did not have to count coins at the grocery store. Two universes, separated by a worn strip of wood and a man who carried his own gravity.

The decision didn’t happen in the head. It happened in the chest, in the way his next breath refused to land if he imagined saying no.

“Yes,” Noah said.

The word left his mouth before he dressed it in disclaimers.

Dante stilled.

“Yes?” he repeated, as if confirming the shape of the sound.

“I’ll do it,” Noah clarified, pulse thudding against Pixel’s ear. “I’ll...try. Coaching. Or whatever we end up calling this.”

The weight in the room shifted. Not lighter, exactly, but rebalanced. Like a scale settling after someone placed a significant object on the other side.

The check remained untouched on the table. Agreement existed separate from it now, woven into the air between two sets of lungs.

“Good,” Dante said softly.

The word didn’t sound like victory. More like relief wrapped in restraint.

Noah set Pixel down gently. The cat strutted across the table, tail high, pretending he hadn’t just fled under furniture five minutes ago. Dante’s gaze followed the animal’s path for a second, then came back to Noah.

“We’ll schedule sessions according to your availability,” Dante said. “Mornings, evenings, weekends if necessary.”

“You’re very confident I have a schedule,” Noah replied.

“You have work,” Dante said. “And you’ll have more.”

A warmth pulsed behind the simple statement, as if he’d thrown more into that promise than business.

“I’ll need to send you an outline,” Noah mused, half to himself, reaching for something practical so his pulse would stop tap-dancing. “We can’t just...wing it and hope you don’t accidentally threaten a board of directors. Body language, conversational basics, maybe some scenario roleplay—”

“Roleplay,” Dante repeated, and for the first time, something almost like uncertainty crossed his face.

“Not the kind you’re imagining,” Noah said quickly.

“I’m not imagining anything,” Dante answered, a fraction too fast.

The silence that followed held a thin thread of shared awareness. It tugged at Noah’s mouth, angling it toward a smile he swallowed back just enough to remain professional.

“We’ll start simple,” he said. “Tomorrow. Same time. Try not to terrify my neighbors when you arrive.”

“I’ll come alone,” Dante said.

“That’ll help.”

One of the high windows rattled faintly as a gust of wind brushed past the building. Light shifted again, softer now, moving across Dante’s face and catching on the tiny scar near his eyebrow—a mark that hadn’t shown clearly in yesterday’s damp, neon shot.

Sun etched a gentler version of him in front of the worn brick and stacked frames. In this setting, with wood and dust and the faint scent of coffee wrapping around his suit, he didn’t look like an untouchable figure from another world.

He looked...here.

Noah reached out, fingers hovering over the check, then nudged it back toward Dante instead.

“Keep it for now,” he said.

Dante’s eyebrows drew together, a small but noticeable reaction. “You refuse payment?”

“I’m not refusing.” Noah leaned his hip against the table again, grounding his weight in the familiar. “I just don’t want that sitting on my desk until we actually know this isn’t a terrible idea. You can bring it back when you’re convinced I won’t ruin your business meetings.”

“And if anyone ruins them, it will be me,” he added.

“That’s statistically likely,” Noah said.

Dante studied him for a long, measured moment. The air between them thinned again, but this time with something less sharp. Less distant.

Then, slowly, his hand came to rest on the check. His fingers closed around the edge, tucking it neatly back into his jacket.

The studio exhaled.

“Tomorrow,” Dante said.

“Tomorrow,” Noah repeated.

He expected the man to turn and leave with the same precision as before, carrying the chill with him. Instead, Dante lingered, gaze drifting once more over the crowded walls, the mismatched furniture, the cat now audaciously clawing at the leg of a chair.

“This place,” Dante said quietly, “suits you.”

The comment landed with unexpected warmth, like sunlight finally finding the cold corner of the room.

“Yeah?” Noah asked, voice softer. “Too small for your standards, I’m sure.”

“It’s...honest,” Dante said.

The word fit the space better than any interior design note could have.

His gaze returned to Noah and stayed there. For one suspended second, the world narrowed to a line of sight between them—steady, unhurried, almost searching.

Then something shifted at the corner of his mouth.

Not the tight, controlled line Noah had seen at the market. Not the neutral mask Dante used when stating facts in that low, even voice. This was smaller, less rehearsed, like a crack in dammed water. His lips curved, just a fraction, and the change rolled up into his eyes—softening them, lighting them from inside.

It was a smile.

Barely there. Completely real.

Noah’s lungs forgot the order of their job.

The studio around them stayed exactly the same—same stacked frames, same old rug, same dust in the light—but the axis of it tilted by a degree so small it registered only in his pulse and the way his hand tightened on the table.

Then the moment closed. Dante dipped his chin in a small nod, turned, and walked to the door with that same measured stride. The bell chimed once more as he stepped out into the street, his shoulders cutting a clean line against the brightness.

The door eased shut, the studio sealing around the absence he left behind.

Pixel leaped back onto the table and head-butted Noah’s arm, demanding attention. The speaker hummed on. Outside, Ballard carried on with its day, cars and footsteps and neighborly noise.

Inside, Noah stayed very still, breath lodged high in his chest, replaying the small curve at the corner of Dante’s mouth and the way it had reached his eyes like a secret he hadn’t meant to share.

The check hadn’t stayed.

The impression had.

And in the quiet that followed, with sunlight slipping further across the floor and a cat purring against his ribs, the studio no longer felt like the whole map of his life.

It felt like the first point on a line leading somewhere much farther than his rent ever reached.
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Chapter 3: Lessons in Not Scaring People
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The café on Capitol Hill held its own weather—warmer than the street outside, dense with steam and the low murmur of voices. Light draped itself over the space in amber sheets, caught in the glass jars on the counter and the metal frames of the stools, turning the room into something softer than the city waiting beyond the windows. Every few seconds the espresso machine exhaled, a steady hiss that blended with music and conversation, a background rhythm that people here clearly trusted.
Outside the windows, the pavement still wore a thin sheen from last night’s rain, streetlight and skylight pooling together in shallow reflections that turned the world beyond the glass into a blur of light and shadow.
Dante paused just inside the door, shoulders squared out of habit, coat open over a black shirt. The room registered him the way a pond registered a stone; the surface didn’t break, but a particular kind of attention rippled outward. A few heads turned. A barista glanced up, eyebrows flicking in quiet assessment. At a table near the back, a man in a denim jacket murmured something to his friend, eyes skimming over Dante’s suit in a way that belonged more to observation than to threat.
For a moment, his dark silhouette cut across the amber light, a taller shadow laid over the café’s softer ones, as if a piece of the storm from yesterday had followed him inside and decided to stand still.
No one reached for a weapon. No one stepped in front of anyone else.
The lack of visible fear felt almost unfamiliar, like a room that should echo but didn’t.
Still, his spine stayed straight, palms empty and ready at his sides.

Noah sat in a corner booth under a hanging lamp with a soft shade, the light casting a wide circle that seemed to make space for him rather than trap him. He wore a hoodie and a jacket layered over it, ankles tucked under the bench, camera bag beside him like an extra person. Steam curled from the mug in front of him, rising in a slow twist that brushed the underside of the lamp.
The glow above him turned his table into its own small island, a pool of warm light in a room full of softer shadows, like the city’s gray had been held at the window and told to wait.
When Dante’s shadow slipped across the table, Noah looked up.
His shoulders went tight for a heartbeat—old reflex, old warning—but the tension eased as soon as his brain caught up and put a name to the shape in front of him.
For a second, the way their shadows overlapped on the tabletop made the booth feel narrower, like the light had leaned in to watch them more closely.
For a second, the air around the booth held still, crowded with details that demanded attention all at once—the half-smile pressed into the corner of Noah’s mouth, the faint smudge of coffee on his thumb, the way his shoulders loosened when he recognized the person in front of him instead of some unknown executive wandering in by mistake.

“You made it,” Noah said. “On time. I’m almost impressed.”

“‘Almost’ is unnecessary,” Dante replied.

He slid into the seat opposite, careful not to bump the table. The bench protested with a short, muffled creak; he adjusted until it quieted, his movements precise, measured to avoid disruption. The café’s sounds rose again around them, a soft cocoon of laughter, clinking cups, espresso shots, and the rustle of pages turning.
Somewhere near the door, a wet umbrella dripped lazily into a stand, the last of the morning drizzle ticking down like a distant metronome.
“What do you want?” Noah asked, nodding toward the bar.

“I already have it,” Dante said.

He lifted the mug in front of him, fingers closing around warm ceramic. The drink sat there, pale and steady, foam swirled into a pattern that might have been a leaf or a feather or nothing at all. Noah had ordered for him, apparently. Trust extended in something as small as a beverage, as large as walking into a space like this without a perimeter sweep.

“Latte,” Noah announced, as if reading his question. “Safe choice. Unless you’re secretly lactose intolerant.”

“If I am, the meeting will be memorable,” Dante said.

Noah snorted into his coffee, a short, unwilling sound that lit the space between them for a heartbeat. The warmth stuck somewhere under Dante’s ribs like a hand braced there from the inside, steadying and unsteadying at the same time.

He lifted the mug. Heat pressed into his palms with more insistence than the thick porcelain suggested. The scent of espresso rose with the steam—dark, bitter, edged with the sweetness of milk, curling into his nose and settling low in his chest. The rim touched his lower lip. The first taste landed heavy on his tongue and then spread, strong and unfamiliar, but not unpleasant.
The contrast of the drink’s warmth and the faint chill still clinging to his coat from the street made him strangely aware of the boundary between outside rain and inside light.
Noah watched him like this was data collection.

“Well?” Noah asked. “Can you survive being a person who orders lattes?”

“It is adequate,” Dante said.

“Wow. A rave review.”

Dante set the mug down carefully, aligning the handle with the edge of the table. The smooth surface pressed against his fingertips for a moment longer than necessary, as if his hands weren’t ready to let go of the heat. In this room, with its worn brick and mismatched furniture and rainbow stickers on the tip jar, the simple act of holding something that belonged here mattered more than it should.
He was used to holding ledgers and contracts, not small, warm anchors in places where people came in from the rain for comfort instead of cover.
Eye contact, he reminded himself. That had been part of the outline Noah had sent last night.
Maintaining it without resembling an interrogation remained the issue.
Noah leaned forward, forearms on the table, expression sliding into the same focused calm he had used under the market awning, except now the light over his shoulder turned his eyes a darker brown, richer, warmer. The lamp cast a golden halo over the table, glossing the fine strands of hair at his temple.
Yesterday it had been rain-soft gray and neon on Noah’s features; today, it was all amber and warmth, as if the city had decided to show him a different side of the same face.
“So,” Noah said. “Lesson one in ‘Not Terrifying People.’”
Dante lifted his chin a fraction.
“Do I terrify you?” he asked.
Something small and unwelcome flicked at the back of his chest—muscle memory of other men who liked having him cornered under simple questions—but he made his mouth move anyway.
Noah’s lips parted, amusement and something else catching there. “That’s advanced coursework. We’re on basic social interaction for now.” 
“A simple question,” Dante said.

“A simple question with a complicated answer,” Noah countered. “Which is your specialty, apparently.”

The music shifted to something slower, piano and a light beat. Dante’s gaze flicked to the other tables—two women sharing a pastry and laughing quietly, a person in a beanie typing on a laptop plastered with stickers, a couple sitting close enough that their shoulders touched every time they moved. This room carried no visible fear, no tension in the shoulders, no eyes tracking exits.
It was nothing like the sharp-lit boardrooms and shadowed docks he knew; here, even the corners held only soft shadow, the kind cast by plants and hanging lights, not by men.
He didn’t belong here. Not really. The realization pressed against the inside of his skin at every angle.

Yet Noah sat across from him like the booth had been built with room for both of them.

“Relax your shoulders,” Noah said.

Dante returned his attention to him. “‘Relax’ is not a precise instruction.”

“Fine,” Noah said. “Drop them. You’re wearing them like earrings.”

Earrings.

The image landed in his mind and refused to leave. His shoulders obeyed before he debated whether to be offended. Muscle slid downward, reluctant but responsive, tugging against a chain of old habits.

“Better,” Noah said. “Now, face. You have two settings—‘passport photo’ and ‘witness protection,’ and both are a little much.”

“This is my face,” Dante said.

“Sure,” Noah said. “But it does other things. I saw one of them yesterday.”

Heat flickered in his chest again at the memory of the studio, the way Noah’s attention had felt like someone had opened a window no one knew existed. The almost-smile had escaped without permission. Apparently, it had stayed logged in Noah’s records.
That memory sat in him like a faint line of light under a door, something he hadn’t meant to leave on.
“You want me to...perform,” Dante said. “Manufacture expressions for strangers.”

“I want you to stop broadcasting ‘do not approach’ by accident,” Noah said. “People in meetings make decisions with their guts. You walk in and their guts say ‘large predator’ before you even speak.”

“Predators command respect,” Dante pointed out.

“They also make investors sweat through their suits,” Noah replied. “Which is not the mood you want when asking for money.”

The validity of that point curled around the back of Dante’s neck. He lifted the mug again, not for the drink this time but for something to occupy his hands while the rest of him resettled. The ceramic pressed into his palms, solid and warm. He wrapped both hands around it, fingers overlapping slightly.

Noah’s gaze dropped to the mug and lingered.

“There,” Noah said quietly. “That. That’s good.”

Dante glanced at his hands.

“You’re holding it like...people do,” Noah explained, mouth quirking. “Both hands, close to you. Makes you look less like you’re planning a corporate coup and more like you’re just...having coffee.”

“I am planning a corporate coup,” Dante said.

“I know,” Noah said. “But they don’t need to know that in the first ten seconds.”

He held Dante’s eyes, steady and without flinch, as if they were discussing camera lenses instead of survival-level strategy. The air under the lamp warmed another degree, the steam between them rising and dispersing in small, shifting veils.
The light made a soft halo on the table between their mugs, a pale circle where both of their shadows brushed the edge and overlapped.
“Look,” Noah said, leaning back slightly. “Let’s start with something easy. You come into a room. Someone introduces themselves. You say...?”

“‘Dante Rossi,’” he answered. “Stated clearly. No unnecessary elaboration.”

“And your face does...this.” Noah imitated his neutral expression with unnerving accuracy, flattening his mouth into a thin line, eyes cool, shoulders squared.

The impression landed with a jolt of recognition that carried a hint of embarrassment with it, a rare sensation that made his fingers tighten around the mug. The foam on the surface trembled.

“Too much,” Noah said. “That face says ‘I have your search history.’”

“I might,” Dante said.

“That’s not the point,” Noah replied.

He dragged his chair an inch closer, the metal legs scraping lightly against the floor. The booth narrowed, the distance between them shrinking without tipping into discomfort. The change in proximity pulled the scent of Noah’s coffee into sharper focus, hazelnut and sugar mixing with the darker bitterness of Dante’s own drink.

“Try this,” Noah said. “Look at me like you did when you asked if I’d take the job. Not the words. The part after. When you were waiting.”

Dante kept his gaze level. His chest tightened slightly at the memory of standing in the studio, of the way silence had stretched while Noah’s fingers hovered near the check. There had been a particular strain in that pause—a stretch between the need to control and the need to ask.

He let that tension back into his eyes now, but not the steel that usually accompanied it. More of the open line, less of the barbed wire.

Noah’s face shifted as he watched, one eyebrow arching. “Okay,” he said softly. “Better. Less homicide, more human. Keep that.”

“Homicide is not my default,” Dante said.

“Tell that to your cheekbones,” Noah muttered.

The comment might have been ridiculous in any other mouth. Here, paired with the small, involuntary smile that followed it, the line slotted into something that felt suspiciously like ease. The muscles at the back of Dante’s neck loosened a fraction.

He let out a breath that came out slower than he’d intended.

Noah’s gaze flicked down to his mouth for a second, then back up.

“Now,” Noah said. “Smile.”

Dante’s fingers tightened around the mug again. The foam quivered. “You saw my attempt in the mirror image you showed me yesterday.”

“And it was better than nothing,” Noah said. “But we’re aiming for something that doesn’t make people wonder if you’re about to charge them interest.”

“I do charge them interest,” Dante said.

“Stop helping my analogies,” Noah sighed.

The sound made the corner of Dante’s chest itch, an urge to smooth out the faint line between Noah’s brows. He stayed still instead, invisible disciplines drawing tidy lines through his posture.

Noah adjusted his own position, squaring himself more fully toward Dante, shoulders aligned, attention sharpening. His hands flattened on the table, fingers spread, palms open, as if offering something invisible.

“Okay,” he said. “Try this. Think about something that actually makes you feel...good.”

The word hung there like an object suspended by a string.

“You expect me to conjure happiness in a public venue,” Dante said.

“Not happiness,” Noah said. “Just...something that softens you. A quiet thing. Warm. Could be a place. A person. A cat that hates you less today than yesterday.”

Pixel flashed through his memory, claws carefully sheathed as the animal had settled on his lap, purring against his thigh like a small engine. The weight had been light, insignificant in measurable terms, and yet his body remembered it now with surprising clarity—the warmth, the trust, the hesitant acceptance.

His grip on the mug eased. Breath dropped lower.

“There,” Noah said again, voice gentler now. “Something shifted. Stay with it.”

Light from the lamp poured over the table, laying a faint glow along his knuckles. The warmth of the mug seeped into his palms, up through his forearms, into his shoulders, melting a layer of invisible armor. The café’s sound faded at the edges, not completely gone but moved to a lower volume, like a radio turned down in the next room.

“Now,” Noah said. “Let your mouth move a little. Not forced. Just...let whatever you feel reach the surface by about two millimeters.”

“Two millimeters is imprecise,” Dante said.

“It’s as precise as you’re getting,” Noah replied.

A breath moved through him. The pressure in his chest gentled. The memory of Pixel’s weight slid aside, replaced by the image of Noah in the studio doorway, laughing at his own half-panicked joke about capitalism, eyes bright, shoulders loose, like some internal gravity didn’t quite obey the same rules as everyone else’s.

Something inside his face obeyed the instruction before he labeled it. The corners of his mouth lifted, small, uncertain but honest. His eyes stayed locked on Noah’s, catching the reflection of the lamp and the faint movement of others at the edges of his vision.

Noah inhaled softly.

“There it is,” Noah said.

The words came out quiet, like an observation he hadn’t meant to speak. Their weight landed between them with more impact than any formal compliment could have.

The moment stretched. The café hummed on, but the details blurred—steam from nearby cups, the murmur of order numbers, the hiss of milk being frothed. This small circle of lamplight narrowed around the two of them until it felt like the rest of the room existed only to shield this table.
Outside, a cloud slid across the sun, and for a few heartbeats the light in the café dipped, shadows under the table growing a shade deeper before the brightness eased back.
Heat rose low in his throat, catching at the base of his tongue. The muscles at the back of his jaw worked once, the instinct to pull the expression back under control sending a brief ripple through his face.

“Don’t kill it,” Noah said quickly. “That one’s good.”

“I’m not ‘killing’ anything,” Dante said.

“Then stop looking like you’re about to interrogate your own mouth,” Noah replied.

Dante exhaled through his nose, a short, unwilling sound that hovered near a scoff. The almost-smile lingered, more stable now, wearing itself into his features with slow, careful insistence.

Noah sat back, palms still on the table, eyes bright. “This is what people need to see when you walk into a meeting,” he said. “Not the full smile, not yet. Just the possibility of one.”

“They require a promise,” Dante said.

“They require proof you have more than one setting,” Noah said.

The fact that this man—this photographer, this stranger who had become something else in the span of two days—could stand in front of the armored structure of his life and tap it in specific places until something loosened reflected more competence than most consultants he’d hired. That competence came wrapped in a hoodie and quiet sarcasm, which somehow made it more disarming.

Dante’s hands tightened around the mug again, not to brace now but to anchor. The ceramic warmed his skin. The latte’s surface had begun to cool, small bubbles forming at the edges, foam losing its strict pattern and softening into something more formless, more human.

“Now,” Noah said. “Let’s add talking. The truly terrifying part.”

“Talking appears to be your specialty,” Dante said.

“Only when I’m not being paid for it,” Noah replied.

He mirrored Dante’s gesture, wrapping both hands around his own mug. Their positions matched, a quiet symmetry that Dale would have called a mirror tactic, a technique Dante had seen in books and training manuals, used to build rapport and dismantle suspicion. Here, it happened without conscious strategy on his side, and the realization scratched pleasantly against old instincts.

“Let’s pretend I’m a potential investor,” Noah said. “I walk into the room. You stand to greet me. You say...?”

“‘Thank you for meeting with me,’” Dante said. “Then I lay out the key metrics. Shipping capacity. Profit margins. Short-term projections—”

“Stop,” Noah said, holding up a hand. “That’s not terrible. But we’re still in the first five seconds. Try it with that face you’re wearing right now, not the one from the office.”

He nodded toward the bathroom door behind Dante, where a faded poster advertised an open mic night. “You’re at, like, forty percent softness. That’s our baseline.”

“Forty,” Dante repeated.

“It’s a good number,” Noah said. “Anything over seventy and you’ll scare your own board.”

His mouth wanted to tug upward again. The awareness of that desire, the way it lodged behind his ribs and pushed upward instead of downward, startled him more than any external threat had in recent memory.

He straightened, keeping his shoulders lower now than when he’d entered, and imagined a room full of sharp suits and sharper eyes, a long glass table, screens glowing with data. Noah stood in for all of them, hoodie and coffee in a booth instead of tailored wool and bottled water, but somehow more difficult to impress.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” Dante said, his voice pitched slightly warmer than his usual business tone, the edges rounded by the heat still sitting on his tongue.

Noah lifted his chin, receiving the greeting like a test subject. “Good,” he said slowly. “Now...breathe. You sound like it hurt to say that.”

“It did not,” Dante said.

“But it looks like it might have,” Noah replied.

He inhaled. Exhaled. The air moved through his chest more easily now that his spine had surrendered a few degrees of tension.

“Again,” Noah said. “And this time—pretend you’re actually glad I’m there.”

He did it again.

This time, he let the warmth in his chest rise to meet the words, allowed the image of Noah walking into his office to flicker briefly behind the fictitious investor. That did something to the sound, a subtle shift in the way the syllables fell, less command, more invitation.

Noah’s eyes softened.

“There,” Noah said. “That’s the one.”

His gaze dropped briefly to Dante’s hands wrapped around the mug, then rose back up. The familiarity of the motion, the way Noah absorbed details and stored them somewhere behind his eyes, pressed a faint ache into the center of Dante’s sternum.

The café’s ambient noise dipped for a moment as the espresso machine turned off, replaced by the clink of cups and low conversation. A couple at the next table laughed, the sound bright and easy. The rainbow flag sticker on the espresso machine caught the light and flashed briefly as someone walked past.
Rain stains on the outside of the window glass caught that same flash, breaking it into tiny, uneven stars before letting it go.
This place belonged to Noah—this neighborhood, these rooms where people did not stop talking when he entered, where every wall held a color someone had chosen for themselves. Dante’s world ran on rules and hierarchy, controlled rooms and predictable outcomes. This one ran on comfort and noise and people dragging extra chairs to tables without asking permission.

He sat here anyway, his suit absorbing the room’s warmth, his hands wrapped around a latte he had never ordered for himself, listening to the man opposite him detail how to be less terrifying to people who never saw what his world required.

“Next,” Noah said. “Eye contact.”

“You already instructed me to maintain it,” Dante said.

“And you overcorrect,” Noah answered. “You stare. Makes people feel like they











































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Lucian Reef

MAKEIT C Tay Tl

A Light Mafia M/M Romance
in'Seattle





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





