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Chapter 1 --- The Intake

The museum check cleared my account on a Tuesday morning. That was the moment it became real. The contract had been signed for weeks, the design approved, but until that wire transfer landed, a part of me kept waiting for the polite email pulling the plug. Regretfully, due to unforeseen budgetary constraints… It never came. Instead, my phone buzzed with a notification from my bank, and just like that, I was the commissioned artist for the Braxton Museum of Art’s Centennial Gala, tasked with creating a living, gilded sculpture.

My studio, a converted loft in Red Hook with north-facing windows, suddenly felt too small. I spent the rest of that day in a frenzy of preparation, the clinical kind that kept the nerves at bay. I cleaned every surface until the concrete floor shone. I organized my sable brushes by width, my palette knives by flexibility. I laid out fresh rolls of Japanese gampi paper for transferring the gold leaf, checked my stock of slow-drying oil size, and ordered another case of edible gold luster. The air smelled of turpentine and lemon cleaner, a sterile blank slate.

Marco Diaz was scheduled for his intake and measurements at seven PM the next day. The file from the museum’s curator listed his vitals: age 29, height 188 cm, weight 82 kg, retired Olympic diver. There was a headshot attached. It was a professional athletic portrait, water beaded on solemn, handsome features, dark hair plastered back. His eyes held a stillness that seemed at odds with the dynamic force of his profession. I printed it and pinned it to my corkboard, next to my anatomical reference charts. A subject. A canvas. Nothing more.

By six-thirty, I was pacing. I wore my uniform: black linen trousers, a simple black t-shirt, my hair coiled tightly in a bun. Control in the uniform. Power in the preparation. At seven on the dot, the industrial buzzer for the ground-floor door sounded. My heart did a strange, fluttering dive. I pressed the intercom. “Yes?”

“Sasha Vey? It’s Marco Diaz.” The voice was calm, deeper than I’d expected, with a smooth timbre that carried easily through the cheap speaker.

“Come up. Third floor.” I hit the unlock button.

I heard his footsteps on the metal stairs, measured and light. A diver’s grace. He appeared in my open doorway, and the photograph did not do him justice. He was taller, broader in the shoulders, filling the frame with a quiet, physical presence. He wore dark jeans and a grey henley, a simple canvas duffel slung over one shoulder. He paused, taking in the studio, the high ceilings, the tools of my trade laid out like surgical instruments.

“Sasha,” he said, a statement, not a question. He stepped inside.

“Marco. Please, come in.” I gestured to the central cleared space where I’d placed a stool. “Thank you for being punctual.”

He offered a small, easy smile. “Old habit. Coaches aren’t fond of tardiness.” He dropped his duffel by the door and walked toward the stool, his gaze sweeping over my worktables, the gilding supplies, the large, full-length mirror leaning against one wall. “This is quite a space.”

“It serves its purpose.” I picked up my digital calipers and a cloth measuring tape, my tools feeling suddenly alien in my hands. “The intake is fairly straightforward. I need to take precise measurements and do a full-body mapping. It’s for the gilding plan—ensuring the leaf sheets align correctly with your musculature and joint articulation. It’s… clinical.”

“I understand.” He sat on the stool, his posture relaxed but perfectly upright. He watched me as I approached. The room, so vast a moment ago, seemed to shrink to the few feet of air between us. I caught a clean, soap-and-salt scent from him, something outdoors and simple.

“I’ll start with your back, if that’s alright.” My voice sounded too formal, even to me.

“Of course.” He stood, turned his back to me, and without hesitation, pulled the henley over his head in one fluid motion.

The breath I had been holding left me in a silent rush. His back was a masterwork of engineered human form. Defined trapezius muscles flowed into the powerful deltoids of his shoulders. The latissimus dorsi flared like wings, tapering to a narrow waist. Every muscle group was distinct, layered, a topography of strength and discipline. Old, faint silvery scars—the ghosts of pool-edge grazes or forgotten impacts—marred the perfection in a way that made it more real, more human.

“May I touch you?” I asked, the scripted question feeling utterly necessary.

“Yes.” His answer was immediate, quiet.

I started at the crown of his head, the calipers cold against his scalp as I noted the measurement in my notebook. I worked down the column of his spine, C7 to the sacrum, my fingertips tracing the bony landmarks, the tape following the curve. I measured the span of his shoulders, the circumference of his biceps, the length of his forearm. My touch was professional, precise, but the heat of his skin seeped into my fingers. The studio was silent except for the scratch of my pen and the occasional rustle of my clothes.

“Your physique is ideal for this,” I said, the words coming out to fill the quiet. “The definition provides clear planes for the leaf to adhere to. The diver’s control… it will be essential for holding the poses.”

“I’m used to holding still,” he said, his voice a low vibration I could feel through the tape I had across his chest. “Waiting for the starting tone. The stillness before the movement is the hardest part.”

I moved around to his front, and had to consciously keep my gaze fixed on my tools. His chest was just as sculpted, pectorals defined, abdomen a series of taut, carved planes. A trail of dark hair led from his navel down, disappearing into his jeans. I measured his sternum, the width of his ribcage, the distance from his clavicle to his hip bone. My knuckles brushed the warm skin of his abdomen as I adjusted the tape, and a faint tremor went through him. Or was it me?

“You’ll need to remove your jeans for the leg measurements,” I said, forcing my tone to stay flat, instructional. “You can keep your underwear on.”

He didn’t hesitate. His hands went to his belt buckle, the sound of the leather sliding through the loops loud in the quiet room. He pushed the jeans down his legs, stepped out of them, and stood before me in simple black boxer briefs. His legs were pillars of power—quads deeply cut, calves defined, the muscles speaking of thousands of launches and landings.

I knelt. This was worse and better. Worse because my face was now level with his thighs, the thin cotton of his briefs doing little to hide the solid weight of him underneath. Better because I could focus on the task, on the numbers. I measured the length of his femur from greater trochanter to lateral condyle, the circumference of his thigh midway down. My hands spanned the hard curve of his calf. His skin was warm, smooth save for the coarse hair on his legs.

“You’re very thorough,” he remarked. I glanced up. He was looking down at me, his expression unreadable. There was no discomfort in his stance, only a patient, watchful calm.

“It has to be perfect. A millimeter’s misalignment in the mapping and the leaf will buckle or tear when you move.” I sat back on my heels, the measuring complete. I gestured to the full-length mirror. “Now for the mapping. I need to mark the key muscular divisions with a water-soluble pencil. It will wash off. It’s just a guide.”

He walked to the mirror, his movements economical. I followed with my pencil and a small bowl of water. Standing behind him, I looked at our reflection. Him, nearly nude, a statue of flesh and potential. Me, clothed in black, the artist with her tool. The dynamic was clear, established. So why did my pulse thrum in my throat?

I started on his back again, using the pencil to draw light lines along the borders of his major muscle groups: the division between deltoid and trapezius, the curve of the latissimus dorsi, the groove of his spine. The pencil tip dragged softly over his skin. He watched in the mirror, his eyes following my movements.

“Does the commission make you nervous?” he asked suddenly.

My hand paused. “The scale of it does. The visibility. I don’t get to hide mistakes in a back room.”

“But you’re not making a mistake.” It wasn’t flattery. It was a simple observation.

“Not if I’m meticulous.” I continued drawing, moving down to the gentle swell of his glutes, marking the line where the muscle met the back of his thigh. The air between my body and his felt charged, thick. I was close enough to feel the radiant heat from his skin. “What about you? Standing still for hours, being painted… it’s not the same as a competition.”

“It’s still a performance,” he said, his eyes meeting mine in the glass. “A different kind of discipline. I’m interested in the process. In being transformed.”

I moved around to his front. This was the most intimate part, marking the lines across his chest, down the centerline of his abdomen. I had to get close, my arm reaching across his body. My breath ghosted over his collarbone. I drew a line down his sternum, the pencil whispering over his skin. My focus was absolute, until it wasn’t. My gaze, against all my training, dipped below the waistband of his briefs.

There, nestled behind the dark cotton, was a clear, hardening outline. He was aroused. The fact was stark, undeniable. A hot flush crawled up my neck. I forced my eyes back to my work, finishing the line down to his navel. My hand, for the first time all evening, shook slightly.

He saw it. Of course he did. He said nothing.

I finished the mapping on his legs, kneeling again, drawing lines along the quadriceps, around the kneecap, down the tibia. The silence was no longer sterile; it was dense, loaded. When I finally stood, my knees ached. “That’s it. The mapping is done.”

He turned from the mirror to face me. We were inches apart. I could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, the faint stubble along his jaw. The water-soluble lines made a blueprint of his body on his skin, a map only I could read.

“What’s next?” he asked, his voice a low murmur.

“You can get dressed.” I took a deliberate step back, breaking the proximity. “The first gilding session is tomorrow night. Same time. I’ll start with your back and shoulders. The oil size needs twelve hours to reach perfect tack. The process… it’s slow. You’ll need patience.”

He pulled his henley back on, covering the mapped territories of his chest. He stepped into his jeans, fastened them. The ordinary acts of dressing felt strangely voyeuristic now. When he was clothed, he shouldered his duffel but didn’t move to leave.

“You asked before you touched,” he said.

“It’s protocol.”

“It was considerate.” He held my gaze for a beat too long. “Tomorrow, then.”

He left, his footsteps receding down the stairwell. I stood in the center of the studio, surrounded by the tools of my trade. The scent of him lingered—soap, salt, and something warmer, thicker, distinctly male. In the mirror, the ghost of his reflection still hung in the space where he had stood. The clinical intake was finished. Lines had been drawn, both on his skin and in the air between us. Tomorrow the gold would meet that skin. I had no idea how I was supposed to keep my professional distance when my subject, my canvas, had looked at me with an understanding that settled low in my belly and refused to leave.

The studio held his absence like a held breath. I moved through the next hour on autopilot, sterilizing the space again, returning the calipers and tape to their drawers, wiping down the stool. The water-soluble lines on his skin would already have faded in the shower. Gone. A temporary blueprint. But the image of them—of him standing before the mirror with those guiding marks and the frank, heavy response of his body—stayed etched behind my eyelids.

Sleep was shallow and fitful. I dreamed of gold leaf clinging to my fingers, of my hands sliding on oil-slick skin, of a diving board that never ended.

By the next evening I had rebuilt my professional walls brick by brick. The gold leaf lay on its gampi paper, twenty-four sheets of twenty-three-karat, each a fragile, luminous rectangle. The oil size—a slow-drying, honey-colored adhesive—rested in a porcelain bowl. My sable brushes, from the one-inch flat to the fine-tipped liner, stood upright in a jar like soldiers. I wore black again, but this time a sleeveless turtleneck and wide-legged trousers, my hair pinned so tightly my scalp ached. Armor.

At seven the buzzer sounded. My heart did not flutter. It hammered, a solid, percussive knock against my ribs.

He came up the stairs wearing a long dark overcoat, unbuttoned, over loose linen drawstring pants. No shirt beneath. He carried the same duffel.

“Sasha,” he said in greeting, his voice a calm pool in my churning sea.

“Marco. Come in.” I gestured to the center of the room where I had laid a large clean drop cloth and placed a low, backless stool. “You can leave your things on the bench by the door.”

He shed the coat, confirming the lack of a shirt. His torso was a familiar landscape now, but no less potent for the familiarity. The linen pants hung low on his hips. He set the duffel on the bench and walked to the stool, bare feet silent on the concrete.

“The process is methodical,” I began, falling into the lecture I had prepared. “I’ll apply the size to a section of your skin. It needs about ten minutes to reach the perfect tack—dry to the touch, yet still sticky enough to hold the leaf. Then I’ll lay the leaf using the transfer paper and a brush, burnish it gently, and brush away the excess. The oil will take roughly twelve hours to cure fully. During that time you cannot shower, sweat excessively, or compress the skin too much.” I faltered on the last instruction. “Sleeping will be a challenge.”

He nodded, following. “Understood. Where do you want me?”

“Sit on the stool. Facing away. I’ll start with the broad planes of your back and shoulders. It’s the easiest area to learn the rhythm.”

He sat, his back to me, posture effortlessly straight. The muscles of his back were relaxed but defined, a silent testament to his discipline. North light from the windows fell across his skin, highlighting the gentle valleys of his spine.

I took a deep breath, pulling the scent of turpentine and linseed oil into my lungs. My studio. My rules. My art.

I picked up the bowl of size and the one-inch flat brush. “This will feel cool.”

I dipped the brush, letting the excess drip back into the bowl. Then, with a steady hand I willed into existence, I touched the bristles to the crest of his left shoulder.

He did not flinch. A soft, almost inaudible sigh escaped him as the cool liquid painted a stroke down his scapula. I worked in silence, laying down a thin, even layer over the entire expanse of his upper back—trapezius, deltoids, the broad latissimus dorsi. The brush dragged over his skin, leaving a glossy amber trail. My world narrowed to the connection of bristle and epidermis, the visual transformation of matte skin to a shimmering wet map. I was careful, precise, avoiding the sensitive channel of his spine for now.

When his back was fully coated, I set the brush aside. “Now we wait for the tack. About ten minutes. You’ll feel it change.”

“I’m good at waiting,” he said, his voice slightly muffled as he faced away.

I busied myself with preparing the gold leaf, checking the alignment of the transfer papers, wiping my hands on a clean rag. The silence stretched, but it was different from yesterday. It was a waiting silence, full of potential energy.

“Can I ask you something about the process?” he asked after a few minutes.

“Of course.”

“You said the size is slow-drying. What’s in it?”

A technical question. Safe ground. “A blend of linseed oil, damar resin, and a few proprietary ingredients to control the drying time and tack. It’s archival. Once it cures, the gold is bonded. It won’t flake off with movement unless the leaf is stressed at a seam.”

“And the gold itself? Is it real?”

I almost smiled. “Twenty-three karat. Too pure to be hard, so it’s backed with a slight amount of silver for durability. It’s softer than twenty-four karat, easier to work with.” I glanced at the clock. Eight minutes. “The museum spared no expense.”

“They chose the right artist,” he said quietly.

The compliment, so simply stated, disarmed me more than any flirtation could have. I had no rebuttal. Instead I walked around to face him, checking the sheen of the size on his back from the front. It had lost its wet gloss, matting down. I reached out, hesitated, then remembered my own protocol. “I need to test the tack. May I?”

He turned his head slightly, catching my eye. “Yes.”

I used the back of my knuckle, the skin there dry and sensitive. I touched a spot between his shoulder blades. The size was dry, but with a distinct velvety pull. Perfect.

“It’s ready.” My voice had gone husky. I cleared my throat.

I took a sheet of gold on its transfer paper. The leaf, thinner than a human breath, shimmered with a cold lunar light. I positioned the paper over his right shoulder, the gold aligned with the curve of his deltoid. Using a soft clean sable brush, I began to stroke the back of the paper, transferring the leaf onto the sticky size with gentle, even pressure.

The magic of it never faded—the moment the gold adhered, transforming from a separate entity into a second skin, a luminous sheath. I peeled the paper back, revealing a perfect gleaming patch. I used a softer brush to burnish it lightly, then whisked away the ragged edges of excess leaf. The result was a seamless metallic surface that moved with his underlying muscle as he breathed.

A low sound escaped him, almost a hum. “It’s warm.”

“The size generates a slight exothermic reaction as it cures,” I explained, my focus on the next sheet. “And the gold conducts your body heat. It won’t feel cold.”

I laid the next sheet, and the next, building a jigsaw puzzle of light across his shoulders. The room filled with the soft brushing sounds of my work and the slow, even rhythm of his breathing. The professional distance held, but it was a thin veneer. Each time my hand brushed his skin to smooth a leaf, each time I leaned close to inspect a seam, the charge from yesterday returned, amplified by the intimacy of the act. I was literally covering him in gold. I owned every inch of this transformation.

I worked down his back, covering the lats, the lower vertebrae. The brush in my hand was an extension of my will, but my will was beginning to fray at the edges, hyper-aware of the man beneath the gilding.

When I reached the waistband of his linen pants, I paused. The plan called for the gilding to stop here for tonight, at the natural divide. My hand hovered over the small of his back, just above the fabric.

“Sasha.” He said my name softly, without turning.

“Yes?”

“You said the leaf needs to align with musculature and articulation.” His voice was calm, logical. “The glutes are a major muscle group. For the poses the museum sketched… wouldn’t they need to be gilded?”

He was right. The initial design documents showed him in a forward-fold pose, the gilding catching light across his entire posterior chain. My clinical mind agreed. My professional walls trembled.

“They would,” I admitted, my mouth dry.

“Then the map should be followed.” He stated it as fact.

The consent had to be explicit. It was my rule. “I would need you to lower your pants. To the… mid-thigh. For access.” The words were clinical, but they hung in the air, thick and heavy.

A beat of silence. Then, “I consent.”

My heart was a wild thing in my chest. I set down my brush. “Alright.”

He stood, his movements fluid, and hooked his thumbs into the waistband of the loose linen pants. In one smooth motion he pushed them down, baring himself to the hips. He wore nothing underneath. The firm, rounded curves of his glutes were exposed, the skin there paler, flawless. He resumed his seat on the stool, the fabric pooled around his mid-thighs.

The view was utterly, devastatingly erotic. The powerful gilded V of his back tapering down to this intimate, vulnerable flesh. The contrast of the radiant gold against the matte, untouched skin. My breath caught.

I had to work. I picked up the brush and the bowl of size. “This will be cool,” I whispered, the warning automatic.

I painted the size onto his left buttock, the brush sweeping over the curve. His muscle clenched briefly under my touch, then relaxed. I coated the right side, my strokes becoming more confident, covering the full rounded surface. The act was somehow more intimate than anything that had come before. I was in uncharted territory, both of the commission and of myself.

We waited for the tack in a silence that screamed. I could see the slow, steady rise and fall of his ribs. I prepared the gold leaf, my fingers fumbling slightly on the delicate paper.

When I laid the first sheet on the high curve of his left cheek, the transformation stole my breath. The gold clung, turning the human flesh into a thing of myth, a statue’s perfect metallic form. I burnished it, my palm pressing against the warm, now-gilded skin. The heat was intense, radiating through the thin metal.

I was so focused on the task, on the mesmerizing effect, that I did not realize my own transgression until it was done. My left hand, acting on some deep instinctual need to steady the work, had come to rest on his bare, un-gilded thigh. The skin was hot, the muscle rock-solid beneath my palm.

We both froze.

The touch was not in the protocol. It was not clinical. It was possessive, grounding, intimate.

I snatched my hand back as if scalded. “I’m sorry. That was unprofessional.”

He turned his head and looked at me over his shoulder. Gold caught the left side of his face and turned it into something lit from within; the right side stayed ordinary skin, ordinary bone. The contrast made my throat tighten.

“I didn’t mind,” he said. His voice came out low, roughened at the edges.

The words sat between us. I stared at my own hand—the one that had pressed the gold to his skin—as if it had acted without me. The studio, the half-finished canvases stacked against the far wall, the strict line I had drawn for myself when I took the commission, all of it pulled back until only the two of us remained in the low light.

I laid the last sheet across the curve of his glute and brushed away the loose flakes with careful strokes. My hands stayed steady. Everything else inside me had moved.

“It’s done,” I said. The words barely reached the air. “For tonight.”

He rose. The gold across his back fractured the lamplight into quick, bright shards that slid over muscle as he turned. Linen pants still hung low on his hips. Above the waistband his torso shimmered, a living surface meant for worship. Below it he was only skin and the faint shadow of hair leading downward. The division ran exactly where my hand had lingered.

He studied his own chest in the mirror, then glanced back at me. “It’s incredible.” A beat. “Your hands. They’re sure.”

They didn’t feel sure. They felt like they were still humming from the contact. “It’s my job.”

“Is it?” he asked.

He stepped in. The space between us disappeared. I caught the clean scent of his skin under the sharp, nutty smell of the drying size and something warmer that belonged only to him. He looked at the bowl of size, the brushes, the remaining sheets of gold leaf.

“Tomorrow,” he said, eyes returning to mine, “you’ll do the front.”

Not a question. A decision already made.

He tugged the linen pants higher, covering the new gold, and shrugged into his overcoat without buttoning it. The dark wool parted over his chest and shoulders, revealing bright, illicit flashes of metal against skin. He shouldered his duffel, paused at the door.

“Thank you, Sasha. For the art.” The small, easy smile returned—the one that belonged to the diver who dropped thirty feet into cold water without hesitation. Then he was gone.

I stayed where I was, surrounded by the night’s debris: crumpled transfer papers, brushes standing in solvent, fine gold dust still drifting in the air. My right hand still held the burnishing brush. My left palm remembered the heat of his skin.

I crossed to the mirror he had used. The woman looking back at me had perfect hair and clean black clothes. Her face gave nothing away. Her eyes did. They were wide and dark and fixed on something that was no longer there.

Tomorrow the front. The pectorals I had measured with clinical tape. The abdomen that had tightened under my fingers. The line that ran lower still.

The distance I kept between myself and the work lay in pieces on the floor. Every stroke of the brush had erased another inch of it. The commission was real. The gold on his skin was real. And the heat that had started as a single spark now waited, low and steady, for the next night and the next touch to feed it.


Chapter 2 — The Front

Forty-eight hours later, the scent of him still lingered in the studio.

It was faint, mixed with the sharp, clean notes of turpentine and the honeyed smell of the gilding oil, but it was there. A ghost of salt and clean sweat and something distinctly, maddeningly Marco. I’d opened every window, run the air filtration system for hours, and still, it clung to the drop cloths, the leather of my work stool, the very air.

I was being ridiculous. An artist doesn’t smell her subject. An artist measures, maps, and executes.

But my hands, as I laid out the fresh sheets of 23-karat gold leaf on the gilder’s cushion, trembled.

Tonight was the front. The clinical term from my chart was “Anterior thoracic and abdominal mapping.” In the quiet, private theater of my mind, it was simply the territory I’d been avoiding since the moment I’d first pressed a measuring tape against his sternum. Pectorals. Abdomen.

The defined grooves of his Adonis belt leading like a golden road into the low-slung waistband of the dark briefs he would wear.

My professional distance was a lie I told myself while setting up. I arranged my sable brushes by size. I warmed the gilding oil between my palms. I checked the studio lights, adjusting them to a warm, raking angle that would catch every contour of his musculature. Every movement was a ritual, an incantation to summon control.

The knock at the studio door was precisely at seven.

I took a breath that felt too shallow, smoothed my hands down my black linen trousers, and went to answer.

Marco stood in the hallway, the same duffel bag over his shoulder, wearing a simple grey t-shirt and dark jeans. The sight of him clothed was almost more disorienting than his near-nakedness. It was a reminder of a world outside this room, where he wasn’t my canvas.

“Right on time,” I said, my voice thankfully steady.

He stepped inside, his eyes sweeping the prepared space. “I aim to please.” His gaze landed on me. “You look… focused.”

“It’s a complicated section,” I said, turning away to busy myself at the worktable. “The musculature is more detailed than the back. More planes to consider.”

I heard the soft rustle of his bag hitting the floor, the whisper of fabric. I didn’t turn around. I listened to the sounds of him undressing—the slide of cotton over skin, the soft thud of jeans being stepped out of. The sound of his bare feet on the polished concrete floor. My throat went dry.

“Ready,” he said, his voice closer than I expected.

I turned.

He stood by the posing platform, already in the dark briefs, his hands resting loosely at his sides. The gold leaf from the first session still faintly adorned his shoulders and upper back, a soft, precious sheen against his skin. But the front of him was untouched, a vast, sculpted landscape waiting for my hand.

He was breathtaking. The defined pectorals, the hard ridges of his abdomen, the trail of dark hair that disappeared beneath the band of his underwear. My artist’s mind cataloged the way the light caught the dip of his collarbone, the shadow between his pecs. My body, the one I tried so hard to ignore, responded with a low, deep pulse of heat.

“We’ll start standing,” I said, my tone clinical. “I need to map the major planes while you’re upright. Gravity affects the skin.”

He gave a slight nod, his eyes never leaving mine.

I picked up my charcoal pencil and the large sketch pad. “Arms relaxed, but away from your sides. Like this.” I demonstrated.

He mirrored my pose, the movement making the muscles in his shoulders and chest shift fluidly. I approached, the pad held like a shield. The air between us crackled, thick with unsaid things.

I began to draw, quick, confident lines mapping the topography of his chest. The pencil was an extension of my will, a thing of control. But my proximity to him was its own kind of torture. I could feel the heat radiating from his skin. I caught the scent of him again, clean and male, without the barrier of clothes.

“Your heart rate is elevated,” I murmured, my eyes on the line I was drawing from his sternum to his navel.

“Is it?”

“I can see the pulse in your throat.”

“Maybe it’s the artist’s effect,” he said, his voice low.

I didn’t answer. I finished the sketch, stepping back. “Okay. On the platform, please. Recline. Support your head with the bolster.”

He moved with that athlete’s grace, lying back on the draped platform.

The position was even more exposing. His abdomen tightened, the muscles standing in sharp relief. His briefs felt like the flimsiest of borders.

I mixed the gilding oil, warming it. The studio was silent except for the soft brush of sable against glass. I selected the wide, flat brush for the initial sizing.

“This will be cool,” I said, standing at his side. “Then it warms as it sets.”

“I remember.”

I dipped the brush. Held it over the center of his chest. My hand was steady. My breath was not.

“I’m starting on the sternum,” I stated, for the record, for myself.

“Okay.”

The first touch of the oil-slick brush to his skin was an electric shock that traveled straight up my arm. He inhaled, sharp and quiet. I dragged the brush downward, covering the broad plane of his pectorals. The oil gleamed, turning his skin into a luminous, wet map. I worked methodically, covering the defined mounds, swathing the dips and valleys. The brush moved over his nipple and he twitched, a small, involuntary jerk.

“Sorry,” he breathed.

“Sensitive?”

“Very.”

I filed that away, a piece of data that burned. I moved to his other side, repeating the process. The scent of the oil, of him, filled my head. My world narrowed to the brush in my hand, the golden skin beneath it, and the sound of his breathing, which was growing less even.

The broad planes done, I switched to a smaller brush for the intercostal muscles, the detailed spaces between his ribs. This required precision.

This required me to lean in close, my face inches from his skin. My breath ghosted over his abdomen as I worked. I saw the fine tension in his jaw, the way his hands had curled slightly where they rested by his hips.

I was painting a god. And the god was trembling under my touch.

I finished the sizing layer. His torso shone under the lights, a masterpiece of oil and anticipation. I cleaned the brush, my movements deliberate, giving the oil a moment to reach the perfect tack.

“It needs a minute,” I said, my voice husky. I turned to the gilder’s cushion, where the sheets of gold lay like captured sunlight. I picked up the gilder’s tip, a fine brush charged with static, and lifted a sheet. It floated, impossibly delicate.

I returned to him. This was the magic. The laying of the metal. The transformation.

I brought the sheet over his left pectoral. Using a soft pad, I pressed it onto the tacky oil. The gold adhered instantly, becoming a part of him. I burnished it with a gentle, circular motion of the pad, the metal smoothing, conforming, shining. A perfect, shimmering skin.

A soft sigh escaped him. “God, that feels…”

“How?” The word was out before I could stop it.

“Alive,” he whispered. “Like you’re waking up my nerves one by one.”

I moved to the other side, laying another sheet. The process was hypnotic. The crackle of the transfer paper peeling away, the soft whisper of the pad burnishing, the gradual revelation of gilded flesh.

He was becoming art under my hands. And with every stroke of the pad, every brush of my fingers against his skin, the professional wall I’d built turned to smoke.

I worked down his sternum, laying narrow strips of leaf. I gilded the ridges of his abdomen, each defined square a separate conquest. The brush of my knuckles against his skin was no longer accidental. It was constant. A necessary part of the work. A lie I was starting to believe.

I was at his navel, a delicate, deep hollow. I sized it with a tiny brush, my other hand splayed on his lower abdomen to steady myself. My thumb rested just above the waistband of his briefs. I felt the hard muscle beneath, the jump of a tendon.

I laid a small, perfect square of gold over his navel. Burnished it.

The studio was utterly silent, a vacuum of anticipation.

My gaze traveled lower. The territory below his navel, the V of his hips, the top of his briefs. The commission specs were clear: full body gilding. The museum’s living sculpture would be head to toe in gold.

There was no professional reason to stop.

Every personal reason screamed at me to flee.

I looked at his face. His eyes were open, dark and watchful, fixed on me. His lips were parted. His chest, now half-gilded, rose and fell with a rhythm that was anything but calm.

“Marco.” My voice was a thread.

“Yes, Sasha?”

“The… the gilding. The design extends…” I gestured vaguely toward his hips.

“I know.”

“I need to… to continue. To lay the gold along the iliac crest. Here.”

I touched my own hipbone, then, before I could think, let my fingers brush against his, just above the briefs. The contact was a spark. We both felt it.

He didn’t move. “Then continue.”

“It’s…” I swallowed. “It’s a sensitive area. Intrusive.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. Not quite a smile. A challenge. “You asked. At the intake. You said you’d ask before you touched. Before you went… lower.”

I had. I’d built the consent into the process. A safety net. Now it felt like a tightrope.

“I’m asking.” The words were barely audible.

He held my gaze, the heat in his eyes stripping me bare. “My answer is yes.”

Permission. Clear, verbal, adult. It hung between us, thick and heavy.

My hands were not steady now. I put down the burnishing pad. I picked up the sizing brush again. I dipped it, the oil dripping like liquid amber.

“I’m going to touch your hip,” I said, naming it. “To apply the size.”

“Okay.”

I knelt beside the platform, my knees on the hard floor. The change in height brought my face level with his abdomen, with the waistband of his dark briefs. I could see the tension in the fabric. The clear evidence of his arousal pushing against the cotton.

My own body clenched in response, a flood of heat between my legs.

I took a breath that did nothing to calm me. I brought the brush to the sharp jut of his right hip bone, just above the fabric. The touch was a brand. He sucked in a sharp breath, his abdominal muscles contracting hard.

I painted a line along the crest of his hip, the brush dragging through the trail of dark hair. The oil gleamed. My fingers, holding his hip to steady him, dug into his skin. I was marking him. Claiming him.

“Other side,” I whispered, my voice wrecked.

He shifted, giving me access. I repeated the process on his left hip, my movements less controlled, more desperate. The brush slipped, a stroke of oil smearing onto the black cotton of his briefs, darkening it. A mistake. A glorious, telling mistake.

I put the brush down. My hands were empty. My body was throbbing.

I looked up at him. He was watching me, his expression a war between patience and pure, unadulterated need.

The gold leaf. I had to lay the gold.

I fumbled for the gilder’s tip, for a sheet. My hands shook. The fragile leaf tore, fluttering to the floor in useless fragments. A curse died on my lips.

“Sasha.” His voice scraped low, gravel dragged over stone.

I lifted my head.

“Forget the gold for a second.”

“I can’t. It’s the…”

“It’s the alibi,” he finished for me, pulling the words straight from the thought I’d buried days ago. “The art is the alibi. But we both know what’s happening.”

My lungs emptied. Nothing left to hide behind.

He reached down and caught my wrist where it lay on his gilded abdomen. Heat poured off his skin; the gold leaf stayed cool under my palm. His fingers closed, not asking. Anchoring.

“What do you want?” The question landed direct, impossible to dodge.

I stared at our hands, at my pale fingers against the hard, oil-slick muscle of his forearm. I wanted the control I’d thrown away. I wanted to give up the control I’d never truly held. I wanted to feel every inch of the man I’d turned into living gold, to prove he was still breathing and hungry under my hands.

I met his eyes. “I want to touch you. Without the brush.”

His grip pulsed once, pure heat. “Then touch me.”

That was all I needed. All the permission I would ever take.

I slipped my wrist free only to bring both hands to his skin—bare, ungloved, nothing professional left between us. I spread my palms flat over his gilded pectorals. The gold leaf felt smooth, cool, perfect. Under it his skin burned, his heartbeat slamming against my right palm in a frantic rhythm.

A sound broke from him, half groan, half sigh. His head dropped back against the bolster. His eyes closed.

I explored. I traced the lines I’d painted, the borders where art met flesh. My hands slid down the oil-slick center of his chest, over the hard ridges of his abdomen. My thumbs dragged along the sensitive undersides of his pectorals and he arched off the platform with a sharp, startled gasp.

“Sasha…”

His hands came up, not to stop me, but to clench at his sides, knuckles bloodless. The diver’s discipline, holding on.

I leaned in, my face close to his shining skin. Oil, gold, and the salt-musky scent of him filled my head. My lips followed where my hands had gone. I pressed a kiss, soft and closed, to the center of his gold-covered chest.

He shuddered.

Emboldened, I opened my mouth. The gilding oil tasted bitter and herbal on my tongue; beneath it, the salt of his skin. I kissed a path downward, following the dark trail of hair, my tongue flicking out to taste his navel. The gold leaf there crumpled under the wet heat of my mouth.

His hips jerked up off the platform. A broken sound tore from his throat.

I was kneeling between his legs now, my own body slick and aching. My hands found the waistband of his briefs. Fingers hooked under the elastic. I looked up the length of him, along the gilded landscape I’d created, until I reached his face.

His eyes were open again, blazing down at me. His jaw locked tight.

“Can I?” The words came out ragged.

“Yes.” A growl. “God, yes.”

I dragged the briefs down and freed him.

His cock sprang free, thick, hard, flushed dark. The only part of him untouched by gold. Pre-cum beaded at the slit, a single bright drop against the ruddy skin.

The sight punched the air from my lungs. This was real. This was need, stripped bare.

I wrapped my hand around him. My fingers met around the shaft, slick with oil from his skin. Velvet heat over steel, heavy and burning in my grip. He cried out, raw and unfiltered, the sound bouncing off the high studio ceiling.

I stroked him once, twice, learning his weight, the way he pulsed. His hips thrust up into my fist, desperate.

“Please,” he choked. “Your mouth. I need your mouth.”

The words, so blunt, so hungry, snapped the last thread of hesitation. I bent my head, hair falling forward like a curtain, sealing us inside our own golden space.

I took him into my mouth.

Salt and skin and the particular taste of him flooded my tongue. He stretched my lips wide. I relaxed my jaw and took him deeper, pressing the flat of my tongue against the sensitive underside.

His hands flew to my hair, fingers twisting in the strands—not pushing, just holding on as his body bowed. “Fuck… Sasha…”

I sucked, licked, explored. I worshipped the only part of him I hadn’t covered in gold. My own need throbbed between my legs, hot and insistent. I rocked against my own thigh, the friction nowhere near enough.

I worked him with my mouth until he swelled harder, until his breathing turned to ragged gasps. His grip tightened in my hair.

“I’m close,” he warned, voice strangled. “So close.”

I pulled off, letting him slip from my lips with a wet sound. I looked up, mouth swollen, chin slick. “Not yet.”

He stared at me, eyes glassy, desperate. “What—”

I stood on unsteady legs. My fingers went to the buttons of my black linen shirt. One by one I opened them, eyes locked on his. I shrugged the shirt off and let it fall. My bra followed. Cool studio air hit my bare breasts, tightening my nipples.

His gaze darkened as it traveled over me, hunger raw and matching my own.

“I want you,” I said, the words finally loose. “Here. Now. I want to feel all of you.”

I unbuttoned my trousers, shoved them and my underwear down together, and stepped out. Naked in front of him while he lay half-gilded, half-undressed, cock hard and flushed against his stomach.

“You’re…” He swallowed. “You’re incredible.”

I didn’t feel incredible. I felt exposed. Desperate. Powerful.

I climbed onto the platform and straddled his thighs. My knees sank into the drop cloth on either side of his hips. My bare pussy hovered inches above his cock, heat radiating between us.

I leaned forward, bracing my hands on his gilded chest. The gold leaf had warmed from his skin and my touch. I lowered my head and kissed him, deep, letting him taste himself on my tongue.

His hands came up to cradle my face, then slid down my back, dragging me flush against him. The shock of his hard, oiled body against my soft, bare one stole my breath. Skin slid over skin, slick and burning.

His palms cupped my ass, squeezing, pulling me tighter. His cock pressed against my stomach, leaving a damp trail.

“I need to be inside you,” he murmured against my mouth, voice thick. “Please.”

I reached between us and took him in hand again. I guided the head of his cock to my entrance, wet and ready, and held him there, teasing us both with the barest pressure.

“Sasha,” he begged, composure shattered.

I looked into his eyes and saw the diver’s calm gone, replaced by something wild and beautiful. I nodded.

Then I sank down onto him in one slow, devastating glide.

He filled me, stretched me, the thick heat of him pushing deep. A cry ripped from my throat; his groan answered it. For a moment we stayed locked like that, joined, breathing hard into the narrow space between our mouths.

I began to move.

Slow at first, a deep rolling grind of my hips. The gold leaf on his chest crackled softly under my palms. The wet sounds of our bodies meeting filled the studio. His hands gripped my hips, fingers digging in, guiding but letting me lead. His eyes stayed on mine, dark and intense, watching every flicker that crossed my face.

“Look at you,” he breathed, voice ragged. “Goddess.”

I was no goddess. I was a woman coming apart on top of the man I’d turned to gold. Every slide of him inside me sent sparks racing through my veins. The angle hit deep, perfect. With every downward stroke his pelvis dragged against my clit, sending sharp jolts straight to my core.

I leaned back, bracing my hands on his thighs, changing the angle. He groaned, head tipping back. The new position gave me a clear view of my own body, pale and trembling, moving over his gilded form. Obscene. Beautiful. Mine.

I rode him harder, thighs burning. The air thickened with the slap of skin, our harsh breaths, my soft involuntary cries. His hands slid up my sides, thumbs brushing the undersides of my breasts before he cupped them, thumbs circling my nipples.

Too much. The sight, the feel, the sheer wrongness of it. My studio, my temple of control, had become a den of sweat and sex and gold dust. My climax coiled tight and low in my belly.

“Marco,” I gasped. “I’m… I can’t…”

“Let go,” he urged, voice guttural. “Come for me. Come on my cock.”

The filthy words undid me. The coil snapped. Pleasure tore through me in blinding waves. I cried out, body clamping around him, shuddering as I milked him through it.

My orgasm dragged his over the edge. With a raw roar he thrust up into me, hips leaving the platform, burying himself as deep as he could go. I felt him pulse, hot and endless, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to bruise as he emptied inside me.

The world returned in pieces. The low hum of the studio lights. The smell of sex and oil and sweat. The feel of him still inside me, softening. Crumpled gold leaf sticking to my damp skin.

I collapsed forward onto his chest, careful to avoid the mess between us. My ear pressed to his sternum, listening to his heartbeat slow from its frantic gallop. His arms came around me. One hand stroked my damp hair.

We lay like that for long minutes, silent except for our breathing. Sweat cooled on my skin. Reality, with all its complications, began to seep back in.

I was naked in my studio, on top of my nude, partially gilded model, our bodies still joined. The front of him was a shimmering masterpiece now ruined by smears and my handprints. The work was destroyed.

The thought hit like cold water.

I stirred, starting to pull away.

“Don’t,” he murmured, arms tightening.

“The gold,” I said, voice hoarse. “It’s… I smeared it.”

“It’s just gold leaf, Sasha.”

“It’s the commission.” I pushed myself up, disengaging from his body. The loss of him felt physical, a hollow ache. I looked down at the damage. Clear handprints marked his pectorals. The gold over his navel was torn where my mouth had been. The careful lines were blurred.

I climbed off the platform on unsteady legs. Found my shirt and pulled it on without bothering to button it. It felt like a useless shield.

He sat up slowly, wincing. He looked down at his own body, at the compromised art. Then he looked at me, expression unreadable.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted. “That was… I shouldn’t have…”

“Which part?” he asked quietly. “The part where you asked? The part where I said yes? Or the part where we both clearly wanted it more than our next breath?”

His calm scraped against my panic like sandpaper. “All of it! I crossed a line. I ruined the session. This is a professional commission, and I just… I just fucked the subject on the work platform.”

“I recall participating,” he said dryly. He rose, movements still fluid, and stepped toward me—golden, naked, utterly unselfconscious. “And for the record, it was incredible.”

I turned away and grabbed a clean rag and a bottle of solvent. “It was a mistake. I have to fix this. I have to re-gild.”

His hand caught my wrist, gentle but unyielding. “Sasha. Look at me.”

I couldn’t. The solvent bottle in my other hand held my gaze.

“Did it feel like a mistake while it was happening?”

The question settled between us. My throat tightened. “No,” I whispered.

“Then stop treating it like one.” He took the bottle and rag from my hands and set them aside. “The gold can be fixed. I’m the canvas. I’m here. We have time.”

“We don’t,” I said, panic clawing back up. “The gala is in four weeks. We’re on a schedule. Tonight was supposed to be the front torso, and now…” I gestured at the mess of him. “It’s a mess. It’ll take hours to remove and re-apply. Hours we don’t have.”

He was silent for a moment. Then: “So clean it off.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Clean it off. All of it. Start fresh.” He shrugged. “It’s just materials. You have more.”

The words landed clean and simple. No drama. Just a way back to the work. To protocol.

I took a shaky breath. “Okay. Okay, yes.” I turned, yanking my professional mask back into place. “The solvent is harsh. It’ll sting. Shower’s in the corner. I’ll… I’ll clean up here.”

He nodded, accepting the space I carved between us, and walked to the industrial sink and shower area I used for tools and large pieces. Water hissed on. I heard him step under the spray.

I moved fast. Gathered the crumpled transfer papers. Wiped the platform with a damp cloth. Picked up my discarded clothes and folded them, a pointless gesture while my body still carried the memory of him—my pussy still slick and throbbing from where he’d been inside me. Every shift of air against my skin reminded me.

By the time he emerged, towel low around his waist, skin pink from the scrub, the worst of the evidence had vanished. The studio looked like a workspace again. Except the air between us crackled, heavier now.

He stood before me, clean of gold. Just Marco Diaz. The diver. The man who’d just been inside me.

“The front,” I said, voice too loud in the quiet. “We need to start over.”

“It’s late,” he said softly.

“I’ll work fast.”

He studied me, head tilted. “Sasha. You’re shaking.”

I looked at my hands. They were. I clenched them into fists. “Adrenaline crash. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine.” He took a step closer. “We don’t have to do more tonight.”

“We do. The schedule…”

“Fuck the schedule.” The curse landed blunt from him, startling me. “This isn’t a factory line. This is art. And what just happened… that was part of it, too.”

I shook my head. “It was a lapse. A beautiful, catastrophic lapse.”

“A connection,” he corrected. His fingers lifted toward my face, then stopped. He let the hand fall. “You can’t dress this up and then pretend it never happened. The work will suffer.”

He was right. The knowledge sat cold in my gut. An artist’s hands betrayed every fracture in her focus. My palms would shake. The lines would blur.

I felt the fight drain out of me, shoulders caving inward. “So what do we do?”

“We say it,” he said. “We had sex. Good, consenting, adult sex. It doesn’t have to wreck the commission.”

“And the next session? And the one after that?”

“We take it one stroke at a time,” he said. A small smile touched the corner of his mouth. “Same as the gilding.”

The air left my lungs in a slow, uneven rush. The tight coil in my chest loosened into something heavier, something tired, and beneath that a thin, bright thread I didn’t want to name yet.

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay.” He reached for his duffel. “I’ll go. We’ll finish the front another night.”

He dressed without hurry. I watched him openly this time. The long plane of his back caught the low light. Muscle shifted under skin as he pulled his shirt down. His jeans rode low on his hips, the waistband settling into the faint red marks my fingers had left. I traced every line with my eyes, storing it.

At the door he paused. His gaze found mine and held. The look was new, stripped bare.

“I’ll see you soon, Sasha.”

Then he was gone.

I stayed where I was, feet planted in the middle of the studio. The air still carried the sharp bite of turpentine and the darker, salt-sweet trace of what we had done. A faint smear of gold leaf marked the platform where his back had pressed. The space he had occupied felt larger now that it was empty.

I crossed to the mirror. The woman staring back had wild hair and an open shirt. Finger-shaped bruises bloomed along the curve of one breast. Her mouth looked swollen. Her eyes were no longer only hungry. They looked used. They looked awake.

The front panel remained unfinished, the gold leaf uneven where my attention had fractured. He was right. Gold could be repaired. What had burned away between us could not.

I had four more weeks of these nights. Four more weeks of my hands moving over his skin, of the brush, of the leaf, of the heat that built every time I leaned close enough to smell the clean sweat at his throat.

Now I knew the exact sound he made when he spilled inside me. I knew the weight of him, the way his breath caught and broke. I knew the taste of his mouth when he stopped pretending we were only artist and model.

The knowledge settled low in my belly and stayed there.

The gold was the excuse. The truth was simpler. I already wanted my hands on him again, wanted to cover every inch the museum demanded and then keep going. I wanted to see how far the line would stretch before it snapped.

I buttoned the shirt slowly, all the way to the collar. My fingers trembled. I curled them into fists until the shaking stopped.

I would be ready.


Chapter 3 — The Hips

The studio smelled different on the day we started on the hips.

It was still the same air—turpentine, linseed oil, the faint ozone hum of the overhead lights—but now it held the memory of him. Of us. The scent of clean sweat and the particular warmth of his skin lingered in the drop cloths I’d washed three times, clung to the wooden handle of the sable brush I’d used on his abdomen. My space, my sanctuary, had been irrevocably claimed.

Four days had passed since the front. Four days of trying to work on other projects, my hands shaking over a simple gilded frame. Four nights of lying awake, replaying every touch, every gasp, the solid weight of him pinning me to the floor. The cool shock of the gold-dusted drop cloth against my back. The searing heat of him moving inside me.

I’d spent the morning in a state of hyper-focused preparation. The museum’s conservator had approved the sample squares I’d gilded on pigskin—a deep, radiant burnish for the major muscle groups of the thighs, a lighter, more delicate leaf for the more sensitive hollows.

I’d mixed fresh adhesive oil, its viscosity perfect for the longer, more complex lay required for the curved planes of his pelvis. My tools were laid out with military precision: brushes, guillotine, cotton pads, burnishing tools.

Everything was ready.

Everything except me.

The intercom buzzed at exactly seven PM, the sound jolting through the silent studio like a live wire.

“It’s Marco.”

His voice was calm, familiar. It did things to my stomach.

I pressed the button. “Come up.”

The lock disengaged with a heavy clunk. I heard the steel door at street level groan open, then his footsteps on the concrete stairs—measured, athletic, steady. My own heartbeat was a frantic bird trapped in my ribs.

When he pushed open the studio door, the world tilted. He wore loose, grey sweatpants and a simple black t-shirt that stretched across the shoulders I’d gilded. His hair was damp, as if he’d just showered. He looked clean, fresh, and so devastatingly real it stole my breath.

“Sasha,” he said, a small smile playing on his lips. His eyes swept over me, taking in my own uniform: black linen trousers, a tight tank top, my hair pulled back in a severe bun. He saw the battlefield I’d made of my studio, the preparations, the tension in my shoulders. His smile softened. “You look like you’re going to war.”

“It’s a complex area,” I said, my voice tighter than I intended. “The adhesion is trickier on the iliac crest. The leaf wants to buckle in the inguinal crease. It’s not… it’s not like the back.”

“I know,” he said, stepping fully inside and letting the door sigh shut behind him. He dropped his gym bag by the door. “I’ve been thinking about it.”

Of course he had. I’d been thinking of nothing else.

He walked to the center of the room, to the cleared space where the drop cloths were spread, the lights were positioned. He didn’t wait for instruction. He pulled his shirt over his head in one smooth motion, the fabric catching briefly on the powerful lines of his neck. My mouth went dry. The gold on his chest and abdomen had been meticulously removed after the last session—the museum’s strict protocol for the integrity of the final, continuous gilding. But his skin there seemed to remember it, to hold a phantom glow. Or maybe that was just my memory, painting him in light.

His hands went to the waistband of his sweatpants. He paused, his thumbs hooked in the fabric, his eyes finding mine.

“How do you want me?”

The question was professional. The tone was not.

I swallowed. “The sweatpants need to go. You can keep your briefs on for now. We’ll start with the landmarks.” My voice sounded clinical, detached. A miracle.

He nodded, and pushed the sweatpants down his legs, stepping out of them. He stood before me in a pair of simple black cotton briefs that did nothing to hide the powerful cut of his thighs, the defined quadriceps, the thick, tantalizing shape of him beneath the fabric. My gaze snagged there for a heartbeat too long before I forced it upward.

“On the mark,” I said, gesturing to the central ‘X’ on the drop cloth.

He moved with that liquid grace, settling onto his back on the padded cloths I’d laid down. He rested his head on the small cushion I’d placed, his arms at his sides, palms up. Open. Vulnerable. Trusting.

The pose was one of absolute surrender. But everything about him—the steady rise and fall of his chest, the watchful darkness of his eyes following my every move—spoke of a deep, controlled power.

I knelt beside him, my kit within reach. The first brush I picked up was not the sable, but a clean, soft goat-hair brush for applying the adhesive oil. I uncapped the bottle. The smell of the refined linseed and damar resin bloomed in the space between us.

“I’m starting with the oil,” I said, my ritualistic announcement. My request for permission, for the contract to be renewed.

“Okay,” he breathed.

I dipped the brush. The oil was cool, slick. I started high on his left hip, on the prominent bone of the iliac crest. The brush swept a wide, glistening arc across the flat plane. His abdominal muscles tensed minutely at the first touch, then released into a long, slow exhale.

I worked in silence, painting the adhesive onto the topography of his pelvis. Down the outside of his thigh, over the vastus lateralis, the oil catching the light. Up along the adductor, the brush skating perilously close to the hem of his briefs. I switched to his right side, repeating the pattern. The studio was so quiet I could hear the soft whisper of the bristles on his skin, the wet sound of the oil being laid down.

When both hips and the upper thirds of his thighs were coated in a shining, tacky layer, I set the oil brush aside. My fingers were smeared with it. My pulse was a drum in my throat.

I reached for the book of gold leaf. The paper cover rustled as I opened it, the fragile sheets within seeming to tremble in the still air. I selected a sheet of the deeper, richer 23-karat leaf for the strong curve of his hip. Using the guillotine, I cut a square, handling it with the breathless care it demanded.

“Gold leaf,” I whispered, the incantation.

I laid the gossamer sheet onto the oiled skin of his left hip. It adhered instantly, a perfect, gleaming mirror. I used a clean, dry brush to sweep away the excess, to smooth it down. The transformation was alchemical. His skin disappeared, replaced by a solid, luminous plane of metal. A living statue emerging under my hands.

I cut another square. Laid it beside the first, the edges kissing perfectly. The process was hypnotic. Stroke, lay, burnish. Stroke, lay, burnish. His body became art under my fingertips. My world narrowed to the shimmering path I was creating, the heat of his skin radiating through the thin metal, the sound of his breathing.

I worked down the outside of his thigh, covering the powerful quadricep.

I moved inward, toward the dangerous territory. The leaf crept toward the dark line of his briefs.

My hands were steady. My focus was absolute. And yet, with every brushstroke that brought me closer to the center of him, the air grew thicker, hotter. The professional distance I was clinging to felt like a paper shield against a flame.

I finished the major muscle groups on both legs. The gold ended in a straight, deliberate line about three inches from the center seam of his briefs on each inner thigh. The effect was breathtaking—his lower body was now partially armored in light, the contrast with the un-gilded, vulnerable skin of his inner thighs and groin stark and intensely intimate.

“I need to do the iliac fossa,” I said, my voice husky. “The hollow here, above the groin.” I gestured with the tip of my clean brush to the dip of skin just inside the crest of his hip bone, an area currently covered by the waistband of his briefs. “The museum’s map requires full coverage of the pelvic region. The briefs… they need to be lowered.”

A beat of silence. His chest rose and fell.

“Okay,” he said again, simple and deep.

“I’ll be careful,” I said, the promise spilling out.

“I know you will.”

My fingers, usually so deft, felt clumsy as I hooked them into the elastic waistband of his briefs. The cotton was warm from his body. I could feel the tense, solid muscle of his lower abdomen beneath. I tugged downward, just an inch, exposing a strip of skin. The brush of my knuckles against his stomach was electric.

I repeated it on the other side, lowering the briefs a symmetrical amount. Now a tantalizing V of skin was revealed, the trail of dark hair leading down, the subtle definition of his lower abs. The gold on his hips framed it like a treasure.

I picked up the oil brush again. My hand trembled. I steadied it against his hip bone, my thumb pressing into the gold-leafed skin. He was solid, real. I dipped the brush, loaded it with the cool oil, and brought it to the newly exposed hollow.

The brush touched him. He sucked in a sharp, quiet breath.

I painted the adhesive into the sensitive dip, my strokes slow, deliberate. The skin here was softer, the hair coarse against the bristles. I felt him stir beneath the confines of his briefs, a subtle, undeniable thickening. My own breath hitched. I finished applying the oil and set the brush aside, my fingers now slick with it.

I cut a smaller, more delicate square of the lighter leaf. My heart was a wild thing. I laid the leaf over the oiled hollow. It settled like a whisper. I used a softer brush to smooth it, my motions feather-light.

The gold clung, perfect, a shimmering teardrop in the shadow of his hip.

I did the other side. By the time I finished, my forehead was damp with sweat. The two golden teardrops glowed against his skin, pointing like arrows toward the center of him.

I sat back on my heels, surveying my work. It was technically flawless.

And it was the most erotic thing I had ever seen.

He was watching me, his eyes dark pools. The rise and fall of his chest was quicker now. The evidence of his arousal was a clear, pressing outline against the black cotton of his briefs.

“The coverage map,” I said, forcing myself to speak, to return to the script, “requires the anterior superior iliac spine to be fully integrated. Which means…” I trailed off, my mouth dry.

“Which means the briefs are in the way,” he finished for me, his voice low and rough.

“Yes.”

He didn’t speak. He simply lifted his hips off the drop cloth, just enough. His hands went to his waistband. He hooked his thumbs in, and in one slow, deliberate motion, pushed the briefs down over his hips, down his thighs, and off.

He let them fall to the cloth beside him. Then he settled back down, completely naked now, his body a breathtaking landscape of muscle and light and shadow. And gold.

My vision swam for a second. He was fully erect, his cock lying thick and heavy against his lower abdomen, the head nestled just below the newly gilded hollow of his hip. The contrast was devastating: the hard, flushed flesh against the cool, luminous metal. The most intimate part of him, exposed and vulnerable, inches from my masterwork.

“Sasha,” he said, my name a plea and a command.

My gaze refused to leave him. Heat pressed thick against my skin, warping the air between us like a mirage above scorched stone. The smell of linseed oil, metal leaf, and the clean sweat of his body filled every breath I took.

“I need to finish the gilding,” I whispered. The words came out thin, barely carrying the shape of what I meant.

“Finish it,” he said. His hand rose, not to pull me closer, but to gesture down the length of his own body, to the bare skin of his inner thighs where the gold stopped just short of where his cock lay hard and flushed. “It’s your canvas.”

That permission cut the last thread holding me back.

I reached for the brush, but my hand moved past it. My fingertips, already slick with adhesive, found his skin instead. I touched the inside of his thigh just above the knee, where the gold leaf ended. His muscle jumped under my fingers.

I leaned over him, my shadow sliding across the gilded plane of his hips. My head dipped. I pressed my mouth to the same spot, tasting the faint salt of his skin beneath the sharp tang of oil.

A low groan rolled through his chest.

I kissed upward along the thin, sensitive skin of his inner thigh, my lips dragging over heat and smoothness. I avoided his cock even though it twitched toward my mouth, the head already darkening. I kissed the ragged edge where gold met bare flesh. I nuzzled the coarse hair at the root of his shaft.

His hands lifted. Fingers slid into my hair, not directing, only holding, anchoring me where I was.

“Sasha,” he groaned. “Look at me.”

I raised my head. His face was stripped bare, jaw clenched, mouth open. The easy control he carried had begun to split at the seams.

“Tell me what you want,” I said, voice scraped raw. “Say it.”

“I want your mouth on me,” he answered at once. “I want to feel you. Everywhere.”

The words spoken out loud broke something open. I shifted, swinging one leg over his gilded thigh, the rough leaf catching and dragging against my linen trousers. I bent again and let my lips trace the full length of his cock from base to tip. He was hot, the skin velvet-smooth over rigid flesh. The taste of him—clean skin, salt, the particular musk that was only Marco—hit my tongue.

His hips jerked up from the cloth.

I took him into my mouth, slow, letting my tongue circle the head before I sank lower. His groan came out broken and deep, vibrating through my chest. His fingers tightened in my hair, not pushing, only feeling the movement.

I found a rhythm, steady and deep, one hand wrapped around the base of him, the other braced on his gilded hip. The world narrowed to the weight of his cock on my tongue, the wet sounds I made, the faint metallic scent of gold leaf mixing with the heavier musk of his arousal. I worked him with purpose, feeling every twitch and throb, feeling the way his thighs trembled under my forearms.

After a few minutes he tugged gently at my hair. “Stop,” he gasped. “Please—stop, or I’m going to—”

I let him slip from my mouth with a wet sound. A thin strand of saliva stretched between my lips and the glistening head of his cock. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. The ache between my legs had sharpened into something insistent and wet.

“Not yet,” I said, voice wrecked. “I’m not done.”

I pushed up onto my knees and reached for the button of my trousers. His eyes, heavy and dark, tracked every movement. I opened the button, dragged the zipper down, then shoved trousers and underwear down my thighs in one motion and kicked them aside. Cool studio air touched my slick skin and made me shiver.

He reached for me, hands settling on my bare hips, thumbs stroking the jut of bone. Gold leaf on his fingers felt cool and slightly rough against me.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, gaze moving over every inch. “Come here.”

I didn’t wait for more. I rose over him, one hand guiding the blunt head of his cock to my entrance. For a moment we both stilled, the pressure just there, the tension strung tight between us.

“Yes,” he whispered.

I sank down onto him in one slow, continuous slide, taking every inch. The stretch was sudden and perfect, the fullness shocking. A sharp cry tore out of me.

He swore, low and rough, hands flying to my ass, gripping hard, holding me flush against him. We stayed locked like that, breathing into each other’s mouths, the gold on his skin pressing cool and textured against my thighs.

Then I began to move.

I rose until only the head remained inside me, then sank again, grinding down with deliberate force. My palms braced on the gilded planes of his chest, the metal smooth and strange under my hands. His palms roamed—hips, waist, the curve of my breasts through thin cotton. He pushed up halfway, catching my mouth in a deep, hungry kiss, tongue sliding against mine. The new angle drove him deeper. I moaned into his mouth.

The sound seemed to snap the last of his restraint. In one fluid motion he rolled us, pressing me back into the drop cloths without ever pulling out. The world tilted. Now he was above me, his weight solid and anchoring, his gilded hips rocking between my spread thighs.

“My turn,” he growled against my neck, and began to thrust.

This was nothing like the first time. That had been urgent, almost clumsy with need. This was measured, deep, relentless. He moved inside me with the same controlled power he used on the platform, each stroke angled to drag exactly where I needed it. He watched my face the whole time, adjusting when my breath caught, when my back arched, when his name broke from my throat.

“Marco,” I sobbed, nails biting into the hard gold-covered muscle of his back. “Right there—please—”

He gave it to me, hips snapping at that exact angle, driving white-hot pleasure through my spine with every thrust. The tension in my belly wound tighter and tighter. I was babbling, words spilling out without shape. Gold leaf flaked under my grip and drifted down onto my face, my chest, catching in my hair. We were marking each other with it, sweat and heat and metal all mixing together.

His rhythm began to break. Harsh breaths hit my throat. “Sasha—I’m close—”

“Me too,” I gasped. “Don’t stop.”

He drove into me once, twice more, hard and deep, and the coil inside me snapped. Pleasure crashed through me in a blinding rush. I clenched around him, a raw scream ripping from my lungs. He followed with a shout that was half my name and half something wordless, hips jerking as he spilled inside me.

His weight settled onto me, heavy and right. We lay tangled in limbs and torn gold leaf, breathing the only sound in the quiet studio. The air smelled of sex and sweat and hot metal.

After a long while he lifted his head. Gold dust clung to his cheekbones and lashes. He looked ruined and holy at the same time.

“The gilding,” he said, voice hoarse with spent laughter. “It’s… compromised.”

A sound left me that was half laugh, half sob. I looked at his shoulder where my hands had smeared and torn the perfect sheets of leaf. Gold was everywhere—on our skin, in our hair, ground into the cloth beneath us.

“It’s ruined,” I whispered. There was no horror in it. Only a strange, open calm.

He brushed a fleck of gold from my lower lip with his thumb. “No,” he said softly. “It’s just different now.” He kissed me, slow and deep. “It’s ours.”

He was right. The gold was smeared, torn, transferred. It was no longer pristine or museum-ready. It was a record. A map of every place our hands and bodies had touched. I traced a flake on his collarbone.

“They’ll kill me,” I said, but the words held no real weight. Some distant professional part of my mind was already counting hours and ordering more leaf. A problem for tomorrow.

“Let them try,” he murmured, lips moving against my temple. He shifted off me, rolling to his side and drawing me with him so my back fit against his chest. His arm wrapped around my waist, hand splayed wide and possessive over my stomach. We lay in the wreckage of the drop cloths, our breathing slowly matching.

The afterglow sat in my body like warm light. The overhead lamps, usually cold, now felt softer. I could feel his heartbeat against my spine, steady and slowing.

“I should…” I started, not moving. “I should get something to clean up.”

His arm tightened. “Not yet.”

So I stayed. I let myself be held. Dust motes drifted through the light beams, some of them catching the gold still floating in the air. The smell of us—sex, sweat, linseed oil—felt primal and steadying. My body felt used in the best way, muscles loose and heavy. A deep, pleasant ache pulsed between my legs.

His fingers moved idly on my belly, tracing nothing in particular. “What happens now?” he asked, voice low against my back.

“To the gilding?”

“To us.”

The question sat between us, simple and enormous. I closed my eyes. “The work continues. We have three more sessions after this. Thighs. Calves. And the final full-body integration before the gala.”

“And after the gala?”

I had no answer. The gala had been the finish line. Now it felt like an edge. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

He was quiet for a long moment. Then his hand stilled. “Look at me.”

I turned in his arms. Gold smudged across his cheekbone and caught in his stubble. His eyes were serious, searching.

“This isn’t just the commission for me, Sasha,” he said. “You know that, right?”

My throat tightened. I had known. I had known since the moment my control broke and I kissed the inside of his thigh. Maybe I’d known since the first fitting, when my hands shook against his skin. “I know,” I said.

“Good.” He kissed me, slow and sweet. It tasted like something kept, something promised. “So we finish the work. And we figure out the rest after.”

It was a plan. A terrifying, exhilarating plan. I nodded, unable to speak.

He smiled, the real one that creased the corners of his eyes. “Okay. Now, about this cleanup.” He sat up, the muscles of his abdomen flexing, gold leaf drifting from his skin. He looked like a king after a battle—magnificent in the ruin of him. He held out a hand. “Come on. Let’s survey the damage.”

I took his hand. He pulled me to my feet. My legs trembled, still loose and heavy from the hours on the floor.

He didn’t release me. Our fingers stayed laced while we looked down at the wreckage. The drop cloths were a map of what we’d done—imprints of hips and shoulders, streaks of gold leaf, dark patches where sweat and come had soaked through the fabric. My trousers lay in a heap beside his knee. His briefs were a black scrap of cotton kicked aside.

A laugh rose in my chest and broke free, sharp and bright in the quiet studio.

Marco glanced at me, one eyebrow lifting. Then a grin cracked across his face and he laughed too, low and warm, the sound filling the high ceiling. We stood there naked, skin streaked with gold and oil, laughing at the beautiful mess we’d made of his workspace.

“Okay,” I said, wiping the corner of my eye. “Damage control.” I slipped my hand free and walked to the utility sink, hips swaying on purpose. His gaze followed, heavy and appreciative. I ran warm water over a clean cloth, wrung it out, and carried it back. “Here. For the major areas.”

He took the cloth, fingers brushing mine. Instead of cleaning himself, he caught my wrist and drew the warm fabric across my chest, down my stomach, between my thighs. The cloth moved slowly, thorough. Even after everything we’d already done, heat stirred low again, a fresh pulse between my legs.

“Your turn,” I said. My voice had gone rough. I took the cloth and knelt in front of him. I wiped the gold from his cheekbones first, then his forehead, careful around the eyes. Down his neck, over the broad slope of his shoulders where the leaf had torn most. The cloth came away ochre, thick with gold and oil. I rinsed it in the bowl I’d set beside us; the water clouded at once.

I cleaned his chest, the flat plane of his abdomen, watching the gold I’d laid down so carefully vanish under my hands. It should have felt like erasing work. Instead it felt like uncovering him. Under the metal and the shine he was simply Marco, warm skin and muscle and the steady rise and fall of his breath.

When I reached his hips the cloth slowed. Most of the gold here had survived, except where my hands and body had rubbed it away. I dabbed at the edges. His cock lay soft and heavy against his thigh. I cleaned the gold dust from the inside of his thighs with hands that looked steady and felt anything but.

“It’s a shame,” he said quietly, watching my fingers. “It was beautiful.”

“It will be again,” I answered, looking up. “I’ll re-apply it. Better. Stronger.”

He cupped my cheek, thumb stroking once across the skin. “I’m not talking about the gold, Sasha.”

I held his gaze. The words settled low in my chest. I leaned in and pressed my mouth to the skin just above his navel, a slow kiss that promised more than either of us had said out loud.

We finished cleaning without speaking, moving around each other in an easy rhythm. I pulled on my discarded tank top and left my trousers where they were. He stepped into his sweatpants, letting them hang low on his hips. We rolled the stained cloths into a heavy bag. I would deal with them later. We wiped the brushes, capped the bottles of oil, put the tools back in their places.

The studio looked almost normal again. The air did not.

He pulled on his t-shirt and shouldered his gym bag. He looked like a man who had finished a workout, not like someone who had just rewritten the rules I lived by. At the door he turned.

“Same time next week?” The question was professional. His eyes were not.

“The thighs,” I said, nodding. My voice stayed level. “I’ll need you shaved. The leaf holds better on smooth skin.”

A slow smile touched his mouth. “I’ll be smooth as marble.”

He leaned in. I met him halfway. The kiss was short, deep, and final.

“Goodnight, Sasha.”

“Goodnight, Marco.”

His footsteps faded down the stairwell. I locked the door and leaned against it, eyes closed. The room still held the shape of him.

The next days blurred into work. I ordered heavier gold leaf. I spent an hour on the phone with the museum conservator, describing the failure on the hips as a technical lesson, asking about different adhesives for high-movement areas. She praised my attention to detail. I felt like a liar.

Alone in the studio I worked like someone possessed. I re-gilded practice skins, perfecting the stroke for long thigh muscles. I tested new batches of size for the right tack. My mind stayed full of technical problems, a useful screen against the quieter upheaval underneath.

At night, in my own bed, I replayed it. The weight of him on my tongue. The look on his face when I took him inside me. The way he’d said, “It’s ours.” My body went hot and restless. I touched myself with his hands in mind, the scrape of gold leaf against my skin, the sound of his voice when he came. I finished with his name in my mouth every time.

The day of the next session arrived already charged. I’d spent the afternoon adjusting lights, setting out a wider guillotine for the larger sheets the thighs would need. Everything was ready again.

When he buzzed at seven, my pulse didn’t jump with nerves. It beat with a low, steady hunger.

He stepped inside and the air tightened. Sweatpants again, a hoodie. He greeted me with a simple “Hey” and a smile that carried everything we weren’t saying.

“Hey,” I answered. My own smile felt easy.

He stripped the hoodie, then the sweatpants. He stood in tight black boxer briefs, exactly as smooth as he’d promised. His legs were a sculptor’s study—long, carved quadriceps, hamstrings that shifted when he moved, calves built from years of water and impact. The skin looked untouched, waiting.

“The museum sent the final pose,” I said, handing him the printed sheet. Contrapposto, weight shifted, one knee soft. “We’ll block it today. Just stand natural for now. I need to see the light.”

He studied the paper, then took the stance without effort. The shift of his weight made the muscles in his thighs tighten and roll. My mouth went dry.

I picked up the camera and circled him, shutter clicking. I kept my movements professional. My blood ran hot anyway. Seeing him like this—prepared, willing, already half mine—hit harder than I’d expected.

“Okay,” I said at last, setting the camera down. “Let’s begin.”

He lay back on the fresh cloths in the same position as before. This time he pushed the boxer briefs down and off without pause. He was already half-hard, the sight of him no longer a shock but something I recognized. My breath still caught.

I knelt between his legs. The stretch of skin ahead of me was wide and bright. I started with the oil, brushing it onto his right thigh in long strokes from hip to knee. The muscle was warm and dense under the bristles. He watched me, eyes dark, breathing steady.

The work moved slower. Larger sheets, more care to keep them from tearing over the curve of muscle. I fell into the rhythm—oil, leaf, brush, burnish. Gold spread across his skin like light poured from a cup, turning his leg into something lit from inside.

I was working the inner thigh, close to where it met his groin, when he spoke.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, voice low.

I didn’t look up. “Hmm?”

“Balance. In diving it’s everything. You have to know exactly where your center is, or you’re just flailing.” He waited while I smoothed a fresh sheet. “I feel off-balance with you, Sasha. In a good way. Like you moved my center.”

My hands stopped. I looked up. The honesty in his eyes was more dangerous than any touch.

“I feel the same,” I said. The words came fast. “I’ve never lost control like that. Not in here. Not with a client.”

“I’m not your client,” he said, plain and certain.

“No,” I agreed. My throat felt tight. “You’re not.”

I went back to the gold, but the air between us had thickened. It carried more than oil and metal now.

When both thighs were gilded down to mid-calf, a long, gleaming expanse of power, I sat back. My back ached. Gold stained my fingers. He looked like a statue from the waist down.

“It’s stunning,” he said, lifting his head.

“It’s not finished,” I answered, but I was smiling.

He held out his hand. “Come here.”

I went. He pulled me down beside him on the cloths, careful of the fresh work. He turned onto his side, head propped on one hand, and traced a line down my arm with the other.

“You gild everything you touch,” he said. “You make it precious.”

I shivered. “It’s just a technique.”

“It isn’t.” His fingers moved to my cheek. “You see what something could be. Then you make it real.”

He kissed me, slow and deep and sweet enough to ache. My body softened into his. The gold on his thighs pressed against my linen trousers and left faint metallic smudges.

When we broke apart he rested his forehead against mine. “I want to see you,” he whispered. “All of you. Not just here.”

My heart knocked against my ribs. “What do you mean?”

“Next time,” he said, thumb stroking my jaw. “You on the cloth. Let me see the artist. Let me appreciate the canvas.”

Heat shot straight through me, sharp and clean. The idea of lying bare for him, giving up the control I always kept, was terrifying and exactly what I wanted.

“You want to gild me?” I asked.

“I want to touch you,” he corrected. His eyes didn’t leave mine. “The gold is just the excuse.”

I swallowed. The professional part of me knew it was a bad idea. The rest of me nodded.

“Okay,” I said.

His smile opened like light coming through a door. He kissed me again, soft. “Okay.”

We didn’t make love again that night. The new gilding between us felt too thin, too perfect to test. Instead I found the bottle of cheap red I kept in a drawer for the rare gallery visitor, poured two water glasses full because I owned no stemware built for anything but solvent, and we sat cross-legged on the studio floor, fully clothed, the coarse weave of the drop cloths rough against our backs.

His voice stayed low as he spoke about the last dive—the pressure that had squeezed his ribs until each breath cost him, the way all sound dropped away once he passed a certain depth, the specific quiet terror of the platform after the doctors told him his shoulder wouldn’t hold another season. He said it the way a man says something he has rehearsed alone in the dark and never once out loud, and when he finished he looked almost surprised at himself, like the wine had pulled the words out sideways. I told him about my first commission, the gilded frame for a portrait of a woman whose painted eyes I had avoided for weeks before I finally met them with the gold, and how I’d stood in front of that frame at the opening and felt, for the first time, like the thing I’d made might actually be good. We gave each other these fragments without hurry, refilling the glasses once, letting the wine and the words settle between us in equal measure.

When he left, the kiss at the door held for minutes. His mouth was warm and tasted faintly of the wine we’d finished. One hand stayed at the nape of my neck, thumb moving once across the skin there. Neither of us pulled away until the air between us cooled.

I cleaned the studio in a kind of suspended quiet, my thoughts already sliding forward to the next session. I kept seeing myself on the drop cloths, his hands on me without the brush between them, learning the lines of my body the way he had learned the shape of the frame. A man who had looked at what I might become and intended to make it real with his palms and his mouth.

In the dark window I saw my own reflection. Hair had come loose from the bun at the back of my head. A streak of gold dust marked the side of my neck where his fingers had rested earlier. My eyes looked too bright for the hour.

The work was moving as it should. The piece would hold when it was done.

But the man… the man was overtaking everything else. I turned the key in the lock, stepped out into the cool night, and knew the most dangerous part of this had only just begun.


Chapter 4 — The Canvas

The following Wednesday night, the air in the studio was thick with anticipation.

It was a new kind of tension, deeper than the professional anxiety of the first session, sharper than the illicit thrill of the third. The scent of linseed oil and turpentine was still there, the familiar tang of my craft, but now it mingled with the memory of Marco’s skin, his sweat, and the quiet sounds he’d made beneath my hands. The drop cloths were fresh, pristine white, spread across the floor in the center of the room. My tools were laid out on the side table: the wide-mouth jar of warmed oil, the fine sable brushes, the tissue-thin sheets of 23-karat gold leaf resting in their paper booklets. My heart hammered against my ribs.

Tonight, the canvas was me.

He’d asked. At the end of the last session, the gold still drying on his thighs, his forehead resting against mine. Not about the art, not about the schedule.

I want to see the artist, he’d said. Not through a lens. Not as a reflection in your work. I want to see the gold on you.

I’d turned the words over ever since, the way I once turned over a flaw in the leaf. It was reckless. It was unprofessional. It was everything I’d sworn I wouldn’t allow. The commission was paramount. The integrity of the work was everything.

And yet.

I’d given him a single word: Okay.

The lock on the studio door clicked. My breath caught. I smoothed my hands down the front of the simple black silk kimono robe I’d worn over nothing. I’d told myself it was practical. Easy to remove. The truth was, it felt like armor and invitation all at once.

Marco stepped inside, closing the door softly behind him. He was dressed in dark jeans and a simple grey t-shirt that clung to the defined planes of his chest and shoulders. He looked like he’d walked out of a different world, a world of daylight and normalcy. But his eyes, when they found me, were pure, smoldering night.

“Hey,” he said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in the hollow of my chest.

“Hi.”

He didn’t move from the door. He was taking me in—the studio, the setup, me standing barefoot on the white cloth, wrapped in black silk.

His gaze was a physical touch.

“You’re sure about this?” he asked. It was the same question, in essence, that I had asked him a week ago. A line was being crossed, in reverse. The power dynamic, already fluid, was about to tip entirely.

I nodded. “I’m sure. Are you?”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Sasha, I’ve been thinking of nothing else for days.” He finally moved, crossing the space between us with that athlete’s grace. He stopped a foot away, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body. He smelled of clean cotton and the faint, sharp scent of the autumn night. “Where do you want me to start?”

The question, so simple, sent a shiver through me. I was the one who gave the orders here. I was the architect. But tonight, I was handing him the blueprints.

“The oil,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “In the jar. It’s warm. You’ll need to coat the area first. The gold won’t adhere to dry skin.”

He picked up the jar, unscrewed the lid, and dipped his fingers into the clear, viscous liquid. He held them up, watching the oil drip slowly from his fingertips. “Show me.”

I took a steadying breath. I untied the belt of my robe and let it fall open. The cool studio air washed over my skin, pebbling my nipples. I saw his eyes darken, his breath hitch. I took his wrist, his oil-slick fingers, and guided his hand to my collarbone.

“Here,” I whispered. “Start with a broad area. Gentle, even strokes.

You’re not massaging. You’re preparing a surface.”

His touch was hesitant at first, then sure. His warm, oiled fingertips swept across my clavicle, a slow, deliberate drag. I closed my eyes. The sensation was profoundly different from when I was the one holding the brush. This was surrender. This was being known.

“Like that?” he murmured.

“Just like that.”

He worked in silence, his focus intense. He coated my shoulders, the slope of my neck, the tops of my breasts. Every stroke was a question, every pass of his hand an answer. The oil warmed further against my skin, a slick, sensual layer that made my nerves sing. He knelt before me to reach my sternum, his face level with my breasts. His breath fogged against my skin.

“Can I…” he started, his voice thick.

“Yes,” I breathed, before he could even finish.

His mouth closed over my nipple, hot and wet through the film of oil. I gasped, my hands flying to his hair. He laved and suckled, his tongue working in torturous circles until I was arching into him, a low moan torn from my throat. He switched to the other breast, giving it the same devastating attention, while his oiled hand slid down my torso, over my ribs, my stomach.

When he finally pulled back, my skin was glistening, my nipples hard and aching. His lips were slick and shining. “The gold?” he asked.

I could only nod.

He reached for a booklet, his movements careful, reverent. He peeled back the protective paper to reveal the fragile sheet, a shimmering square of pure sunlight. He lifted it, holding it by the edges with the tips of his oiled fingers. I held my breath.

“Tell me,” he said, his eyes locked on mine.

“Lay it flat,” I instructed, my voice trembling. “Don’t drag it. Just…

place it. Then use the brush—the soft one—to gently burnish it down.

Smooth out the wrinkles.”

He did as I said. The gold leaf floated down onto my oiled collarbone like a sigh. It was the most intimate thing I’d ever experienced. The concentration on his face, the absolute care in his hands as he took up the sable brush and began to stroke it over the leaf, adhering it to my skin. The cool whisper of the bristles, the gradual warmth as the gold became part of me.

He worked with a natural, unhurried rhythm. He gilded my shoulders, creating a cape of light. He laid delicate strips along my arms, from my wrists to my biceps, tracing the veins with lines of fire. He returned to my breasts, and this time, the touch was purely artistic, the brush following the curves, highlighting the peaks with tiny, perfect discs of gold. I watched him, mesmerized by the transformation in his expression—the artist’s focus, the lover’s hunger, fused into one.

When my torso was a map of gleaming, partial coverage, a provocative echo of his own gilding, he sat back on his heels and looked up at me.

“Where next?”

My core clenched. We were past the point of professional pretense. The air was heavy with the smell of oil and sex and gold.

“My legs,” I said.

He helped me lie back on the drop cloths. The white fabric was cool against my heated skin. He positioned himself between my thighs, and the view alone—Marco Diaz, on his knees, looking up the length of my body—was enough to make me dizzy.

He poured more oil into his palms and began at my ankles. His hands were firmer here, more possessive. He smoothed the oil up my calves, over my knees, along the sensitive skin of my inner thighs. He didn’t rush. He worshipped every inch. When his thumbs brushed the crease where my thigh met my pelvis, I jerked.

“Sorry,” he said, but his eyes were smiling.

“Don’t be.”

He applied the gold to my shins, my knees, the strong muscles of my thighs. Each leaf was a brand, a claim. He was marking me as his, just as I had marked him. The symmetry was devastating.

His hands slid higher, oiling the very tops of my thighs. His fingers were so close. I was throbbing, wet, utterly exposed. He looked from his work to my face, his gaze questioning.

“Marco,” I whispered.

“Tell me what you want, Sasha.”

I wanted everything. I wanted his mouth, his hands, his cock. I wanted to be unraveled right here on the studio floor, gilded and glorious and completely his. The words stuck in my throat, tangled in a lifetime of control.

He leaned forward, his breath ghosting over the heart of me. “Can I taste you?”

A sharp, needy sound escaped me. “God, yes.”

He didn’t use his hands. He just lowered his head and pressed his open mouth against me, through the silk of my panties. The hot, damp pressure made me cry out. He hooked his fingers in the waistband and drew them down my legs, discarding them somewhere in the gold-flecked shadows.

And then his mouth was on me, bare skin to bare skin.

I arched off the floor, my back bowing. His tongue was a revelation—broad, sure, relentless. He licked into me, savoring me, his hands pinning my hips to the cloth. He explored every fold, every secret place, with the same focused intensity he’d used to apply the gold. He found my clit and circled it, slowly, then faster, the pressure perfect. The world narrowed to the point where his mouth met my body, to the slick, hot sounds, to the coil of pleasure tightening deep in my belly.

“Don’t stop,” I begged, my hands fisting in his hair. “Please, don’t stop.”

He didn’t. He drank from me, his tongue plunging deep, then fluttering over my clit, building the rhythm until I was shaking, until my thighs were trembling around his head. The pleasure was a slow, golden wave, rising from my toes, up through my gilded legs, gathering in my core until it broke over me with a force that stole my breath. I shattered, a cry echoing against the high studio ceilings, my body convulsing under his relentless mouth as he drew out every last tremor.

I lay boneless, gasping, the afterglow washing through me like warm honey. He crawled up my body, his face glistening with my release. He kissed my stomach, my gilded breasts, my throat, his own breath coming in ragged pants. The hard ridge of his erection pressed against my thigh through his jeans.

“You are so beautiful,” he said against my skin. “Like a statue come to life.”

I reached for him, my hands clumsy. “You. I need to feel you.”

He stood, shucking his jeans and boxers in one quick movement. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed, the head glistening. He was magnificent.

He knelt between my legs again, his body covering mine, the heat of him a delicious weight.

He reached between us, guiding himself to my entrance. He paused, his eyes holding mine, a question in their dark depths.

“Is this okay?”

“Yes,” I said, wrapping my legs around his hips. “More than okay.”

He pushed inside, and the fullness was a shock of perfect, golden pleasure. He was careful, slow, letting me adjust to the sweet, stretching ache. When he was fully seated, he stilled, buried deep, his forehead resting against mine.

“Sasha,” he groaned, the word a prayer.

Then he began to move.

It was nothing like our first frantic coupling on this floor. This was slow, deep, a deliberate claiming. Every thrust was a stroke of a brush, layering sensation upon sensation. The slide of his skin against my oil-slicked, gilded body was decadent, filthy, exquisite. Gold dust transferred from my skin to his chest, to his arms, shimmering in the low light.

I met him thrust for thrust, my hips rising to meet his. The friction was building again, a new, deeper fire. He shifted his angle, and the head of his cock dragged against a spot inside me that made me see stars.

“There,” I gasped. “Right there.”

He obeyed, hammering that spot with unerring accuracy. His pace increased, his control fraying. His breaths were ragged grunts in my ear. I could feel the tension coiling in him, the impending release. I reached between us, finding my clit again, rubbing tight, fast circles as he drove into me.

“Come with me,” he gritted out. “I want to feel you come around me.”

It was all the permission I needed. The second climax roared up, faster, sharper than the first. It tore through me, a seismic wave of pleasure that clenched around his cock, milking him. He shouted, his body locking, and then he was pulsing inside me, hot and deep, his release triggering another, smaller ripple of my own.

We collapsed together, a tangled, gasping, golden mess. His weight was heavy and perfect. I could feel his heart hammering against my gilded chest. The smell of sex and oil and our sweat filled the air.

He softened inside me, but he didn’t pull away. He just held me, his face buried in my neck. We lay there for long minutes, until our breathing slowed and the world began to seep back in—the hard floor, the cool air, the faint hum of the city outside.

Finally, he lifted his head. He looked down at our bodies, at the smeared, beautiful mess we’d made of the gold leaf. A slow, sated smile spread across his face.

“The artwork is ruined,” he said, his voice rough with amusement.

I traced a golden path down his spine. “No,” I murmured, looking into his eyes. “I think it’s just begun.”

He kissed me, soft and deep. Then he rolled onto his back, taking me with him so I was sprawled across his chest. We were sticky, gleaming, utterly spent.

“So,” he said after a while, his fingers drawing idle patterns on my back. “What happens after the gala?”

The question landed like a stone in the tranquil pool of our afterglow.

The gala. The installation. The end of the commission. I’d been deliberately not thinking about it.

“I don’t know,” I said quietly.

He was silent for a moment. “The gold washes off,” he said, his voice thoughtful. “This… doesn’t have to.”

Before I could answer, before I could even process the enormity of what he was suggesting, a sound cut through the quiet of the studio.

The buzz of my phone, vibrating on the metal side table.

We both froze. It was nearly midnight. No one called me this late unless it was an emergency.

“Ignore it,” Marco murmured, his hand tightening on my hip.

But it buzzed again, insistent. A cold trickle of dread seeped through my warmth. I untangled myself from him, the loss of contact feeling like a physical wound. I stood, my legs unsteady, and walked to the table.

The screen glowed in the dark.

It was a number I didn’t recognize. A New York area code.

I swiped to answer, bringing the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

“Sasha Vey?” A woman’s voice, crisp, professional, unfamiliar.

“Yes. Who is this?”

“This is Lydia Shaw, from the Braxton Museum’s Contemporary Arts Board. I’m sorry to call so late.”

“We’ve had a small… scheduling shift,” the voice on the phone continued. “The gala date has been moved up. By a week.”

My blood ran cold. “What?”

“I’m looking at the revised timeline now,” Lydia Shaw said, her tone brisk and unapologetic. “The installation needs to be complete and ready for photographer documentation in five days. That’s next Monday. The gala is now Friday of next week.”

I turned away from Marco, as if that could shield him from the news.

“That’s impossible. We’re on a strict schedule. The gilding process takes time. It’s delicate. We can’t rush it.”

“I understand, but the museum’s major donor has a conflict with the original date. The entire event has been shifted. The contract has a clause for such changes, Ms. Vey. I’m afraid you’ll need to adjust.”

Five days. We had three sessions left. We’d planned for them to be spaced out, allowing for Marco’s skin to rest, for me to assess and touch up. The back, the legs, the final full-body integration.

“I need to see the revised contract,” I said, my professional armor snapping into place. My voice was steady, but my hand holding the phone was trembling.

“It’s being messengered to your studio as we speak. You should have it by morning. I suggest you review it and call me with any concerns. But, Ms. Vey? The museum’s expectations for the piece remain, of course, unchanged. The quality cannot suffer.”

The unspoken threat was clear: Or your reputation will.

“I understand,” I said flatly, and ended the call.

I stood there, my back to Marco, the phone cold in my hand. The golden warmth of moments before had evaporated, replaced by a creeping, professional dread. Five days. We’d just crossed a monumental line tonight, and now the world was crashing in, demanding the art be finished at a sprint.

“Sasha?”

I turned. He was sitting up on the drop cloth, his body still gleaming with smeared gold and sweat, his face etched with concern. He looked like a god fallen to earth, and I was the mortal who had doomed him with my distraction.

“The museum,” I said, my voice hollow. “They’ve moved the gala up. By a week.”

His brow furrowed. “How much time does that leave us?”

“Five days. Until the piece has to be finalized and photographed.”

He let out a low whistle. “Okay. So we work faster. Longer sessions. I’m here. I’m yours.”

His immediate, unflinching support should have comforted me. Instead, it felt like another weight. He was offering himself, his body, his time.

And what was I offering? A rushed job? A compromised masterpiece? A scandal if anyone found out the artist was sleeping with the living canvas?

“It’s not that simple,” I said, pacing now. The gold on my skin felt like a costume, a lie. “The leaf needs to cure between layers on the high-movement areas. The lower abdomen, the thighs… if we rush, it will crack. It’ll flake. It’ll look cheap. It’ll look amateur.” The last word was a venomous whisper.

He stood, his nakedness suddenly feeling less like intimacy and more like vulnerability. He came to me, but didn’t touch me. “Then we tell them no. We tell them the timeline is unacceptable.”

I laughed, a sharp, bitter sound. “And forfeit the commission? And the fee? And any chance of ever working with them again? This is the Braxton, Marco. This is my career.”

“So is this,” he said quietly, gesturing to the space between us, to our gilded bodies. “What we’re doing here. Isn’t it?”

I looked at him—really looked at him. The worry in his eyes wasn’t for the art. It was for me. For us. It undid me.

I sagged, the fight draining out of me. “I don’t know what to do.”

He reached out then, his hand cupping my cheek, his thumb wiping away a tear I hadn’t even felt fall. “We do the work,” he said, his voice firm, calm. The voice of an athlete who knew about pressure, about impossible timelines. “We do it right. We work through the nights if we have to.

And we don’t let them steal this from us.” He leaned his forehead against mine. “Okay?”

I closed my eyes, drawing strength from his touch, his certainty.

“Okay.”

We didn’t fuck again that night. The mood had shifted, the urgency now of a different kind. We cleaned up in silence, the warm water in my studio sink turning cloudy with gold. We watched it swirl down the drain, the temporary beauty of it a poignant reminder. The gold washes off.

He dressed while I wrapped myself in my robe. At the door, he pulled me into a fierce, lingering kiss. “Get some sleep,” he murmured against my lips. “Tomorrow, we go to war.”

After he left, I didn’t sleep. I sat at my drafting table with the new contract, reading the cold, legal language under the harsh glow of the task lamp. The clause was there, all right. Buried on page seven. The museum reserved the right to adjust dates based on donor or facility needs. My signature was already on the line.

I poured a finger of whiskey and stared at my schedule. Five days. I redrafted the plan, condensing three sessions into two marathon ones. It was risky. It was brutal. It was the only way.

The next evening, Marco arrived just after sunset. He saw the determined set of my jaw, the re-organized studio, the industrial thermos of coffee next to my tools.

“You look like a general planning a siege,” he said, setting down a bag of food. “I brought reinforcements. You need to eat.”

We ate quickly, quietly. The easy banter from the night before was gone, replaced by a focused intensity. When we were done, I stood and faced him.

“Tonight, we do the back and the back of the legs. Tomorrow night, we do the final front pass and the full-body integration. It will be a long night. Are you ready?”

He simply nodded, pulling his shirt over his head. “Tell me what you need.”

What I needed was my professional distance back. What I needed was to not remember the feel of his mouth between my thighs, the weight of him inside me. I needed to see a canvas, not a lover.

But as he lay face-down on the drop cloths, his powerful back a landscape of muscle and sinew waiting for my touch, I knew it was impossible. The memory was in my hands. The intimacy was in the very air.

I warmed the oil. I selected my brush. I began.

The work was different. There was a new, desperate energy to it. My strokes were faster, more efficient, but no less precise. I laid the gold sheets on his shoulders, his spine, the dramatic sweep of his latissimus dorsi. I worked down to the small of his back, to the dimples above his buttocks. He was silent beneath me, his breathing deep and even. The studio was quiet save for the soft whisper of the brush and the rustle of gold leaf paper.

“You’re tense,” he said, his voice muffled against the cloth.

“I’m concentrating.”

“Your hands are tense. You’re holding your breath.”

I hadn’t realized. I forced my shoulders to drop, took a deep breath.

“The timeline…”

“Fuck the timeline for a second,” he said, turning his head to the side to look at me. “Just be here. With me. With the gold. It’s all that exists right now.”

He was right. I was future-tripping, ruining the present moment with fear of a botched future. I exhaled slowly, and with the breath, I released some of the anxiety. I looked at my hands, then at his skin, glowing under the first layers of leaf. This was why I did this. This transformation. This silent conversation between artist and medium.

I placed another leaf, burnished it smooth. My touch softened. The rhythm returned.

When I reached the waistband of his briefs, I didn’t hesitate. “I need to go lower,” I said, my voice clinical.

“Okay.”

I hooked my thumbs in the elastic and drew them down, exposing the full, perfect curve of his buttocks. The air between us crackled, but it was a different kind of heat now—a shared purpose, a fused focus. I oiled the skin, the round muscles firm under my palms. I laid delicate, overlapping leaves, creating a seamless sheen that caught the light like satin.

He shuddered under my touch. “Your hands…”

“I know,” I whispered. Because I did. My hands knew every dip and plane of him now, in every context. They remembered.

I worked down the back of his thighs, his calves, all the way to the tendons above his heels. The brush moved in tight, deliberate strokes. Hours passed. The coffee thermos sat empty beside my stool, the last swallow gone cold.

Finally I sat back. My spine burned. My fingers had locked into claws. “Done.”

He rolled over slowly, careful not to smear anything, and rose from the white cloth like something unearthed. The front of him—the chest and abdomen and thighs I had already covered—showed patches of bare skin between the gold. The back was finished, every inch sealed in a single unbroken sheet that caught the overhead lights and threw them back warmer, richer.

“How do I look?” he asked. A smile tugged at one corner of his mouth.

“Like a million bucks,” I said. My own smile felt thin. “Literally.”

He laughed, low and warm, and the sound moved through the quiet studio. He stood, stretching, and the gold shifted across muscle with each breath. Light slid over his shoulders, down the long planes of his back. He came to me and took my face in his hands. He didn’t kiss me. He simply looked, thumbs moving once across my cheekbones. “You’re amazing,” he said. “No one else could do this. No one else could make me feel like this while it happened.”

The words settled somewhere behind my ribs. I leaned into his palms. “We’re not finished.”

“I know.” He kissed my forehead, the contact brief and dry. “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s the real one.”

The following night stretched longer than any that had come before it.

We began at six. The final session. Every remaining inch of skin had to be covered, and every earlier section needed blending, correction, another layer where the leaf had lifted. Twelve hours, minimum.

We spoke little. He moved into the poses I gave him and held them until the muscles in his thighs trembled. I mixed a different adhesive for the places that would have to flex—neck, wrists, the backs of his knees—and worked it into the fine hairs at his nape, along the sharp line of his jaw, over the delicate bones beneath his eyes. I gilded each finger separately, the webbing between them, the hard edges of his knuckles. Then his feet, the high arches, the callused pads of his toes.

As the hours thinned, the boundary between what we were doing and what we had become stopped mattering. There was only the work. The shared, wordless concentration. My attention narrowed to the weight of the brush, the tack of the adhesive on my own skin, the living heat of the man in front of me.

During a break he drank water while I opened and closed my cramped hand. He watched me over the rim of the bottle. “What happens after tomorrow? After the photos?”

The question sat between us. The final coat would seal everything. He would be finished. My part would end.

“I don’t know,” I said, and this time the words were not a dodge. They were simply true. “I want there to be an after, Marco.”

He set the bottle down. “So do I.”

That was all. It was enough.

We kept going. Dawn came up gray behind the skylight. I laid down the last layer of sealant and watched it dry clear, leaving him shining, untouchable, a single continuous surface of gold. He stood in the center of the studio in the pose we had practiced—a diver balanced on the lip of nothing, one arm lifted, every line of his body drawn tight with held motion.

I walked around him once, then again, looking for any break, any place the gold had failed to take. I found none. Against every expectation, the piece was whole.

“It’s done,” I said. My voice scraped.

He dropped the pose, rolled his shoulders, and looked down at himself. The gold moved with him like a second skin. “Sasha,” he said. “It’s—” He stopped. “I don’t have words.”

My eyes stung. I blinked hard. “The photographers will be here at nine.”

He crossed the room, steps soundless on the cloth. He took my stained hands in his gilded ones. “Thank you.”

I shook my head. “Don’t. This was you. Your patience. Your body. Your—”

“My heart,” he finished.

I looked up at him—at the man under the metal, the one who had asked for this, who had given himself to it without reservation. I rose onto my toes and kissed him, a closed, careful kiss that carried everything we had not said.

“You should rest,” I told him. “You’ll have to hold still for hours.”

He nodded. We cleaned the studio in a silence that felt companionable rather than empty. He could not shower. He dressed in loose black clothing that would not catch, pulled a beanie low over his gilded hair, and left his face bare.

At the door he paused, one hand on the frame. “After the gala,” he said, not looking at me. “After all of this is over. I want to take you to dinner. A real dinner. Where I can hold your hand across the table and you’re not covered in gold dust.”

A real dinner. A date. Something that belonged outside this room.

“I’d like that,” I said, and the words felt heavier than anything else I had said to him.

He left. The studio seemed larger once he was gone. I stood among the scattered leaf, the stained rags, the faint metallic scent that still hung in the air.

Three hours remained before the photographers arrived. I should have slept. Instead I poured the last of the whiskey into a glass and sat with the image of the finished piece in my mind.

It was everything the museum had asked for.

Yet the doubt Lydia Shaw had planted kept turning over. The gold was flawless. What if the flaw was me? What if the cameras caught the thing I had tried to keep out of the work—the way my hands had lingered, the way my voice had changed when I spoke to him? In five days he would stand under the museum lights and I would stand beside him and pretend none of it had happened.

I finished the whiskey. The burn did nothing to ease the cold that had settled under my ribs.

The art was ready.

I was not.


Chapter 5 — The Gala

The gala was a shimmering ghost haunting my studio.

For five days it loomed. Photographers moved through the space in shifts, lenses clicking as they documented the preparatory sketches, the oil palettes crusted at the edges, the sheets of gold leaf spread like fallen sunlight across the worktable. They asked precise questions about pigment ratios, about curing times, about the archival stability of the adhesives. I answered in a voice that sounded like mine, a voice that did not shake.

I did not see Marco.

We had agreed to it without speaking the words aloud. The work was finished. His body, my finished piece, had to stay untouched. No fingerprints. No smudges. No sweat-slick, gasping collisions on the drop cloth that would ruin the surface.

It was torture.

Sleep came in fragments. I dreamed of the brush dragging along the sharp ridge of his hipbone, of his mouth open against my throat. I woke aching, sheets wound tight around my legs, the ghost of his scent and the sharp bite of turpentine still thick in the air. I cleaned the studio with a frantic, mechanical focus, wiping every surface until the concrete gleamed, but the memory of his skin under my hands would not lift.

Lydia Shaw called twice. The first call confirmed the timeline for gala night. The second time her voice carried a bright, clipped excitement as she told me the preview images had created a “sensation” among the museum’s major donors. “They’re calling it transcendent, Sasha. You’ve outdone yourself.”

Transcendent. The word sat like ash on my tongue.

The night before the gala, the panic that had lived as a cold seed in my chest split open into something that wrapped around my ribs and squeezed. I stood in the center of the immaculate studio and stared at the final documentation: the large-format prints of Marco’s gilded body against black velvet. They were flawless. Every muscle rendered in precise light and metal. A technical triumph.

All anyone would see was the art.

I knew what lived beneath the gold. The quick, involuntary pull of air when my brush traced the center of his chest. The low, rough sound he made when the bristles moved over the soft skin inside his thigh. The way his cock had thickened and lifted under my steady, professional strokes, a silent, living rebellion of flesh against the image I was creating.

I had not ruined the piece. The piece was perfect.

I had ruined my own ability to see it as only work. I had turned a paid commission into something that lived under my skin, and tomorrow I would have to stand in a room full of strangers and listen while they discussed brushwork and concept and negative space, while every place my hands had touched him screamed inside me.

My phone buzzed on the worktable. Marco’s name lit the screen.

My heart slammed once, hard, against my ribs. I watched the screen through three rings before I answered.

“Hey.” His voice was low, rough at the edges, a living sound in the empty room.

“Hey.” Mine came out thinner than I wanted.

“Couldn’t sleep either?”

“No.”

A stretch of quiet. I heard the steady pull of his breath on the other end. “I was thinking about the pose,” he said. “For tomorrow. We never rehearsed the final hold. Not the real one.”

He was right. The museum’s choreographer had given us the stance: a diver arrested at the edge of the platform, one arm reaching, body coiled, face lifted. We had talked through it. We had marked the foot positions on the floor with tape. But we had never held it while gilded. The gilding itself had always been the priority.

“It’s a four-hour installation,” I said. The professional in me reached for logistics. “Your muscles will lock. You need to know where to shift, how to keep the weight balanced without breaking the leaf.”

“So let’s rehearse,” he said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. “Now. Come gild me. One last time. Put me in the pose. Make sure I can hold it.”

It was a catastrophic idea. The chance of a flaw, a crease, a single displaced hair was enormous.

It was the only idea that made sense.

“Are you sure?” I asked. The question of consent had become its own small ritual between us.

“I’m already on my way,” he said, and the line went dead.

Twenty minutes later the knock came at the studio door. When I opened it, the air left my lungs in a single rush.

He wore loose dark sweatpants and a faded hoodie, the ordinary clothes somehow more intimate than any of his nudity had been. This was Marco, the man who existed outside the piece. His hair was still damp from a shower. A shadow of stubble darkened his jaw. His eyes found mine and stayed there.

“Hi,” he said, the corner of his mouth lifting.

“Hi.” I stepped back to let him in.

He walked straight to the taped outline on the floor, pulled the hoodie over his head, and dropped it. Then his thumbs hooked into the waistband of the sweatpants. He looked at me, waiting.

“Okay,” I said, voice low.

He pushed the pants down and stepped free. And there he was. My finished work. My man. In the cool white light of the studio his skin was a map I already knew by touch. The gold leaf had been removed days ago with careful oil, but something of it remained, a faint luminous memory across his shoulders and chest. He stood utterly bare, completely at ease.

“Where do you want me?” he asked.

My throat tightened. “On the marks. Start with the stance.”

He stepped into position. His feet found the taped lines exactly. He lifted his chin, extended his right arm, curved his left beside his hip. His body became a single clean line of tension and held power.

“Good,” I said. My artist’s eye moved over the angles. “Hold it. I’m going to put down the base oil and a single layer of leaf on the key light side. So you can feel the weight. So you know what it will be like.”

I gathered the kit: the small vial of warmed almond oil, the soft sable brush, the book of transfer gold. My hands, which had trembled for days, were suddenly steady. This, at least, was mine.

“Talk to me,” he said. His gaze stayed fixed on the far wall. “Tell me what you’re doing.”

“I’m warming the oil in my palms,” I said, rubbing it between my hands until it matched skin temperature. “If it’s too cold the leaf won’t stick. It also keeps your skin from drying out under the hold.”

I moved behind him, bare feet silent on the sealed concrete. I started where I always started: the wide plane of his back. I poured a small pool of oil into my palm and smoothed it over his shoulder blade, working it in slow, firm circles with the heel of my hand.

A low sound left him. His skin tightened under my fingers.

“Okay?” I asked.

“More than okay.”

I kept going, oiling the long channel of his spine, the shallow dip above his ass, the rounded muscle of each glute. My hands knew every contour. When I came around to his front, his eyes dropped to meet mine. The pose slipped for a second, his arm lowering.

“Eyes up,” I whispered.

He obeyed. The corner of his mouth twitched.

I oiled his chest, the hard plane of his abdomen, the sharp cut of his hipbones. My fingers skimmed the dark line of hair that ran downward. He was already half-hard, his cock thickening against his thigh. The professional part of me registered it as a practical problem—the final pose would hide it. The rest of me felt a hot, possessive pulse low in my belly.

“Now the leaf,” I said. My voice had gone rough.

I took the book and the brush. The studio was quiet except for the sound of our breathing. I laid the first sheet across his oiled shoulder and used the brush to press it flat, then exhaled across it to burnish the surface. The gold caught the light and transformed him. Piece by piece I rebuilt the image. His deltoid. The curve of his pectoral. The clean line of his collarbone.

I worked in a kind of trance, the ritual pulling me under. This was the last time. The final time my hands would move over him like this. The knowledge sat like a splinter behind my ribs.

When I knelt to gild his thighs, the air in the room changed. It grew heavier, charged. My brush moved over the thick muscle of his quadriceps, then the softer skin on the inside. He trembled once, a small, visible shiver.

My own breath had gone shallow. I looked up the length of his body. He was looking down at me. The pose had broken. His eyes were dark, hungry.

“Sasha,” he said. My name came out rough, almost a plea.

“We’re not done,” I said, and we both knew I was not only talking about the gold.

“I know.”

I stood. My knees protested. A single patch of leaf on his lower abdomen had lifted at the corner, lifted by the movement of his breathing. I reached to smooth it back into place, fingertips pressing against the firm muscle beneath.

His hand came up and covered mine, holding it there against his skin. His palm was hot. “You’re scared,” he said quietly.

I did not lie. “They’re going to look at you tomorrow and see only the art. And all I’ll see is this. Every place I touched you.”

“Then touch me now,” he said, voice dropping lower. “One last time before I belong to them. Make sure I remember who I belong to.”

The panic in my chest twisted once, then broke. The fear did not vanish; something larger simply moved over it.

I leaned in and pressed my mouth to the newly gilded spot over his heart. I felt the wild, fast beat of it against my lips. “I want you,” I said against his skin. “Right here. Right now. On the studio floor. Like the first time.”

His answer was a low, guttural sound. He pulled me up and took my mouth. The kiss was nothing like the ones that had come before. This one claimed. His tongue pushed deep, tasting of mint and need. My hands rose to his hair and the careful gold on his neck cracked and shifted under my fingers.

He walked me backward until my shoulders met the cool wall. His hands found the hem of my thin cotton t-shirt and dragged it up and off. His mouth left mine to move down my throat, across my collarbone, to the lace edge of my bra. He caught the fabric with his teeth and pulled it down, then closed his hot mouth over my nipple and sucked hard.

I cried out, the back of my head hitting the wall. The pull went straight through me, sharp and electric, straight to the wet heat between my legs. I gripped his shoulders, feeling the fragile gold leaf fracture under my palms.

“The gold,” I gasped. “We’re ruining it.”

“Fuck the gold,” he growled against my breast. He switched to the other nipple, sucking harder, while his hand kneaded the wet, swollen flesh he had just left. “This is us. This is real.”

He dropped to his knees, hooked his fingers into the waistband of my leggings and underwear, and dragged both down in one hard motion. Cool studio air hit my heated skin. Then his mouth was on me.

He did not tease. He licked a broad, flat stripe through my folds, then focused on my clit with single-minded pressure. His hands gripped my bare ass, spreading me, holding me open for his tongue. He sucked the swollen bud into his mouth and worked it with a steady, relentless rhythm that made my thighs shake.

“Marco—fuck—”

I came fast and hard, the orgasm slamming through me in sharp, pulsing waves. My legs gave. I sagged against the wall, gasping, fingers still tangled in his gilded hair.

He rose, mouth wet, eyes fierce. He kissed me again, letting me taste myself on his tongue. Then he took my hand and led me, unsteady, to the center of the room, to the wide, clean drop cloth I had laid out that afternoon.

He lowered me onto the white canvas. The world narrowed to the weight of his body above me, the gleam of gold and skin in the studio lights, and the rough texture of the cloth against my back.

He knelt between my spread legs, his cock thick and fully erect, the head flushed dark and already leaking. He reached for the small bottle of oil I’d left on the floor beside us, poured a generous amount into his palm, and smoothed it over his length. The wet drag of his fist made my thighs twitch.

“Look at me,” he commanded, and I did.

He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head nudging against me. I was soaked, aching, open for him.

“Tell me you want this,” he said, the final, sacred question.

“I want you,” I breathed, lifting my hips. “I want this. Now. Always.”

He pushed inside.

The stretch stole the air from my lungs. He was thick, filling me perfectly, the blunt pressure forcing me wider until the burn tipped into something hotter. He sank deep, hips meeting mine, until I felt him in the pit of my stomach.

He stilled, letting me adjust, his forearms braced on either side of my head, his face inches from mine. Sweat beaded on his temple, mingling with the gold.

“You feel like heaven,” he whispered, voice strained.

Then he began to move.

It was not the frantic, hungry pace I expected. It was slow. Deep. A deliberate, rocking thrust that dragged his cock along every sensitive inner wall. Each stroke hit a spot inside me that made my vision spark. I wrapped my legs around his waist, heels digging into the firm muscle of his ass, pulling him deeper.

The gold leaf on his chest was transferring to my skin. Tiny metallic flakes scraped my nipples, stuck to my sweat-dampened stomach. We were a mess of oil and leaf and need, gilding each other with every thrust.

He shifted his angle slightly, and the next thrust brushed a new, devastating place. A cry tore from my throat.

“There?” he rasped, and did it again.

I nodded, beyond words. My second orgasm was building, a deep, rolling pressure starting low in my belly and spreading outward. My muscles clenched around him, pulling him deeper.

“I’m close,” he warned, his rhythm beginning to fracture.

“Me too,” I managed to gasp. “Don’t stop.”

He reached between us, his thumb finding my clit, circling it in time with his thrusts. The dual sensation was too much. The coil inside me snapped.

My climax ripped through me, a white-hot seizure that arched my spine off the cloth. A raw scream tore from my throat. The convulsions of my inner muscles triggered his own release. With a guttural shout, he drove into me one final, deep thrust, and I felt the hot pulse of him filling me, his body shuddering above mine.

His arms gave out and he came down over me, chest heaving against mine, one hand still tangled where my hip met his. Neither of us moved to fix it. We lay there, a tangled, gasping, glittering heap on the studio floor. The only sounds were our ragged breaths and the distant hum of the city through the skylight.

Slowly, reality seeped back in. Cool air on my sweat-slicked skin. The smell of sex and oil and him. The faint, metallic shimmer of gold dust floating in the beams of the work lights above us.

He lifted his head, his face softened, his eyes full of a wonder that mirrored my own. He brushed a strand of hair from my cheek, his finger leaving a golden smear.

“So,” he said, his voice wrecked and beautiful. “The pose.”

A hysterical laugh bubbled out of me. It turned into a sob. I clutched him tighter, burying my face in the crook of his neck, which tasted of salt and skin and gold.

“I ruined you,” I whispered against his skin. “You’re a mess.”

He held me, his hands making slow, soothing circles on my back. “No,” he said softly. “You remade me.”

We lay there until our breathing evened out, until the sweat cooled on our skin. Reluctantly, he shifted, pulling out of me, a slow, intimate withdrawal that made me gasp. He rolled onto his back beside me, taking my hand in his. Our fingers, both sticky and glittering, laced together.

The studio was a disaster. Gold leaf was everywhere—on the floor, on the drop cloth, clinging to our joined bodies. The pristine rehearsal had become a bacchanal.

“We have to clean you up,” I said, my practical mind reluctantly flickering back to life. “The gala is in twelve hours.”

“We have time,” he murmured, but he sat up.

We helped each other to the small sink in the corner. I wet a soft cloth with warm water and gentle soap, and I began, with infinite tenderness, to wash the gold from his skin. He stood patiently, letting me work, his eyes never leaving my face. I started with his face, wiping the smudges from his forehead, his cheeks, his jaw. I washed his neck, his shoulders, his chest and abdomen. I knelt and washed his thighs, his calves, his feet. When I reached his cock, now soft and spent, I cleaned him with the same reverent care, and he cupped my cheek, his thumb stroking my skin.

When he was clean, he took the cloth from me and returned the favor. He washed the gold from my breasts, my stomach, the inside of my thighs. He was meticulous, gentle. It was an act of worship.

When we were done, we stood there, naked and clean and real under the harsh fluorescent light. The art was gone, washed down the drain. All that remained was us.

“Come home with me,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “Not for sex. Just to sleep. In a real bed. Where I can hold you.”

I looked at the studio, at the glittering evidence of our transgression. The fear tried to rise again—the fear of tomorrow, of the gala, of the scrutiny.

But looking at him, his face open and sure, the fear receded. He was my anchor. Not my mistake.

“Okay,” I said.

We dressed in silence, in our rumpled clothes. I turned off the lights, locking the studio door behind us. As we walked to his car, hand in hand, the first hint of dawn was a pale stripe on the horizon.

Tomorrow, the gala. Tomorrow, he would be the statue, and I would be the artist.

But tonight, in his bed, we would just be Sasha and Marco. And that, I realized as he opened the car door for me, was the only masterpiece that mattered.

I slept deeply for the first time in a week, wrapped in the scent of him and the solid warmth of his body. No dreams of gold or falling. Just the profound, heavy peace of exhaustion and surrender.

When I woke, late morning light was filtering through his bedroom blinds, striping the rumpled sheets. He was already awake, propped on an elbow, watching me. His lips curved into a slow, easy smile.

“There she is,” he said, his voice sleep-roughened.

I stretched, every muscle pleasantly sore. “What time is it?”

“Time for coffee. And then,” he said, his smile turning wicked, “a very thorough shower. You have gold… everywhere.”

I looked down at myself. He was right. A fine, stubborn dust of gold still clung to my skin, glittering in the creases of my elbows, the hollow of my throat. He had it too, a faint, luminous sheen on his forearm, caught in his chest hair.

The gala was tonight.

The thought landed like a stone in my gut. The peace of the morning shattered, replaced by the familiar, clawing anxiety. I must have tensed, because his expression softened.

“Hey,” he murmured, brushing my hair back. “We have hours. It’s going to be fine.”

“What if it’s not?” The words tumbled out, the fear I’d been holding finally voiced in the quiet of his bedroom. “What if they look at you and they see… us? What if it’s obvious? What if I ruined the integrity of the piece?”

He caught my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “You didn’t ruin anything. You elevated it. You think that piece would have half the power it does if you’d stayed on your side of the line? If you’d treated me like a mannequin?” He shook his head. “The art is alive because you let yourself feel it. Because I felt it. That’s what they’re going to see. Life. Not a scandal.”

I wanted to believe him. Desperately.

He kissed me, slow and deep, a promise and a distraction. Then he rolled out of bed, gloriously naked, and padded out of the room. “Coffee,” he called back. “Then shower. In that order.”

The day passed in a strange, suspended blur. We shared a shower, washing the last remnants of gold from each other with a practicality that felt intensely intimate. We ate eggs and toast at his small kitchen island, our knees touching. We didn’t talk about the gala. We talked about stupid things—a movie he wanted to see, the terrible paint job in his hallway, the way I took my coffee (too much sugar, according to him).

But the gala was a clock ticking down in both our heads.

At three PM, my phone buzzed with a text from Lydia Shaw. Car will collect you at 5:30. See you at the museum at 6 for final prep. Excitement is through the roof!

The reality of it slammed into me. The collection. The prep. The crowd.

Marco saw my face. He took the phone from my hand, set it aside, and pulled me into his arms. “Breathe,” he said into my hair. “Just breathe.”

At five, we dressed in silence. He wore simple, dark trousers and a white button-down, clothes that would be easy to remove for the final oiling and leafing at the museum. I put on the dress I’d chosen weeks ago for this night—a column of dark green silk, severe and elegant, my armor. I twisted my hair into a tight knot at my nape. When I looked in the mirror, I saw Sasha Vey, the artist. Impeccable. Controlled.

The car, a sleek black town car, arrived precisely on time. The ride to the museum was quiet. Marco held my hand, his thumb stroking over my knuckles. He didn’t offer empty platitudes. His presence was enough.

The museum’s loading dock was a hive of controlled chaos when we arrived. Technicians wheeled lighting rigs. Caterers arranged trays of champagne flutes. Lydia Shaw descended on us the moment we stepped out of the car, a vision in a sharp tuxedo dress.

“There you are! Right on time. Marco, you’re with Michael for final skin prep and positioning. Sasha, you’re with me—we need to do a final walk-through of the installation space, confirm the lighting cues.”

She was all business, a conductor orchestrating her symphony. Marco caught my eye over her shoulder. You’ve got this, he mouthed silently, before being swept away by a young, efficient-looking assistant named Michael.

Lydia led me through the bowels of the museum, up a service elevator, and into the main gala space. The grand hall had been transformed. Black velvet drapes hung from the soaring ceilings. Low, ambient lighting made the existing marble statues look like they were breathing. And in the very center of the room, on a raised circular platform, was the focal point: a simple, black plinth, waiting.

My plinth. His plinth.

Spotlights, currently dark, were trained on it from the ceiling. A discreet, dark curtain created a small preparation area to one side.

“This is where you’ll do the final gilding,” Lydia said, gesturing to the curtained space. “We’ll have him in position thirty minutes before the doors open. You’ll have twenty to apply the final leaf. The oil base will already be on. We’ll keep the room cool to prevent… premature issues.” She gave me a knowing, surprisingly gentle look. “The pose is four hours, with two five-minute breaks where we’ll curtain him for water. Can he do it?”

“He can do it,” I said, my voice stronger than I felt.

She nodded, satisfied. “Good. Now, the unveiling. The guests will be milling for the first hour. At eight sharp, the director will say a few words, the lights in here will dim, and the spotlights on your piece will come up. That’s the moment.” She looked at me, her sharp eyes missing nothing. “This is a big moment, Sasha. For you. For the museum.

For him. Don’t let anything… complicate it.”

The warning was clear. Don’t let your feelings show.

I just nodded, my throat too tight to speak.

The next hour was a whirlwind. I checked my kit in the prep area: the oil, warmed and ready in its insulated bottle. The fresh, perfect sheets of 23-karat transfer gold. My brushes, my breath mint, my lint-free cloths. Everything was in order.

At six forty-five, Marco emerged from a side room. He’d changed into a loose, black silk robe. His skin glowed with a light application of the base oil. Michael had done a good job—it was even, sheer, perfect.

Our eyes met across the bustling room. The noise and the people faded.

It was just him and me, and the countdown in my blood.

Lydia clapped her hands. “Places! Sasha, prep area. Marco, with her.

Curtain closed in two minutes. Guests arrive in forty-five!”

We moved to the curtained space. Michael pulled the heavy dark velvet closed, leaving us in a pool of soft, focused light. It was just us, the kit, and the faint hum of the crowd gathering on the other side of the drape.

The air crackled.

He untied the robe and let it slide from his shoulders. He stood before me, utterly bare, utterly still. The oil made his skin gleam like wet marble. This was it. The final performance.

“Okay,” I said, my artist’s voice taking over, steady and low. “On the platform. Let’s get you set.”

He stepped onto the black platform, finding the marked foot positions.

He assumed the pose—the poised diver, one arm extended, body taut, face lifted toward the imagined sky. It was perfect. More than perfect.

It was alive with potential energy.

“Hold that,” I whispered.

I picked up my brush and the book of gold. This was the last time my hands would touch him like this. The thought was a physical pain in my chest. I pushed it down. I had a job to do.

I worked quickly, efficiently. This was not the slow, sensual ritual of the studio. This was clinical, precise. I laid the leaf on his extended arm first, burnishing it smooth. Then his shoulder, his chest, the long line of his side. I moved around him, a satellite in his orbit. My world narrowed to the shimmering sheet, the soft brush, the perfect plane of his skin.

He held the pose immobile, but his eyes followed me. They were dark, intense, full of a trust that stole my breath.

When I knelt to gild his thighs, the position was achingly familiar. My brush swept over the powerful muscles. I saw the faint, almost invisible mark from last night, where my fingernail had dug in. My own breath hitched.

I finished his legs and stood. The only part left was his face. I stepped in front of him. Our eyes locked. He was a golden god, a statue, but his gaze was fiercely, devastatingly human.

“Last part,” I murmured.

I selected a smaller, finer brush. With infinite care, I laid a single, perfect sheet of gold over his cheekbone, smoothing it with my breath. I did the other cheek. His jaw. His forehead. I left his lips bare, a shocking slash of pink in the field of gold.

I stepped back. The transformation was complete.

He was no longer Marco. He was Art. A gilded demigod frozen in a moment of sublime anticipation. The spotlights, still off, would make him gleam like a fallen sun.

He was magnificent. And he was mine.

Tears pricked my eyes. I blinked them back furiously.

“You’re perfect,” I breathed, the words only for him.

He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t move. But the corner of his bare lip quirked up, just a millimeter. A secret just for me.

The curtain was pulled back slightly. Lydia’s face appeared. “One minute to doors,” she hissed. “Everyone out. Take your places.”

I gave him one last, long look. I committed every line, every shimmer, to memory. Then I turned and walked out from behind the curtain, into the main hall.

The guests were already streaming in, a river of black tie and glittering gowns, of champagne flutes and murmured conversation. I accepted a glass from a passing tray but didn’t drink it. I stood at the edge of the crowd, my eyes fixed on the dark, curtained platform in the center of the room.

Lydia found me, looping her arm through mine. “Circulate,” she commanded under her breath. “Talk to donors. Smile. You’re the brilliant artist.

Act like it.”

I let her lead me through the crowd. I shook hands. I accepted compliments on the preview images. I talked about technique, about the history of gilding, about the challenges of working with a living canvas. The words came out smooth, practiced. A recording of Sasha Vey, Artist.

But my heart was a trapped bird, beating against my ribs. My skin felt too tight. Every laugh, every clink of a glass, was an assault. All I wanted was to be behind that curtain, in the quiet with him.

The hour crawled by.

Finally, the museum director stepped onto a small dais near the platform. He tapped a microphone. The crowd’s murmur died down.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice echoing in the grand space.

“Welcome. Tonight, we celebrate not just art, but the sublime moment where human form and artistic vision become one…”

I stopped hearing the words. My blood was roaring in my ears. I watched as two attendants moved to the edges of the black curtain.

“…without further ado, I present to you… Icarus Ascendant.”

The lights in the hall dimmed to near darkness. A collective breath was drawn.

The spotlights snapped on.

The light was brutal, beautiful. It hit the gilded figure and exploded.

He wasn’t just gold; he was light itself. Liquid fire poured over the contours of his body, highlighting every muscle, every tendon, every perfect line. The pose was one of such aching vulnerability and power that a soft gasp went through the crowd.

He was transcendent. More beautiful than I had ever dreamed.

He was also utterly, terrifyingly still. A statue. A thing.

I watched, my nails digging into my palms, as the crowd pressed closer.

They circled the platform, their faces upturned in awe. Cameras flashed.

People whispered.

“It’s breathtaking,” a woman next to me sighed.

“Is he even real?” a man wondered aloud.

“The craftsmanship… the sheer audacity of it,” another murmured.

They saw the art. The concept. The skill.

They didn’t see the man. They didn’t see the quick rise and fall of his chest, so slight as to be almost invisible. They didn’t see the pulse beating in his gilded throat. They didn’t see the living, breathing person inside the metal skin.

A strange detachment settled over me. This was my triumph. The pinnacle of my career. And I felt nothing but a hollow, expanding cold.

Lydia materialized at my side, squeezing my arm. “It’s a sensation, Sasha. An absolute sensation.” Her voice was thick with victory.

I managed a stiff smile.

The crowd swelled around the piece, a murmuring, admiring tide. I stood apart, a island in my green silk dress. I watched as the first break approached. On a silent cue from a stage manager, the lights on the platform shifted subtly. The attendants moved in, drawing the curtain closed around him, giving him his five minutes of reprieve.

I couldn’t move. I should go back there. Check on him. Offer water. But my feet were rooted to the spot.

Five minutes later, the curtain opened again. The spotlights hit. The crowd sighed. The performance resumed.

Another hour passed. Then another break. And another cycle of light and admiration.

During the third break, a hand touched the small of my back. I jumped.

It was Marco’s assistant, Michael. His face was tense. “Ms. Vey? He’s asking for you. In the break. Now.”

The cold in my chest shattered into a million shards of ice. I moved through the crowd, my politeness gone. I pushed past tuxedos and gowns, my heart hammering.

I slipped behind the curtain just as it was closing.

The light inside was a dim, safe glow. Marco stood on the platform, still in the pose, but his head was bowed, his shoulders slumped. An assistant was holding a water bottle with a straw to his lips. He drank greedily.

He saw me. His eyes, the only familiar part of him now, found mine. They were strained. Exhausted.

“Sasha,” he rasped.

I was at his side in two strides. “What’s wrong? Are you cramping? Do you need to stop?”

He shook his head minutely. “No. I’m okay.” He took another sip of water. The assistant discreetly slipped out, leaving us alone behind the velvet wall. The noise of the gala was a dull, muffled roar.

“Then what?” I asked, my hand hovering, wanting to touch but afraid to mar the leaf.

“I just needed to see you,” he said, his voice low and rough from disuse. “I needed… a reminder.”

“A reminder of what?”

“Of who I am. Under this.” His eyes searched my face. “Out there, I’m an object. In here, with you… I’m yours.”

The words were a key turning in a lock deep inside me. The cold vanished, burned away by a surge of pure, fierce heat.

I looked at him—the gilded god, my masterpiece, my man—standing strong through the pain and the scrutiny, asking only for my eyes to remind him of himself.

I didn’t think. I acted.

I stepped onto the platform. I cupped his golden cheek, heedless of the fragile leaf. I rose on my toes and I kissed him.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a brand. A claiming. My mouth moved over his bare lips, pouring every ounce of my fear, my pride, my desperate, tangled love into it. I felt his sharp intake of breath, then his lips yielding, responding with a hunger that matched my own.

It lasted only seconds. But it changed everything.

I pulled back, my breath coming fast. A perfect imprint of my lips was now smudged on his gold-leafed mouth.

“There’s your reminder,” I said, my voice trembling. “You’re Marco Diaz.

And you’re magnificent.”

He stared at me, his eyes blazing in the gilded mask of his face. He said nothing. He didn’t need to.

The curtain rustled. The break was over.

I stepped down, my heart pounding a wild, triumphant rhythm. I turned and walked out, leaving him on the platform, my lipstick stain a scarlet secret on his golden mouth.

The final hour of the installation was a blur of light and sound, but now I watched with new eyes. I saw him. I saw the incredible discipline, the strength, the artistry of his own performance. He wasn’t just my canvas. He was my collaborator. My equal.

When the lights finally dimmed for the last time and the curtain closed around him for the final de-installation, the crowd erupted in applause.

It was thunderous, sustained. People turned to me, their faces alight with admiration. They clapped for me.

But my eyes were on the curtain.

It was over. The gala was a triumph. The museum director was beaming, shaking my hand, talking about acquisitions and touring exhibits. Lydia was already on her phone, negotiating something. The crowd began to disperse, buzzing with the energy of the night.

I slipped away.

In the prep area, behind the now-permanently closed curtain, Marco sat on a low stool, shoulders slack, skin gleaming under the harsh work lights. Michael and another attendant moved around him with soft cloths and warmed oil, peeling the gold away in slow, deliberate strokes. The cloths whispered against his body. Thin, crinkling sheets of leaf lifted free, baring the flushed skin underneath, still pink from the heat of the lamps and the long stillness.

I waited until the final piece came off his face. His eyes opened and found mine, tired but steady.

“Hey,” I said, voice low.

“Hey,” he rasped.

When they finished, they wrapped him in a thick robe and we slipped out through the service door, avoiding the crowd still milling in the main gallery. Lydia had sent a different car. It idled at the curb, back door already open.

We rode in silence. Marco rested his head against the cool glass, eyes closed. I held his hand on the seat between us and felt the fine, constant tremor running through his fingers, the aftershock of four hours locked in one position.

We went back to my studio. It was the only place that made sense.

Inside, the air still carried the faint metallic scent of the gold we had used the night before. The wall where he had pressed me flat. The stretch of floor where we had gone down together, laughing and desperate. He walked to the center of the room and stopped under the skylight, robe hanging open, uncertain what came next now that the performance was over.

I crossed to him. My fingers found the belt and pulled. The robe slid from his shoulders and pooled at his feet. He stood naked in the spill of late light, no longer a living sculpture, just a man—skin faintly traced with the memory of the leaf and marked darker in places where my hands and mouth had claimed him the night before.

I touched him with nothing but my bare hands. I followed the tired slope of his shoulders, pressing my thumbs into the tight cords along his spine until the muscle gave under my fingers. I mapped the warm plane of his back, the dip of his waist, the solid weight of his ass. I pressed my mouth to the hollow of his throat and felt his pulse kick against my tongue.

A tremor moved through him. He dragged me in hard, arms locking around my back, face buried against my neck. His breath came hot and uneven against my skin.

“You were perfect,” I whispered into the curve of his shoulder.

“It was for you,” he said, the words muffled by my dress. “All of it. Every second. It was for you.”

I believed him.

He lifted his head. His eyes searched mine, dark and raw. “I don’t want to go home tonight,” he said. “I don’t want to be anywhere you’re not.”

“Then stay,” I said. The answer felt simple because it was.

He kissed me, slow and deep, tasting of exhaustion and relief and something that felt like a promise. He walked me backward to the wide daybed in the corner, the one I kept for clients who needed to rest between sittings. He laid me down and followed, his body covering mine, heavy and warm and exactly right.

This time there was no rush. No frantic edge. He undressed me piece by piece, sliding fabric from my shoulders, my hips, my legs, his hands lingering on every inch of skin he uncovered. His mouth followed—slow kisses along the swell of my breast, the line of my ribs, the soft skin just inside my hipbone. He took his time, learning the shape of me again with lips and tongue and the careful drag of his teeth.

When he finally pushed inside me, it was a single, deliberate thrust, the thick head of his cock stretching me open, sinking deep until his hips met mine. I felt every inch. The slow, steady press of him filled me, the blunt head nudging the end of me, the hot, solid weight of his cock seated fully inside my cunt. We moved together in a deep, rolling rhythm, his cock dragging almost all the way out before he sank back in, again and again, the wet sound of it loud in the quiet room. His eyes stayed on mine, dark and intent. Nothing existed outside the slide of his body into mine, the press of his chest against my breasts, the way his pubic bone ground against my clit with every slow thrust.

There was no gold between us now. No audience. No performance. Just the heat of his skin, the slick grip of my cunt around his cock, the shared, ragged sound of our breathing.

My orgasm built in a long, steady climb, heat coiling low in my belly, tightening until it broke. It rolled through me in thick, pulsing waves, my cunt clenching hard around him, my thighs shaking as I came with his name on my lips. He followed seconds later, hips stuttering, cock jerking deep inside me as he groaned into my mouth, filling me with the hot rush of his come.

Afterward we stayed tangled on the daybed, the only light the faint city glow through the skylight. My head rested on his chest. I listened to the strong, steady beat of his heart under my ear.

“What happens now?” I asked into the dark.

His fingers stroked through my hair. “Now,” he said, voice a low rumble against my cheek, “you take commissions that don’t involve naked men.”

I laughed, the sound loose and real. “And you?”

“I take jobs that don’t involve standing still for four hours.” He was quiet for a moment. “And in between, we have dinner. We go to movies. We fight about the thermostat. We do… this.” His thumb traced a slow circle low on my back. “And that dinner I promised you, back before the gala moved up on us. The real one, where I get to hold your hand across the table and you’re not covered in gold dust. That still stands. Tomorrow, if you want it.”

“I want it,” I said, and meant every part of the sentence.

It sounded like a dream. A beautiful, simple, impossible dream.

“And the art?” I whispered.

He shifted, propping himself on one elbow to look down at me. His face was serious in the dim light. “The art is what brought us here. But this,” he said, his hand spreading warm over my heart, “this is what we make from now on. Together.”

I looked around the studio, my sanctuary, my prison. It looked different now. Not a place of careful solitude, but a place where something new could begin. Where gold leaf could still adorn skin, and something steadier could take root in the spaces between.

I looked back at him. At the man who had been my canvas, my challenge, my undoing, and my beginning.

“Okay,” I said.

And for the first time in a long time, with the ghost of the performance finally behind us and the warm, breathing weight of him in my arms, I knew it was true.

Weeks later, I found a single fleck of gold leaf caught in the seam of my oldest work apron, worked loose from some session I could no longer place. Out of habit I nearly brushed it away. Instead I closed my fist around it and thought of everything the museum’s plinth would never hold: the ordinary miracle of him asleep in my bed on a Tuesday that meant nothing to anyone but us, the ridiculous argument we’d had over the thermostat that morning, his hand finding mine under the table at the real dinner he’d promised. Gilded not in metal this time, but in something that did not flake, did not tarnish, did not wash down any drain. Some things, it turned out, were built to last well past the unveiling.
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