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Chapter 1 — The Glass Offer

The call came on a Tuesday while I was elbow-deep in the darkroom, developing prints from a beach house in Malibu that had cost someone more than my entire career to date. The number on the screen was private, no name attached, and I almost let it go to voicemail. Architectural photographers don’t get many cold calls worth taking. Most of the work arrives through the agency now, neat emails with mood boards and budgets already approved.

I wiped my hands on a towel that had once been white and answered anyway.

“Sloane Reyes.”

A pause, then a voice I didn’t recognize. Low, unhurried, with the kind of clarity that suggested he was used to being listened to. “Ms. Reyes. My name is Cassian Volk. I have a property I’d like you to photograph.”

I waited for the rest—the square footage, the architect’s name, the deadline that would be impossible. It didn’t come.

“Forty floors above downtown,” he continued. “Three walls of uninterrupted glass. The light changes every fifteen minutes. I want the work done properly.”

Properly. The word landed with weight.

“I don’t usually take on-site commissions without a brief,” I said. “And I’m booked through—”

“I’ve seen your book. The one you did for the concrete house in Joshua Tree. You didn’t flinch at the shadows. Most photographers try to erase them.”

I had spent three weeks in that house, waiting for the right angle on a wall that had been poured in a single pour at three in the morning. The client had wanted perfection. I had given him the truth of the concrete instead.

“What’s the address?” I asked.

He told me. I wrote it down even though I knew the building. Everyone in LA who cared about glass and steel knew it. The penthouse had been finished two years ago and never appeared in a single publication. No tours, no open houses, no Instagram reels of the view at sunset. It was the kind of silence that cost money to maintain.

“There’s a condition,” he said.

I was already expecting one. Reclusive clients always had them.

“You’ll live in the apartment for the duration of the shoot. One week. I’ll be there as well. The contract will reflect that.”

I laughed once, short and surprised. “You want me to move in with you to take pictures of your living room?”

“I want you to understand the light the way I do. And I want the photographs to show that understanding.”

The way he said it made the request feel less like an invasion and more like an invitation I hadn’t known how to want. I told him I’d think about it. He gave me twenty-four hours and hung up without saying goodbye.

I spent the evening walking the length of my own apartment, a converted loft above a dry cleaner in Koreatown that smelled faintly of starch even on the best days. My walls were brick. My windows faced an alley and a billboard for a teeth-whitening service that flickered at night. I had chosen it because the rent was reasonable and the light in the morning was flat enough to develop prints without glare. Standing there, I tried to imagine waking up to forty floors of sky and the city spread out like circuitry.

I called him back the next morning.

“I’ll need to see the contract first,” I said.

“It’s already in your inbox.”

Of course it was. The email had arrived at 3:17 a.m. The contract was twelve pages of dense language that boiled down to three things: I would have full access to the apartment and its systems for seven days; the apartment’s security cameras ran continuously unless I disabled them; and neither of us would publish, share, archive, or discuss any image or recording without the other’s explicit written consent. There was a nondisclosure clause that made my usual agency paperwork look like a suggestion. And at the bottom, in the same clean sans-serif font, was the fee.

It was more than I had made on my last three commissions combined.

I signed it electronically and sent it back before I could talk myself out of it.

The car arrived at seven the following morning, black and silent, the driver in a suit that didn’t match the usual rideshare uniform. He didn’t ask for small talk. I loaded my cases—two rolling bags of gear, one hard case for the Hasselblad, and the battered Leica I carried like a talisman—into the trunk and climbed into the back seat with my camera bag on my lap.

The building was exactly what I had expected from the address: a dark tower of reflective glass that caught the morning light and threw it back at the city like a challenge. The lobby was all stone and height, the kind of space designed to make you aware of your own footsteps. A man in a charcoal uniform met me at the elevator and keyed in a code without asking my name. The car rose so smoothly I barely felt it.

When the doors opened, I stepped into the apartment and forgot how to breathe for a moment.

Three walls were glass. Not the polite, tinted kind that turned the world into a soft blur. This was clear, structural, floor-to-ceiling and corner-to-corner. The city was right there, close enough that I could see the individual cars on the 110 if I leaned forward. The floor was a pale concrete that had been polished until it held the light like water. There were almost no internal walls. The kitchen flowed into the living space, which flowed into what I assumed was the bedroom area, separated only by a freestanding walnut screen that looked like it had been carved from a single tree.

I set my bags down and walked the perimeter slowly, the way I always did on a new job. The camera stayed in my hand. I didn’t lift it yet. I wanted to feel the space first.

A door opened somewhere behind me.

I turned.

He was taller than I had pictured, though I hadn’t pictured him at all. Six-two, maybe, with hair that had gone silver at the temples and stayed dark everywhere else. He wore a black sweater that looked soft enough to touch and trousers that had clearly been made for him. The scar at the corner of his left eye was small, a thin white line that caught the light when he moved his head. He didn’t smile. He simply looked at me the way I looked at a new space—taking inventory, noting the details, deciding what mattered.

“Ms. Reyes,” he said. “Welcome.”

“Sloane is fine.”

“Cassian.”

We didn’t shake hands. He stayed where he was, near the elevator, giving me the room I needed to keep walking. I appreciated that. Most clients hovered.

I moved toward the glass. The morning light was already changing, sliding from cool blue to something warmer as the sun cleared the eastern buildings. I could see my own reflection layered over the city—black shirt, black jeans, short hair that I had cut myself three weeks ago because I hated making appointments. Behind me, Cassian Volk watched without moving.

I turned to face him.

He didn’t blink.

Most people would have looked away, offered a comment about the view, asked if I needed anything. He simply held my gaze, steady and unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world to see what I would do next. The silence stretched. I felt it in my chest first, then lower, a slow tightening that had nothing to do with the job and everything to do with the way he was looking at me like I was the only moving thing in a room full of stillness.

I lifted the Leica and took a single frame. Not of him. Of the space between us, the way the light caught the edge of the walnut screen and threw his shadow long across the concrete.

He still didn’t blink.

“I’ll start with the east wall at golden hour,” I said, voice even. “The west wall needs the city lights. I’ll need to be here for both.”

“You’ll be here for both,” he agreed.

He showed me the rest of the apartment without commentary. The kitchen was minimal, the kind of space that suggested he either didn’t cook or employed someone who did it elsewhere. The bedroom was behind the screen, a low platform bed facing the glass, the sheets a deep charcoal that looked like they would be cool to the touch. There was no art on the walls. The view was the art.

The master bath was the only space with any internal walls, a cube of frosted glass and dark stone that still managed to feel open because the ceiling was glass as well. I could see the sky directly above the freestanding tub. It was the kind of detail that would make a client’s eyes light up in a pitch meeting. I made a mental note to shoot it from the tub itself, looking up.

Cassian waited in the doorway while I walked the space. When I turned back, he was still watching me.

“There’s a second monitor in the bedroom,” he said. “It’s tied to the security system. You’ll see the feeds from every camera in the building.”

I frowned. “I don’t need security feeds to photograph an apartment.”

“They’re not for the building,” he said. “They’re for the apartment. I had them installed when the glass went in. Most people don’t realize how much they can see from the outside once the lights are on.”

He didn’t apologize. He didn’t explain further. He simply told me the password was written on a card in the top drawer of the nightstand, and that I was free to use the system however I wanted.

I should have asked why he was telling me this. I should have asked what he expected me to do with footage of his own apartment. Instead I nodded, and the moment passed.

We signed nothing else. The contract—cameras, deletions, consent, all of it—was already binding. He showed me where the coffee was kept, told me the kitchen was stocked, and said he would be in his office for most of the day if I needed anything. Then he left me alone with the glass.

I spent the first hour simply walking. I needed to know where the light pooled and where it cut. I needed to know which angles would flatten the city and which would make it look like it was rising to meet the lens. I took test frames with the Leica, nothing serious, just enough to start building a map in my head.

By mid-morning the light had shifted enough that I could see the reflection of the bedroom in the east glass. The bed was visible, the dark sheets, the low angle of the platform. If someone in one of the neighboring towers had the right equipment, they could see it too. The thought should have bothered me. Instead I felt a strange, low thrum of interest.

I went back to the bedroom and opened the nightstand drawer. The card was there, heavy stock, the password written in the same clean hand that had signed the contract. I carried it to the monitor mounted on the wall beside the bed. It was larger than a normal television, matte black, already on.

The interface was simple. Four feeds. Living area. Kitchen. Bath. Bedroom. All of them showed the apartment from slightly elevated angles, the kind of placement that suggested they had been installed by someone who understood composition. I clicked through them one by one. The resolution was high enough that I could see the individual grains in the concrete floor.

I turned the monitor off.

When I looked up, Cassian was standing in the doorway to the office, watching me.

He still didn’t blink.

“I’m going to start shooting the kitchen at noon,” I said. “The light will be good then.”

“I’ll stay out of your way.”

He didn’t move. I didn’t ask him to.

I went back to my cases and began unpacking the rest of the gear. The Hasselblad was heavy in my hands, familiar, the weight of it settling something in my chest. I attached the lens, checked the settings, and carried it to the kitchen island.

The city was still there, just beyond the glass. I could feel it watching me as much as I was watching it. Or maybe that was him.

I lifted the camera.

Behind me, in the reflection, Cassian Volk stood perfectly still, his eyes on my back, and I knew without turning that he hadn’t looked away once.






Chapter 2 — The Second Screen

The light in the kitchen was exactly as I had predicted. It came in low from the east, turning the concrete counters into something almost warm, catching on the edge of the stainless sink and throwing soft reflections across the glass. I worked slowly, the way I always did on the first day of a shoot. I moved the Hasselblad a few inches at a time, checking the frame through the viewfinder, adjusting for the way the city behind the glass kept trying to pull focus.

Cassian had disappeared into his office after our brief exchange. I could hear the low sound of his voice through the partially open door—phone calls, I assumed, though I couldn’t make out the words. He didn’t raise his voice. He never seemed to. The apartment was so quiet that even the distant hum of traffic forty floors below felt muffled, as if the glass itself absorbed sound.

I took twenty frames of the kitchen island from three different angles. Then I moved to the living area, where the light was beginning to shift again. The east wall was now in partial shadow, the city beyond it sharper than it had been an hour earlier. I set up the tripod and began the slow work of composing the first real shot of the day.

Halfway through the sequence, I felt him.

I didn’t turn. I kept my eye to the viewfinder, but I knew he had stepped out of the office. The air in the room changed when he was in it. Not heavier. Just more present. I could feel the weight of his attention the way I could feel the change in temperature when the sun moved behind a cloud.

I finished the frame, checked the screen on the back of the camera, and made a small adjustment to the aperture. When I looked up, he was standing near the walnut screen, watching me work.

He didn’t speak. He simply stood there, hands in the pockets of his trousers, the black sweater still soft-looking in the light. The scar at the corner of his eye caught the sun for a moment and disappeared again when he tilted his head.

I lifted the camera and took a frame of him. Not his face. The space he occupied. The way his shadow fell across the concrete. The way the glass behind him turned the city into a backdrop that made him look both part of it and separate from it.

He didn’t move.

I lowered the camera. “You don’t have to stay out of the way if you don’t want to.”

“I don’t mind watching,” he said.

The words landed with the same quiet weight as everything else he said. I felt them in my chest the way I had felt the silence when he first looked at me without blinking. I turned back to the camera and took another frame, this time of the living area with him in it, small and still against the vast glass.

We worked like that for the next hour. I moved through the apartment, and he followed at a distance, never close enough to interfere, never far enough that I forgot he was there. I photographed the bedroom from the doorway, the low platform bed, the dark sheets, the way the glass made the city feel like it was in the room with us. I photographed the bath from three angles, the freestanding tub, the frosted glass walls, the sky visible through the ceiling. Every time I looked up, Cassian was there, watching.

By early afternoon the light had shifted enough that I needed to stop. The west wall was now in full sun, the city sharp and glittering beyond it. I packed the Hasselblad into its case and carried it back to the living area, where I had set up a temporary workspace on the dining table.

Cassian was still there. He had moved to the kitchen and was making coffee. He didn’t ask if I wanted any. He simply poured two cups and left one at the end of the table nearest my gear.

I sat and wrapped my hands around the cup. The coffee was strong, better than I usually made for myself. I took a sip and felt the warmth spread through my chest.

“You’re very quiet when you work,” he said.

I looked up. He was leaning against the counter, the second cup in his hands. He hadn’t moved closer. He was giving me the same space he had given me all morning.

“Most clients want to talk,” I said. “They want to tell me what they think the photographs should look like.”

“I don’t have an opinion about what they should look like,” he said. “I have an opinion about what they should feel like.”

I waited.

He continued, “They should feel like the apartment feels when no one is looking. Like the city is watching and the glass is the only thing between you and it.”

I thought about the monitor in the bedroom. The four feeds. The way the cameras had been placed by someone who understood composition. I thought about the way Cassian had told me the password was in the nightstand drawer and then left me alone with it.

I took another sip of coffee. “You said the monitor is tied to the security system.”

“It is.”

“And you said I could use it however I wanted.”

“I did.”

I set the cup down. “Why?”

He didn’t answer right away. He looked at me across the space between us, the same steady gaze he had given me that morning. The scar at the corner of his eye was visible again, a thin white line that made his face look both older and more precise.

“Because I want to know what you see when you look at this place,” he said. “And because I want to know what you see when you look at yourself in it.”

The words settled between us like the light had settled across the concrete. I felt them in the same place where the silence had lived earlier. I didn’t look away. I had learned, in less than a day, that looking away was a kind of answer, and I wasn’t ready to give one yet.

I stood and carried my cup to the sink. When I turned back, Cassian was still leaning against the counter, watching me. I walked past him without speaking and went into the bedroom.

The monitor was still on, the four feeds cycling slowly. I stood in front of it and watched the images change. Living area. Kitchen. Bath. Bedroom. The bedroom feed showed the bed from an angle that made the sheets look darker than they were, the city beyond the glass a soft blur of light.

I opened the nightstand drawer. The card was still there. I picked it up and read the password again, the same clean handwriting that had signed the contract. I carried it to the monitor and typed it in.

The interface changed. A new menu appeared. Live feeds. Recorded footage. Settings. I clicked on recorded footage and watched as a list of files populated the screen. Each one was time-stamped. The earliest was from two days ago. The most recent was from this morning, just after I had arrived.

I clicked on the most recent file.

The footage showed me walking into the apartment, setting my bags down, turning in a slow circle as I took in the space. The angle was from above and slightly behind me. I could see the line of my shoulders, the way my short hair moved when I turned my head. I could see Cassian in the background, standing near the elevator, watching me.

The footage continued. I watched myself walk the perimeter, the camera in my hand, my movements slow and deliberate. I watched myself turn and face Cassian. I watched the moment when he didn’t blink and I lifted the Leica.

I paused the footage.

Cassian was standing in the doorway behind me. I hadn’t heard him come in. He was watching the screen, not me.

“I knew the system recorded,” I said. “I didn’t understand how it would feel to see myself inside it.”

“The system runs continuously unless you turn it off,” he said. “And I can delete anything you don’t want saved.”

I turned to face him. “And if I want to keep it?”

“Then you keep it.”

I looked back at the screen. The paused image showed me with the Leica raised, my body angled toward the glass, the city behind me. Cassian was in the frame, small and still, his eyes on my back.

I clicked play.

The footage continued. I watched myself photograph the kitchen, the living area, the bedroom. I watched myself move through the space with the camera, my movements becoming more confident as the morning progressed. I watched the way Cassian followed me at a distance, never interfering, always watching.

When the footage ended, I turned off the monitor.

Cassian was still in the doorway. He hadn’t moved.

“I’m going to keep working,” I said. “The light is good now on the west wall.”

“I’ll stay out of your way,” he said.

He didn’t leave.

I walked past him and back into the living area. The light had shifted again, warmer now, the city beginning to take on the golden quality that would last until sunset. I set up the tripod and began to compose the next frame.

Behind me, I heard Cassian move to the kitchen. I heard the soft sound of the kettle being filled, the scrape of the match, the bloom of the gas flame. He was making tea again. He didn’t ask if I wanted any. He simply made enough for both of us and left my cup at the end of the table.

I worked until the sun began to set. The city lights came on one by one, first the high-rises, then the streets, until the view outside the glass was a grid of gold against the darkening sky. I took the last frames of the day and packed the Hasselblad away.

Cassian was still there. He had spent the afternoon in the same quiet way he had spent the morning—present without demanding, watching without directing. When I turned off the last light in the living area, he spoke.

“There’s a monitor in the bath as well,” he said. “It’s tied to the same system.”

I looked at him. The scar at the corner of his eye was visible in the low light from the city.

“I know,” I said.

He nodded once. Then he turned and walked to his office, the door closing behind him with the same soft click as always.

I went into the bedroom and stood in front of the monitor. The four feeds were still cycling. I clicked on the bathroom feed and watched the image resolve. The tub was visible, the sky through the glass ceiling dark now, the city lights reflecting on the frosted walls.

I turned off the monitor and went to the nightstand. The card with the password was still in the drawer. I picked it up and carried it with me into the bath.

The room was warm from the day, the stone floor cool under my bare feet. I stood in front of the small monitor mounted on the wall beside the tub and typed in the password. The interface appeared. Live feeds. Recorded footage. Settings.

I clicked on recorded footage and scrolled to the most recent file. It showed me in the bedroom, standing in front of the monitor, watching myself work. The angle was from above and slightly to the side. I could see the line of my body, the way my shirt had ridden up when I reached for the password card.

I watched the footage play. I watched myself turn off the monitor and walk into the bath. I watched myself type in the password again.

I paused the footage and looked at the screen. My face was visible in the reflection of the glass above the tub. My expression was unreadable even to me.

I clicked play.

The footage continued. I watched myself stand in the bath, the password card in my hand, the city lights visible through the glass ceiling. I watched myself turn off the monitor and set the card on the edge of the tub.

Then I watched myself undress.

I moved slowly, the way I had moved through the apartment all day. I took off my shirt and folded it, set it on the counter. I took off my jeans and stepped out of them. I stood in my bra and underwear and looked at myself in the reflection of the glass.

The footage was still recording.

I reached behind me and unhooked my bra. I let it fall to the floor. I stepped out of my underwear and stood naked in the low light from the city, my body reflected in the glass, the scar on my left thumb visible where my hand rested on the edge of the tub.

I looked directly at the camera.

The footage ended.

I stood in the dark for a long time, the password card still in my hand. The city lights moved across the glass ceiling like slow stars. I could feel the weight of the day in my body—the ache in my shoulders from carrying the Hasselblad, the low thrum of something else I didn’t have a name for yet.

I turned on the monitor and deleted the file.

Then I went back to the bedroom, climbed into the bed, and lay awake watching the city lights move across the glass until sleep finally came.






Chapter 3 — The Frame and the Flesh

I woke to the sound of the city waking forty floors below. The light through the glass was still thin, the kind of grey-blue that would turn gold in less than an hour. I lay still for a moment, the sheets cool against my skin, and listened to the low hum of the building. Somewhere on the other side of the apartment, Cassian was already awake. I could hear the soft sound of water running in the kitchen, the quiet clink of a cup against the counter. He moved like a man who had spent years learning how to be quiet in his own space.

I dressed in the dark the way I always did on a shoot—black shirt, black jeans, the boots that had carried me through three continents of other people’s rooms. My short hair was already beginning to take the shape of the pillow. I ran my fingers through it once and left it. There was no one here to impress except the cameras I knew were still running.

The monitor in the bedroom was dark. I stood in front of it for a long moment before I turned it on. The four feeds cycled slowly. Living area. Kitchen. Bath. Bedroom. The bedroom feed showed the bed from the same elevated angle as yesterday. The sheets were still rumpled from my sleep. I could see the faint impression of my body where I had lain.

I clicked on recorded footage. The list populated. The most recent file was from last night, after I had deleted the one of myself undressing. I had not recorded anything new after that. The system had simply kept running, watching the empty room, the empty bed, the city lights moving across the glass like slow traffic.

I turned the monitor off.

Cassian was in the kitchen when I stepped out of the bedroom. He was wearing the black sweater again, the one that looked soft enough to touch. He did not turn when I entered. He simply poured a second cup of coffee and left it at the end of the table where I had worked the day before.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning.”

His voice was the same low, unhurried tone it had been yesterday. He did not ask how I had slept. He did not comment on the fact that I had spent the night with the monitor on and then deleted the only file that showed anything of myself. He simply stood at the counter and drank his coffee, the scar at the corner of his left eye catching the light when he turned his head.

I took the cup and wrapped my hands around it. The coffee was strong, better than I usually made for myself. I took a sip and felt the warmth spread through my chest.

“I’m going to start with the bedroom today,” I said. “The light should be good once the sun clears the eastern buildings.”

“I’ll stay out of your way.”

He did not move. I did not ask him to.

I set up the Hasselblad in the bedroom, the tripod positioned so that the bed was in the foreground and the city was a soft blur beyond the glass. The sheets were still the deep charcoal they had been when I arrived. I adjusted the angle until the composition felt right—intimate without being explicit, the kind of shot that would make a viewer wonder who had slept there and whether they were coming back.

I took twenty frames. Then I moved the tripod closer, the lens now pointed directly at the bed from a lower angle. The city behind the glass was sharper here, the individual lights of the high-rises visible even in the morning haze. I took another twenty frames.

When I looked up, Cassian was standing in the doorway. He had not come any closer. He was simply there, the way he had been yesterday, watching without directing.

I lifted the Leica and took a single frame of him. Not his face. The space he occupied in the doorway, the way his body cut the light from the living area. He did not move.

I lowered the camera. “You can come in if you want.”

He stepped into the room. The floor was polished concrete, the same as the rest of the apartment. His boots made no sound. He stopped at the edge of the bed, his hands in the pockets of his trousers, and looked at the camera on the tripod.

“You’re photographing the bed differently today,” he said.

“I’m thinking about who might see these photographs. What they might imagine.”

“And what do you imagine they’ll see?”

I considered the question. “Someone who belongs here. Someone who chose this view and this light and this particular shade of charcoal on the sheets. Someone who isn’t afraid of being seen through the glass.”

Cassian was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “And is that someone you?”

The question landed in the space between us like the light had landed across the bed. I felt it settle. I did not look away. I had learned, in less than two days, that looking away was a kind of answer, and I was still not ready to give one.

I turned back to the camera and took another frame. The composition was almost the same as the last one, but the angle was different. The bed looked larger now, the city smaller. I could see my own reflection in the glass behind the lens, layered over the view.

Cassian did not leave. He stood at the edge of the bed and watched me work. I could feel the weight of his attention the way I had felt it yesterday—present without demanding, steady without expectation. I moved around the tripod, adjusting the focus, checking the frame, and every time I looked up he was still there.

By mid-morning the light had shifted enough that I needed to stop. The sun was now high enough that the west wall was beginning to glow. I packed the Hasselblad into its case and carried it back to the living area. Cassian followed at a distance, the same careful space he had kept all morning.

I set up a new workspace on the dining table and began to review the frames I had taken. The images were good. They captured the light the way I had wanted them to. But there was something missing. The bed looked empty. The room looked staged. I had spent my entire career making other people’s spaces beautiful, and I had learned how to disappear from the frame. But this apartment did not want me to disappear. It wanted me to be seen.

I closed the laptop and stood. Cassian was at the kitchen counter again, making tea. He did not ask if I wanted any. He simply poured two cups and left one at the end of the table.

I took the cup and walked to the bedroom. The monitor was still dark. I turned it on. The four feeds cycled. I clicked on recorded footage and scrolled to the most recent file. It showed me setting up the tripod, taking the frames, adjusting the angle. Cassian was visible in the doorway for most of it, small and still, his eyes on my back.

I watched the footage play. I watched myself move around the camera, the way my body occupied the space, the way my shirt rode up when I leaned over the tripod. I watched the way Cassian watched me. He did not look at the camera. He looked at me.

I turned off the monitor and went back to the living area. Cassian was still at the counter. I set my cup down and looked at him across the space between us.

“I want to photograph myself in the bed,” I said.

The words were quiet. They were not a question. They were simply the next step in the work I had come here to do.

Cassian did not blink. He simply nodded once, the same way he had nodded when I told him I knew about the monitor in the bath.

“I’ll stay out of your way,” he said.

He did not move. I did not ask him to.

I went back into the bedroom and closed the door behind me. The monitor was still on. I stood in front of it and watched the bedroom feed cycle. The bed was visible from the same elevated angle as before. I could see the tripod I had left in the corner, the Hasselblad case on the floor beside it.

I undressed slowly. Not the way I had undressed last night for the camera. This was different. This was deliberate. I took off my shirt and folded it, set it on the chair by the window. I took off my jeans and stepped out of them. I stood in my bra and underwear and looked at myself in the reflection of the glass. The city was still there behind me, the lights beginning to come on as the afternoon faded into evening.

I reached behind me and unhooked my bra. I let it fall to the floor. I stepped out of my underwear and stood naked in the low light, my body reflected in the glass, the scar on my left thumb visible where my hand rested on the edge of the bed.

I looked directly at the camera mounted in the corner.

Then I climbed into the bed.

The sheets were cool against my skin. I lay on my back, one arm above my head, the way I had imagined Cassian sleeping. The city lights moved across the glass ceiling like slow stars. I could feel the weight of the day in my body—the ache in my shoulders from carrying the Hasselblad, the low thrum of something else I was beginning to name.

I did not touch myself. I simply lay there, letting the camera see me, letting the city see me, letting Cassian see me through whatever feed he was watching on the other side of the apartment. I stayed like that for a long time, my breath steady, my body still, the heat gathering low in my belly the way it had gathered yesterday when I felt his eyes on me in the clearing.

When I finally stood, the sheets were warm where I had lain. I dressed slowly, the way I had undressed. I folded my clothes and set them on the chair. I turned off the monitor without deleting the file.

Cassian was still in the kitchen when I came out. He did not look at me. He simply poured another cup of tea and left it at the end of the table.

I sat and wrapped my hands around the cup. The warmth sank into the scar on my thumb. I traced it once with my finger, remembering the way he had wrapped it six months ago, his touch careful, his eyes on the wound and not on me.

The city lights were fully on now. The apartment was a box of gold against the darkening sky. I could see my own reflection in the glass, layered over the view, small and still, the way Cassian had been small and still in the doorway all day.

I did not look at him. I simply sat with the tea and the warmth and the knowledge that somewhere in the system, the footage of me in the bed was still there, waiting for someone to watch it.

Cassian did not speak. He simply stood at the counter and drank his tea, the scar at the corner of his eye catching the light when he turned his head. The silence between us was no longer empty. It was full of the things we had not yet said, the things we had not yet done, the things we were both beginning to want.

I finished my tea and rinsed the cup. When I turned back, Cassian was watching me. Not the way he had watched me all day. This was different. This was the way he had looked at me last night when I told him I knew about the monitor in the bath. Steady. Open. As if he had all the time in the world to wait for me to decide what I wanted to do next.

I held his gaze. The heat was still there, low and steady, a pulse I could feel between my legs with every shift of my weight. I did not look away. I let him see me—dressed again, hair still damp from the shower I had taken before bed, the scar on my thumb visible where my hand rested on the edge of the counter.

He did not blink.

I turned off the light in the living area and went into the bedroom. The monitor was still dark. I did not turn it on. I simply climbed into the bed and lay awake watching the city lights move across the glass until sleep finally came.






Chapter 4 — The Password

I woke up with the sun already bright on the glass. It was late. My body felt heavy with a sleep that had been too deep, a kind of surrender. I stretched and looked around. The monitor in the bathroom was still dark. I hadn’t touched it.

The contract was in the folder on the desk. Today, I was supposed to begin shooting the apartment. The specifics: the living area first, the kitchen, the entry hall. Cassian had given me a schedule, but it was loose. He’d written “light study” as the primary objective for Day Two.

I showered, dressed in my usual black—a simple tank top and linen trousers—and made coffee. The apartment felt different. It wasn’t just the light. It was the memory of him standing in the doorway all day yesterday, and the memory of him standing in the kitchen last night, watching me without blinking. The silence wasn’t empty anymore. It was a container.

I set up my tripod in the living area, attaching the digital back to my old Hasselblad. I started with the simplest thing: the empty couch against the glass wall, the city blurred behind it. I shot mechanically, adjusting the aperture, checking the focus. It was work. It was what I was paid to do.

But my eye kept drifting. Not to the monitor, but to the seams of the apartment. The subtle gaps in the millwork where a camera lens might be hidden. The flush-mounted electrical outlets that seemed too numerous. I wasn’t looking for them with fear. I was looking with curiosity. A professional curiosity. How had he built this? What was the field of view?

I finished the living area shots by noon and moved to the kitchen. The counter where we’d stood last night. I photographed the clean lines, the reflection of the sky in the polished stone. As I bent to adjust a leg of the tripod, I felt a familiar heat between my legs. It wasn’t the memory of him watching me on the bed. It was the memory of his gaze last night, steady and open, offering something without demand.

I straightened and looked toward the wall that separated the kitchen from the other part of the penthouse—his part. There was no door. Just a blank, white wall. But I knew he was there. I knew he was watching. He hadn’t said he wouldn’t. He’d only asked if I wanted the password.

I took a break. I ate a sandwich. I tried to read a book. But my mind was on the monitor. The dark screen. The footage waiting.

At three o’clock, I went into the bathroom. I stood before the monitor. I didn’t touch it. I just looked at my reflection in its dark surface. My short black hair, my face bare of makeup, the scar on my thumb visible where I held my camera strap.

“Do you want the password?”

His voice came from behind me. Not from a speaker. From the room.

I turned.

Cassian stood in the doorway of the bathroom. He was dressed in plain clothes again—a grey t-shirt, dark trousers. His hair was the same premature grey, his eyes the same calm, unsettling blue. The scar at the corner of his left eye was visible.

He hadn’t entered. He was just there, in the threshold.

“Yes,” I said. My voice was steady.

He nodded. He walked into the bathroom. He didn’t look at the monitor. He looked at me. He stopped a few feet away. The space between us felt charged, like the air before a storm.

“It’s not a single password,” he said. “It’s a system. You can access the live feed from any camera in this apartment. You can review archived footage from the last twenty-four hours. You can control whether the feed is recorded or not. You can turn cameras off.”

“And you?” I asked.

“I have my own system. Separate. I can watch the live feed. I can archive my own copies, if I choose. But if you turn a camera off, it’s off for me too. The control is shared, but the access is individual.”

“Why?”

He didn’t blink. “Because I don’t want to watch you if you don’t want to be watched. And I don’t want you to watch me if you don’t want to watch. But I want the possibility.”

“The possibility of what?”

“Of seeing each other,” he said. His voice was low, matter-of-fact. “Without the usual barriers. Without the performance that happens when two people are in a room together, looking at each other directly.”

I understood. It was the same thing I understood when I photographed buildings. The truth of a space wasn’t in the staged shot. It was in the angle no one thought to look from, the moment of transition, the empty chair before someone sat down.

“Show me,” I said.

He stepped closer. He reached past me and tapped the screen. It lit up. A menu appeared, simple and clean. A list of camera locations: Living Area, Kitchen, Bedroom, Bathroom, Entry. Each had a status: Live, Archive, Off.

He touched “Bathroom.” A sub-menu opened: Main, Vanity, Shower. Each had the same options.

“The password for your access is your initials and the date you arrived,” he said. “SR0925.”

I entered it. The screen changed. Now it showed a real-time view from the camera above us—a high angle, looking down at the bathroom, at us standing together before the monitor. I could see myself from behind, my shoulders tense, my head tilted. I could see Cassian beside me, his profile calm, his eyes on the screen.

“You can switch views,” he said. He demonstrated, tapping to the kitchen feed. Now we saw the kitchen empty, my tripod still standing there, the afternoon light slanting across the counter.

“And archive?” I asked.

He tapped again. A timeline appeared for the Bathroom Main feed. He scrolled back to the time stamp from last night, after I’d gone to bed. He selected a segment and played it.

It was me, sleeping. The angle was the same as the live feed now—high, looking down. I was curled on the bed, the sheets around me. I moved once, turning over, my hand brushing my cheek. It was innocent. It was intimate.

I watched it without embarrassment. I watched it as a photographer. The composition. The light. The subject.

“Do you archive everything?” I asked.

“I archive what I choose,” he said. “Last night, I archived this segment. I archived the segment from the living area when you were on the couch yesterday afternoon. I archived the segment from the kitchen when we stood here last night.”

“Why those?”

“Because they were moments before you were performing for the cameras, and then moments after you chose to meet them. The transition interests me.”

I looked at him. “You’re studying me.”

“Yes,” he said. No apology. “And you can study me. If you choose.”

I switched the view to his part of the penthouse. The menu had an option: Study. I selected it.

The screen split into four views: a living area, a kitchen, a bedroom, a workspace. All were empty at the moment. The spaces were similar to mine but different—more utilitarian, less polished. There were books on shelves, a single chair, a desk with a computer.

“You’re not in any of these now,” I said.

“I’m here,” he said, gesturing to the bathroom we stood in. “The cameras in my spaces are only active when I’m in them. They’re off when I’m not. A privacy default.”

“So if I want to watch you, I have to catch you when you’re there.”

“Yes.”

“And you can turn them off.”

“Yes. Just as you can turn yours off.”

I looked back at the screen. I switched to the Bedroom feed of my apartment. It showed the bed, empty now, the sheets rumpled from my sleep. I could turn this off. I could leave it on. I could let him watch me sleep again tonight.

The heat between my legs was sharper now. It wasn’t just curiosity. It was desire. A specific, pointed desire. I wanted him to watch me. Not just sleep. I wanted him to watch me… more.

I turned to him. “What are the rules?”

“The rules are the contract,” he said. “Anything within the apartment. Anything consensual. Anything recorded requires mutual consent at the moment of recording. If one person turns a camera off, it’s off. If one person deletes an archive segment, it’s deleted from both systems. The only exception is personal copies—if we each choose to save something privately, that’s allowed, but it must be declared.”

“Declared?”

“We tell each other. ‘I saved that.’ No secrets.”

It was incredibly formal. It was incredibly clear.

I looked at the screen again. I switched to the Shower feed in my bathroom. It showed the empty shower, the clean tiles. I thought about last night, showering before bed, treating the camera as security hardware instead of an eye I could answer. I hadn’t understood it then. Now I did.

I could shower tonight with the camera on. I could let him watch. I could watch myself.

I felt my pulse in my throat.

“I want to try something,” I said.

Cassian didn’t move. “What?”

“I want to turn on the shower camera. I want to shower. And I want you to watch. Live. Not archive. Just live.”

He studied me. His eyes moved over my face, my shoulders, my hands. “Why?”

“Because I want to feel what it’s like to be watched when I know it. When I’ve chosen it. And I want to see what you do when you watch.”

“What I do?”

“Do you just watch? Do you move? Do you touch yourself?” The question was blunt. I let it hang.

He didn’t flinch. “I watch. Sometimes I touch myself. It depends on what I’m seeing.”

“And if I’m showering? Knowing you’re watching?”

“Then I’ll watch. And I might touch myself.”

The honesty was breathtaking. It wasn’t crude. It was precise.

“Okay,” I said.

I turned on the Shower feed. The screen now showed the empty shower from a high angle, similar to the bedroom view. I could see the whole space.

“I’ll go to my study,” Cassian said. “I’ll watch from there. You can watch me watching from this screen, if you want. The Study feed will be active once I enter.”

He left the bathroom. I stood there, watching the screen. I saw him walk through the kitchen on my feed, then disappear through the blank wall. A moment later, the Study feed on the split-screen lit up. He was there, sitting in a chair before a large monitor. His back was to the camera, but I could see his profile, his hand on the desk.

He was watching the same feed I was watching—the empty shower.

I stripped off my clothes. I left them on the bathroom floor. I didn’t look at the monitor as I did it. I just undressed, feeling the air on my skin, feeling the awareness of his eyes somewhere else, on a screen, watching me.

I stepped into the shower. I turned on the water. It was hot, immediately enveloping. I stood under it, letting it run over my head, my shoulders, my back. I looked up at the ceiling, where I knew the camera was. I didn’t smile. I didn’t pose. I just stood there, letting the water hit me, letting myself be seen.

On the monitor, I saw myself from above. My body, naked, wet. My short hair plastered to my skull. My shoulders, my breasts, my hips. The water running down my stomach, between my legs.

I watched the screen. I watched Cassian in the Study feed. He was still sitting, but his hand had moved. It was now resting on his thigh. He wasn’t moving much, but his posture had changed. He was leaning forward slightly, his attention fixed on his screen.

I turned in the shower, letting the water hit my front. I ran my hands over my body. Over my breasts, my ribs, my stomach. It was a normal shower movement. But it was also a performance. A conscious one.

I saw my own hands on my skin on the screen. I saw Cassian’s hand move on his thigh, sliding higher.

My breath caught. The heat between my legs wasn’t just a pulse now. It was a ache. I wanted him to touch himself. I wanted to see it.

I let my own hand slide down my stomach. I let it brush over my pubic bone, over the wet skin there. I didn’t go further. I just let it hover.

On the Study feed, Cassian’s hand was now on his cock. I could see the shape of it through his trousers, his hand moving slowly, stroking.

I turned off the water. I stood there, wet, dripping. I looked at the monitor. I looked at myself, naked and exposed. I looked at him, touching himself while he watched me.

I stepped out of the shower. I didn’t towel off. I walked to the monitor. I stood before it, dripping water on the floor. I reached out and touched the screen, switching the view to only the Study feed, enlarging it.

Now I saw him clearly. He was still sitting, but his trousers were open. His cock was out, hard, in his hand. He was stroking it slowly, his eyes fixed on his screen—which showed me, standing before my monitor, watching him.

We were watching each other watch each other.

My pussy clenched. I felt empty and full at the same time. I wanted him. Not just to watch. I wanted him here.

I touched the screen again. I activated a microphone icon I hadn’t noticed before.

“Cassian,” I said. My voice was loud in the bathroom.

On the screen, he heard me. He looked up, not at his camera, but as if he were looking at me through the screen. His hand stilled on his cock.

“Yes?”

“Come here,” I said.

He didn’t hesitate. He stood up, tucking his cock back into his trousers, fastening them. He walked out of the study. On the feed, I saw him leave. Then, on my kitchen feed, I saw him appear, walking through the blank wall again, coming toward my side of the penthouse.

I didn’t move. I stood there, naked, wet, before the monitor. I watched him come.

He entered the bathroom. He stopped a few feet from me. His eyes went over my body, water still dripping from my skin, my hair wet, my nipples tight from the cool air.

“You watched,” I said.

“Yes.”

“You touched yourself.”

“Yes.”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes.”

I stepped forward. I reached for his hand. I brought it to my breast. His fingers were warm, dry. They cupped my flesh, his thumb brushing my nipple.

“Touch me,” I said.

He did. He moved his other hand to my other breast. He held me, his hands firm, his eyes on mine. “You’re cold.”

“I’m wet.”

He leaned down and pressed his mouth to my shoulder. His lips were hot against my cool skin. He moved to my collarbone, my neck, my jaw, and then stopped with his mouth hovering over mine.

It was not a kiss. Not yet. It was restraint shaped like hunger. His breath touched my lips, his hands moving from my breasts to my back, pulling me against him. I felt his cock, hard again, against my stomach.

I could have closed the last inch. I didn’t. I let the wanting stay visible, unsatisfied, another thing the cameras could record. He was clean and sharp this close, like mint and something else, something metallic.

He drew back and looked at me. “Do you want this recorded?”

I thought about it. I thought about the camera above us, still on, still live. I thought about the archive. I thought about him saving a copy. Me saving a copy.

“Yes,” I said. “But only if you do.”

“I do,” he said.

He didn’t move to turn anything on. It was already on. We were already being recorded. The live feed was running. The archive would save it if we chose.

He knelt before me. He put his hands on my hips, his face level with my stomach. He kissed my belly, his mouth open, hot. Then he moved lower. He kissed my pubic bone. Then he kissed my pussy.

I gasped. His mouth was on me, his tongue finding my clit immediately, as if he knew exactly where it was. He licked me, slow and firm, his hands holding my hips steady. I looked down at him, at his grey hair, his shoulders, his hands on my skin. I looked at the monitor behind him, which showed us from above—him kneeling, me standing, my head thrown back.

I watched us on the screen as he licked me. I watched my body react, my hips moving, my hands going to his head. I watched his back, his shoulders moving as he worked me.

It was surreal. It was intense. It was the most explicit thing I’d ever done, and I was watching it happen from a third angle, a detached perspective, while feeling it in my body, in my clit, in the building pressure between my legs.

He didn’t stop. He licked me until I was shaking, until my knees were weak. He stood up then, lifting me, carrying me to the bed. He laid me down on the sheets, still wet from my body. He stripped off his clothes, quickly, his cock hard and ready. He knelt between my legs, looking down at me.

“Look at the monitor,” he said.

I turned my head. The monitor showed us from the bedroom camera—him kneeling over me, my legs open, my pussy exposed, wet from his mouth. It was a stark, graphic image. It was beautiful.

He entered me. His cock pushed into my pussy, filling me, stretching me. I cried out. The feeling was immediate, overwhelming. He was thick, hard, deep. He moved slowly at first, watching my face, watching the monitor.

I watched it too. I watched his cock moving in me, in and out, on the screen. I watched my body arching, my hands grabbing his shoulders. I watched his face, focused, intense.

He sped up. His thrusts became harder, deeper. I felt every inch of him. I felt my clit rubbing against him with each movement. I felt the pressure building, coiling, tightening.

“Touch yourself,” he said.

I obeyed. I reached between us, my fingers finding my clit, rubbing it as he fucked me. The dual sensation—his cock inside me, my fingers on my clit—was unbearable. I was going to come. I was going to come hard.

He watched me touch myself. He watched the monitor. He fucked me faster, his hips driving into me, his breath ragged.

I came. The orgasm ripped through me, a wave of heat and light and sound. I screamed, my body convulsing under him, my fingers still rubbing my clit, my pussy clamping around his cock.

He didn’t stop. He kept fucking me, through my orgasm, into the aftershocks. Then he groaned, his body tightening, and he came too. I felt his cock pulsing inside me, filling me with his heat.

He collapsed beside me, his cock still inside me for a moment before slipping out. We lay there, breathless, wet, naked.

I looked at the monitor. It showed us lying together, his arm around me, my head on his chest. It was a quiet image. A peaceful one.

He turned his head to me. “Do you want to save that?”

I thought about it. I thought about the graphic images. The explicit act. The raw exposure.

“Yes,” I said. “I want to save it.”

“I’ll save it too,” he said.

He didn’t move to do it immediately. He just held me. We lay there, watching the monitor, watching ourselves recover.

After a while, he said, “The shoot today. Did you finish the kitchen?”

I laughed. It was a ragged, breathless laugh. “No. I didn’t.”

“You can finish it tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

He kissed my shoulder again. “Do you want me to stay?”

I looked at him. His eyes were calm again, but there was a warmth in them now, a satisfaction.

“Yes,” I said.

He stayed. We didn’t talk much. We just lay there, watching the city lights come on outside the glass, watching ourselves on the monitor until we fell asleep.




Chapter 5 — The Kitchen

I woke up alone. The space beside me in the bed was cool and undisturbed, the sheets smooth. For a second, I thought I’d dreamed it. The sex, the monitor, the way he’d held me afterward. But my body felt it. A pleasant, deep ache between my legs, a soreness in muscles I’d forgotten I had. And there was the scent of him on the pillow—clean linen and something else, something warm and male.

I stretched, the silk sheet slipping down to my waist. The morning sun was brutal, a clear, white-gold light that poured through the eastern wall and turned the entire bedroom into a diorama. I was a specimen under glass. I sat up, pulling the sheet around me, and looked at the monitor on the bathroom wall. It was dark. Off.

The contract, which now felt like an ancient and flimsy document, said the shoot days were my own. He had specified he would not be present unless invited, and that the apartment’s systems—including, I now understood, the monitoring—would be passive unless activated by mutual consent. Last night, we’d activated it. Today, it was off. The silence felt louder than the hum of its operation.

I got up. My clothes from yesterday were a heap on the floor. I picked up my panties, the black lace still damp. I dropped them again, walked naked to the master bath, and turned on the shower. The water was instant and perfect. I stood under it, letting it pound the memory of his hands from my skin, only to find it wasn’t a memory to be washed away. It was underneath. In the soreness, in the way my nipples tightened when I soaped my breasts, remembering his mouth.

I dried off, wrapped myself in one of the thick, grey robes from the heated rack, and padded into the main living space.

The kitchen waited. My equipment was exactly where I’d abandoned it yesterday afternoon, a tripod standing sentinel by the waterfall island, my camera bag gaping open on a barstool. The light was different now. Yesterday’s late afternoon had been a long, honeyed drama. This morning was sharp, surgical, highlighting every seam in the marble, every fleck in the brushed steel. It was a better light for the architecture. A colder one.

I made coffee first. The machine was a silent, Italian beast. It produced a perfect espresso with a crema so thick it held the imprint of the sugar cube I dropped in. I carried the cup to the island and surveyed the scene. My job. The reason I was here.

I dressed in simple clothes—black leggings, a black tank top, no bra. My uniform. It made me feel like myself, or the version of myself I knew how to be: the observer, the one who framed things and left no trace.

I mounted my camera on the tripod, attached the 24mm tilt-shift lens, and began. The method was a meditation. Check the light meter. Compose the frame. Adjust the shift to keep the vertical lines true, to make the towering cabinets soar without distortion. Click. Review. Adjust. The kitchen was a masterpiece of minimalist intention, and my job was to translate that intention into a two-dimensional image that made you feel the space, the cool calm of it, the arrogant perfection.

I worked for two hours, moving incrementally around the room. The only sounds were the shutter, the hum of the refrigerator, and the distant sigh of LA traffic forty floors down. I was deep in the zone, my eye seeing only planes and light, when a soft chime echoed through the apartment.

I froze. It was the internal comm system, a gentle tone I’d heard only once before, when he’d called to tell me about the monitor.

I walked to the panel by the main entrance. A single line of text glowed on the screen.

Cassian: Good morning. The light on the western balcony is exceptional. If you’re shooting exteriors today.

That was all. Not an intrusion. A suggestion. A piece of data, offered.

I looked at the western glass wall. The sun had moved, and the balcony—a slender blade of stone and glass railing—was indeed catching a slanting, rich light that made the white concrete glow. It would make a stunning establishing shot for the portfolio.

I went back to my camera, my heart doing a slow, heavy beat against my ribs. I changed lenses, shouldered my bag, and slid open the glass door to the balcony. The air outside was warm and smelled of smog and distant ocean. The view was a dizzying grid of downtown, all sharp angles and mirrored windows.

I set up, took a dozen shots. The light was, as he’d said, exceptional. I was reviewing the last shot on my LCD screen when I felt it. The specific, prickling awareness of being watched. Not from the city, but from behind me, inside the apartment.

I turned slowly.

He was standing in the living room, near the sofa. He was dressed as he had been the first day: dark jeans, a simple grey t-shirt, barefoot. He held a tablet in one hand. He wasn’t looking at me through the viewfinder of a camera. He was just looking.

I slid the door open and stepped back inside, the heat of the day following me in. “You said you wouldn’t be present.”

“I’m not present for your shoot,” he said, his voice low and even. “I’m in my apartment. You’re welcome to continue.”

A technicality. But one our contract allowed. He had the right to be in his own home. The fact that his home was my set was the complication we’d both signed up for.

I lowered my camera. “You’re a distraction.”

“Am I?” He didn’t smile. He placed the tablet on the sofa and took a few steps closer. He stopped by the kitchen island, running a finger along the cool marble. “You didn’t finish the kitchen yesterday.”

“No. I’m finishing it now.”

“You work with intense focus. It’s impressive.”

“It’s my job.”

“I know.” He finally looked directly at me. His eyes were that calm, unblinking blue. The scar at the corner of his left eye was a faint silver line in the bright light. “Last night was also a job?”

The question hung between us, sharp as a blade. I could lie. I could say it was an experiment, a contractual exploration. But the memory of his cock inside me, the sound of my own voice begging, was too visceral for a lie.

“No,” I said. “Last night wasn’t a job.”

He nodded, as if I’d confirmed something. “Good.”

He walked around the island, into my kitchen set. He stood where I’d been composing a shot of the sink and the window behind it. He was now in the frame, a living element disrupting the sterile perfection.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Looking at what you see.” He turned and leaned back against the sink, crossing his arms. “You see this room as a series of compositions. Volumes of light and shadow. I’m curious what it looks like when the composition includes an anomaly.”

“You’re not an anomaly. You’re the owner.”

“Same thing.” He uncrossed his arms. “Take the picture, Sloane.”

“It’s not the shot I need.”

“Take it anyway.”

I lifted my camera, more out of reflex than obedience. I looked through the viewfinder. He was right. The composition was ruined. He was a dark, human shape against the bright window, his features in shadow, his posture relaxed but unyielding. It wasn’t an architectural shot. It was a portrait. A tension-filled, ambiguous portrait of a man in the space he owned, watching the woman he’d paid to photograph it.

I pressed the shutter. The click was loud in the quiet room.

I lowered the camera. “Happy?”

“Show me.”

I walked over to him, holding out the camera so he could see the LCD screen. He took the camera from me, his fingers brushing mine. He studied the image for a long moment.

“You see me,” he said, quietly.

“You’re hard to miss.”

“No. You see me. Not the billionaire. Not the client. You see the man in the kitchen.” He handed the camera back. “Delete it if you want. It’s not for your portfolio.”

But I didn’t delete it. I saved it. I turned off the camera and set it on the counter.

The space between us crackled. It was different from last night. Last night had been mediated by screens and distance, a fantasy made safe by technology. This was just three feet of open air in a sunlit kitchen. The memory of what we’d done was a third presence, palpable and warm.

“Why did you come out here?” I asked.

“To see you work. And to ask you a question.”

“What question?”

He pushed off from the sink and closed the distance between us. He didn’t touch me. He just stood close enough that I could smell the clean cotton of his shirt, see the individual silver threads in his hair. “The monitor in the bath. The system is off now. It requires a passcode from both terminals to reactivate. My question is: do you want to turn it on?”

My mouth went dry. “Right now?”

“Yes.”

“And do what?”

“Whatever you want. You could go back to shooting the kitchen. I could watch. Or you could do something else. The contract stipulates mutual consent for activated observation. I am consenting. The question is for you.”

The professionalism I’d wrapped around myself like the black robe was unraveling fast. The kitchen was my set, my domain of control. To let him watch me here, in the clear, unforgiving daylight, felt like a deeper surrender than last night’s darkness.

“What would you do?” I whispered. “If you were watching.”

“I would observe,” he said, his gaze dropping to my lips, then slowly tracing down my neck, over the thin strap of my tank top, to where my nipples were hardening visibly against the black fabric. “I would learn the way you move when you think you’re alone with your work. The way you bite your lower lip when you’re focusing. The way your body responds to the heat of the lights.” His eyes came back to mine. “But you wouldn’t be alone. You’d know I was there. So you might do things for me to see. And I would see them.”

A flush spread from my chest up my neck. My clit throbbed, a sudden, insistent pulse. I was wet, already.

“Where would you be?” I asked.

“In my office. Next door.”

“You wouldn’t come in.”

“Not unless you asked me to. The watching is the point. For now.”

I thought about it. The vulnerability of it. The power of it. Knowing he was seeing every micro-expression, every unconscious touch, every deliberate performance. It was a different kind of shooting. He was the camera. And I was the subject, fully aware of the lens.

“Okay,” I said, the word leaving me on an exhale. “Turn it on.”

A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched his mouth. “The passcode is the same. Your terminal is in the bath. Activate it when you’re ready.” He turned and walked away, back through the living room. He didn’t look back. He picked up his tablet, opened a door I hadn’t noticed—a discreet panel in the wall that led, I assumed, to his private office—and disappeared inside.

The apartment was silent again. But it was a charged silence. I walked to the master bath. The monitor was still dark. I went to the keypad beside it and entered the six-digit code we’d established last night.

The screen flickered to life. It showed a live feed of the kitchen. My camera on the counter, the tripod, the play of morning light on the floor. It was empty. Waiting.

He was right. The system was bidirectional only when activated. I could see his screen too. A smaller window piped into the corner of the display showed his point of view: his office, a sleek, dark room with a large monitor of his own. On that monitor, I saw the same feed of the kitchen I was looking at. He was watching the watcher.

A small control panel appeared on the screen. Mute. Volume. A button labeled REQUEST AUDIO. I left it all off. The silence felt more intense.

I went back to the kitchen. I felt hyper-aware of my body. The swing of my hips, the brush of my leggings against my skin, the way my tank top clung. I stopped in the center of the room and looked up at the ceiling. There were no obvious cameras. They were embedded in the architecture, as seamless as the glass walls.

I walked to my camera, picked it up, and turned it on. I didn’t mount it. I held it in my hand, my finger resting lightly on the shutter button. I moved to the island, pretending to examine a shot on the LCD, but my attention was split. Half on the image, half on the feeling of his gaze. It was a physical weight, a heat on my skin.

I leaned over the island, arching my back slightly, knowing the position would pull my tank top tight across my back, would define the curve of my ass in the leggings. A performance. For him.

I straightened and turned, leaning back against the island’s edge. I lifted the camera and aimed it at nothing, just to have something to do with my hands. But my mind wasn’t on composition. It was on the monitor. On him, sitting in his dark room, watching me pretend to work.

The ache between my legs was becoming a demand. I shifted, pressing my thighs together, and the friction made me gasp softly. The sound was probably picked up by the microphones. He’d have heard it.

I put the camera down again. My hands were trembling. This was the escalation. Yesterday, the observation had been a shocking reveal, then a mutual dare. Today, it was a premeditated game. And I was losing my grip on my role as the photographer.

I reached for the hem of my tank top. In one slow motion, I pulled it over my head and dropped it on the island. I stood there in just my black leggings, my breasts bare to the cool, conditioned air and his unseen eyes. My nipples were hard, tight peaks. I didn’t cover myself. I let him look.

I turned and walked slowly to the Sub-Zero refrigerator, its stainless-steel surface a distorted mirror. I saw my reflection: a pale, blurry shape with dark points. I trailed my fingers down the cool metal, then turned and slid down to sit on the floor, my back against the fridge. I stretched my legs out in front of me.

My hand went to the waistband of my leggings. I hooked my thumbs in it and, lifting my hips, pulled them down, taking my panties with them. I kicked them off, leaving them in a pool of black fabric on the pale oak floor. I was completely naked now, sitting on the cool floor of the kitchen, exposed on every side.

I spread my legs, just a little. Enough. I let my head fall back against the refrigerator with a quiet thud. I closed my eyes, but that felt like cheating. I opened them and looked at the ceiling, at the spot where I knew a lens was hidden.

With my right hand, I began to touch myself. Not frantically, but slowly, deliberately. I cupped my breast, my thumb circling my nipple, pinching it lightly. A sigh escaped me. I moved my hand down, over my stomach, through the coarse hair, until my fingers found my clit. I was already so wet. I circled it, the pressure gentle at first, then firmer.

I was playing for the camera. For him. But as the sensations built, the performance bled into reality. My breathing deepened. My hips began a slight, involuntary roll against my own hand. I slipped two fingers inside my pussy, curling them, finding a rhythm. The sounds were obscenely loud in the quiet kitchen: the slick noise of my fingers moving, my ragged breaths, a low moan that I didn’t try to suppress.

I imagined him in his chair, his eyes fixed on the screen. Was he hard? Was he touching himself too? The thought sent a new bolt of heat through me. I added a third finger, stretching myself, fucking myself with my hand, my thumb pressed hard against my clit.

“Cassian,” I breathed, not caring if the mics picked it up.

As if I’d summoned him, the small PIP window showing his view changed. The feed of the kitchen shrank and moved. I saw his hand, large and elegant, wrapped around his cock. He was stroking himself, in time with the rhythm of my fingers. The sight of it—the proof of his arousal, the stark intimacy of watching him pleasure himself while he watched me—pushed me to the edge.

My orgasm gathered, a tight coil in my belly. I rubbed my clit faster, my fingers plunging deeper. “I’m going to come,” I moaned, to the room, to the cameras, to him.

And then his voice came through a speaker, clear and calm, right in the center of the kitchen. “Wait.”

I froze, my body trembling on the precipice. My fingers stilled inside me.

“Stand up,” he said. “Go to the island. Bend over it.”

The command, delivered in that quiet, uninflected tone, was more erotic than any dirty talk. I pulled my fingers from my pussy, a wet, obscene sound, and pushed myself to my feet. My legs were shaky. I walked to the island, the cool air kissing my wet skin. I bent forward, placing my palms flat on the cool marble, my ass presented to the room, to the lenses.

“Now,” his voice came again. “Come for me, Sloane.”

I didn’t need to touch myself again. Just the position, the exposure, the sound of his voice, was enough. The orgasm tore through me, violent and stunning. I cried out, my back arching, my inner muscles clenching around nothing. I came in waves, shuddering against the island, utterly helpless.

As the last tremors subsided, I heard the door from his office slide open. I didn’t lift my head. I heard his bare feet on the floor, coming closer. He stopped behind me.

I felt his hands on my hips, his touch firm and warm. Then I felt the broad, blunt head of his cock pressing against my soaked entrance.

“You asked me not to come in,” he said, his voice a low rumble right behind me. “I’m asking now. May I?”

“Yes,” I gasped, pushing back against him. “God, yes.”

He entered me in one slow, deep thrust, filling me completely. I was so wet, so open from my own fingers and my orgasm, that he slid in with shocking ease. The stretch was perfect, overwhelming.

He didn’t move immediately. He leaned over me, his chest pressed against my back, his mouth near my ear. “You are so beautiful like this,” he whispered. “Taken. On display. Mine to watch. And mine to fuck.”

Then he began to move. His pace was steady, relentless. Each thrust drove me harder against the marble edge of the island. He held my hips, controlling the angle, hitting a spot deep inside me that made stars burst behind my eyelids.

“Look,” he grunted, and I realized he was looking toward the stainless-steel oven door, another reflective surface. In its distorted curve, I could see us: his powerful body moving over mine, my face contorted in pleasure, my breasts swaying with each impact. We were a living tableau in the heart of the sterile kitchen.

The second orgasm built faster than the first, a rising tsunami. “Cassian, I’m going to—”

“I know,” he growled. His thrusts became harder, faster. “Come with me.”

His command was my undoing. I shattered, my scream muffled against my own arm. My pussy clamped down on his cock in rhythmic pulses, and that tipped him over the edge. He groaned, a raw, gut-deep sound, and I felt the hot rush of his release inside me. He thrust through it, his body shuddering against mine.

We collapsed together over the island, a mess of sweat and come and trembling limbs. His weight was heavy, anchoring. His breath was hot on my shoulder.

After a long moment, he softened and slipped out of me. He straightened, pulling me up with him. I turned in his arms, facing him. He was fully dressed. I was utterly naked, marked, used. He cupped my face, his thumb wiping a tear from my cheek I hadn’t realized was there.

“The kitchen,” I said, my voice hoarse. “It’s a mess.”

He glanced at the camera still on the counter, the forgotten tripod, the discarded clothes. “Yes.”

“I didn’t get the shots.”

“You will tomorrow.” He bent and picked up my tank top. He didn’t hand it to me. He used it to gently wipe between my legs, cleaning his come from my skin. The gesture was so intimate, so shockingly tender, that my throat tightened.

He led me to the sofa and sat, pulling me down to lie across his lap. He stroked my hair, my back, saying nothing. On the monitor in the bathroom, I knew the feed was still live. It would show this: the aftermath. The billionaire, fully clothed, cradling the naked photographer in the wreckage of the shoot.

“Do you want to save this one?” he asked, his voice quiet.

I thought about the graphic, daylight filth of it. The way I’d begged. The way he’d commanded. The image in the oven door.

“Yes,” I whispered. “All of it.”

He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Me too.”

We sat in silence as the sun climbed higher, bleaching the light in the room. The kitchen waited, a patient, perfect set. My job was still there. But for now, I was just a woman in a glass-walled penthouse, being seen. Completely.




Chapter 6 — The Next Frame

I woke alone on the sofa, a soft cashmere throw draped over me. The light was different—the harsh, high-noon glare had mellowed into the long, liquid gold of late afternoon. For a moment, I just lay there, cataloging the aches. A pleasant soreness between my legs, a stiffness in my lower back from the counter’s edge, the ghost of his fingers on my hips. I stretched, the blanket falling to my waist. The apartment was silent, save for the low hum of the climate control.

He’d left me there. He’d put me to sleep with his hand in my hair and then he’d left. I sat up, pulling the throw around my shoulders. The kitchen was spotless. The camera and tripod were gone from the counter. My clothes—the tank top, the linen pants—were folded neatly on the arm of a nearby chair. The oven door was closed. The only evidence of what had happened was the imprint on my skin and the quiet, humming awareness in my blood.

I dressed slowly. My body felt different to me. Used. Seen. I walked to the master bath, my steps silent on the polished concrete. The monitor was dark. I pressed a key. The screen lit up, asking for a password. He’d turned it off. Or he’d ended the session. I didn’t know the protocol. Was a session over when he left the room? When I fell asleep? The contract, which I’d read with a professional’s detachment two days ago, now felt like a living document, its clauses pulsing with new, visceral meaning.

I needed to work. That was the anchor. The commission. The shots of the kitchen. I’d told him I would get them tomorrow, and he’d agreed. But ‘tomorrow’ was a fluid concept in a place without clocks. It was still today. The light was perfect now—warm, forgiving, painting the stainless steel and pale oak in honeyed tones.

I retrieved my camera bag from the bedroom. The familiar weight of the Nikon in my left hand was a balm. This was my language. I set up the tripod in the doorway to the living room, framing the kitchen as a whole. I worked methodically, adjusting the aperture for depth, the shutter to capture the stillness. I took the establishing shots. The emptiness was the point. The pristine, inhuman beauty of a space waiting for life. But now, when I looked through the viewfinder, I saw the ghost of myself splayed across the island. I saw the smudge that might have been his handprint on the refrigerator door. The images I captured were lies, beautiful lies. The truth was the footage he had saved.

I was photographing details—the beveled edge of a cabinet pull, the condensation on a carafe of water I’d placed for scale—when I heard the soft chime of the private elevator. My heart did a hard, sudden knock against my ribs. I didn’t turn around. I kept my eye to the viewfinder, focusing on the delicate bubble trapped in the glass.

His footsteps were quiet. He stopped somewhere behind me. I could feel his gaze like a physical pressure between my shoulder blades.

“You’re working,” he said. His voice was neutral, observing.

“The light is right.” I clicked the shutter. The sound was loud in the quiet.

“I didn’t expect you to be up.”

“I napped.” I finally lowered the camera and turned. He stood ten feet away, still in the same clothes from earlier—dark trousers, a grey t-shirt that looked soft from many washes. He held a large, flat cardboard box in one hand. “What’s that?”

“Dinner.” He walked past me into the kitchen, setting the box on the island—the same island—and flipped open the lid. The smell of garlic, tomatoes, and wood-fired dough filled the air. “I thought you might be hungry.”

I was ravenous. I hadn’t eaten since a piece of toast at dawn. “You didn’t have to.”

“I know.” He began pulling out plates, finding utensils in drawers as if he lived here, though I knew he didn’t. He opened a wine cooler and extracted a bottle of red, uncorking it with a practiced twist. “Sit.”

It wasn’t a command like before. It was an invitation. I slid onto a stool, watching him. He served two slices of pizza, the cheese still bubbling, onto stoneware plates. He poured the wine. He did it all with an economical grace that was mesmerizing. This was the man who built a company on seeing. Now he was just… serving pizza.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. The food was incredible. The wine was deep and velvety. The ordinary act of sharing a meal in the aftermath of what we’d done felt more intimate, somehow, than the sex.

“The footage,” I said finally, unable to hold the question in. “From before. Where is it?”

He finished his bite, wiped his mouth with a napkin. “On a secure server. Encrypted. The access key is split. You have one half. I have the other. Both are required to view or delete it.”

I blinked. That level of security was… staggering. And considerate. “You planned for that.”

“I plan for everything, Sloane. The contract wasn’t drafted on a whim.” He took a sip of wine. “Do you want to delete it?”

I thought of the oven door, the reflection. My own desperate expression. “No. Do you?”

“No.”

Another silence, comfortable this time. The sun dipped below the skyline, setting the clouds on fire. The automatic lighting system in the apartment gradually brought up low, ambient glows from recessed strips in the floor and ceiling.

“I want to see it,” I said. The words were out before I could second-guess them.

He stilled, his glass halfway to his lips. “See what?”

“The footage. From your perspective. From the camera in here.” I gestured around the room.

He set his glass down carefully. “Why?”

“Because I’m a photographer. I want to see the composition. The lighting. The… performance.” It was only half the truth. The full truth was I wanted to see what he saw. I wanted to know what I looked like through his eyes.

He studied me for a long moment. “It’s not edited. It’s raw. There’s no artistry to it.”

“All footage has a perspective. A point of view. I want yours.”

He stood, picking up his plate and mine, carrying them to the sink. He washed them by hand, his back to me. I let him have the silence. When he was done, he dried his hands on a towel and turned, leaning against the counter.

“If we do this, it becomes part of the record. Your viewing will be timestamped, logged. It will be a new piece of data in the session.”

“I understand.”

“And you may not like what you see. You may see your own vulnerability in a way that feels… exposing. Beyond the physical.”

I met his gaze. “I’m already exposed, Cassian. That was the point.”

A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched his lips. “Follow me.”

He didn’t lead me to the study or the living room. He led me to the master bedroom. I hadn’t been in here since the first day, when I’d discovered the monitor. The bed was massive, low-slung, dressed in charcoal linen. One entire wall was a screen, currently dark. He picked up a slim remote from a bedside table.

“Sit,” he said, nodding toward the foot of the bed.

I sat, my knees tight together, hands in my lap. He pressed a button. The wall lit up, not with a single image, but with a grid of nine squares, each showing a different angle of the penthouse from earlier that day. The kitchen from high in the corner. The living room from behind the sofa. The bathroom. The bedroom itself. Time stamps glowed in the bottom corner of each feed. He selected the primary kitchen feed and expanded it to fill the entire wall.

It was silent at first. Then he tapped another button, and audio filled the room—the faint hum of the refrigerator, the distant sound of traffic forty floors down, my own breathing as I moved around the kitchen that morning, testing the light.

I watched myself on screen. I looked professional, focused. A little tired. I watched as I set up the tripod, as I bit my lip in concentration. It was strange, like watching a documentary about a stranger. Then, the moment I turned and saw the second monitor in the bathroom. My expression shifted. Not shock, but a dawning, deep understanding. My lips moved. You’re here.

The audio picked up his voice from the speakers, calm, clear. I am.

I watched myself walk to the bathroom. The feed switched seamlessly to a camera in the bathroom ceiling, showing me from above as I stood before the monitor, as I typed the password. The angle was clinical, but what it captured was not. It captured the moment my shoulders dropped. The moment I surrendered to the premise.

Then it was back to the kitchen feed. I watched myself return, watched my hands go to the hem of my tank top. On screen, my movements were slower, more deliberate than they had felt in the moment. I saw the way the fabric clung before I pulled it off. I saw the flush that spread across my chest. I saw myself turn to the oven door, and for the first time, I saw what he saw.

My reflection was small, distorted by the curve of the glass, but utterly clear in its intent. My eyes were dark, hungry. My tongue touched my lip. And when I spoke—What do you want?—the desire on my own face was shocking.

His command came. Touch yourself.

I watched my hand slide into my pants. My head fell back. The camera was merciless. It caught every twitch of my facial muscles, every stuttering breath. It caught the moment my knees buckled and I braced myself against the counter. It was the most obscene thing I’d ever seen, and it was me.

“Stop,” I whispered.

The image froze. I was on screen, one hand braced on cold steel, the other buried in my pants, my face a mask of agonized pleasure.

Cassian was silent behind me.

“This is what you watched?” My voice was thin.

“Yes.”

“And it… it worked for you? This?” I gestured at the frozen image of my desperation.

“Come here.”

I stood on shaky legs and went to him. He was still leaning against the wall beside the massive screen, his arms crossed. He uncrossed them and reached for me, pulling me gently to stand between him and the wall, my back to the frozen, giant version of myself.

“Look at me,” he said.

I dragged my eyes from the screen to his face. His gaze was intent, the grey in his hair silver in the screen’s glow.

“It wasn’t the act itself,” he said quietly. “It was the consent. The deliberation. You knew I was watching. You chose to give me that. You chose to let your control go, frame by frame. That is what ‘worked for me.’ The architecture of your surrender.”

His words unspooled something tight in my belly. “I want to see the rest.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

He restarted the feed. I watched, pressed between his body and the wall, as the scene played out. I saw myself beg. I heard the raw need in my own voice. Please. I saw him enter the frame—from a different camera angle, one that caught his back as he walked into the kitchen. I saw him spin me around, saw his hands grip my hips. The angle was from the high corner, looking down. It showed the top of his head, the width of his shoulders, and the entirety of my body, bent over the island, completely open to the camera.

I watched him fuck me. I watched his thrusts, the powerful, measured rhythm of his hips. I watched my own hands scrabbling against stainless steel. I heard the sounds—skin on skin, my choked cries, his low grunts. It was brutal and beautiful. It was us.

When it froze again on the final image—him holding me on the sofa, my body limp across his lap—I was breathing hard. My core was throbbing, wet heat pooling between my legs. I was more aroused watching this than I had been in the moment, and that was a dizzying revelation.

I turned within the circle of his arms, facing him. The huge, silent image of our aftermath loomed behind me.

“Your turn,” I said.

His eyebrows lifted slightly. “My turn?”

“I want to watch you.” I placed my palm flat on his chest, over his heart. It beat strong and steady. “Not a recording. Now. I want you to let me watch you.”

A slow, deep breath expanded his chest under my hand. “What would I do?”

“Whatever you want. But you have to know I’m watching. And you have to… show me.”

The voyeur becoming the exhibitionist. The balance of power, teetering, then shifting.

He searched my face for a long moment, then gave a single, curt nod. “Sit on the bed. Against the headboard.”

I did, pulling my knees up, wrapping my arms around them. He walked to the center of the room, in the open space between the bed and the screen, which still displayed our frozen past selves. He stopped, and looked directly at me.

Then he began.

He didn’t perform. That was the first thing I understood. He simply… allowed. He started by pulling his t-shirt over his head. The movement was mundane, but my breath caught. I’d felt his body, but I hadn’t truly seen it. In the soft light, he was all lean muscle and pale skin, dusted with dark hair across his chest that trailed down his stomach. The small scar at the corner of his left eye was a faint silver line. He folded the shirt and set it neatly on a chair.

He held my gaze as he unbuckled his belt. The leather slid through the loops with a soft hiss. He unbuttoned his trousers, lowered the zipper. He pushed them down his hips, along with his briefs, and stepped out of them, folding them too. He was naked.

And he was magnificent.

His cock was already half-hard, thick and curving slightly against his thigh. He made no move to touch himself. He just stood there, letting me look. The vulnerability of it was staggering. This was the man who watched from behind walls. Who built an empire on invisibility. And he was standing, fully exposed, in the middle of a lit room, because I’d asked him to.

“What now?” he asked, his voice even.

“Touch yourself,” I echoed his command from earlier, my own voice husky.

His hand moved to his cock. He wrapped his fingers around the shaft, gave a slow, firm stroke. His eyes never left mine. I watched, rapt, as he hardened completely under his own touch. The head flushed dark, a bead of moisture appearing at the tip. He spread it with his thumb.

I was wet, my panties soaked. I pressed my thighs together, the pressure a poor substitute.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” I said.

His rhythm on his cock was steady, mesmerizing. “I’m thinking about your mouth. On me. The way you looked up at me from your knees in the kitchen, before I decided that wasn’t how I wanted you first.”

A shock of heat went through me. “What else?”

“I’m thinking about the sound you made when I first pushed inside you. A gasp, then a sigh, like you’d been waiting.” His breathing was deepening, his strokes becoming more deliberate. “I’m thinking about the contract. Clause 4.B. The right to withdraw visual consent at any time, without prejudice. You haven’t withdrawn. You’re leaning forward. Your lips are parted. You want this.”

“I do,” I breathed.

“Then come here.”

I uncoiled from the bed and went to him. The screen at my back was a silent audience. He didn’t stop touching himself as I approached. When I was a foot away, I sank to my knees. The cool floor was a shock against my skin.

“Look up,” he said.

I did. From this angle, he was a tower of muscle and intent. His cock, slick from his own hand, was level with my face. The scent of him—clean skin, salt, male arousal—filled my senses.

“You can touch,” he said. “But you don’t have to.”

I wanted to. I reached out, wrapping my hand around his where he held himself. His skin was hot, silken over iron. I guided his hand away, replacing it with my own. I stroked him, learning his weight, his texture. I leaned in and pressed my open mouth against the head, licking away the pre-come. It was musky, slightly bitter. He hissed, his hand coming to rest on the back of my head, not pushing, just holding.

I took him into my mouth. Slowly, using my tongue, my lips, my hand at the base. I watched his stomach muscles clench. I listened to the ragged pull of his breath. I set a rhythm, deep and slow, letting him fuck my mouth. His fingers threaded through my short hair, gripping, but never forcing.

“Sloane.” My name was a groan. “Enough.”

He pulled me up by my arms, his mouth crashing down on mine. The kiss was frantic, tasting of me and him and wine. He walked me backward until my legs hit the bed and I fell onto it, bouncing on the soft mattress. He came down over me, bracing himself on his arms.

“I want you to watch,” I said, grabbing his face. “I want you to watch while you’re inside me. No cameras. Just you.”

He understood. He shifted, rising up on his knees, pulling me down so my head was on the pillows, my body spread out before him. He hooked his hands under my knees, pushing my legs up and wide, opening me completely to his gaze. The position was obscenely vulnerable. I could feel the cool air on my wetness.

He looked. He looked at my pussy, swollen and glistening, with the same intense focus he gave to a line of code or a camera feed. He traced a finger through my folds, making me jerk. He circled my clit, once, twice, a lightning bolt of sensation.

“Now,” I begged. “Please, Cassian. Now.”

He positioned himself, the blunt head of his cock pressing against my entrance. And then he pushed in, in one long, slow, devastating stroke, his eyes locked on where our bodies joined.

The feeling of being filled, combined with the sight of his rapt, hungry face watching it happen, shattered me. I cried out, my back arching off the bed.

He began to move. Withdrawing almost completely, then plunging back in, deep and hard. Each thrust was a deliberate act of possession, and each one was witnessed by his own eyes. He watched his cock disappear into me. He watched my flesh cling to him. He watched my reactions—the fluttering of my inner muscles, the way my clit grew harder, darker.

“You see that?” he gritted out, his rhythm faltering. “You see how you take me?”

“I see,” I sobbed. The visual feedback was a loop of pure sensation. I could see his focus, his pleasure, which amplified my own, which he could see in my body, which amplified his. It was a circuit of mutual witnessing, more intimate than any closed-eyed passion.

One of his hands left my knee and found my clit. He pressed the pad of his thumb right against the swollen nerve and rubbed, in time with his thrusts.

The orgasm tore through me without warning. It was a white-hot detonation, radiating from my core out to my fingertips, my toes, my scalp. I screamed, my vision blurring, my body clamping down on his in violent waves.

He watched me come apart. He saw every spasm, heard every shattered cry. And the sight of it broke his control. With a raw, guttural shout, he drove into me one last, deep time and held, his own release pumping into me, hot and endless. His eyes finally squeezed shut, but not before I saw the utter abandon on his face—the reclusive watcher, finally seen in his own moment of surrender.

He collapsed forward, catching his weight on his forearms, his forehead resting against my collarbone. We were both slick with sweat, breathing in ragged unison. The only light was from the giant, forgotten screen, still holding our ghostly image from hours before.

After a long time, he rolled to the side, pulling me with him, tucking me against his body. His hand stroked my arm, my hip.

“The footage from tonight,” I murmured into his chest.

“There isn’t any. I turned the system off when we came in here.”

I pulled back to look at him. “Why?”

“Because you asked to see me. Not a recording. You asked for my point of view, in real time.” He brushed a damp strand of hair from my forehead. “That was a gift. It didn’t need to be archived. It just needed to be.”

Tears, stupid and hot, pricked my eyes. I buried my face against him.

We lay there as night settled fully over the city, the glass walls turning into mirrors reflecting our tangled forms on the bed. The apartment was quiet. The work was still there. The kitchen, perfectly shot, was waiting for my review. The week was stretching ahead, a series of frames yet to be composed.

But in this frame, there was only this: his heartbeat under my ear, the smell of sex and pizza, and the profound, silent understanding that we had both been seen, and we had both chosen to stay in the picture.




Chapter 7 — The Frame

Sleep was a thick, heavy blanket. I woke to sunlight slicing across the bed, a sharp golden line cutting Cassian’s chest in two. He was still asleep, the premature grey in his hair catching the light like silver thread. The small scar at the corner of his left eye was visible, a pale, fine line. I watched him breathe, the steady rise and fall. The screen in the bedroom was black, inert. No system. No archive. Just the morning.

My body felt used, remade. A pleasant ache lingered between my thighs, a memory of his weight, his rhythm. The smell of him—clean sweat, something like cedar—was still on my skin. I disentangled myself slowly, careful not to wake him, and padded naked to the bathroom.

The shower was a rain showerhead, enormous, set into a ceiling of more glass. I turned it on and stood under the hot water, letting it wash over me. I looked at my reflection in the steam-streaked glass. Short black hair plastered to my skull, the lines of my body—the curve of hip, the flat plane of stomach—visible through the haze. I was seeing myself, but differently. Not as a photographer assessing a subject, but as a woman who had been seen, completely, by someone who chose to watch. And who had, in turn, watched him.

When I stepped out, wrapping myself in a towel, Cassian was standing in the doorway. He wore only his black pants from last night, unbuttoned at the waist. He held two mugs of coffee.

“You’re quiet in the morning,” he said, handing one to me.

“I’m usually alone in the morning.” I took the mug. “I’m used to the silence.”

“Is this silence okay?”

I sipped the coffee. It was perfect, rich and bitter. “Yes. It’s okay.”

He leaned against the glass wall, looking out at the city. “The kitchen shots are on the main monitor in the living room. You can review them whenever you want. No pressure.”

“I’ll look after coffee.”

He nodded. “I’ll be in my study. The system is back on, but the bedroom suite is excluded. The feed is only active in the living spaces, the kitchen, the main bathroom. As per the original contract.”

“So you’ll be watching me work.”

“Yes.” He met my eyes. “But you’ll know I’m watching. And you have the password.”

The password. The second-screen monitor. The choice. It felt different now. Not a boundary crossed in shock, but a tool, a conduit we’d both agreed to use.

“Okay,” I said.

He left, and I finished my coffee, then dressed in my usual black—a simple tank top and linen trousers. I collected my camera from the bedroom, its familiar weight settling into my left hand. The living room was blindingly bright, all three glass walls flooded with late morning light. The city was a hazy blueprint below.

The main monitor, a sleek panel on the wall beside the kitchen entrance, was live. On it, I saw myself from three angles: the wide shot from the corner of the living room, the close-up from above the kitchen island, and the one from the hallway vantage point. I was the subject, moving through the frame. I walked to the monitor and tapped in the password.

The second screen lit up. It showed Cassian’s study. He was seated at a minimalist desk, a bank of monitors before him, but the central one was the feed from the apartment. He was watching the wide shot, watching me standing by the monitor. He glanced at another screen—code, maybe—then back at me. His face was calm, intent. Professional. But his eyes, even through the digital remove, held a specific heat. The heat of last night, remembered.

I could have closed the screen. I didn’t.

I went to the kitchen and opened my laptop on the island, pulling up the raw files from yesterday’s shoot. The images were stunning. The light had been perfect, the composition flawless. The apartment’s design—the brutalist concrete counter, the floating shelves, the hidden seams—looked like a museum exhibit. My work was good. It was the commission of my career.

But as I scrolled through, my eye kept drifting to the second screen on my laptop, the one mirrored from the bathroom monitor. Cassian was still watching. He’d leaned back in his chair, one hand on his chin. He was observing my work process, my professional self. It was a different kind of exposure.

I finished my review, tagged the selects, and sent a batch to my agency contact with a brief note. Then I closed the laptop.

I stood up and walked to the living room window, the one facing the ocean. I put my camera down on the low sofa. Then I turned and looked directly at the camera in the corner—the one feeding the wide shot. I knew he was watching. I knew he could see me.

I unbuttoned my linen trousers, let them drop to the floor. I pulled off my tank top. I stood naked in the center of the living room, forty floors above everything, in a room made of glass.

I didn’t move for a long moment. I let the sunlight warm my skin. I let the cameras capture me: static, exposed, offering. This wasn’t a performance. It was a statement. I was here. I was choosing to be seen.

On the second screen, Cassian had stopped all other work. He was only looking at the feed. His expression hadn’t changed, but his body had tensed, a coiled readiness. He didn’t touch anything. He just watched.

I walked to the sofa, lay down on it. The fabric was cool against my back. I stretched, arching slightly, letting my body settle into a line of casual repose. I turned my head toward the corner camera, my eyes open, looking back at the lens, at him behind it.

My heart was pounding. This was different from last night. Last night had been mutual, physical, shared. This was me, alone in a room, knowing he was watching from another room, choosing to give him this. Choosing to let the system archive it.

I brought my hand to my chest, cupped my own breast, felt the weight of it. My nipple hardened under my palm. I trailed my hand down my stomach, over the flat plane, into the dip of my navel. I let my fingers drift lower, through the short, trimmed hair, to the heat between my legs.

I touched myself there, a light, exploratory pressure. My own touch was familiar, but now it was amplified by the knowledge of his eyes on me. I circled my clit with a fingertip, a slow, lazy motion. A soft sigh escaped my lips. I kept my eyes on the camera.

On the second screen, Cassian’s hand had moved. He was typing something. A command. The view on my screen shifted—the wide shot remained, but a new window opened, showing the close-up from above the kitchen island, now zoomed, focused on my body on the sofa. He was directing the view, curating it.

I smiled, a small private smile. He was participating. Not just watching, but framing.

I increased the pressure, my fingers sliding deeper, finding the wetness already gathering. I was aroused, deeply, by the act itself—by the exhibition, by his remote participation. I dipped two fingers inside my pussy, a shallow entry, then withdrew, spreading the moisture over my clit. My hips lifted off the sofa slightly, a reflexive motion.

I heard a sound—a soft, electronic click from the monitor system. On the second screen, Cassian had stood up. He was still in his study, but he was pacing slightly behind his desk, his eyes locked on the monitor. He was fully engaged, his body expressing the tension his face withheld.

I wanted him here. But I also wanted this—the distance, the mediation, the explicit consent to be watched while I touched myself. It was a layer of the dynamic we’d agreed to, and it was hot.

I brought my other hand up, pinching my nipple gently, rolling it. A sharp, sweet pain-pleasure shot through me. I moaned, louder this time, letting the sound carry in the quiet room. The cameras would pick it up. The microphones were live.

I worked myself with more purpose now, fingers stroking inside my pussy, thumb pressing on my clit. The sensations built, a cresting wave. I imagined his eyes on every detail: the flush on my skin, the contraction of my muscles, the slick shine on my fingers. I imagined him in his study, his cock hard, his own hand perhaps moving to adjust himself, to relieve the pressure. But he wouldn’t. He was watching. That was his role right now.

“Cassian,” I said, my voice low but clear, directed at the camera. “Are you watching?”

On the second screen, he stopped pacing. He looked at the audio feed monitor, then back at the image. He nodded, once. A simple, silent affirmation.

That nod sent a spike of heat through me. My back arched, my legs spreading wider. I fucked myself with my fingers, deeper, faster. The sofa cushions muffled my movements but the sound of my skin, my wetness, was audible to me. I wondered how clean the audio feed was. I wondered if he could hear every slide.

My climax approached, a tightening coil. I kept my eyes open, fixed on the lens. “I’m close,” I breathed.

He didn’t move. He was a statue of attention.

I let go. The orgasm rolled through me, a warm, spreading release. My body shuddered, my toes curled, my head pressed back into the sofa. A sharp cry left my throat, unfiltered. I rode it, my fingers still moving, drawing out every pulse.

When it faded, I lay still, panting. My skin was sheened with sweat. My fingers were glistening. I pulled them out, let my hand rest on my thigh.

I looked at the camera. I felt seen, and I felt powerful.

On the second screen, Cassian had sat back down. He was typing again. The close-up window closed, leaving only the wide shot. He was resetting the view to the contractual default. But his eyes were still on me.

I sat up slowly, reached for my clothes, but didn’t put them on. I carried them, and my camera, and walked toward the master bathroom.

Once inside, I closed the door. The bathroom cameras were live, per the contract. I stood before the mirror, looking at my flushed face, my bright eyes. I set the clothes down, picked up my camera.

I turned it on. I framed my own reflection in the mirror, including the camera in my hand in the shot. I took a picture. The click was sharp in the quiet room.

Then I turned and faced the bathroom camera—the one in the corner, near the shower. I lifted my own camera and took a picture of it. A photograph of the camera watching me.

I was documenting the dynamic. Creating my own archive.

I heard the door to the apartment open. Footsteps, quiet, in the hallway.

I didn’t move. I waited.

Cassian appeared in the bathroom doorway. He was fully dressed now, a simple grey t-shirt and dark trousers. His eyes were dark, intense.

“The footage from the living room,” he said, his voice calm. “I preserved it.”

“I assumed you would.”

“You consented.”

“I did.”

He stepped into the bathroom. The space was large, but with him in it, it felt intimate, charged. “I have a condition,” he said.

“Another one?”

“Yes. For the next session. A reciprocal condition.”

I leaned against the counter, my camera still in my hand. “Tell me.”

“Tonight. I want you to photograph me. Not with the system cameras. With your camera. In the apartment. While I…” He paused, his gaze dropping for a second, then returning to me. “While I touch myself. While I let you watch.”

The air in the room thickened. My pulse kicked. “You want me to be the photographer. And the watcher.”

“Yes. You’ll have the lens. I’ll be the subject. We’ll be in the same room. No mediation. Just you, me, and your camera.”

I considered it. The power exchange. The reversal. The intimacy of it—not just sexual, but professional. I would be framing him. He would be surrendering to my eye.

“Okay,” I said. “I have a condition too.”

“What?”

“I want to use the second screen. I want you to have the system feed active, showing you what I’m seeing through my camera’s viewfinder. So you can see yourself as I see you. As I frame you.”

A slow smile touched his lips. It was the first truly open smile I’d seen from him. It changed his face, softened the sharp intelligence into something warmer. “That’s acceptable.”

“Tonight?”

“Tonight. After dark. The glass will be mirrors. We’ll see ourselves reflected everywhere.”

I nodded. “I need to work today. The living room shots.”

“I know. I’ll watch. You’ll know I’m watching.”

He left the bathroom. I dressed, then gathered my gear and returned to the living room. The sun had moved higher, the light shifting. I spent the next four hours shooting the living room, the angles, the details. I worked with professional detachment, but underneath, a low current of anticipation hummed.

He watched. I knew he watched. Sometimes I glanced at the second screen on my laptop and saw him at his desk, his eyes on my work. Sometimes I caught him looking not at the composition, but at me—my hands adjusting a tripod, my neck as I bent to check a setting.

By late afternoon, I had a full set of living room raw files. I was tired, my muscles aching from constant movement. I made tea and sat on the sofa, the same sofa I’d lain naked on hours before.

The second screen showed Cassian closing his workstations. He stood, stretched. He looked at the feed, at me sitting there. He raised a hand, a small wave, then the screen went dark—he’d logged off the feed.

The apartment was quiet again. Just me, the glass, the city.

I showered, changed into a clean black dress—simple, sleeveless, knee-length. I ate a simple meal from the fridge. I prepared my camera: cleaned the lens, charged the battery, set the memory card to empty. I thought about framing, about light, about how I would photograph a man who had spent years avoiding being photographed.

Night fell. The glass walls turned into mirrors, reflecting the interior lights. The apartment became a series of overlapping reflections, infinite rooms.

Cassian entered the living room at eight. He wore a white shirt, open at the collar, and dark trousers. He’d shaved. He looked composed, but his eyes held a nervy edge.

“The system is on,” he said. “The feed is live in the study. The second screen is active here.” He gestured to the monitor on the wall. It was dark for now. “It will mirror your camera’s viewfinder once you start shooting.”

“Okay.”

He walked to the center of the room, near the large window facing downtown. The city lights glittered behind him, a backdrop of tiny stars. “Where do you want me?”

I lifted my camera, feeling its familiar weight. “There. Where you are. But turn toward me.”

He turned. His face was serious, his body still.

I adjusted the settings. I wanted a shallow depth of field, to focus on him, to let the city blur. I wanted the light from the apartment’s fixtures to cast soft shadows. I framed him, centering his figure, the window behind him. I took a test shot. The click echoed.

On the wall monitor, the second screen lit up. It showed exactly what my viewfinder showed: Cassian, centered, the city blurring behind him. He saw himself as I saw him.

He glanced at the monitor, then back at me. “I see it.”

“Good.” I took another shot, adjusting the exposure. “Now, your condition.”

He nodded. He unbuttoned his shirt, slowly, pulling it off. His chest was lean, defined, with a light dusting of hair. The premature grey on his head matched the silver in the light on his skin. He dropped the shirt to the floor.

He undid his trousers, pushed them down, stepped out of them. He stood naked before me, in the mirrored room. His cock was semi-hard, thickening as he stood there exposed.

“I’ll begin,” he said, his voice lower than usual.

He brought his hand to his own chest, mimicking my motion from earlier. He cupped his pec, thumb brushing over his nipple. He watched me as he did it, his eyes locked on my camera, on my face behind it.

I kept shooting. I captured the movement, the expression on his face—a mix of concentration and surrender. The click of the shutter was rhythmic, a beat in the quiet.

He trailed his hand down his stomach, over the flat muscles, to his cock. He wrapped his hand around it, not stroking yet, just holding. He was fully hard now, the length thick, the head flushed.

I zoomed slightly, focusing on his hand, on the contrast of his skin against his skin. I took a series of shots, rapid, capturing the details.

He began to stroke. Slow, deliberate pulls. His eyes closed for a moment, then opened, finding me again. His breath deepened.

I moved closer, changing my angle. I shot from the side, capturing the line of his body, the tension in his arm. I shot from below, framing him against the ceiling lights. I was working as a photographer, but the subject was a man I’d had sex with last night, a man I was watching masturbate, a man who was watching me watch him.

The heat in the room built. My own body responded, a familiar ache returning. But I kept my focus on the camera, on the frames.

On the wall monitor, he could see every frame I took. He could see himself as I saw him: not just a body, but a composition. A study in light and shadow and vulnerability.

His strokes became faster. His hips moved slightly, thrusting into his hand. A soft groan escaped him. “Sloane,” he said, my name a breath.

I stopped shooting for a moment. I lowered the camera. “Do you want me to keep going?”

“Yes. Please. Keep watching. Keep framing.”

I raised the camera again. I moved in close, so close that the lens was only a foot from his body. I focused on the point of connection—his hand, his cock, the slickness starting to gleam. I took the shot.

He was breathing hard now, his thighs tense, his back arched. “I’m close,” he said, echoing my words from earlier.

I kept shooting, clicking rapidly, a documentation of his climax approaching. His face was a study in abandon—the reclusive watcher, losing himself in being watched.

With a final, deep stroke, he came. His release shot over his hand, his stomach. His body shuddered, a violent, beautiful contraction. He cried out, a raw sound that filled the glass room.

I captured it. The moment of peak. The aftermath: him panting, his body glistening, his eyes finding me again, hazy but present.

I lowered the camera. I walked to him. I didn’t touch him yet. I simply stood before him, the camera hanging from my hand.

On the wall monitor, the second screen showed the last image I’d taken: him, in the instant of climax, a perfect, vulnerable frame.

He looked at the monitor, then at me. “You have it,” he said.

“I have it.”

He reached for me, his hand still wet. He cupped my face. “Now you.”

I let him pull me to the floor, onto the soft rug. He laid me down, peeled my dress off. His mouth found my breast, sucking deeply. His hand, still slick with his own release, found my pussy, fingers entering me without preamble.

I gasped, arching into him. The camera was beside us, forgotten for now.

He fucked me with his fingers, hard and knowing, while his mouth worked my nipple. I was already so aroused from watching, from shooting, that I felt my climax rushing up, unstoppable.

“Cassian,” I breathed.

“Watch me,” he said, pulling back to look at me. “Watch me watch you come.”

I opened my eyes. He was above me, his face intent, his eyes drinking in every detail of my expression. I felt his fingers inside me, curling, stroking. I felt the pressure on my clit from his palm.

It hit me, a wave sharper than the one earlier. I cried out, my body bucking under him. He held me down, kept his eyes on me, kept watching as I unraveled.

When I finished, he kissed me, deep and slow. Then he lay beside me, both of us naked on the rug, the city lights spinning around us in the mirrored glass.

“The footage from this,” I said, after a while.

“The system recorded it. From the wide shot. It’s archived.”

“And my photographs?”

“They’re yours. You choose what to do with them.”

I turned to look at him. “I might keep them.”

“I hope you do.”

We lay there until the night deepened. Then we rose, cleaned up, dressed in silence. The work of the week was still ahead. But this night, this reciprocal condition, had shifted something. We were no longer just photographer and subject, watcher and watched. We were collaborators in a mutual exposure.

I picked up my camera. The last shot was still on the viewfinder: Cassian, in his moment of surrender. I looked at it, then at him.

He was watching me, his eyes soft. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we shoot the bedroom.”

I nodded. Tomorrow. Another frame. Another layer of glass.




Chapter 8 — The First Exposure

I woke in my room, the one that wasn’t the master. Sunlight poured through the glass wall, painting a perfect rectangle of white-gold on the oak floor. The air smelled of last night’s rain and the faint, clean scent of the penthouse’s filtration system. My body felt like a map, every contour and nerve still charting the places he’d touched.

Cassian.

The name was a low vibration in my chest.

I pushed the sheets back and walked to the glass. Forty floors down, Los Angeles was shaking off the night. A thin marine layer clung to the hills, a soft filter over the city. I was naked. The thought made my skin prickle, not with cold, but with awareness. He could be watching. The second-screen monitor in the master bath was a live link. I had the password now. I’d taken it. The contract had been amended in the dark, without a pen.

I dressed in my uniform: black jeans, a simple black tank, no bra. I twisted my hair into a messy knot and went to the kitchen to make coffee. The penthouse was silent, but it was the silence of a held breath. I could feel him in the space, the same way you can feel a camera pointed at you from across a room.

My own camera was on the kitchen island. I picked it up, the weight a familiar comfort. The last image on the card was Cassian, his head thrown back, his throat exposed in the light of the fireplace. A photograph of surrender. I hadn’t decided what to do with it.

I poured my coffee and leaned against the counter. The brief for the day was the master bedroom. The core of the apartment. The most private space, now the most exposed. I was supposed to shoot the interplay of light and the custom-designed bed frame, the way the morning sun hit the en-suite’s marble. Standard architectural fare.

But the brief was obsolete. We’d rewritten it last night.

I took my coffee and walked toward the master wing. The door was ajar. I pushed it open.

The room was vast, a study in minimalism and texture. A platform bed of oiled walnut dominated the space, low to the ground, dressed in crisp white linen. The headboard was a single slab of raw silk, the color of a storm cloud. And on three sides, the glass. The view was east, the sun now fully clearing the horizon, turning the world into a blaze of gold and blue.

Cassian was already there. He stood by the far window, dressed in grey sweatpants and a white t-shirt, his back to me. He was looking out, his hands in his pockets, the premature silver in his hair catching the light. He looked like he belonged in the frame, a piece of the architecture, human but unyielding.

“Good morning,” I said.

He didn’t turn. “Morning.” His voice was quiet, rough with sleep. “The light in here at this hour is… particular.”

I lifted my camera. I framed him, a dark silhouette against the brilliant sky. The autofocus locked with a soft chirp. I didn’t take the picture. I just held the frame. “It is.”

He finally turned. His eyes found mine, then traveled down my body, a slow, deliberate scan that felt more intimate than a touch. “You slept in your room.”

“I did.” “I watched you leave last night. On the monitor. You looked back at the camera in the living room before you went down the hall.”

My pulse kicked. “I know.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “So. The bedroom. Where do you want to start?”

I lowered the camera. “I don’t want to start with the room. I want to start with the condition.”

He went very still. “Which one?”

“The reciprocal one. Last night you watched me. Today, I want to watch you.”

The air between us thickened. He didn’t blink. “What exactly are you proposing?”

I set my coffee and camera on a low bench. “You said the system archives everything. From the wide shot. I want a different shot. I want to be the camera. I want to be in the room. And I want you to…” I searched for the right term. The professional one. It didn’t exist. “I want you to perform for me.”

His gaze was like a physical weight. “Perform.”

“Yes. Like I did for you. Consensual. Documented. A session.”

“And what would the subject of this session be?”

“You. Alone. In your space.” I took a step closer. The morning sun was warm on my back. “You spend your life watching, Cassian. You built a company on vision. But who sees you?”

He was silent for a long moment. I could see the calculations behind his eyes, the risk assessments, the desires warring with a decade of reclusion. Finally, he gave a single, slow nod. “Alright. But my condition.”

“Name it.”

“You don’t just watch. You direct. Tell me what you want to see. I’ll… comply.”

The word sent a shock of heat straight to my core. Comply. It was a contract within a contract. A power exchange laid bare. “Okay.”

“And you use your camera. Not just your eyes. I want the record to be yours.”

I understood. He was giving me the artifact, the proof. It was a gesture of profound trust. “Okay.”

He walked to the center of the room, near the foot of the bed. He stopped, waiting. The city wheeled behind him, indifferent. “Where do you want me?”

I picked up my camera, my fingers steady. I switched it to video mode. The red recording light glowed like a tiny ember. “Start with your clothes.”

His eyes held mine. Then, without ceremony, he pulled his t-shirt over his head. He dropped it to the floor. His chest was pale, leanly muscled, with a light dusting of dark hair. The scar by his left eye was more visible in this stark light, a tiny silver parenthesis. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his sweatpants and pushed them down, stepping out of them. He was naked.

My breath caught. He was beautifully made. Long legs, narrow hips, a flat stomach. And his cock, already half-hard, curving against his thigh. He stood perfectly still, allowing the examination. His expression was neutral, almost detached, but his eyes were blazing.

“Turn,” I said, my voice surprisingly firm. “Slowly.”

He turned, a full rotation. I watched through the viewfinder, the camera whirring softly. The lines of his back, the dimples above his ass, the strong curve of his shoulders. He completed the turn and faced me again.

“Now what?” he asked.

“The bed. Sit on the edge.”

He moved to the bed and sat, the linen stretching taut under his weight. He placed his hands on his thighs. The morning sun lit one side of his body in sharp relief, leaving the other in soft shadow. It was a photographer’s dream. It was a dream, period.

I moved closer, circling him, the camera held to my eye. “Look at me.”

He did. His gaze was direct, unflinching. I saw the intelligence there, the curiosity, and beneath it, a raw, naked vulnerability I doubted anyone had ever been allowed to photograph.

“Touch yourself,” I said.

A flicker of something—surprise, arousal—crossed his face. Then his hand moved. He wrapped his fingers around his cock, giving it a slow, deliberate stroke. He was fully hard now, the length of him impressive, the head flushed a deep red. A soft sound escaped him, a low exhale.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” I directed, zooming in on his face.

His throat worked. “I’m thinking about your mouth. Last night. The taste of you. I’m thinking about how you sound when you come.”

The words were a physical touch. My own body responded, a deep, aching throb between my legs. I kept the camera steady. “Keep going. With your hand. Show me.”

His strokes became more rhythmic, his fist moving up and down his shaft. His breathing deepened. The other hand came up to cradle his balls, rolling them gently. I captured it all: the flex of his forearm, the tension in his neck, the way his abs tightened with each pass.

“Do you like being watched?” I asked, moving to kneel on the floor a few feet in front of him, getting a lower angle.

“By you.” His voice was gravel. “Only by you. It’s… it’s an inversion. I feel seen. Not observed. Seen.”

The distinction shattered something in me. I understood it completely. It was the difference between my architectural work and the photograph I’d taken of him last night. One was documentation. The other was revelation.

“Come for me, Cassian,” I whispered, the director gone, only the woman left. “Let me see you.”

His rhythm stuttered, then intensified. His head fell back, the tendons in his neck standing out. His hips began to pump up into his fist. I watched, mesmerized, the camera forgotten for a second as I took in the sheer, unvarnished beauty of his pleasure. It was quiet, intense, a gathering storm.

“Sloane,” he gritted out, a warning, a plea.

“Yes. Now.”

With a sharp, guttural groan, he came. Thick, white stripes painted his stomach and chest, catching the sunlight. His body bowed, every muscle locked, and then released in a long, shuddering collapse. He slumped forward, elbows on his knees, breathing ragged.

The camera was still running. I let it, capturing the aftermath: the sheen of sweat on his skin, the slow rise and fall of his back, the spent, peaceful ruin of his face when he finally looked up at me.

I stopped recording.

The silence rushed back in, filled only with our breathing. He looked at me, his eyes dark and soft.

“Your turn,” he said, his voice wrecked.

I set the camera down. “My turn for what?”

“A reciprocal condition means reciprocity. I performed. You directed. Now you perform. I will direct.”

A fresh wave of heat crashed over me. I was already wet, my nipples tight against the fabric of my tank. I nodded, unable to speak.

“Stand up,” he said. He hadn’t moved from the bed, his own release drying on his skin.

I stood.

“Your clothes. Take them off. Slowly.”

My fingers trembled only slightly as I pulled the tank top over my head. I unbuttoned my jeans, pushed them and my panties down my hips, stepping out of them. The cool air kissed my skin. I stood naked before him, as exposed as he had been.

“Come here,” he said.

I walked to him, stopping when my knees touched his. He reached out, but didn’t touch me. His hands hovered over my hips.

“Touch yourself,” he echoed my earlier command. “Show me what you wanted while you were watching me.”

I brought my hand between my legs. My fingers found my clit, swollen and sensitive. I gasped at the contact. My eyes locked with his as I began to circle the hard little nub. My other hand came up to cup my breast, thumb brushing over my nipple.

“Tell me,” he prompted, his gaze dropping to my moving hand.

“I wanted your mouth,” I breathed, my hips starting a slow rock against my own fingers. “I wanted you inside me. I wanted to feel you lose control while I watched.”

“Are you wet?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

I slid two fingers inside myself, a soft, wet sound punctuating the movement. I was soaked. I drew them out, glistening, and held them up for him to see.

A low growl escaped him. He caught my wrist and brought my fingers to his mouth. He sucked them clean, his tongue swirling around them, his eyes holding mine. The intimacy of it was more shocking than anything that had come before.

“On the bed,” he ordered, releasing my hand. “On your back. Legs open.”

I climbed onto the massive bed, sinking into the soft linen. I lay back, spreading my legs as he’d asked. The ceiling above was a pristine white plane. He stood up from the edge and came to loom over me.

“Keep your hands on your breasts,” he said. “Don’t touch yourself down there. That’s mine.”

I obeyed, my palms flattening over my nipples, pinching them lightly. He knelt between my spread legs. For a long moment, he just looked. I felt the heat of his gaze on my pussy, a tangible caress. Then he bent his head.

His tongue was a flat, hot stroke from my entrance to my clit. I cried out, my back arching off the bed. He didn’t tease. He ate me with a single-minded intensity that was almost violent in its focus. His tongue delved inside me, then lashed my clit, then sucked the sensitive flesh into his mouth. He used his hands to spread me wider, his thumbs holding me open for his feast.

“Cassian… fuck…” I was babbling, my hands fisting in the sheets now, the directive forgotten.

He added a finger, then two, curling them inside me, finding a spot that made me see stars. His mouth stayed on my clit, sucking rhythmically, in time with the thrust of his fingers.

“I’m gonna come,” I warned, my voice high and thin.

He didn’t stop. He redoubled his efforts, his tongue flicking furiously. The orgasm tore through me, a blinding, screaming release that seemed to originate in my bones. I shook, my heels digging into the mattress, a long, broken wail torn from my throat.

He gentled his mouth, licking me through the aftershocks until I was squirming from oversensitivity. Then he moved up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat. His cock, hard again, pressed against my thigh.

“Look at me,” he said, his face inches from mine.

I opened my eyes. He was flushed, his lips wet from me, his eyes wild.

“I want to be inside you,” he said, the words raw. “Consent?”

“Yes. God, yes.”

He didn’t need more. He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against me. He pushed in, in one slow, inexorable stroke. I was so wet, so open from my climax, he slid in to the hilt without resistance. The feeling of fullness was exquisite, a perfect, stretching ache.

He stilled, buried inside me, his forehead resting against mine. “You feel…”

I knew. I felt it too. A completion, a circuit closing.

Then he began to move. His thrusts were deep, measured, each one pushing the breath from my lungs. He braced himself on his elbows, his eyes never leaving my face. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, meeting each thrust.

The sound of our bodies meeting, skin on skin, the soft grunts he made with each drive, the creak of the bed—it was a symphony of sex, played out against the silent, soaring backdrop of the city.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his rhythm never faltering. “Come again. With me inside you.”

My hand slipped between our bodies. My clit was hyper-sensitive, a live wire. A few circles of my fingers and I was hurtling toward another peak, tighter, sharper than the first. My inner muscles clamped around his cock, milking him.

“Sloane,” he choked out. His thrusts became frantic, losing their precision. “I’m… I can’t…”

“Let go,” I breathed, my own climax shimmering through me. “I’m watching you.”

That did it. With a roar that was part triumph, part surrender, he came. I felt the hot pulse of his release deep inside me, triggering my own second, crashing wave. We clung to each other, shuddering, as the world dissolved into light and sensation.



A long time later, he rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping me wrapped in his arms. Our sweat cooled on the sheets. The sun was higher now, the room bright and warm.

We didn’t speak. There was too much to say, and words would have been a clumsy filter.

Eventually, he stirred. “The footage,” he said, his voice rumbling in his chest under my ear.

“The camera stopped. I think… when you knelt between my legs.” “The system didn’t. The wide shot in the ceiling. It got all of it.”

I considered that. The thought of a digital record, a cold, high-angle view of our tangled, desperate bodies, should have bothered me. It didn’t. It felt like part of the contract. The proof. “Archived?”

“Archived. Encrypted. Accessible only with two keys. Yours and mine.”

“Good.”

He shifted, propping himself up on an elbow to look down at me. He traced the line of my jaw with a finger. “You were magnificent. Behind the camera. In front of it.”

“So were you.”

He smiled, a real, unguarded smile that transformed his face. “What now, photographer?”

I thought about the day’s original brief. The shots of the bedroom. The light on the marble. “Now,” I said, “we work. We shoot the bedroom. For the portfolio.”

He raised an eyebrow. “In our current state?”

I laughed, the sound strange and wonderful in the quiet room. “After a shower. Separate showers. Professional detachment.”

“Of course.” He didn’t move.

I finally sat up, my body pleasantly sore. I looked around the room, now imprinted with the memory of what we’d just done. The light was particular. It fell across the rumpled sheets, over his discarded clothes, over my camera lying on the bench. It was no longer just architectural light. It was narrative light. It told a story.

I got out of bed and picked up the camera. I turned it on, switched back to photo mode. Cassian was still lying there, watching me, naked and utterly at ease. The sun cut across his hips and thighs.

I lifted the viewfinder to my eye. “Don’t move.”

He held still, a small smile playing on his lips.

I took the picture. Not a photograph of a billionaire in his bedroom. A photograph of Cassian, after. A photograph of a man who had been seen, completely, and had not broken.

He was the most beautiful space I had ever shot.

I lowered the camera. “Shower,” I said, my voice firm. “Then we work.”

He finally rose from the bed, a magnificent, unselfconscious nude. He walked toward his en-suite, pausing at the door. “Sloane?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for directing.”

Then he disappeared into the bathroom. I stood in the center of the glass-walled room, naked, holding my camera, the city sprawling endlessly around me. I was no longer just living in the space for the shoot. I was part of its texture now. I was a subject in my own frame.

I walked to my own bathroom, my mind already composing the day’s shots. The light on the bed. The texture of the silk headboard. The view through the glass, now layered with the ghost of our reflection. It would be a brilliant portfolio.

And I had another portfolio, a secret one, growing in the dark. Images of watching. Images of being watched. A record of exposure. It was the commission of my career, and I was just beginning to understand its scope.




Chapter 9 — The Contract

The day after changed everything. It was the day the camera turned around.

I woke in my bed, the sheets cool and empty. The light was the hard, clear blue of a Los Angeles morning, and for a full minute, I just lay there, cataloging the echoes in my muscles, the phantom weight on my hips. I could still see him: Cassian, naked on the bed, watching me as I raised the camera. The small, private smile on his lips as I told him not to move.

I’d photographed him. Not just his space. Him. And he’d let me. More than let me—he’d asked for it. He’d thanked me for directing.

The memory sent a sharp, bright shock through my system, like stepping on a live wire. I pushed the sheet back and got up. My body felt both heavy and electric. I needed coffee. I needed to work. I needed to re-establish the border between yesterday’s private, breathless experiment and today’s professional obligation.

I pulled on my standard uniform—black linen trousers, a simple black tank—and padded barefoot to the kitchen. The penthouse was silent, humming with the low frequency of expensive, hidden appliances. He was in his wing, or maybe already in his office down on the thirty-fifth floor. I didn’t know. The thought of seeing him over the breakfast counter, dressed and composed, felt suddenly, overwhelmingly intimate. More intimate than last night had been.

I made my coffee, strong and black, and carried it to the main living area. My cameras were lined up on the low, stone-topped table, lenses gleaming in the morning sun. The schedule I’d printed out before I arrived was there too, a grid of shots and times. Today was Day Four. Focus: The Living Space in Transitional Light. Morning shots, noon shots, dusk shots. I was supposed to capture how the light moved across the poured concrete floor, how it caught the edge of the steel-and-glass bookshelves.

It felt like reading a script for a play I’d already rewritten.

I picked up my primary camera, the one I’d used on him. The memory card inside was a live grenade. I ejected it, slipped it into the inner pocket of my kit bag, and loaded a fresh one. I would deal with those images later, in the dark, on my laptop with the door locked. For now, I had a job.

I spent the morning working. It was good, disciplined work. I set up the tripod, metered the light, bracketed exposures. I moved furniture by centimeters—a chair, a side table—to create cleaner lines. I shot wide angles to emphasize the vertiginous view, tight details of the grain in the walnut console. I lost myself in the geometry of it, in the satisfying click of the shutter, the rhythm of recomposing. This was my language. This was safe.

By noon, the sun was a white hammer on the glass. I was reviewing shots on the camera’s LCD when I heard the soft whoosh of the pneumatic door from his wing.

I didn’t look up. My heart did a hard, single thump against my ribs.

His footsteps were quiet on the floor. He stopped near the kitchen island. I could see him in my peripheral vision: grey trousers, a simple charcoal t-shirt, bare feet. He looked like he’d just woken up, his hair damp at the temples, the faint line of the pillow still on his cheek.

“Good morning,” he said. His voice was morning-rough, a low vibration in the quiet room.

“Afternoon, technically,” I said, still pretending to study the screen. My voice came out steady. Professional. “I’ve got the morning sequence. The light on the east wall was perfect at nine-fifteen.”

“I’m sure it was.”

I finally glanced at him. He was leaning against the island, watching me. Not the cameras, not the room. Me. His gaze was the same as it had been last night: open, assessing, utterly calm. There was no awkwardness. No post-coital shift. It was as if we’d simply moved to the next scene.

“I have a proposal,” he said.

I lowered the camera. “Regarding the shoot?”

“Regarding the rest of the week.” He pushed off the island and walked to the coffee machine, starting a cup for himself. “You have three days of principal photography left, correct?”

“Correct.”

“And the contract stipulates I have access to the raw footage from the security system for my own archival purposes.”

A chill, not unpleasant, traced my spine. “It does.”

He turned, leaning back against the counter as the machine hissed and gurgled. “I’d like to amend that arrangement. I’d like to propose a secondary contract. A collaborative one.”

I set my camera down on the table. “Collaborative how?”

“Last night,” he said, his eyes holding mine, “you photographed me. With my explicit consent. It was a transaction of sorts. I gave you access to a subject. You gave me the experience of being seen by you.” He paused, letting the words settle in the sunlit air between us. “I would like to continue that. But with clearer terms. And with reciprocity.”

My mouth was dry. I took a sip of my cold coffee. “What kind of reciprocity?”

“You photograph what you wish of me, within agreed bounds. I, in turn, watch and record you, within agreed bounds. Not surveillance. Collaboration. A mutual study.” He picked up his coffee mug. “We would establish rules. Safe words. A schedule, if you prefer. We would review the material together, if you wish. We would each have veto power over any image or clip for any reason, no questions asked. The footage from my system would be live, but the archive would be conditional on your ongoing consent.”

My mind was racing, a blur of legal clauses and artistic manifestos and the raw, humming memory of his skin under my lens. “You want to film me.”

“I want to watch you,” he corrected, his tone precise. “The filming is a byproduct. A record. Just as your photographs are a record. The primary event is the watching. And the being watched.”

“And what would I be doing while you watch?” I asked, though I knew the answer. I felt it in the flush creeping up my neck, in the sudden heavy warmth low in my belly.

“Whatever you wish,” he said. “You could work. Read. Sleep. Or you could… perform. For the camera. For me. The choice of action, and the degree of exposure, would be yours. The only constant is my attention. And your awareness of it.”

I walked to the glass wall, looking out at the city. It was a world of windows. A million little stages. I thought of the second-screen monitor in my bathroom, the password he’d given me. The line had already been crossed. He was just proposing we build a bridge over it.

“Why?” I asked, turning to face him. “You could hire a dozen models. Professionals who know exactly what they’re doing. Why me?”

He took a slow sip of coffee, his eyes never leaving me. “Because you see. You don’t just look. You see structure, and light, and truth. When you pointed your camera at me last night, you weren’t looking for a fantasy. You were looking for me. And you found me.” He set the mug down. “I want that gaze turned on you. I want to see you seeing yourself through my eyes. It’s the only thing I’m interested in.”

The air in the room felt thinner, charged. I understood him, with a clarity that was almost frightening. This wasn’t about porn. It wasn’t even really about sex. It was about witness. About the terrifying, potent alchemy that happens when one person’s complete attention meets another’s complete presence.

He was offering me a role in his obsession. And asking me to make him the subject of mine.

“What are the rules?” My voice was quiet.

A flicker of something—relief? anticipation?—passed over his face. He walked to the table, pulled out his phone, and tapped the screen. A document appeared on the large wall-mounted display by the dining area.

“I drafted this last night,” he said. “After you went to your room.”

I moved to stand before the screen, reading.

It was clean, legal, thorough. It outlined the “Collaborative Observation Periods” (COPs, he’d acronymed it, and the dry humor almost made me smile). It specified that all participation was voluntary, could be revoked at any time, for any reason, with no penalty. It listed potential activities, from “Non-Sexual Daily Tasks” to “Directed or Undirected Erotic Performance,” each with a checkbox for consent. It required a verbal check-in before and after each session. It designated a safe word: “Lenscap.” It gave us each exclusive rights to our respective recordings, with clauses for shared review and mutual destruction.

It was, in essence, a consent form for mutual voyeurism. The most bizarre and intellectually rigorous document I had ever read.

“This is incredibly thorough,” I said.

“I’m an engineer,” he replied, coming to stand beside me. “And a businessman. Clarity prevents corrosion.”

I scanned the list of activities. My eyes snagged on the last category. Explicit Sexual Acts, Solo or Mutual. The checkbox beside it was blank.

“If I check this,” I said, pointing to the screen, my finger not quite touching it, “what does that mean? In practice.”

“It means that during a designated session, you consent to my observation of such acts. It does not obligate you to perform them. It simply establishes the boundary of what is permissible to observe.” He was standing close enough that I could smell the clean scent of his soap, could feel the heat from his body. “The first explicit session would be mediated. You would be here, in the main space, or in your suite. I would be in the observation room. We would maintain physical separation until and unless a subsequent agreement is made to amend that rule.”

“The observation room,” I repeated. “Where you watched the first night.”

“Yes.”

“And you’d be filming.”

“The system would be recording, yes. As would your camera, if you chose to use it.”

I turned my head to look at him. His expression was serious, intent. He wasn’t pushing. He was presenting data. “And if I say no to all of this? If I just want to finish shooting your apartment?”

“Then you finish shooting my apartment,” he said simply. “The original contract stands. You deliver the portfolio. I pay you. You leave on Friday. Nothing changes. Nothing is withheld.”

“And if I say yes?”

“Then we explore.” His gaze dropped to my lips, then back to my eyes. “Together.”

I looked back at the document on the screen. The logic of it was seductive. The safety of it was an illusion, and we both knew it. No piece of paper could protect you from the vulnerability of being truly seen. But it could give you a handrail as you stepped into the void.

I wanted to step into the void. The desire was a physical pull, stronger than fear, stronger than professional caution.

I reached out, using my finger on the touch screen. I checked the box for Non-Sexual Daily Tasks. For Artistic Posing. For Explicit Sexual Acts, Solo or Mutual.

I heard his breath catch, just slightly.

I scrolled to the signature line. There was a place for him, and a place for me. I tapped to sign. The screen prompted for a fingerprint. I pressed my thumb against it.

I turned to him. “Your turn.”

He didn’t move for a moment, just looked at me as if I were a complex equation he’d finally solved. Then he stepped forward, reached past me, and pressed his thumb to the screen.

“Session One,” he said, his voice low. “Would you like to schedule it, or would you prefer it to be spontaneous?”

My heart was beating a frantic tattoo against my ribs. “Spontaneous feels like an ambush. Schedule feels like a doctor’s appointment.”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “A time, then. But not an activity. You choose the activity in the moment.”

I thought. The light would be perfect in the late afternoon. The golden hour. It felt right. Poetic. “Five o’clock,” I said. “Here.”

He nodded. “I’ll be in the observation room at five. The system will be active. You’ll have the space. Do what you want. Or do nothing. The only requirement is your awareness.”

“And the safe word?”

“Lenscap,” we said in unison.

A shiver ran through me. “Okay.”

He held my gaze for another long second, then gave a single, slight nod and walked back toward his wing. He paused at the door. “Sloane?”

“Yes?”

“The camera on the bookshelf is live. The red light means it’s recording. You can always tell. No hidden feeds. That’s in the contract.”

He disappeared.

I was alone. But I wasn’t. The knowledge of his future attention wrapped around me like a second skin. The air itself felt watchful.

I didn’t work for the next hour. I wandered. I touched the cool glass. I sat on the sofa and stared at the ceiling. I went to my room and looked at my reflection in the mirror. Who was I, under the gaze of a man who didn’t want to own me, but to see me?

At ten minutes to five, I went to my suite. I didn’t know what I was going to do. The contract gave me permission for anything. That much freedom was paralyzing.

I stood in the middle of my bedroom, staring at my kit bag. At the memory card tucked inside.

An idea, clear and sharp, cut through the noise.

I opened the bag. I took out the card with yesterday’s images, loaded it into my camera. I scrolled until I found the last picture I’d taken: Cassian, naked on the rumpled sheets, the sun cutting across his body, his eyes open and fixed on me.

I carried the camera out to the living area. The late afternoon sun was indeed golden, pouring in across the floor in long, liquid bars. I moved the coffee table aside, creating an open space in the center of the room, in full view of the camera on the bookshelf. Its tiny red eye was dark. Not yet.

I set my camera on the floor, angled so the LCD screen was visible. I navigated to his image and set the display to stay on.

Then I walked to the center of the open space. I looked toward the blank wall that I knew housed the observation room. I couldn’t see him. I couldn’t see the lens. But I knew he was there. At five o’clock on the dot, the tiny red light on the bookshelf camera winked on.

My breath hitched. Showtime.

I began with what I knew. I undressed.

Not with a striptease, but with the practical, unhurried movements of someone alone in a room. I pulled my tank top over my head, folded it, set it aside. I unbuttoned my trousers, pushed them down my hips, stepped out of them. I folded those too. I was left in plain black underwear and a simple bralette. The air was cool on my skin. I kept my eyes on the blank wall.

Then I turned my back to it. I faced my camera on the floor, the image of him glowing on the screen. I reached behind me, unhooked my bra, let it fall from my shoulders. I slid my underwear down my legs. I stepped away from the small pile of clothing, completely nude.

I was being watched, but I was also watching. Watching the image of him. Letting his recorded gaze be my anchor.

I knelt on the floor, on the warm wood, in a patch of sun. I kept my back straight, my hands resting on my thighs. I let my head fall back, my eyes close. I just breathed. I felt the heat of the sun on my shoulders, my breasts, my stomach. I felt the prickle of awareness on my skin—the awareness of being seen from behind. Studied. Recorded.

It was terrifying. It was exhilarating. It was the most powerful I had ever felt.

Slowly, I brought my hands to my body. Not for him. For me. To feel what he was seeing. I cupped my breasts, felt the weight of them, the tight peaks of my nipples hardening under my palms. I trailed my fingers down my sternum, over the flat plane of my stomach. I let one hand drift lower, through the coarse hair, until my fingers found the slick heat between my legs.

I gasped. The sound was loud in the silent room.

I opened my eyes, but I didn’t look away from his picture. I kept my gaze locked on his face as I touched myself. I circled my clit with two fingers, a slow, deliberate pressure. A bolt of pleasure shot through me, sharp and sweet. My hips jerked forward, a tiny, involuntary movement.

I was performing, and I wasn’t. I was giving him a show, and I was having a private moment amplified by the certainty of his witness. The duality of it fractured me, made everything more intense. The slide of my fingers, the building tension, the flush spreading across my chest—it was all both mine and his.

I increased the pace, my breath coming in short pants now. I slipped a finger inside myself, then two, curling them. A low moan escaped my lips. I was so wet, the sound was obscenely loud. I wondered if the microphones in the room picked it up. I hoped they did.

I pictured him in the dark room, watching this on a monitor. Was he leaning forward? Was he breathing harder? Was he touching himself? The thought sent a fresh wave of heat crashing through me. My movements became more urgent, less controlled. I was chasing it now, the climax coiling tight in my belly, the world narrowing to the image on the screen, the feeling in my core, and the relentless, invisible gaze on my back.

“Cassian,” I whispered, a broken sound.

As if saying his name was the final trigger, the orgasm broke over me. It wasn’t a gentle wave; it was a convulsion, a bright, white-hot shock that arched my back and tore a cry from my throat. My thighs trembled. I rode it out, my fingers working until the sensations became too much, and I collapsed forward onto my hands, head hanging, gasping for air.

I stayed there for a long moment, sweat cooling on my skin. The red light on the bookshelf camera still glowed.

Slowly, I pushed myself up to sit back on my heels. I felt raw. Exposed. Undone.

I looked at the camera on the floor. His image was still there, his quiet eyes watching me. I had done this for him, because of him, in front of him. And I had never felt more wholly myself.

I reached out and turned my camera off. The screen went black.

A minute later, the red light on the bookshelf camera went out.

Silence. The session was over.

I didn’t move. I sat naked in the golden light, waiting. For what, I didn’t know.

The door to the observation room hissed open.

I didn’t turn. I heard his footsteps. He stopped behind me. I could feel the heat of him, the shift in the air.

“Sloane.”

I turned my head to look over my shoulder.

He was still fully dressed. But his eyes were dark, his pupils wide. A faint flush colored his neck. He was holding a small, silver thumb drive in his hand.

“The raw file from this session is on here,” he said, his voice gravelly. “Unedited. As per the contract, you have veto power. Do you want to review it?”

I turned my body to face him, not caring about my nudity. The contract had just made it a non-issue. “Do you?”

He knelt down, bringing himself to my eye level. He placed the thumb drive on the floor between us. “More than anything. But my desire is irrelevant. It’s your call.”

I looked at the little piece of metal. It contained the last twenty minutes of my life. My vulnerability, my pleasure, my performance. It was the most intimate thing anyone had ever given me.

“I don’t need to review it,” I said.

His eyebrows lifted slightly. “No?”

“I was there. I know what happened.” I reached out, not for the drive, but for his hand. I took it, lacing my fingers through his. His skin was warm, his grip firm. “Do you want to keep it?”

He looked down at our joined hands, then back at my face. His thumb stroked over my knuckles. “Yes.”

“Then keep it.”

He exhaled, a long, slow breath. He leaned forward, closing the small distance between us. He didn’t kiss me. He pressed his forehead to mine. We stayed like that, kneeling naked and clothed on the floor, in a pool of dying sunlight.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

“You’re welcome.”

He pulled back, his eyes searching mine. “Are you alright?”

I laughed, a shaky, surprised sound. “I don’t know. I think so. That was… intense.”

“It was,” he agreed. He stood, pulling me up with him. He didn’t let go of my hand. “The contract states a debrief after each session. Verbal check-in. How are you feeling?”

I considered. “Exposed. Powerful. A little shaky. Incredibly turned on still.” I glanced down at the obvious bulge in his trousers and back up. “You?”

A ghost of a smile. “The same. Minus the exposed. Plus a profound sense of awe.” He squeezed my hand. “Session concluded successfully. Safe word unused.”

“Session concluded,” I echoed.

He bent and picked up the thumb drive, pocketing it. Then he picked up my folded clothes and handed them to me. A gentlemanly gesture that felt wildly incongruous and perfectly right.

“What now?” I asked, holding my clothes against my chest.

“Now,” he said, “we have dinner. And we don’t talk about the contract unless you want to. We just… be.”

He turned and walked toward the kitchen, leaving me standing naked in the living room. I pulled my clothes on slowly, my body humming, my mind a kaleidoscope of sensation and thought.

I had agreed to be watched. I had performed. I had given him a recording of my most private self. And instead of feeling used, I felt treasured. Instead of feeling powerless, I felt like we had just balanced on a knife-edge of mutual surrender.

I joined him in the kitchen. He was pulling vegetables from the refrigerator. He’d taken off his t-shirt and was just in his trousers, his back to me, the muscles moving under his skin. Another kind of exposure.

I leaned against the counter, watching him. The watcher, watched.

“Can I help?” I asked.

He handed me a knife and a red pepper. “Slice this.”

I took it. Our fingers brushed. The contact was electric.

We cooked in silence, a quiet, domestic ballet in the gleaming kitchen. The sun set, painting the sky in streaks of orange and purple. We ate at the island, our knees almost touching.

We didn’t talk about the session. We talked about the light that day. About a photographer he admired. About the terrible traffic on the 10. It was normal. It was surreal.

When we finished, he took the plates. “I have some work to finish downstairs,” he said. “I’ll be in my office for a few hours.”

I nodded. “I should back up today’s shots.”

He came around the island, stopped in front of me. He cupped my face in his hands, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones. He looked at me for a long moment, his gaze drinking me in. Then he leaned down until his mouth hovered over mine. He didn’t close the distance. The restraint was soft. Reverent. A seal on a pact without the kiss itself.

He pulled away. “Goodnight, Sloane.”

“Goodnight, Cassian.”

He walked to the elevator, pressed the button. He stepped inside, turned, and held my gaze until the doors slid shut.

I was alone again. But the emptiness of the penthouse was different now. It was full of his attention, even in his absence. It was full of the echo of what we had done.

I went to my room, showered, got into bed. I lay there in the dark, the city lights twinkling beyond the glass.

Before I closed my eyes, I reached for my phone on the nightstand. I opened a blank note.

Day Four, I typed. The day the contract changed. The day I let him watch. The day I learned that being seen is not the opposite of power. It is its source.

I put the phone down. Outside, a helicopter crawled across the sky, a tiny blinking eye. I smiled in the dark, rolled over, and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.




Chapter 10 — The Password

I woke up with the sunrise, the sky a bruise of purple and orange over the city. My body felt heavy, satisfied, still humming with the memory of last night. The shower, the monitor, Cassian’s hands, his mouth. The almost-kiss. I stretched, the sheets cool against my skin. The penthouse was silent, but the silence wasn’t empty. It was charged, like the air before a thunderstorm.

I got up, pulled on a robe, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. I made coffee, the ritual grounding me. The camera was on the counter. I looked at it. Then I looked at the living room, at the perfect, empty sofa against the glass wall. Yesterday’s shoot had been about the space. Today’s would be about me in it. The contract had changed. I had changed.

I took my coffee to the sofa, sat down, and opened my laptop. I pulled up the folder of shots from yesterday—the bathroom, the steam, the blurred figure behind the glass. They were good. They were more than good. They were alive. I uploaded them to the cloud, tagged them Day Four — Preliminaries. Then I created a new folder. Day Five — The Subject.

The elevator dinged.

I didn’t turn. I kept looking at the blank new folder on my screen.

Cassian stepped into the living room. He wore dark jeans and a grey t-shirt, his hair tousled, his eyes clear. He carried a small cardboard box. “Morning.”

“Morning.”

He set the box on the kitchen island. “Breakfast.”

I finally looked at him. “What’s in the box?”

“Pastries. From a place downtown. They make them at four a.m.” He opened the box, and the smell of butter and sugar filled the room. “I thought you might want something real today.”

I stood up, walked to the island. There were croissants, pain au chocolat, a small fruit tart. “You went out?”

“I have a driver.” He leaned against the counter, watching me. “I wanted to bring you something.”

I picked up a croissant. It was warm, flaky. I took a bite. It was perfect. “Thank you.”

He nodded. His gaze drifted to my laptop, to the folder name on the screen. “The subject.”

“Yes.”

“What’s the plan?”

I finished the croissant, licked butter from my thumb. “I’m going to shoot myself today. In the space. As the primary figure.”

“And me?”

“You watch.” I met his eyes. “You watch, and I shoot. That’s the contract now.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “I like the new terms.”

“I thought you might.”

He reached into the box, picked up the fruit tart. He held it out to me. “Try this.”

I took it. The crust was crisp, the berries fresh, the cream light. I ate it slowly, savoring it. He watched me eat. The silence between us was thick, comfortable. It was the silence of two people who had crossed a line and found the other side more interesting than they’d imagined.

“I have a question,” I said when I finished the tart.

“Ask.”

“The monitor in the bathroom. The feed. Is there a password?”

He didn’t blink. “Yes.”

“What is it?”

He studied me for a moment. Then he said, “I changed it this morning. Personal access. SLOANE01. I wrote it on the card in the drawer.”

I knew that. I’d used the Wi-Fi days ago. The card was still in the drawer. “So if I wanted to… access the feed. From my laptop. Or my phone. I could.”

“You could.”

“And if I did that, what would I see?”

“You’d see the bathroom. The shower. Whatever is happening in that room at that time.”

“And if you were in there?”

“You’d see me.”

I felt a thrill, a sharp electric current running up my spine. “And if I wanted to… watch you. As you watched me. That would be allowed?”

“It would be within the scope of the contract,” he said, his voice low. “Mutual observation. Consensual voyeurism. It’s one of the clauses.”

I hadn’t read all the clauses. I’d skimmed the document, focused on the photography terms, the compensation. But he’d written more into it. He’d built a framework for this. “You planned for this.”

“I hoped for it,” he corrected. “I built a space where it could happen. If you wanted it.”

I wanted it. The desire was a solid, heavy thing in my chest. “So I could watch you shower.”

“Yes.”

“I could watch you… do anything in that room.”

“Anything.”

“And you’d know I was watching?”

“There’s a small indicator light on the monitor. It turns green when someone accesses the feed remotely.”

“So you’d see the light. You’d know it was me.”

“I’d know.”

I walked to the drawer, opened it, and turned over the card he had replaced there. Beneath the Wi-Fi string, in his precise hand, was the new personal access: SLOANE01. I memorized it. Then I put the card back.

Cassian watched me. “Are you going to use it?”

“Maybe.” I returned to the island. “Maybe today.”

“I’ll be in my office most of the day. Meetings. Calls.”

“So you won’t be in the bathroom.”

“Not unless you give me a reason to be.”

I felt my cheeks heat. “What kind of reason?”

He leaned closer. “You could tell me you’re watching. You could ask me to go in there.”

“And if I asked?”

“I’d go.”

The simplicity of it was devastating. I could ask, and he would go. I could watch, and he would know. The power exchange was balanced, precise. It was a dance, and we both knew the steps.

I finished my coffee. “I need to start shooting.”

“What’s your first setup?”

“The sofa. Here.” I gestured to the living room. “I’ll set the camera on a tripod, use a remote trigger. I’ll… pose.”

“Do you want me to stay?”

“Yes. But not in the room. Watch from your office. On the feed.”

He nodded. “I’ll go set up.”

He turned, walked to the elevator. He didn’t look back. The doors closed behind him.

I was alone again. But this aloneness was different. It was an aloneness with an audience. It was performance.

I set up the tripod, mounted my camera, connected the remote trigger. I tested it, the shutter clicking, capturing the empty sofa. Then I took off my robe.

I was naked. The morning light streamed through the glass, warming my skin. I stood there for a moment, letting the air touch me, letting the space see me. Then I walked to the sofa.

I sat down. I leaned back. I stretched my legs out. I looked at the camera. I pressed the remote trigger.

The shutter clicked.

I moved. I turned, lay on my side, curled my legs up. Click. I stood up, walked to the glass wall, pressed my back against it. Click. I knelt on the sofa, my hands gripping the cushions, my back arched. Click.

Each shot was a revelation. Each frame captured a version of me I hadn’t seen before—vulnerable, powerful, exposed, contained. I was the subject, and I was the photographer. I was the artist and the art.

After an hour, I stopped. I reviewed the shots on my laptop. They were good. They were raw. They were me.

I felt a hunger rising in me. A need to push further.

I opened a new browser tab. I typed in the IP address for the bathroom monitor feed. I entered the password.

The screen filled with a live view of the bathroom. It was empty. The shower was dry. The towels were neat on the rack. The monitor’s own screen was dark.

I watched the empty room. The green indicator light on the monitor was off.

Then I opened my phone. I texted Cassian.

I’m watching.

A few seconds later, the green light on the monitor screen turned on—the indicator that he had accepted the room-level invitation and was watching this feed with me.

He knew.

I watched the empty room. My heart beat hard against my ribs.

Then he walked into the bathroom.

He was still wearing the jeans and t-shirt. He stood in the center of the room, looking at the monitor. He saw the green light. He knew I was watching. He looked directly into the camera—into my eyes.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t gesture. He just looked.

Then he walked to the shower. He turned on the water. Steam began to rise.

He stripped.

He took off his t-shirt first, revealing his chest, his shoulders, the scars of old muscles. He was lean, strong. He folded the shirt, set it on the counter. Then he unbuttoned his jeans, pushed them down his legs, stepped out of them. He was naked.

His cock was half-hard already, hanging thick between his legs. He turned, faced the camera again, his body fully exposed. The water ran behind him, steam curling around his hips.

He stepped into the shower.

The glass door closed. The water enveloped him. He stood under the stream, his head bowed, his hands braced against the wall. The water sluiced over his back, his shoulders, his ass. He turned, let the water hit his chest, his stomach. He soaped his body, his hands moving over his skin, thorough, deliberate.

He washed his cock.

He stroked it slowly, his fingers slick with soap, sliding over the shaft, circling the head. It grew harder, fuller. He kept his eyes open, looking through the steam, through the glass, into the camera. Into me.

I watched. My breath was shallow. My own body was reacting, my nipples tight, my pussy aching, clenching. I was still naked on the sofa, my laptop before me, the feed live on the screen. I could feel the cool air on my skin, but inside I was burning.

He rinsed off, turned off the water. He stepped out of the shower, dripping wet. He took a towel, dried himself roughly. Then he dropped the towel.

He stood naked in the center of the bathroom, water beading on his skin, his cock fully erect now, curving up from his body. He walked to the monitor. He reached out, touched the screen where the green light glowed.

Then he turned and left the bathroom.

The feed went empty again.

I closed the browser tab. My hands were shaking.

I sat there for a long time, my skin buzzing, my mind racing. The images were burned into me—his body, his hands, his cock, his eyes. The consent. The mutual watching.

I wanted more.

I stood up, walked to my room. I dressed in simple clothes—black leggings, a black tank top. I needed to move, to work, to channel this energy into something tangible.

I spent the next few hours shooting the penthouse from new angles, focusing on the details—the grain of the wood floor, the texture of the concrete walls, the reflections in the glass. I was working, but my mind was elsewhere. It was in the bathroom. It was with Cassian.

At noon, my phone buzzed.

Cassian: Meeting finished. Are you still shooting?

Me: Yes. In the bedroom now.

Cassian: Can I come up?

Me: Yes.

A few minutes later, the elevator dinged. He stepped into the bedroom. He was dressed again—the same jeans, a fresh t-shirt. His hair was damp, combed back. He looked at me, at the camera on the tripod, at the bed I was framing.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

“Good.” I kept my voice steady. “I’m getting the textures. The light.”

He walked to the bed, sat down on the edge. “What’s next?”

“I was thinking about shooting the bed. With someone in it.”

“Someone?”

“Me.”

He nodded. “Do you want me to watch?”

“Yes. But not from your office this time.”

“Where?”

“Here. In the room. But not… participating. Just watching.”

He understood. “I’ll sit in the chair. I won’t interfere.”

“Okay.”

I reset the tripod, angled it toward the bed. I set the remote trigger on the nightstand. Then I undressed again.

I stood naked beside the bed. Cassian was in the chair by the window, his legs crossed, his hands resting on his knees. He watched me. His gaze was steady, intense, but not intrusive. He was observing, not demanding.

I lay down on the bed. The sheets were cool, crisp. I arranged my body, my limbs, my head. I looked at the camera. I pressed the remote trigger.

Click.

I moved. I rolled onto my stomach, arched my back, pressed my face into the pillow. Click. I turned onto my side, curled my legs, my hand resting between my thighs. Click. I spread my legs, opened my body, my fingers brushing my own skin. Click.

Cassian watched. His breathing was audible in the quiet room. His eyes never left me.

After a dozen shots, I stopped. I sat up on the bed, my legs folded under me. I looked at him. “That’s enough for now.”

“They’re beautiful,” he said.

“Thank you.”

He stood up. He walked to the bed. He didn’t touch me. He stood near me, looking down at me. “You’re incredible.”

I felt a flush of pride, of pleasure. “It’s the space. It makes me feel… visible.”

“It does.” He reached out, touched my cheek. His fingers were warm. “Do you want to continue?”

“Yes. But I want to… change the dynamic.”

“How?”

“I want you to participate.”

His eyes darkened. “Participate how?”

“I want you to touch me. While I shoot.”

He considered. “You want me to touch you, and you’ll take pictures?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ll be controlling the camera?”

“Yes.”

“And I’ll be… following your direction?”

“Within reason.”

He smiled. “Okay.”

I picked up the remote trigger. I lay back on the bed, my body open, my arms at my sides. “Start with my hands.”

He sat on the edge of the bed. He took my right hand, held it in his. His fingers traced my palm, my knuckles, my wrist. He lifted my hand, pressed his lips to my fingertips.

I pressed the trigger. Click.

He moved to my other hand, repeating the gesture. Click.

He moved up my arm, his touch gentle, exploring. He traced the inside of my elbow, the curve of my shoulder. He leaned down, kissed my shoulder. Click.

He moved to my chest. His hands cupped my breasts, his thumbs brushing my nipples. They hardened under his touch. He bent, kissed each nipple, his mouth warm, soft. Click. Click.

He moved down my stomach, his palms flat against my skin, pressing, warming. He reached my hips, my thighs. He spread my legs gently.

His hands touched my inner thighs, his fingers stroking the sensitive skin. He moved closer to my pussy, but didn’t touch it yet. He looked at me. “Is this okay?”

“Yes.”

He touched me. His fingers brushed my clit, light, teasing. I gasped. Click.

He stroked me more firmly, his fingers circling, pressing. My body responded, my hips lifting, my pussy swelling. Click.

He slipped a finger inside me. I was wet, ready. He moved it slowly, in and out. Click.

He added another finger, stretching me, filling me. Click.

I was panting now, my breath short, my skin hot. I kept pressing the trigger, capturing each moment, each touch. The camera was my anchor, my control.

He leaned down, kissed my stomach, my hips. Then he moved his mouth to my pussy.

His lips touched my clit. His tongue stroked it. I cried out. Click.

He licked me, slow, deep. His fingers still inside me, moving. Click. Click.

I was losing my grip on the camera, on the control. The pleasure was overwhelming, rising in me like a wave. I pressed the trigger blindly, capturing whatever I could.

He kept going. His mouth worked me, his tongue firm, relentless. His fingers pumped inside me. I felt my climax building, tightening, coiling.

“Cassian,” I gasped.

He didn’t stop.

I came. The orgasm crashed through me, shaking my body, blinding my mind. I pressed the trigger, but I didn’t know if it clicked. I was lost in the sensation.

He slowed, then stopped. He lifted his head, looked at me. His lips were wet, his eyes bright. “Okay?”

I nodded, breathless. “Okay.”

He wiped his mouth with his hand. He stayed beside me, his hand resting on my thigh. “That was…”

“Incredible.”

“Yes.”

I sat up slowly. My body felt loose, satisfied. I looked at the camera. “I need to check the shots.”

“Do you want me to leave?”

“No. Stay.”

I got up, walked to the laptop on the desk. I opened the folder, reviewed the images. They were stunning. They were explicit. They showed every touch, every kiss, every moment of my pleasure. They showed Cassian’s hands, his mouth, his focus. They showed my body reacting, surrendering, celebrating.

I felt a deep, profound pride. These were my images. My art. My experience.

I turned to Cassian. “They’re perfect.”

He stood up, walked to me. He looked at the screen, at the images. “They are.” He touched my back, his hand warm. “You’re perfect.”

I leaned into him. “What now?”

“Now we take a break.” He kissed my temple. “We eat. We talk.”

“Okay.”

We went to the kitchen. He made sandwiches—simple, fresh. We ate at the island, sitting side by side. We talked about nothing important—the weather, a movie he’d seen, a book I’d read. It was normal. It was grounding.

After lunch, I felt restless again. The energy was still there, buzzing under my skin.

“I want to shoot more,” I said.

“What do you want to shoot?”

“You.”

He looked at me. “Me?”

“Yes. Not just watching. You, as the subject.”

He considered. “Where?”

“The living room. The glass wall.”

“And you’ll be shooting?”

“Yes.”

“And I’ll be… naked?”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

We went to the living room. I set up the tripod again, positioned it to capture the whole wall. Cassian stood before the glass, the city spread out behind him.

He undressed.

He took off his clothes slowly, folding them, setting them aside. He stood naked before the glass, his body silhouetted against the skyline. He was magnificent—lean, strong, real. His cock was soft now, resting against his thigh. He looked at me, waiting.

“Just stand there,” I said. “Look out. Look at the city.”

He turned, looked out the window. His back was to me, his shoulders broad, his spine straight. I took a shot. Click.

He turned back, faced me. His eyes were serious, deep. I took another shot. Click.

“Move,” I said. “Walk. Sit. Lie down.”

He walked across the room, his movements graceful, deliberate. He sat on the sofa, his legs spread, his hands on his knees. He lay on the floor, his body stretched out, his arms above his head. I shot him in every position, every angle.

Then I said, “Touch yourself.”

He looked at me. “Touch myself?”

“Yes. Like I did. Like you did for me.”

He understood. He sat up, leaned back against the sofa. He spread his legs. He touched his cock.

He stroked it slowly, his hand moving from base to tip. It began to harden, to thicken. He kept his eyes on me, watching me watch him. I took shots. Click. Click.

He stroked faster, his grip firm. His cock grew fully erect, standing up from his body. He teased the head, circled it with his thumb. Click.

He moved his hand down, cupped his balls, squeezed gently. Click.

He was breathing harder now, his chest rising, his skin flushing. He was beautiful in his arousal, powerful, vulnerable.

“Keep going,” I said.

He obeyed. He stroked himself steadily, his hand pumping his cock. He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again, fixing them on me. I kept shooting, capturing every detail—the tension in his muscles, the flush on his skin, the focus in his eyes.

He sped up. His hand moved faster, his hips thrusting into his grip. He was getting close.

“Cassian,” I said.

He looked at me.

“Come for me.”

He groaned. His hand worked fiercely, his body tightening. Then he climaxed. His cock jerked, spurting semen over his hand, his stomach. He kept stroking through it, his face tense with release.

I took the shot. Click.

He slowed, then stopped. He lay there, panting, his body spent. Semen glistened on his skin.

I put down the remote. I walked to him.

I knelt beside him. I touched his chest, his stomach. I wiped the semen with my fingers. He watched me, his eyes soft.

“That was…” he breathed.

“Yes.”

I leaned down, kissed his stomach. I tasted the salt of him. He sighed, his hand touching my hair.

“You’re incredible,” I whispered.

“You’re the one who’s incredible.”

I lay down beside him, on the floor, our bodies side by side. The glass wall towered above us, the city moving beyond. We were small, exposed, together.

We rested there for a long time, not speaking, just breathing.

Eventually, he stood up, cleaned himself, dressed. I dressed too. We returned to the kitchen, drank water, sat in silence.

The afternoon was fading into evening. The light was changing, softening.

“I have a request,” Cassian said.

“What?”

“I want to watch you again. From my office. On the feed.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Whatever you want. But I want to watch you… without you knowing exactly when.”

I felt a thrill. “So I’ll be in the bathroom. And you might be watching. Or you might not.”

“Yes.”

“And the green light will be on if you are.”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

We finished our water. I felt a new anticipation building. This was a different game—unpredictable, spontaneous.

I went to the bathroom. I undressed. I stood before the monitor. The green light was off.

I turned on the shower. I stepped inside. The water was hot, steamy. I washed myself slowly, savoring the heat, the pressure. I didn’t look at the monitor. I focused on my body, on the sensation.

I washed my breasts, my stomach, my pussy. I stroked myself, my fingers teasing my clit, slipping inside. I was already aroused from the afternoon, from the shooting, from Cassian’s touch. My body responded easily, warming, swelling.

I turned off the water, stepped out. I dried myself with a towel. Then I stood before the sink, looking at myself in the mirror. My skin was flushed, my eyes bright. I was naked, alive.

I turned to the monitor. The green light was on.

He was watching.

I smiled. I walked to the monitor. I touched the screen, where the light glowed. Then I turned, faced the camera.

I knelt on the floor.

I spread my legs. I touched myself. My fingers found my clit, circled it. I was wet, sensitive. I stroked myself, my hips moving, my breath quickening.

I looked into the camera. I knew he was watching. I knew he was seeing every detail.

I added another finger, pushed inside myself. I pumped my fingers, deep, slow. My body clenched, pleasure building.

I kept my eyes on the camera. I wanted him to see my face, my pleasure, my surrender.

I came. The orgasm was sharp, bright. I cried out, my body shaking, my fingers still moving. I rode the climax, letting it consume me.

Then I slowed, stopped. I lay back on the floor, panting, spent.

The green light stayed on.

He was still watching.

I stood up, walked to the monitor. I touched the screen again. Then I left the bathroom.

I dressed, returned to the living room. Cassian was there, sitting on the sofa. He looked at me, his eyes dark.

“You watched,” I said.

“Yes.”

“You saw.”

“Yes.”

He stood up, walked to me. He took my face in his hands. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

I leaned into him. “What now?”

“Now we have dinner. Then we sleep.”

“Okay.”

We had dinner—simple, quiet. We talked about the shots, about the day, about the contract. We didn’t talk about the future. We stayed in the present, in the penthouse, in the glass walls.

After dinner, we went to the bedroom. We undressed, lay down together. We didn’t touch each other sexually. We just held each other, our bodies close, our breaths mingling.

“Tomorrow,” Cassian whispered.

“Tomorrow,” I agreed.

We slept.

I woke in the middle of the night. Cassian was asleep beside me, his breathing deep, steady. I slipped out of bed, walked to the living room. The city was dark, quiet, the lights twinkling like distant stars.

I opened my laptop. I created a new folder. Day Five — Mutual.

I uploaded the shots from today—the self-portraits, the images of Cassian, the explicit moments. I tagged them, organized them. Then I opened a blank note.

Day Five, I typed. The day I watched him. The day he touched me. The day we both showed ourselves. The day the glass walls became a mirror.

I put the laptop away. I returned to bed. Cassian stirred, wrapped his arm around me. I settled into him, closed my eyes.

The penthouse was silent. But it was full. Full of us. Full of what we had made.




Chapter 11 — The First Kiss

The morning sun hit the glass walls at a sharp angle, cutting the penthouse into long rectangles of light and shadow. I woke to the feeling of Cassian’s hand on my hip, his thumb tracing a slow circle over the thin fabric of my sleep shorts. He was awake, watching me.

“Morning,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the quiet room.

I turned my head on the pillow. “Morning.”

We hadn’t moved from our positions from the night. We’d slept tangled, my leg thrown over his, his arm a heavy weight across my ribs. It felt domestic. It felt like a lie.

“Today is Day Six,” I said.

“Yes.”

“The apartment handoff is tomorrow.”

He didn’t respond. His thumb kept circling.

I pushed myself up, sitting against the headboard. The sheets were cool where they’d been uncovered. Cassian stayed lying down, his eyes tracking my movement.

“I’m going to shoot the kitchen today,” I said. “The light should be good around ten.”

“I’ll be in the study.”

“Working?”

“Watching.”

A flush spread across my chest. I looked away, toward the city outside. The sky was a clear, hard blue. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

I nodded. I got out of bed, walked to the bathroom. I showered, the water hot enough to steam the glass enclosure. I didn’t look toward the monitor, but I felt its presence. A square of black glass in the corner, waiting. I washed my body methodically, my hands moving over my skin. My breasts. My stomach. Between my legs. I was clean. I was ready.

I dressed in black: a tank top, loose linen pants. I pulled my hair into a messy knot at the back of my head. I didn’t wear makeup. I picked up my camera from the dresser, felt its familiar weight in my left hand.

Cassian was in the kitchen when I emerged. He was making coffee, his movements precise. He wore a grey t-shirt and dark jeans. His hair was damp, the grey strands catching the light.

“Coffee?” he asked.

“Please.”

He poured a cup, handed it to me. Our fingers brushed. The contact was brief, electric.

“Thank you.”

He leaned against the counter, watching me sip. “What’s the plan for the kitchen?”

“Detail shots,” I said. “The joinery on the cabinetry. The texture of the stone countertops. The way the light reflects off the appliances. It’s a sterile space. I want to find the warmth in it.”

“You think there’s warmth?”

“I think I can create it.”

He smiled, a small, private thing. “I believe you.”

I finished my coffee, set the cup down. I moved to the far end of the kitchen, where the morning sun poured through the eastern windows. I set my camera on the counter, adjusted the settings. I started with the cabinet handles: brushed brass, smooth curves. I zoomed in, captured the minute scratches, the fingerprints. I moved to the sink: a deep, matte black basin. I shot the water droplets clinging to its surface, each one a perfect sphere.

I worked for an hour. Cassian stayed in the kitchen, silent, observing. He didn’t interfere. He didn’t speak. He just watched. His presence was a physical pressure in the room, a gravity that pulled my attention toward him even as I focused on the details in front of me.

I turned, finally, and shot him.

He was standing by the window, his profile outlined against the sky. I framed him in the lens, his body a long line of grey and shadow. I took three shots. He didn’t move. He let me.

“Why?” he asked, his voice quiet.

“Because you’re part of the space now.”

“Am I?”

“Yes.”

He turned to face me. His eyes were steady. “Show me.”

I walked to him, held up the camera so he could see the screen. I flipped through the images: the cabinet handles, the sink, the light on the floor. Then his three shots.

He studied them. “You’ve made me part of it.”

“I have.”

He took the camera from my hand. His touch was deliberate. He turned it toward me, lifted it, framed my face. He took a picture.

The click of the shutter was soft, definitive.

“Now you’re part of it too,” he said.

He handed the camera back. Our hands lingered together around the device.

“I want to kiss you,” he said.

The statement was plain. Unadorned.

I felt my breath catch. “Okay.”

He didn’t move immediately. He stood, holding the camera with me, our faces close. I could see the scar at the corner of his left eye, a faint white line. I could see the flecks of darker grey in his irises.

“On the mouth,” he said.

“Yes.”

He leaned in.

His lips touched mine. The contact was gentle, testing. He didn’t press. He just held his mouth against mine, a soft, warm pressure. I felt the texture of his lips, the slight dryness. I felt his breath, steady and slow.

I opened my mouth a little. He responded, his lips parting. The kiss deepened, became wet. Our tongues didn’t touch yet. We just breathed into each other, our mouths open, connected.

He pulled back an inch. “Good?”

“Yes.”

He kissed me again, harder. This time his tongue came forward, touched mine. The sensation was startling, intimate. I tasted the coffee on him, the faint bitterness. I pushed my tongue against his, a reciprocal motion.

His hands came up, cupped my face. He held me as he kissed me, his thumbs on my cheeks. The kiss turned hungry. Our mouths opened wider, our tongues sliding together. I moaned, a small sound that vibrated in my throat.

He broke the kiss, his breath ragged. “I want more.”

“What more?”

“Your body. Against mine.”

I nodded. I dropped the camera onto the counter. It landed with a thud. I stepped into him, pressed my chest against his. He wrapped his arms around me, pulled me tight. Our mouths found each other again.

This kiss was desperate. Our teeth clashed. Our tongues thrust. I felt his hands on my back, pulling at my tank top. He gathered the fabric, tugged it upward. I helped him, pulling it off over my head. I stood bare-chested in the kitchen, the sun warming my skin.

He looked at my breasts. “Beautiful.”

He bent his head, kissed my collarbone. His mouth moved down, to the swell of my breast. He took my nipple into his mouth, sucked gently. I gasped, my hands gripping his shoulders. He sucked harder, his tongue circling the tip. I felt the pull deep in my belly, a sharp, sweet ache.

He moved to the other breast, repeated the motion. His hands went to my pants, unfastened the tie at the waist. He pushed them down, letting them fall to the floor. I stood naked before him, in the middle of the kitchen, under the sun.

He looked at me, his eyes dark. “You’re perfect.”

He stripped his own clothes quickly: the t-shirt, the jeans, his underwear. He stood naked as well, his body tall and lean. His cock was erect, thick, curving upward. I stared at it, at the smooth skin, the prominent vein.

“Touch me,” he said.

I reached out, placed my hand on his cock. It was warm, hard. I stroked it slowly, feeling the texture. He groaned, his hips pushing forward.

“More,” he whispered.

I tightened my grip, moved my hand up and down. He thrust into my palm, his movements urgent. I watched his face, his eyes closed, his mouth open.

He stopped me, took my hand away. “I want to taste you.”

He knelt on the floor, his knees on the cool tile. He put his hands on my thighs, pushed them apart. He looked up at me, his face between my legs.

“Hold onto the counter,” he said.

I gripped the edge of the stone countertop behind me. He leaned forward, pressed his mouth to my pussy.

His lips parted my folds. His tongue found my clit. He licked it, a slow, deliberate stroke. I cried out, my body jolting. He kept licking, his tongue moving in circles. He sucked my clit into his mouth, pressed it with his tongue.

I bucked against him, my hips moving. He held me steady with his hands on my thighs. He licked deeper, into my opening. I felt his tongue inside me, wet and hot. I moaned, my head falling back.

“Cassian,” I breathed.

He didn’t stop. He licked and sucked, his mouth working my pussy with a focused intensity. I felt my orgasm building, a tight coil in my core. My thighs trembled. My grip on the counter slipped.

He pulled back, stood up. His face was wet, glistening. “I want you on the counter.”

He helped me up, lifting me so I sat on the edge of the stone countertop. My back was to the window, the sun blazing behind me. He stood before me, his cock pressing against my stomach.

“Put me inside you,” he said.

I reached down, took his cock in my hand. I guided it to my opening. He pushed forward, entering me slowly.

The feeling was immense. His cock stretched me, filled me. I felt every inch as he slid deeper. He went until he was fully inside, his body pressed against mine.

He held there, his forehead against my shoulder. “You feel incredible.”

He began to move. His thrusts were slow, deep. Each one pushed him to the hilt, each withdrawal almost complete. I felt the friction, the wet heat. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulled him closer.

The rhythm increased. He fucked me harder, faster. The countertop was cold beneath me, his body hot against me. I clutched his shoulders, my fingers digging into his skin.

“I’m going to come,” I said.

“Come.”

He thrust relentlessly. I felt my orgasm erupt, a wave of pleasure that crashed through my body. I screamed, my voice loud in the empty kitchen. My pussy clenched around his cock, pulsing.

He kept fucking me through my climax, his movements becoming ragged. Then he groaned, a deep, rough sound. His cock throbbed inside me, and I felt the hot spill of his release. He shuddered, his body collapsing against me.

We stayed like that, connected, breathing heavily. The sun beat down on us. The city hummed outside.

He pulled out slowly. His cock was wet, glistening with our mixed fluids. He looked at me, his eyes soft.

“That was the first kiss,” he said.

I laughed, a weak, breathy sound. “That was more than a kiss.”

“It started with a kiss.”

He helped me down from the counter. We stood naked together, our skin sweaty, our bodies slack. He picked up my tank top, handed it to me. I didn’t put it on. I just held it.

“We should clean up,” he said.

“We should.”

We didn’t. We walked to the living room, collapsed onto the sofa. We lay together, my head on his chest. His hand stroked my hair.

“The cameras,” I said.

“They’re on.”

“You’re watching?”

“I’m recording.”

I turned my face to look at him. “Why?”

“Because I want to remember this. Exactly.”

I nodded. I closed my eyes. I listened to his heartbeat.

We slept for a while, a short, deep nap. When I woke, Cassian was still asleep. I slipped off the sofa, walked to the bedroom. I picked up my laptop, brought it back to the living room.

I sat on the floor, opened the computer. I navigated to the folder for Day Six. I uploaded the shots from the kitchen—the details, the images of Cassian, the image he took of me. Then I opened the feed from the cameras. I found the footage from the kitchen: the kiss, the undressing, the sex on the counter. I watched it, from beginning to end.

I saw myself, naked, my face contorted in pleasure. I saw Cassian, his body moving against mine. I saw the sun, the shadows, the gleaming surfaces.

It was explicit. It was real.

I saved the footage. I tagged it: Kitchen. Day Six. First Kiss.

I opened a blank note.

Day Six, I typed. The day he kissed me. The day I let him. The day we fucked on the kitchen counter in the sunlight. The day the cameras saw it all.

I paused, my fingers on the keys.

I’m not afraid of being seen anymore. I’m afraid of being unseen when this ends.

I closed the note. I shut the laptop.

Cassian stirred on the sofa. He opened his eyes, looked at me. “You’re working?”

“Documenting.”

He sat up. “Show me.”

I opened the laptop again, showed him the images, the footage. He watched silently, his eyes on the screen.

“It’s good,” he said.

“It’s true.”

He reached out, touched my cheek. “What do you want to do now?”

“I want to shoot the bedroom. With you in it.”

“Alright.”

We dressed. We moved to the bedroom. The light was different here: softer, diffused through the sheer curtains. I set up my camera, adjusted the settings.

Cassian stood by the bed. “What do you want me to do?”

“Lie down. On your side. Look at the window.”

He complied. He lay on the bed, his body curved, his face toward the glass. I shot him: his profile, the length of his body, the way the light fell across his skin.

“Now turn toward me,” I said.

He turned. His eyes met mine. I shot his face, his expression open, unguarded.

“Now touch yourself,” I said.

He didn’t hesitate. He put his hand on his cock, stroked it slowly. I shot the movement: his hand on his flesh, the gradual hardening. I shot his face, the concentration there.

“Stop,” I said.

He stopped.

“Come here.”

He got off the bed, walked to me. I put the camera down. I kissed him. This kiss was softer, slower. We’d had the frenzy. Now we had the calm.

I led him back to the bed. I pushed him down, straddled him. I took his cock in my hand, guided it into my pussy. I sank down onto him, taking him deep.

I rode him slowly, my hips rocking in a gentle rhythm. He watched me, his hands on my thighs. I leaned forward, kissed his mouth. We kissed as I moved, our lips together, our tongues touching.

The pleasure built gradually. It was a warm, spreading feeling. I felt my pussy gripping his cock, releasing, gripping again. He thrust up into me, matching my pace.

I came quietly, a series of soft gasps. He came after me, his body tensing, his cock pulsing inside me. We stayed joined, breathing together.

I climbed off him, lay beside him. We didn’t speak. We just touched: his hand on my stomach, my hand on his chest.

After a while, he said, “The apartment handoff is tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“What happens after?”

“I leave. You stay.”

“Is that what you want?”

I turned to look at him. “What do you want?”

“I want you to stay.”

“For how long?”

“For longer.”

I considered. “I can’t stay forever.”

“One more day. One more session.”

“Another contract?”

“Yes.”

I thought about it. One more day in the penthouse. One more session. One more chance to understand what we had made before the handoff took it away.

“What would the terms be?” I asked.

“The same. You shoot. I watch. We document.”

“And the footage?”

“Shared. As before.”

I nodded. “Alright.”

He smiled. “Alright.”

We got up, showered together. We washed each other’s bodies, our hands slow, thorough. We dried each other with soft towels. We dressed in clean clothes.

We spent the afternoon in the study. Cassian worked at his computer, coding something I didn’t understand. I sat on the floor, reviewing the shots from the day. I edited, tagged, organized.

The evening came. We cooked dinner together, a simple meal of fish and vegetables. We ate at the dining table, the city lights twinkling outside.

“Tomorrow is the last day of the first contract,” Cassian said.

“Day Seven.”

“What will you shoot?”

“The glass walls. The structure itself. The way they hold the light at sunset.”

“And me?”

“If you’re there.”

“I’ll be there.”

We finished eating. We cleaned the kitchen. We went to the living room, sat on the sofa. Cassian put his arm around me. I leaned into him.

“I want to watch the footage from today,” he said.

“Okay.”

He pulled a tablet from the side table, opened the feed. He navigated to the kitchen footage, played it. We watched ourselves kiss, undress, fuck. We watched the bedroom footage, the slow sex, the quiet climaxes.

“It’s different,” I said.

“From the earlier days?”

“Yes. It’s less… performative. More real.”

“It’s us,” he said.

He set the tablet down. He turned to me, his face serious. “I want to ask you something.”

“Ask.”

“Will you let me kiss you again? Now? Without the cameras?”

“The cameras are always on.”

“But we’re not performing for them. We’re just us.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

He kissed me. This kiss was deep, lingering. It tasted like dinner, like wine. It tasted like us.

We kissed for a long time, on the sofa, in the dim light. Our hands touched, but we didn’t undress. We didn’t escalate. We just kissed.

Eventually, we stopped. We looked at each other.

“I’m glad you’re staying through tomorrow,” he said.

“I’m glad you asked.”

We went to bed. We lay together, holding each other. We didn’t sleep immediately. We talked.

“What do you do when you’re not here?” I asked.

“I work on projects. I read. I travel sometimes.”

“Do you have friends?”

“A few. Not many.”

“Family?”

“A sister. She lives in New York.”

“Do you see her?”

“Sometimes.”

“What does she think of you?”

“She thinks I’m lonely.”

“Are you?”

“I was. Before this week.”

I pressed closer to him. “What about after?”

“After, we’ll decide what survives outside the week.”

“And then?”

“Then we’ll see.”

I closed my eyes. I felt his breath on my neck. I felt his heart beating against my back.

Sleep came slowly, wrapped in the warmth of his body.

I woke in the dark. Cassian was asleep beside me. I slipped out of bed, walked to the living room. The city was quiet, the lights constant.

I opened my laptop. I created a new folder. Day Six — First Kiss.

I uploaded the shots, the footage. I tagged them, organized them. Then I opened a blank note.

Day Six, I typed. The day he kissed me. The day I kissed him back. The day we fucked in the kitchen, in the bedroom. The day we agreed not to pretend tomorrow wasn’t coming.

I paused, my fingers resting on the keys.

The fear is still there. But it’s smaller now. It’s outweighed by the want.

I saved the note. I closed the laptop.

I returned to bed. Cassian stirred, wrapped his arm around me. I settled into him.

The penthouse was silent. But it was full. Full of us. Full of what we had made. Full of what we would make tomorrow.




Chapter 12 — The Second Screen

The morning light was different. It came in as a demand, not an invitation. It painted a perfect rectangle across the bed, over Cassian’s sleeping form, and right into my eyes. I blinked, the events of the day before solidifying into a bone-deep certainty in my chest.

He was still asleep, face softened, the grey at his temples stark against the white pillow. That small scar by his eye looked like a punctuation mark. I watched him, not as a subject, but as a person who had shifted the axis of my world. The fear was smaller. The want was a steady, humming current.

I slipped from the bed, the sheets cool where I’d been warm. I pulled on one of his discarded t-shirts, the cotton smelling of his skin and our sex. The apartment felt different, too. Not just a set. It felt inhabited. Claimed.

I made coffee in the kitchen where we’d fucked. The memory was a physical heat low in my belly. I leaned against the counter, sipping the bitter brew, and looked at the city. The contract had not been extended. One day remained, but the terms had changed. The invisible line between photographer and subject, watcher and watched, had been crossed and then erased. We were something else now. Collaborators. Co-conspirators.

The monitor in the master bath blinked at me as I passed. The blue LED was a quiet, persistent eye. I stopped in the doorway. Yesterday, he’d given me the password. Yesterday, I’d taken it. The power dynamic had been a clear, clean thing: he watched, I allowed it. Now, after last night, it was murkier. More mutual. More dangerous.

I walked into the bathroom. I placed my coffee on the vanity and faced the screen. It was dark, reflecting my own face back at me—short black hair messy, his white t-shirt slipping off one shoulder. I reached out and tapped the spacebar. The login prompt appeared.

I typed in the personal password he’d granted me after the contract shifted between us. SLOANE01.

The desktop loaded. It was minimalist. A few folders. A video player icon. A single text file named Protocol.txt. My heart beat a thick, slow rhythm against my ribs. This was his space. His view. I was inside his machine.

I opened the video player. A library populated. Files were named by date and time. DAY1_0900-1200. DAY2_1400-1800. My breath caught. I scrolled. DAY3. DAY4. DAY5. There was a new folder, labeled DAY6. I clicked it.

Inside were multiple files, segmented by time of day. DAY6_MORNING. DAY6_AFTERNOON. DAY6_EVENING.

My hand hovered over the mouse. This was the footage from yesterday. From the kitchen. From the bedroom. From the moments after, when we’d lain tangled and talked. He’d said he kept everything. He’d said it was my choice what happened to it. The contract stipulated archival only by mutual consent, deletion upon request. The new, verbal agreement—the one that had begun with a kiss—could not weaken that; if anything, it made consent more explicit.

I clicked DAY6_EVENING.

The video opened, full-screen. It was the living room, from the high corner camera. The angle was intimate, godlike. There I was, sitting on the floor with my laptop after he’d gone to bed. I watched myself type, my face illuminated by the screen, my expression pensive. I saw myself get up, walk to the window, hug myself. I saw the exact moment I decided to go back to bed. I saw myself slide in beside his sleeping form, saw his arm curl around me instinctively.

It was profoundly strange. I was watching myself be watched. The Sloane on screen wasn’t performing for the camera, only living her private moment. The Sloane watching was hyper-aware, a critic of her own presence. But it wasn’t a performance. It was just me. Raw and unguarded.

I closed the video. My skin felt tight. I opened the text file, Protocol.txt.

Observation Protocol – Residence 4001 Subject: Sloane Reyes (Contractor) Duration: 7 days (extended per mutual agreement, 11/7) Cameras: Active in all common areas and master suite. Bathroom camera is passive (motion-activated recording only during scheduled sessions, per Subject’s initial consent form, section 4.c). Audio: Full spectrum, enabled. Storage: Local encrypted server, access limited to CV. Subject has been granted review/export access to primary feed by mutual session consent as of Day 5, 22:17. Note for CV: She looks at the light the way you used to. Don’t ruin it.

The last line hit me in the sternum. She looks at the light the way you used to. It was a note he’d written to himself. A vulnerability left in plain text. I stared at it. This was the man who never raised his voice, who owned a glass house and hid behind the panes. He saw something in me that was a reflection of his old self. And his only instruction was: Don’t ruin it.

“Find anything interesting?”

His voice, sleep-rough and close, came from the doorway. I jumped, my hand flying to my chest. I hadn’t heard him approach.

He leaned against the doorframe, wearing only a pair of low-slung grey sweatpants. His hair was tousled, his chest bare. The morning light cut across his torso, highlighting the planes of muscle, the dusting of dark hair.

“You left yourself a note,” I said, my voice unsteady.

He glanced at the screen, saw the open file. A flicker of something—surprise, then resignation—crossed his face. “I did.”

“You think I look at the light like you used to.”

He pushed off the doorframe and walked toward me. He didn’t try to hide the screen, didn’t try to explain it away. He stopped beside me, looking at his own words. “I know you do.”

“How did you used to look at it?”

“With hunger,” he said simply. “With the belief that if you could just capture it perfectly, you could understand something essential. Before it became a tool. Before it became data.”

I turned to face him. “And you don’t want to ruin that.”

“It’s the most interesting thing in this apartment,” he said, his eyes tracing my face. “More than the furniture. More than the view. Certainly more than me.”

I reached out, my fingers brushing the scar by his eye. “I disagree.”

He caught my hand, brought my fingertips to his lips. He kissed them, a soft pressure. “Then you’re not looking closely enough.”

“I’m looking,” I whispered. “I see you keeping notes to yourself. I see you giving me passwords. I see you sleeping next to me. That’s not data, Cassian.”

“What is it, then?”

“It’s a person,” I said. “A person who’s letting me see him.”

He was silent for a long moment, my hand still cradled against his mouth. His eyes were the color of a storm over the ocean. Then he lowered my hand. “Show me,” he said.

“Show you what?”

“How you see me.”

I understood immediately. He wasn’t asking for flattery. He was asking for my eye. My lens. My truth. He was stepping in front of my camera, not as a voyeur in the next room, but as a subject in my frame.

“Now?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I nodded, a thrill shooting through me. “Okay. Go into the living room. Sit on the floor by the west window. Don’t look at me.”

He didn’t question it. He turned and walked out. I followed, my mind already clicking into gear. I went to my equipment case, pulled out my primary camera—a mirrorless digital with a sharp 50mm lens. I didn’t need lights. The morning sun was a brutal, perfect source.

He was where I’d asked, sitting on the polished concrete floor, legs bent, back against the glass. The city sprawled behind him, a hazy blueprint. He was looking out, profile stark against the brightness. He was utterly still.

I raised the camera. I framed him. The grey in his hair became silver filaments. The scar was a tiny crack in porcelain. The line of his jaw was tense. He wasn’t posing. He was waiting. He was offering.

I took the first shot. The shutter click was loud in the quiet room.

I moved. I crouched. I lay on my stomach on the cold floor, shooting up at him. I stood on a chair, shooting down. I zoomed in on his hands, resting on his knees—strong, capable hands that had touched every part of me. I captured the pulse in his throat. The faint stubble along his jaw. The way the light wrapped around his shoulder like a cloak.

“Look at me,” I said, my voice quiet.

His head turned. His eyes met the lens. And I saw it. The man who watched. The man who hid. The man who wanted to be seen. I saw the intelligence, the loneliness, the flicker of heat. I saw Cassian. I pressed the shutter. Again. Again.

I lowered the camera. “Okay.”

He didn’t move. “That’s it?”

“For now.” I walked over to him, sat down on the floor beside him, our shoulders not touching. I scrolled through the shots on the camera’s display, then turned it toward him. “That’s how I see you.”

He took the camera. He scrolled slowly through the images. His expression was unreadable. He stopped on one—a close-up of his eyes, the glass and the city reflected in them, making him look both vast and trapped.

“It’s not flattering,” he said finally.

“No.”

“It’s honest.”

“Yes.”

He handed the camera back. “It’s better than I expected.”

“You expected me to be gentle?”

“I expected you to be a professional. To make me look interesting, but palatable. This is…” He searched for the word. “Uncomfortable.”

“Good,” I said.

A smile touched his lips, the first real one of the day. “Yes. It is.”

He leaned over then, and kissed me. It was a slow, deep kiss, a continuation of the conversation. A thank you. A challenge accepted. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark. “Your turn.”

“My turn?”

“You showed me how you see me. Now I show you how I see you.”

A shiver traced my spine. “How?”

“The same way I always have,” he said. “Through the glass. But this time, you’ll be watching too.”

He stood and offered me his hand. I took it, and he pulled me up. He led me not to the bedroom, but to the living room sofa—a long, low piece of charcoal velvet positioned in the center of the space. The most exposed spot in the apartment.

“Sit,” he said.

I sat. The velvet was cool against my bare thighs under his t-shirt.

He walked across the room to the control panel by the kitchen. He tapped the screen. The automated shades on the west and north walls began to descend with a soft whir, plunging the room into a deep, twilight gloom. Only the eastern wall remained uncovered, letting in a slanted shaft of morning sun that cut across the floor like a blade.

He came back and stood in front of me. “The feed is live on the bathroom monitor. The login is still active. If you want to watch yourself being watched, it’s there.” He paused. “Do you want me to touch you, Sloane?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want the cameras on?”

I looked around at the darkened room, the single shaft of light, the knowing eyes in the corners. I thought of the monitor in the other room, showing this moment from his chosen angles. I thought of the file it would create. DAY7_MORNING. The first morning of the last day.

“Yes,” I said, my voice clear. “I want them on.”

He nodded, a sharp, satisfied motion. “Then take off the shirt.”

My fingers went to the hem of his t-shirt. I pulled it up and over my head, letting it drop to the floor beside the sofa. The air in the dim room was cool on my skin. I was completely bare.

He didn’t pounce. He observed. His gaze traveled over me with a familiar, thrilling intensity. He was cataloging: the curve of my breast, the peak of my nipple tightening under his look, the flat plane of my stomach, the shadow between my thighs.

“Lie back,” he instructed.

I leaned back into the sofa cushions, the velvet whispering against my skin. He knelt on the floor in front of me, his face level with my core. He didn’t touch me yet.

“Open your legs.”

I let my knees fall apart, exposing myself to him, to the room, to the unblinking lenses. The vulnerability was a lightning strike. It was terrifying. It was exquisite.

He reached out one hand and trailed the backs of his fingers up my inner thigh, from knee to hip. The touch was so light it was almost not there. A promise. My breath hitched.

“You’re already wet,” he noted, his voice low. “Just from this. From knowing they’re recording.”

He was right. I could feel the slick heat. The awareness of being seen was a direct, physical stimulant.

“Is that a problem?” I breathed.

“It’s a fact.” He finally touched me properly, his thumb stroking through my folds. He found my clit, a slow, circling pressure. “It’s one of the things I find most fascinating about you. The connection between your mind and your body. It’s direct. It’s honest.”

He dipped a finger inside me, just to the first knuckle, and my hips jerked off the couch. “Cassian.”

“Watch the monitor if you want,” he said, adding a second finger, stretching me. “Watch how beautiful you look right now.”

I couldn’t move. My head was tipped back, my eyes closed against the sensation. He crooked his fingers, finding a spot that made stars burst behind my eyelids. His thumb kept working my clit, the rhythm insistent, perfect.

“Open your eyes, Sloane,” he commanded, his voice rough. “Look at the eastern camera. The one in the corner by the kitchen. Know it’s seeing this. Know I’m watching it see you.”

I forced my eyes open. I turned my head. I looked right at the small, dark dome nestled in the ceiling junction. I imagined the feed, the composition: the dark room, the slash of light across the floor, my pale body arched on the dark sofa, his head between my thighs. The image was so powerful, so obscenely artistic, that a new wave of wetness coated his fingers.

He saw me looking. He smiled, a predator’s smile. “Good.” Then he lowered his mouth to me.

The first touch of his tongue was a flat, hot stroke from my entrance to my clit. I cried out, my hands fisting in the velvet. He licked into me, deep and slow, then focused on my clit, sucking it into his mouth, applying a rhythmic pressure that had my legs trembling.

“Don’t come,” he murmured against me, his breath hot. “Not yet.”

He stood up suddenly, leaving me gasping and empty. He stripped off his sweatpants, his cock springing free, already fully hard, thick and flushed. He looked down at me, his gaze burning.

“On your knees,” he said. “Facing the east wall. I want you to see the city while I fuck you.”

I scrambled to obey, turning on the sofa, getting onto my knees. The back of the sofa was low. I gripped the top of it, my knuckles white. The eastern glass wall was before me, the sun now higher, glinting off a thousand windows. LA stretched out, oblivious and vast.

I felt him kneel behind me. He gripped my hips, his fingers biting into my skin. The broad head of his cock nudged against my entrance, slick with my arousal. He didn’t push in. He just held it there, a maddening threat.

“Tell me you want it,” he said, his voice a gravel scrape in my ear.

“I want it.”

“Tell me you want the cameras to have it.”

I moaned, pushing back against him, but he held me still. “I want them to have it. I want you to have it.”

He drove into me in one long, relentless stroke.

I screamed. The fullness was shocking, overwhelming. He was deeper in this position, hitting places that made my vision blur. He didn’t move for a moment, letting me feel every inch of him, letting the cameras capture the moment of penetration, the way my body stretched to take him.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were slow at first, measured, pulling almost all the way out before sinking back in. Each one was a deliberate invasion, a claiming. The sound of skin on skin, of my ragged cries, filled the darkened room.

“Look at yourself,” he grunted, one hand leaving my hip to point at the reflective black surface of the turned-off television on the opposite wall. In the dim light, it was a murky mirror. I could see our reflection: my back bowed, my breasts swaying, his powerful body driving into mine from behind, his face a mask of fierce concentration.

The dual awareness—the city before me, our reflection to the side, the cameras above—shattered me. I was everywhere at once. I was completely present in the sensation of his cock moving inside me, in the burn of my thighs, in the ache of my gripped hips. I was also outside myself, a composition of light and shadow and raw need.

He sped up, his thrusts becoming harder, faster, losing their precision. He was chasing it now. So was I. The coil in my belly was pulled taut, vibrating.

“Cassian, I’m going to—”

“Come,” he snarled. He slammed into me, his hand snaking around my hip, his fingers finding my clit and rubbing hard, fast circles.

It broke me. The orgasm tore through me, a silent, blinding convulsion that locked my muscles and stole my breath. I shook against him, my cries muffled by my own arm. He fucked me through it, his rhythm stuttering, and then with a low, guttural groan, he pushed deep and held, his own release pulsing into me. I felt the hot spill, the final, possessive claim.

We collapsed together onto the sofa, a tangled, sweating heap of limbs. His weight was heavy on top of me, his breath hot on my neck. The room smelled of sex and velvet and us.

For a long time, there was only the sound of our breathing slowing.

Eventually, he shifted, pulling out of me, rolling onto his back beside me. I turned my head to look at him. His eyes were closed, his chest rising and falling.

“I want to see it,” I said, my voice hoarse.

He opened one eye. “See what?”

“The footage. From just now. With you.”

He studied me for a moment, then nodded. He got up, found his sweatpants, pulled them on. He held out a hand for me. I put on his t-shirt again, the cotton a comforting shield, and took his hand.

He led me back to the bathroom. The monitor was still on, the live feed now showing the empty, dim living room, the rumpled sofa. He navigated to a different menu, found a recording in progress. He stopped it, saved it, and then played it back from the beginning.

We stood side-by-side, watching ourselves.

It was surreal. The artistry of it struck me first. The lighting was cinematic. The composition was flawless. The slow reveal of our bodies, the tension, the raw hunger—it was erotic, but it was also beautiful. It was us.

I watched as he went down on me. Saw the helpless arch of my back, the grip of my hands in the fabric. I heard the sounds I made, unfiltered and desperate. I watched as I got on my knees, as he entered me. The image was profoundly explicit, but it wasn’t pornographic. It was intimate. It was a document of a specific moment between two specific people.

When it ended, the screen froze on a final frame: the moment of his climax, his head thrown back, my body taut against his.

“Well?” he asked quietly.

I turned to him. I saw the faint tension in his shoulders. He was waiting for my judgment. Not as a lover, but as the photographer. As the one with the eye.

“It’s the best thing that’s ever been shot in this apartment,” I said, and meant it.

The tension left him. He pulled me into his arms, his chin resting on top of my head. “What do you want to do with it?”

I thought about the file. DAY7_MORNING. I thought about it existing on his server. I thought about the power of deletion, of preservation.

“Keep it,” I said into his chest. “But I want a copy.”

He stilled. “A copy?”

“Yes. For my archives.” I looked up at him. “It’s part of the series now. Glass Walls. The subject became the photographer. The watcher became the watched. It’s the pivot point.”

A slow smile spread across his face. It was a real smile, one that reached his eyes and softened the lines around them. It was the most beautiful thing I’d seen all morning.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll send you the file.”

He kissed my forehead. “Come on. I’ll make you breakfast. And then,” he said, his tone shifting back to that low, charged frequency, “we can discuss what to shoot this afternoon.”

The day stretched ahead, another cell in the honeycomb of our extended week. But the walls of the cell were of our own making now. And for the first time, I wasn’t just living inside them. I was helping to design them.




Chapter 13 — The Frame

Breakfast was a quiet, sun-drenched affair. He made omelets with goat cheese and chives, the kind of simple, perfect food that felt like a luxury. We ate at the kitchen island, the city a shimmering diorama below us. The morning’s shoot, the image of us reflected in the glass, lingered in the air between us like a third presence. It had changed something. Before, the camera had been a barrier, a tool of observation. Now it felt like a bridge. We had both been on the same side of the lens for a moment, and the world hadn’t ended. It had gotten sharper.

“So,” Cassian said, rinsing his plate under the tap. “This afternoon.”

I leaned against the counter, watching the efficient movements of his hands. “You said we’d discuss what to shoot.”

“I have a proposal.” He turned, drying his hands on a linen towel. “A new condition.”

“Another one?” I raised an eyebrow, but the thrill was already there, a low hum in my veins.

“Not for the contract. For today. A single session.” He walked over to the living area, to the low, wide sofa that faced the wall of glass. He placed a hand on its back. “I want you to photograph me. Not a candid. A portrait. Here.”

I followed him. “You hate being photographed.”

“I hate being photographed by people who want something from me. A story, an image, a piece of my privacy to sell.” He looked at me, his blue eyes steady. “You don’t want anything from me but what I choose to give. You’ve proven that. You see what’s there, not what you wish was there.”

It was the highest compliment he could have paid me. It was also terrifying. A portrait of Cassian Volk. The man who built a fortress of obscurity. “What are the parameters?”

“You direct. I’ll follow. Any lens, any angle. The only rule is that we use the apartment. The glass. The light.” He paused. “And we record it. Both sides. The stills from your camera. The video feed from the room.”

“The feed you usually watch.”

“Yes. I want the record of you making the record. The process, not just the product.”

I understood. It was the logical next step in our strange dance. We had a photograph of us together. Now he wanted the before and after. The making of. The document of the document. It was so perfectly, obsessively him. My mind was already working, assessing the light. The afternoon sun would be harsh, direct. But by three or four, it would soften, casting long, dramatic shadows across the pale wood floor. The glass would become a mirror again as the interior light balanced with the dying day.

“Okay,” I said. “Four o’clock. Here.”

He nodded, a slow, satisfied dip of his chin. “I’ll be ready.”



I spent the next few hours in a state of focused agitation. I cleaned my lenses methodically. I checked the charge on every battery, formatted every memory card. I scouted the apartment not as a resident, but as a set designer. I moved a single sculptural chair from the study to a spot near the sofa, where its curved walnut frame would break up the rigid lines in the background. I adjusted the blinds on the east-facing windows by a fraction of an inch, just to control a stripe of light.

I was nervous. More nervous than I’d been on the first day. This wasn’t about capturing a space, or even about performing for his gaze. This was about capturing him. The essence of a man who defined himself by his refusal to be captured. The weight of his trust was a physical thing, a warm stone in the center of my chest.

At ten to four, I went to the bedroom to change. I’d brought mostly work clothes—dark, simple, easy to move in. But this felt different. I wanted to match the formality of the occasion, the significance. I pulled out a sleeveless black jumpsuit I saved for gallery openings. It was cut like a tuxedo, severe and elegant, with a deep V in the back. I put it on, twisted my hair into a tight knot, and applied a bare minimum of makeup—just enough to keep my face from disappearing behind the camera. When I looked in the mirror, I saw a professional. An artist. It was the armor I needed.

I gathered my gear: the main body with an 85mm prime lens for the portraits, a 24-70mm on a second body for wider context shots, my light meter. When I walked back into the living area, he was already there.

He’d changed too. He wore black trousers and a simple, heather-grey linen shirt, untucked, the sleeves rolled to his elbows. He was standing by the glass, looking out, his back to me. The late afternoon sun gilded the edges of him, his prematurely grey hair, the line of his shoulder. He looked like a figure in a painting, contemplative and utterly separate from the world he observed.

He heard me and turned. His eyes swept over me, taking in the jumpsuit, the camera in my hand. A faint, appreciative smile touched his lips. “You look like you mean business.”

“I do.” I set my bag down by the sofa. “Are you ready?”

“I am.” He didn’t move from the window. “Where do you want me?”

“Stay there for a moment.” I lifted the camera with the 85mm. The viewfinder was my world. I framed him against the vastness of the city, a solitary vertical against the horizontal sprawl. I took a test shot, the shutter click loud in the quiet room. The light meter was unnecessary; I knew this light. I adjusted the aperture, slowing the shutter speed just enough to let the city outside become a soft, impressionistic blur. I wanted him in sharp, aching focus.

“Look at me,” I said, my voice lower than I’d intended.

He turned his head. His gaze was direct, unflinching. It was the look from our first meeting, the one that had made my breath catch. But now I knew what was behind it. Not coldness, but intensity. A profound, concentrated attention.

I took the shot. The camera snicked. I lowered it, checking the screen. The image was there: Cassian, framed by light and glass, his eyes holding the camera, and by extension, holding me. It was already good. But it wasn’t right. It was still him performing ‘Cassian Volk, the recluse.’ I needed to go deeper.

“Okay,” I said, walking closer. “Let’s move away from the window. I want the glass as a mirror, not a window.”

He followed my direction, moving to the center of the room. The sun was lower now, angling in, and the wall of glass began to reflect the interior back at us. I could see myself, a small, dark figure holding a camera, and him, larger, waiting.

“Sit on the sofa,” I instructed. “Not in the center. On the far left cushion. Angle your body toward the glass.”

He sat, moving with a natural grace. He rested one arm along the back of the sofa, his legs stretched out, crossed at the ankles. It was a pose of casual ownership. I circled him, shooting from different angles. The click of the shutter was a steady heartbeat. I moved in close, filling the frame with just his face, the scar by his eye a pale, fascinating flaw in the otherwise perfect composition. I captured his hands, the long fingers resting against the pale fabric.

“You’re thinking,” I said, not lowering the camera. “I can see it. What are you thinking about?”

He didn’t break the pose, but his eyes, which had been fixed on a point in the middle distance, shifted to find the lens. “I’m thinking about the fact that you haven’t asked me to smile.”

“Do you want to smile?”

“No.”

“Then I won’t ask you to.” I moved again, crouching low to shoot upward. The perspective made him look monumental, the lines of the apartment converging behind him. “I’m thinking about the light on your shirt. The texture of the linen.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “Are you?”

“It’s my job to notice.” I stood, my knees protesting. “Stand up. Take off the shirt.”

He went still for a fraction of a second. Then, without a word, he unfolded himself from the sofa. His eyes never left me as he reached for the first button. He undid it slowly, then the next, and the next. The shirt fell open, revealing the taut plane of his chest, the defined lines of his abdomen. He shrugged it off his shoulders and let it drop to the floor.

My mouth went dry. I’d seen him without a shirt before, in the intimacy of the bedroom. This was different. This was clinical. Aesthetic. And yet it felt more intimate than any touch. I was directing him to be vulnerable, and he was complying.

“Turn toward the glass,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. I cleared my throat. “Look at your own reflection.”

He turned. His back was to me now, a landscape of muscle and sinew, the vertebrae of his spine a subtle ridge under his skin. He was looking at himself in the giant mirror of the window. I could see his reflected face, calm, intent. I lifted the camera. I took pictures of his back, the way the fading light sculpted the hollows above his hips, the curve of his shoulder. I moved in until the frame was filled with just the skin of his back, a monochrome study in tone and shadow.

“Now look at me,” I said.

He turned his head over his shoulder, his body still facing the glass. The pose was inherently vulnerable, offering his back while seeking connection. I fired off several shots, the shutter sounding frantic now.

“Good,” I breathed. “That’s very good.”

I lowered the camera. We stood there, five feet apart, in the silent, golden room. The air crackled. The professional distance I’d clung to was dissolving. I wasn’t just documenting him anymore. I was feeling him. The want was a thick, sweet pressure in my throat, in my belly.

“What next, Sloane?” he asked. His voice was rough.

I knew what I wanted. What the session needed. What I needed. The logic of it was impeccable. The portrait wasn’t complete. Not yet.

“The trousers,” I said. The words hung in the air.

His eyes darkened. He held my gaze as his hands went to his belt. The click of the buckle was obscenely loud. He unzipped, and pushed the black trousers and his briefs down in one motion, stepping out of them. He was fully naked now, standing in the pool of his discarded clothes, illuminated by the last of the day’s sun. He was erect, his cock hard and curving against his stomach. He made no move to cover himself. He just stood there, allowing himself to be seen, completely.

My heart hammered against my ribs. I lifted the camera again, my hands steady through sheer force of will. I took the picture. The naked man in the glass room. The ultimate subject. The viewfinder fogged slightly from my breath. I moved closer, my focus narrowing to the details: the dusting of hair on his thighs, the tension in his quadriceps, the precise, beautiful shape of him.

“Touch yourself,” I heard myself say.

A sharp intake of breath from him. But his hand moved. He wrapped his fingers around his cock, giving it a slow, firm stroke. His eyes never wavered from the lens. I kept shooting, the camera becoming an extension of my own hunger. The sound of his hand moving on his skin, a soft, slick rhythm, mixed with the shutter clicks.

“Look at the glass,” I instructed, my voice hoarse. “Watch yourself.”

He turned his head, his hand still working. He was watching his own reflection, watching himself being watched by me. The voyeur, observed. The exhibitionist, documented. It was the perfect, terrible circle of us.

I couldn’t stand the distance anymore. I let the camera drop, letting it hang from its strap. I walked to him, closing the space between us. He stopped moving his hand, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

“The session isn’t over,” I said, stopping just inches from him.

“What’s left to shoot?” he asked, his voice a gravelly whisper.

“Me.”

I reached for the hidden zipper at the back of my neck and pulled it down. The jumpsuit gaped open. I shimmied out of it, letting it puddle at my feet. I stood before him in only my black lace panties. I saw his eyes rake down my body, the hunger in them a physical force.

“The photographer becomes the subject,” I said. “Finish the series.”

He understood. His hands came up, not to pull me to him, but to frame my face. He was looking at me with the same intensity I used behind the lens. Studying. Committing to memory. Then his hands slid down, over my shoulders, tracing my collarbones, skimming the sides of my breasts. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of my panties and drew them down. I stepped out of them.

Now we were both naked. The sun had dipped below the skyline, and the room was bathed in the deep blue of twilight. The interior lights had automatically come on, low and ambient, making the glass walls into perfect, dark mirrors. We were reflected everywhere, a multitude of naked bodies in the infinite apartment.

“On the sofa,” he said, and it was a command.

I moved backward, my legs hitting the cushions, and I sat. He followed, kneeling on the floor between my spread knees. He didn’t kiss me. He just looked, his gaze traveling from my face, down my torso, to the apex of my thighs. I was wet, I could feel it, the slick heat. He saw it too.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and it wasn’t a platitude. It was an observation, a fact recorded.

Then he bent his head and put his mouth on me.

I gasped, my head falling back against the sofa cushion. His tongue was flat and firm, licking a broad stripe through my folds. He zeroed in on my clit with devastating precision, circling it, sucking it gently. I cried out, my hands flying to his hair, tangling in the silver strands. The sensation was blinding, amplified by the knowledge that we were in the middle of the room, exposed on all sides to the mirrored dark. I could see our reflection from multiple angles: the curve of my back arched in pleasure, the powerful line of his shoulders between my thighs.

He added a finger, then two, sliding them inside me with ease. He curled them, finding a spot that made my vision whiten. His mouth never left my clit, his tongue working in counterpoint to the thrust of his fingers. The dual stimulation was too much, too good. The orgasm built quickly, a terrifying pressure low in my belly.

“Cassian, I’m—” I choked out.

He hummed against me, the vibration pushing me over the edge. I came with a shattered cry, my body convulsing around his fingers, my hips bucking against his mouth. He held me through it, gentling his touch until the last tremor passed.

Before I could even catch my breath, he was moving. He rose up, his body covering mine, pushing me back into the soft cushions. His cock nudged at my entrance, slick with my arousal. He paused, his face above mine, his eyes searching mine in the dim light.

“Look at me,” he said, echoing my earlier direction.

I opened my eyes, forcing my blurred vision to focus on his. I saw the raw need there, stripped of all pretense. I nodded.

He pushed inside in one slow, inexorable stroke. I was still sensitive from my climax, and the fullness was overwhelming. I moaned, wrapping my legs around his hips, pulling him deeper. He buried his face in the crook of my neck, his breath hot against my skin.

He began to move. It wasn’t the frantic pace I might have expected. It was deep, measured, relentless. Each thrust was a deliberate act of possession, of connection. The sofa creaked softly beneath us. Our skin slapped together, a wet, intimate sound. I could hear our ragged breathing, the soft, punched-out sounds I made every time he drove home.

“Touch yourself,” he growled into my ear, the student becoming the teacher.

I brought my hand between our sweat-slicked bodies, my fingers finding my clit again. It was swollen, hypersensitive. The combined sensation of him filling me and the circles I rubbed on my own flesh was electric. I was climbing again, faster this time, propelled by the sheer physicality of him, by the sight of his straining neck, by the feel of his hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave bruises.

“I want to see you come,” he panted, his rhythm starting to fracture. “I want to watch it in the glass.”

I turned my head. On the dark window, I could see our reflection. A tangle of limbs, his back flexing, my legs locked around him. It was us, and it was a stranger’s porn, and it was the most honest thing I’d ever seen. The visual pushed me over. My second orgasm ripped through me, a silent, seizing wave that clamped down on his cock and pulled a ragged shout from his throat.

He followed me, his thrusts becoming short, frantic jerks. I felt him pulse inside me, heat flooding my core. He collapsed on top of me, his full weight a welcome anchor. We lay there, gasping, as the room slowly came back into focus.

After a long while, he shifted, pulling out of me and rolling to his side, taking me with him so I was sprawled half on top of him. Our breathing slowed. The cool air from the climate control raised goosebumps on our damp skin.

I lifted my head. Our clothes were still scattered on the floor. My camera lay on its side by the leg of the sofa. The session was most definitively over.

“The portrait,” I said, my voice wrecked.

“Hmm?”

“I got it. I think.” I traced the scar by his eye with my fingertip. “The man who watches. The man who allows himself to be seen. The man who wants.” I paused. “The man who is wanted.”

He caught my hand and brought it to his lips, kissing my palm. “Then it’s a success.”

We lay in silence for a long time, watching the city lights brighten in the deep indigo night. The video feed was still running, I knew. It was capturing this too: the aftermath, the quiet, the tangled limbs on the sofa. The process and the product, all one and the same.

Eventually, he stirred. “I’m starving.”

“You made breakfast.”

“That was a lifetime ago.” He sat up, pulling me with him. “Come on. I’ll order something obscenely expensive. We can eat it naked and not look at a single camera.”

It sounded like heaven. But as we gathered our clothes and he reached for the phone, I couldn’t help one last, professional glance at the room. The scene of the crime. The set of the shoot. It was all there, waiting to be developed. Not just in the cameras, but in the new, raw space between us. The walls were still glass, but what they reflected back at me now wasn’t a stranger, or a subject. It was the beginning of an answer to a question I hadn’t dared ask out loud.




Chapter 14 — The Exhibition

The food arrived in discreet black boxes with no logos. Cassian had ordered from a place I’d heard of but never been able to afford—the kind of restaurant that didn’t have a menu online, just a phone number and a three-month waitlist. He tipped the delivery person a hundred dollars in cash, then closed the door and didn’t look at the security screen where the man’s face would have been.

We ate cross-legged on the living room floor, naked, surrounded by cameras that were still running. The food was absurdly, transcendently good: tiny potatoes with caviar, blistered shishito peppers, seared scallops that melted on the tongue. We didn’t speak much. The quiet between us had changed texture, gone from taut wire to something heavy and liquid, like honey poured over a wound.

I watched him. He watched me. The cameras watched us both.

“Are you going to delete the footage?” I asked eventually, poking at a piece of uni toast.

He didn’t answer immediately, chewing slowly on a bite of wagyu. “Do you want me to?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s an honest answer.” He set down his chopsticks. “I want to keep it, but only if you choose that after review.”

“I thought you were the man who always knows what he wants.”

“I am.” His gaze was steady. “I want to keep it. But whether I should is a different question.”

The admission sent a shiver through me. Not fear, exactly. Something closer to recognition. “Why do you want to keep it?”

“Because it’s real.” He gestured with his chin toward the nearest camera, a small black dome mounted in the corner. “Everything else I have recordings of is curated. Test footage from the company. Demos. Presentations. This is the first thing in years that’s true. That isn’t performed.”

“You think I wasn’t performing?”

“I know you were,” he said softly. “That’s the point.”

I looked down at my hands. The light from the city made patterns on my skin, rectangles of blue and gold. “What will you do with it?”

“Watch it. Once. Then decide.”

“And if you decide to keep it?”

“Then we keep it,” he said simply. “It stays on the server only if we both agree. It doesn’t get shared. It doesn’t get used. It just… exists.”

“Like a memory.”

“Like a memory,” he echoed.

We finished eating in silence again. The food disappeared. The boxes sat empty between us. The night deepened outside the glass, the sky shifting from indigo to ink.

“You should sleep,” he said eventually. “You have a shoot tomorrow.”

“I know.”

“You need to be rested.”

“I know.”

He reached across the space between us, fingertips brushing my knee. “Then rest.”

I looked at his hand on my skin. His fingers were long, the nails clean and even. No wedding band. No rings at all. I thought about how much we’d touched tonight, and how little we’d said. How the cameras had witnessed more of our bodies than our words.

“Where?” I asked.

“Wherever you want.”

I considered the options. The guest suite I’d been using all week. The sofa we’d just christened. The floor beneath us, still warm from our bodies.

“Your bed,” I said.

He didn’t move for a moment, his hand still on my knee. Then he nodded. “Alright.”

We cleaned up the food boxes, a strangely domestic ritual performed naked in the middle of the night. Cassian carried them to the kitchen while I gathered my scattered clothes. I didn’t put them on. Neither did he. We moved through the apartment like animals in a habitat, unselfconscious in our nudity.

His bedroom was at the far end of the penthouse, a space I’d only glimpsed in passing. It wasn’t what I expected. No massive platform bed, no dramatic headboard, no art on the walls. Just a simple king-sized mattress on a low frame, white sheets, a single wool blanket folded at the foot. One wall was entirely glass, looking out over the city. The other three were blank, painted the same pale gray as the rest of the apartment.

“Minimalist,” I observed.

“I don’t spend much time here,” he said. “When I’m awake, I’m in the study or the living room. When I’m asleep, I don’t notice the decor.”

I walked to the glass wall. LA sprawled beneath us, a galaxy of lights. From this height, the traffic was soundless, the streets reduced to glowing arteries. I could see all the way to the Hollywood sign, tiny white letters on the dark hills.

“Can people see in?” I asked.

“No,” he said from behind me. “The glass is one-way. During the day, it’s reflective. At night, it’s tinted. You could stand here with every light on and no one would see you.”

I turned to face him. “You sound very sure.”

“I had it custom-made.”

“Of course you did.”

He smiled, a small thing. “Get in bed, Sloane.”

I did. The sheets were crisp, cool against my skin. They smelled like him—clean linen and something faintly herbal, maybe the soap he used. He climbed in beside me and turned off the bedside lamp. The room plunged into darkness, then slowly resolved into shapes as my eyes adjusted. The city light filtered through the glass, painting everything in shades of blue and silver.

We lay on our backs, not touching. The space between us felt charged, like the air before a thunderstorm.

“I’ve never slept with a client,” I said into the dark.

“I’m not a client.”

“You hired me.”

“I commissioned you.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It’s not,” he said. “A client pays for a service. A commission is an invitation to create.”

“Semantics.”

“Language matters,” he said quietly. “Words shape reality.”

I turned my head on the pillow to look at him. His profile was sharp against the city lights, the line of his jaw, the curve of his lips. The scar by his eye was just visible as a faint shadow. “What reality are we shaping?”

He turned to look at me. Our faces were inches apart. “I don’t know yet.”

“Liar.”

He smiled again, this time reaching over to brush a strand of hair from my forehead. His fingers lingered against my temple. “Alright. A reality where we’re not pretending anymore. Where the watching is mutual. Where the glass is still there, but we can see through it.”

“Is that possible?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I’d like to find out.”

I closed my eyes, savoring the feel of his hand against my skin. His touch was gentle, almost hesitant. A question without words. “I’m scared,” I whispered.

“Of what?”

“That I’ll leave here and this will just be a week. A story I tell myself when I’m shooting boring hotel lobbies and corporate atriums. That I’ll go back to being invisible.”

“You were never invisible,” he said. “You just thought you were.”

I opened my eyes. “How do you know?”

“Because I saw you.”

The simplicity of it took my breath away. I reached up, covering his hand with mine, pressing his palm more firmly against my skin. “Stay with me,” I said. “Tonight. Just sleep.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

He didn’t. We lay there for a long time, hands clasped against my cheek, until our breathing synced and the space between us warmed. Eventually, he shifted, curling onto his side to face me. I turned to mirror him. Our knees touched under the sheets. Our foreheads nearly met.

“I have a condition,” he murmured.

“Of course you do.”

“Tomorrow’s shoot. I want to be in it.”

I blinked. “You want to be photographed?”

“Yes.”

“By me?”

“Only by you.”

I considered this. The contract was for the apartment, not its owner. But the contract also didn’t forbid photographing people. It just didn’t mention it. “What kind of photographs?”

“Whatever you want,” he said. “But I have a request.”

“Let me guess. No clothes.”

He laughed, a low, warm sound in the dark. “Actually, I was thinking the opposite. I want to be dressed. In my own clothes. In my own space. Photographed by you.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve spent ten years building systems that watch people,” he said softly. “And I’m tired of watching from the other side of the glass. I want to be seen. Properly. By someone who knows how to look.”

I thought about the portrait I’d taken earlier, the series of shots on the sofa. The man who watches. The man who allows himself to be seen. The man who wants. The man who is wanted.

“Okay,” I said. “Tomorrow. We’ll do a portrait session.”

“Thank you.”

We fell asleep like that, facing each other in the dark, not quite touching except where our hands met on the pillow between us. I dreamed of cameras and glass, of cities seen from impossible heights, of a man with grey hair and quiet eyes who watched me while I slept.

I woke with the dawn. The sky outside the window was peach and gold, the sun just cresting the eastern hills. Cassian was still asleep beside me, his breathing deep and even. In the soft morning light, he looked younger. The tension was gone from his face, the lines smoothed by rest. I watched him for a long time, studying the pattern of his lashes against his cheeks, the way his lips parted slightly, the rise and fall of his chest beneath the sheets.

This, I thought. This is the photograph I should take. The unguarded moment. The private truth.

But I didn’t reach for a camera. I just watched. And for the first time all week, I didn’t think about composition or light or framing. I just looked.

He stirred eventually, blinking awake. His eyes focused on me, hazy with sleep. “Morning.”

“Morning.”

“You’re watching me.”

“I am.”

He smiled, reaching across the space between us to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “Good.”

We got up slowly, the way you do when the day ahead feels significant. We showered separately—a practical decision, though I found myself wishing we hadn’t. I dressed in my usual black: jeans, a tank top, a cardigan against the apartment’s perpetual chill. He wore gray trousers and a white button-down, no tie, the sleeves rolled to his elbows.

We made coffee in the sleek kitchen, moving around each other with a new familiarity. Our hands brushed as we reached for mugs. Our shoulders touched as we stood at the counter. Small, casual contacts that felt anything but casual.

“Where do you want to shoot?” he asked, leaning against the counter with his mug.

I considered. The light was beautiful this morning, clear and golden, streaming through the east-facing windows. “The living room. Near the sofa. The light’s good there.”

“Alright.”

“Are you sure about this?” I asked, studying his face. “Once I start shooting, I won’t stop until I have what I need. I can be… intense.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve been watching you all week, remember?”

“Right.” I sipped my coffee. “And you’re okay with that? With me directing you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I trust you,” he said simply.

The words landed in my chest like a stone dropped into a still pond. I set down my mug. “Okay. Give me an hour to set up.”

I worked quickly, efficiently. I moved furniture, adjusted curtains, set up my tripod and camera. I chose a prime lens—85mm, good for portraits, flattering but not distorting. I checked the light meter, adjusted my settings. I was in my element here, in the technical details, the precision of the craft.

Cassian watched from the kitchen doorway, sipping his coffee. He didn’t offer to help. He didn’t ask questions. He just observed.

When everything was ready, I turned to him. “Come here.”

He crossed the room, stopping where I indicated, near the sofa but not on it. The morning light fell across his face, highlighting the gray in his hair, the line of his jaw, the scar by his eye.

“How do you want me?” he asked.

“Just stand there.”

“And do what?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Be yourself.”

“That’s not as easy as it sounds.”

“Try.”

He did. He stood still, hands at his sides, looking at me. For a moment, nothing happened. He was just a man in a well-lit room. And then, slowly, something shifted. The practiced stillness of a person used to being watched gave way to something more vulnerable. His shoulders relaxed. His breathing deepened. His gaze, which had been fixed on my camera, drifted to my face instead.

I started shooting.

The shutter clicked rapidly, a steady rhythm that filled the quiet room. I moved around him, circling, changing my angle. I didn’t give direction. I didn’t tell him to smile or look serious or turn his head. I just watched, and when I saw something true, I captured it.

He was beautiful. Not in the polished, airbrushed way of magazine spreads, but in the way real people are beautiful when they stop performing. The way his throat moved when he swallowed. The way his fingers flexed slightly at his sides. The way the light caught the stubble on his jaw. The way his blue eyes deepened in the morning sun.

I shot for twenty minutes without speaking. The only sounds were the shutter and our breathing and the distant hum of the city below. The world narrowed to this room, this light, this man.

Eventually, I lowered my camera. “Okay.”

He blinked, as if waking from a trance. “That’s it?”

“For now.” I glanced at the camera’s display, scrolling through the images. They were good. Better than good. They were the kind of photographs that made my breath catch—not because of technical perfection, but because of the raw honesty in them.

“Can I see?” he asked.

I hesitated. Usually, I didn’t show clients images during a shoot. It broke the flow, made them self-conscious. But he wasn’t a client. And this wasn’t a usual shoot.

“Okay.”

I handed him the camera. He took it carefully, his fingers brushing mine. He scrolled through the images, his expression unreadable. He spent a long time on each one, studying them with the same intensity he’d given to watching me all week.

When he handed the camera back, his eyes were bright. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“You’re very good.”

“I know.”

He laughed, a real laugh this time, warm and full. “Of course you do.”

I set the camera on the tripod. “Now it’s your turn.”

“My turn?”

“You commissioned me to photograph the apartment,” I said. “We haven’t done the master suite yet.”

“Ah.”

“Unless you’d rather not.”

“No,” he said. “I’d rather.”

We moved to his bedroom. The morning light was different here, softer, filtered through the tinted glass. I set up my camera again, this time with a wider lens. I photographed the room empty first: the bed with its simple white sheets, the blank walls, the view of the city. Then I turned to him.

“Get on the bed.”

He raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. He sat on the edge of the mattress, then lay back against the pillows, propped on his elbows. The pose was casual, almost lazy. But his eyes were anything but casual. They tracked me as I moved around the room.

I started shooting again. This time, I gave direction.

“Look at the window.” “Close your eyes.” “Roll up your sleeves higher.” “Don’t smile. Just breathe.”

He followed every instruction without question, his body moving with a fluid grace that suggested he was more comfortable being directed than he let on. I photographed him in pieces: his hands against the white sheets, the line of his throat as he looked away, the curve of his shoulder where his shirt had slipped down.

I moved closer, kneeling on the bed beside him. The mattress dipped under my weight. He turned his head to look at me, his face inches from the lens.

“Stay still,” I murmured.

He did. I could see every detail: the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the individual hairs of his eyebrows, the tiny scar at the corner of his left eye. I focused on that scar, zooming in until it filled the frame. A small, pale line against tanned skin. A history written on his body.

I lowered the camera. We were so close I could feel his breath on my face.

“You have a beautiful scar,” I said.

He reached up, fingers brushing the spot automatically. “Car accident when I was twenty. The airbag deployed. The seam caught me here.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Not anymore.”

I touched it with my fingertip, the same gesture I’d made the night before. His skin was warm. He didn’t flinch.

“I like it,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because it’s real. Because it’s proof you’ve lived.”

He caught my hand, turning it over to press a kiss to my palm. The gesture was so intimate, so tender, that my breath caught. “You’re giving me poetry, Sloane.”

“Maybe I am.”

He sat up, pulling me with him until we were kneeling face to face on the bed. Our knees touched. Our hands were still clasped.

“This is dangerous,” he said softly.

“I know.”

“I don’t mean the photographs.”

“Neither do I.”

He leaned forward, resting his forehead against mine. We stayed like that for a long moment, breathing the same air. The camera lay forgotten between us, its lens pointed at the ceiling.

“I want you,” he whispered.

“I know.”

“But not like last night.”

“How then?”

He pulled back just enough to look at me. His eyes were serious, intense. “Without the cameras. Without the watching. Just us.”

The request was so simple, so profound, that it took me a moment to find my voice. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Even though you want to keep the footage from last night?”

“Especially because of that,” he said. “I want something that belongs only to us. No recordings. No witnesses. Just… this.”

I thought about it. About the week we had left. About the contract. About the way I’d come here to photograph a space and found myself, instead, being seen. About the walls of glass that surrounded us, transparent but impenetrable.

“Okay,” I said.

He smiled, a slow, real smile that reached his eyes. “Okay.”

We didn’t move for a long time. We just knelt there on the bed, foreheads touching, hands clasped, while the morning light warmed the room and the city woke below us. The cameras were off. The watching was done. For now, at least.

Eventually, he pulled back. “We should probably eat something.”

“Probably.”

He stood, offering me his hand. I took it, letting him pull me to my feet. Our fingers stayed laced together as we walked back to the kitchen, past the tripod with its silent camera, past the sofa where we’d been captured the night before, past all the glass walls that had witnessed our strange, unfolding story.

The day stretched ahead of us, full of light and time. And for the first time all week, I wasn’t thinking about the shoot. I wasn’t thinking about the portfolio. I wasn’t thinking about the cameras at all.

I was just thinking about his hand in mine, and the way it felt like coming home to a place I’d never been.




Chapter 15 — The Touch

We ate breakfast standing at the kitchen counter, leaning against it like two people who didn’t know how to be casual. Toast and eggs, coffee black. The silence wasn’t heavy. It was full. Full of the promise of the day, full of his hand still occasionally brushing mine as he passed the butter, full of the fact that the cameras were off and the walls were just walls now.

“What do you want to do?” he asked, finally. His voice was soft, like he was asking about the day and about everything else.

“I don’t know,” I said. It was honest. For seven days, my purpose had been defined: shoot the apartment, shoot myself, shoot him watching me. Now the purpose was gone, and we were left with just us. “I think I’d like to not be a photographer for a few hours.”

He nodded. “I’d like to not be the subject. Or the observer.”

“What do you normally do?” I asked, turning my coffee cup in my hands. “On the last full day. When you’re not… orchestrating a week-long performance.”

He smiled, a private, inward thing. “Read. Walk. Sometimes I go down to the garage and tinker with the car. It’s a classic. Restoring it is a project that doesn’t involve screens.”

“A car?” I felt a flicker of surprise. Cassian Volk, who lived in a glass box full of the most advanced imaging tech I’d ever seen, tinkered with an analog machine.

“1967 Shelby Mustang,” he said. “It’s loud, it smells of gasoline and oil, and it requires you to use your hands, not your eyes.”

I looked at his hands. They were clean, the nails trimmed, but I could imagine grease staining the knuckles, the careful, mechanical focus. “I’d like to see that.”

He looked at me. “You’d like to come down to the garage?”

“Yes.”

It was a decision. A step out of the apartment, out of the context of the shoot, into a part of his life that wasn’t designed for observation. He seemed to weigh it, then nodded again. “Okay.”

We finished breakfast, and he led me not to the elevator that went down to the lobby, but to a private, keyed door at the end of the hall, behind a panel that looked like part of the wall. It opened to a concrete stairwell, lit by industrial fixtures. We descended four flights, the air growing cooler, the sound of our footsteps echoing.

The garage was a vast, low-ceilinged space, concrete and steel, with a few other vehicles parked in shadows—a sleek, modern SUV, a motorcycle under a cover. And in the center, under a hanging work light, was the car.

It was a beast. A long, low silhouette, painted a deep, bruised blue that was mostly primer, with patches of raw metal showing. The hood was propped open, revealing an engine block that looked both ancient and powerful.

Cassian walked over to it, his posture shifting. He became easier, his shoulders relaxing. He ran a hand along the fender. “I bought it five years ago. It was a rusted shell. I’ve been rebuilding it piece by piece.”

I approached, the smell of oil and old leather filling my nose. I leaned against a workbench, watching him. “Why this?”

He looked up from the engine bay. “Because it’s real. You can touch every part. You can see how it works. There’s no code, no abstraction. It’s physics and force.” He paused. “And because it’s private. No one sees it. No one knows about it, except the mechanic who helps me with the heavy lifts.”

“You like privacy,” I said softly.

“I do. And I chose to give it up, with you.” He picked up a rag and began wiping a component, his movements precise. “It felt like a fair trade.”

I moved closer, peering into the engine. I knew nothing about cars, but I could appreciate the complexity, the labyrinth of pipes and wires. “Can I touch something?”

He handed me the rag. “You can wipe that valve cover. It’s just cleaning. No skill required.”

I took the rag, dipped it in a can of solvent he pointed to, and began wiping the broad, flat metal surface. The action was simple, rhythmic. The garage was quiet, except for the distant hum of building machinery. We worked side by side for maybe twenty minutes, him explaining parts in a low, technical voice, me asking simple questions. It was utterly mundane. And it was the most intimate thing we’d done.

Because it wasn’t performed. It wasn’t watched. It was just two people, in a dim garage, doing something with their hands.

Eventually, he put down his tools. “That’s enough for today.” He looked at me, his face lit by the single hanging bulb. “Thank you for coming down here.”

“Thank you for showing me.”

We walked back up the stairs. The return to the penthouse was a shock—the light, the space, the sheer openness after the enclosed garage. The glass walls felt different now. They weren’t a stage. They were just windows.

We stood in the living room, the midday sun blazing across the floor. The tripod and camera were still there, a ghost of the week. I looked at Cassian. He was looking at me.

“What now?” I asked.

He took a step toward me. “I want to touch you.”

The words were plain, direct. They hung in the air between us.

“No cameras,” I said.

“No cameras.”

“Just… touch.”

“Yes.”

I felt my breath shorten. All the mediated intimacy, all the watching, had led to this: a simple statement in a silent room. “Okay.”

He reached out and took my hand, not like he had in the kitchen, but slowly, his fingers tracing the lines of my palm before wrapping around it. Then he brought my hand to his face, pressing my palm against his cheek. The skin was warm, slightly rough along his jaw. He closed his eyes.

I watched him. This was him being touched. This was him receiving.

He held my hand there for a long moment, then turned his head and kissed the inside of my wrist, his lips soft against the pulse point. A shiver ran straight up my arm into my chest.

He released my hand and instead placed his own on my shoulder, sliding it down my arm, over the fabric of my shirt, tracing the shape of me. His touch was exploratory, not possessive. He was learning the geography of my body, as I had learned the geography of his apartment.

Then he cupped my face, his thumbs brushing my cheeks. “Sloane,” he said, just my name.

I brought my hands up, mirroring him, touching his face. The scar at the corner of his left eye, the texture of his brow, the softness of his lips under my fingertips. We stood like that, touching each other’s faces, for what felt like minutes. The sun moved across the floor. The city noise was a distant murmur.

He leaned in and kissed me.

It wasn’t like the kiss in chapter eleven, which had been a collision, a claiming. This was slow. His lips parted mine gently, and the kiss deepened by increments. His tongue touched mine, and the taste of him—coffee, a hint of the solvent from the garage—filled my mouth. My hands slid from his face to his neck, to his shoulders, feeling the solid muscle under his shirt.

He broke the kiss, his breath warm on my lips. “I want to see you,” he said. “All of you. Not through a screen. Not in fragments. Here.”

I nodded, my throat tight.

He led me to the bedroom. Not the one with the monitors, the one he actually slept in, a room I’d only photographed once, briefly. It was simpler, darker, with one glass wall looking east, the bed a wide platform of dark wood. He stopped at the edge of it.

He didn’t undress me quickly. He started with my shirt, unbuttoning it one button at a time, his fingers brushing my skin between each opening. When it was loose, he slid it off my shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. He looked at my breasts, covered by a simple black bra. He didn’t rush. He traced the line of the strap with a finger, then hooked that finger under the center and pulled, gently, until the fabric loosened.

“Can I?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He unhooked the bra, slid it away. My breasts were bare to him, to the room, to the light. He looked, his gaze traveling over my skin, the shape of me. Then he bent his head and kissed my collarbone, then the curve of my breast, then finally, his mouth closed over my nipple.

I gasped. His mouth was hot, his tongue circling, then sucking. The sensation was sharp, direct, pooling low in my belly. He worked one nipple, then the other, with a focused attention that made my knees weak. I clutched his shoulders, feeling the fabric of his shirt.

He straightened, his lips wet, his eyes dark. “Your pants.”

I unbuttoned my jeans, pushed them down, stepped out of them. I stood before him in just my underwear—black, simple cotton. He knelt then, on the floor before me, and put his hands on my hips. He looked up at me, his grey hair catching the light, his face serious.

He kissed my stomach, just above the waistband of my underwear. Then he hooked his fingers into the fabric and pulled it down, slowly, revealing me inch by inch. When it was off, tossed aside, I was completely naked before him.

He stayed kneeling, looking. His gaze traveled up my legs, over my thighs, to my pussy. He didn’t touch yet. He just looked, his breath coming slow and deep. “You’re beautiful,” he said, the words raw, unadorned.

Then he leaned forward and kissed my inner thigh, his lips soft. He kissed higher, along the crease of my leg, until his mouth was at the edge of my sex. I trembled, my hands finding his hair, holding him.

“Cassian,” I whispered.

He didn’t answer with words. He answered with action. He parted me with his thumbs, exposing my clit, my opening. Then he lowered his mouth and kissed me there, directly on my pussy.

The sensation was electric. His lips were firm, warm. He kissed me like he’d kissed my mouth, a slow, deep press, then his tongue emerged, licking a long, slow stroke up my center. I cried out, my hips jerking forward.

He held me steady with his hands on my thighs, and he began to lick me properly. His tongue explored my folds, circled my clit, dipped into my opening. He was methodical, thorough, tasting me, learning me. The wet sound of his mouth on me filled the room, mingling with my gasps. I was already wet, but he made me more so, his tongue dragging through my slickness, collecting it.

He focused on my clit, sucking it gently into his mouth, then releasing, then licking with a firm, steady rhythm. Pleasure built, a tight coil in my core. I bucked against his mouth, but he held me, his rhythm unwavering. I felt my orgasm approaching, a wave gathering force.

“I’m going to come,” I said, my voice strangled.

He didn’t stop. He intensified, his tongue flicking faster, his suction stronger. I shattered. The orgasm crashed through me, making my legs shake, my back arch. I cried out, a loud, unfettered sound that echoed in the room. He kept his mouth on me through it, licking, drinking my release, until the spasms subsided and I was limp, panting.

He rose then, his face glistening with my wetness. He looked at me, his eyes blazing. He began to undress himself, pulling his shirt off, revealing his chest—lean, muscular, with a dusting of hair. He unbuckled his pants, pushed them down, along with his underwear. He stood naked before me.

His cock was erect, thick and long, curving slightly upward. I reached for it, my hand wrapping around the shaft. It was hot, hard, the skin smooth. I stroked him, feeling the weight of him in my hand.

He groaned, his head falling back. “Sloane.”

I stepped closer, pressing my body against him, my breasts against his chest, my belly against his cock. I kissed him, my mouth open, tasting myself on his lips. He kissed me back fiercely, his hands grabbing my ass, pulling me tight against him.

“I need you inside me,” I said against his mouth.

He nodded, turning me toward the bed. He laid me down on the dark wood, the sheets cool beneath my back. He knelt between my legs, looking down at my body, spread before him. He took his cock in his hand and guided it to my opening.

He didn’t push in immediately. He rubbed the head against my clit, against my folds, making me gasp again. Then, slowly, he pressed forward.

The feeling of him entering me was profound. It was fullness, a stretching, a deep penetration that made my breath catch. He went slowly, inch by inch, until he was fully inside, his pelvis pressed against mine. He paused, his body trembling with the effort of control.

“Look at me,” he said.

I looked. His face was strained, intense, his eyes locked on mine.

Then he began to move. His thrusts were slow, deep, each one a deliberate stroke that reached the deepest part of me. The friction was exquisite, the slide of his cock in my wetness a perfect, hot rhythm. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him deeper.

He bent down and kissed me, his thrusts continuing. The kiss was messy, our breaths mingling, our tongues tangling. He broke away to whisper against my ear. “You feel… perfect.”

His pace increased. The slow, deep strokes became faster, harder. He braced his hands on the bed beside my shoulders, driving into me with a force that rocked my body. Each thrust sent a shock of pleasure through me. I could hear the sound of our bodies joining, the wet slap of skin, his ragged breaths, my own moans.

I felt another orgasm building, tighter, higher than the first. The friction on my clit, the deep penetration, the sheer presence of him inside me, all coalesced into a rising tide. “Cassian, I’m going to come again,” I gasped.

“Come,” he growled, his thrusts becoming relentless. “Come with me.”

He reached down and found my clit with his thumb, rubbing it in a tight circle as he fucked me. The dual stimulation was overwhelming. I screamed, my body convulsing around him, my orgasm exploding in a burst of white-hot pleasure. I clenched around his cock, milking him, and he shouted, his own control breaking.

He drove into me one last, hard time and then held deep, his body stiffening. I felt his cock pulse inside me, the hot flood of his release filling me. He groaned, a long, ragged sound, and collapsed onto me, his weight pressing me into the bed.

We lay like that, joined, panting, sweating. The sun had moved, casting a different angle of light across us. I could feel his heartbeat against my chest, rapid and strong.

After a long time, he softened and slipped out of me. He rolled to his side, pulling me with him, so we lay facing each other on the bed. He didn’t speak. He just looked at me, his hand stroking my hair, my cheek.

I looked at him. His face was relaxed, the intensity gone, replaced by a soft, open tenderness. I traced the scar by his eye. “That was…”

“Yes,” he said.

We lay in silence for maybe half an hour, just touching, just breathing. The world outside the glass walls continued, but inside, there was only this: the smell of sex, the feel of skin, the quiet.

Eventually, he stirred. “We should shower.”

“Together?”

He smiled. “Yes.”

We rose, naked, and walked to the master bathroom. It was the one with the monitor, now dark and silent. We ignored it. He turned on the shower, a wide, rain-style head, and stepped in with me.

The water was hot, cascading over us. We washed each other, slowly, soap sliding over skin, hands exploring curves and muscles. It was another kind of intimacy, quiet and cleansing. He washed my back, my breasts, between my legs, with a care that felt reverent. I washed his chest, his arms, his cock, which was soft now, tender in my hands.

We dried each other with thick towels, then walked back to the bedroom, still naked. He pulled fresh sheets from a closet and we remade the bed together, a mundane task that felt strangely domestic. Then we lay down again, under the sheets, bodies curled together.

“I don’t know what happens tomorrow,” I said, my head on his chest.

“We have until tomorrow morning,” he said. “The apartment handoff is Monday.”

“And then?”

He sighed, his hand stroking my back. “And then we decide what we want.”

“I want you,” I said, the words simple and true.

He kissed my forehead. “I want you. But I want you in the world, not just in this apartment.”

“I’m scared of the world,” I admitted. “It’s not built for this.”

“We’ll build something,” he said. “A version of this that can exist out there.”

I believed him. Or I wanted to believe him. For now, in this bed, with his arms around me, it was easy to believe.

We dozed, waking occasionally to touch, to kiss lightly, to whisper. The afternoon faded into evening, the light turning golden, then blue. We didn’t leave the bed. We ordered food via a tablet he had in the room, and ate it propped up on pillows, sharing bites.

When night fell fully, the city lights glittering beyond the glass, he turned to me again. The desire hadn’t dissipated; it had matured, become a slow, deep current.

This time, he lay beside me and touched me with his hands only. He explored my pussy with his fingers, stroking, rubbing, until I was wet and aching again. He didn’t make me come quickly. He built the pleasure slowly, over minutes, his fingers inside me, his thumb on my clit, his eyes watching my face. When I finally climaxed, it was a slow, rolling wave that left me breathless and boneless.

Then I touched him. I learned his cock with my hands, my mouth. I kissed him, licked him, sucked him until he was hard and groaning. I tasted his skin, his sweat, the unique salt of him. I brought him to the edge and then over, with my mouth, swallowing his release as he gasped and clutched my head.

We lay together again, sticky, satisfied, utterly connected.

“No cameras,” I murmured into the dark.

“No cameras,” he agreed, his voice sleepy. “Just us.”

I fell asleep with his body wrapped around mine, the glass walls reflecting our shadowed form in the night, a single silhouette against the city’s endless light.




Chapter 16 — The Commission

I woke to an empty bed.

The space beside me was cool, the sheets bearing only the faint impression of his body. Morning light, harsh and white, poured through the eastern glass. I squinted, rolling over to bury my face in the pillow that still smelled like him—clean linen and skin and something faintly, uniquely Cassian.

We’d slept. Really slept. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept so deeply, so completely unguarded. My body felt loose, pleasantly sore in intimate places, a living map of where he’d been.

The silence of the penthouse was different. It wasn’t the charged, waiting silence of the first few days. It was a quiet that felt earned, a shared secret resting in the air. I stretched, letting the sheet fall to my waist, and looked out at the city. It was the last morning before the handoff. The week was bending, time distorting under the weight of what was happening in this room.

I found him in the kitchen. He was standing at the counter, wearing only his pants from yesterday, buttoned but not fastened. His back was to me, the muscles of his shoulders shifting as he poured coffee. The premature grey at his temples caught the light. He looked… domestic. Real. A man in his kitchen, not a specter in the next room.

He turned, sensing me. His eyes, that calm, assessing blue, swept over me. I’d pulled on one of his discarded t-shirts. It hung to my mid-thigh.

“Coffee?” he asked, his voice a low rasp.

“Please.”

He handed me a mug. Our fingers brushed. The contact was simple, but it sent a spark up my arm. Everything between us was amplified now, every look, every touch layered with the memory of skin and sweat and whispered words.

“I have to work today,” I said, sipping the coffee. It was perfect. “The living room. The morning light on the western wall is… it’s the shot. The one my agency will want for the portfolio.”

He nodded, leaning back against the counter. “I know.”

“Will you watch?” The question was out before I could think. It wasn’t about the cameras, the system. It was about him, in the flesh, in the room.

He considered it. “Will it change how you work?”

“Yes,” I said honestly. “But I think I want it to.”

A small, almost imperceptible smile touched his lips. “Then I’ll watch.”

I took my coffee back to the bedroom to shower and dress. The routine felt surreal. Choosing clothes for a shoot—black linen trousers, a simple black tank, no bra—while my skin still hummed with the ghost of his mouth. I brushed my teeth, caught my own gaze in the mirror. My eyes looked brighter, my face softer. Seen.

When I emerged, camera in hand, he was in the living room. He’d moved one of the low-slung leather chairs to a corner, out of the frame of the main area I’d be shooting. He sat there, a tablet on his lap, but his attention wasn’t on it. It was on the space, on the light, on me.

The living room was a study in planes and light. Three walls of glass met a ceiling that soared twenty feet. The fourth wall was raw, polished concrete, interrupted only by a floor-to-ceiling slab of black marble that housed a minimalist fireplace. Today, the sun cut across the room at a sharp angle, throwing long, geometric shadows from the sparse furniture.

I began to work. I set up my tripod, mounted the camera, screwed on a tilt-shift lens to keep the lines of the architecture perfectly straight. The familiar rituals grounded me: the click of the tripod legs locking, the hum of the camera powering on, the feel of the cool metal body in my palm.

But my awareness was split. I was hyper-conscious of him in the corner, a still, silent presence. I could feel his gaze like a physical touch tracing the line of my spine as I bent to check a level, the curve of my neck as I tilted my head to compose a shot.

I started shooting. The whir of the shutter was a rapid, mechanical heartbeat. I moved through the space, capturing the way the light sheared across the leather sofa, pooled on the pale oak floor, ignited the edges of a single, sculptural chair. I lost myself in it, in the pursuit of the perfect alignment, the perfect balance of shadow and illumination.

“You move differently when you’re working.”

His voice, quiet, came from the corner. I didn’t turn from the viewfinder.

“How?”

“With absolute intention. Every step is placed. Your breathing changes. You become… a part of the apparatus. The most essential part.”

I took the shot, lowered the camera, and finally looked at him. “It’s the only time I feel completely in control.”

“And now?” he asked. “With me here?”

I smiled, a real one. “The control feels different. It feels like a choice I’m making, not a fortress I’m building.”

I went back to work. After a series of wide shots, I changed lenses, moving in for details. The grain of the concrete, the reflection of sky in the glass, the way a single bookshelf was recessed into the wall, holding a curated collection of art monographs. I photographed the emptiness, the potential of the space.

But my mind was working on another level. A composition was forming, not of the room, but of us in the room. Of the dynamic he had created, that we were now perpetuating.

I straightened, turning to face him fully. “I want to take your picture.”

He didn’t look surprised. “Here? Now?”

“Yes. As you are. Watching me work.”

He set the tablet aside. “What are the conditions?”

I walked toward him, stopping a few feet away. “You stay in the chair. You look at me. Not at the camera. At me.”

“And you?”

“I’ll be photographing you. But I’ll be… performing the act of photographing you. For you.”

A slow understanding dawned in his eyes. The voyeur, framed by the exhibitionist. The watched, watching the watcher. A perfect, recursive loop.

“Consent?” he asked, the formal word feeling intimate in the quiet room.

“Do you consent to being photographed by me, Cassian? Knowing I may keep the images, that I may look at them when I’m alone, that they become a part of my record of this week?”

He held my gaze. “Yes. Do you consent to me watching you create those images, Sloane? Knowing my observation is part of the creative act, that it fuels it?”

My breath hitched. “Yes.”

I moved back to my tripod, but didn’t set the camera on it. I kept it in my hands. I switched to a prime lens, something faster, better for portraits. I met his eyes across the room. The sunlight had shifted, and now it caught him partially, leaving one side of his face in sharp relief, the other in deep shadow. The scar by his eye was a faint silver line.

I raised the camera. I looked through the viewfinder, and there he was, framed. Cassian Volk, reduced to composition: the strong line of his jaw, the intense focus of his gaze, the relaxed power of his body in the chair. But he wasn’t reduced at all. Through the lens, he felt more present, more Cassian than ever.

I took the first shot. The shutter echoed in the vast room. He didn’t blink.

I took another. And another. I moved slightly, circling, my own movements becoming a dance. I dropped to one knee for a lower angle. I stood on tiptoe, shooting down the line of his body. Each time, his eyes followed me, not the camera. His attention was a laser, a tangible force. It made my skin flush, my blood heat. This was a different kind of nakedness.

I was breathing harder now, not from exertion but from the intensity of the exchange. My tank top felt too thin. I was aware of my nipples tightening against the fabric, of the empty ache beginning to stir low in my belly. He could see it. He was cataloging every reaction.

“Do you like it?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper, the camera still to my eye. “Being the subject?”

“I like you looking,” he said, his voice steady, deep. “I like the concentration on your face. I like the power you have, right now, to decide what of me is worth keeping.”

I lowered the camera. “It’s all worth keeping.”

I walked toward him again, but this time I didn’t stop a few feet away. I moved until I stood directly in front of his chair, between his knees. I looked down at him. He looked up at me.

“I want more,” I said.

“Define more.”

“I want to photograph you… not just watching. I want to photograph desire. Your desire. For me.”

His eyes darkened. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “That’s a more invasive frame.”

“I know. Do you trust me?”

He was silent for a long moment. Then, slowly, he leaned back in the chair. “Show me what you want.”

I brought the camera back up. “Touch yourself.”

His eyebrows lifted, just a fraction. But his hand moved. He rested it on the fly of his unfastened pants. “Here?”

“Yes.”

He watched my face as his fingers worked the button, then the zipper. The sound was obscenely loud. He didn’t look away from me as he pushed the fabric aside, as he took his cock in his hand.

My viewfinder filled with the image: his strong, elegant hand wrapped around his own hardening length, the coarse hair at the base, the smooth, flushed head already emerging. The contrast of his pale skin against the dark leather of the chair, the clinical morning light laying everything bare. It was brutally intimate, profoundly erotic. My hand shook slightly. I took the picture.

“Is this what you wanted to see?” he asked, his voice thick. He began to stroke himself, a slow, steady pull.

“Yes,” I breathed, firing the shutter in rapid succession. The mechanical sound synced with the pounding of my heart. “But it’s not just seeing. It’s knowing you’re doing it because I asked. Because I’m watching.”

“That’s the only reason,” he gritted out. His hips lifted slightly, pushing his cock through his fist. He was fully hard now, impressive and vulnerable all at once. Pre-cum beaded at the tip. I wanted to taste it.

I dropped the camera. It hung from its strap, knocking against my thigh. I fell to my knees before him.

His stroking hand stilled. “Sloane—”

I didn’t let him finish. I leaned forward and licked the drop of moisture from his slit. He hissed, his hand coming to cradle the back of my head, not forcing, just holding.

“The camera,” he managed.

“Is still recording,” I murmured against his skin, then took him into my mouth.

I heard his sharp intake of breath, felt the tremor that ran through his thighs. I sucked him deep, using my tongue, my lips, my hand where my mouth couldn’t reach. I tasted salt and skin and him. I worshiped him with my mouth, showing him what his watching had done to me, what his surrender was doing to me now.

His fingers tangled in my short hair. “Look at me,” he commanded, his voice ragged.

I opened my eyes, lifting my gaze to meet his as I continued to suck him. The eye contact was devastating. I could see every flicker of pleasure, every shred of control he was relinquishing. I could see myself reflected in the dark centres of his eyes: on my knees, my mouth full of him.

“Enough,” he growled suddenly, pulling me up by my arms. “Not like this. Not yet.”

He stood, his cock jutting out, glistening from my mouth. He kissed me, hard and possessive, his tongue claiming my mouth. I could taste myself on him. He walked me backward until my legs hit the edge of the large, low sofa that dominated the room. He pushed my tank top up and over my head, then made quick work of my trousers, pushing them and my underwear down my legs. The cool air hit my skin, followed immediately by the heat of his body.

He laid me back on the soft leather. It was cool against my bare shoulders, my spine. He followed me down, covering me, but then he rose up on his knees, looking down at my naked body splayed across his furniture, with the entire city as a backdrop.

“This,” he said, his hands running from my ankles up my calves, over my knees, along my inner thighs. “This is the picture I want. You, in my space, taken by me. Not with a camera.”

He spread my legs, his thumbs brushing my outer lips. I was dripping wet, embarrassingly so. He saw it, his gaze dropping to where I was exposed to him, to the room, to the sky.

“Cassian,” I moaned, arching my back.

He lowered his head. He didn’t use his hands. He just put his mouth on me, his tongue lashing my clit in firm, direct strokes. I cried out, my hands flying to his hair, gripping the grey strands. The pleasure was immediate and intense, a direct line of fire from his tongue to my core. He ate me like a man starved, like this was the culmination of a week of watching. He licked and sucked, burying his face in my pussy, his nose nudging my clit as his tongue speared inside me.

I came quickly, violently, my thighs clamping around his head as I shouted, the sound echoing off the glass. He didn’t stop, drawing out the waves until I was sobbing, pushing weakly at his shoulders.

Only then did he rise up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His cock was a rigid, angry red. He positioned himself at my entrance, the head nudging my soaked folds.

“Look at me,” he said again, and I forced my blurred, pleasure-drunk eyes to focus on his. “This is us. No filter. No screen.”

He pushed inside.

The fullness was breathtaking. He was thick, and I was tight, still fluttering from my climax. He seated himself to the hilt, a low groan tearing from his throat. He held there, buried inside me, our bodies joined in the most fundamental way, in the middle of this glass-walled room.

Then he began to move.

He set a deep, relentless pace, each thrust knocking a sound from my lungs. He braced one hand by my head, the other gripping my hip, his fingers digging in. The sofa creaked beneath us. Our skin slapped together, a wet, rhythmic beat. I wrapped my legs high around his waist, taking him deeper, meeting every drive.

The world narrowed to the point where our bodies connected, to the sweat-slick slide of him inside me, to the raw, open need on his face. This wasn’t the careful, mediated exploration of yesterday. This was claiming. This was answering the question the week had asked.

“You see me,” he grunted, pistoning into me. “You see this.”

“I see you,” I gasped, clutching at his back, his shoulders. “I see all of you.”

“Then come for me. Let me see you.”

His thumb found my clit, rubbing in tight circles. The dual stimulation was too much. The coil inside me, which had never fully unwound, snapped. My orgasm ripped through me, blinding and total. I screamed, my body bowing off the couch, my inner muscles clenching around his cock in rapid, pulsing waves.

It triggered his own release. With a ragged shout, he drove into me one final, deep time and stilled, his body shuddering as he emptied himself inside me. I felt the hot rush of his cum, the throbbing of his cock, the full-body tremor of his surrender.

He collapsed on top of me, his weight a welcome anchor. We were both breathing like we’d run a marathon. The smell of sex, of us, filled the air, mixing with the scent of leather and clean glass.

After a long while, he rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping us connected. We lay tangled on the sofa, a mess of limbs and spent passion. The sun was higher now, the sharp shadows gone, the room flooded with neutral, revealing light.

My camera, forgotten, lay on the floor by the tripod, pointing at nothing.

“I didn’t get the shot,” I mumbled into his chest.

He laughed, a real, full-bodied sound that vibrated through me. “I think you got several.”

I propped myself up on an elbow. His release was leaking out of me, onto the leather. “We’ve ruined your sofa.”

“It’s just a thing.” He traced a finger down my spine. “You’re not.”

I looked around the room. The tripod, the camera, the beautiful, empty architecture. Then I looked at him—spent, real, his cock softening against his thigh, his eyes soft and sated as they watched me.

“The portfolio,” I said quietly.

“What about it?”

“It’s missing the most important element.” I reached out, touching the scar by his eye. “It’s missing the life. The person. The reason anyone would want to be in a space like this.”

He caught my hand, kissed my palm. “So shoot that.”

“They didn’t commission that.”

“I’m commissioning it,” he said. “Right now. I want a portrait. Not of the space. Of the experience. Of what happened here this week. However you want to interpret that.”

I stared at him. “You’re serious.”

“I’ve never been more serious. Your eye, Sloane. I want your eye on this. On us. Not as a secret. As art.”

The concept bloomed in my mind, fully formed. Not architectural photography. Not portraiture. Something in between. A documentation of intimacy, of observation, of the lines between private and exposed, between watcher and watched. A series. Him. Me. The glass. The light.

“It would be explicit,” I warned. “It would be raw. It would be us.”

He smiled, a slow, sure smile. “Good. That’s what I’m paying for.”

He shifted, finally slipping out of me. He stood, offering me his hand. “Come on. Let’s clean up. And then…” He glanced at the camera on the floor. “Then you can start.”




Chapter 17 — The Commission

The water was shockingly cold.

I stood under the rain shower head in the master bathroom, letting the needles of water pelt my skin, washing away the sweat, the scent of sex, the physical evidence of what had just happened on his sofa. But the mental traces—the phantom feeling of him inside me, the echo of his command in my ear, the image of his face in the moment of release—those were indelible. They had burrowed into my bones.

Cassian was in the shower with me, his body a solid, warm presence at my back. He took the bottle of expensive, scentless body wash and poured a dollop into his palm. His hands began to move over my shoulders, my back, working the lather into my skin with a surprising gentleness.

“You’re quiet,” he said, his voice a low rumble close to my ear. The water streamed over both of us.

“I’m thinking.”

“About the commission.”

“Yes.” I turned under the spray to face him. Water sluiced down his chest, over the planes of his abdomen, between his legs. He was soft now, spent, but still beautiful in his complete, unselfconscious nudity. “You really mean it? You want me to create a series about… this?”

“I want you to create whatever you see,” he said, his hands sliding around to my waist. “However you interpret the experience. I’m not art-directing this, Sloane. I’m commissioning it. There’s a difference.”

“Art-directing is telling the artist what to make. Commissioning is telling the artist you trust their vision enough to pay for it before it exists.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “Exactly.”

I looked past his shoulder, through the steam-fogged glass of the shower enclosure, to the main room beyond. The sofa was a dark shape against the light. My camera was still on the floor where I’d dropped it. The tripod stood sentinel. The city sprawled, indifferent.

“It would be collaborative,” I said slowly, the idea gaining clarity as I spoke. “Not just me photographing you. Or you watching me. It would be about the space between us. The dynamic. The push and pull.”

“The glass walls,” he said softly.

I met his eyes. “Yes. Literal and metaphorical. The transparency. The exposure. The choice to be seen.”

He reached past me to turn off the water. The sudden silence was heavy, filled only with the drip of residual water from the showerhead and our breathing. He grabbed two plush towels from the heated rack, handing me one.

We dried off in silence, the white towels contrasting with our flushed skin. I wrapped mine around my body, tucking the end securely. He just slung his over his shoulders.

Back in the bedroom, I went to my suitcase, which was still mostly packed, my clothes organized in neat packing cubes. I pulled out clean underwear, black leggings, a loose grey cashmere sweater. Simple, comfortable, armor. He pulled on a pair of dark sweatpants and left his chest bare.

When we returned to the main living area, the evidence of our earlier coupling was still there—the rumpled leather of the sofa, a discarded pillow on the floor. The room smelled of us, of sex and skin, undercut by the clean, minimalist scent of the apartment itself. It felt different now. Charged. No longer just a set, but a stage where something real had happened.

Cassian went to the kitchen area and filled a kettle. “Tea?”

“Please.”

While he busied himself with the ritual—selecting leaves from a ceramic canister, warming the pot—I walked over to my camera. I picked it up, feeling its familiar weight. The screen was dark. I hadn’t turned it off after… well, after. I switched it on.

The last image taken filled the LCD: Cassian in the chair, his hand around his cock, his eyes locked on me. The composition was stark, the light clinical. It was raw, almost brutal in its honesty. There was no artsy soft-focus, no flattering shadow. Just him, exposed, because I’d asked him to be.

My heart thumped against my ribs.

I scrolled back through the sequence. Him watching me work. The intensity in his gaze. The shots I’d taken of the empty room just before, which now felt like a prologue. Then the series of him touching himself. The progression of his arousal, captured frame by frame. The intimacy of it was staggering, even to me, the person who had been there.

“What do you see?” Cassian’s voice came from behind me. He’d approached silently, holding two mugs of steaming tea.

I didn’t hide the screen. I turned it toward him. “I see the beginning.”

He looked at the image, his expression unreadable. Then he handed me a mug. The tea was some delicate green variety, fragrant and grassy. I took a sip, the warmth spreading through my chest.

“The beginning of what?”

“Of the series.” I set the camera down gently on the dining table and took the mug from him. “This image… it’s not a portrait in the traditional sense. It’s a document of a transaction. Of power exchange. Of trust.”

“And the ones before it? Of the empty room?”

“Context,” I said, the concept crystallizing. “The before. The sterile, perfect, lifeless space. Then the intrusion of life. Of desire. Of human mess.”

He nodded slowly, sipping his tea. “And what comes after?”

I looked at him, really looked. At the water droplets still caught in the grey hair at his temples. At the scar by his eye—a tiny flaw in an otherwise flawless surface. At the calm certainty in his gaze.

“After is the collaboration,” I said. “The series would have three parts. Part one: The Space. The architecture, empty, perfect. Part two: The Intrusion. Me in the space. You watching. The building tension. The first breaking of the rules.” I gestured to the camera. “That’s where we are now. Part three: The Collaboration. Us, together, creating something new out of the dynamic. Not just fucking. Not just watching. But making art about fucking and watching.”

“Meta,” he said, a faint smile touching his lips.

“It has to be,” I insisted, my photographer’s brain fully engaged now. “Otherwise it’s just… porn. Or surveillance footage. The art is in the framing. In the conscious choice to expose the mechanism. To show the wires.”

He was silent for a long moment, looking out at the city. The afternoon was waning, the light turning golden, laying long, dramatic shadows across the buildings.

“I want to see your treatment,” he said finally.

“My what?”

“Your artist’s statement. Your outline. However you formalize these things. I may be commissioning on trust, but I’m still a businessman. I want to understand the scope. The deliverables.”

I blinked. Of course. This wasn’t just a pillow-talk idea. This was a real commission. From a billionaire. Who was, apparently, serious.

“Okay,” I said, setting my tea down. “I can write something up.”

“Use the study,” he said, nodding toward a door I’d noticed but never opened. “There’s a desk. Whatever you need.”

I hesitated. “What will you do?”

“I have work,” he said simply. “The world doesn’t stop because we’re in here.”

It was a grounding reminder. A necessary one. This glass-walled bubble was not the entirety of existence. He had an empire to run, even if he did it from a tablet on a sofa. And I had… this.

I picked up my camera, my laptop bag, and my mug of tea, and headed for the study.



The room was smaller than I’d expected, and more personal. One wall was floor-to-ceiling books, not the curated art monographs from the main room, but a mix of technology journals, philosophy texts, thick biographies, and science fiction novels with well-worn spines. A solid wood desk, minimalist and clean, held a large monitor, a keyboard, and nothing else. The chair was ergonomic, expensive. A single piece of art hung on the interior wall: a black-and-white photograph of a dense, tangled forest, all chiaroscuro and mystery. It was the only decorative item in the entire apartment that felt emotionally legible.

I sat at the desk, booting up my laptop. The monitor on the desk flickered to life, mirroring my laptop screen. I opened a blank document.

For a long time, I just stared at the cursor blinking on the white page. How did one pitch a series of explicitly intimate, collaborative photographs to the man one was having a week-long affair with? How did one formalize the amorphous, electric thing happening between us?

I started typing.

PROPOSAL: GLASS WORKS

Artist: Sloane Reyes
Commissioning Client: Cassian Volk
Medium: Digital photography, limited edition archival prints
Concept: A triptych exploring the themes of visibility, vulnerability, and volition within a controlled architectural environment.

I stopped, deleted the last line. Too academic. Too dry. This wasn’t a grant application. This was for him.

I tried again.

What I want to make: A series about being seen. About choosing to be seen. About the space between the watcher and the watched, and what grows there.

Better.

I detailed the three parts, as I’d outlined to him. I described the visual style: stark, high-resolution, using the natural light of the penthouse. No retouching beyond basic color correction. No hiding. The authenticity was the point.

Then I got to the hard part. The collaboration.

Part Three: Collaborative Frames This section requires your active participation as both subject and co-creator. The images will be staged but not scripted. They will involve nudity, intimacy, and explicit content. The goal is not to document a sexual act, but to document the dynamic of mutual observation and surrender within a sexual context. The camera will be present as a visible participant—on tripods, held by remote, etc.—to maintain the meta-narrative.

I listed potential scenes: us on opposite sides of the glass wall, hands pressed to the surface. Me photographing him as he watches me through the viewfinder. The two of us in the same frame, one always observing the other. Images that broke the fourth wall, that showed the apparatus, the making-of.

I wrote about consent, about boundaries. That either of us could veto any setup, any image. That we would review the selects together. That the final edit would be a joint decision.

It felt strange, clinical, to codify something so visceral. But necessary. This was the bridge between the affair and the art. The contract within the contract.

I typed for an hour, the words flowing once I found the tone. Direct. Honest. Unflinching. When I was done, I had three pages. I saved it as “Glass_Works_Proposal.pdf” and sent it to the printer I heard humming somewhere in the apartment.

While it printed, I got up and paced the small study. My eyes kept returning to the forest photograph. It was so at odds with the rest of the apartment’s aesthetic. I moved closer. It wasn’t a famous print; there was no signature in the corner. But the technique was exquisite. The way the light filtered through the canopy, creating pockets of profound darkness and sudden, luminous clearings… it was a masterpiece of mood.

“It’s mine.”

I turned. Cassian stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame. He’d put on a thin charcoal sweater, the kind that probably cost more than my rent. His hair was still damp.

“The photograph?” I asked.

“I took it. Years ago. In the Redwoods.”

I looked back at the image with new eyes. The composition was confident, the emotional resonance deep and melancholy. “You’re a photographer.”

“I was an enthusiast,” he corrected, coming to stand beside me. “Before the company. Before all this.” He gestured vaguely, encompassing the penthouse, the view, the fortune. “I haven’t picked up a camera in a decade.”

“Why not?”

He was silent for so long I thought he wouldn’t answer. “The company was about machine vision. Teaching AI to see. To interpret. It started as an extension of the passion. But the deeper we got… the more I understood how flawed, how subjective human sight is. How much we project. How little we actually see. It… ruined the magic. Made my own attempts feel trivial. Naive.”

I understood that. The curse of knowing too much about how the sausage is made. “But you kept this one.”

“It’s a reminder. Of what it felt like before I knew how the trick worked.”

I looked from the photograph to him. “This series… it’s not about perfect sight. It’s about imperfect seeing. About the gap between what is and what is perceived. About the desire that fills that gap.”

He met my gaze. “That’s why I chose you, Sloane. Not just because you have a good eye. Because you understand the gap.”

The printer in the corner fell silent. The proposal was done.

I walked over and retrieved the pages. They were warm from the machine. I handed them to him without a word.

He took them, his fingers brushing mine. “I’ll read it tonight.”

“Okay.”

“In the meantime,” he said, setting the pages on the desk, “the light is perfect right now. Golden hour. For the… part two images. The intrusion.”

My pulse quickened. “You want to continue?”

“I want to collaborate,” he said. “Starting now. Go get your camera. I have an idea.”



The idea was simple, and devastating.

He positioned me in the center of the main room, bathed in the long, horizontal rays of the setting sun. I was to stand there, in my leggings and sweater, and slowly undress.

“Not performatively,” he instructed. He was across the room, leaning against the kitchen island, watching. “Not like a striptease. Like you’re alone. Like you’re just taking off your clothes at the end of the day. But do it… consciously. Know I’m here. Know I’m watching. Let that knowledge live in your body.”

I set up my camera on the tripod, framing a wide shot of the room with me in the center. I set it to interval mode, to take a picture every ten seconds. Then I walked into the frame.

The silence was profound. The city hummed, a distant, white-noise roar. The sun painted everything in hues of honey and amber. I could feel his gaze like a physical pressure.

I took a breath, and began.

I pulled the cashmere sweater over my head. The air was cool on my skin. I folded it neatly, placing it on the floor beside me. My movements were slow, deliberate. I was hyper-aware of the arc of my arm, the curve of my spine, the lift of my chin. I was performing authenticity, which was its own kind of paradox.

Next, the leggings. I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and pushed them down, stepping out of them one foot at a time. I was left in just my bra and underwear—simple, black, utilitarian. Not lingerie. The clothing of a woman who didn’t expect to be seen.

I reached behind my back and unclasped the bra. The straps slid down my arms. I let it fall forward into my hands. My breasts were bare, my nipples tightening instantly in the cool air, and in response to his stare.

I didn’t look at him. I kept my eyes on the middle distance, on the glowing skyline. I focused on the feeling of exposure. Of being a body in space, illuminated, observed.

Finally, I hooked my fingers in the waistband of my underwear and pushed them down my thighs, past my knees, to my ankles. I stepped out. I was completely naked in the center of the forty-floor glass room, the dying sun gilding my skin.

I stood there, not posing, just being. Breathing. Letting myself be seen.

The camera clicked, over and over, a mechanical heartbeat documenting every small shift, every breath.

From the corner of my eye, I saw him move. He walked toward me, his steps silent on the oak floor. He didn’t stop until he was directly in front of me, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body. He looked down at me, his face in shadow, the sun behind him creating a halo around his head.

“Now me,” he said quietly.

He began to undress. The sweater, pulled over his head. The sweatpants, pushed down. He stood before me as naked as I was. The golden light loved his body—the sculpted chest, the flat stomach, the powerful legs. The scar by his eye was a dark line.

He didn’t touch me. He just stood there, mirroring me. Two naked people in an empty glass box, watching each other be watched.

“This is the frame,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “Right here. The mutual exposure. Before the touch. The moment of maximum potential.”

I understood. It was the peak of the intrusion. The peak of the tension. The moment before the collaboration began.

The camera clicked, capturing us: two bodies, separate yet connected by gaze, by intention, by the invisible lines of desire stretching between us across the sunlit floor.

He reached out then, but not to pull me to him. He took my hand. His palm was warm, dry. He lifted it and placed it flat against his chest, over his heart. I could feel the strong, steady beat.

“Your turn,” he said. “Direct me.”

My mind, which had been so full of thought, went quiet. There was only instinct. I guided him backward, toward the glass wall. The sun was almost gone now, a sliver of fire on the horizon. The city lights were beginning to wink on, a galaxy at our feet.

I pressed his back against the cool glass. The contrast between his body heat and the pane was sharp. I stepped back, just out of arm’s reach, and looked at him. Cassian Volk, pinned against the transparency, exposed to the world and to me.

“Look at me,” I said, my voice firmer than I felt. “Only at me.”

His eyes locked on mine. They were dark, intense, completely focused.

I raised my hand and pressed my own palm flat against the glass, mirroring his position from the inside. Our hands aligned, separated only by the quarter-inch thickness of engineered silica. We were so close, yet not touching.

The symbolism was almost too perfect. Almost cheesy. But in the moment, it felt profound. The glass wall. The boundary. The thing that both separated and connected us. The metaphor made literal.

I held the pose. He held my gaze.

The camera clicked, capturing the final image of Part Two: two naked bodies, two pressed hands, the infinite city behind them, and the charged, palpable space between.




Chapter 18 — The Directing

I lowered my camera. The session was over. We stood there, motionless, the heat of the moment cooling into something else—a shared stillness. Cassian’s gaze hadn’t wavered. I could feel the glass wall vibrating faintly from the city’s hum below, a physical connection to the world outside our little bubble.

“I want to see it,” he said, his voice low.

I looked at the camera in my hand. “The image?”

“Yes.”

I hesitated. Showing him a raw, unedited photograph felt like handing him a piece of my brain. But I’d just pressed his hand against the glass. Boundaries had already shifted. I walked to the long, low console table where my laptop sat, its screen dark. I powered it on, plugged in the camera, and imported the last shot.

The image bloomed on the screen. It was stark, high-contrast, the last of the sunset casting a deep orange glow across our bodies. Our silhouettes were sharp against the glass. My hand, pressed flat. His hand braced near mine against the same pane. The city was a tapestry of tiny, blurred lights. Our faces were partially obscured by shadow, but my expression—the focus, the command—was clear. His expression was harder to read. Intensity, yes. But something else. A kind of surrender.

Cassian came to stand beside me, looking down at the screen. He didn’t touch me. He just studied the photograph.

“You made me the subject,” he said finally.

“You asked.”

“I did.” He turned his head toward me. “What do you see?”

I looked back at the image. “I see a man who has spent ten years watching, letting himself be watched. I see the boundary. And I see… a decision.”

“A decision?”

“To be seen.”

He nodded slowly. “And you?”

“I see a photographer who is no longer hiding behind her camera.”

The room was quiet. The air conditioning whispered. I could smell the faint, clean scent of him, mixed with the smell of my own sweat from the session. I closed the laptop. The screen went dark, leaving us in the ambient light of the city.

“I need to shower,” I said, the pragmatism of it feeling absurd.

“Yes.”

I walked toward the master bathroom, feeling his eyes on my back. The bathroom was its own glass box, though the walls here were frosted for privacy from the outside world. The internal monitor—the one that had started all this—was a black rectangle on the wall. I didn’t look at it.

I stepped into the shower enclosure, closed the glass door, and turned the water on. It was hot, immediate, a shock to my skin. I leaned against the wall, letting it pour over me, washing away the sweat and the tension. My mind was a jumble. The image. His gaze. The feeling of his heart under my palm. The cool glass against his back.

When I emerged, wrapped in a towel, the bathroom was empty. I dressed in simple clothes—black linen pants, a black tank top. I felt clean, stripped down.

I walked back into the main living space. Cassian was gone. The apartment felt vast and silent. I assumed he’d retreated to his own side, through the door that connected to the adjacent penthouse he actually lived in.

But then I saw the note. A single sheet of paper, placed on the kitchen counter beside a bottle of water. His handwriting was precise, almost architectural.

Sloane, The footage from tonight is saved in folder ‘Day Six – Session Two.’ The password is the same. I will not view it unless you grant permission. The choice is yours. -C

I picked up the paper. The texture was thick, expensive. I picked up the water bottle, drank half of it in a few gulps, and then I walked to the second-screen monitor.

I entered the password.

The system opened. There was a file structure, neatly organized by day and session. I clicked on ‘Day Six – Session Two.’ There were three files: one from the camera in the living area, one from the bedroom, one from the bathroom monitor I’d never looked at directly.

I opened the living area file.

It was a video, timestamped from thirty minutes ago. High definition, crystal clear. It showed the scene from a different angle—not my artistic, framed perspective, but a comprehensive, observational one. I watched myself guide him to the glass. I watched him comply. I watched us hold the pose. I watched my face, my concentration. I watched his face, his unwavering focus on me.

It was a record of the moment, but it was also a record of the power exchange. He had given me control. He had submitted to my direction. And he had recorded it.

I closed the file. My pulse was quick.

I opened the bedroom camera file. It was empty; we hadn’t been in the bedroom. I opened the bathroom file.

This one was active. It showed the shower, real-time. I was not in it. The space was empty, steam still clinging to the glass doors. It was a view from the wall-mounted monitor’s perspective—the same view he’d had access to all week.

I stared at the empty shower. Then I looked at the camera’s live feed indicator. It was on.

The camera was live. Whether he was watching depended on the permission I hadn’t granted yet.

I didn’t move. I stood before the monitor, towel-damp hair, clothed now, and I looked directly into the lens. I didn’t smile. I didn’t pose. I just looked.

Then I reached out and touched the screen, my fingers resting on the image of the empty shower. A ridiculous, poetic gesture. I held it for a count of ten. Then I turned and walked out of the bathroom.

I went to my laptop. I opened the photograph again. I studied it. Then I opened my editing software. I made a few adjustments—enhancing the contrast, sharpening the lines of our bodies. I saved the final version. Then I opened the email client.

I attached the image. I addressed it to Cassian. The subject line was: The Image.

In the body, I wrote: Permission granted.

I hit send.

Then I sat back in my chair and waited.

I didn’t know what I was waiting for. An acknowledgment? His appearance? Something.

Ten minutes passed. The city glittered outside, indifferent.

Then, the connecting door opened.

Cassian walked in. He was dressed now too—dark jeans, a grey t-shirt that looked soft and expensive. His hair was damp. He’d showered as well. He carried a tablet in one hand.

He came to stand near my chair, not too close, but within reach.

“You sent it,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You granted permission.”

“Yes.”

He set the tablet on the console table. The screen showed the video file from the living area, paused at the moment my hand pressed the glass.

“Why?” he asked.

I looked up at him. “Because it’s the truth. That’s what we’re doing here. We’re trading truths. You gave me one tonight. Letting me direct you. I’m giving you one back. Letting you see the record of it.”

He considered that. “Is it a trade? Or is it a loop?”

“What do you mean?”

“You photograph me. I watch you photograph me. You watch me watching you. I watch you watching me watch you.” He gestured toward the tablet. “It’s a feedback loop. No end. Just deeper layers of observation.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s the design,” he said. “It’s what I built.”

“Not the apartment,” I said. “This. This week. This… arrangement.”

He nodded. “Yes.”

I stood up. I was close to him now. I could see the small scar at the corner of his left eye, a pale line against his skin. I could smell his soap, something with cedar and mint.

“What’s the next layer?” I asked.

His eyes dropped to my mouth, then back up. “You tell me.”

“You want me to direct again.”

“I want you to choose.”

My breath felt shallow. The air in the apartment was charged, like before a storm. “I choose to touch you.”

A flicker in his gaze. “Where?”

“Here.” I reached out and touched his chest again, where I’d felt his heart. The fabric of his t-shirt was soft under my fingers. “And elsewhere.”

His hand came up and covered mine, holding it against his chest. “Define elsewhere.”

I swallowed. My voice was steady. “Your skin. Your mouth. Your cock.”

He didn’t flinch. He didn’t smile. His expression was serious, considering. “That’s explicit.”

“The terms are explicit.”

“It is.”

He moved my hand, sliding it down his chest, over the flat plane of his stomach, until it rested at the waistband of his jeans. His abdomen was firm under my touch. I could feel the heat of him through the layers.

“Then direct,” he said.

I leaned in and kissed him.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a claim. My mouth opened against his, and he met me immediately, his hands coming to my hips, holding me there. The taste of him was clean, sharp. His tongue touched mine, and a shock of desire went straight through me, pooling low in my belly.

I broke the kiss, breathing hard. “Take off your shirt.”

He obeyed. He pulled the t-shirt over his head in one swift motion and dropped it on the floor. His torso was lean, muscular, defined without being bulky. His skin was pale, a few faint freckles across his shoulders. I touched him, my palms sliding over his chest, feeling the contours of his pectorals, the dip between them, the flat nipples. I traced the line of his ribs. I felt the beat of his heart again, faster now.

“Now mine,” I said.

He reached for the hem of my tank top and lifted it. I raised my arms, letting him pull it off. I stood before him in just my linen pants and bra. His eyes scanned me, a visual catalog. He didn’t rush. He looked at my shoulders, my collarbones, the swell of my breasts under the simple black fabric.

“The bra,” I said.

He unhooked it at the back, his fingers deft. He drew it away, and I felt the cool air on my skin, then the heat of his gaze. My nipples tightened. He didn’t touch them. He just looked.

“Touch me,” I said.

He cupped my breasts, his hands warm and sure. He weighed them, his thumbs brushing over my nipples. A shiver ran through me. He leaned down and kissed one, then the other, his mouth hot, his tongue circling. I gasped, my hands going to his hair, gripping the short, grey strands.

“Down,” I said, my voice rough.

He knelt. He kissed my stomach, his lips soft against my skin. He undid the button of my pants, slid them down my legs. I stepped out of them. I stood before him completely naked, while he was still kneeling, still partially clothed.

He looked up at me. His eyes were dark, reverent almost. “You’re stunning.”

“You’re not.”

He almost smiled. “I’m not.”

“Take off the rest.”

He stood, unbuckled his jeans, pushed them and his boxers down. He kicked them aside. He was fully naked now, and I let myself look. He was beautiful. Long legs, strong thighs. His cock was erect, thick, curving slightly upward. The head was flushed dark. I reached out and took it in my hand.

He hissed a breath.

I stroked him, feeling the weight, the smooth skin, the pulse of blood underneath. I explored him with my fingers, learning the shape. He let me, his hands resting on my shoulders, his body tense with anticipation.

“I want you inside me,” I said.

“Where?”

“Here.” I guided him backward, toward the large, low sofa that faced the glass wall. I pushed him down until he sat on the edge of it. The city spread out behind him, a panorama of light. I stood before him, looking down at his face, his body.

“How?” he asked.

“Let me.”

I climbed onto the sofa, straddling him, my knees on either side of his hips. I lowered myself slowly, guiding his cock with my hand until it pressed against my entrance. I was wet, ready. I looked into his eyes as I sank down onto him.

The feeling was intense, a slow, stretching fullness. He was big, and it took a moment to adjust. He held my hips, helping me, supporting me. When I was fully seated, I paused, feeling him inside me, feeling the heat and pressure. Our bodies were joined. We were both breathing heavily.

“Move,” he said, his voice strained.

I began to rock. Slowly at first, just grinding against him, feeling the friction deep inside. Then I lifted myself slightly and sank back down, establishing a rhythm. His hands tightened on my hips, his fingers digging into my skin. He matched my motion, thrusting upward as I came down, amplifying the sensation.

The angle was perfect. Each stroke rubbed his shaft against my clit, building a tight, urgent pleasure. I moaned, my head falling back. I could see the ceiling, the high, dark expanse. Then I looked forward, at his face. His eyes were locked on mine, watching every flicker of expression.

“Harder,” I said.

He thrust harder, deeper. The pace increased. The sofa creaked beneath us. My skin was slick with sweat. The sounds we made—grunts, gasps, the wet slap of our bodies—filled the space. I reached down and touched my own clit, circling it with my fingers, adding pressure. He watched me do it, his gaze hungry.

“I’m close,” I gasped.

“Let me see.”

I kept moving, faster now, my orgasm building like a wave. It started deep in my core, a tightening, then spread outward, hot and electric. I cried out as it hit, my body clamping around his cock, my vision blurring. I rode it, grinding against him through the peak, milking every second of sensation.

He held me through it, his own movements becoming ragged. Then he groaned, a deep, rough sound, and his hips bucked hard. He came inside me, his body tensing, his eyes closing briefly before opening again to watch my face as he finished. I felt the pulse of him, the heat of his release.

We slowed, then stopped, still joined. Our breathing was loud in the quiet room. The city lights continued their indifferent glow.

I leaned forward, resting my forehead against his shoulder. His skin was salty, hot. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me close. We stayed like that for a long minute, connected, spent.

Eventually, I shifted, lifting off him. We separated. I sat beside him on the sofa, both of us naked, exposed to the glass and the world beyond it. He reached for a blanket that was draped over the back of the sofa and pulled it over us, covering our legs. It was a small gesture of privacy, of aftercare.

He looked at me. “That was…”

“Explicit,” I finished.

“Yes.”

I leaned back against the sofa cushions. My body felt loose, satisfied. “The footage,” I said.

“It’s recording.”

I glanced toward the living area camera, a small, discreet dome on the ceiling. “You’ll save it?”

“Yes. Unless you tell me not to.”

I thought about it. The session before had been artistic, staged. This had been raw, animal. “Save it,” I said. “But don’t watch it tonight.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow. After I’ve edited my photographs.”

He nodded. “That’s fair.”

We sat in silence for a while, watching the city. My mind was quiet, my body humming. The blanket was soft over my skin.

“You asked if it was a trade or a loop,” I said eventually.

“I did.”

“It’s both. We trade truths, and that creates a loop. A cycle of seeing and being seen.”

He turned his head toward me. “Does it have an end?”

“Does it need one?”

He didn’t answer. He just looked at me, his blue eyes reflecting the city lights. Then he reached out and touched my cheek, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw. “You’re the only person who has ever asked to photograph me.”

“Why did you let me?”

“Because you don’t flatter. You see.”

“And you’re the only person who has ever asked to watch me like this.”

“Why did you let me?”

“Because you don’t possess. You observe.”

He leaned in and kissed me again, softer this time. A kiss of acknowledgment, of closure. Then he stood up, pulling the blanket around his shoulders like a robe. “I’ll leave you to your work.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.” He walked to the connecting door, paused, and looked back. “The choice is always yours.”

Then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him.

I sat on the sofa, naked under the blanket, and looked out at the night. The loop was spinning. The truths were accumulating. And tomorrow was Day Seven.




Chapter 19 — Day Seven

I woke at dawn. The light in the penthouse was grey and diffuse, the sky still holding onto the last traces of night. The blanket from the sofa was wrapped around me, and for a moment I couldn’t remember where I was. Then the view through the glass registered—the flat grid of downtown, the distant hum of the freeway—and everything came back in a rush.

Cassian. The camera. The sofa. The feeling of him inside me.

I sat up slowly. My body ached in the best possible way, muscles remembering the stretch and movement of the night before. The apartment was quiet, the kind of quiet that only exists in spaces built to be soundproof. I could hear my own pulse in my ears.

I stood, letting the blanket fall. The air was cool on my skin. I padded naked across the living area to the master bath, where my camera and laptop were set up on the marble counter. The second-screen monitor was dark. No red light. No password prompt. Just a blank, black rectangle.

I didn’t try to turn it on.

Instead, I went to the kitchen, poured water from the filtered tap, and drank it standing by the sink. The sun was beginning to breach the horizon, painting the sky in streaks of orange and pink. The city looked soft-edged, forgiving. I thought about the photographs I had taken of Cassian. The ones from before, when he was just a subject. The ones from last night, when he was something else.

I opened my laptop in the living area, on the same sofa where we had fucked a few hours earlier. The leather was cool under my thighs. I imported the RAW files from the camera and began to work.

Editing architectural photography is a technical process. You correct for lens distortion, adjust the white balance, balance the highlights and shadows. Editing portraiture is something else. You’re not just adjusting light; you’re adjusting truth. You decide which version of a person to reveal.

Cassian’s face filled my screen. Blue eyes, premature grey hair, the small scar at the corner of his left eye. In the first images, he was stiff, guarded. His posture was erect, his hands loose at his sides. He was allowing the photograph, not participating in it.

I scrolled to the later shots. The ones where he was watching me photograph myself. His expression had changed. There was a focus there, an intensity that hadn’t been present before. His jaw was tight. His eyes were locked on me, not the lens.

The final images were from the session where we were both on camera. Him on the sofa, me on the floor. The distance between us visible in the frame. The tension in his shoulders. The way my own body was angled toward him, even as I pretended to be absorbed in the camera in my hands.

I selected the best of them—eight images, the ones that told the most complete story—and began to process them. I didn’t retouch. I didn’t smooth his skin or erase the shadows under his eyes. I just enhanced what was there: the grain of the leather sofa, the texture of his t-shirt, the way the light from the city painted stripes across his face.

While the files exported, I stood and stretched. My back cracked. I could smell myself on my skin—sweat and sex and the faint floral scent of the soap in the shower. I needed a shower. I needed coffee. I needed to not think about the fact that today was the last day.

The contract ended at midnight.

I went to the bathroom and turned on the water, letting it heat up until steam fogged the mirrors. I stepped under the spray and closed my eyes. The water was punishingly hot, and I stood there until my skin was pink and my thoughts were quiet.

When I emerged, wrapped in a towel, the sun had fully risen. The apartment was flooded with light. The glass walls amplified it, bouncing it off the polished concrete floors, the stainless steel fixtures, the white walls. It was a photographer’s dream. It was also, I realized, a cage.

I dressed in my own clothes—black jeans, a black sweater, boots. I pulled my hair back into a messy knot. I looked like myself again, not the version of me that had existed in this apartment for the past six days.

I made coffee in the fancy machine, watching the dark liquid drip into the porcelain cup. The silence was getting to me. I turned on the sound system, selecting a playlist of ambient music I sometimes used while editing. It filled the space without demanding attention.

I was sipping my coffee, looking out at the city, when the connecting door opened.

Cassian stepped through. He was dressed as he always was—dark jeans, a grey t-shirt, bare feet. His hair was damp, as if he’d just showered. His eyes found me immediately.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

He came to stand beside me at the window. He didn’t touch me. He didn’t try to kiss me. He just stood there, looking out at the same view.

“Did you edit?” he asked.

“Yes. They’re exporting.”

“Can I see them?”

“When they’re ready.”

He nodded. He seemed calm, but there was a tightness in his posture that hadn’t been there before. Or maybe I was just noticing it now.

“What time does the contract end?” I asked, even though I knew.

“Midnight. The keycard deactivates at twelve-oh-one.”

I took another sip of coffee. “And then?”

“And then you leave.”

“And you?”

“I stay.”

The simplicity of it was brutal. I would go back to my loft above the dry cleaner. He would stay in his glass-walled palace. The loop would break.

“What about the footage?” I asked.

“It’s saved. Encrypted. Only I have the key.”

“Will you watch it?”

“Yes. But not today.”

“Why not?”

He turned his head to look at me. “Because today we’re still here. Tomorrow, when you’re gone, I’ll watch it. To remember.”

The word hung between us. Remember. As if what had happened was already in the past.

“I could stay,” I said. The words were out before I could stop them.

He didn’t react immediately. His expression didn’t change. But I saw the faint tightening of the muscles around his eyes. “The contract is for seven days.”

“We could write a new one.”

“For what?”

“For whatever comes next.”

He was silent for a long moment. The ambient music swelled and faded in the background. A helicopter passed by in the distance, a tiny black speck against the blue sky.

“You don’t know what comes next,” he said finally.

“Neither do you.”

“I know that I’ve spent ten years in this apartment. I know that I don’t leave it. I know that the world outside is designed for people who want to be seen, and I’ve spent my life designing systems to avoid being seen.”

“You let me see you.”

“In here. Under conditions.”

“Conditions can change.”

He turned fully toward me now, his blue eyes serious. “What are you proposing, Sloane?”

I set my coffee cup down on the window ledge. “I’m proposing that we don’t end this at midnight. That we figure out a way to continue it.”

“Outside of these walls?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. But we could try.”

He looked at me for so long that I began to feel exposed, even though I was fully clothed. He was seeing me, really seeing me, and I couldn’t hide from it.

“You’re a photographer,” he said. “You make beautiful things and then you walk away. That’s your job.”

“This isn’t a job anymore.”

“When did it stop being a job?”

I thought about the question. When had it stopped? Was it when I took the password? When I photographed myself for him? When I watched him watch me? When I touched him? When I let him inside me?

“It stopped being a job when it started being real,” I said.

He reached out then, his hand cupping my cheek. His thumb brushed my skin. “It was always real. That’s the problem.”

“Why is that a problem?”

“Because real things don’t survive in controlled environments. They need air. They need risk. They need the possibility of ending.”

“Are you saying you want it to end?”

“I’m saying I don’t know how to want it to continue.”

I leaned into his touch. His hand was warm, his fingers calloused in places I hadn’t noticed before. “Then let me show you.”

He kissed me then. It was a different kiss from the ones before—softer, sadder, more final. When he pulled back, his eyes were bright.

“Show me the photographs,” he said.

I led him to the laptop. The export was complete. I opened the folder and stepped back, letting him look.

He scrolled through the images slowly, his expression unreadable. He paused on each one, studying it. The early shots, where he was distant. The middle shots, where he was engaged. The final shots, where we were both in the frame.

“These are good,” he said finally.

“They’re true.”

“They are.” He closed the laptop. “You’ve fulfilled the contract.”

“Technically, yes.”

“Technically is all that matters in a contract.”

I studied his face. “You’re scared.”

He didn’t deny it. “I’ve spent a decade building walls. You’ve spent a week dismantling them. I don’t know who I am without them.”

“I could help you find out.”

“And what about you? Who are you without your camera between you and the world?”

The question hit me like a physical blow. I had spent my entire adult life hiding behind a lens. Seeing without being seen. Recording without participating. This week had been the first time I had allowed myself to be the subject instead of the observer.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

He nodded, as if that was the answer he’d expected. “So we’re both lost.”

“Maybe we could be lost together.”

He smiled then, a small, sad smile. “That’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“Is it working?”

“I don’t know.”

We stood there, facing each other in the bright morning light. The city moved below us, unaware. The clock on the wall ticked toward noon.

“I have to go out today,” he said suddenly.

I blinked. “Out?”

“Out of the apartment. I have a meeting. A legal thing. It can’t be postponed.”

“You’re leaving the apartment?”

“For two hours. Three at most.”

I tried to process this. In all the time I’d known him, he’d never mentioned leaving. I’d assumed he never did.

“Will you be okay?” I asked.

“I’ll have to be.” He looked at me, his expression serious. “Will you be here when I get back?”

“Where else would I go?”

“You could leave. The contract doesn’t require you to stay until midnight. You could pack your things and go.”

“I could.”

“Will you?”

I thought about it. I thought about walking out the door, taking the elevator down to the lobby, hailing a cab back to Koreatown. I thought about developing the prints in my darkroom, adding them to my portfolio, sending them to him as promised. I thought about never seeing him again.

“No,” I said. “I’ll be here.”

He exhaled, a slow, controlled breath. “Good.”

“When do you leave?”

“In an hour.”

“What should I do while you’re gone?”

He considered the question. “Whatever you want. The apartment is yours. The cameras are off. The password is suspended. You’re alone.”

The word felt heavy. Alone. For the first time in six days, I would truly be alone in this space. No one watching. No one observing. Just me and the glass and the sky.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

He reached out and took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. It was the first time he’d initiated contact without it being sexual. It felt more intimate than anything we’d done the night before.

“I’ll be back by three,” he said.

“I’ll be here.”

He squeezed my hand once, then let go. He turned and walked back toward the connecting door. He paused at the threshold, looking back at me.

“Sloane?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t disappear while I’m gone.”

I met his gaze. “I won’t.”

He nodded, then disappeared through the door, closing it softly behind him.

I stood there for a long time, listening to the silence. The ambient music had stopped at some point, and now there was only the faint hum of the building’s systems. I was alone.

I walked to the window and pressed my forehead against the glass. It was cool, smooth. My reflection was faint against the brightness outside. I looked like a ghost, a pale smudge against the city.

I thought about what Cassian had said. About walls. About being lost. About the possibility of being lost together.

My camera was on the coffee table. I picked it up, feeling the familiar weight in my hands. I turned it on, checked the battery, the memory card. Then I raised it to my eye and pointed it at the window, at my own reflection.

I took the picture.

Then I put the camera down and went to make another cup of coffee. The clock on the wall said 11:47 a.m. Cassian would be leaving soon. I had three hours alone in the penthouse.

Three hours to decide what I wanted.

Three hours before he came back.

Three hours before we had to figure out what happened next.

I took my coffee to the sofa—the same sofa—and sat down. The leather was warm from the sun. I pulled my knees up to my chest and watched the city.

The loop was still spinning. But now there was a door in it. A way out.

The question was whether either of us was brave enough to walk through it.




Chapter 20 — The Third Hour

The first hour I spent wandering.

I walked through every room of the penthouse, trailing my fingertips along surfaces. The marble kitchen island, cold and smooth. The brushed steel refrigerator door. The glass dining table that had never held a meal. The leather sofa that had held me, and him, and us.

I walked into the master bedroom. The bed was neatly made, the sheets the same pale grey as the morning sky outside the window. I sat on the edge, pressed my palm flat against the mattress. Memory of weight. Memory of warmth.

I got up and went to the closet. His side was sparse: two black sweaters, three pairs of trousers, a row of white shirts. My side was fuller: the clothes I’d brought for the week, the ones I’d worn for the photoshoots, the ones I’d taken off for him.

I ran my hand along the sleeve of one of his sweaters. The wool was soft, expensive. It smelled like him—clean, faintly of cedar, something metallic underneath.

I closed the closet door.

The bathroom was spotless. The second-screen monitor was dark. I touched the power button, thought better of it, drew my hand back. That contract was over. Or maybe it was just beginning in a different way.

I looked at myself in the mirror. My reflection was clearer here than against the window glass. Short black hair, messy from his hands earlier. Eyes that looked tired and wide awake at the same time. The collar of my t-shirt was stretched.

I touched the skin at my throat. There was no mark there, but I could feel the ghost of his mouth.

I turned away.

The second hour I spent with the camera.

I took it back to the living room, set it on the tripod, pointed it at the sofa. I sat where I’d been sitting, knees pulled up, coffee cooling on the table beside me.

I set the timer. Ten seconds.

I looked at the lens. The red light blinked.

I thought about all the pictures I’d taken this week. Of the apartment, empty. Of myself in it, clothed and unclothed. Of him watching me. Of him letting me watch him back.

The shutter clicked.

I reviewed the image on the camera’s screen. Me, small on the vast leather sofa, surrounded by glass and light and empty space. My expression was unreadable, even to me.

I took another. And another.

I moved to the kitchen, framed myself against the counter, the city a blur of light behind me. I took one of my hand on the marble, fingers splayed. One of my reflection in the stainless steel oven door, distorted and warped.

I went to the window wall, pressed my palm flat against the glass, and took a picture of the city with my hand in the foreground. The buildings were sharp, detailed. My hand was a shadow.

I scrolled through the images. They were good. They were what the client had asked for: architectural photography with a human element. They told a story about space and presence and absence.

But they weren’t the whole story.

I put the camera down.

The third hour I spent not taking pictures.

I made another cup of coffee, even though I didn’t need it. The ritual of it: grinding the beans, the smell, the steam, the slow pour. The waiting.

I took the mug to the window and stood looking out. The city was moving below. Cars like toys, people like ants. The sky was clearing, pale blue with high, thin clouds.

I thought about Cassian’s question. What do you want?

I wanted to finish the shoot. I wanted the portfolio, the credit, the next commission. I wanted to walk out of this apartment with something tangible to show for the week.

I wanted to stay.

I wanted him to come back.

I wanted to know what happened when the cameras were off and the contract was fulfilled and we were just two people in a room.

I wanted to know if we could be that.

The clock on the wall ticked. I watched the minute hand move. 2:15. 2:30. 2:45.

My heart started beating faster. Anticipation, or dread. The two felt similar in the body.

At 2:55, I went to the bedroom and changed. I put on the black dress I’d worn the first day. It felt different now—looser, or maybe I was different. I ran my fingers through my hair, splashed water on my face.

I looked at myself in the mirror again. “What do you want?” I asked the reflection.

The reflection didn’t answer.

At 3:00 exactly, I heard the elevator chime.

My breath caught. I stayed where I was, in the bedroom doorway, listening.

The front door opened. Closed.

Footsteps in the entryway. Pause.

“Sloane?”

His voice was quiet, but it carried through the open space.

“In here,” I said.

He appeared in the living room, still wearing the same clothes he’d left in. His hair was slightly wind-tousled. He had a small paper bag in one hand.

He looked at me. “You’re still here.”

“I said I would be.”

He nodded. He set the bag on the coffee table. “I brought lunch. Or a late lunch. Or an early dinner. I wasn’t sure.”

“Thank you.”

He came closer, stopping a few feet away. He studied my face. “Did you think?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“I don’t have an answer.”

He smiled, a small, tired thing. “Neither do I.”

We stood there, looking at each other. The space between us felt charged, but differently than before. Less like electricity, more like gravity. A slow, inevitable pull.

“The shoot’s over,” I said.

“Technically, yes.”

“I have the pictures. They’re good.”

“I’m sure they are.”

“You haven’t seen them.”

“I don’t need to. I trust your eye.”

That surprised me. “Do you?”

“Yes.”

Silence again. The hum of the building. The distant sound of traffic forty floors below.

“What now?” I asked.

He ran a hand through his hair. “We eat. We talk. We figure it out.”

“Figure what out?”

“What happens after the week.”

I took a step toward him. “What do you want to happen?”

He looked at me, and his gaze was so open, so unguarded, it made my chest ache. “I want you to stay.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

I moved closer. We were within touching distance now. I could smell the outside on him—cold air, concrete, the faint scent of coffee from wherever he’d been.

“The contract is over,” I said.

“Yes.”

“No more cameras. No more screens.”

“Unless you want them.”

I shook my head. “I don’t.”

He reached out, fingertips brushing my wrist. “Then what do you want?”

I looked at his hand on my skin. Looked up at his face. The grey in his hair, the scar by his eye, the lines at the corners of his mouth. I knew this face now. I’d photographed it. I’d watched it watch me. I’d seen it in pleasure, in concentration, in quiet.

“I want to know what this feels like without the glass between us,” I said.

His fingers tightened slightly. “There’s no glass now.”

“Isn’t there?”

He thought about that. “Maybe there always is, a little. Maybe that’s the point.”

“What is?”

“That we choose to see through it anyway.”

I lifted my other hand, touched his cheek. His skin was warm, slightly rough with stubble. He leaned into the touch, eyes closing for a moment.

When he opened them, they were dark, serious. “Sloane.”

“Yes.”

“If you stay, it won’t be like this week. It won’t be curated. It won’t be controlled. It’ll be messy. It’ll be real.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because I don’t think I do. I haven’t done real in a long time.”

“Neither have I.”

He smiled again, a little rueful. “Then maybe we’re perfect for each other.”

“Or perfectly disastrous.”

“Same thing, sometimes.”

I moved my hand to the back of his neck, pulled him down, and kissed him.

It wasn’t like the first kiss, or the ones that had followed. There was no urgency, no hunger-driven desperation. It was slow, deep, searching. A question and an answer at the same time.

His arms came around me, holding me close. His mouth was warm, familiar now. The taste of him was familiar. The feel of his body against mine was familiar.

But something was different. The performance was over. The audience was gone. It was just us, in a room, kissing like it mattered.

It did.

He broke the kiss, rested his forehead against mine. “Okay,” he whispered.

“Okay?”

“Okay, you can stay.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

I pulled back to look at him. “What about your walls?”

“I’ll take them down. Brick by brick.”

“What about mine?”

“I’ll help you.”

I believed him. Or I wanted to. The wanting felt like enough, for now.

“Okay,” I said.

He kissed me again, quick and soft. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

We sat on the floor by the coffee table, the paper bag between us. He’d brought sandwiches from someplace I didn’t know, wrapped in wax paper. They were good—thick slices of bread, salty meat, sharp cheese.

We ate in silence for a while. The sun shifted, painting long shadows across the floor.

“Where did you go?” I asked eventually.

“For a walk. Then to my office. I had some things to wrap up.”

“Work things?”

“Mostly. And some personal things.”

“Like what?”

He took a bite of his sandwich, chewed, swallowed. “Like telling my assistant I’d be unavailable for the rest of the day. Like canceling a meeting tomorrow. Like starting to clear space.”

“Space for what?”

“For you.”

I looked down at my hands. “You don’t have to clear space for me.”

“I want to.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t say anything.

We finished eating. He gathered the wrappers, put them back in the bag. “What now?” he asked, echoing my earlier question.

I looked around the apartment. The light was fading, turning golden. “We have until tomorrow morning,” I said. “That’s when the apartment handoff happens. That’s when I’m supposed to leave.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

He reached over, took my hand. “Stay with me tonight. Not here. My place.”

“You have another place?”

“A house. In the hills. It’s… quieter.”

I thought about it. A house in the hills. Windows looking out at trees instead of skyscrapers. A different kind of glass.

“Okay,” I said.

He smiled, a real one this time, lighting up his whole face. “Okay.”

We spent the next hour packing up my things. My clothes from the closet, my toiletries from the bathroom, my camera equipment from the living room. It didn’t take long. A week’s worth of life fit into two bags.

I left the tripod and lights. They were part of the rental, would be picked up by the company tomorrow.

I stood in the middle of the empty living room, my bags at my feet. The apartment looked exactly as it had when I’d arrived: pristine, impersonal, beautiful. A set.

But it felt different now. It held the ghost of us. Of me walking through it naked. Of him watching from the next room. Of the first time we’d touched. Of the last.

“Ready?” Cassian asked from the doorway.

I picked up my bags. “Ready.”

He took one from me, slung it over his shoulder. We walked to the elevator together.

I didn’t look back.

The elevator descended smoothly, silently. We stood side by side, watching the numbers count down. His hand found mine, fingers lacing together.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

“For what?”

“For staying.”

I squeezed his hand. “Thank you for asking me to.”

The doors opened on the lobby. The doorman nodded at us as we passed. Outside, the air was cool, smelling of exhaust and evening.

Cassian’s car was waiting at the curb—a dark sedan, unremarkable. The driver got out, took our bags, put them in the trunk.

We got in the back seat. Cassian gave an address, and the car pulled away from the curb.

I watched the penthouse building shrink in the rear window, then disappear behind other buildings. A chapter closing.

Cassian’s hand was still in mine. He was watching me, not the city.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. Just looking.”

“See anything interesting?”

“Everything.”

I leaned my head against the window. The streets passed in a blur of light and motion. We left downtown, headed into the hills. The buildings gave way to trees, the noise to quiet.

The house was set back from the road, hidden behind a gate and a wall of cypress trees. It was modern, low-slung, all glass and steel and concrete. But it felt different from the penthouse—warmer, somehow. More lived in.

The driver brought our bags to the door. Cassian unlocked it, held it open for me.

I stepped inside.

The entryway was dark wood, soft lighting. The living room beyond was open to a wall of glass looking out over the city lights, far below. The furniture was comfortable-looking—deep sofas, worn leather chairs, books on shelves.

It smelled like him. Like cedar and coffee and something else, something I couldn’t name but recognized as home.

“This is it,” he said, setting down the bags.

I walked to the glass wall. The view was spectacular—the whole city laid out like a map of light. But it was distant now. Separate.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

He came to stand beside me. “It’s quiet.”

“Do you like quiet?”

“I used to think I did. Now I’m not sure.”

I turned to look at him. In the dim light, his face was all shadows and angles. “What do you like?”

He reached out, touched my hair. “You.”

I leaned into his touch. “That’s a big thing to like.”

“I know.”

We stood there for a long time, looking at each other, looking at the city. The silence between us wasn’t empty. It was full of everything we hadn’t said yet, everything we might.

Finally, he said, “Are you tired?”

“A little.”

“There’s a guest room. Or…”

“Or?”

“My room has a better view.”

I smiled. “Your room, then.”

He picked up my bags again, led me down a hallway. His bedroom was at the end, doors opening onto a private terrace. The bed was big, unmade. Clothes were draped over a chair. A book lay open on the nightstand.

It was messy. It was real.

He set my bags down. “Bathroom’s through there. Towels are in the cabinet. If you need anything…”

“I’ll find it.”

He nodded, hesitated. “I’ll give you some space.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know. But I will anyway.”

He left, closing the door softly behind him.

I stood in the middle of his room, breathing in the scent of him. I opened my bags, took out my toothbrush, my pajamas. I changed in the bathroom, washed my face, brushed my teeth.

When I came out, he was back, sitting on the edge of the bed. He’d changed too, into sweatpants and a t-shirt. He looked younger like that, softer.

He looked up when I came in. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

I got into bed. He turned off the lights, got in beside me. We lay on our backs, not touching, staring at the ceiling.

The silence stretched.

“Cassian,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“What happens tomorrow?”

He turned his head to look at me. In the dark, I could barely see his face. “Tomorrow we wake up. We have coffee. We figure out the day after that.”

“And the day after that?”

“We figure that out too.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

He laughed, a soft sound in the dark. “It might be.”

I rolled onto my side, facing him. “I’m scared.”

“Me too.”

“What if we’re no good at this? The real part?”

“Then we’ll be no good at it together.”

I reached out, found his hand under the covers. He laced his fingers through mine.

“Okay,” I whispered.

“Okay.”

We lay there, holding hands, listening to each other breathe. The city glittered beyond the glass. The night stretched out before us, long and unknown.

For the first time all week, there were no cameras. No screens. No walls between us.

Just two people, in a dark room, holding on.

It was enough.

It was everything.




Chapter 21 — Morning Light

I woke to sunlight.

For a moment I didn’t know where I was. The light was wrong—too bright, too direct. In my apartment, the morning came in filtered through the fire escape, a patchwork of shadows on the floorboards. Here, the sun washed the whole room in gold, painting the white walls with long, clean rectangles.

Cassian’s bedroom.

Memory returned in pieces: the dark, his hand in mine, the sound of his breathing. I turned my head on the pillow. He was still asleep, facing me, one arm tucked under his head. In sleep, his face looked younger than his thirty-eight years. The premature grey at his temples seemed less pronounced, the small scar at the corner of his left eye just a pale brushstroke.

I watched him for a while, the slow rise and fall of his chest. The sheets were tangled around his waist, his t-shirt riding up to show a strip of skin. I remembered last night—not the cameras, not the screens, not the careful choreography of the week. Just the dark, and the quiet, and the warmth of his fingers between mine.

He stirred, and I closed my eyes, pretending to sleep. I heard the rustle of sheets, the soft intake of breath. When I peeked through my lashes, he was watching me.

“Morning,” he said, his voice sleep-rough.

“Morning.”

We lay there, suspended. The week had been all about movement—me moving through the apartment, him watching from the next room, the cameras tracking every step. Now there was nowhere to go, nothing to perform. Just a bed, and sunlight, and the space between us.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Early.” He rolled onto his back, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Six-thirty.”

In the week we’d spent together, I’d never seen him sleep in. He was always up before me, already in the kitchen with coffee when I emerged from the guest room. Now we were in his room, in his bed, and he looked as unsure of the protocol as I felt.

“I should make coffee,” he said, but made no move to get up.

“I don’t need it yet.”

We were quiet. The city below was waking up—the distant hum of traffic, the faint wail of a siren. The glass walls that had felt like a stage all week now felt like something else entirely. Not a barrier, but an invitation. The whole of Los Angeles spread out before us, glittering in the morning light.

Cassian propped himself up on one elbow. “Hungry?”

“Not yet.”

He reached out, his fingers brushing a strand of hair from my face. The touch was tentative, almost shy. All week we’d touched through screens, through glass, through the careful distance of performance. This was different—unmediated, uncurated.

“You’re thinking too loud,” he said.

“I’m thinking it’s weird,” I admitted. “All week we had rules. Now there aren’t any.”

“We could make some up.”

“Like what?”

He considered. “No cameras before coffee.”

“Agreed.”

“No pretending to be asleep when you’re not.”

I felt heat rise in my cheeks. “Okay.”

He studied me, his blue eyes serious. “What do you want, Sloane?”

The question hung between us. All week I’d known what I wanted: the perfect shot, the right angle, the commission fulfilled. Now I wasn’t sure.

“You first,” I said.

He didn’t hesitate. “I want to kiss you. Without a camera running. Without a contract hanging over it. Just because I want to.”

My breath caught. “Okay.”

He leaned in slowly, giving me time to pull away. I didn’t. His lips were warm, softer than I expected. The kiss was gentle, almost chaste—a far cry from the heat of our filmed encounters. This was something new: two people in a sunlit room, finding each other for the first time without an audience.

When he pulled back, his eyes searched mine. “Okay?”

“More than okay.”

He smiled, a real smile that reached his eyes. “Good.”

He climbed out of bed, and I watched him move across the room. He moved with the same economy of motion he always had, but there was a new ease to it. This was his space, his morning routine, and I was seeing it for the first time.

“I’ll make coffee,” he said, disappearing into the hallway.

I sat up, pulling the sheet around me. The room felt different in daylight—larger, more lived-in. I could see the details I’d missed in the dark: the stack of books on the nightstand, the framed photograph on the dresser, the faint scuff marks on the hardwood floor near the door.

Curiosity got the better of me. I got out of bed, padding barefoot across the cool floor to the dresser. The photograph was black and white, a shot of a younger Cassian with two other men, all of them smiling in front of a brick building. The caption was handwritten on the mat: “Volk AI, Year One.”

I heard footsteps and turned. He stood in the doorway, two mugs in his hands. He saw me looking at the photo.

“That was a long time ago,” he said, handing me a mug.

“You look happy.”

“We were.” He glanced at the photo, his expression unreadable. “We thought we were changing the world.”

“Did you?”

“Changed some things. Not the world.” He took a sip of coffee. “Mostly we made a lot of money and then sold out.”

“That sounds cynical.”

“It’s honest.” He leaned against the doorframe. “The company does good work. The vision-based AI helps with medical imaging, architectural planning. But we thought we were building something revolutionary. Turns out we were just building a tool.”

I took a drink of the coffee. It was perfect—dark, rich, with just a hint of bitterness. “You miss it?”

“Sometimes. Mostly I miss having a reason to get up in the morning that wasn’t just… being rich and bored.”

“And then you commissioned a photographer to live in your apartment for a week.”

He smiled. “And then I did that.”

We drank our coffee in silence, standing in the morning light. The strangeness of the situation was starting to fade, replaced by something simpler. Two people, sharing coffee. Two people figuring out how to be.

“So,” I said eventually. “What’s the plan for today?”

“No plan,” he said. “That’s the point.”

“I have to go back to my apartment eventually.”

“I know.”

“I have work. Deadlines.”

He nodded. “I know that too.”

We were back to the question from last night, the one we’d deferred to morning. What happens now? The contract was over. The photographs were taken. I had a portfolio to deliver to my agency, and he had… whatever he had. Hours of footage. A week of watching me.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

“Anything.”

“The footage. From this week. What are you going to do with it?”

He didn’t answer right away. He set his mug on the dresser and walked to the window, looking out at the city. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “I thought I knew. Now…”

“Now what?”

“Now it feels like it belongs to both of us.” He turned to face me. “I could delete it. All of it. Every file, every backup.”

“Would you?”

“If you wanted me to.”

I thought about it. All week we’d talked about consent, about boundaries, about the contract. We’d negotiated every frame, every angle. But we’d never talked about what happened after. The footage existed—hours of me in this apartment, hours of us together. Some of it was art. Some of it was… something else.

“I don’t know what I want,” I admitted.

“That makes two of us.”

I joined him at the window. Below us, the city was fully awake now. Cars crawled along the freeways. The morning sun glinted off distant windows. For a week, this view had been my backdrop. Now it was just a view.

“What if we watched it?” I said.

He looked at me, surprised. “All of it?”

“Not all at once. But… pieces. Together.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to see what you saw.” I met his gaze. “All week I was the subject. I want to be the audience.”

He studied me for a long moment. “You’re sure?”

“No.” I smiled. “But I want to try.”

He reached out, his hand finding mine. “Okay.”

We finished our coffee looking out at the city. His thumb traced circles on the back of my hand, a slow, absent-minded rhythm. The silence between us wasn’t the charged silence of the week, the one filled with anticipation and performance. This was quieter, softer. The silence of two people figuring out how to occupy the same space without a script.

“When do you have to be at your apartment?” he asked.

“Not until this afternoon. I have a meeting with my agent at three.”

“Stay for breakfast?”

“I’d like that.”

We ended up in the kitchen, him at the stove scrambling eggs, me slicing tomatoes at the counter. It was domestic in a way that felt both surreal and completely natural. A week ago, I’d been a guest here, a professional doing a job. Now I was wearing his t-shirt, my hair still tangled from sleep, watching him cook.

“You’re good at that,” I said, nodding to the eggs.

“I cook when I’m thinking.”

“What are you thinking about?”

“You.” He kept his eyes on the pan. “About what happens next.”

“And?”

“And I don’t have an answer.” He glanced at me. “Do you?”

“No.”

He divided the eggs between two plates, adding toast from the toaster. We ate at the kitchen island, sitting on stools, our knees almost touching. The food was simple, perfectly cooked. The coffee was hot. The morning stretched out before us, filled with possibility and uncertainty in equal measure.

After we ate, I washed the dishes while he made another pot of coffee. When I turned off the water, he was standing behind me, close but not touching.

“I have an idea,” he said.

“Okay.”

“The footage. Let’s start with the first day.”

“The day I arrived?”

He nodded. “You came in, put your bag down, walked to the window. You stood there for a long time, looking out.”

I remembered. I’d been nervous, trying to hide it. I’d focused on the view, on the light, on anything but the fact that I was about to spend a week in a stranger’s apartment.

“You watched that?”

“Every day,” he said softly. “That first clip. Before you woke up, I’d watch it. The way your shoulders relaxed when you saw the light. The way you touched the glass, like you were testing if it was real.”

I turned to face him. “Why?”

“Because it was the first time I saw you as yourself. Before the performance started. Before you put on the photographer face.”

I thought about that version of me—nervous, uncertain, trying to find her footing in a space that wasn’t hers. I’d forgotten about her somewhere in the middle of the week, buried under layers of performance and control.

“I’d like to see that,” I said.

He led me to the living room, to the same sofa where we’d spent so many hours during the week. But this time there were no cameras pointed at us. No monitors showing different angles. Just a television screen and a remote control.

He sat beside me, our thighs touching. He navigated through folders on the screen until he found the file he wanted. “Ready?”

I took a breath. “Ready.”

He pressed play.

The screen showed the empty apartment, the view through the glass walls. Then the door opened, and I walked in. Watching myself was a strange experience. I looked younger than I felt, more vulnerable. My movements were hesitant as I set down my camera bag, as I walked to the window.

On screen, I touched the glass, my fingers leaving faint smudges. I stared out at the city, my expression unguarded. I didn’t look like a photographer on a career-making commission. I looked like a woman who’d just walked into a trap and wasn’t sure she wanted to escape.

“I look scared,” I said quietly.

“You were.”

I glanced at him. “Was it that obvious?”

“Only to someone who was looking for it.” He paused the video. “I almost called it off then. I thought, this is too much. She’s going to hate me for putting her in this position.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I saw the moment when the fear turned into curiosity.” He rewound a few seconds, then played it again. “Watch.”

On screen, my expression shifted. The tension in my shoulders eased. My hand dropped from the glass. I turned, taking in the room—the furniture, the light, the angles. The photographer in me waking up, assessing, calculating.

“That’s when I knew you’d stay,” he said.

We watched a few more minutes—me unpacking my camera, testing the light in different corners of the room, the careful, methodical process of a professional at work. Then he stopped the video.

“That’s enough for now,” he said.

“Was it what you expected?” I asked. “When you first had the idea for this project?”

“No.” He turned off the television. “I expected… I don’t know what I expected. A transaction. An exchange. You’d get your photographs, I’d get my footage. We’d both walk away with what we wanted.”

“And what did we get?”

He looked at me, his expression serious. “Something else entirely.”

The morning slipped into afternoon. We watched more footage—short clips, moments from different days. Me laughing at something he’d said through the intercom. Me stretched out on the floor, trying to get a low-angle shot. Me looking directly into the camera, my expression challenging.

It was like seeing the week through his eyes. The version of me he’d seen—not just the subject, not just the photographer, but something in between. Something human and flawed and real.

By the time I needed to leave for my meeting, the sun was high in the sky, and the apartment felt different. Not like a stage. Not like a gallery. Like a home.

I changed into the clothes I’d arrived in—the same black trousers and simple cotton shirt. When I came out of the bedroom, Cassian was waiting by the door, my camera bag at his feet.

“You have everything?” he asked.

“I think so.” I picked up the bag, the familiar weight a comfort.

He reached out, his hand on my arm. “When will I see you again?”

The question hung between us. All week we’d known exactly when we’d see each other—the schedule was written in the contract. Now there was no schedule. No contract. Just two people and an open-ended question.

“Tonight?” I said. “If you want.”

“I want.”

“Okay then.” I leaned in, kissing him. It was a real kiss this time, not a performance. Just me and him, in the doorway of his apartment, with the whole city waiting beyond.

When I pulled back, he smiled. “Okay.”

I left him standing there, the door closing softly behind me. In the elevator, I leaned against the wall, closing my eyes. The week was over. The contract was fulfilled. And somehow, impossibly, it felt like something was just beginning.

The lobby was quiet when I stepped out. The doorman nodded as I passed. Outside, the sun was bright, the air warm. Los Angeles stretched out around me, familiar and strange all at once.

I hailed a cab, giving the driver my address. As we pulled away from the curb, I looked up at the building, at the glass facade reflecting the sky. Somewhere up there, forty floors above the city, Cassian was standing at a window, watching me go.

Or maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he was making more coffee. Maybe he was watching the footage. Maybe he was already thinking about tonight.

I didn’t know. And for the first time in a long time, not knowing felt like a kind of freedom.




Chapter 22 — No Glass Between Us

My apartment smelled of dust and old books. It was a jarring shift, coming from the sterile, curated air of Cassian’s penthouse. I dropped my camera bag on the floor by the sofa, a worn piece I’d bought at a flea market years ago. I stood in the middle of my living room, the clutter of my life pressing in on me—framed prints stacked against the wall, a drying rack of laundry in the corner, a half-empty mug on the coffee table from three days ago.

I felt exposed. Not in the way I’d felt in the glass apartment, where the exposure was a choice, a performance under controlled conditions. Here, the exposure was just… life. Unfiltered. Unphotogenic.

I needed to shower. I needed to think. But mostly, I needed to not think.

I stripped off the clothes I’d worn for the final shoot, tossing them into the hamper. The shower in my bathroom was cramped, the tile cracked in one corner. I let the hot water run over me, scrubbing away the lingering feel of the studio lights, the faint scent of Cassian’s soap that had clung to me from our last morning together. My skin was sensitive, every touch a memory. The way his hand had rested on my arm at the door. The quiet certainty of his “I want.”

When I emerged, wrapped in a towel, my phone was blinking on the kitchen counter. A single message.

Cassian: 8 p.m.?

I stared at the screen. No question about where. Not his place, obviously. Mine? Some neutral ground? The simplicity of it felt like a continuation of our contract, but stripped of all the paperwork. Just time. Just intention.

Me: Yes. My address?

Cassian: I have it.

Of course he did. He probably had it from the agency contract. The thought didn’t unsettle me. It felt familiar, part of the landscape we’d built.

I typed out my address anyway, sending it. Then I dressed in simple black leggings and a soft, long-sleeved tee. No performance. No costume. I cleaned up the apartment, not because I wanted to impress him, but because I wanted to clear the space for whatever was coming. I put the laundry away. I washed the mug. I straightened the prints.

By seven-thirty, the nervous energy had settled into a low, steady hum in my veins. I wasn’t preparing a shot. I wasn’t checking a monitor. I was waiting for a man. A man I’d watched, and who had watched me, with a depth of attention I’d never experienced.

At eight o’clock precisely, the buzzer rang.

I walked to the intercom, my heart a solid, heavy beat in my chest. “Yes?”

“It’s Cassian.”

I pressed the button to unlock the building door. Then I waited at my apartment door, listening for the footsteps on the stairs. He didn’t live in a building with stairs. The sound was foreign, a series of solid thumps growing closer.

When he appeared at the top of the landing, he looked different. Not in his clothes—he wore the same kind of plain, expensive dark jeans and a grey sweater—but in his bearing. He was here, in my world. He carried a single bottle of wine, nothing extravagant, and his eyes found me immediately.

“Hi,” he said, stopping a few feet away.

“Hi.” I stepped back, opening the door wider. “Come in.”

He entered, his gaze sweeping the room not with judgment, but with that same analytical curiosity I’d seen in the penthouse. He saw the stacked prints, the bookshelves, the modest furniture. He saw me, standing in the middle of it.

“It’s quieter here,” he observed.

“No glass walls,” I said.

He smiled, a small, private thing. “No glass walls.”

He handed me the wine. I took it, setting it on the counter. “Would you like a glass?”

“Please.”

I opened it, pouring two. We moved to the sofa, sitting not side-by-side but angled toward each other. The distance felt charged, but not with the electricity of the monitor. This was simpler, more direct.

“How was the rest of your day?” he asked.

“I unpacked. I showered. I waited.” I took a sip of wine. “It felt strange. Not having a schedule.”

“I know.” He held his glass, looking at the liquid. “I spent the afternoon reviewing the final footage from the week. The last session.”

“The one where I photographed you.”

“Yes.” He met my eyes. “You looked at me differently in that session. Not as a subject. Not as a client.”

“How did I look at you?”

“As a person you were beginning to know.”

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was full of the week, of all the accumulated glances, the shared breaths, the moments of consent given and received.

“I kept that footage,” he said quietly. “And I queued the rest for deletion. The earlier sessions. The… private ones. Nothing is gone without your key.”

I felt a shock of surprise. “You want to delete them?”

“Yes.” He didn’t elaborate. He just let the statement sit there, an offer instead of a decree. He had hours of recordings, and he was choosing to keep only the ones where we were both present, both looking at each other through the lens. The rest, the ones where I was alone, performing for the camera, for him, would be gone if I agreed.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because they belonged to the contract. To the experiment. What happened after the contract ended… that belongs to us. Not to the archive.”

I thought of those files—every angle, every choice, every private surrender I had made in that glass room. Then I nodded. “Delete them with me tomorrow.”

“I will.”

I swallowed. My throat felt tight. “Thank you.”

“You don’t need to thank me.” He set his glass down on the coffee table. “It was a choice. Like all the choices we made.”

I set my glass down next to his. The action felt deliberate. A closing of one space, an opening of another.

“What do you want now?” I asked him. The question was the same one he’d asked at his door, but inverted.

He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “I want to touch you. Without a screen between us. Without a schedule. Without a camera.”

The words were direct, unadorned. They landed in the center of my body, a warm, spreading heat.

“I want that too,” I said.

He didn’t move immediately. He watched me, his blue eyes steady. “Tell me how.”

It was the same language we’d used all week. A request for consent, for direction. But now it was real, immediate.

“Come here,” I said, my voice low.

He shifted, moving from his seat to mine, his body aligning with mine on the sofa. He was close now, his thigh pressing against mine, his arm brushing my side. I could smell him—the clean, faint scent of his skin, the wool of his sweater.

“Like this?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He reached up, his hand cupping my cheek. His touch was warm, solid. He traced the line of my jaw with his thumb, then let his fingers slide into my short hair. It was a simple touch, but it carried the weight of all the watching. It was the physical answer to a week of visual hunger.

I turned my face into his hand, kissing his palm. He let out a soft breath.

“Sloane,” he said, just my name.

I leaned into him, kissing his mouth. This kiss wasn’t like the one at his door, which had been a promise. This was a beginning. His lips were firm, responsive. He opened to me, his tongue meeting mine, and the taste of him—wine, warmth—filled my senses. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, pulling him closer. The sofa was small, and we slid together into the corner, our bodies aligning.

His hands moved down my back, over the fabric of my shirt, learning the shape of me. I did the same, my palms flat against his chest, then sliding under his sweater to feel the heat of his skin, the firm muscle of his stomach. He was real, entirely real. No pixels, no delay.

We kissed for a long time, a slow, deep exploration. Every movement felt like a revelation. The press of his teeth against my lip. The way his hand found the curve of my waist and held it. The sound of his breathing, close and ragged.

Eventually, he pulled back just enough to look at me. “I want to see you,” he said. “All of you.”

“Okay.”

He stood, taking my hand, leading me up from the sofa. We walked to my bedroom, a small room with a simple bed, a dresser, one window overlooking the alley. It was dark now, the window a square of night.

He turned to me, his hands on my shoulders. “Can I?”

I nodded.

He undressed me slowly. He pulled my shirt up over my head, letting it fall to the floor. He unclipped my bra, sliding it off my arms. His eyes never left my body. He looked at my breasts, my stomach, my arms, with that same intense focus I remembered from the monitor, but now it was accompanied by touch. He bent his head, kissing my collarbone, then the swell of my breast, then my nipple. His mouth was hot, his tongue circling, sucking. I arched into him, a moan escaping my throat.

He moved down, kneeling to remove my leggings. He peeled them off, along with my underwear, leaving me naked before him. He stayed kneeling, his hands on my hips, his face level with my stomach. He looked up at me.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. The words weren’t flattery. They were an observation, a fact.

He rose, stripping off his own clothes. He pulled his sweater over his head, unbuttoned his jeans, pushed them down. He stood naked in front of me, and I looked at him, finally, completely. His body was lean, strong, with the premature grey of his hair echoed in the silver scattered across his chest. The scar at the corner of his left eye was visible even in the dim light. His cock was erect, thick, curving slightly upward.

I reached out, touching him. My hand closed around his cock, feeling the heat, the firmness. He shuddered, his eyes closing for a moment.

“You can look,” I whispered. “You can touch.”

He opened his eyes, his hands coming to my body. He explored me with his palms, his fingers, mapping my skin. He cupped my breasts again, weighed them in his hands. He traced the line of my ribs, the dip of my navel. Then he slid his hand between my legs, his fingers finding my pussy.

I was wet, already open for him. He touched my clit, a gentle, circling pressure. I gasped, my hips rocking against his hand.

“Here?” he asked, his voice rough.

“Yes.”

He increased the pressure, his fingers moving in a slow, deliberate rhythm. He watched my face as he touched me, studying my reactions. I let him see everything—the fluttering of my eyelids, the clenching of my jaw, the way my mouth opened as the pleasure built.

He added another finger, slipping it inside me. The stretch was delicious, filling. I pushed against him, wanting more.

“Cassian,” I breathed.

He understood. He withdrew his fingers, guiding me to the bed. I lay back on the sheets, and he followed, settling between my legs. He kissed my inner thigh, then my hip, then finally my pussy.

His mouth on me was a shock of pure sensation. His tongue licked deep, tasting me, then focused on my clit, sucking and stroking. I cried out, my hands fisting in the sheets. He didn’t stop. He kept a steady, relentless pace, his hands holding my thighs open, his mouth working me until I was trembling, until the pleasure was a tight coil in my core.

“I’m close,” I warned, my voice broken.

He slowed, lifting his head. “Do you want to come?”

“Yes. Like this.”

He returned to me, his tongue circling my clit faster, harder. One of his fingers entered me again, pushing deep, and the combination was overwhelming. The orgasm broke through me, a wave of heat and release that made my whole body convulse. I screamed, the sound raw and unfiltered in my small room.

He stayed with me through it, his mouth gentle now, soothing, until the last tremors subsided.

Then he moved up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my mouth. His cock pressed against my thigh, hot and urgent.

“I want you inside me,” I said, my voice still shaky.

He nodded, reaching for the nightstand where I kept a box of condoms. I handed him one, and he rolled it onto his cock, his movements efficient, focused.

He positioned himself over me, his eyes locked on mine. “How?”

“Just like this,” I said. “Slow.”

He entered me slowly, the head of his cock pushing past my entrance, filling me inch by inch. The feeling was profound—the physical reality of him, inside me, after a week of mediated intimacy. I felt every part of him, the stretch, the heat, the perfect fit.

When he was fully inside, he stopped, breathing heavily. “Sloane.”

“Move,” I whispered.

He began to thrust, a slow, deep rhythm. Each stroke pushed him deeper, each withdrawal left me aching for his return. He held my hips, his thumbs digging into my skin, anchoring me. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer.

The pace increased gradually, driven by mutual need. He fucked me with a concentrated intensity, his gaze never leaving my face. I watched him too, seeing the tension in his brow, the way his lips parted with each breath, the flicker of vulnerability in his eyes.

I touched his face, tracing the scar at his eye. He leaned into my touch, his thrusts becoming harder, faster.

“Look at me,” he said, a command, a request.

I looked. I saw him, Cassian Volk, the man who had watched me from behind a screen, now here, in my bed, his body joined with mine, his pleasure written across his face.

I felt another orgasm building, a deeper, fuller one. “I’m going to come again.”

“Come with me,” he said.

He reached between us, his hand finding my clit again, rubbing in time with his thrusts. The dual stimulation was unbearable, exquisite. My climax erupted, a violent, sweeping release that clamped around his cock, pulling him deeper.

He groaned, his own orgasm hitting. He thrust once, twice, three more times, deep and hard, then held still, buried in me as he came. I felt the pulse of him through the condom, the heat of his release.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome pressure. We lay together, breathing in unison, sweat cooling on our skin.

After a long while, he shifted, pulling out of me gently. He disposed of the condom, then returned to the bed, lying beside me. He pulled me into his arms, my back against his chest, his hand resting on my stomach.

We didn’t speak. The room was dark, quiet. The only sounds were our breaths, the distant hum of the city outside.

Eventually, I turned in his arms, facing him. “That was…”

“Real,” he finished.

“Yes.”

He kissed my forehead. “I don’t have a contract for this. No rules. No footage.”

“Just us.”

“Just us.”

We lay there for what felt like an hour, talking in fragments. He told me about his company, the years he’d spent building it, the isolation that came with the success. I told him about my early career, the struggle to be seen as an artist, not just a technician. The words were soft, unguarded.

Finally, he stirred. “I should go.”

I didn’t want him to. But I also didn’t want to ask him to stay. The ambiguity felt necessary, a space to breathe.

“Okay,” I said.

We rose, dressing slowly. He pulled on his jeans, his sweater. I put on a fresh pair of leggings and a tank top. We walked back to the living room, where the wine glasses still sat on the table.

He picked up his glass, finishing the last sip. “Tomorrow,” he said. “Can I see you tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Anywhere.”

He smiled. “I’ll think of a place.”

He walked to the door, and I followed. At the threshold, he turned, kissing me once more, a soft, lingering kiss.

“Goodnight, Sloane.”

“Goodnight, Cassian.”

He left, his footsteps descending the stairs. I listened until I couldn’t hear them anymore. Then I closed the door, leaning against it.

My body felt alive, every nerve awake. The sex had been explicit, physical, deeply satisfying. But more than that, it had been a translation. All the watching, all the wanting, had finally found its native tongue. It was touch. It was presence. It was two people in a room, with no glass between them.

I cleaned up the wine glasses, turned off the lights, and went back to my bedroom. The sheets still smelled of him, of us. I lay down, staring at the dark window.

Tomorrow. Anywhere.

The week was over. The contract was fulfilled. And now, we were starting something new, something with no pre-written rules, no predetermined end. It felt terrifying. It felt exhilarating.

I closed my eyes, and let the feeling carry me into sleep.




Chapter 23 — Native Tongue

The knock came at three in the afternoon. Not on the penthouse door this time, but on my apartment door, ordinary wood with old brass hardware and a scratch near the lock I’d never bothered to fix.

I walked over, the worn floorboards cool under my bare feet. I was dressed in faded jeans and a thin black t-shirt, my hair still damp from a shower. I pulled the door open.

Cassian stood there. He was wearing dark trousers, a grey Henley, and a leather jacket I hadn’t seen before. He held a single keycard in his hand. His eyes traveled over me, a slow, appreciative sweep that felt like a physical touch.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“Are you ready?”

“For what?”

He held up the keycard. “Anywhere.”

I grabbed my camera bag by instinct, slinging it over my shoulder. He glanced at it but said nothing. I slipped on a pair of boots and followed him down the stairs to the street. It wasn’t the charged quiet of the past week. It was something else. Something waiting to be filled.

“No driver?” I asked as the elevator opened into a dim, low-ceilinged garage.

He shook his head, leading me toward a sleek, gunmetal grey Porsche 911. “Not today.”

He opened the passenger door for me. I slid in, the interior smelling of new leather and something crisp, like cold air. He got in beside me, the engine purring to life with a low, visceral rumble. He drove out of the garage and into the bright Los Angeles afternoon.

We didn’t speak. He navigated the streets with a quiet confidence, heading west. The city blurred past the windows—the relentless sun, the palm trees, the endless sprawl. I watched his hands on the steering wheel, the small scar by his eye catching the light. I felt unmoored, untethered from the glass box that had defined our entire relationship. Out here, we were just two people in a car. It was stranger than anything we’d done inside.

After about forty minutes, we turned off the highway and began climbing a winding canyon road. The houses grew sparser, the vegetation wilder. Finally, he pulled through a set of iron gates that swung open automatically, and up a long, crushed-gravel driveway.

The house was modern, low-slung, all concrete and glass, nestled into the hillside. It was stark, beautiful, and utterly private.

He parked and turned off the engine. The silence rushed in.

“Is this yours?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “The place I had before the penthouse was finished. The place I kept when I realized the glass box couldn’t be the only way I lived.”

We got out. The air was cooler here, scented with sage and eucalyptus. He walked to the front door, unlocked it, and pushed it open, gesturing for me to enter.

I stepped inside. The entryway opened directly into a vast living room with a wall of glass overlooking the canyon. The view was breathtaking—layers of green and brown folding into the haze of the distant basin. The interior was minimally furnished: a large sectional sofa, a single chair, a fireplace of black slate. No art on the walls. No personal effects. It felt quiet rather than empty, furnished for use instead of display.

“It’s different from the penthouse,” I said, my voice softer here.

“I know,” he said, coming to stand beside me. He looked out at the view, not at me. “I wanted a place with history I didn’t have to perform for. Just space.”

I turned to look at him. “Why did you bring me here?”

Finally, he looked at me. His blue eyes were steady, intense. “Because the game is over, Sloane. The contract is fulfilled. The cameras are off. In that penthouse, everything was a choice, a performance, a frame. Even last night.” He took a step closer. “I need to know what’s left when the frame is gone. I need to know if you see me, or if you just saw a subject.”

My breath caught. The honesty of it was a blade, clean and sharp. “I see you, Cassian.”

“Prove it.”

“How?”

“Put the camera down.”

I glanced at the bag on my shoulder. It felt like a limb, a shield, my identity. I slowly slid the strap off and placed the bag on the concrete floor. It made a soft, definitive thud.

“Now what?” I asked, my hands feeling strangely empty.

He closed the distance between us. He didn’t touch me. He just stood there, close enough that I could feel the heat from his body, smell the clean scent of his soap and the leather of his jacket.

“Now,” he said, his voice low, “we speak the native tongue. Without an interpreter.”

He leaned in and kissed me. It was not like the kisses in the penthouse, which were all heat and history and layered consent. This kiss was a question. It was slow, searching, his lips moving over mine with a tenderness that made my chest ache. My hands came up, my fingers sliding into his hair, the strands soft and cool. He made a quiet sound against my mouth, a hum of approval, and his arms came around me, pulling me flush against him.

The kiss deepened. His tongue traced the seam of my lips, and I opened for him. The taste of him was familiar now, coffee and something uniquely him, a dark, clean flavor. I could feel the hard planes of his body through our clothes, the steady beat of his heart. We kissed until we were both breathless, until the world outside the glass wall ceased to exist.

He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against mine. His breathing was uneven. “I’ve wanted to do that since the moment you walked into the penthouse,” he whispered. “Just that. No screens. No secondary angles. Just this.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I needed to know you wanted it, too. Not because it was in the script. Not because the glass made it safe.” He pulled back, his hands coming up to cradle my face. “Do you want this, Sloane? Just this. Me and you. No archive. No audience. Not even yourself.”

I looked into his eyes, into the quiet intensity there, the vulnerability he was offering me like a gift. “Yes,” I said, the word leaving me on an exhale. “I want you. Just you.”

A shudder went through him. He kissed me again, harder this time, a kiss full of possession and relief. His hands left my face, sliding down my neck, over my shoulders, down my back to my hips. He gripped me there, pulling me even tighter against him, and I could feel the hard ridge of his cock through his trousers, pressing against my stomach. A bolt of pure, liquid heat shot through me.

I fumbled with the zipper of his jacket, pushing it off his shoulders. He let it fall to the floor without a glance. My hands went to the hem of his Henley, pulling it up. He raised his arms, letting me strip it off him. His chest was pale, defined, a dusting of dark hair between his pecs that trailed down his stomach. I ran my palms over the warm skin, feeling the muscle flex beneath my touch. He watched me, his gaze heavy.

“Your turn,” he said, his voice rough.

He reached for the hem of my t-shirt and lifted it slowly over my head. The cool air of the house kissed my skin, raising goosebumps. I stood before him in just my jeans and a simple black bra. His eyes darkened as they traveled over me, drinking in the sight with a hunger that was entirely unmediated.

“You are so beautiful,” he said, the words sounding ripped from him. “It’s almost painful to look at you.”

He reached behind me, his fingers deftly unhooking my bra. It loosened, and he slid the straps down my arms, letting it join the pile of clothes on the floor. He didn’t touch my breasts immediately. He just looked, his gaze so hot it felt like a physical caress. My nipples tightened under his scrutiny.

“Cassian,” I breathed, needing his touch.

He obliged. His hands came up, his thumbs brushing over my taut nipples. A sharp gasp escaped me. He leaned down, taking one peak into his mouth. The heat, the wet suction, the gentle scrape of his teeth sent a jolt straight to my core. I arched into him, my fingers tangling in his hair. He switched to the other breast, lavishing it with the same attention, until I was trembling, my knees weak.

He straightened, his lips wet, his eyes glazed with desire. “Jeans,” he commanded, his voice thick.

I nodded, my fingers clumsy on the button of my jeans. He pushed my hands away and did it himself, popping the button, dragging the zipper down. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of my jeans and panties and pushed them down in one firm motion. I stepped out of them, kicking off my boots in the process. Now I was completely naked before him, in the middle of this empty, sunlit room.

He took a half-step back, his gaze sweeping over me from head to toe. It was a look of pure, reverent possession. “Perfect,” he murmured.

Then he dropped to his knees.

My breath hitched. He placed his hands on my hips, steadying me, and then he leaned forward and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the junction of my thigh. His stubble scratched softly against my sensitive skin. He nuzzled me there, breathing me in, before turning his head and licking a slow, deliberate stripe up the center of my pussy.

I cried out, my hands flying to his shoulders. The sensation was electric, direct, and utterly consuming. There was no thought, no analysis, just feeling. He licked me again, this time circling my clit with the flat of his tongue. Pleasure, sharp and sweet, radiated out from that point.

“Cassian,” I moaned, my head falling back.

He hummed against me, the vibration making my legs shake. He settled in, his mouth a hot, wicked instrument of torture. He licked and sucked, his tongue delving inside me before returning to flick rapidly over my clit. He used his fingers, too, sliding two inside me, curling them in a come-hither motion that made me see stars. The sounds were obscene, wet and intimate, echoing in the vast, empty space. I was completely exposed, utterly vulnerable, and I’d never felt more powerful.

The coil of pleasure tightened rapidly, shockingly so. The build-up from a week of watching, of wanting, of last night’s release, had left me primed.

“I’m going to come,” I gasped, my fingers clutching at his hair.

He redoubled his efforts, his mouth sealing over my clit, sucking hard as his fingers pumped inside me. The orgasm broke over me like a wave, violent and total. I screamed, my body bowing, every muscle seizing as pleasure crashed through me in relentless pulses. He rode it out with me, his mouth gentle now, lapping softly until the last tremor subsided and I was sagging against him, boneless.

He held me up, his face buried against my stomach for a moment before he slowly rose to his feet. He kissed me, and I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky. The intimacy of it was staggering.

“Bedroom,” he said, his voice ragged. He scooped me up into his arms as if I weighed nothing. I looped my arms around his neck, nuzzling into his throat as he carried me down a short hallway and into a spacious bedroom. Like the living room, it was spare: a large platform bed with a grey linen duvet, more glass looking out onto the canyon.

He laid me down on the cool sheets. The afternoon light streamed in, painting golden rectangles across our skin. He stood beside the bed, looking down at me as he unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned his trousers, and pushed them and his boxer briefs down. His cock sprang free, thick and fully erect, the head flushed a dark red. He was magnificent.

He joined me on the bed, covering my body with his. The feel of his skin against mine, head to toe, was a revelation. He kissed me, deep and slow, as he settled between my thighs. The blunt head of his cock nudged at my entrance. I was still slick and sensitive from my orgasm, but he felt huge.

He broke the kiss, looking into my eyes. “Look at me,” he whispered.

I did. I held his gaze as he pushed inside me, inch by inexorable inch. There was no camera to perform for, no narrative to fulfill. There was just the stunning, overwhelming fullness of him, the stretch, the perfect fit. He seated himself fully, buried to the hilt, and we both groaned in unison.

He didn’t move for a long moment, just stayed there, joined, our breaths mingling. I could see every emotion in his eyes: want, awe, fear, hope. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him deeper.

“You feel like home,” I whispered, and the truth of it shocked me.

His eyes closed briefly, as if absorbing the words. When they opened, they were fierce. He began to move.

It was not the frantic, desperate pace of last night. This was something else. A deep, rolling rhythm, each thrust a deliberate act of connection. He withdrew almost completely, then sank back in, slow and deep, making me feel every millimeter. The friction was exquisite, a building fire in my core. The only sounds were our ragged breaths, the soft slap of skin, the rustle of sheets.

He shifted his angle slightly, and on the next thrust, he brushed a spot inside me that made my vision whiten. I cried out, my nails digging into his back.

“There?” he rasped.

“Yes. God, yes.”

He aimed for it, relentlessly, perfectly. The pleasure built again, a deeper, slower swell this time. It was in my belly, my thighs, my fingertips. It was in the way he watched my face, drinking in every gasp, every flutter of my eyelids. It was in the sweat that slicked his skin, in the corded muscle of his neck as he strained.

“Sloane,” he choked out. “I need… I need to see you come. I need to feel it.”

His hand slid between our bodies, his thumb finding my clit. The dual stimulation was too much, too perfect. The coil snapped. My orgasm rolled through me, a deep, shuddering convulsion that clenched around his cock, pulling a guttural shout from him. He drove into me once, twice more, and then he stilled, his body locking as his own release tore through him. I felt the hot pulse of him deep inside, and the intimacy of it, the raw vulnerability of it, broke something open in my chest.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome anchor. His face was buried in my neck, his breaths hot and ragged against my skin. I held him, my hands stroking his back, his hair. We stayed like that for a long time, until our heartbeats slowed and the sweat cooled on our skin.

Eventually, he shifted, rolling onto his side and taking me with him, keeping us connected. He brushed the damp hair from my forehead. His eyes were soft, sated, more open than I’d ever seen them.

“So,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “That’s the native tongue.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, surprised and light. “I think we’re fluent.”

He smiled, a real, unguarded smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Good.”

We lay in silence for a while, wrapped up in each other, watching the light in the canyon shift toward gold. The enormity of what had just happened—the absolute dissolution of every barrier between us—settled over me like a blanket. There were no more roles to play. I wasn’t the photographer. He wasn’t the subject. We were just Sloane and Cassian, two people who had seen each other, truly seen each other, and had chosen to stay.

“I’m hungry,” he said eventually.

“Me too.”

He kissed my shoulder and reluctantly pulled away. He got out of bed, walking naked across the room to a small minibar fridge. He returned with two bottles of water and a bar of dark chocolate. He got back into bed, handing me a bottle and breaking off a piece of chocolate.

We drank, we ate chocolate, and we talked. Not about the project, or the contract, or the footage. We talked about mundane things. He told me about growing up in Chicago, about his first computer, about how he hated the taste of cilantro. I told him about my mother’s terrible pottery phase, about my first camera, a thrift-store Nikon, about my secret love for terrible reality TV. The conversation was easy, meandering, filled with more laughter than I’d heard from him in the entire week.

As dusk painted the sky in shades of violet and orange, he got up again. “Stay there,” he said.

He returned a few minutes later with a soft, thick blanket, which he spread over us. He gathered me back into his arms, my back against his chest, his arms around me. We watched the stars begin to prick through the darkening sky.

“What happens tomorrow?” I asked softly, the real-world implications finally seeping in.

His arms tightened around me. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice a vibration against my spine. “But we don’t have to figure it out tonight. Tonight, we’re here. We’re real.”

He was right. For the first time in a long time, maybe ever, I was completely present in a moment, not looking for the angle, not framing the shot. I was just feeling. The solid warmth of his body behind me. The rise and fall of his breath. The quiet enormity of the canyon night.

“Cassian?”

“Hmm?”

“Thank you. For bringing me here. For this.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Thank you,” he whispered, “for seeing me.”

We fell asleep like that, tangled together in the middle of the big, empty bed, in the big, empty house, with the whole wide world waiting outside the glass. For the first time, the thought of the world outside didn’t fill me with dread. It felt like a possibility. A shot I hadn’t planned for, a composition waiting to be made. Together.




Chapter 24 — The Frame

I woke to the sound of birds and the smell of pine. Cassian was still wrapped around me, his breathing slow and deep. My cheek was pressed against his chest, my hand on his stomach. The blanket was warm, the morning light gentle and golden. For a long moment, I just listened to his heart, felt the steady rhythm of it against my skin. This was the quietest morning of the week. No glass walls, no downtown hum, no contract waiting. Just us.

He stirred, his hand moving up my back, his fingers tracing a slow line along my spine. “Morning,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

He shifted, propping himself up on one elbow to look at me. His grey hair was tousled, the scar at the corner of his left eye catching the light. He looked younger, softer, in this state. He looked like a man, not a founder. “Did you sleep?” he asked.

“I think I slept better than I have in years.”

He smiled, a small, private thing. “Me too.”

He leaned down and kissed me, a slow, unhurried morning kiss. It tasted of sleep and warmth. I wound my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. The kiss deepened, his tongue sliding against mine, his hand cupping the side of my face. There was no urgency, no agenda. It was just a kiss, in a bed, in a house, in a canyon. It was everything.

When he broke away, he kept his face close, his eyes on mine. “I want to make you breakfast,” he said.

“You cook?”

“I can scramble eggs. I have a theory about toast.”

I laughed. “I’d like to hear that theory.”

He got up, pulling the blanket around me as he left the bed. I watched him walk to the kitchen area, his body moving with a loose, easy grace. He wasn’t hiding, wasn’t performing. He was just doing. I sat up, the blanket draped over my shoulders, and watched him open cabinets, pull out a pan, find eggs.

“The theory,” he said, as he cracked eggs into a bowl, “is that toast is a vehicle. It’s not the star. It’s the thing that carries the butter, the jam, the avocado. So you have to treat it with respect, but not undue reverence. A good, solid toast. Not too soft, not too crunchy.”

“A neutral canvas,” I said.

He looked over at me, a smile playing on his lips. “Exactly.”

He cooked, and I watched. It was a reversal of every dynamic we’d established. He was the one moving in the space, being observed. I was the one sitting, watching. But it wasn’t the same. There was no camera, no screen, no distance. I was watching him because I wanted to see him, not because I was paid to, or because he’d asked me to. I was watching him because he was beautiful, and because the sight of him making breakfast in a quiet kitchen filled me with a deep, quiet joy.

He brought two plates over, setting them on the edge of the bed. Scrambled eggs, toast, sliced avocado. He sat down beside me, our legs tangled under the blanket. We ate in silence, the only sounds our chewing, the birds outside, the soft rustle of the blanket.

When we finished, he took the plates away, then came back and sat beside me again. He looked at me, his expression serious. “Sloane,” he said. “Today is the last day with the apartment.”

I nodded. I’d known it, of course. But hearing him say it made my stomach tighten. “The shoot is over,” I said.

“The shoot is over,” he echoed. “The rental handoff is at midnight tonight. After that, technically, you’re no longer occupying my space. I’m no longer your client.”

“Technically,” I said.

He reached out and took my hand, his fingers wrapping around mine. “I don’t want it to be technical,” he said. “I want you to stay. Not in the apartment. Not as my photographer. I want you to stay with me.”

I looked at him. His eyes were clear, intent. He wasn’t asking for a fantasy, for a continuation of the game. He was asking for something real. “Where?” I asked.

“Anywhere,” he said. “Here. Back in the city. My place, your place, a new place. I don’t care. I just want you there.”

My heart was beating hard, a steady drum against my ribs. “Cassian,” I said, my voice low. “What does that look like? No cameras? No screens? No… performance?”

He shook his head. “No. Not unless we both want it. And then it would be different. It wouldn’t be a contract. It would be a choice. A gift.” He paused, his grip on my hand tightening. “I spent a week watching you because I needed to see someone who could look back. You spent a week letting me watch because you needed to be seen. We got what we needed. Now I want to know what happens when we stop needing and start wanting.”

I felt a rush of heat through my body, a flush of desire that was sharp and clean. I leaned forward, pressing my forehead against his. “I want you,” I whispered.

“I want you,” he said back.

Then his hands were on my face, pulling me into a kiss that was not gentle, not slow. It was hungry, deep, full of the promise of everything we’d been holding back. I kissed him back with the same hunger, my fingers digging into his shoulders, my body pressing against him. The blanket fell away, and I was naked against him, his clothes rough against my skin.

He broke the kiss, his hands moving down my body, tracing the lines of my ribs, my hips. “I want to see you,” he said, his voice rough. “Not through a screen. Not from another room. Right here.”

“I want to see you,” I said. “All of you.”

He stood up, pulling his shirt over his head, dropping it on the floor. He unbuckled his jeans, pushed them down, kicked them away. He stood before me, naked, in the morning light. His body was lean, strong, the muscles defined but not bulky. His cock was hard, already flushed and full. The sight of him, completely exposed, completely offered, made my breath catch.

I got up from the bed, standing before him. He looked at me, his eyes traveling over every inch of my skin. “You’re perfect,” he said, and it wasn’t a compliment, it was an observation.

I reached out, my hand touching his chest, feeling the warmth of his skin, the beat of his heart. I traced the line of his collarbone, his shoulder, his arm. I touched his stomach, the firm muscles beneath my palm. Then I reached lower, my fingers wrapping around his cock. It was hot, solid, pulsing with life. He let out a sharp breath, his eyes closing for a second.

“Sloane,” he said.

I stroked him, slowly, learning the shape of him, the texture. He was smooth, velvety, hard. I moved my hand up and down, watching his face, watching the pleasure tighten his features. He reached for me, his hands on my hips, pulling me close. He kissed me again, his mouth desperate, his tongue plunging deep.

Then he guided me back to the bed, laying me down on the soft sheets. He knelt between my legs, his hands on my thighs, spreading me open. He looked at my pussy, his gaze intense, studying. “I’ve seen this,” he said, his voice low. “On screen. In photos. But I haven’t tasted it. I haven’t felt it.”

He leaned down, his mouth meeting my clit. The contact was electric, a shock of pleasure that made me cry out. He didn’t tease, didn’t play. He licked me with firm, deliberate strokes, his tongue pressing against my clit, then dipping into my opening. I arched off the bed, my hands grabbing his hair, holding him to me. The sensation was overwhelming, a direct, physical connection that erased every mediated moment we’d had before. This was him, his mouth on me, his breath against my skin, his hands gripping my thighs to hold me open.

He fucked me with his tongue, deep and slow, then focused on my clit, sucking, rubbing, driving me higher. I was moaning, writhing, my hips bucking against his face. I could feel the orgasm building, a tight, hot coil in my belly. “Cassian,” I gasped. “I’m going to—”

He didn’t stop. He pushed me over, his mouth working me until I shattered, a sharp, bright climax that tore through me, leaving me shaking, breathless. He kept licking, gentler now, soothing, as I came down.

When he finally pulled away, his face was wet, his lips swollen. He looked up at me, his eyes dark with satisfaction. “Now,” he said. “Now I want to be inside you.”

I nodded, my body still trembling. “Yes.”

He moved up, positioning himself over me, his cock nudging against my opening. He looked into my eyes, holding my gaze. “Tell me,” he said.

“I’m on birth control,” I said, the words as clear as any consent we’d given. “Recent test. Clean.”

“Same,” he said, breath rough. “Clean. And I want this only if you want it.”

“I want you inside me,” I said, deliberate.

He pushed in, slowly, steadily, filling me. The sensation was profound, a deep, stretching fullness that made me gasp. He kept going, until he was fully inside, his body pressed against mine. He held there, his forehead against mine, his breath mingling with mine.

“You feel…” he started, then stopped, shaking his head. “You feel like everything.”

Then he began to move. His thrusts were slow, deep, measured. Each stroke pushed him deep inside me, each withdrawal left me aching for his return. I wrapped my legs around his hips, holding him close, matching his rhythm. The friction was exquisite, a building heat that spread through my entire body. I could feel every inch of him, every movement, every shift.

He kissed me as he fucked me, his mouth covering mine, his tongue sliding against mine. His hands were on my face, on my breasts, on my hips, gripping me, guiding me. The intimacy was total, consuming. There was no part of me he wasn’t touching, no part of him I wasn’t feeling.

“Touch yourself,” he murmured against my lips. “I want to see you touch yourself while I’m inside you.”

I reached down, my fingers finding my clit, already sensitive, already swollen. I rubbed myself, the added stimulation sending sparks through my nerves. He watched, his eyes locked on my hand, on my face. His thrusts became harder, faster, driven by the sight.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, his voice ragged. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

The combination of his cock inside me, his words in my ear, my own fingers on my clit, pushed me toward another climax. It built faster, hotter, a rolling wave of pleasure that gathered in my core and then exploded. I cried out, my body convulsing around him, my fingers digging into his shoulders. He kept fucking me through it, driving me deeper into the orgasm, until I was panting, limp, overwhelmed.

He was still hard, still moving. He shifted, pulling me up so I was straddling him, my knees on either side of his hips. He held me by my waist, guiding me as I lowered myself onto his cock. This angle was deeper, more intense. I controlled the movement, rocking back and forth, up and down, finding a rhythm that made me gasp.

He watched me, his hands on my breasts, his thumbs brushing my nipples. “You look like a goddess,” he said. “Taking what you want.”

I leaned forward, kissing him, my movements becoming more urgent, more desperate. I could feel his orgasm building, the tension in his body, the way his breath caught. “Come with me,” I whispered. “Come inside me.”

He groaned, his hands tightening on my hips, his thrusts becoming erratic, forceful. I kept moving, kept rubbing my clit, pushing myself toward another peak. It hit us both at the same moment. He shouted, his body shuddering, his cock pulsing deep inside me as he came. I felt the hot rush of his release, and it triggered my own, a second, crashing orgasm that merged with his, a wave of pleasure so intense I saw stars.

I collapsed against him, my body spent, my heart hammering. He held me, his arms wrapped around me, his face buried in my neck. We stayed like that for a long time, breathing together, sweating together, coming down together.

Eventually, he shifted, pulling me down beside him, keeping me close. We lay tangled in the sheets, the morning light warming our skin. He kissed my shoulder, my cheek, my forehead.

“That,” he said, his voice soft, “was not a performance.”

“No,” I said. “It was real.”

We dozed, waking and sleeping in fits, touching each other lazily, talking in low murmurs. The day passed in a slow, golden haze. We showered together, washing each other with a careful, tender attention. We dressed in clean clothes from his bag—soft cotton pants, simple shirts. We walked outside, into the canyon, holding hands as we followed a narrow trail through the trees.

The world outside the glass was different. It was open, wild, unstructured. But we were still us. We still watched each other. He watched me as I stopped to examine a leaf, as I tilted my head to listen to a bird. I watched him as he navigated the path, as he stood still and looked at the sky. The watching was different, though. It wasn’t a transaction. It was an appreciation.

We returned to the house as the afternoon began to fade. He made tea, and we sat on the couch, looking out at the canyon. The silence was comfortable, filled with the understanding that we didn’t need to fill it.

“I have to go back to the apartment,” I said finally. “My things are there. The final shots are on the drives. I need to pack.”

He nodded. “I’ll drive you.”

“And then?” I asked.

He looked at me. “And then you decide. You can go home. You can stay with me. You can do whatever you want.”

“What do you want?” I asked.

He took my hand. “I want you to choose. Without a contract. Without a commission. Just choose.”

We drove back to the city as the sun set. The canyon faded into suburbs, then into the dense, bright grid of LA. The penthouse tower gleamed in the distance, a needle of glass and light. As we approached, my stomach tightened again. The week was over. The apartment was nearly no longer mine. The project was complete.

We parked in the underground garage, took the elevator up. The doors opened onto the familiar space, the vast, glass-walled room that had been my world for seven days. My equipment was still set up, my bags were by the door. The space felt different, though. It felt like a stage after the play has ended. The set was still there, but the actors had gone home.

I walked to my laptop, opening it, checking the final drives. The portfolio was complete. Every shot was tagged, edited, organized. I had done my job. Cassian stood by the window, looking out at the city, his back to me.

“It’s done,” I said.

He turned. “The photos are perfect.”

“They are,” I said. “They’re exactly what you wanted.”

“They’re exactly what I asked for,” he said. “But they’re not what I want now.”

I looked at him. “What do you want now?”

He walked toward me, stopping a few feet away. “I want the photographer. Not the photos.”

My heart skipped. “You have the photographer.”

“Do I?” he asked.

I closed the laptop. I walked to him, stopping before him, looking up into his face. “Yes,” I said. “You have me. Not as a tenant. Not as a contractor. As me.”

He cupped my face, his thumbs brushing my cheeks. “Then stay.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Here,” he said. “With me. This apartment is mine. It can be yours too. Or we can find another. But tonight, stay here. With me.”

I thought about my apartment, my quiet, dark space where I lived alone. I thought about my routine, my solitude, my safety. Then I thought about this week, about the way he had seen me, about the way I had seen him. About the way we had touched each other in the canyon house, real and unmediated.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll stay.”

He kissed me, a soft, sealing kiss. Then he helped me pack my equipment, my clothes, my personal items. We moved everything into his bedroom, a space I had never actually slept in. It was simpler than the main room, a large bed, a few pieces of furniture, a window looking east.

Night fell. We ordered food, ate it on the floor by the window, talking about nothing important. We laughed. We touched each other casually, a hand on a knee, a brush of fingers.

Later, we went to bed. We undressed each other slowly, with a calm, deliberate care. We lay down together, skin against skin, and we touched each other again. This time, it was not about climax, not about performance. It was about connection, about learning each other’s bodies in a new way, without the pressure of a camera, a screen, a deadline.

He kissed my neck, my shoulders, my breasts. I kissed his chest, his stomach, his thighs. We explored each other with our hands, our mouths, our eyes. We talked, whispering questions and answers into the dark.

“Do you like this?” he asked, his fingers tracing a line along my inner thigh.

“Yes,” I said.

“Tell me,” he said.

“I like the way your fingers feel. I like the way you look at me when you touch me.”

He smiled, his eyes soft. “I like the way you breathe when I touch you. I like the way your skin gets warm.”

We moved together, his cock sliding into me from behind, his arms wrapped around me, his chest against my back. We moved slowly, languidly, a deep, rocking rhythm that felt like a conversation. There were no fireworks, no crashing climaxes. There was a steady, building pleasure that peaked in a quiet, rolling release, a sigh rather than a shout.

After, we lay together, his body curved around mine, his breath against my ear.

“Tomorrow,” he said, “we’ll figure out the rest. We’ll decide where we live. We’ll decide what we do.”

“Tomorrow,” I agreed.

But for now, we were here. In the glass-walled apartment that had been our stage, our laboratory, our confession booth. Now it was just a room. A room where two people who had learned to see each other were lying together, holding each other, planning to keep doing it.

I fell asleep with his arms around me, with the city lights twinkling beyond the glass, with the certainty that the frame of my life had just gotten wider, deeper, and infinitely more beautiful.




Chapter 25 — The Frame

I woke up with Cassian’s arm draped over my waist, his face buried in the pillow beside me. The morning light was harsh, flooding the room in a way I’d become accustomed to, but today it felt different. It felt final. This was the last morning of the contract.

He stirred, his eyes opening slowly. He blinked, focused on me, and smiled. It was a simple, unguarded smile. No performance, no observation. Just a man waking up next to a woman he liked.

“Morning,” he said, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

He stretched, the muscles of his back and shoulders flexing. I watched him, cataloging the details: the small scar at the corner of his left eye, the faint silver hairs at his temples, the way his skin looked warm in the sunlight. I’d photographed him countless times now, but this felt like the first time I was seeing him without any intermediary, without any intention. Just seeing.

“What’s the plan for today?” he asked, rolling onto his side to face me.

“The plan,” I said, “is to pack my gear. The final portfolio is done. The client—you—have your images. The apartment handoff is at midnight.”

“And after midnight?”

“We figure out the rest. Like you said.”

He nodded, his gaze steady. “I want to show you something before you pack.”

He got up, padding naked to the living room. I followed, wrapping myself in one of the sheets from the bed. He went to the wall of screens that usually displayed his footage or my photographs. He tapped a control, and the screens went dark.

“I’ve been working on something,” he said. “A project. Not for the company. For myself.”

He tapped another command, and the screens lit up again, but not with live feeds or still images. They displayed a single, continuous video stream, divided across the three large panels. It was us. It was the week.

But it wasn’t raw footage. It was edited, curated. The left screen showed moments from my perspective: me setting up my camera, me looking out at the city, me noticing the monitor in the bathroom, me typing the password. The center screen showed his perspective: him watching from his study, him observing me through the glass, him seeing me see him. The right screen showed the merged perspective: us together in the same room, the first kiss, the first explicit session, the quiet nights talking, last night’s slow, intimate sex.

It was a timeline of our mutual watching.

“This is what I’ve been doing with the footage,” Cassian said, his voice low. “Not archiving it. Not deleting it. Assembling it. I wanted to see the narrative. The one we made.”

I stared at the screens. It was breathtaking. It was terrifying. It was the most honest thing I’d ever seen.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I wanted to understand it,” he said. “I wanted to see if what happened here was just a experiment, a kink, a week-long fantasy. Or if it was something else.”

He paused, looking at me. “It’s something else. It’s a beginning.”

I felt a lump in my throat. “It’s a record.”

“Yes,” he said. “And I want you to have it. Not all the raw files. Just this. This edited version. This story.”

I walked closer to the screens, the sheet trailing behind me. I watched the center panel freeze on an image of Cassian, his face intent, watching me through the glass as I photographed myself on the third day. His expression was one of pure, unadulterated focus. Not possession. Not lust. Just… attention.

“I don’t know if I can take it,” I said. “It feels too big.”

“It’s yours,” he said simply. “You can delete it. You can keep it. You can watch it once and never again. But it belongs to you. It’s the other half of your portfolio. The subject’s view of the photographer.”

I turned to him. “And what do you get?”

He smiled again, that soft, private smile. “I get to know that you have it. That you saw it. That you understand what I saw.”

We stood there for a long moment, watching the silent video play on the screens. It was a confession, in triplicate.

Finally, I said, “I need to pack.”

He nodded. “I’ll help.”

We spent the morning methodically dismantling my temporary studio. We collapsed the tripods, wrapped the lenses in their protective cases, slid the camera bodies into their bags. I packed the hard drives containing the final architectural shots, the portfolio he’d commissioned. It was a beautiful body of work. The glass walls, the minimalist furniture, the play of light across the surfaces. It was everything the agency wanted. It would make my career.

It felt hollow compared to the three screens in the living room.

Cassian worked beside me, his movements efficient and quiet. He didn’t try to fill the silence with talk. He just existed in the space with me, a solid, calm presence. When everything was packed into my cases and bags, stacked neatly by the elevator door, the apartment looked bare again. It looked like it had on the first day: a stunning, empty shell.

“It’s noon,” Cassian said, checking his watch. “The apartment handoff is at midnight. You have twelve hours left in the space.”

I looked at him. “What should we do with them?”

He reached out and took my hand. His fingers were warm, firm. “I want to photograph you.”

I blinked. “You?”

“Yes,” he said. “Not with your camera. With mine. I want to take a picture of you. One picture. The last picture taken inside this apartment during this contract.”

I felt a flutter in my chest. “You don’t photograph.”

“I’ve never wanted to,” he said. “Until now.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

He went to his study and returned with a camera. It was a simple, high-end digital model, sleek and black. He held it with a familiarity that surprised me.

“You know how to use it,” I said.

“I know how to see,” he replied. “The mechanics are easy.”

He led me to the center of the living room, where the light from the three walls converged. “Stand here,” he said.

I stood, the sheet still wrapped around my body. I felt exposed, even though I was covered. This was different from my own self-portraits. This was him, looking at me, with intent. With a tool. With a desire to capture.

“Drop the sheet,” he said, his voice calm.

I let the sheet fall. It pooled around my feet. I stood naked in the confluence of light, my skin glowing, my short black hair stark against the brightness. I didn’t pose. I just stood. I looked at him.

He raised the camera. He didn’t fiddle with settings. He just looked through the viewfinder, then at me. His gaze was the same as it had been on the screens: focused, attentive, deep.

He took the picture. One click. One soft, mechanical sound.

He lowered the camera and looked at the image on the screen. He studied it for a long time, his face still. Then he looked at me.

“It’s perfect,” he said.

“Can I see?”

He walked over and handed me the camera. I looked at the image.

It was me. Not a glamorous version. Not a sexualized version. Just me. Naked, vulnerable, real. The light sculpted my form, but it didn’t hide anything. It showed the curve of my hip, the line of my collarbone, the slight asymmetry of my shoulders from carrying heavy gear for years. It showed my face, my eyes looking directly at the lens—at him—with a mixture of trust and defiance.

It was the most truthful portrait of myself I’d ever seen.

“You see me,” I whispered.

“Yes,” he said.

I handed the camera back. He set it aside.

Then he came to me. He didn’t touch me immediately. He just stood close, his body inches from mine, his eyes roaming my face.

“I want you,” he said. “Not just to watch. Not just to photograph. I want you, Sloane. All of you. Inside this contract and outside of it.”

I reached up and touched his face, tracing the scar at his eye. “I want you too.”

He kissed me. It was a deep, claiming kiss, but not possessive. It was a kiss of recognition. His hands came to my hips, holding me steady. I felt his cock hardening against my stomach, the heat of his body enveloping me.

We didn’t move to the bed. We stayed there, in the center of the room, in the heart of the glass-walled space. He knelt before me, his hands sliding up my thighs. He looked up at me, his blue eyes vivid.

“I want to taste you,” he said.

I spread my legs slightly, an invitation. He leaned in, his mouth finding my pussy with an instinctual accuracy. His tongue swept over my clit, a slow, deliberate stroke. I gasped, my hands coming to his head, my fingers threading through his silvering hair.

He licked me, explored me, with the same focused attention he gave everything. He didn’t rush. He didn’t perform. He just tasted, learning the shape of me, the response of me. I moaned, my hips rocking forward, seeking more pressure.

“Cassian,” I breathed.

He responded by sliding two fingers inside me, curling them upward, while his tongue continued to circle my clit. The dual sensation was overwhelming. I could feel my orgasm building, a tight, hot coil in my core. I could see us reflected in the glass walls—a man kneeling before a woman, devoted, intimate—and the sight amplified everything.

“I’m close,” I warned.

He didn’t stop. He intensified, his fingers pumping, his tongue flicking faster. I cried out, my body tensing, and then the release washed over me, a wave of pleasure that made my knees buckle. He held me up, his arms strong, his mouth still on me until the last tremor passed.

Then he stood, lifting me effortlessly, and carried me to the nearest wall of glass. He set me against it, the cool surface contrasting with my heated skin. He pressed his body against me, his cock hard and urgent against my belly.

“Look outside,” he whispered.

I turned my head and looked past his shoulder. Forty floors below, the city moved, oblivious. Cars streamed, people walked, life continued. And here we were, pressed against a glass wall, exposed to the sky, hidden from the ground.

“They can’t see us,” he said.

“But we can see them,” I replied.

He kissed my neck, my shoulder. “Do you want me here?”

“Yes.”

He reached between us, guiding his cock to my entrance. He pushed inside, slowly, filling me in one smooth, deep stroke. I groaned, my back arching against the glass. He held me there, his hands on my hips, his body pinning me to the transparent wall.

We started to move. His thrusts were measured, powerful. Each one drove me against the glass, each one sent a shock of pleasure through my nerves. I could feel every inch of him, the hard length of his cock, the soft skin of his shaft, the way he swelled inside me.

I turned my head again, watching the city. The surreal contrast of the public view and the private act made everything feel heightened, insane, beautiful. I was being fucked against a window overlooking downtown LA, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

“Touch yourself,” Cassian murmured, his breath hot against my ear.

I obeyed, reaching between my own legs, finding my clit again. I rubbed it as he thrust, the combined sensations pushing me toward another peak. He watched me do it, his eyes dark with arousal.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, his voice ragged. “So fucking beautiful.”

I came again, harder this time, a sharp, clenching orgasm that made me scream against his shoulder. He kept moving, his rhythm becoming faster, more urgent. He was chasing his own finish now, his hips pistonning, his grip on me tightening.

“Sloane,” he gasped.

“Let go,” I urged.

He did. With a final, deep thrust, he buried himself inside me and shuddered, his release hot and sudden. I felt him pulse within me, felt his body go rigid, then slacken against me. We stayed there, pinned to the glass, breathing heavily, our sweat mingling on our skin.

After a minute, he pulled out gently, but kept me against the wall, his arms around me.

“That’s one way to spend the afternoon,” I said, my voice weak.

He laughed, a soft, genuine laugh. “There are others.”

We cleaned up, showered together in the master bath—the same shower where I’d first seen the monitor—and then dressed in casual clothes. We made lunch, ate it at the dining table, and talked.

We talked about practical things. Where we would live. I had my apartment in Silver Lake, small and cluttered with gear. He had this penthouse, sterile and vast. Neither seemed right.

“We could find something new,” Cassian said. “Something with a studio for you, and a study for me. Something with windows, but maybe not all glass.”

“Something with a door between the rooms,” I added, smiling.

He nodded. “A door we can open or close.”

We talked about work. My career was taking off; the portfolio from this week would bring in new commissions. He wasn’t working, but he had projects, like the video compilation, that he wanted to pursue.

“I don’t want to be a professional photographer,” he said. “But I want to keep seeing. And I want to keep seeing you.”

“I want to keep being seen by you,” I replied.

It was simple. It was complex. It was us.

The afternoon faded into evening. We sat on the sofa, watching the sunset paint the sky in oranges and purples. The city lights began to twinkle again.

“Midnight is coming,” I said.

“Yes,” he said.

He turned to me. “I have a proposal.”

“Another contract?”

“No,” he said. “A question. Will you stay with me? Not here, necessarily. But with me. In a life. In a frame we build together.”

I looked at him. This man who had watched me, who had let me watch him, who had shown me the most vulnerable parts of himself and asked for mine in return.

“Yes,” I said.

He leaned in and kissed me, a sweet, lingering kiss.

Then he stood and went to the control panel for the screens. He brought up the edited video again, but this time, he navigated to the end. The final segment was blank, just a black screen with a timecode running.

“This is where the story continues,” he said. “Offscreen. Outside the frame.”

I stood and joined him. “I want to see it.”

“You will,” he said. “We will.”

We spent the last hours of the contract in a quiet, sustained intimacy. We didn’t have sex again, but we touched constantly. We sat close, we held hands, we kissed intermittently. We talked about small things—favorite movies, hated foods, childhood memories.

As midnight approached, my packed bags by the elevator felt like a symbol. They represented the end of the professional arrangement. But they also represented the beginning of something else. I wasn’t leaving him. I was leaving the apartment.

At eleven-thirty, Cassian stood and said, “I want to do one more thing.”

“What?”

“I want you to photograph me. One last photograph. Here. With your camera.”

I felt a surge of emotion. “Okay.”

I unpacked one camera body, one lens. I set it up on the tripod, framing him against the night window, the city sprawling behind him. He stood still, looking at me, not at the lens.

I took the picture. It was a portrait of Cassian Volk, not as a billionaire, not as a recluse, but as a man. A man who had chosen to be seen.

I packed the camera again.

At midnight, the apartment handoff arrived. The legal obligation ended.

Cassian walked me to the elevator, my bags in hand. He loaded them inside.

“I’ll follow you down,” he said. “I’ll drive you home. Or to wherever you want to go tonight.”

“My apartment,” I said. “For tonight. Then we can start looking for that new place tomorrow.”

He nodded. “Tomorrow.”

We rode down the elevator together, standing side by side. The descent felt like a transition, a movement from one world to another.

In the garage, he loaded my bags into his car—a simple, expensive sedan—and we drove through the night streets of LA toward Silver Lake. The city felt different now. It felt like a place we could inhabit together.

At my apartment, he helped me carry my gear inside. My space was cluttered, lived-in, full of my history. He looked around, his eyes taking in the details.

“It’s you,” he said.

“It is.”

We stood in the middle of the living room, surrounded by my things.

“Can I stay?” he asked.

“Yes.”

We didn’t set up any cameras. We didn’t turn on any monitors. We just went to my bedroom, a smaller, darker room than the penthouse, and lay down together on my bed.

We held each other. We kissed. We touched. And then, we began again.

He undressed me slowly, peeling off my clothes with a reverence that made my heart ache. I undressed him, revealing the body I now knew so well. We lay naked together, skin to skin, in the dim light from my window.

“I love you,” he said, the words simple and direct.

I hadn’t expected him to say it. I hadn’t planned to say it back. But the truth was there, undeniable.

“I love you too,” I whispered.

He kissed me, and then his hands began to explore me again. This time, there was no glass wall. There was no camera. There was no contract. There was just us, in a small bedroom in Silver Lake, learning each other in a new context.

His fingers found my pussy, already wet, already eager. He stroked me, his touch knowing, intimate. I moaned, arching into his hand.

“I want to feel you,” I said, reaching for his cock.

It was hard, thick, warm. I paused with him against me, the practical words as necessary as the wanting. “I’m on birth control. Recent test. Clean.”

“Same,” he said, voice rough. “Clean. And only if you want no barrier.”

“I do.”

I guided him to my entrance, and he slid inside, settling into a rhythm that felt familiar and new all at once. We moved together, our bodies syncing, our breaths mingling.

This sex was slower, deeper, more emotional. Each thrust felt like a promise. Each kiss felt like a seal. I held him close, my arms around his shoulders, my face buried in his neck.

“Cassian,” I murmured.

“Sloane,” he replied.

We climbed together, the pleasure building in a steady, inexorable wave. When I came, it was with tears in my eyes, a release that felt like a surrender to something greater than myself. He followed, his own climax a shuddering, powerful event that he voiced with a low, ragged groan against my skin.

After, we lay entwined, sweat-damp and spent.

“The frame is wider now,” I said, thinking of the glass walls, of the city beyond, of this room, of him.

“Yes,” he said. “And it’s ours.”

We slept. And in the morning, we woke up together, in a new place, with a new day ahead. The week in the penthouse was over. The life after it had begun.

I was no longer just the photographer. He was no longer just the subject. We were collaborators. We were partners. We were two people who had learned to see each other, and who had decided to keep looking.

The last chapter of the contract was closed. The first chapter of everything else was just beginning.




Chapter 26 — Outside the Frame

The first week after the penthouse was a study in ordinary dislocation. I woke up in my own bed, in my own apartment, and for a moment I didn’t know where I was. The light was different—softer, filtered through the single window facing the alley instead of the floor-to-ceiling glass of the penthouse. The sounds were different—traffic from the street below instead of the distant hum of forty floors up. The space was different—cluttered with my cameras, my books, my life, instead of the minimalist perfection of Cassian’s world.

I reached for my phone. There was a text from him, sent at 6:03 AM.

Cassian: I miss the view.

I smiled, typing back. Sloane: Which one?

Cassian: All of them.

I got out of bed, padding to the kitchen to make coffee. My apartment felt both utterly familiar and strangely alien. I’d lived here for three years, but after a week in the penthouse, everything seemed smaller, messier, more real. The paint was chipped in the corner by the fridge. The faucet dripped. There was a stack of unopened mail on the counter. This was my life, my actual life, not a curated experience.

My phone buzzed again.

Cassian: Breakfast? I can come to you.

Sloane: My kitchen is approximately the size of your bathroom sink.

Cassian: Then I’ll bring breakfast. Thirty minutes.

I didn’t argue. I showered, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt—actual clothes, not the silk robe or nakedness that had been my wardrobe for seven days—and waited.

When he arrived, he looked different too. He was wearing dark jeans and a grey sweater, carrying a paper bag from a bakery downtown. He’d driven here himself, not taken a car service. He was holding two coffee cups in a cardboard carrier.

“You look…” I started, then trailed off.

“Human?” he finished, stepping inside.

“I was going to say real.”

He set the bag and coffee on my small dining table. “I am real. So are you.”

“That’s the problem,” I said. “I’m not sure I remember how to be.”

He unpacked the bag: croissants, fruit, a small container of yogurt. He handed me a coffee. “Black, one sugar. I remembered.”

“Thank you.”

We sat. We ate. We talked about nothing important—the weather, a movie he’d seen, a gallery exhibition I wanted to check out. It was normal. It was terrifying.

After breakfast, he helped me wash the dishes. Our hands brushed under the warm water. I looked at him, and he looked at me, and for a moment we were back in the penthouse, naked and exposed and perfectly understood.

“I have to go to my studio today,” I said, drying my hands. “I have a meeting with my agent about the penthouse portfolio.”

“I have meetings too,” he said. “Advisory calls. Investment reviews. The mundane machinery of having too much money.”

I smiled. “Poor you.”

He kissed me, just a quick brush of his lips against mine. “Call me after your meeting?”

“I will.”

He left, and I was alone again.



My studio was in a converted warehouse in the Arts District. I arrived to find my agent, Mara, already there, pacing in front of the light table where I’d laid out the final prints from the penthouse shoot.

“Sloane,” she said, turning as I entered. “These are… extraordinary.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. The photographs were some of the best work I’d ever done. There were the architectural shots, of course—the clean lines of the penthouse, the way the light moved through the space, the city framed by the glass walls. But there were also the private contact sheets: Cassian watching from the other room, me reflected in the glass, the approved art nudes we had both marked for possible discussion. The explicit work stayed encrypted in a separate folder. The public portfolio was intimate without exposing what belonged only to us.

“I can’t believe he let you bring these for review,” Mara said, gesturing to a private proof of Cassian, nude from the waist up, his back to the camera as he looked out at the city.

“He approved this private review,” I said. “The contract is explicit about what can and can’t leave the room.”

“No, I mean…” She shook her head. “Most clients in his position would want these buried. Locked away. Not displayed.”

“He’s not most clients.”

“Clearly.” She picked up a print of me, taken from the mutually approved perspective through the glass. I was bent over my camera, completely absorbed in my work, aware of the lens but not performing for it. “This one—it’s going to be controversial. People will call it voyeuristic.”

“It is voyeuristic,” I said. “That’s the point.”

She looked at me, her expression serious. “Are you sure you’re ready for this? For the attention these will bring?”

I thought about the question. Thought about the week in the penthouse. Thought about Cassian’s edited footage, the story he’d assembled of our mutual watching.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m ready.”

We spent the next two hours selecting images for the gallery pitch, planning the layout, discussing pricing. Mara was excited, already talking about possible buyers, about reviews, about the next steps in my career. I listened, but part of me was somewhere else—thinking about Cassian, about what we were building, about how this work, this art, was inextricably tied to him.

After the meeting, I texted him.

Sloane: Meeting done. Mara loves the work. Wants to take the proposal to a gallery owner Monday.

Cassian: Good. Where?

Sloane: Downtown gallery. Big space. Lots of exposure.

Cassian: Literally.

I laughed. Sloane: Very funny.

Cassian: Dinner tonight? My place?

Sloane: Your actual place, not the penthouse?

Cassian: Yes. My home. The one with walls.

Sloane: I’d like that.



Cassian’s home was nothing like the penthouse. It was a mid-century modern house in Topanga, surrounded by trees, private but not isolated. There were walls, yes, but they were mostly glass, opening onto a courtyard and a pool. It was still a house designed for seeing and being seen, but in a different way.

He answered the door himself. He’d changed into casual clothes—sweatpants and a t-shirt—and he was barefoot. “Come in.”

I stepped inside. The house was warm, lived-in. There were books on shelves, art on the walls, a dog—a large, shaggy mutt—asleep on a rug by the fireplace.

“You have a dog,” I said, surprised.

“He’s new,” Cassian said. “I got him yesterday. His name is Frame.”

I laughed. “Of course it is.”

The dog lifted his head, thumped his tail once, then went back to sleep.

Cassian led me to the kitchen, where he was cooking. Pasta, from the smell of it. Garlic and tomatoes and basil.

“I didn’t know you cooked,” I said, leaning against the counter.

“I don’t, usually. But I’m trying to learn. Normal human things.”

“You don’t have to be normal,” I said. “I liked you abnormal.”

He smiled, stirring the sauce. “I know. But I want to be able to do this. To have you over for dinner. To make pasta. To have a dog that sleeps by the fire.”

I watched him cook. He was focused, intent, the same way he’d been when watching me through the glass. But this was different. This was participation, not observation.

We ate at the dining table, with candles and wine and the dog begging for scraps. We talked about our days, about our work, about nothing and everything. It was comfortable. It was easy.

After dinner, we took our wine to the living room. The glass walls looked out onto the courtyard, where lights were strung in the trees. It was beautiful, but it wasn’t the penthouse. It wasn’t that same level of exposure.

“I’ve been thinking,” Cassian said, sitting beside me on the couch. “About how to translate what we had into… this.”

“Into reality?”

“Into something sustainable,” he said. “The penthouse was a controlled environment. We were both performing, even when we weren’t. We were aware of being watched, of watching. But out here…” He gestured to the room, to the house, to the world beyond. “Out here, there are distractions. There are responsibilities. There’s the dog.”

Frame lifted his head at the mention of his name, then sighed and went back to sleep.

“I don’t want to lose it,” I said. “The intensity. The honesty.”

“We won’t,” Cassian said. “But it will look different. It has to.”

He reached for my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. “I have an idea. A project.”

“Another one?”

“For us,” he said. “Not for the world. Just for us.”

He explained it as we sat there in the growing dark. It was simple, really. We would take one weekend a month and go somewhere. Not a penthouse, not a controlled environment, but a place—a cabin, a beach house, a hotel room. And for that weekend, we would recreate the conditions of our week. We would watch each other. We would photograph each other. We would be naked and exposed and honest.

“But only for the weekend,” he said. “Then we come back to this. To the dog and the pasta and the meetings.”

“It’s a compartment,” I said.

“It’s a preservation,” he corrected. “A way to keep that part of us alive without letting it consume everything else.”

I thought about it. It made sense. It was practical. It was also deeply romantic.

“Okay,” I said. “One weekend a month.”

“Starting next month,” he said. “I’ve already booked a place. In Big Sur. Glass walls, ocean view.”

“Of course.”

He kissed me then, slow and deep. We moved from the couch to the floor, to the rug in front of the fireplace, with the dog snoring beside us. It wasn’t like the sex in the penthouse—it wasn’t performative, wasn’t watched, wasn’t documented. It was just two people, in a house, wanting each other.

After, we lay together, looking up at the ceiling.

“I love you,” Cassian said, the words quiet but sure.

I turned my head to look at him. His face was serious, his eyes fixed on mine. He wasn’t observing. He was just… being.

“I love you too,” I said.

It was not the first time we’d said it, but it was the first time the words had landed in daylight, in the real world, with a dog snoring beside us and no contract holding the shape of the moment. Here, words mattered differently.

We slept there, on the rug, with the dog curled at our feet.



The next morning, I woke up to the smell of coffee and the sound of Cassian talking to the dog. I sat up, wrapping the blanket around myself. Cassian was in the kitchen, pouring coffee into two mugs. Frame was sitting at his feet, tail wagging.

“Morning,” Cassian said, bringing me a mug. “Sleep well?”

“Better than I have in a week,” I said, taking the coffee.

He sat beside me. “I’ve been thinking about your gallery show.”

“Oh?”

“I want to be there,” he said. “Not as the subject. Not as the client. As your… partner.”

“They’ll ask questions,” I said. “They’ll want to know who you are. They’ll make connections.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m ready for that. For people to see me. Not just the reclusive billionaire, but the man in your photographs. The man who loves you.”

I looked at him, at his earnest face, at the way he held his coffee mug like it was something precious. This was the real Cassian, not the one behind the glass, not the one in the edited footage. This was the man who got a dog and learned to cook pasta and said “I love you” on a rug in front of a fireplace.

“Okay,” I said. “You can be there.”

He kissed my forehead. “Good.”

We spent the day together. We took the dog for a walk. We went to the grocery store. We argued about what to make for dinner. It was normal. It was mundane. It was perfect.

That night, as we were getting ready for bed, Cassian stopped me in the hallway.

“Wait,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

He led me to a room I hadn’t seen before. It was an office, but unlike the sterile, minimalist office in the penthouse, this one was warm, personal. There were photographs on the walls—not mine, but his. Landscapes, cityscapes, abstract compositions. They were good.

“You take pictures,” I said, surprised.

“I do,” he said. “I have for years. But I never showed anyone.”

“Why not?”

“Because it felt too… revealing,” he said. “Photography is about seeing. And I’ve spent my life not being seen.”

I walked around the room, looking at the images. They were beautiful, thoughtful, full of light and shadow and careful composition. They were his way of seeing the world, without the intermediary of screens or glass.

“These are amazing,” I said.

He stood beside me, looking at a photograph of a city skyline at dusk. “I want to start showing them. Not in a gallery. Not for sale. Just… to you. To people who matter.”

I took his hand. “I’d like that.”

We went to bed then, together, in his bed, in his house, with his dog sleeping on the floor beside us. I fell asleep with my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat, feeling the rise and fall of his breath.



The next three days passed in a blur of preparation. My gallery pitch was scheduled for Monday, and between that and my regular work, I was busy. Cassian was busy too, with advisory work, with his investments, with his life. But we made time. We had our weekends—Big Sur, Joshua Tree, a glass house in Malibu—where we would retreat into our world of watching and being watched. And we had our weekdays—dinners, walks with the dog, quiet nights at home—where we were just two people trying to figure out how to be together.

It worked. It wasn’t always easy. There were disagreements, misunderstandings, moments of tension. But there was also trust, and honesty, and the deep, abiding connection that had started in the penthouse and had only grown stronger.

The morning of the gallery pitch arrived cold and clear. I stood in the middle of the space, surrounded by my photographs, surrounded by people. The room was almost empty—Mara, the gallery owner, an assistant with a clipboard, and the prints arranged against white walls. They moved from image to image, studying them, discussing them, reacting to them.

I saw Mara across the room, talking to the gallery owner. She caught my eye and gave me a thumbs-up. The pitch was working.

Then I saw Cassian. He was standing in front of the largest photograph in the show—the approved portrait of him, bare-backed and turned toward the city from the penthouse. He was wearing a suit, his hair neatly combed, looking every inch the billionaire. But he wasn’t watching the photograph. He was watching the people watching the photograph.

I made my way through the crowd to stand beside him.

“Are you okay?” I asked quietly.

He nodded. “It’s strange. Seeing myself like this. Seeing other people see me.”

“Do you regret it?”

“Not for a second,” he said, taking my hand. “This is who we are. This is what we made.”

The gallery owner approached us, her eyes bright. “You’re Cassian Volk,” she said. “The subject.”

“I am,” he said.

“And you’re Sloane Reyes,” she said to me. “The photographer.”

“I am.”

The gallery owner looked from me to Cassian and back again. “The dynamic… it’s extraordinary. The way you’ve captured the voyeurism, the exhibitionism, but also the… humanity.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She moved on to the next print, and Cassian squeezed my hand. “See? We can do this. We can be out here, in the world, and still be us.”

The meeting wore on. I answered questions. I discussed sequencing, pricing, and boundaries. Through it all, Cassian was there, a steady presence at my side. He didn’t hide. He didn’t deflect. He was present, engaged, real.

At the end of the meeting, as the gallery owner stepped out to make a call, Mara pulled me aside.

“Sloane,” she said, her face flushed with excitement. “She wants it. The public architectural sequence, the approved portraits, the whole consent-forward concept. And she thinks two museums may want to preview the architectural pieces.”

I felt a rush of emotion—pride, relief, joy. “That’s… incredible.”

“It’s more than incredible,” she said. “It’s a career-defining moment. This is going to change your career.”

I looked over at Cassian, who was talking to the gallery owner. He caught my eye and smiled.

“Famous is overrated,” I said. “But I’ll take it.”



We left the gallery hand in hand, the cold afternoon air sharp against our faces. Cassian’s car was waiting, but instead of getting in, we started walking. The streets were quiet, the city lights glowing in the darkness.

“Do you want to go home?” Cassian asked.

“Not yet,” I said. “Let’s walk.”

We walked for blocks, not talking, just being together. Eventually, we found ourselves in front of the building that housed the penthouse. We stopped, looking up at the glass tower, at the fortieth floor, at the place where it had all begun.

“It feels like a lifetime ago,” I said.

“It was,” Cassian said. “And it was yesterday.”

We stood there for a long time, looking up. Then Cassian turned to me.

“I have one more thing to show you,” he said.

He led me into the building, past the doorman, into the elevator. We rode up to the fortieth floor in silence. When the doors opened, we stepped out into the familiar hallway.

“The penthouse is empty,” I said. “You closed it.”

“I did,” he said. “But I kept one thing.”

He used a key to open the door. We stepped inside. The penthouse was indeed empty—no furniture, no screens, no cameras. Just the glass walls and the city beyond, glittering in the night.

In the center of the living room, where the wall of screens had been, there was now a single photograph, framed and mounted. It was the image from the right screen of Cassian’s edited footage—the merged perspective, the two of us together, looking at each other through the glass. It was the moment we’d first truly seen each other.

“I left this here,” Cassian said. “For me. For one last look before the next tenant turns it back into just a penthouse.”

I walked to the photograph, touching the frame. “It’s perfect.”

“We’re perfect,” he said, coming to stand beside me. “Not in the flawless way. In the real way. In the way that means we see each other, all of each other, and we choose to keep looking.”

I turned to him, putting my arms around his neck. “I choose you,” I said. “Every day. In every frame.”

He kissed me then, in the empty penthouse, with the city spread out around us. It was a kiss that held everything—the past week, the past three months, the future stretching out ahead of us. It was a kiss that said we were here, we were real, we were together.

When we pulled apart, I looked out at the city, at the lights, at the world beyond the glass. The frame was wider now, encompassing not just this penthouse, not just this week, but everything—my apartment, his house, our weekends, our work, our love.

“We should go,” Cassian said. “Frame is waiting.”

I smiled. “Home?”

He took my hand. “Home.”




Chapter 27 — Home

The drive back to Cassian’s house was quiet, but it was the good kind of quiet. The kind that felt full. My hand rested on his thigh, and he kept his over mine, his thumb stroking the ridge of my knuckles. The city lights blurred past, a river of gold and white. Frame was in the backseat, a silent, shaggy chaperone sprawled across a blanket.

We’d left the glass penthouse behind. The contract was fulfilled, the photos were delivered, the footage… well, the footage had been transformed. That single, framed image was all that remained in that space of us. Everything else was in our heads, on our private drives, in the charged air between us in this car.

He lived in Topanga, in a house that was nothing like the penthouse. It was nestled into the slope, surrounded by old-growth trees and shrouded in privacy. It was made of stone and wood and glass, but the glass here felt different—it looked out into green, not onto a grid of other lives. It felt like a sanctuary, not an exhibition hall.

He unclipped Frame’s leash and let him trot inside. I followed, my camera bag slung over my shoulder. I paused in the entryway, taking it in. The ceilings were lower, the light warmer. Books lined one wall. A real, wood-burning fireplace took up another. It was lived-in. It was his.

“This is you,” I said, setting my bag down.

“It is,” he said, unclipping the leash. Frame padded in, gave a slow, proprietary stretch, and then leaned against Cassian’s ankle before trotting off to investigate. “The penthouse was an idea. This is… the result of living with the idea.”

I walked further in, running my fingers along the spine of a book. It was on visual perception. Of course it was. “It’s beautiful.”

He came up behind me, not touching me, just standing close enough that I could feel the heat of him. “It’s been waiting for you.”

I turned. He was looking at me with that same unnerving, complete focus. But it wasn’t the assessing gaze of the first day. It was softer, deeper. It was ownership of the best kind—the kind that says I see you, and you belong here.

“Show me,” I said.

He took my hand and led me through the house. The kitchen was a chef’s dream, all dark stone and polished copper. The living room had deep, comfortable-looking sofas facing the fireplace and the view of the canyon. His office was a controlled chaos of monitors and sketches, a single, elegant camera on a shelf—a Leica, film. Not for security. For art.

And then the bedroom.

It was simpler than I’d imagined. A large platform bed with rumpled grey linen. More books on a nightstand. A single armchair by a window. And on the far wall, a photograph. It was one of mine. An early one from the penthouse week, a black and white shot of the morning light striping the empty floor. He’d printed it, framed it, hung it in the most private room of his home.

My throat tightened. “Cassian.”

“I told you,” he said, his voice low. “I kept the best ones.”

I walked to the photograph, touched the glass. “This was before… everything.”

“It was the beginning of everything,” he corrected. He came to stand behind me again, and this time his hands settled on my hips. I leaned back into him, feeling the solid, familiar wall of his chest. “It was the moment I saw how you saw my space. And I started to wonder how you’d see me.”

I turned in his arms. The air in the room had shifted, thickening with the memory of a week of watching, of three months of learning each other outside of that glass cage. This was the first time we were truly alone, in his space, with no contract, no end date, no cameras unless we chose them.

“I see you,” I whispered, lifting my hand to his face, tracing the small scar by his eye. “Completely.”

He captured my hand, brought my palm to his lips, and kissed it. The gesture was so tender it made my heart ache. Then his eyes darkened, the tenderness shifting into something hotter, more urgent. “I need to see you, Sloane. Not through a lens. Not on a screen. Here. Now.”

His gaze flicked to the armchair by the window, where a small camera sat openly on the side table, its red light dark. “And I want to record this. Local only. Password encrypted. We can say no, turn it off, delete it, any time.”

It was a request, a plea, a command—all in one, and the boundary was clear before desire could outrun it. My answer was a physical pull low in my belly, a sharp, wanting ache.

“Yes,” I said, the word barely a breath. “Turn it on.”

His mouth crashed down on mine. This kiss wasn’t like the sweet, poignant one in the empty penthouse. This was hunger unleashed. It was all tongue and teeth and possession. His hands came up to frame my face, holding me still for his exploration. I moaned into his mouth, my own hands clutching at his shoulders, dragging him closer.

We stumbled toward the bed, a tangle of limbs and desperate kisses. My back hit the mattress, and he came down over me, his weight a delicious anchor. He broke the kiss to trail his mouth down my jaw, my throat, licking a hot path to the collar of my black shirt.

“Off,” he growled against my skin. “All of it.”

We helped each other, a frantic, clumsy dance of pulling and tearing. His plain, expensive t-shirt went flying. My shirt, my jeans, my bra. When we were both naked, he paused, kneeling between my legs, and just looked.

His gaze was a physical touch. It traveled over my breasts, my stomach, the thatch of dark hair between my thighs, down my legs and back up. It was the look he’d given me through the glass, but magnified, intensified by proximity and skin.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he said, his voice rough. “Every time I look, I find a new line, a new shadow. I’ll never be done looking.”

“Then don’t stop,” I said, arching my back.

He didn’t. He started with his hands. He palmed my breasts, his thumbs brushing over my nipples until they were tight, aching peaks. He leaned down and took one into his mouth, sucking hard, and I cried out, my fingers digging into his prematurely grey hair. He switched to the other, lavishing it with the same attention, his hand sliding down my ribs, over the plane of my stomach.

When his fingers finally reached my pussy, I was wet, dripping for him. He groaned, the sound vibrating against my breast.

“So ready,” he murmured, sliding a finger through my folds. He found my clit and circled it, a slow, torturous pressure. “You’re always so ready for me.”

“Only for you,” I gasped, my hips lifting off the bed, chasing his touch.

He added a second finger, slipping them inside me in one smooth stroke. I clenched around him, a sharp, sweet shock of fullness. He began to move his fingers, a slow in-and-out that had me panting, my head thrashing on the pillow. His thumb kept working my clit, matching the rhythm.

“Cassian… please…”

“Please what?” he asked, his eyes locked on where his hand was working me. He was watching, as he always did when I invited that focus. The voyeur in him was inseparable from the lover.

“I need you. Inside me. Now.”

He withdrew his fingers, bringing them to his mouth and sucking them clean, his eyes never leaving mine. The obscenity of it, the sheer raw intimacy, made me whimper.

He moved over me, bracing himself on his arms. The head of his cock nudged at my entrance, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

I opened my eyes. His face was above mine, strained with need, his gaze burning into me.

He pushed inside.

It was a slow, relentless invasion. He was big, and I was tight, and the stretch was exquisite. He filled me completely, a perfect, shocking fit. He didn’t move until he was fully seated, until I’d gasped and adjusted around him.

“God, Sloane,” he breathed, his forehead dropping to mine. “You feel… you feel like home.”

Then he began to move.

It wasn’t frantic. It was deep, measured strokes, each one dragging over a spot inside me that made stars burst behind my eyelids. He set a rhythm that was maddeningly deliberate, each thrust hitting that perfect, sensitive place. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin on skin, of my wetness and his grunts of effort, filled the room.

I raked my nails down his back. He hissed and drove into me harder, his control fraying.

“Faster,” I begged.

He shook his head, sweat dripping from his temple onto my chest. “No. I want to feel all of it. I want you to feel all of it.”

He shifted, hooking an arm under my knee, opening me wider, changing the angle. The next thrust went deeper, hitting a new, shocking depth. I screamed, my back bowing off the bed.

“There,” he gritted out. “That’s it. Come for me, Sloane. Let me see you come.”

His words, the command in them, combined with the relentless pressure of his cock inside me and the feel of his eyes on my face, tipped me over. The orgasm rolled through me like a wave, starting deep in my core and radiating outward, turning my vision white and my muscles to liquid. I convulsed around him, crying out his name, my fingers clutching at the sheets.

He watched me through every second of it, his face a mask of rapt, hungry awe. As my climax began to subside, he lost his rhythm, his thrusts becoming erratic, brutal.

“I’m… I can’t…” he warned.

“Inside me,” I gasped, pulling him down for a sloppy, desperate kiss. “I want to feel it.”

With a guttural roar, he drove into me one last, deep time and came. I felt the hot pulse of his release, the way his whole body shuddered, the way he collapsed onto me, his weight a crushing, wonderful comfort.

For long minutes, there was only the sound of our ragged breathing and the distant hum of the city far below. He was still inside me, softening. I didn’t want him to move.

Eventually, he rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping me tucked against his body. He nuzzled into my hair, his arm a heavy band across my waist.

We lay in silence. The sweat cooled on our skin. The room smelled of sex and us.

“I have a confession,” he said, his voice a rumble in his chest under my ear.

“Hmm?”

“That record is just for us.”

I propped myself up on an elbow, looking down at him. “Local only?”

“Local only. Password encrypted.” He reached up, brushing my hair from my face. “A record of our first time here. In the real world. Not as part of a contract. Just because we wanted it.”

I looked from the camera back to him. Because he had asked first, I felt no violation—only understanding, and a dark, shared thrill.

“From the photograph?” I asked.

“Yes. From the moment you told me to turn it on.”

I thought about it. The frantic undressing, his mouth on me, his fingers inside me, the way he’d watched me come apart, the raw, unfiltered sex that followed. All of it was on that drive because I had chosen it.

“Do you want me to delete it?” he asked, his eyes serious. “I will. The second you say the word.”

I traced the line of his jaw. He meant it. The power was entirely mine. That was the foundation of everything we were.

“No,” I said slowly. “I don’t want you to delete it.”

His breath caught.

“But I want to see it,” I continued. “With you. I want to watch us. I want to see what we look like together, from that angle.”

The look he gave me then was one of pure, undiluted love. It was more intimate than anything we’d just done with our bodies.

“Okay,” he said, his voice thick. “We can do that.”

He kissed me again, softly this time. Then he got out of bed, his body a pale, beautiful sculpture in the dim room. He walked to the camera, ejected a small memory card, and brought it back to bed. He pulled a laptop from his nightstand, booted it up, and inserted the card.

He got back under the covers, pulling me against him so my back was to his chest, both of us facing the screen. He wrapped his arms around me, his chin resting on my shoulder.

“Ready?” he asked.

My heart was pounding. This felt more exposing than being naked in the glass penthouse. This was raw, unedited us. “Ready.”

He clicked play.

The footage began. There we were, kissing by the photograph. The angle was from the side, capturing my profile, his hands in my hair. We watched ourselves undress, the clumsy, hungry motions. I saw the way my body responded to his touch, the arch of my back, the flutter of my eyelids. I heard the sounds I made—gasps, moans, his name cried out in a broken voice I barely recognized as my own.

I saw the look on his face as he entered me. It wasn’t just lust. It was reverence. It was surrender.

Watching it was the most erotic experience of my life. Heat flooded back into my veins, a fresh, urgent pulse between my legs. I squirmed against him, and I felt him harden against my lower back.

On screen, I was coming, my body seizing, my face contorted in pleasure. In the present, Cassian’s hand slid down my stomach, his fingers finding my clit, which was already swollen and sensitive.

“Again,” he whispered in my ear, his teeth grazing the lobe as his fingers began to circle. “Come for me again, while you watch.”

It was too much. The visual, the memory in my muscles, the feel of his hand on me now. I came quickly, a sharp, sobbing climax that shook me as I watched my past self experience the same thing. He held me through it, his fingers gentle now, his lips on my neck.

On the laptop, the video ended. The room was quiet again, save for our breathing.

He closed the laptop and set it aside, turning me in his arms to face him.

“That,” he said, “is ours. No one else’s. Just a piece of our truth.”

“I love you,” I said. The words felt too small for what was in my chest, but they were the only ones I had.

“I love you, Sloane Reyes.” He kissed my forehead. “Welcome home.”

We must have fallen asleep, because I woke to moonlight streaming through the window and a soft weight on my feet. Frame had curled himself there, a warm, snoring weight. Cassian was asleep beside me, one arm thrown over his eyes, his face relaxed in a way I’d rarely seen it.

I slipped out of bed, careful not to disturb either of them, and pulled on one of Cassian’s discarded t-shirts. It smelled like him. I padded out to the living room, drawn to the wall of windows. The canyon was a dark pit below, dotted with the lights of other houses, distant and private.

My camera bag was by the door. I hadn’t planned to touch it tonight, but the impulse was sudden and clear. I took out my digital body and a prime lens. I didn’t turn on many lights. I moved through his space, seeing it through the viewfinder.

I took a picture of the book on perception, left open on the armchair. I took a picture of the copper pots in the kitchen, gleaming in the moonlight from the window. I took a picture of the fireplace, the ashes of a old fire cold in the grate. I crept back to the bedroom doorway. Cassian was still asleep, Frame a shaggy shadow at his feet. The sheet was pooled around his waist, revealing the long, muscular line of his back, the faint scratches I’d left there. I raised the camera. The click of the shutter was a soft, definitive sound in the quiet.

He stirred, turning his head on the pillow. His eyes opened, finding me in the darkness. He didn’t startle. He just looked.

“Documenting already?” he asked, his voice sleep-rough.

“It’s what I do,” I whispered.

“Come back to bed.”

I set the camera on the dresser and went to him. He lifted the sheet, and I slid in beside him, the cool linen a shock against my skin. He gathered me close, my back to his front, his nose buried in my hair.

“Take all the pictures you want,” he murmured. “As long as you’re in them with me.”

I smiled into the darkness. “That’s the plan.”

The week in the penthouse had been a frame. A perfect, pressurized, artificial frame where we could see each other with impossible clarity. This—his house, our bed, the dog at our feet, the camera on the dresser, the future stretching out—this was the photograph. Messy, real, beautiful, and endlessly, wonderfully deep.

I was no longer just the photographer, and he was no longer just the subject. We were the composition. And for the first time in my life, I was exactly where I was meant to be, inside the frame.




Chapter 28 — The Composition

The morning sunlight painted the room in stripes, falling through the tall windows of Cassian’s house. It was a different kind of light than the penthouse’s relentless, panoramic glare. This light moved, filtered through trees outside, dappled the floor where Frame lay curled in a warm patch. I watched it from the bed, my head resting on Cassian’s chest, his heartbeat a steady rhythm under my ear.

His hand stroked my bare back, tracing the path of his own fingers from the night before. “The plan,” he said, his voice quiet in the stillness. “What’s next?”

I lifted my head to look at him. His blue eyes were clear, focused entirely on me. No screens, no monitors, just the morning and the question. “The portfolio is done,” I said. “The agency has it. The week is over.”

“And the contract?”

“Fulfilled.”

He nodded, his gaze not leaving mine. “And the footage?”

I’d thought about that, lying awake in the dark after he’d fallen asleep. The hours of recordings from the penthouse. The private, explicit sessions. The moments where I’d looked directly into the camera and known he was watching, his breath catching in the next room. “It belongs to the week,” I said. “To that frame. Do you want to keep it?”

“I want to keep you,” he said, his hand still moving on my skin. “The footage is a record of how we found each other. It’s evidence. I don’t need to revisit it to know what happened. But I don’t want to destroy it either. It exists. Like the photographs exist.”

“A private archive,” I said.

“Yes.”

It felt right. Not a secret to be buried, but a documented truth, held between us. The contract had stipulated consent, acknowledgment, documentation. We’d honored it. Now, we owned the result.

“So,” he said, his thumb brushing the curve of my shoulder. “What’s next for Sloane Reyes?”

I shifted, rolling onto my side to face him fully. The sheet slipped down, exposing my breasts to the cool morning air. He didn’t look away. He watched, as he always did, with that deep, absorbing attention. “I have a month before the next commission,” I said. “I was thinking I might stay. Here. With you. If that’s…”

“Yes,” he said, interrupting me with a simplicity that made my breath catch. “Stay. Always.”

I smiled. “Always is a big word.”

“It’s the right word.” He reached out and touched my cheek. “I have spent ten years building a life that required no one to see it. Now I want you to see it. Every part. Not just for a week. Not just through a lens. But with your eyes, your hands, your body in my bed every morning.”

His words were direct, unadorned. They went straight into me, warming places the sunlight couldn’t reach. “I want that too,” I said.

He leaned in then and kissed me. It was a morning kiss, soft and slow, tasting of sleep and certainty. His lips moved against mine, his hand cradling my jaw. I kissed him back, my fingers finding his hair, tangling in the grey strands. The kiss deepened, naturally, easily. His tongue touched mine, and I opened for him, a sigh escaping my throat.

When he pulled back, his eyes were dark. “I want to make you breakfast,” he said. “And then I want to take you back to bed and fuck you until you forget there ever was a camera between us.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, surprised and delighted. “That’s a very clear plan.”

“It is.” He slid out of bed, naked and unselfconscious in the morning light. He was tall, lean, his muscles defined under his skin. The scar at the corner of his left eye caught the light. I watched him walk to the doorway, his back, his legs, the shape of him. My photographer’s eye catalogued it: the way his shoulders moved, the shift of his hips. But it wasn’t for a portfolio. It was for me.

I got up too, pulling the sheet around me like a cloak. I followed him to the kitchen, a spacious room with stainless steel appliances and a long wooden table. Frame padded after us, his tail high. Cassian moved with efficiency, pulling eggs, bread, butter from the refrigerator. He put coffee on. The domesticity of it was novel, intimate. I sat at the table, the sheet pooled around me, and watched him cook.

He made scrambled eggs, toast, sliced avocado. He placed a plate before me, then sat beside me with his own. We ate in silence, but it wasn’t the heavy silence of the penthouse’s first days. It was comfortable, filled with the sounds of chewing, sipping coffee, Frame’s soft huffing as she settled near my feet.

When we finished, he took my plate, washed it in the sink. Then he turned to me. “Now,” he said.

I stood up, letting the sheet fall away. I was naked in his kitchen, and he looked at me, his gaze traveling from my face down my body, slowly, thoroughly. “Come here,” he said.

I walked to him. He reached for me, his hands settling on my hips. He kissed me again, harder this time, his mouth demanding. I kissed him back, my hands on his shoulders, feeling the strength there. He lifted me, easily, my body against his, and carried me out of the kitchen, back down the hall, into the bedroom.

He laid me on the bed, the sheets cool beneath me. He stood over me, looking down. “No cameras,” he said. “No walls. Just you and me.”

“Just you and me,” I repeated.

He knelt on the bed, crawling over me until his body covered mine. His weight pressed me down, a solid, welcome pressure. He kissed my neck, my collarbones, the swell of my breasts. His mouth found my nipple, and he sucked it, his tongue circling the stiff peak. I arched under him, a moan slipping out. He moved to the other breast, same treatment, his hand cupping the one he’d just left, thumb stroking the wet nipple.

I reached for him, my fingers finding his cock. It was already hard, thick, warm in my hand. I stroked it, feeling the length, the pulse of blood under my touch. He groaned against my breast, his hips shifting. “I want to taste you,” he said, his voice rough.

He moved down my body, his kisses trailing over my stomach, my hips. He settled between my legs, his hands spreading my thighs. I was open to him, exposed, and he looked at my pussy, his eyes studying it as intently as he’d studied any of my photographs. “Beautiful,” he said, and then he lowered his head.

His tongue touched my clit, a direct, soft stroke. I cried out, my hips lifting off the bed. He held me down with one hand on my stomach, the other spreading my folds wider. He licked me, from my opening up to my clit, then circled the clit with focused pressure. I was wet, already slick from his earlier kisses, from the anticipation. He tasted me, his tongue delving into my opening, then returning to my clit.

He sucked it, gently, then harder. I was panting, my hands clutching the sheets. The sensation was intense, immediate. There was no mediated distance, no screen, no next room. He was here, his mouth on me, his breath against my skin. I could feel every movement of his tongue, every shift of his lips. I could smell my own scent mixed with the clean smell of his skin.

“Cassian,” I gasped.

He responded by sliding a finger into me, alongside his tongue. He fingered me slowly, his finger pushing deep, then withdrawing, while his tongue continued to work my clit. The dual stimulation sent sparks through my nerves. I was climbing, fast, the orgasm building at the base of my spine. “I’m going to come,” I warned him.

He didn’t stop. He increased the pace of his finger, curled it inside me, pressed against my inner walls. His tongue flicked rapidly over my clit. The orgasm broke over me, a wave of heat and release that shook my body. I cried out, my back arching, my thighs trembling around his head. He stayed with me, his mouth gentle now, licking me through the pulses, until I collapsed back onto the bed, spent.

He rose up, kissing my stomach, my breasts, finally my mouth. I tasted myself on his lips. “Now,” he said, his cock pressing against my thigh. “I need to be inside you.”

I nodded, still breathless. He positioned himself over me, his hands guiding my hips. He pushed his cock into me, slowly, letting me feel every inch of his entry. I was swollen, sensitive from the orgasm, and his penetration stretched me, filled me perfectly. He sank all the way in, until his hips met mine, and he stopped, buried deep.

He looked down at me, his eyes holding mine. “This,” he said. “This is what I wanted. No separation. Just connection.”

He began to move, withdrawing almost completely, then pushing back in. The rhythm was steady, deep. Each thrust brushed against my sensitive inner spots, reigniting the pleasure. I moaned, my hands moving to his back, feeling the muscles working under his skin. He leaned down and kissed me, his thrusts continuing, his tongue in my mouth matching the rhythm of his cock.

I moved with him, my hips rising to meet his, finding a sync. The bed creaked softly beneath us. Our breathing grew louder, mingling in the air. He shifted angle slightly, and the next thrust hit a spot that made me gasp. “There,” I said. “Right there.”

He focused on that angle, his thrusts precise, targeted. The pleasure built again, coiling tight inside me. I could feel his cock, hard and hot, moving inside me, the friction exquisite. I clutched his back, my nails digging in. He groaned, his pace increasing.

“Come with me,” he said, his voice strained. “I want to feel you come around me.”

I was close. The sensations were overwhelming, the fullness, the friction, the sight of his face above me, intense with concentration. “I’m close,” I gasped.

He thrust harder, faster. The sound of our bodies meeting filled the room. I let go, my orgasm bursting through me, clenching around his cock. I cried out, my body shaking under him. He drove into me through my climax, his own control breaking. He shouted, a raw, unfiltered sound, as he pushed deep and held there, his cock pulsing inside me as he released.

We lay together, joined, breathing heavily. He lowered his head to my shoulder, his weight fully on me now. I wrapped my arms around him, holding him as we both came down.

After a long moment, he shifted, pulling out of me gently. He lay beside me, pulling me against him. My head rested on his chest again, his heartbeat fast under my ear. We were both slick with sweat, the smell of sex strong in the air.

“That,” he said after a while, “was the first time without any glass between us.”

I smiled against his skin. “It felt different.”

“It was real,” he said. “Complete.”

We lay there for a long time, dozing, waking to touch each other lightly, to kiss lazily. Eventually, we got up, showered together under a spray of hot water, washing each other’s bodies with slow, caring hands. We dressed in casual clothes—jeans for me, a simple t-shirt for him. The day felt open, unscripted.

He took me to his study, a room I hadn’t seen yet. It was lined with books, a large desk holding a computer, a comfortable chair. On one wall hung a single photograph—my photograph of the penthouse’s living room, empty, the light falling across the floor. It was the one I’d taken on the first day, before I’d ever seen him.

“You framed it,” I said, surprised.

“It’s the beginning,” he said. “The moment before the moment.”

He showed me his computer, the files organized. He had my entire portfolio saved there, alongside the footage from the penthouse. The footage files were labeled by day, by session. He didn’t open them. He just showed me they existed, in a folder named “Glass Walls.”

“Our private archive,” he said.

I nodded. It felt correct, seeing it there. A documented past, not a hidden one.

The afternoon passed quietly. We walked in his garden, Frame exploring the bushes. We talked about nothing consequential—books, movies, the way the light changed in Los Angeles throughout the year. It was easy, simple. The tension of the penthouse was gone, replaced by a calm certainty.

As evening approached, we returned to the house. Cassian cooked again, a simple pasta dinner. We ate at the kitchen table, the windows showing the darkening sky. After dinner, we moved to the living room, a spacious room with a large sofa, a fireplace. He lit a fire, the flames crackling to life.

We sat on the sofa, me leaning against him, his arm around me. The fire warmed the room. Frame curled on the rug nearby.

“I have a question,” Cassian said, his voice low.

“Ask.”

“Would you photograph me? Here. Not for a portfolio. Not for anyone else. Just for you. Just for us.”

I looked at him. His face was serious, his eyes fixed on me. “Yes,” I said. “I would.”

“Now?”

I considered it. The firelight, the intimate room, him beside me. “Yes,” I said again.

I got up, retrieved my camera from the bedroom. It felt familiar in my hands, the tool of my trade. But the intent was different now. I returned to the living room. Cassian had moved, sitting on the rug before the fire, his back to the flames. He was still dressed in his jeans and t-shirt, his posture relaxed.

I knelt before him, camera in hand. “How do you want me to see you?” I asked.

“As I am,” he said. “As you see me.”

I began to shoot. I captured his face, the firelight casting shadows across his features. I captured his hands, resting on his knees. I captured his eyes, looking directly at me, into the lens, but through it to me. I moved around him, shooting from different angles, the camera clicking softly.

After a series of shots, he spoke. “Take off my shirt.”

I stopped, lowering the camera. I moved to him, kneeling close. I reached for the hem of his t-shirt and lifted it, pulling it up over his head. He helped, raising his arms. The shirt came off, and I dropped it aside. His chest was exposed, the firelight playing over his skin, highlighting the contours of his muscles. I resumed shooting, focusing on his chest, his shoulders, the scar at his eye.

“My jeans,” he said next.

I set the camera down. I undid the button of his jeans, pulled the zipper down. He lifted his hips, allowing me to pull the jeans off, along with his underwear. He was naked now, sitting before the fire, fully exposed to me and my lens.

I picked up the camera again. I photographed his body, the lines of his legs, the shape of his cock resting against his thigh. I photographed the texture of his skin, the way the firelight gleamed on it. I moved closer, shooting intimate details—the curve of his ear, the pulse in his neck, the definition of his abdomen.

He was calm, still, letting me look, letting me capture. It was a reversal, a completion. I had been his subject for a week. Now, he was mine.

After a long while, I set the camera aside again. I knelt directly before him, close enough to touch. “Now,” I said, “I want to touch you. Not through the lens. With my hands.”

He nodded. I reached out and placed my hands on his chest. I felt his skin, warm from the fire, smooth over hard muscle. I traced his collarbones, his shoulders. I leaned forward and kissed his chest, my mouth tasting his skin. I moved lower, kissing his stomach, his hips.

I took his cock in my hand, stroking it slowly. It responded, thickening, hardening under my touch. I looked up at him. His eyes were on me, watching my movements, my face. I lowered my head and kissed the tip of his cock, then took it into my mouth.

I sucked him, slowly, deeply. My tongue circled his shaft, my lips moved along his length. He groaned, his hands coming to my head, not guiding, just resting there. I sucked him with intention, with focus, wanting him to feel every motion. I tasted him, the salt, the skin. I felt him grow harder, fuller in my mouth.

When I felt he was close, I pulled back, releasing him. I stood up, shedding my own clothes quickly, jeans, shirt, underwear, until I was naked before him. I knelt again, straddling his lap, my knees on the rug beside his hips. I took his cock in my hand again, guiding it to my opening.

I lowered myself onto him, taking him inside me. He filled me, deeply, and I settled onto his lap, fully seated. We were face to face, my breasts against his chest, my arms around his shoulders. He held my hips, his hands strong on my skin.

I began to move, rocking on him, my clit rubbing against his body with each motion. The position was intense, intimate. I could kiss him as I moved, our mouths meeting, tongues tangling. I controlled the pace, rising and falling on his cock, feeling him move inside me.

He matched my rhythm, his hips shifting beneath me, augmenting my movements. The friction was perfect, the angle hitting all the right places. I moaned into his mouth, my body heating, tightening. “Cassian,” I breathed.

“Sloane,” he responded, his voice thick.

I increased my pace, rocking faster, my breasts moving against his chest. He gripped my hips tighter, helping me, guiding me. The orgasm approached, a tightening coil in my core. I cried out, my head falling back, as it released, waves of pleasure radiating from my center. I clenched around his cock, my body shuddering.

He held me through it, then his own control broke. He thrust up into me, hard, driving deep, and groaned as he came, his release flooding into me. I felt his cock pulse inside me, his body tense beneath mine.

We stayed like that, joined, for minutes, breathing together. The fire crackled beside us. Eventually, I slid off him, lying down on the rug beside him. He lay down too, facing me. We were both naked on the floor, the fire warming our skin.

He reached for me, pulling me against him. I nestled into his side, my head on his shoulder. “You photographed me,” he said.

“I did.”

“And you fucked me.”

“I did.”

He smiled, a rare, full smile that lit his face. “It’s a good plan.”

I laughed softly. “It is.”

We lay there until the fire died down to embers. Then we rose, dressed again, and went to bed. This time, we slept intertwined, no space between us.

The next morning, I woke before him. I slipped out of bed, retrieved my camera, and photographed him sleeping again. The light was different, softer. He slept deeply, his face relaxed. Frame was curled at the foot of the bed. I took several shots, then set the camera aside and returned to bed, sliding in beside him. He woke, his arms wrapping around me automatically.

“Morning,” he murmured.

“Morning.”

We spent the day in a lazy pattern. We walked, we ate, we talked. In the afternoon, we returned to the bedroom, and this time, the sex was slow, languorous. He laid me on the bed and kissed me everywhere, his mouth spending time on every part of my body. He fingered me slowly, bringing me to a quiet, rolling orgasm before he entered me. When he fucked me, it was a slow, deep rhythm, his eyes locked on mine, his breath mingling with mine. We took our time, stretching the pleasure, until we both came together, a synchronized release that left us breathless and bonded.

Later, we showered, and I photographed him in the shower, the water streaming over his body, his eyes closed, his face turned up to the spray. He photographed me with his phone, my body against the tile, my smile directed at him. We were creating a new archive, a private one, of our life together beginning.

Days passed like that. A week in his house, without glass walls, without cameras as barriers. We had cameras as tools, as extensions of our seeing. We had sex in many ways, in many places—in the bed, on the rug, in the shower, once in the garden under the cover of darkness. Each time was explicit, direct, full of sensation and sound and smell. We learned each other’s bodies thoroughly, the places that made me gasp, the touches that made him groan. We used words, direct words, to describe what we wanted, what we felt. There was no shyness, no hesitation.

One evening, we were in the study. Cassian was at his computer, showing me something on the screen. I stood behind him, my arms around his shoulders. He turned his head, kissed my neck. “I want you on this desk,” he said, his voice low.

I looked at the desk, wide, wooden, clear except for the computer. “Okay,” I said.

He stood up, moving the computer aside. He lifted me, setting me on the desk, my back against the wood. He undressed me quickly, pulling my shirt off, my jeans down. I was naked on the desk, the wood cool under my thighs. He undressed himself, his cock already hard.

He came to me, kissing me deeply, his hands on my breasts. Then he turned me, laying me down on the desk, my back flat against it. He spread my legs, his hands on my thighs. He looked at me, laid out before him on his workspace. “Perfect,” he said.

He leaned down and kissed my clit, his tongue quick and firm. I arched off the desk, my hands gripping the edges. He licked me, then sucked me, bringing me to a quick, sharp orgasm that made me cry out. He didn’t stop, continuing to lick me through the pulses, until I was panting, sensitive.

Then he lifted my hips, positioning me. He pushed his cock into me, slowly, the desk supporting my weight. He fucked me with steady, deep thrusts, his hands holding my hips. The desk creaked beneath us. The sound of his thrusts, of my moans, filled the study. I looked up at him, his face above me, intense, focused. I reached for him, my hands on his stomach, feeling the muscles contracting.

He increased his pace, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. I met him, my hips rising to take him deeper. The orgasm built again, a deeper, fuller wave. When it broke, I screamed, my body clamping around his cock. He drove into me through it, his own climax following, his shout echoing in the room.

After, he lifted me off the desk, holding me against him. We stood together, sweaty, breathing hard. “We’ll have to clean the desk,” I said, my voice shaky.

“Later,” he said, kissing my forehead.

That night, as we lay in bed, he spoke into the darkness. “I want to take you somewhere.”

“Where?”

“A place I own. A cabin. In the mountains. No glass walls there either. Just wood, and trees, and silence.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow. For a few days. Just us.”

“Yes,” I said.

The next morning, we packed simple bags. Frame would stay with a neighbor Cassian trusted. We drove out of Los Angeles, into the mountains, the city fading behind us. The cabin was secluded, a wooden structure nestled among tall trees. It was modest, comfortable, with a large fireplace and a bed under a window that looked out into the forest.

We arrived in the afternoon. We unpacked, then walked outside, among the trees. The air was cool, clean. We held hands, walking without speaking, just breathing the mountain air.

That night, in the cabin, we made love on the floor before the fireplace, the fire casting shadows on our bodies. It was slow, tender, a different rhythm from the intensity of the house. He held me afterwards, wrapped in a blanket, our bodies cooling together.

“This is real,” I said, my head against his chest.

“It is,” he said.

We stayed in the cabin for three days. We took photographs of each other in the forest, among the trees, against the sky. We made love in the cabin, in the bed, on the floor, once outside under a blanket of stars, our bodies moving together in the cold night air, our breath steaming, our moans lost in the vast silence.

On the last night, we sat before the fire, and Cassian spoke. “I love you,” he said.

The words were simple, direct. They hung in the air between us.

I looked at him, his face illuminated by the fire. “I love you too,” I said.

He kissed me, a kiss that sealed the words, that made them solid, real.

We returned to Los Angeles, to his house, to Frame’s welcome. The world outside existed—my career, his past, the city humming around us. But we had built a space inside, a space without walls, without separation. A space where we could see each other completely, and be seen.

One evening, a month after the penthouse week, I was in the study, reviewing my portfolio on his computer. The agency had responded enthusiastically. New commissions were coming. Cassian entered, holding a small box.

“For you,” he said.

I took the box, opened it. Inside was a key, and a note. The note read: “The studio. Yours whenever you need it.”

I looked at him. “You’re giving me access to the penthouse?”

“To the space until the handoff is complete,” he said. “Not ownership. Access. A place to finish the work, if you want it.”

I held the key, feeling its weight. “I might use it once,” I said. “As a studio. To say goodbye properly.”

“Whatever you choose,” he said.

I put the key aside, and reached for him. I kissed him, deeply, thanking him without words. He kissed me back, his hands on my face.

That night, we made love in our bed, the familiar bed in his house. It was a celebration, a reaffirmation. He kissed me everywhere, his mouth worshiping my body. He entered me slowly, and we moved together in a rhythm that felt like home. We came together, holding each other tightly, our bodies joined, our hearts aligned.

After, as we lay in the dark, he spoke. “The footage from the penthouse,” he said. “I watched some of it today.”

I turned to look at him. “You did?”

“Yes. I watched the session from day four. Where you looked into the camera and said my name.”

I remembered that moment. The heat, the exposure, the direct address.

“It’s powerful,” he said. “It’s us. It’s part of our story.”

“It is,” I agreed.

“I’ll keep it,” he said. “And I’ll keep you.”

I smiled, curling into him. “I’ll keep you too.”

The future stretched out before us, open, undefined. But we had a foundation now, a documented beginning, a real present. I was no longer just a photographer. He was no longer just a subject. We were a composition, two elements in a frame, balanced, connected, seeing each other with clear eyes.

And for the first time in my life, I was not just inside the frame. I was the frame itself, and he was within me, and we were, together, the whole picture.




Chapter 29 — Composition

The next morning, we woke up tangled together in his bed—our bed—the late Los Angeles sun painting warm stripes across the sheets. Cassian’s arm was heavy and solid across my waist, his breathing a steady rhythm against the back of my neck. For a moment, I just lay there, cataloging the sensations. The smell of him, clean linen and something deeper, uniquely his. The feel of his skin against mine. The quiet of a house that was no longer a stage, but a home.

I shifted, turning to face him. His eyes were open, watching me. They were a soft blue in this light, the tiny scar by the left one a pale thread. He didn’t smile, but his gaze was warm, full.

“Morning,” I said, my voice raspy with sleep.

“Morning.” He brushed my hair back from my forehead. “You’re thinking loudly.”

“Am I?”

“Yes. It’s a vibration. Like a low hum.”

I laughed softly. “I was thinking about the footage. That you watched it.”

“I told you I would.”

“I know. It’s just… different. Knowing it’s being watched now, after. Not as part of the game.”

His thumb traced my cheekbone. “It’s a record. A document. Like your photographs. It’s evidence that it was real.”

“It felt real at the time.”

“It was,” he said. “But this makes it permanent. Not a memory, but a fact.”

I understood. It was the same drive that made me pick up a camera—to pin down a moment, to hold it still and say, This happened. This was here. He had been doing the same thing, in his own way, with his screens. We were both archivists of experience.

“Do you want to watch some with me?” he asked.

The question hung between us. It wasn’t a test. It was an invitation. To see ourselves from the outside, together. To complete the circle.

“Yes,” I said.

We got up. I pulled on one of his t-shirts; it fell to mid-thigh. He wore just his boxer briefs. We padded downstairs, hand in hand, to the room he called the gallery. It wasn’t the control room from the penthouse; this was a viewing space. One large, comfortable sofa faced a screen that took up most of a wall. The walls were a dark charcoal, the floor polished concrete with a thick, soft rug. There were no other decorations. The screen was the art.

He sat on the sofa and pulled me down beside him. A tablet lay on the armrest. He picked it up, tapped a few times. The screen remained dark.

“The files are indexed by day and session, and every one we open stays private unless we both say otherwise,” he said. “We can start anywhere. Or we can just let it play randomly.”

“Day four,” I said, remembering what he’d mentioned the night before. “The session where I said your name.”

He nodded, his fingers moving on the tablet. A moment later, the screen lit up.

It was the master bathroom of the penthouse. The afternoon light was sharp and golden, streaming through the glass wall that looked out over the city. And there I was, on screen. I saw myself from the angle of the secondary monitor, the one hidden in the wall. I was wearing a white button-down shirt—one of his, I remembered—and nothing else. My legs were bare. My short black hair was messy. I was standing at the sink, looking at my own reflection in the mirror, but my gaze kept flicking to the camera lens, to where I knew he was watching.

Seeing it now, from this distance, was a shock. It was like meeting a stranger who happened to inhabit my body. There was a tension in her—in me—a coiled awareness that was almost painful to witness. Every movement was deliberate, yet fluid. She ran a hand through her hair. She unbuttoned the top button of the shirt. She wasn’t performing, not exactly. She was… communing. With the lens. With him.

“Oh,” I breathed, my hand going to my mouth.

Cassian’s arm came around my shoulders. He didn’t speak.

On screen, I turned from the mirror and walked toward the glass wall, toward the shower. The shirt was open now, fluttering behind me. I stopped just before the clear glass enclosure, my back to the camera. I let the shirt slide off my shoulders. It pooled on the floor. My back was a long, pale line, my spine a delicate ridge. I stood there for a full minute, just breathing, my shoulders rising and falling. Then I stepped into the shower and turned on the water.

The glass fogged immediately, obscuring my form into a soft, watercolor blur. But the camera’s lens was high-definition, and it could see through the steam in patches. An arm raised to wash hair. The curve of a hip. The side of a breast.

And then I turned. I faced the wall where the camera was hidden. I put my hands flat on the glass of the shower, my body open, revealed through the running water and the dissipating steam. My head was tilted back, eyes closed. My mouth moved.

The audio was crystal clear. The sound of the water, the hiss of the showerhead. And my voice, low, a bit raw.

“Cassian.”

Just the one word. But it wasn’t a question. It was a statement. An acknowledgment. A summoning.

On the sofa, I felt my entire body flush with heat. I remembered the feel of the warm water on my skin, the cool glass under my palms. I remembered the specific, sharp thrill of saying his name to the unseen eye, of breaking the fourth wall completely. I remembered the wet ache between my legs that had started then, a low pulse that had stayed with me for hours afterward.

The footage continued. I watched myself finish the shower, turn off the water, step out. I watched myself dry off with a slow, absent-minded thoroughness, never once looking away from the camera’s general direction. Then I walked, naked and dripping, out of the frame.

The screen went black.

The silence in the room was thick, charged.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

“Yes,” Cassian said, his voice rough.

I turned to look at him. His eyes were fixed on the dark screen, but his attention was wholly on me. I could feel it, a physical pressure. The grey in his hair seemed more pronounced against his flushed skin. The scar by his eye was a white dash.

“That was… intense,” I managed.

“It was.” He finally looked at me. “You were so present. So completely inside the moment. It was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.”

“It felt like I was cracking open,” I admitted. “Saying your name. It was like admitting everything.”

“It was.” He set the tablet aside. His hand came up to cup my face. “You gave me permission to see you. Not just your body. You.”

I leaned into his touch. “You saw me anyway.”

“I wanted your consent. Your active participation. That’s what the password was. That’s what that moment was.”

The memory of that week was a live wire inside me. The careful distance, the mediated glances, the slow burn of being observed while observing. It had all been a prelude to this—to sitting in a dark room with him, our past selves glowing on a wall, the energy of it still vibrating in the air between us.

I didn’t think. I just moved. I climbed into his lap, straddling him, my knees sinking into the soft cushions on either side of his hips. The hem of his t-shirt rode up. I wasn’t wearing anything underneath. The rough weave of his boxer briefs brushed against my bare thighs. I could feel him, hard and hot, beneath the fabric.

He let out a soft groan, his hands settling on my hips, fingers digging in.

“Sloane.”

“I want you,” I said, the words simple and direct. “Now. After seeing that. I need you.”

“You have me.” His eyes searched mine. “Always.”

I kissed him. It wasn’t the gentle, waking kiss from earlier. It was hungry, full of the pent-up charge from the screen. He kissed me back with equal fervor, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, claiming me. I ground down against the rigid length of his cock, a moan tearing from my throat. The friction through the layers of cotton was maddening, not enough.

I broke the kiss, panting. “I need to feel you.”

“Then feel me.”

I got off his lap just long enough to yank his boxer briefs down. His cock sprang free, thick and already flushed, the head glistening. I pushed my own shirt up and off, tossing it aside. Now I was naked, kneeling on the sofa before him. He was shirtless, his chest broad and defined, the dusting of hair a darker grey. He looked up at me, his gaze scalding in its intensity. He was watching me again, but this time there was no glass, no distance. I was right here.

I lowered myself onto him.

It was a slow, deliberate descent. The blunt head of his cock pressed against my entrance, and I paused, savoring the exquisite pressure. Then I sank down, taking him inside me in one smooth, relentless glide until I was fully seated, my ass resting on his thighs. I was so wet he slid in without resistance, but he filled me so completely it stole my breath. My inner muscles clenched around him, a pulse of pure possession.

“Oh, god,” he gasped, his head falling back against the sofa cushion. His hands flew back to my hips, holding me as if I might vanish. “You feel… Christ, Sloane.”

I began to move. Not with frenzy, but with a deliberate, rolling rhythm. Up, almost letting him slip out, then down, taking him deep. My hands braced on his shoulders, his skin hot and smooth under my palms. I set the pace, controlling the angle, the depth. I watched his face. I watched the play of emotion—rapture, strain, awe. His eyes were open, locked on mine. He was seeing me, all of me, the woman on the screen and the woman in his lap, and I saw him seeing me. It was a feedback loop of sensation and perception, more intimate than any camera could ever capture.

The room was filled with the sounds of us. Our ragged breathing. The wet, rhythmic slap of my body meeting his. The soft creak of the sofa. My small, bitten-off cries.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice a gravelly rasp. “Let me watch you come.”

I didn’t hesitate. I moved one hand from his shoulder, down my own body, over the flat plane of my stomach, through the coarse curls, until my fingers found my clit. It was swollen, hypersensitive. The first brush of my fingertips made my whole body jolt, and a sharp cry escaped me. I circled it, the pressure perfect, amplifying the deep, full feeling of him inside me.

“That’s it,” he murmured, his eyes dropping to watch my hand move. “Show me.”

I did. I moved on him harder, faster, my hips pistoning. My fingers worked my clit in tight, focused circles. The dual sensations were overwhelming—the deep, stretching fullness of his cock and the bright, sharp pleasure from my clit. It coiled in my belly, a spring winding tighter and tighter.

“Cassian,” I moaned, echoing my on-screen self. “I’m going to…”

“Come,” he said. It was both a plea and an order. “Come on my cock. Let me feel it.”

That was all it took. The coil snapped. Pleasure detonated through me, a white-hot wave that crashed from my core out to my fingertips and toes. My back arched, my head thrown back as a raw, guttural scream was torn from my throat. My inner muscles clenched around him in frantic, rhythmic pulses, milking his cock.

The sensation of my climax pushed him over the edge. With a groan that was almost a roar, he thrust up into me, hard and deep, and held there. I felt the hot, liquid pulse of his release filling me, the throbbing of his cock matching the aftershocks still rippling through my own body.

I collapsed forward, boneless, my face buried in the crook of his neck. We were both slick with sweat, our hearts hammering against each other in a frantic, syncopated rhythm. He held me tight, his arms strong bands around my back, keeping me impaled on him as we both floated down.

For a long time, we just breathed.

Eventually, he shifted, easing us sideways so we lay tangled on the wide sofa. He was still inside me, softening now, but I made a small sound of protest at the slight movement.

“Don’t go,” I mumbled against his skin.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, his voice a vibration in his chest. He pulled a soft throw blanket from the back of the sofa and draped it over us.

We lay in the semi-darkness, the only light the faint glow from the tablet’s sleep screen. The air smelled of sex and us.

“That was different,” I said after a while.

“How?” “I wasn’t just… lost in it. I was aware of you watching. And I liked it. I wanted you to see. It made it hotter.”

He kissed the top of my head. “The awareness is the point. The shared consciousness. It’s not about forgetting yourself. It’s about being so completely yourself that you can offer it.”

I propped myself up on an elbow to look at him. “Is that what you get from watching? That… shared consciousness?”

He thought for a moment. “It’s a form of participation. When I watch you—when I watched you, in the penthouse—I wasn’t passive. I was with you. My attention was a physical thing in the room with you. It was a collaboration. You were giving me your image, your experience, and I was receiving it, honoring it with my full focus. It’s… it’s the opposite of being alone.”

My heart ached for him, for the years of reclusive observation he’d described. “And now? Now that you’re not alone?”

“Now it’s deeper,” he said simply. “Because I can watch, and then I can touch. I can have the image and the reality. I can see you come on a screen, and then I can feel you come around me. They’re not separate anymore. They’re layers of the same truth.”

I lay back down, my mind spinning. It was a philosophy of intimacy, one built from glass walls and camera lenses. It shouldn’t have made sense, but to us, it was the only thing that did.

“Show me more,” I said.

He shifted, reaching for the tablet. “What do you want to see?”

“You,” I said. “Show me a session where you were in the room.”

He navigated the files, found one. Day six. The first time he’d entered the space while I was shooting myself.

The screen came alive again. This time, the view was from the main living area camera. I was in the center of the room, on the white rug, wearing a black slip dress. I had my camera on a tripod, the timer set. I was positioning myself, trying to capture the lines of the room with my body in them.

Then the penthouse door opened. Cassian walked in. He was dressed as he usually was—dark trousers, a simple grey t-shirt. He stood just inside the door, his hands in his pockets. On screen, I turned and saw him. My body language changed instantly. The careful, compositional poses fell away. I just… looked at him.

He began to walk toward me. Slowly. The camera captured every step. The focused intent in his eyes. The way I stood my ground, my chest rising and falling faster.

He stopped a foot away from me. The audio picked up our breathing.

“May I stay?” he asked on the recording.

“Yes,” my on-screen self said.

He didn’t touch me. He just stood there, watching me as I turned back to my camera, as I tried to resume the shoot. But my movements were different now. They were charged, electric. Every glance I threw his way was a spark. I finally gave up on the tripod, picked up the camera, and turned it on him.

The footage switched to a new angle—the camera I was holding was recording, too, and its feed was synced and saved. Now I saw his face, through my lens. His expression as he allowed himself to be photographed. It wasn’t a smile. It was an opening. A profound, vulnerable allowance.

On the sofa, the real Cassian tightened his arm around me.

On screen, I lowered the camera. I stepped up to him. I reached out and touched his face, my fingers tracing the scar by his eye. It was the first time I had touched him.

The recording went on. It showed our first kiss. It was tentative, a brush of lips that quickly deepened. It showed my hands fisting in his shirt, his arms coming around me to crush me against him. It showed the slip dress pooling on the floor. It showed him laying me down on the rug, his body covering mine. Then, as things progressed, the camera I’d been holding was knocked aside, and the view became a tilted, dizzying shot of the ceiling and our entangled limbs, the sounds becoming the main event—moans, gasps, the rustle of clothing, skin on skin.

The audio was explicit. My breathy pleas. His low, growled responses. The wet, rhythmic sounds of our joining.

Watching it now, in his arms, was the most surreal and potent experience of my life. It was like being split in two—the me who was feeling the aftershocks of pleasure in my body, and the me on the screen, living that pleasure for the first time. I was both subject and audience.

When the footage ended, I was trembling.

“That was the day everything changed,” I whispered.

“Yes.”

“I was so scared to touch you. To break the… the protocol.”

“You didn’t break it,” he said. “You evolved it.”

I turned in his arms to face him fully. “I want to do it again.”

“Watch footage?”

“No. I mean, yes, but… I want to create more. With you. Not for a project. Not for a contract. Just for us. Here.”

His eyes darkened with understanding and desire. “You want to set up a camera.”

“I want to document this. Us. In our home. With our full, conscious consent. I want to make a record of what we are when we’re not playing roles.” The idea was taking shape in my mind, thrilling and terrifying. “I want to be the photographer and the subject. I want you to be the watcher and the participant. I want to blur all the lines until they disappear.”

A slow smile spread across his face, the kind of smile that transformed him, that lit him up from within. It was a rare sight, and it was mine.

“Tell me what you need,” he said.

For the next hour, we planned. It wasn’t a spontaneous, heated coupling. It was a collaborative art project. We discussed angles. Lighting. We decided on two cameras—my professional DSLR on a tripod in the corner of the room, set to record video, and a smaller, discreet camera on a shelf to get a wider shot. We talked about consent, about what we were comfortable recording. We agreed that the footage was for us alone, a private archive. We would review it, keep what felt true, delete what didn’t. The process was as important as the product.

By the time we were ready, the afternoon had deepened. The room was bathed in a rich, amber light. I was naked. He was naked. The cameras were in place, their red recording lights glowing like tiny, watchful eyes.

There was no script. No predetermined scene.

I walked to the center of the rug, the same white rug from the penthouse, which he’d had moved here. I stood there and looked at the lens of the main camera. Then I looked at Cassian, who stood by the sofa, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed. He was already hard again, his cock standing thick and proud against his stomach. His gaze was the same as it had always been—focused, absorbing, reverent.

But this time, I spoke.

“This is for us,” I said, my voice clear in the quiet room. “This is who we are, today. No walls.”

I went to him. I didn’t seduce him. I simply wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him, a deep, slow, loving kiss. He kissed me back, his hands sliding down my back to cup my ass, pulling me flush against him.

We made love on the sofa, in the full, unflinching light. It was explicit, raw, and profoundly tender. I guided him inside me, sighing as he filled me. We moved together in a rhythm that was familiar and endlessly new. I cried out when I came, the sound loud and unashamed in the room. He followed, his release shuddering through him with a groan that he let loose against my skin.

After, we lay together, spent, still captured in the wide frame of the secondary camera. We were a tangle of limbs, skin gleaming with sweat, his head on my chest, my fingers in his hair.

I looked over at the camera’s red light. I smiled, a small, private smile.

The chapter of the penthouse was closed. But our story was still being written, frame by frame, breath by breath. And now, we were both holding the pen. We were both in the picture. And we were, finally, home.




Chapter 30 — Home

We didn’t move for a long time. The sofa was a deep, forgiving expanse of leather, and Cassian’s weight against me was a grounding warmth. The air, still charged with the scent of us—sex and sweat and something sweetly intimate—settled slowly. The red light on the secondary camera blinked, a steady pulse in the dimming afternoon light. It felt less like a recording now, more like a heartbeat. A witness.

His breath was soft on my skin. I traced the small scar at the corner of his left eye with my thumb. He didn’t flinch; he watched me do it.

“What happens now?” I asked. My voice was low, raspy from crying out.

He shifted, lifting his head to look at me. His blue eyes were clear, unguarded. “The shoot is over. The contract is fulfilled.”

“And?”

“And I have a penthouse full of photographs. And you have a check.”

It was the practical answer, the one that belonged to the world outside these glass walls. I felt a small, cold knot form in my stomach. “That’s all?”

He kissed my shoulder, a slow, deliberate press of his lips. “No. That’s not all. But it’s the part we have to talk about.”

We disentangled, slowly. He fetched a blanket from the master bedroom—a thick, cream-colored wool—and wrapped it around us both. We sat side by side on the sofa, our legs tangled under the fabric. The cameras were still on, but they felt like furniture now. Like part of the room.

Cassian reached for my hand, held it between both of his. “Sloane. This week… it was a constructed environment. A perfect, controlled experiment in seeing. We both consented to it. We both chose it. But the world isn’t a penthouse with three glass walls and a signed agreement.”

I knew what he was saying. I’d been thinking it, in the quiet moments between shots. What we had here was a bubble. A beautiful, explicit, transparent bubble. Outside, there were neighbors, laws, social expectations, my career, his reputation. There were phones that didn’t belong to us, and eyes that hadn’t asked for permission to watch.

“I don’t want to stop,” I said. The words were simple, but they felt huge leaving my mouth.

“I don’t either.” He squeezed my hand. “But we have to decide what we’re carrying out of here. Is it a secret? Is it a new way of living? Is it just a memory?”

I looked at the main camera, its lens still pointed at us. “What about all the footage? The pictures?”

He turned to look at the monitor on the wall, which showed the live feed from the secondary camera—us, wrapped in a blanket, talking seriously on a sofa. “That’s part of the decision. I have terabytes of data. You have hundreds of RAW files. Some of them are of the apartment. Some are of you. Some are of me. Some are of us.”

“The ones of us,” I said. “The explicit ones.”

“Yes.”

I thought about it. The intimacy of those images wasn’t just in the acts they depicted. It was in the trust, the mutual surrender. They were evidence of a week where we had stripped ourselves bare, not just physically, but in the way we allowed ourselves to be observed. Deleting them felt like a betrayal of that. Keeping them felt like a risk.

“I want to keep them,” I said, finally. “But not here. Not on some server that could be hacked. Not as a digital ghost. I want them in a place we control. Together.”

Cassian nodded. “A physical drive. A vault. Something we both have access to, and both decide to open.”

“Yes.”

“And the ones you took? The photographs?”

I smiled. “Those are my portfolio. They’re art. They’ll be seen. But the ones of you… those are private. Unless you want them to be public.”

He shook his head. “I don’t. But I don’t want them destroyed either. I want you to have them. To see me, as you saw me here.”

It was a compromise. A practical, careful plan. But it felt sterile compared to the heat that had just coursed through us. I shivered under the blanket.

Cassian noticed. He pulled me closer, his arm around my shoulders. “The other part,” he said, his voice dropping, “is how we… continue. The voyeurism. The exhibitionism. It’s not a hobby for me. It’s a… need. A way of connecting.”

“It’s a need for me too,” I admitted. “I spent my whole career hiding behind the camera. Being the observer, never the observed. Here, I learned how to be both. I learned that being seen by you… it doesn’t diminish me. It expands me.”

He turned his face toward me, his expression intense. “So we find ways. Not a glass penthouse in downtown LA. But a bedroom with curtains we can close. A cabin with woods around it. A place where we can create the same conditions—consent, control, mutual desire—without the exposure.”

“We’d have to talk,” I said. “Every time. Set the rules. Again.”

“Yes.”

“And it would be just us. No… distribution. No sharing.”

“Absolutely.” His answer was immediate, firm. “This was never about sharing you with the world. It was about sharing you with me. And you, sharing me.”

I believed him. The entire week had been a dance of equal power. He had never directed me. He had watched, and responded, and offered. And I had chosen, every step.

The conversation had drained the last of the adrenaline from my body. I felt heavy, tired, deeply satisfied but also emotionally raw. Cassian seemed to sense it.

“Come,” he said, standing up and letting the blanket fall. He was naked, beautiful in the fading light, his body lean and powerful. “Let’s shower. Let’s get clean. And then let’s eat. We haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

The mundane suggestions were a relief. We walked to the master bathroom, our footsteps soft on the polished concrete floor. The shower was a vast, glass-walled enclosure with a rain head and side jets. Cassian turned it on, and steam began to billow.

He stepped in first, then held out a hand for me. I took it, stepping into the hot, cascading water. It washed over my skin, soothing the places that were tender, rinsing away the evidence of our lovemaking. We stood facing each other, letting the water do its work for a moment.

Then Cassian reached for a bottle of body wash. He poured some into his palms and began to soap my shoulders, my arms, my chest. His touch was methodical, gentle, not sexual but deeply caring. He washed my back, my stomach, my legs. I did the same for him, running my hands over the planes of his chest, the firm muscles of his abdomen, the length of his thighs. We were cleaning each other, a ritual of aftercare that felt as intimate as sex.

When we were rinsed, he took a soft towel and dried me, starting with my hair and moving down my body with slow, absorbing pats. I dried him too, the towel moving over his skin, catching the droplets on his shoulders, on the curve of his back.

We didn’t speak. The steam, the heat, the tactile silence—it was another form of communion.

After, we dressed in simple clothes. I pulled on a black cotton dress, loose and comfortable. Cassian wore grey linen trousers and a white t-shirt. We looked like different people. Civilians.

He led me to the kitchen, which was a sleek expanse of marble and stainless steel. He opened the refrigerator, which was stocked with fresh ingredients—something he’d done, I realized, in preparation for this week.

“I’ll cook,” he said. “You sit.”

I sat on a stool at the kitchen island, watching him. He moved with a quiet efficiency, chopping vegetables, searing fish in a pan, tossing a salad. He wasn’t performing; he was simply making dinner. But I watched him with the same focus I’d used when photographing the apartment. The way his hands handled the knife. The concentration in his eyes as he checked the temperature of the pan. The small, almost invisible smile when he caught me looking.

It was another kind of seeing. Domestic. Real.

He served the meal on two simple plates: seared salmon with a crisp skin, a salad of avocado and citrus, roasted asparagus. We ate at the dining table, which was a slab of dark wood near the windows. The city lights were beginning to twinkle outside, a galaxy of human activity stretching to the horizon.

We talked about ordinary things. He asked about my next project, a museum renovation in Seattle. I asked about his old company, the AI vision startup, and what he did now with his time. He told me he invested in small tech firms, mostly in ethical AI and privacy-focused applications. He traveled, but not often. He read. He lived quietly.

“This penthouse,” I said, gesturing around us. “It’s not really your home, is it?”

He shook his head. “It’s a prototype. A place I built to test ideas about space and transparency. The house in Topanga is surrounded by trees. The windows are smaller.”

I laughed. “You’re a recluse who built the most exposed apartment in LA.”

“Contradiction is the engine of interesting lives,” he said, smiling fully for the first time since we’d left the sofa. It transformed his face, softening the sharp lines, making his blue eyes warm.

After dinner, we cleared the plates together. Then he took my hand and led me to the living area again. The cameras were still on, their red lights like tiny, persistent stars.

“One more session,” he said, his voice low. “Not for the portfolio. Not for the archive. For us. To close the week properly.”

I felt a flush of heat return to my body. The tiredness was gone, replaced by a renewed, deep-seated hunger. “What are the rules?”

“Same rules as always,” he said. “We both want this. Either of us can stop. The footage stays private.”

I nodded. “I want you.”

“I want you too.”

He didn’t lead me to the sofa or the bedroom. He simply stood before me, in the center of the vast room, and began to undress me. His hands went to the shoulders of my black dress, sliding the fabric down my arms until it pooled at my feet. I stood naked before him, in the full view of the cameras, the city lights behind me like a backdrop.

He undressed himself next, pulling off the t-shirt, stepping out of the linen trousers. He was naked again, his cock already half-hard, his body a study in quiet arousal.

He didn’t rush. He came to me and kissed me, a deep, exploring kiss that tasted of citrus and salt from our dinner. His hands cupped my face, then moved down my neck, over my shoulders, to my breasts. He palmed them, his thumbs brushing my nipples until they tightened into hard peaks. I arched into his touch, a sigh escaping my lips.

He knelt then, surprising me. He kissed my stomach, the curve of my hip, then moved lower. His hands spread my thighs, and he pressed his face to my pussy, breathing in my scent. Then he kissed my clit, a soft, direct press of his lips.

I gasped, my hands going to his hair. He didn’t use his tongue yet; he just kissed me there, over and over, gentle and firm, until my whole body was trembling with anticipation. Then he finally licked, a long, slow stroke from my opening to my clit. I cried out, my head falling back.

He took me to the edge with his mouth, his tongue circling and penetrating, his lips sucking. I came quickly, a sharp, bright orgasm that made my legs shake. He held me through it, his hands firm on my hips, his mouth still working until the last tremor passed.

When I was spent, he stood up and kissed my mouth again, letting me taste myself on his lips. “Now,” he said, his voice rough. “I want you to take me.”

He led me to the floor, to a thick, wool rug that lay before the fireplace. He lay down on it, looking up at me. “Use me,” he said.

I straddled him, kneeling over his hips. His cock was fully hard now, a thick, beautiful arch against his stomach. I reached down and took it in my hand, feeling its heat, its firmness. I guided it to my opening, which was wet and ready from his mouth. Then I lowered myself onto him, taking him inside me in one slow, deliberate slide.

He filled me completely. I moaned, the sound loud in the quiet room. I began to move, rocking my hips, finding a rhythm that was slow and deep. He watched me, his eyes locked on my face, his hands resting on my thighs.

I put my own hands on his chest, feeling the beat of his heart under my palms. I rode him, speeding up as my need built again. The sensation was overwhelming—the stretch of him inside me, the friction of our bodies, the unbroken gaze between us.

“Touch yourself,” he said, his voice a command softened by reverence.

I obeyed. I let one hand drift down from his chest to my own clit, circling it as I moved on him. The dual sensation—the internal fullness and the external stimulation—sent sparks through my nerves. I cried out again, my movements becoming frantic.

Cassian’s hands tightened on my thighs. He began to thrust up into me, meeting my rhythm, driving deeper. I felt him swell inside me, his breath coming in ragged gusts.

“I’m going to come,” I warned, my voice breaking.

“Come,” he said. “Let me see it.”

I did. The orgasm crashed over me, a wave that started deep in my core and radiated out to every limb. I shuddered, my internal muscles clamping around his cock, my hand still working my clit until the pleasure peaked and then slowly, slowly ebbed.

As my climax faded, I felt his own begin. His hips bucked, his thrusts turned urgent and shallow. He groaned, a raw, unfiltered sound, and his release surged inside me, hot and abundant. I felt it, the pulsing of his cock, the flood of his cum. I kept moving, gently now, milking him until he was completely spent.

When we were both finished, I collapsed forward onto his chest, our bodies still joined. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight. We lay like that on the rug, in the middle of the room, under the watchful eyes of the cameras.

After a long time, I shifted off him, lying beside him on the rug. He turned to face me, propping his head on his hand.

“That,” he said, “is what I want to carry out of here.”

“Me too.”

We slept there, on the rug, wrapped in another blanket he fetched. We didn’t make it to the bedroom. We slept in the heart of the space, under the glass walls, with the city humming outside.

I woke in the middle of the night. Cassian was asleep beside me, his breathing deep and regular. The cameras’ red lights were still on, but they felt benign now. Like guardians.

I got up, quietly, and walked to the main camera. I powered it down, the red light winking out. Then I went to the secondary camera and did the same. The room was now only lit by the ambient glow of the city.

I returned to the rug, to Cassian. He stirred as I settled beside him.

“You turned them off,” he murmured, his voice sleep-thickened.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because we don’t need them right now.”

He nodded, and pulled me closer. We slept again.

In the morning, the practical world returned. I packed my gear—my cameras, my lenses, my tripod, the hard drives with all the RAW files. Cassian packed a single bag with his own things. The penthouse, stripped of our presence, felt like a shell again. A beautiful, empty shell.

We stood at the door, looking back into the space. The light was morning-bright, streaming through the glass, illuminating every corner.

“I’ll send you the check,” Cassian said. “And the drive with the footage. We’ll decide on the vault location later.”

“I’ll send you the photographs of the apartment,” I said. “And the private ones of you. You’ll have them by the end of the week.”

He nodded. Then he took my hand. “Sloane. This isn’t goodbye.”

“I know.”

“I’ll see you in Topanga. Next weekend. My house has a guest room. With curtains.”

I smiled. “I’ll bring a camera.”

“I’ll expect it.”

He kissed me, a soft, lingering kiss that tasted of promise. Then we left, closing the door behind us on the penthouse, on the week, on the experiment.

But as we walked down the hall to the elevator, I felt something solid and certain inside me. The glass walls were gone. But the seeing remained. And the being seen.

We stepped out into the Los Angeles morning, the sun hot on our faces, the city noise a familiar roar. Cassian’s car was waiting—a simple, dark sedan. He opened the passenger door for me.

I slid in, placing my gear bag carefully on the seat beside me. He got in the driver’s seat, started the engine.

“Where to?” he asked.

“My studio,” I said. “I have to start editing.”

He drove. We didn’t speak much. The silence was comfortable, filled with the memory of the night before, the week before.

When we arrived at my studio building, a modest brick structure in Culver City, he parked and helped me with my bags. We stood on the sidewalk, the sun between us.

“Next weekend,” he said again.

“Yes.”

He kissed me once more, a brief, firm kiss that left my lips warm. Then he turned and walked back to his car.

I watched him drive away, until the sedan disappeared into the flow of traffic. Then I hauled my bags inside, up to my studio.

The space was familiar—my desk, my monitors, my filing cabinets, the prints on the walls from past projects. It felt smaller, dimmer, after the penthouse. But it also felt like mine.

I set up my gear, plugged in the hard drives, and began to work. The first images I opened were the architectural shots—the clean lines of the living room, the dramatic sweep of the kitchen, the serene expanse of the bedroom. They were good. They were great, actually. They would make my portfolio shine.

Then I opened the folder labeled “Private.” Inside were the images of Cassian. Him watching from the doorway. Him standing naked by the window. Him laughing, a rare, captured moment. Him asleep on the rug. And the images of us together—the explicit, raw, tender images of our bodies joined.

I looked at them for a long time. They were not for publication. They were for us. They were the record of a week where we had dismantled the walls between us, one by one, until there was nothing left but truth and light.

I saved them to a separate drive, encrypted it, and placed it in my safe. Later, we would decide on a vault. Later, we would decide on many things.

But for now, I had work to do. I had a career to continue. And I had a weekend in Topanga to look forward to.

I started editing the architectural shots, my hands moving over the keyboard, my eyes assessing color and composition. But in my mind, I was already elsewhere. In a house surrounded by trees. In a room with curtains we could open or close. In the gaze of a man who saw me, and let me see him.

The glass walls were gone. But the vision remained. And for the first time in my life, I was not just the photographer. I was also, irrevocably, the subject. And I was home.




Chapter 31 — The Vault

The Topanga house was nothing like the penthouse.

Cassian had described it as a cabin, but that was a misleadingly rustic term. It was a mid-century modern structure tucked into a canyon fold, all warm wood and angled glass. It faced a grove of ancient oaks, not the glittering grid of downtown. The air smelled of dry chaparral and eucalyptus, not conditioned, sterile coolness. As I parked my car on the gravel drive, the first thing I noticed was the sound of wind through leaves, a constant, gentle sigh.

He was waiting for me on the deck, leaning against the railing. He wore dark jeans and a grey henley, sleeves pushed up to his elbows. He didn’t wave, just watched me get out of the car, his gaze as steady as it had been through a thousand panes of glass. The distance between us felt charged, but differently. This wasn’t the charged atmosphere of a controlled experiment. It was the quiet voltage of something real, left unattended for a few days, waiting to be touched.

I grabbed my weekend bag and the leather case holding my personal laptop and the encrypted drive. I walked toward him.

“No cameras?” he asked as I reached the steps. His voice was low, barely carrying over the wind.

“Not the big one,” I said. I set my bags down on the redwood decking. “I have my phone. For emergencies.”

“What’s the emergency?”

“If I see a shot I can’t live without.”

A small smile touched his mouth. “Fair.”

He stepped forward and took my bag. His fingers brushed mine. It was a simple, domestic gesture, but my skin sparked with the contact. A week of separation, of returning to my old life, had turned the memory of his touch into a phantom limb. Feeling it again was a shock of relief.

“Come inside,” he said.

The interior was all clean lines and natural light, but it felt lived-in. A worn leather sofa faced a stone fireplace. Books lined one wall, real books, with cracked spines. There was a kitchen with a copper hood, and a dining table that looked like it had been carved from a single slab of wood. It was beautiful, but it was a habitat, not a showcase.

“This is yours?” I asked, turning in a slow circle.

“It is now,” he said, placing my bag by the sofa. “I bought it last year. Needed a place where the sky wasn’t made of other people’s windows.”

“It’s quiet.”

“It is. Sometimes too quiet.” He came to stand beside me, looking out the wall of glass at the trees. “I’ve been here since Thursday. I kept expecting to see you setting up a tripod in the corner.”

“Old habits.”

“Yes.”

I turned to face him. “I finished the preliminary edits on the architectural shots. They’re good, Cassian. Really good. My agent is already shopping them to three magazines.”

“I never doubted they would be.” He looked at me, his blue eyes calm. “And the other folder?”

My heart thumped once, hard. “It’s safe. It’s on the drive.” I nodded toward the leather case. “I haven’t looked at them again.”

“Neither have I,” he said. “The raw files from my system are on a disconnected server in a locked closet downstairs. I haven’t opened them.”

We stood there, acknowledging the unspoken question that had hovered between us since I’d driven away from the penthouse. What were we going to do with the record we’d made? The evidence of our week.

“We should look,” I said. The words came out softer than I intended. “Together. We should decide.”

He was silent for a long moment, just watching me. Then he nodded. “Okay. But not yet.”

He reached out and took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. The touch was deliberate, anchoring. “First, I want to show you the rest of the house. And then I want to make a new record. One that doesn’t belong to any contract.”

A flush spread from my chest up my neck. “A new record.”

“Yes. One with no cameras. No glass. Just you and me and this house.” He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles, his eyes never leaving mine. “If you want to.”

I thought of the penthouse, of the exquisite tension of being seen. This was its inverse. The profound intimacy of being seen by only one person, in a place where no one else could possibly look in. The promise was dizzying.

“I want to,” I said.

He led me through the house. There was a study with a massive oak desk, a guest room with a woven blanket on the bed, and finally, the primary bedroom. It was at the back of the house, with glass doors opening onto a private deck overlooking a steep, wooded ravine. The bed was a wide platform of dark wood, piled with linen bedding in a soft slate blue. It was simple. It was perfect.

“This is my favorite room,” he said, standing in the doorway.

“I can see why.”

He turned to me then, his expression shifting from tour-guide calm to a focused intensity I knew well. It was the look he got just before a session, the look that meant his entire world had narrowed to what was in front of him. Only now, I was what was in front of him.

“Sloane,” he said, my name a statement.

He didn’t move, leaving the decision to cross the threshold to me. I stepped into the room, letting the space settle around me. The light was different here, greener, filtered through the canopy outside. I could hear a creek trickling somewhere far below.

I walked to the center of the room and turned to face him. He was still in the doorway, a silhouette against the brighter light of the hall. I began to undress.

It was not a performance. There was no second-screen monitor, no implied audience, no composition to consider. It was simply a woman taking off her clothes for the man she wanted. I pulled my black t-shirt over my head, unhooked my bra and let it fall. I slid my jeans and underwear down my legs, stepping out of the pile of fabric. I stood naked in the dappled light, my arms at my sides. I didn’t pose. I just was.

Cassian watched, his breathing the only sign of movement. His gaze was a physical warmth moving over my skin—over my breasts, my stomach, the triangle of dark hair between my legs, down my thighs and back up. It was a slow, thorough inventory. A claiming.

“You are so beautiful,” he said, the words rough. “It still knocks the air out of me.”

“Your turn,” I said.

He didn’t hesitate. He pulled the henley over his head, revealing the familiar planes of his chest, the dusting of grey hair. He toed off his shoes, unbuckled his belt, and pushed his jeans and boxer briefs down in one motion. His cock was already hard, curving up against his stomach. He was fully erect, the head flushed a deep, ruddy color. Seeing him like this, without the framing of a window or the distance of a room, was almost overwhelming. This was just Cassian, naked, wanting me.

He walked toward me, and the space between us vanished. He didn’t kiss me immediately. Instead, he reached out and cradled my face in his hands, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones. He looked into my eyes, and I saw everything there—the reclusive billionaire, the watcher, the man who had chosen to let me in. And the sheer, stark want.

Then his mouth was on mine.

The kiss was deep and hungry from the first second. There was no tentative exploration, only the immediate, consuming reality of each other. His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of coffee and something uniquely him. I moaned into the kiss, my hands coming up to grip his shoulders, feeling the solid muscle under his skin. He was real. This was real.

His hands left my face and traveled down my body, mapping me with a reverence that made my knees weak. He palmed my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples until they were tight, aching points. He slid his hands down my back, over the curve of my ass, pulling me tightly against him. The feel of his hard cock pressing against my belly sent a jolt of pure need straight to my core. My pussy was already wet, aching with an emptiness only he could fill.

“Cassian,” I gasped against his lips.

“I know,” he murmured. He kissed a trail down my neck, to my collarbone, then lower. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, his tongue flicking over the sensitive peak. Pleasure, sharp and bright, arrowed through me. I tangled my fingers in his prematurely grey hair, holding him to me. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, until I was trembling.

He sank to his knees.

His hands slid down the backs of my thighs, urging them apart. I widened my stance, my breath catching. He looked up at me, his eyes dark with intent, before he leaned forward and pressed his mouth to the inside of my thigh. He kissed his way upward, slowly, inexorably, until his breath was hot against my exposed folds.

“Please,” I whispered, my head falling back.

He didn’t make me wait. He parted me with his thumbs and licked a long, slow stripe from my entrance to my clit.

I cried out. The sensation was electric, unmediated by glass or screens. It was his mouth, his tongue, on the most intimate part of me. He licked me again, then settled in, feasting on me with a focused intensity that mirrored his watching. He explored me with his tongue, circling my clit, dipping inside me, learning the rhythms of my body in this new, unrecorded context. He sucked my clit gently, then harder, and I bucked against his mouth, a coil of pleasure tightening deep in my belly.

“Yes, right there, don’t stop,” I chanted, my hands gripping his shoulders for balance.

He hummed against me, the vibration shooting another bolt of pleasure through my nerves. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding that perfect spot. He fucked me with his fingers while his mouth worked my clit, and the dual stimulation was too much, too perfect. The orgasm built fast, a tidal wave gathering force.

“Cassian, I’m going to come,” I gasped.

He redoubled his efforts, his fingers pumping, his tongue relentless. The wave broke. My climax tore through me, a raw, shuddering release that made my legs buckle. He held me up, his mouth gentle now, soothing me through the aftershocks until I was panting and sensitive.

He rose, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, before finding my mouth again. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky, and it was the most erotic thing I’d ever experienced.

“On the bed,” he said, his voice gravelly with need.

I walked backward, my legs still unsteady, until the backs of my knees hit the platform bed. I sat, then scooted back, lying against the cool linen. He followed, crawling over me, caging me with his arms. The green light from the trees played over his skin. I reached between us and wrapped my hand around his cock. He was hot and hard, velvety over steel. I stroked him, watching his eyes flutter closed.

“I need you inside me,” I said. “Now.”

He nudged my thighs wider with his knee. He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock pressing against my slick, swollen folds. He looked down at me, a question in his eyes even now.

“Yes,” I said, answering it. “Right now. I want this.”

He pushed in.

The feeling of him filling me, with no barrier, no distance, was transcendent. It was a homecoming. I cried out, wrapping my legs around his hips, pulling him deeper. He sank all the way in, until our bodies were flush, and he paused, buried to the hilt, letting us both adjust to the staggering fullness.

“Sloane,” he groaned, burying his face in my neck.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were slow and deep at first, a measured, relentless possession. Each stroke dragged against my inner walls, lighting up every nerve ending. I met him thrust for thrust, my hips rising to meet his. The room filled with the sounds of our bodies joining—skin slapping skin, his ragged breaths, my desperate moans, the quiet creak of the bed.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice strained.

I opened my eyes. He was braced above me, his face a mask of concentrated pleasure, sweat beading on his temple. He was watching me, seeing every flicker of sensation cross my face. This was the ultimate voyeurism, the ultimate exhibitionism—complete, mutual, and utterly present.

“I see you,” I breathed.

He drove into me harder, faster. The angle shifted, and his cockhead began to rub directly against my clit with every deep plunge. A second, more intense orgasm began to coil, deep and insistent.

“Touch yourself,” he gritted out. “Let me watch you come.”

I slid a hand between our sweat-slick bodies, finding my clit. It was swollen, hypersensitive. I circled it with my fingertips, the added stimulation tipping me instantly toward the edge.

“I’m close,” I warned him, my voice breaking.

“Come for me,” he said, his thrusts becoming punishing, perfectly timed. “Let go.”

The command, the feel of him, the sight of his rapt face above me—it was all too much. My orgasm erupted, a violent, consuming wave that clenched around his cock, milking him. I screamed his name, my body arching off the bed as the pleasure ripped through me in endless pulses.

Feeling me clench around him shattered his control. With a guttural shout, he drove into me one final, deep time and stilled. I felt the hot, liquid pulse of his release inside me, his whole body shuddering with the force of it. He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome anchor, his face pressed into the curve of my neck.

We lay there, tangled and spent, for a long time. The only sounds were our slowing breaths and the wind in the trees. Eventually, he rolled to the side, pulling me with him so I was draped across his chest. His heart hammered under my ear.

After a while, he spoke, his voice rumbling in his chest. “That’s the record I wanted.”

I traced the small scar by his eye. “No backups? No cloud storage?”

“Only here,” he said, tapping his temple. Then he kissed my forehead. “And here.”

We dozed, the afternoon light shifting across the floor. When I woke, he was propped on an elbow, just looking at me. The naked affection in his gaze made my throat tight.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“Starving.”

We got up, showered together in the spacious, stone-tiled bathroom—a slow, soapy exploration that was almost as intimate as sex—and dressed in casual clothes. He made pasta in the kitchen, and I set the table. We ate on the deck as the sun set, painting the canyon in shades of orange and purple. It was shockingly normal. And perfect.

Later, as dusk settled and the first stars pricked through the deep blue sky, we sat on the sofa in the living room. My leather case was on the coffee table.

“We should do it,” I said, looking at the case.

Cassian nodded. He got up and returned a minute later with a slim, silver laptop. “The raw files,” he said, setting it next to my case.

We both retrieved our respective records. I plugged in the encrypted drive and entered the password. He entered a long string of commands into his laptop. For a moment, we just sat there, two people on a sofa, holding the proof of our most vulnerable week.

“Together,” he said.

We opened the folders.

On my screen, the “Private” images populated. On his, a file directory listed dozens of video files with timestamps and duration. We didn’t speak. We just scrolled and clicked.

I watched us unfold in still frames. The tension of the early days, the daring of the middle, the raw communion of the end. He played snippets of video with the sound off—shots of me moving through the penthouse, of our first kiss from his camera’s perspective, of our bodies moving together on the rug. Seeing it from the outside, from his captured point of view, was surreal. It was like watching two other people, people who were desperately in love and too afraid to say it.

After an hour, I leaned back against the sofa cushions. “What do we do with it?”

He closed his laptop lid. “What do you want to do with it?”

I thought about it. The images and footage were powerful. They were art, in a way. They were also deeply, intensely private. “I don’t want to delete them,” I said finally. “They’re part of our story. But they’re not for anyone else. Ever.”

“Agreed.” He took my hand. “So we keep them. In a vault, like you said. A physical one. Not connected to any network. We decide together when, or if, we ever look at them again.”

It felt right. It felt like a ceremony. “A vault,” I repeated. “Where?”

“Here. I’ll have a safe installed. Fireproof, waterproof. Only the two of us have the combination.”

“And if we break up?” The question slipped out, harsh in the quiet room.

He didn’t flinch. He looked at our joined hands. “Then we meet here, together, and we decide what to do with the contents. As the people we are then. But Sloane…” He looked up, his gaze piercing. “I’m not planning on that contingency.”

My eyes stung. “Neither am I.”

He pulled me into his arms, and I went willingly, curling into his side. We sat like that in the darkening room, the ghosts of our past week sealed in their metal boxes, the future a wide, open canyon outside the windows.

“I have to go back to the city tomorrow,” I said softly. “I have a meeting with a gallery owner on Monday.”

“I know.” He kissed my hair. “I’ll be here. Or in the city. Or wherever you are. The week is over, Sloane. The contract is fulfilled. This…” He squeezed me. “This is just us now. We make the rules.”

I turned my face up to his. “Rule number one: no more watching from other rooms.”

He smiled, a real, full smile that lit up his whole face. “Rule number one: we watch each other from right here.” He kissed me, softly, sweetly. “Rule number two: we take new pictures. Of this house. Of the trees. Of each other, when we feel like it. For us.”

“I can live with those rules.”

We sat in silence for a long time, until the moon rose over the canyon, bathing the deck in silver light. The glass walls were gone. In their place was something sturdier, something built not for observation, but for living. A foundation. And for the first time, looking at the man beside me and the wild landscape beyond the glass, I knew exactly what the shot was. It was the two of us, in the frame, together. No longer photographer and subject, but partners. Co-authors of whatever came next.

And it was the most beautiful composition I’d ever seen.




Chapter 32 — The Composition of Us

We didn’t move from the couch for hours. The night deepened, the moon arced across the sky, and the canyon below us became a sea of black velvet. We talked in low voices, about nothing and everything. The gallery meeting on Monday, the logistics of my apartment lease, his preference for Japanese maples over palm trees. The mundane felt sacred, a new kind of intimacy that didn’t require a lens or a screen. Our hands never stopped touching—my palm on his chest, his fingers tracing circles on my shoulder, our legs tangled together.

Eventually, the need for water, for something to ground us in the physical, pulled us apart. I padded to the kitchen, the polished concrete floor cool under my bare feet. I filled two glasses, listening to the silence of the house. It wasn’t the charged, listening silence of the penthouse. It was peaceful. Full.

When I turned, he was leaning against the kitchen island, watching me. The look was familiar, but transformed. There was no distance, no glass between us. His gaze was warm, direct, and wholly present.

“What?” I asked, a smile playing on my lips as I handed him a glass.

“Just looking.” He took a sip, his eyes never leaving mine. “Rule number one.”

The water was cold and perfect. I set my glass down on the counter. “Rule number one only works if it’s reciprocal.”

“I’m not stopping you.”

I moved toward him, closing the few feet of space. I placed my hands on his waist, feeling the solid warmth of him through his thin cotton shirt. I looked up, studying his face—the premature grey at his temples, the small scar by his left eye, the lines of fatigue and intensity that were softening in the low light. I was seeing him, not as a subject, but as a man. My man. The thought sent a thrill through me, simple and profound.

“You’re beautiful,” I said, the word feeling inadequate but true.

He shook his head slightly, a faint, self-deprecating smile on his mouth. “I’m not.”

“You are to me. And my eye is pretty good.” I rose on my toes and kissed him. It started soft, a continuation of the sweetness from the couch, but it changed almost instantly. The undercurrent that had been humming between us all week, now unchanneled and free, surged to the surface.

His hands came up to cup my face, his thumbs stroking my cheeks as his mouth opened over mine. The kiss deepened, turning hungry. I could taste the water on his tongue, and underneath it, the unique, clean scent of him—soap and skin and Cassian. My fingers curled into his shirt, pulling him closer until our bodies were flush. I felt the hard ridge of his erection against my stomach, and a sharp, answering need clenched low in my belly.

We broke apart, breathing ragged. His eyes were dark, pupils blown wide. “Bedroom?” he asked, his voice rough.

I nodded, unable to form words. He took my hand and led me out of the kitchen, down the hall to the master suite. It was spacious, with the same floor-to-ceiling windows looking out into the private canyon, but the bed was a massive, solid platform of reclaimed wood, grounded and real. No tricks, no screens. Just us.

He stopped at the foot of the bed and turned to face me. The moonlight streamed in, painting his shoulders in silver. “Sloane,” he said, just my name, but it was a question, a confirmation, a plea.

“I want you,” I answered, my voice steadier than I felt. “All of you. No filters. No recording. Just this.”

A shudder went through him. He reached for the hem of my shirt—a simple black tank top—and I lifted my arms. He pulled it off and dropped it to the floor. His hands went to the button of my jeans, his movements deliberate, not rushed. He undid the button, slid the zipper down, and pushed the denim over my hips. I stepped out of them, standing before him in just my black lace panties. The air was cool on my skin, but his gaze was hot, sweeping over me with an intensity that felt like a physical touch.

“Your turn,” I whispered.

He pulled his own shirt over his head. His chest was broad, defined without being overly muscular, dusted with fine, dark hair that went silver in the moonlight. I splayed my hands over his pectorals, feeling his heart hammering under my palm. I leaned in and pressed my lips to the center of his chest, tasting salt and skin. His breath hitched.

I worked on his jeans, freeing the button and dragging the zipper down. He helped me push them off, along with his boxer briefs. And then he was naked before me. My breath caught. He was long, thick, fully erect, the head of his cock dark and flushed. Beautiful. I didn’t say it this time. I just looked, letting him see me seeing him. He didn’t flinch, didn’t look away. He stood there, completely exposed, and let me look my fill.

It was the most powerful exchange we’d ever had.

I hooked my fingers into the sides of my panties and slid them down my legs. I stepped out of them, naked now too. The vulnerability was terrifying and exhilarating. There was nowhere to hide, no role to play. I was just Sloane, thirty-two, a photographer, standing naked in front of the man I’d fallen for under the most bizarre and perfect circumstances.

He reached for me, his hands sliding around my waist to pull me against him. Skin to skin, the contact was electric. His cock pressed against my belly, hot and hard. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him again, deep and searching. Our tongues tangled, our breaths mingled. His hands roamed down my back, over the curve of my ass, pulling me tighter against him.

I broke the kiss, gasping. “Bed. Now.”

He guided me back onto the mattress. The sheets were cool, crisp cotton. He followed me down, covering my body with his, supporting his weight on his elbows. He kissed my jaw, my neck, the hollow of my throat. His mouth was everywhere, leaving a trail of fire. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking gently, then with more pressure, his tongue flicking over the peak. A sharp cry tore from my lips. My back arched off the bed, pushing my breast deeper into his mouth. He lavished attention on one, then the other, until I was writhing beneath him, my fingers tangled in his hair.

His mouth moved lower, over my ribs, my stomach. He kissed the soft skin below my navel, and I trembled. He hooked his hands under my knees, spreading my legs, opening me to him. He looked up at me, his eyes gleaming in the dark. “I need to taste you.”

“Yes,” I breathed.

He lowered his head, and his mouth was on my pussy.

The first touch of his tongue was a shock of pure, undiluted pleasure. He licked a slow, firm stripe from my entrance to my clit, and my hips jerked off the bed. He held me steady, his hands firm on my thighs, and did it again. And again. Then he focused on my clit, circling it with the tip of his tongue, flicking it, sucking it gently. Sensation built, a tight, bright coil deep inside me. I was panting, my head thrashing on the pillow. I’d never felt so thoroughly devoured, so seen in my pleasure.

“Cassian…” I moaned, my voice breaking.

He inserted one finger, then two, into my pussy, curling them upward as he continued to suck and lick my clit. The dual stimulation was too much, and not enough. The pressure built to a breaking point. My orgasm slammed into me, sudden and devastating. I cried out, my body bowing off the mattress as waves of pleasure radiated out from my core, washing over me again and again. He stayed with me through it, his mouth gentle now, lapping at me as I shuddered and shook.

When the last tremor subsided, he kissed his way back up my body. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky, and it was the most erotic thing I’d ever experienced. I was boneless, liquid, but the need for him was still there, sharper now.

“I need you inside me,” I said, reaching between us to wrap my hand around his cock. He was slick with pre-come, velvety steel. I stroked him once, twice, and he groaned, his forehead dropping to my shoulder.

“Condom,” he gritted out, reaching for the nightstand drawer.

I stopped him. “I’m on the pill. And I’m clean. I got tested last month.”

He stilled. “I’m clean too. Last test was six weeks ago. I haven’t been with anyone since.”

It was more than a medical disclosure. It was a confession of his own solitude. “Then I want to feel you,” I said. “All of you. No barriers.”

The look he gave me was one of such raw vulnerability and hunger that it stole my breath. He nodded, a quick, sharp movement. He positioned himself between my legs, the head of his cock nudging at my entrance. I was still pulsing from my climax, wet and open for him. He looked into my eyes, holding my gaze as he began to push inside.

The feeling of him entering me, skin to skin, was transcendent. He was big, and there was a stretching, filling sensation that bordered on pain for a second before melting into pure, aching fullness. He sank into me slowly, inch by inch, until he was fully seated, our hips flush. We both went utterly still, connected in the most fundamental way possible. I could feel every heartbeat, every twitch. Our breath synchronized.

“Sloane,” he whispered, a prayer.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles at the small of his back. “Move.”

He pulled back almost all the way and then thrust back in, setting a slow, deep rhythm. Each stroke dragged against my inner walls, lighting up every nerve ending. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping softly, of our ragged breaths, filled the quiet room. It was a better soundtrack than any music.

I met his thrusts, rising to meet him, taking him deeper. The angle was perfect, and with every drive of his hips, the base of his cock rubbed against my clit, building a new, brighter fire. I clawed at his back, my nails digging into his skin. He didn’t seem to mind; he growled low in his throat and kissed me, hard and possessive.

“Look at me,” he breathed against my lips.

I opened my eyes. His face was above me, etched with strain and pleasure, his gaze locked on mine. We were watching each other, just as we’d promised. But this was different. This was watching someone fall apart, and being witnessed in your own fall. It was the ultimate exposure.

The pace increased. He drove into me faster, harder, his thrusts becoming less controlled, more desperate. The bed rocked gently. My second orgasm was building, a rising tide that threatened to drown me. I could feel his muscles tensing, his rhythm starting to fracture.

“I’m close,” I gasped.

“Come for me,” he commanded, his voice ragged. “Let me see you.”

That was all it took. The coil snapped. My orgasm erupted, a white-hot detonation that seized my entire body. My vision blurred at the edges, my cries were loud and unabashed, my pussy clenching around his cock in rhythmic, milking pulses. The intensity of it, of being seen in the throes of it, magnified the pleasure a thousandfold.

My climax triggered his. With a raw, shattered groan, he buried himself to the hilt and came. I felt the hot rush of his release inside me, the pulsating throb of his cock, the full-body shudder that wracked his frame. He collapsed on top of me, his weight a welcome anchor as we both gasped for air, slick with sweat, utterly spent.

He rolled to the side after a moment, taking me with him, keeping me tucked against his body. Our legs remained entwined. Our hearts hammered against each other’s ribs, slowly returning to normal. He pressed a kiss to my sweaty temple.

We lay like that for a long time, in the aftermath. There were no cameras. No contract. No performance. Just the two of us, real and messy and complete.

Eventually, he stirred. “Be right back.”

He disappeared into the ensuite bathroom and returned with a warm, damp cloth. Gently, he cleaned me between my legs, the tender domesticity of the act making my throat tight. He tossed the cloth aside and pulled the rumpled sheets over us, then gathered me back into his arms.

“Okay?” he murmured into my hair.

“More than okay.” I traced the line of his collarbone. “That was…”

“Yeah,” he agreed, understanding the words I couldn’t find.

Silence settled again, but it was the good kind. The satiated, connected kind. My mind, usually so busy framing shots and analyzing light, was quiet. For once, I was simply present in the sensation, in the man.

“You know,” I said after a while, “in the penthouse, even at the end, there was always a part of me that was aware of the frame. Of the composition. Of how it would look.”

He was quiet, listening.

“Just now… I didn’t think about any of that. I was just in it. I wasn’t making a picture. I was living one.”

He tightened his arms around me. “That’s the only picture I ever really wanted from you, Sloane. The one where you forget to be the photographer.”

Tears pricked my eyes. I blinked them away. “I have a confession.”

“Hmm?”

“I kept one of the drives. From the last session. The one where I photographed you.”

I felt him go still. “Which one?”

“The one where you’re sitting at the desk in the penthouse, looking at the monitor. You’re not smiling. You just look… captivated. It’s the most honest portrait I’ve ever taken.”

He was silent for so long I thought I’d made a mistake. Then he let out a long, slow breath. “I kept one, too.”

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “You did?”

“The sequence from the morning of day six. In the living room. The light was coming in sideways, and you were stretching, wearing that grey tank top and nothing else. You picked up your camera and looked through the viewfinder, and for a second, you smiled at something you saw. It wasn’t for me. It was for you. It was the moment I knew I was completely, irrevocably fucked.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, watery and relieved. “So we’re both thieves.”

“Sentimentalists,” he corrected softly. “We kept the moment the other one wasn’t performing.”

We drifted after that, towards sleep. Just as I was about to slip under, a thought surfaced. “Cassian?”

“Mmm?”

“My meeting on Monday. The gallery owner. He wants to see the penthouse portfolio.”

“I know.”

“Would you… would you want to come with me? Not to the meeting. But to the city. Be there after?”

He kissed my shoulder. “I already booked a suite at the hotel next to your apartment building. For as long as you want me there.”

The last knot of uncertainty in my chest unraveled. He wasn’t letting go. He was building a bridge from this canyon to my concrete jungle.

“Good,” I whispered.

Sleep finally took me, deep and dreamless. I woke once in the deep night, disoriented. The moon had set, and the room was pitch black. For a heart-stopping second, I thought I was back in the penthouse, alone and observed. Then I felt the solid warmth of the body beside me, the steady rise and fall of his chest under my hand, the soft sound of his breathing. I smiled in the dark and settled back into the curve of his body.

This was real. This was ours.



The morning sun was brutal and beautiful, flooding the bedroom with golden light. I woke to find Cassian already awake, propped on one elbow, watching me. The sunlight turned his grey hair to platinum and made his blue eyes look almost silver.

“Rule one,” I mumbled, my voice scratchy with sleep.

“Always.” He leaned down and kissed me, a soft, good-morning kiss that quickly deepened. My body, sore in the best way, hummed back to life. His hand slid down my side, over my hip. “How do you feel?”

“Like I had really good sex last night,” I said, grinning against his mouth.

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through me. “Just good?”

“Spectacular. Earth-shattering. Do you need it notarized?”

“I’ll take your word for it.” He kissed me again, then reluctantly pulled away. “I’m making coffee. And eggs. You need to eat before you drive back.”

I watched him get out of bed, naked and utterly unselfconscious in the daylight. He moved with a quiet, efficient grace. My photographer’s eye noted the play of muscle under his skin, the way the light sculpted his back, but it was just an observation now, not a compulsion to capture. I could just enjoy the view.

I stretched, feeling aches in places I’d forgotten I had. I got up and pulled on his discarded shirt from the floor. It smelled like him. I padded out to the kitchen.

He was at the stove, scrambling eggs. The scene was so domestic it made my heart ache. I came up behind him, wrapped my arms around his waist, and pressed my cheek to his bare back.

“This is nice,” I said.

He stilled his stirring and covered one of my hands with his. “It is.”

We ate breakfast on the deck, surrounded by the rustling silence of the canyon. The eggs were perfect. The coffee was strong. We made plans. I’d drive back to my apartment today, unpack, prep for the meeting. He’d follow tomorrow afternoon. We’d have dinner. No cameras. Just dinner.

It was time to go. I packed my bag—my real bag, not the one I’d brought for the shoot. My cameras were already in the car. I stood in the living room, looking around at the house that had, in twenty-four hours, become a kind of sanctuary.

Cassian came to stand beside me, holding my small duffel. “Ready?”

“Not really.” I turned to him. “This week… it changed everything.”

“It did.” He brushed a strand of hair from my forehead. “But the change doesn’t end here. It starts here.”

He walked me to my car. I threw my bag into the passenger seat and turned to face him. The sun was high, and there were no shadows to hide in.

“Monday,” he said. “After your meeting. Call me. Whatever the outcome.”

“I will.”

He kissed me, a lingering promise of a kiss. I got into the car, started the engine. I looked at him one last time, standing in the driveway of his modern fortress, looking more like a man and less like a myth than he ever had. I lifted my hand. He lifted his.

I backed out and started down the winding canyon road. In the rearview mirror, I saw him watch until I disappeared around the first bend. I didn’t feel watched. I felt… cherished.

The drive back to Los Angeles was a decompression. The wild, open space of the canyon gradually gave way to the sprawling outskirts, then the dense, pulsating heart of the city. My apartment felt small, cluttered, and strangely empty when I walked in. The silence here was different—a thin, waiting silence, full of traffic noise and distant sirens. I unpacked, did laundry, answered emails. The normalcy was jarring.

But there was a new thread running through it all. A thread that connected me to a glass penthouse, to a canyon house, to a man with grey in his hair and a scar by his eye. I was no longer just Sloane Reyes, architectural photographer. I was Sloane, who had been seen. And who was seeing someone back.

On Sunday evening, as I was laying out my clothes for the gallery meeting, my phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

Unknown: It’s too quiet here. The trees are terrible company. – C

I smiled so wide my face hurt.

Me: They’re not very conversational. One more night.

C: I’m counting the hours. Good luck tomorrow. He’d be a fool not to see what you see.

Me: Thank you. For everything.

C: The rules still apply. Even from a distance. I’m watching. (From right here.)

I put the phone down, my heart full. The future was still a wide, open canyon. But I wasn’t looking at it alone anymore. We had a foundation. And we were building the rest, one rule, one look, one real, unframed moment at a time.
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