
EXPOSED

-Book two-

Don’t Look Away

A Novel By

Jason Manning

Copyright © 2026 Jason M. Manning

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.



  	
	    
	      Also by JM Manning

	    

      
	    
          
	      EXPOSED

          
        
          
	          Exposed- Book One: Let Them Look

          
        
          
	          Exposed- Book Two: Don't Look Away

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By JM Manning

Exposed- Book Two: Don't Look Away

Chapter 1- The Decision

Chapter 1-

Chapter 2-

Chapter 3-

Chapter 4-

Chapter 5-

Chapter 6-

Chapter 7-

Chapter 8-

Chapter 9-

Chapter 10-

Chapter 11-

Chapter 12-

Chapter 13-

Chapter 14-

Chapter 15-

Chapter 16-

Chapter 17-

Chapter 18-

Chapter 19-

Chapter 20-

Chapter 21-

Chapter 22-

Chapter 23-

Appendix A

Sign up for JM Manning's Mailing List

Also By JM Manning

About the Publisher

Contents:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1- The Decision

[image: ]


Chapter 2- Recalibration

Chapter 3- Arrival 

Chapter 4- Creative Seduction 

Chapter 5- Curiosity 

Chapter 6- Emotional Lean

Chapter 7- Escalation 

Chapter 8- The Crossing 

Chapter 9- Fracture

Chapter 10- Exclusive 

Chapter 11- Reconnection 

Chapter 12- Creative Clash 

Chapter 13- Terms

Chapter 14- Motive Crisis 

Chapter 15- Center 

Chapter 16- Contract Fulfilled 

Chapter 17- Aftermath 

Chapter 18- Creative Review 

Chapter 19- Campaign Decision 

Chapter 20- Last attempt 

Chapter 21- Departure 

Chapter 22- Reclaiming 

Chapter 23- Always 

The Contract

Dedication:

For my wife,

my inspiration, on and off the page.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1-

[image: ]


The Decision 

Jason-

The contract and the flight itinerary sat in the center of the kitchen table like something official enough to change gravity.

Morning light slid across the wood in slow increments, touching the paper, retreating, then returning again as clouds shifted outside. The faint embossing of Daniel Mercer’s watermark caught briefly in the brightness before disappearing depending on where I stood. Twelve pages rested perfectly aligned beside the thinner stack of travel documents, edges squared with a precision neither Lynnie nor I remembered arranging.

It looked intentional anyway.

Signed agreements always did.

I stood at the table holding a mug of coffee that had already cooled past usefulness, rereading words I no longer needed to read. My signature waited at the bottom of the final page. Lynnie’s curved beneath it, confident, fluid, unmistakably hers.

Accepted.
Final.
Outside, ordinary sounds continued with insulting normalcy. A car rolled past. Somewhere down the street a garage door rattled open, paused halfway like it reconsidered life choices, then finished the climb. A dog barked once and decided that was enough effort for the morning.

Nothing suggested our lives had just tilted onto a different axis.

One-point-two million dollars.

The number resisted abstraction. It didn’t feel theoretical or aspirational. It sat plainly in the contract, a fixed licensing fee secured through escrow upon execution. Not projected income. Not dependent on performance metrics or future sales.

Already real.

Enough to change how we worked. Enough to remove caution from decisions we’d postponed for years under the category of someday when things stabilize.

Beside the contract, the itinerary translated consequence into logistics.

Las Vegas departure.
Private international routing.
Charter connection upon arrival.
Final destination undisclosed.
Twenty-eight days.

I turned another page, the paper smooth beneath my fingers, heavier than standard stock. Mercer understood presentation. Even his contracts carried authority.

His reputation existed precisely because he did not share authorship. His campaigns carried singular vision, unmistakable control. Collaboration wasn’t part of his mythology.

And yet the clause existed.

Because Lynnie had refused otherwise.

The memory returned easily.

Three nights earlier we’d sat at this same table, laptops open, the overhead light too bright because neither of us remembered to dim it. Mercer’s voice came through the speakers calm, measured, the tone of someone accustomed to agreement.

“I don’t divide creative authority,” he’d said. “Consistency requires singular vision.”

I’d already begun assembling a diplomatic response, the kind that preserved opportunity without conceding dignity, when Lynnie placed her hand over mine.

Warm. Steady. Final.

“Then we decline,” she said.

No hesitation. No performance.

Just a decision.

“This campaign is built around me,” she continued evenly. “Jason photographs me as well. That perspective is part of the work whether you planned for it or not. If he isn’t shooting alongside you, we aren’t interested.”

She wasn’t challenging him.

She was defining structure.

I remember blinking at her, half impressed, half wondering if we had just walked away from the largest offer of our careers over dinner leftovers and a dying laptop battery.

The silence stretched long enough for me to notice my own breathing.

“You understand shared direction introduces unpredictability,” Mercer said.

“Yes,” she replied. “That’s why the images will matter.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

I had watched the waveform icon on the screen flicker as if even the software hesitated.

Then, almost curious, Mercer agreed.

“Shared authority.”

The call ended minutes later, but the shift lingered long after the screen went dark. Mercer hadn’t conceded to me.

He had responded to her certainty.

Back in the present, I flipped another page.

Confidentiality clauses. Closed-set requirements. Restricted personnel. Total image rights upon completion.

Control embedded everywhere.

Then the section neither of us pretended to misunderstand.

Minimum two exclusive evenings scheduled at Mercer’s discretion. Non-photographic engagement. Confidential under contractual protection.

The wording remained restrained.

Its meaning did not.

I felt recognition settle each time I read it. Not jealousy. Not anger.

Awareness.

Behind me, Lynnie crossed the kitchen barefoot. I heard the soft friction of her steps before I saw her reflection in the window. Water ran briefly in the sink. A cabinet closed. Another opened.

“Are you rereading it again,” she asked, “or just staring at it like it might confess something new?”

“I’m waiting for a hidden footnote to appear.”

“If there’s a footnote, it probably charges extra.”

I smiled despite myself.

She came to stand beside me, shoulder brushing mine, close enough that I felt warmth before contact. For a moment we simply looked at the contract together.

“It looks smaller today,” she said.

“The contract?”

“The decision.”

I understood immediately.

Something this significant should have filled the room, demanded ceremony. Instead it sat quietly between us like an ordinary Tuesday responsibility.

Except ordinary agreements didn’t schedule intimacy.

“The money’s real,” I said.

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

Freedom lived inside that number. A larger studio. Assistants who didn’t rotate every six months. The ability to say no to projects that drained us instead of pretending exposure paid rent.

Mercer understood leverage perfectly.

Her gaze moved to the clause. She didn’t look away.

“You keep rereading that,” she said.

“I keep checking if I misunderstood it.”

“You didn’t.”

She pulled out a chair and sat, tucking one foot beneath her, drawing the contract closer. Her hair was still slightly damp from the shower, curling at the ends in ways she insisted were accidental and I knew were strategic chaos.

“We negotiated everything else,” she said. “You’re there the entire shoot. You photograph me. He photographs me. Final approval is shared.”

“Yes.”

“And he kept this.”

“Yes.”

Because it mattered most.

“Does it bother you?” she asked.

I considered carefully, not because I didn’t know the answer but because accuracy mattered between us.

“It makes me aware,” I said.

“Of what?”

“Of what we actually agreed to.”

She nodded slowly. “Me too.”

Her hand settled over mine.

“We chose this together.”

“I know.”

“If it ever stops feeling like ours, we stop.”

The certainty didn’t remove the weight. It made carrying it possible.

I stepped away from the table and looked out the window. A neighbor unloaded groceries with theatrical determination. A jogger passed wearing headphones and an expression suggesting personal growth was occurring against his will.

Nothing in the world suggested consequence.

Inside, I felt it settling deeper.

Another man had negotiated private time with my wife and framed it as artistic necessity.

And I had agreed.

Not passively.

Deliberately.

Trust wasn’t absence of risk.

Trust was participation.

“What part are you stuck on?” she asked behind me.

“The part where this stops being theoretical.”

“It already has.”

I nodded.

Mercer believed intimacy changed how subjects existed in front of a lens, that emotional proximity produced authenticity people couldn’t look away from.

And he believed Lynnie was capable of that transformation.

I turned back toward her.

“I think he expects something real to happen,” I said.

She didn’t pretend otherwise.

“He does.”

The calmness between us softened the truth instead of sharpening it.

“I didn’t say yes because of him,” she said quietly. “I said yes because of us.”

I believed her immediately.

Curiosity had always existed between us. Not dissatisfaction. Expansion. The same instinct that made us travel without over planning and photograph strangers who felt familiar within minutes.

“I would have said no if you weren’t part of it,” she added.

I leaned against the counter. “You realize you negotiated creative parity with one of the most controlling photographers alive.”

She shrugged lightly. “Marriage prepared me.”

I laughed. “I’m not controlling.”

“You alphabetize spices.”

“That’s organization.”

“You labeled the charging cables.”

“That saved us three arguments.”

She smiled, victorious.

The humor settled something tight in my chest. This was us, serious decisions interrupted by domestic absurdity.

Silence returned, softer now.

She closed the contract carefully and rested her palm over the cover as if grounding it.

“Well,” she said.

“We said yes.”

“Yes.”

She stood and walked around the table, slipping her hand into mine with effortless familiarity developed over years, no hesitation, no question of welcome.

“We’re still us,” she said.

“I know.”

“And whatever happens there, we walk into it together.”

I pulled her closer, instinctively grounding myself in the familiarity of her presence. Her forehead brushed my shoulder, and for a moment the contract, the money, Mercer, all of it faded beneath something simpler.

Us, in our kitchen. Morning light. Coffee going cold.

Nothing about us felt fragile.

That was what made the decision powerful instead of reckless.

She tilted her head up. “Also,” she added, “if this turns into an art-world hostage situation, you’re responsible for getting us out.”

“I knew there was fine print.”

“You married the fine print.”

“I definitely didn’t read it carefully enough.”

She laughed, the sound easy and unguarded, and the tension in the room shifted again, lighter now, breathable.

I looked past her shoulder at the contract resting on the table.

Ink on paper.

Two exclusive nights that would test boundaries we had only discussed until now.

A marriage steady enough to choose uncertainty without fear.

The decision was no longer ahead of us.

It had already begun.
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Recalibration 

Lynnie-

The following morning began the same as any other. The contract remained closed on the kitchen table. Neither of us had moved it.

It sat exactly where we’d left it, sunlight creeping toward it inch by inch while the rest of the house carried on pretending nothing had changed. Jason made coffee with unusual precision, measuring grounds instead of pouring by instinct. That alone told me his head was busy. He only followed instructions when he needed structure.

The smell of coffee lingered longer than usual, rich and grounding, filling the quiet spaces between us. He wiped the counter after pouring, even though it wasn’t dirty, movements deliberate, controlled. When Jason needed to think, he organized the world around him.

I answered emails I barely read, typing responses that looked thoughtful while rereading the same sentence three times. The television played quietly without sound, images flickering across the screen without meaning.

Everything looked normal.

Which somehow made the awareness between us sharper.

Twenty-eight days.

The number settled differently every time I thought it. Not fear. Not excitement exactly. Just weight.

I felt it in small shifts. In how Jason watched me when he thought I wasn’t looking. In the pauses before he spoke, like honesty required slightly more care now. Nothing distant. Nothing cold.

Just attention.

At one point he handed me a mug without asking how I wanted it. Our fingers brushed briefly, familiar contact that lingered half a second longer than necessary.

“You’re hovering,” I said.

“I live here.”

“Emotionally hovering.”

He considered that seriously. “I prefer maintaining situational awareness.”

I smiled despite myself. “You sound like a documentary narrator.”

“If danger appears, I intend to be prepared.”

“Danger being?”

He glanced toward the contract. “Paperwork.”

That made me laugh, and the tension eased for a moment. His shoulders loosened slightly when I did, like my reaction confirmed something for him.

By early afternoon the house felt too still, so I went upstairs and opened the bedroom windows. Cool air drifted in, lifting the curtains in slow, steady breaths. Outside, someone mowed a lawn, the distant hum grounding the quiet.

The bed was still unmade from the night before, sheets tangled and warm with familiarity.

Safe.

I sat on the edge of the mattress and let myself feel everything without organizing it.

Excitement existed. Curiosity too. Not about Daniel specifically, but about stepping deliberately into something unknown with intention instead of accident.

And underneath it all was something quieter.

I wanted to feel chosen.

Not reassured. Not protected.

Chosen.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway. Jason paused in the doorway like he always did, giving me space to notice him first. Years ago he’d startled me during a deadline and permanently adjusted.

“You disappeared,” he said.

“I needed quiet.”

He nodded and leaned against the frame instead of approaching immediately. Relaxed posture, careful eyes. He was thinking.

“Come sit,” I said.

He crossed the room and sat beside me, leaving a deliberate inch of space between us. Respectful. Temporary.

The breeze cooled my skin. Neither of us rushed the silence.

Finally he exhaled.

“I need to say something before we leave.”

“Okay.”

He looked down briefly, then back at me.

“I don’t feel jealous,” he said slowly. “But I think I could.”

The honesty landed gently.

“I’d worry more if you said you couldn’t,” I said.

A faint smile appeared.

“I trust you. That part isn’t complicated.”

“I know.”

“What I don’t know,” he continued, “is how it’ll feel watching something unfold that I agreed to but can’t control.”

There it was.

Not possession. Not fear of loss.

Loss of certainty.

I reached for his hand and threaded my fingers through his. His hand closed around mine immediately, grounding, steady.

“We’re not giving control away,” I said. “We’re redefining it.”

He absorbed that quietly.

“I don’t want us pretending reactions won’t happen,” he said. “I want us talking when they do.”

“No secrets.”

His grip tightened slightly. “No drift.”

“Yes,” I said softly. “No drift.”

We sat there holding hands until the tension settled into something steadier. His thumb moved slowly over my knuckles, absentminded but reassuring, like anchoring himself through touch.

After a moment he asked, “What do you need from this?”

The question caught me off guard.

I thought carefully.

“I want to feel chosen,” I said.

“You are.”

“I know. But actively. Not automatically.”

I searched for the words.

“This is us choosing each other while something else exists. Not instead of. Alongside.”

Understanding moved slowly across his face.

“You want intention,” he said.

“Yes.”

Silence returned, warmer now.

“This doesn’t feel like Aaron,” I added quietly.

Jason nodded. “No. Aaron never needed anything from us.”

That truth settled easily.

“This feels structured,” I said.

“Then we stay aware.”

He shifted closer without thinking, our shoulders touching. The contact grounded me instantly, familiar weight settling into place.

“We set rules now,” he said.

“Okay.”

“No secrets.”

“Yes.”

“No emotional distance we don’t talk about.”

“Yes.”

“And if either of us feels lost, we stop.”

“Immediately.”

He nodded once. “Good.”

“You’re making a checklist.”

“I like knowing the rules.”

“You married a woman who breaks most of them.”

“That was part of the appeal.”

The certainty felt solid enough to stand on.

I leaned forward and kissed him.

Slowly.

Intentional.

He paused just long enough to understand what I was asking, then his hand settled at my waist, warm and steady. The kiss deepened naturally, familiar and unforced, breath syncing as years of shared rhythm took over.

I shifted closer until our knees touched. His hand slid along my side, patient, waiting.

“You’re thinking again,” I murmured.

“Always.”

“Stay here.”

“I am.”

I guided him gently back against the headboard and moved with him, settling into his lap, straddling his thighs. His back rested against the wood, legs extended slightly on either side of me. His hands rested at my hips, grounding but still restrained, fingers flexing slightly as if holding himself back on purpose.

That patience made heat bloom low in my chest.

“I need this,” I admitted.

“What part?”

“This. Us without questions.”

“We’re not losing that.”

“I know. I just want to feel it before everything changes.”

He nodded once, understanding settling between us.

I kissed him again, deeper this time. His hands moved slowly along my back, familiar paths learned through years of touch. When his palms settled on my ass, firm and grounding, a quiet laugh slipped out of me.

“What?” he asked against my mouth.

“You always get serious right before you do that.”

“It’s a responsibility.”

“Obviously.”

His smile brushed my lips before the kiss returned, warmer now, slower. My body shifted instinctively against him, seeking closeness rather than urgency. I felt him harden fully beneath me, pressing against my inner thigh as I moved.

There was no rush.

Only recognition.

His hands guided me gently, asking rather than directing, and I moved with him, lifting slightly to position him before lowering myself down. I took him slowly, inch by inch, until he was fully inside me. My breath caught softly as the stretch settled into familiarity.

When he entered me it was slow, careful, the way it always was when emotion mattered more than momentum. I exhaled against his shoulder, letting the closeness settle fully before either of us moved again.

We stayed like that for a moment, connected but still, he was fully seated inside me, my body wrapped around him. His breathing deepened against my neck, steady and controlled, grounding the moment rather than pushing it forward.

Not discovery.

Return.

His hands moved along my back again, grounding, reassuring, fingers spreading warm pressure that made my shoulders relax. I shifted slightly, adjusting instinctively, lifting and lowering once in a slow, deliberate motion, and he followed without breaking rhythm.

Years together meant our bodies negotiated without words.

Outside, the breeze lifted the curtains again. Afternoon light shifted across the bed, warming skin, cooling again as clouds passed.

Movement came gradually. Slow at first, unhurried. I controlled the rhythm initially, rising until only the head of him remained inside before lowering again to full depth. His hands steadied my hips when needed, but he did not take over. He let me set the pace.

Breath deepened. Familiar sounds filled the quiet room, intimate but calm.

There was no performance in it.

No proving.

Only reconnection.

I rested my forehead against his as rhythm found us naturally. His hands remained steady at my hips, guiding gently when my movements faltered, letting me linger when I wanted to slow.

We weren’t escaping the decision downstairs.

We were anchoring ourselves before it.

My laughter slipped out again when he adjusted slightly, lifting his hips to meet mine in a deeper motion.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re concentrating.”

“I’m always concentrating.”

“That’s not true.”

“It absolutely is.”

“You alphabetize spices.”

“That’s unrelated and unfair.”

His quiet laugh vibrated through both of us, loosening the last tension I hadn’t realized I was holding.

I smiled against his neck as movement deepened again, warmth building slowly, comfortably, like returning home after travel.

Our breathing synchronized without effort. The world narrowed to shared rhythm, shared weight, shared presence.

Nothing frantic.

Nothing uncertain.

Just us.

Pleasure built gradually, spreading low and steady through my body. I tightened around him as sensation intensified, my hips moving more insistently now. Pressing, rolling against him. He responded by gripping my ass more firmly, lifting slightly into me while remaining seated against the headboard.

When intensity finally crested, it felt less like climax and more like release of everything we hadn’t said out loud since signing the contract. I felt myself contract around him, breath breaking as warmth spread through me in steady waves.

He remained inside me as it happened, holding me tightly. His hips thrust once more, deeper, before stilling as he followed, releasing inside me with a quiet exhale against my shoulder.

His arms tightened around me as the moment passed through both of us.

Afterward, we stayed connected, neither of us rushing away from the closeness. He remained inside me for several slow breaths before easing out carefully, keeping me close.

His hands lingered at my back, then settled again on my ass as if instinct refused distance.

Grounded.

Certain.

Still choosing.

I rested against his chest, listening to his breathing slow.

“You’re here,” he said quietly.

“Yes.”

“With me.”

“Always.”

Sunlight stretched farther across the bed as afternoon softened toward evening.

The contract downstairs no longer felt intrusive.

It felt distant. Waiting.

Jason brushed his fingers through my hair.

“We’re okay,” he said.

I looked up at him.

“We’re more than okay.”

He studied my face for a long moment.

“No secrets,” he said softly.

“No drift,” I answered.

We stayed there a long time, the quiet no longer heavy.

Only later did I understand what we had actually done.

We hadn’t been preparing for Daniel’s world.

We had been reminding ourselves what existed before it.

And what would still exist after.

For the first time since signing the contract, the future didn’t feel uncertain.

It felt anchored.
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Arrival

Jason-

The air changed before I saw him.

Nothing obvious shifted. Crew members continued moving equipment across the open courtyard, cases rolling over pale stone, conversations low and efficient beneath the afternoon heat. The property absorbed sound rather than reflecting it. Even movement felt moderated, as if noise itself had been edited out.

Private. Intentional.

We had arrived less than an hour earlier. After the final charter flight, a black vehicle carried us through a gated entrance and along a winding drive lined with palms and low white structures that blended into the coastline instead of competing with it. The ocean stretched beyond the property, wide and steady, the horizon dissolving into haze.

The place did not feel discovered. It felt arranged.

Lynnie stood beside me at the terrace railing, sunglasses pushed into her hair as she watched assistants assemble lighting rigs below. Wind lifted a strand of her hair across her cheek before settling again. She looked relaxed, curious, absorbing details the way she always did before work began.

I watched her instead.

Not protectively. Not anxiously.

Aware.

Since signing the contract, awareness had become constant. Not heavy. Just present, like focus adjusting without conscious effort.

Movement crossed the courtyard below.

A man approached without hurry, hands loose at his sides. He did not search for us. He walked with the quiet certainty of someone who already knew where everyone belonged.

Daniel Mercer.

He looked older than photographs suggested, though not in a way that diminished him. The age
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