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One glance, and their worlds would never be the same.
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For the ones who keep looking —

even when the world tells them to look away.

And for those who see not just what’s there,

but what could be.
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There are moments that change everything — not because they are loud or grand, but because they are seen.

Only One Look began as a quiet idea: that sometimes, the truth doesn’t come crashing down in headlines or breaking news, but hides in the corner of a photograph, in the flicker of an expression, in the space between two people who see each other clearly for the first time.

I wrote this book during nights when the world felt too heavy and truth seemed too fragile. Aria Sullivan’s story — her pursuit of honesty in a world addicted to lies — is, in some way, everyone’s story. We all look for meaning. We all crave connection. We all want to believe that one act of courage can make a difference.

This novel is my attempt to capture that: what it means to stand in the storm, camera in hand, and refuse to look away.

To those who’ve followed Aria and Ethan through every alley, every truth revealed, and every quiet dawn after — thank you. You saw what I was trying to show.
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Writing this novel was both a challenge and a gift — a journey that blurred fiction and reality in the best way possible.

To everyone who believed in Only One Look before it existed — thank you.

To my editor, who understood that silence can be louder than dialogue, and that realism is an act of bravery in fiction — your insight shaped every page.

To the readers who have written to me about Aria and Ethan — you reminded me why stories matter. You saw not just two people fighting for truth, but reflections of yourselves.

To those whose cities, stories, and scars inspired this world — thank you for your honesty. You taught me that resilience isn’t born from perfection, but from persistence.

And finally, to every artist, journalist, and truth-seeker who keeps their eyes open — this story is for you. Keep looking.
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Cassian M. Daniels is an American novelist and screenwriter whose work explores the intersection of truth, identity, and human connection in a digital age. Known for his cinematic realism and emotional depth, his stories often center on characters searching for meaning in the chaos of modern life.

Before turning to fiction, Cassian worked in photography and investigative media — experiences that shaped his fascination with perception, evidence, and the stories hidden in plain sight.

When he’s not writing, he can usually be found walking city streets with a notebook, camera, and too much coffee, collecting fragments of the world that might one day become stories.

Only One Look is his most personal novel yet — a meditation on seeing, believing, and the price of truth.
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The Glance That Started It All
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Morning light spilled across Fifth Avenue like liquid gold, bouncing off glass towers and the chrome of rushing cabs. The city was loud, alive, and—like always—too fast for anyone to notice anything for longer than a blink.
Except for Aria Sullivan.
She stood outside Brew Haven, a narrow brick coffee shop tucked between a florist and a bookstore in downtown Manhattan. Her camera hung around her neck, lens cap off, as if she were always on the verge of discovering something worth remembering.

She didn’t believe in luck, not since her mother’s death five years ago. But she believed in moments—tiny flickers of time that changed everything.

Today was supposed to be ordinary.

She stepped inside, greeted by the rich smell of roasted beans and the low buzz of conversation. The place was packed: college students glued to laptops, lawyers rehearsing their openings, tourists clutching city maps.

“Aria! You’re late again,” Noah Bennett called from behind the counter, flashing a grin that could melt the frost off a January window. His guitar leaned against the espresso machine, like it lived there.

“I’m not late, you’re just early,” she replied, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face.

“You said you’d show me those photos from the charity gala. I’ve been dying to see how bad I looked in a tux.”

Aria laughed. “I cropped out your awkward dance moves. You’re welcome.”

She ordered her usual—black coffee, no sugar—and sat near the window, sunlight warming her face. Across the street, a delivery truck honked. A group of tourists pointed up at the Empire State Building. Everything looked normal.

Until it wasn’t.

She lifted her camera and snapped a shot of a street mural—bright wings painted on a gray wall. When she lowered it, her gaze caught someone across the café.

He was sitting alone near the back, a man in a dark navy coat, sleeves rolled up, reading from a small leather notebook. His hair was chestnut brown, a little unkempt, like he’d run his hand through it a dozen times that morning. He wasn’t watching her—at least not obviously—but something about him pulled her attention like gravity.

The world didn’t slow down. It didn’t fade away. It just... focused.

Ethan Cole looked up at that exact moment, and their eyes met.

It wasn’t the kind of glance people write songs about—it was quieter than that, sharper. Like both of them recognized something they couldn’t name.

He looked startled, almost concerned, then quickly glanced away. Aria frowned. That reaction wasn’t flattery or curiosity—it was recognition. And yet, she was certain she’d never seen him before.

She raised her camera again, pretending to adjust the focus, but her lens was pointed straight at him. He noticed. His lips curved slightly, not in amusement but in warning.

That tiny gesture felt like an unspoken sentence: Don’t.

Aria lowered the camera. Her pulse quickened. She wasn’t easily intimidated, but something about him felt dangerous in a quiet, deliberate way. The kind of danger that wore confidence like a tailored suit.

Noah appeared with her coffee. “Here you go, photo queen. Still stalking strangers for inspiration?”

“Just capturing the city,” she said, though her voice trailed.

When she looked back to the table in the corner, the man was gone. His chair empty, his notebook gone, as if he’d never been there at all.

A small napkin sat on the table where he’d been sitting. From her seat, she could just make out a single line written in blue ink:

“Not everything worth remembering wants to be seen.”

Her breath caught.

The day moved forward, but the moment stayed behind her eyes.

By the time she reached the newsroom of The Manhattan Lens, her small digital publication, her editor Olivia Hartman was already pacing. The woman wore heels like armor and spoke in a rhythm that left no room for hesitation.

“Aria, where are the photos from the city hall corruption story?” Olivia asked.

“On your drive,” Aria replied, dropping her camera bag on the desk.

“Good. The councilman’s lawyer is threatening a lawsuit, which means we’re close to something. Also, I need you at the Hartwell Tech launch event tonight—Victor Hales is unveiling that new AI system, and I want behind-the-scenes shots.”

Aria groaned. “You want me to photograph billionaires pretending to care about ethics?”

Olivia smirked. “Exactly.”

By seven that evening, the Hartwell Tower rooftop glittered with strings of light and the shimmer of champagne. Manhattan’s skyline spread below like a sea of stars. Aria moved through the crowd with her camera, snapping smiles and speeches, pretending not to care.

But she couldn’t shake the image of the man from the café—the sharp eyes, the half-smile, that warning.

Then she saw him.

Across the rooftop, near the glass railing, Ethan Cole stood in conversation with Victor Hales, the host of the event. His posture was calm, confident. He was dressed in black, the same color as the Manhattan sky.

Her heart stuttered.

What were the chances?

She snapped a photo before she could think, capturing Ethan mid-sentence, the city lights reflected in his eyes. He noticed her again, just like before. Their eyes met—one heartbeat, two—and this time, he didn’t look away.

Instead, he began walking toward her.

Aria froze, camera still in hand. He stopped a few feet away, offering a polite, measured smile.

“You’re not supposed to photograph guests without permission,” he said, voice calm but edged with something unreadable.

“Then you shouldn’t stand where the light hits so perfectly,” she replied.

That earned a small grin. “You always talk to strangers like that?”

“Only the ones who disappear from coffee shops without finishing their drinks.”

His brow furrowed. “You followed me?”

“Please. You’re not that interesting.”

He laughed quietly, though his eyes stayed guarded. “Then why do you still remember me?”

Aria didn’t have an answer. She was still trying to understand it herself.

Before she could respond, Olivia’s voice cut through the music. “Aria! Need you near the stage!”

She turned away. When she looked back, Ethan was gone again—just like that morning.

Except this time, he’d left something behind.

On the small cocktail table where he’d been standing lay a folded event program. Inside, scribbled in the same blue ink as the café napkin, were four words:
“You’re in danger, Aria.”
Her hands trembled as she folded it back.

For the first time in years, she felt the familiar rush of adrenaline—the same pulse she’d felt when chasing stories her mother once warned her about.

She looked out over the city, wind tugging at her hair, heart pounding hard enough to drown out the music.

Who was Ethan Cole—and how did he know her name?

The wind off the Hudson carried a chill across the rooftop, teasing the edges of Aria’s jacket. She stared down at the folded program in her hand, the ink faintly smudged where her thumb had pressed against the paper.

You’re in danger, Aria.

The words looked rushed, written by someone who didn’t want to be caught. She glanced around, scanning the crowd of donors and executives sipping champagne under string lights. Nothing about the evening felt out of place, yet every face seemed suddenly suspicious.

“Aria, camera ready?” Olivia’s voice snapped her back. “They’re about to announce the partnership with the Department of Defense—this is the money shot.”

Aria nodded automatically, slipping the note into her pocket. The moment she lifted her camera, her focus returned, as it always did behind a lens. The flash caught Victor Hales mid-smile as he clasped hands with a polished government official. He looked every inch the tech visionary—charismatic, precise, too polished to be trusted.

As she adjusted her zoom, her lens brushed past the edges of the crowd—and froze.

Ethan Cole was there again, this time standing near the elevator doors, watching her. He didn’t move, didn’t gesture, just met her eyes from across the rooftop. She didn’t need another note to understand the message: Get out.

Before she could decide what that meant, the lights flickered. Only for a second, but long enough for the crowd to gasp and laugh nervously. When they steadied again, Ethan was gone.

By the time the speeches ended, Aria had lost sight of him completely. She waited through polite applause, packed up her camera, and made her way to the exit. Inside the elevator, she was joined by a tall man in a dark gray suit with a security badge clipped to his lapel.

“Evening,” he said casually, pressing the lobby button.

She nodded, half distracted.

Halfway down, the elevator jolted. Not enough to panic anyone, but enough to make her stomach dip. The man didn’t react, just adjusted his tie.

“Long night?” he asked.

“Always,” she replied, forcing a smile.

When the doors opened, she stepped into the lobby. Two security guards passed by, one holding a walkie-talkie. She caught a few words—“power glitch,” “electrical surge”—and then the doors closed behind her.

Outside, the city felt different. The streets were quieter than usual, maybe because of the drizzle that had started to fall. Neon signs reflected across puddles, turning the sidewalk into a mosaic of light. She started toward the subway entrance, clutching her camera bag.

Halfway down the block, she noticed someone leaning against a lamppost. The man looked like he was waiting for someone—but the moment she glanced his way, he straightened and began walking in her direction.

Her pulse spiked. She quickened her pace, ducking into the nearest open space—a small diner still serving late-night customers. The bell over the door chimed as she stepped inside.

Warm air, frying oil, and classic rock greeted her. She slid into a booth near the back, pretending to check her camera settings.

The man walked past the window a few seconds later, scanning the diner before continuing down the street.

“Rough night?” the waitress asked, pouring coffee into a chipped mug.

“You have no idea,” Aria muttered.

She sat there for nearly twenty minutes, long after her coffee had gone cold. When she finally stepped back out, the man was gone. She exhaled, pulling her jacket tighter, and started walking toward her apartment in Greenwich Village.

New York after midnight was its own universe—sirens in the distance, music leaking from bars, laughter bouncing off wet pavement. It was both comforting and lonely.

Her phone buzzed.

Unknown Number: You shouldn’t walk alone tonight.

She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. Her eyes darted across the street, to parked cars, to corners where shadows gathered. Nothing.

Her fingers trembled as she typed back:

Who is this?

No reply.

Another buzz.

Unknown Number: You’re being followed. Don’t go home.

Aria’s throat tightened. She spun around, scanning again. Then, from across the street, she saw Ethan. He wasn’t hiding this time—he was walking straight toward her.

She stepped back. “What do you want from me?” she called out, her voice low but steady.

“To keep you alive,” he said simply.

“Why would I need—”

Before she could finish, a car screeched around the corner. The passenger window dropped, and a burst of glass shattered from the lamppost beside her.

Ethan grabbed her arm and pulled her down behind a parked sedan. Her ears rang from the crack of gunfire, echoing down the empty street.

“What the hell—”

“Stay down!” Ethan hissed.

Another shot, this one hitting the back of the car they hid behind. She could smell burned rubber from the tires as the shooter accelerated away. Within seconds, the street was silent again except for the distant wail of a police siren.

Aria’s breath came fast, shallow. “What just happened?”

Ethan scanned the rooftops, then looked back at her. “Someone doesn’t want you asking questions.”

“I wasn’t asking any!”

“You took photos tonight.”

“So did everyone else!”

He looked unconvinced. “Not everyone caught what you did.”

Her mind raced through the images she’d taken at the gala—faces, flashes of conversation, Victor Hales shaking hands with that defense contractor. “You’re saying I photographed something I wasn’t supposed to see?”

“I’m saying you need to stop digging before you get killed.”

They walked briskly down the block, ducking into a quiet alley behind a row of brownstones. Aria pulled her arm from his grip.

“Who are you really?” she demanded.

“Ethan Cole. Former FBI.”

“Former?”

He nodded. “Left two years ago. Officially to consult for private firms. Unofficially... let’s just say the Bureau doesn’t like when you uncover certain truths.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’ll get tonight.”

Her frustration boiled over. “You show up out of nowhere, tell me I’m in danger, drag me into a street fight, and expect me to just trust you?”

His expression softened, just a little. “No. I expect you to listen.”

Aria looked at him closely for the first time—not through a lens, but as a person. There was no fear in his eyes, only a quiet resolve that made her uneasy.

“You know my name,” she said. “How?”

“Your mother,” he replied.

The world seemed to tilt. “You knew Eleanor?”

Ethan hesitated. “I worked with her once. A long time ago.”

“My mother was a journalist.”

“She was more than that.”

Aria’s pulse hammered in her ears. “What are you talking about?”

He sighed. “Eleanor Sullivan wasn’t just investigating corruption. She was documenting something much bigger—something that involved people like Victor Hales. She got too close, and someone made sure she couldn’t finish the story.”

Aria shook her head. “That’s not true. She died in a car accident.”

“That’s what you were told.”

Her chest tightened. “Stop.”

“I wish I could. But if you don’t believe me, look inside your camera.”

She frowned. “My camera?”

“You’ve got something in there that someone wants erased. That’s why you were followed tonight.”

She hesitated, then opened her bag. Her camera was intact, but when she scrolled through the images, one caught her attention—a blurred reflection on a glass window from the gala. She zoomed in.

Behind Victor Hales and the defense official was another figure—half hidden, caught mid-turn—but the face was unmistakable.

Detective Mason Reid.

The same detective who’d worked her mother’s case years ago.

Aria’s stomach dropped. “That can’t be right.”

Ethan’s expression hardened. “Now you see why you’re in danger.”

She looked up from the screen. “Why are you helping me?”

He paused, as if weighing how much to say. “Because your mother once saved my life. I owe her.”

For a moment, the city around them felt smaller, the night quieter. Rain began to fall again, steady and cold. Aria stared down at her camera, the photo glowing faintly on the screen.

Her world had just split open, and there was no pretending it hadn’t.

Ethan adjusted his coat. “You have two choices. Go home, forget what you saw, and hope they lose interest. Or come with me, and we find out what your mother died for.”

Aria looked back toward the street, where distant lights blurred against the rain. Then she looked at Ethan—the man who’d appeared twice in one day, whose eyes had carried warning and truth at the same time.

She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she turned off her camera, slipped it into her bag, and said quietly, “If I go with you, I want the whole truth.”

Ethan nodded. “Then you’re going to need to trust me.”

Aria exhaled. “I don’t trust anyone. But I’ll listen.”

For the first time, he smiled—not out of relief, but recognition. “That’s a start.”

Together, they stepped back into the glow of the city, two strangers bound by a single glance that had already rewritten both their lives.
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Coffee, Chaos, and Chemistry
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By morning, the rain had washed the city clean, leaving the streets slick and shining beneath the first hint of sunlight. New York woke with its usual impatience—delivery trucks idling, horns echoing, and people carrying paper cups like lifelines.

Aria Sullivan hadn’t slept. The camera sat on her kitchen counter beside an untouched cup of tea. Every time she closed her eyes, the image of Detective Mason Reid at Victor Hales’s event flashed in her mind, along with Ethan’s words from the night before.

Your mother was more than a journalist.

The apartment was quiet except for the hum of her refrigerator. Harper Quinn’s bedroom door stayed closed; her friend had finished a double shift at the hospital and wouldn’t wake until noon. Aria envied her. Normal people could sleep through uncertainty.

She scrolled through her messages—dozens of work notifications, one from Olivia reminding her about a meeting at nine, and a string of missed calls from an unknown number. She deleted them without opening.

Her reflection stared back from the kitchen window: tired eyes, hair in a messy bun, yesterday’s eyeliner faintly smudged. She sighed, grabbed her camera, and headed out.

Brew Haven looked different in daylight. The crowd was thinner, the music softer. The baristas worked with a rhythm that made the place feel alive but not rushed.

Noah Bennett spotted her instantly. “You look like you wrestled with a thunderstorm.”

“Close enough,” Aria said, setting her camera on the counter.

“You okay?” he asked, brow raised.

“Fine. Just...long night.”

He poured her usual black coffee and leaned against the espresso machine. “You ever think about switching to decaf? Might help that twitch in your left eye.”

“That twitch is what keeps me focused,” she replied with a faint smile.

She found a seat near the back—the same corner where she’d first seen Ethan. The memory made her pulse jump, even though she told herself it was irritation.

She opened her laptop and began reviewing her photos again, one by one. Each frame from the gala looked harmless until she reached the one with Mason Reid. His face wasn’t fully visible, just a reflection caught behind Victor Hales. But the timestamp matched perfectly with the moment Ethan had warned her.

Coincidence or not, she needed answers.

The door’s bell chimed. She didn’t look up at first, assuming another morning regular had come for caffeine and Wi-Fi. But the familiar voice that followed made her fingers pause on the keyboard.

“Mind if I sit?”

She looked up. Ethan Cole stood in front of her, wearing a gray jacket over a dark T-shirt, rain-damp hair falling slightly over his forehead. He looked different in daylight—less shadow, more man.

“You have a talent for showing up uninvited,” she said.

“I could say the same about your camera.” He slid into the chair opposite her before she could protest.

Noah noticed him from behind the counter and
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