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    Dedication
To those who find love in unexpected places and courage in unexpected moments.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraph 
"Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies."
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​"Love with a Cam Model"

​Chapter 1: Late Nights, Lonely Screens
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The city was quiet beneath the weight of midnight. Outside, a fine drizzle coated the pavement, reflecting streetlights like scattered stars. Inside apartment 4B, Ethan Cole sat in his desk chair, staring blankly at the monitor in front of him. The soft glow of the screen lit his tired face, casting faint shadows under his eyes and along the strong, quiet curve of his jaw. His apartment—neat but lifeless—felt colder than usual, though the thermostat read a comfortable seventy-two.

He had worked late again. Another freelance coding project, another night buried in lines of JavaScript and design specs, another round of client emails that seemed to blur into one long, endless loop of polite demands. Ethan was good at what he did. In fact, he was exceptional. But no one noticed excellence when it lived behind a screen.

He leaned back, ran a hand through his tousled dark hair, and sighed. A glance at the clock told him it was well past two in the morning.

Sleep, once a friend, had become elusive over the past year.

Since the breakup.

Since Claire.

Ethan exhaled slowly through his nose, willing himself not to go down that road again. Not tonight. He reached for his coffee mug, only to find it empty. With a slight shake of his head, he set it aside and clicked through tabs on his browser. He wasn’t even sure what he was looking for anymore—news? Music? Distraction?

Somewhere between fatigue and boredom, curiosity took hold. It started with a Reddit thread. Someone had mentioned the emotional intimacy of cam streams. Ethan raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t naive, and he knew what kind of content typically came with those platforms. But still—he clicked the link.

The site loaded quickly. His screen was soon filled with windows—dozens of women, all live, all streaming. Some were provocative, some playful. Some seemed entirely scripted. Ethan’s cursor hovered, almost retreating.

This wasn’t really his thing.

But then, one image caught his eye. A woman, not unlike the others in form, but vastly different in presence. She wasn’t posed or pouting. She was sitting cross-legged in an oversized gray sweater, her hair pulled into a loose bun with a few strands escaping around her cheeks. Her room behind her was softly lit with string lights, shelves filled with books and tiny houseplants. She looked like she belonged in a coffee shop, not on a cam site.

Her username: LanaRivers.

Intrigued, Ethan clicked.

The stream buffered for a heartbeat, then settled into motion. The woman on-screen smiled as she noticed a new viewer enter the room. Her voice was light but intimate, like a secret shared beneath blankets.

"Hey there," she said warmly, looking into the camera as if it were a person she’d known for years. "Welcome in. Couldn't I sleep either?"

Ethan blinked.

It was such a simple line, but something about it hit a nerve. It was as if she’d seen straight through the glass and into the truth of him.

The chat window filled with comments—some flirtatious, others crude, a few respectful. She handled them all with ease, never breaking that sense of calm, never losing her center.

Then she laughed.

It was a soft, musical sound, unforced and real.

Ethan found himself smiling.

For the next twenty minutes, he sat quietly, watching. Lana talked about her day—her trip to a nearby bookstore, her attempt to bake banana bread that had ended with smoke pouring from the oven, and a podcast she couldn’t stop listening to about unsolved mysteries. She didn’t undress. She didn’t need to.

He realized he wasn’t watching her the way the others were.

He was listening.

Absorbing.

Feeling something he hadn’t felt in months—connected.

His hand hovered over the keyboard. He wasn’t the type to comment. He was a lurker by habit, a watcher in the digital shadows. But something compelled him.

He typed:

EC42: “You should’ve set a timer on the banana bread. Rookie mistake.”

She saw it immediately and grinned.

“EC42, huh? Okay, fair point,” she said, glancing into the lens as though she were looking directly at him. “You bake much, or are you just here to critique my kitchen disasters?”

Ethan smirked.

EC42: “Let’s just say I have a strong relationship with my oven.”

She laughed again. “I’ll bet. Thanks for the advice, Mr. Oven Whisperer.”

He settled into his chair, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. The rest of the stream blurred by, a strange combination of light conversation, laughter, occasional silence that felt surprisingly intimate, and a few quiet moments where Lana simply read a book aloud—yes, a real book. Ethan didn’t recognize the title, but her voice made the words float like fog.

At the end of the hour, she leaned in close to the lens and smiled softly.

“Thanks for keeping me company tonight. You have no idea how much I needed it.”

Then she winked, gently, almost shyly, and signed off.

The screen went dark.

Ethan stared at the empty chat window.

The feeling that settled in his chest was odd—not desire, not infatuation, but something else. Familiar, yet out of reach. A whisper of warmth in the cavern of his isolation.

He clicked the Follow button.

Then, before he could overthink it, he clicked on her profile and sent a message.

EC42: “That was... unexpected. I wasn’t sure what I’d find on here, but I didn’t expect someone reading books and laughing about banana bread. You made my night less lonely. Thank you.”

He hesitated.

Then hit Send.

For a moment, nothing happened.

He leaned back and sighed, feeling foolish.

But then—ping.

A new message.

LanaRivers: “Hey, EC42. That’s honestly the nicest thing I’ve read all day. I’m glad you were there. I needed company too.”

Ethan smiled—really smiled—for the first time in weeks.

He didn't know what this was or what it would become, but one thing was certain:

He was coming back tomorrow night.

Ethan woke up later than usual the next morning, the glow from the blinds stretching across his bed like golden fingers. He lay there for a while, staring at the ceiling, his thoughts circling back to the night before.

Lana.

Her name—her voice—still lingered in his mind, like the scent of something warm and sweet left behind after a fire. He wasn’t used to this feeling. That gentle pull in his chest, the quiet ache of curiosity. It wasn’t just an attraction. It wasn’t just loneliness. It was something else. Something slower. Deeper.

And that scared the hell out of him.

After dragging himself out of bed, Ethan went through his usual morning routine. Shower. Coffee. Check email. Then, out of habit more than anything, he opened the cam site. Her stream wasn’t live, of course—it was barely 10 a.m.—but her profile was there. Waiting. Like a bookmark he hadn’t realized he needed.

He clicked on it.

Her profile wasn’t flashy. A simple banner: “Hi, I’m Lana. Be kind. Be real.” Her bio was short, just a few lines about being a night owl, a lover of stories, and a “believer in second chances.” That last part stuck with him.

He checked his inbox.

No new message.

That was fine, he told himself. She probably had hundreds of people messaging her every night. He wasn’t special. He was just one screen name in a sea of thousands.

Still, he typed.

EC42: “Morning, Lana. Or afternoon, depending on when you read this. Just wanted to say I appreciated our chat last night. Hope today’s better than your banana bread.”

He hit send, then closed the tab before he could dwell on it.

The rest of the day passed in slow, measured hours. He worked on a new UI layout for a mobile app, did some laundry, even cleaned the kitchen—something he usually avoided unless absolutely necessary. But his mind kept drifting back to Lana. Her smile. The way she tilted her head when she was reading. The sound of her laugh.

He checked his inbox again that evening.

Nothing.

By 10 p.m., Ethan found himself pacing his living room, trying not to glance at the clock every three minutes. He told himself he wasn’t waiting. He told himself it didn’t matter. He told himself he wasn’t the kind of man to get hooked on a cam girl after one conversation.

But then, at 10:38 p.m., his phone buzzed.

A message.

He opened the site and clicked his inbox.

LanaRivers: “Hey EC42 :) Sorry, busy day. Just logged in and saw your message. I smiled when I read it. You’ve got a nice way with words. And yes... the banana bread still haunts me. lol.”

Ethan grinned, warmth rushing through him.

He replied quickly.

EC42: “I’m glad I made you smile. It’s the least I can do for someone who kept me company through insomnia and existential dread.”

Her reply came almost instantly.

LanaRivers: “Existential dread is my specialty. I charge extra for therapy, though. ;)”

EC42: “What about emotional intimacy and dad jokes? Are those part of the standard package?”

LanaRivers: “If you ask nicely.”

Ethan chuckled out loud, surprised at how easy it felt. How natural.

LanaRivers: “Going live in 10. Come hang out?”

His heart skipped.

EC42: “Wouldn’t miss it.”

He made a fresh cup of coffee, dimmed the lights in his apartment, and sat down at his desk, anticipation stirring like a breeze through leaves.

When Lana’s stream came online, it felt like a curtain being drawn back on a stage he’d been waiting to see. She was there—sitting on her bed again, in another oversized sweater, this one navy blue. Her hair was loose, falling around her shoulders. She smiled when the viewer count started rising.

"Hey, night crew," she said softly. "Glad to see the usual suspects back. And a few new faces."

Ethan typed into the chat.

EC42: “New face reporting in, but already emotionally invested.”

She read it and laughed, a genuine laugh that made his chest tighten.

“There you are,” she said, looking into the camera. “Our resident oven expert. Welcome back, EC.”

The way she said it—just “EC”—made it feel more personal. More intimate.

The next hour unfolded like a slow waltz. Lana wasn’t putting on a show. Not really. She was just being. She talked about her favorite childhood book, and Ethan typed in his own. She asked viewers random questions, like “What smell reminds you of home?” or “If your life were a song right now, what would it be called?” Ethan found himself answering every one.

EC42: “Mine would be called ‘Sleeping Alone, Coding Forever.’”

She smiled when she read it.

"That’s the mood," she said. "But I hope not forever. You seem like the kind of guy who has more to offer than just insomnia and syntax."

Ethan stared at the screen for a second, that warmth rising again, unexpected and welcome.

By the time the stream ended, Ethan felt like he’d been on a real date. That strange, almost magical blend of nerves and comfort, as if something had shifted between them—some unseen tether growing stronger.

He lingered on her offline screen, unsure what to do with the feeling in his chest.

Then a private message popped up.

LanaRivers: “You make the room feel lighter, EC. Thanks for coming back.”

He replied.

EC42: “I don’t think I could stay away.”

The days began to fall into rhythm, a quiet pulse threading through Ethan’s life with a strange new consistency. He’d wake up late, work through the afternoon, and when night arrived like a slow tide, he’d prepare for it—not for sleep, not for rest, but for Lana.

It became a ritual.

Dim lights. A clean coffee mug. Maybe a snack. And then her stream.

And every night, she was there.

Sometimes she wore her hair up. Sometimes down. Sometimes she was in a hoodie, other times in a tank top that hinted at the allure her job implied—but never exploited. She’d sit in her cozy room, bathed in string-light gold, and talk as though the lens in front of her led to an actual person instead of hundreds.

For Ethan, it felt like she was talking to him.

He knew it was irrational. Knew that the screen was a barrier, and that he was likely just one of many who felt this way. But he couldn’t help it. She saw him—really saw him—in a way no one had since Claire.

And he liked who he was with her.

Not just some faceless coder with a quiet life and a broken heart. With Lana, he was witty. Charming. Curious again.

He caught himself re-reading their private messages during the day. Their thread was a scroll of warmth and inside jokes, of shared dreams and nightly teases.

Like this one:

EC42: “If your stream were a movie, I think it’d be called The Girl Who Stayed Up to Save the World.”

LanaRivers: “Only if your character is The Guy Who Sent Coffee and Sarcasm. I like him.”

They talked about little things—favorite pizza toppings, childhood fears, guilty pleasures. But sometimes, things dipped deeper, like they were both testing the waters, afraid of how far they could wade.

LanaRivers: “You ever feel like you’re living just outside of your real life? Like you’re in the waiting room for the version of it that hasn’t started yet?”

EC42: “All the time. I think I even brought snacks for the wait.”

LanaRivers: “I’d sit next to you.”

That one stayed with him for hours.

He wondered who she really was, outside the cam world. What her real name was. What her voice sounded like without the slight performer's lilt. What she looked like first thing in the morning. He didn’t know how to ask without breaking the spell.

Then one evening, it happened.

He logged into her stream like usual. But Lana wasn’t there.

The screen was dark. Her profile offline. No warning. No message.

Ethan stared, blinking.

He refreshed the page.

Still offline.

Something cold prickled in his chest. She’d streamed for thirteen nights in a row. They hadn’t missed a message exchange since the first night. Was she okay? Had something happened?

For the first time in two weeks, he found himself alone again.

He hovered over the message box. His fingers paused.

Then he typed:

EC42: “Hey Lana. I saw you’re not on tonight. Just checking in. Hope everything’s okay. Miss your laugh already.”

He hit send and closed the tab.

But sleep didn’t come.

He tossed and turned, the shadows in his room stretching long and restless. The absence was palpable—not just the missing stream, but the missing her.

The next morning brought no reply.

Neither did the afternoon.

It wasn’t until just after 5 p.m. that his phone buzzed while he was in the kitchen making eggs.

He wiped his hands and checked the notification.

LanaRivers: “Hey. I’m okay. Just needed a night off. Rough day yesterday. Thanks for noticing. It meant a lot.”

His stomach unclenched. He read the message again.

And again.

Then he typed:

EC42: “I don’t just watch. I see you. And I care.”

Three dots appeared.

Then vanished.

Then returned.

LanaRivers: “You’re different, EC. I don’t know how to explain it. You make this feel... real.”

Ethan stared at the screen.

Then he did something impulsive.

EC42: “My name’s Ethan. I thought maybe you should know.”

A pause.

Then her reply.

LanaRivers: “Ethan.”

She typed it like a name she was savoring for the first time.

LanaRivers: “It suits you.”

Then, another message:

LanaRivers: “My name’s Layla.”

And just like that, the walls shifted. The roles blurred. It wasn’t EC42 and Lana anymore.

It was Ethan and Layla.

For the rest of the night, Ethan couldn’t stop staring at the message:
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“My name’s Layla.”
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It was such a small shift—just one name in place of another—but it felt like the opening of a door that had been locked since the first stream. She had trusted him with it. Her real name. Her real self.

He typed:

Ethan: “Layla... That’s beautiful. It feels like it suits you even better.”

There was a pause.

Layla: “Thanks. Not many people know it. I mean, beyond family. A few friends. But never anyone from... here.”

He could hear her voice in his head even as he read the message. It had softened. Dropped its edge. Grown quieter, more vulnerable.

Ethan: “I’m honored. Truly.”

Layla: “I don’t know what it is about you, Ethan. But you make it hard to pretend.”

She didn’t have to explain what she meant. He understood. In her world, performance was survival. Pretending was necessary. But when she talked to him, that mask cracked open, and something real slipped through.

And he was falling for that realness.

They messaged back and forth until almost three in the morning. Not just small talk—everything. Their favorite songs. Their worst heartbreaks. The places they dreamed of going. Layla told him about her little sister, Nora, and how she helped raise her after their mom left. Ethan told her about his dog, Jasper, who passed away last year and left a silence in the apartment that still echoed.

Layla sent a blurry photo of her coffee mug that said, “Introverts unite





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





