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A Softer Summer

Travis has spent his life trying to be the kind of man everyone expects. Set makes him wonder what it would feel like to be beautiful instead.

At Hearthwood, Travis is supposed to rest before returning to university. Instead, he finds himself drawn to the camp’s woodworking instructor. Set has rough hands, a gentle voice, and a way of looking at Travis that makes him feel seen beneath every carefully chosen layer.

Then Set offers him something Travis has never allowed himself: the chance to try on the softness he secretly longs for. Lace against his skin. Smooth legs beneath sheer tights. Set’s breath catching when Travis finally lets him look.

For the first time, Travis feels beautiful in his own body. Falling for Set feels just as startling, and just as right. But summer is ending, and outside Hearthwood waits a life built for someone Travis no longer wants to pretend to be.

*** A Softer Summer is a tender, sensual trans romance about gender discovery, first love, and daring to be seen.. Another emotionally charged transgender romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes. ***


One

The road into the camp wound through dense pine forest, the trees rising high on either side of the shuttle bus like cathedral pillars. Travis sat near the back with his backpack held tightly in his lap, staring out the window as late afternoon sunlight flickered across the glass in warm bands of gold.

His phone buzzed in his pocket again.

Dad.

Travis closed his eyes briefly before answering.

“Hey.”

“You there yet?”

“Almost.”

“Good. Your mother was worried you’d missed the shuttle.”

“I didn’t miss it.”

His father hummed softly, unconvinced in the way he always seemed to be, as though Travis’s life was a sequence of near-failures narrowly avoided through vigilance and correction.

“Well, make sure you actually engage with this thing while you’re there. We’re spending a lot of money on it.”

Money. Investment. Opportunity. The language threaded through almost every conversation they had. Travis knew his parents loved him. He did. They had paid for private tutors, summer programmes, the best schools, the best opportunities. They had spent his entire life trying to ensure he succeeded.

The problem was that somewhere along the way success had stopped feeling separate from love.

“We’re not expecting miracles,” his father continued. “You just need to reset yourself before next semester. You pushed yourself too hard this year.”

Travis leaned his head lightly against the window. The glass was cool against his temple. Outside, the trees blurred together in dark green smears.

“I know.”

“You’re too smart to burn yourself out before graduate school.”

There it was.

Not comfort. Not reassurance. Expectation wrapped carefully in concern.

Travis caught a faint reflection of himself in the bus window. His blond hair had grown longer over the last year, soft and messy around his ears and forehead in a way his father disliked. He needed a haircut. His mother had mentioned it several times before he left.

You’d look sharper.

More professional.

More confident.

He reached up automatically and tucked a strand behind his ear, suddenly aware again of how he looked. Travis had always been too aware of how he looked. Slim in a way that never quite read athletic. Large blue eyes framed by lashes people occasionally commented on. Soft features. Freckles dusted across pale cheeks and nose. Even now at twenty he still sometimes got mistaken for younger from a distance.

Pretty.

People used that word sometimes and it always made something in him twist strangely.

Not entirely bad. Not entirely good either.

He had spent most of his teenage years trying to harden himself around the edges. Standing straighter. Speaking lower. Dressing plainer. Trying to become the kind of man people respected immediately instead of the kind they looked at twice.

“Wellness retreats aren’t really my thing,” his father said. “But your mother did a lot of research into this place. Apparently it’s very reputable.”

Travis swallowed.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“Good. Just don’t lose focus while you’re there.”

The call ended a minute later, leaving Travis sitting in silence with his phone still warm in his hand. He slipped it back into his pocket and stared outside again, watching the forest thin as the bus rounded another bend.

The lake appeared suddenly between the trees, bright and silver beneath the lowering sun.

His breath caught before he could stop it.

The camp spread along the shoreline in warm cedar and glass, tucked carefully into the landscape rather than imposed upon it. Large lodges stood among the trees with wide windows reflecting the water. Smaller cabins dotted the hillside beyond. Wooden walkways curved through gardens thick with lavender and wildflowers. Students lounged near the shore on blankets while others wandered between buildings carrying mugs and books and towels draped over their shoulders.

It looked peaceful in a way that almost made his chest ache.

The shuttle rolled to a stop outside the main lodge and Travis immediately felt his stomach tighten. There were too many people already milling around outside. Everyone looked roughly his age, university students in oversized sweaters and athletic shorts and loose linen trousers. A tall girl with shaved sides laughed loudly beside the steps while another student with chipped black nail polish sat cross-legged on the grass reading.

Nobody looked polished.

Nobody looked like they were performing.

The thought unsettled him more than it should have.

The bus doors hissed open and people immediately began standing and collecting bags. Travis stayed seated for a few extra seconds, his fingers tightening around the strap of his backpack.

His heartbeat felt too loud.

Normal people probably did not have to consciously prepare themselves to exit a bus.

By the time he finally stood the aisle was mostly empty. He adjusted the sleeves of his oversized navy hoodie self-consciously as he moved, tugging them lower over his hands. His jeans clung a little too closely to his thighs for his father’s taste, though still loose enough not to attract comment. He always seemed to exist in that strange balancing act between expression and camouflage, trying to disappear while still quietly wanting to be seen.

The warm air hit him the second he stepped outside. Pine and lake water and sun-warmed wood filled his lungs all at once, clean and grounding and strangely unfamiliar after months spent hunched in computer labs and libraries.

“Hey.”

Travis looked up sharply.

A girl stood near the luggage compartment watching him with open curiosity. Dark curls were piled messily atop her head and an old film camera hung around her neck.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Oh. Yeah.” He adjusted his grip on his bag awkwardly. “Just tired.”

“Fair.” She grinned. “I think everyone here is some flavour of emotionally exhausted.”

He laughed softly before he could stop himself.

The girl smiled wider at that, seemingly pleased she’d managed it.

“I’m Mara.”

“Travis.”

“Computer science?” she asked immediately.

His eyes widened.

“How did you know?”

“You’ve got the vibe.”

“What vibe?”

“Like you haven’t slept properly in three years.”

He laughed again, quieter this time, and felt something in his chest loosen unexpectedly.

Before he could answer, someone called Mara’s name from the lodge steps.

“They’re doing cabin assignments.”

“Coming.” She turned back toward Travis as she started walking away. “See you around, pretty boy.”

Heat flooded instantly into his face.

Pretty boy.

The words lingered unpleasantly and pleasantly all at once, settling somewhere low in his stomach. Before he could think of a response Mara was already disappearing into the crowd, leaving him standing there flushed and confused beside the shuttle bus.

He grabbed his suitcase quickly and headed toward the lodge before he could think about it too much.

Inside, the building was even larger than it had looked from outside. Timber beams stretched overhead and the entire space smelled faintly of cedarwood and coffee. Huge windows overlooked the lake, bathing the lounge in warm evening light. Students drifted through clusters of sofas and armchairs speaking quietly among themselves while soft acoustic music played somewhere in the background.

Nobody seemed rushed.

The absence of urgency felt almost unnatural to Travis. His entire life had been structured around deadlines and performance and the constant low hum of pressure. Even relaxing usually came attached to guilt.

A person with long dark hair tied loosely back smiled at him from behind reception.

“Name?”

“Travis Walker.”

They found his information quickly and handed him a keycard alongside a neatly printed welcome packet.

“Single occupancy room. Lucky you. Cabin Birch Seven.” They smiled warmly. “Dinner’s at seven and there’s an welcome circle afterwards if you feel up for it.”

If you feel up for it.

The phrasing caught him strangely off guard. Nobody had ever really spoken to him like that before, as though participation might depend on his comfort instead of obligation.

“Thanks,” he murmured.

The path to his cabin wound through the trees behind the main lodge. Students sat talking outside nearby cabins while others lounged in hammocks with books balanced against their knees. Somewhere deeper in the camp came the rhythmic thunk of wood striking wood.

An axe maybe.

The sound echoed softly through the trees.

By the time Travis reached Birch Seven his exhaustion had settled deep into his bones again. Not physical tiredness exactly. Something heavier. The strain of holding himself together for too long.

The cabin itself startled him with how luxurious it was. Soft linen bedding sat beneath wide windows overlooking the forest. A woven rug covered the floorboards and small plants lined the shelves beside neatly stacked books about mindfulness and nature therapy. The bathroom looked nicer than the one in his student apartment.

His parents must have paid a fortune.

The thought brought guilt with it immediately. He could almost hear his father’s voice reminding him not to waste opportunities. His mother asking whether he was making the most of the programme.

Travis shut the door quietly behind himself and stood there for a long moment in silence.

Then slowly he sat down on the edge of the bed.

The mattress dipped softly beneath his weight. Outside, the trees swayed gently in the evening breeze and somewhere nearby someone laughed, warm and unguarded.

Travis lowered himself back onto the bed fully clothed and stared blankly at the ceiling.

His whole body hurt with tension. He felt stretched too thin somehow, worn raw beneath the skin. Like he had spent years trying to become exactly what everyone wanted and had somehow lost sight of himself in the process.

Who was he when nobody needed him to achieve anything?

The question drifted quietly through him and left panic behind in its wake.

Because the truth was that he genuinely did not know.
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Travis woke slowly to the sound of birdsong drifting through the open window.

For a few soft, disoriented seconds he did not remember where he was. The bed beneath him was too comfortable, the air too cool and clean against his skin. Sunlight filtered through the trees outside in shifting bands of gold and green, dappling the walls and floorboards with moving shadows.

Then memory settled back into place.

The camp.

Hearthwood.

He lay still for a moment staring at the ceiling, listening to distant voices outside and the faint rustle of leaves in the morning breeze. His body felt heavy with sleep in a way that was unfamiliar. Usually he woke already tense, jaw aching from grinding his teeth, mind racing ahead to assignments and schedules and unread emails. Even during holidays there was always something waiting for him. Something he should be doing.

But here there was only birdsong and sunlight and the distant smell of coffee drifting through the trees.

The softness of it unsettled him.

Eventually he forced himself upright and rubbed tiredly at his face before padding barefoot toward the bathroom. His reflection met him immediately in the mirror above the sink and he froze there for a second, staring at himself.

He looked exhausted.

His blond hair was a complete mess from sleep, soft and sticking out at odd angles around his face. His eyes looked too large without his glasses on, pale blue and still swollen slightly with sleep beneath heavy lashes. Freckles stood out starkly across his cheeks in the morning light.

Pretty.

The word slipped unwanted through his mind again.

He hated that word.

Or maybe he hated how much he wanted it.

Travis leaned closer to the mirror, studying himself carefully. Slim shoulders. Narrow waist. Delicate mouth. There was always something vaguely unfinished about his face to him, as though he existed in blurry territory between things. Too soft to feel properly masculine. Too masculine to feel anything else either.

His whole life felt like that.

Not wrong exactly.

Just misaligned somehow.

He looked away quickly.

After showering he spent far too long deciding what to wear. His suitcase sat open on the bed while he stared down at neatly folded clothes with growing frustration.

Everything he owned suddenly felt painfully revealing in its intent.

The plain dark t-shirts chosen because they hid his shape. The hoodies oversized enough to disappear into. The straight-cut jeans bought because his father once called another pair “a little feminine.”

He finally settled on black jeans and a charcoal grey t-shirt beneath a dark green overshirt. Masculine. Safe. Normal.

At least normal enough.

Still, as he dressed, he caught himself smoothing down his hair too carefully afterward, fingers lingering through the soft blond strands. He rolled the sleeves of the overshirt twice before unrolling them again. Too styled. Too intentional.

The whole process left him weirdly ashamed.

By the time he finally headed toward breakfast the camp was fully awake around him. Students drifted between buildings carrying coffee mugs and towels while others sat in circles on the grass beneath the trees. The lake glittered brilliantly through gaps in the forest, bright silver-blue beneath the morning sun.

Everything felt strangely gentle.

That was the thing he kept noticing most. Not happiness exactly. Gentleness.

People moved without the frantic edge he was used to seeing at university. Conversations seemed unhurried. Nobody looked like they were trying to dominate the room or prove themselves constantly. Even the louder personalities felt relaxed inside themselves somehow.

Travis did not understand how to do that.

The dining hall sat inside a huge open lodge overlooking the lake. Long wooden tables filled the centre of the room while breakfast buffet stations lined one wall. The smell of coffee and fresh pastries wrapped warmly around him the second he entered.

His stomach twisted instantly at the sight of so many people.

He almost turned around.

Then somebody waved.

“Pretty boy!”

Travis flushed immediately as Mara beckoned him over from one of the tables near the windows. Beside her sat a thin trans man with tattoos climbing both forearms and round glasses slipping down his nose.

“You survived the first night,” Mara said as Travis approached.

“Barely.”

“You’re among friends.” She gestured beside her. “Sit.”

He hesitated for half a second before obeying.

“This is Jun,” Mara said.

Jun smiled warmly. “You look exactly like someone who writes code for fourteen hours straight and forgets to eat.”

Travis groaned softly.

“Why does everyone keep saying things like that to me?”

“Because you radiate gifted child burnout,” Mara replied.

Jun laughed into his coffee.

Travis felt himself smiling despite everything.

It was alarming how quickly these people spoke to each other. Not just casually. Openly. There was no careful social positioning happening beneath the conversation. No constant checking for status or hierarchy.

At least none that he could detect.

“You settling in okay?” Jun asked.

“I think so.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

Travis picked at the sleeve of his overshirt. “I don’t really know what I’m doing here yet.”

“That’s kind of the point,” Mara said. “Most people arrive here halfway to a nervous breakdown.”

Jun nodded sympathetically. “I spent most of last year unable to leave my apartment without panic attacks.”

The openness of the statement startled Travis so badly he looked up sharply.

Jun noticed.

“What?” he asked gently.

“Nothing. I just…” Travis struggled awkwardly. “People are really honest here.”

Mara snorted softly. “You should’ve seen me last summer. I cried because somebody complimented my pottery.”

“That’s not even the weirdest reason someone’s cried here,” Jun added.

The two of them exchanged a grin full of easy familiarity.

Travis watched them quietly for a moment.

Jun sat comfortably in himself in a way Travis found almost magnetic. His masculinity felt relaxed and self-defined rather than performed. Tattoos curled over lean arms exposed by rolled sleeves and a silver chain rested against the soft hair at his throat. There was femininity in him still too somehow, softened edges that had not been carved away in pursuit of legitimacy.

And Mara existed with similar ease. Queer in a way Travis could sense immediately without fully understanding why. Comfortable. Unapologetic.

Neither of them seemed trapped inside themselves.

The realization left a strange ache in his chest.

Around the room he started noticing it everywhere after that. A boy with painted nails laughing loudly beside his boyfriend. A broad-shouldered counsellor in hiking boots and a pearl necklace pouring coffee while students leaned affectionately against him. Two girls sitting cross-legged on the floor sharing headphones and feeding each other strawberries from a bowl.

Nobody seemed embarrassed by softness here.

Nobody seemed afraid of being seen.

Travis looked down at his own clothes suddenly. Dark colours. Structured layers. Concealment disguised as fashion.

He wondered what people would think if they knew how long he sometimes spent staring at himself before leaving the house. How secretly fascinated he was by beauty. By softness. By androgyny. By the strange yearning he felt looking at certain people whose gender seemed expansive rather than confined.

He had never let himself examine those feelings too closely.

There had never been time.

Or maybe there had never felt like permission.

“So orientation starts after breakfast,” Mara was saying. “Then everyone splits into activity groups.”

“What did you sign up for?” Jun asked Travis.

“Uh.” He blinked. “I think woodworking and hiking?”

“Oh, woodworking’s Set.”

Mara smiled faintly around her coffee cup.

“You’ll like Set.”

Something in the way she said it made Travis glance up.

“Why?”

“He’s just…” Jun searched briefly for words. “Grounded. I guess. One of those people who actually feels present when they talk to you.”

“And absurdly attractive,” Mara added.

Jun laughed. “That too.”

Travis felt warmth rise inexplicably into his face and immediately looked down at his coffee.

Mara noticed.

“Oh my god,” she said delightedly. “You blush so easily.”

“I do not.”

“You absolutely do.”

Jun grinned over the rim of his mug. “It’s kind of cute.”

Cute.

Pretty.

The words landed somewhere dangerously soft inside him.

Travis laughed awkwardly and tried to hide how affected he was by all of it. Compliments usually made him uncomfortable. Or maybe not uncomfortable exactly. More like exposed. Seen in ways he did not know how to survive.

Still, beneath the embarrassment, there was something else growing too.

Longing.

Not even romantic longing exactly.

Just longing for whatever these people seemed to have found inside themselves.

The ability to exist without apology.

As breakfast continued around him and sunlight spilled warmly across the wooden floors, Travis found himself watching the camp with growing fascination.

Maybe there really were ways to live outside constant performance.

Maybe people could simply become themselves instead of earning the right to exist.

The thought terrified him.

It also called to him with frightening intensity.
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After breakfast, Travis walked toward the woodworking cabin with Eli beside him, both of them following the little map printed inside the welcome packet.

Eli had appeared at his elbow after orientation with a paper cup of coffee in one hand and a nervous smile that Travis recognised immediately. There was something familiar in the way Eli held himself, shoulders slightly raised, eyes a little too alert behind round glasses, as though he was constantly waiting for someone to ask why he was not doing better.

“So you’re doing woodworking too?” Eli asked as they followed the path down through the trees.

“Apparently.” Travis folded the corner of the map between his fingers and tried not to sound as anxious as he felt. “I don’t really know why I picked it.”

“I picked pottery first, but it was full.” Eli smiled weakly. “So I guess I’m here to discover whether I have any practical skills at all.”

“I write code,” Travis said. “So probably not.”

“That’s a practical skill.”

“Not if someone hands me actual tools.”

Eli laughed, and Travis found himself smiling. It helped, a little, having someone beside him who seemed just as uncertain. The path curved away from the main lodge and through a patch of trees where the air smelled cooler and darker. Somewhere ahead came the low murmur of voices, followed by the soft scrape of wood against wood.

The cabin appeared between the pines a few moments later. It was a long, low building with open double doors and wide windows that caught the morning light. Inside, rows of sturdy benches had been arranged across the room. The place smelled immediately of sawdust, resin, oil, and old timber, earthy and clean in a way Travis had not expected. It was not sterile like the computer labs at university. It was not sharp with overheated plastic, stale coffee, and panic. It smelled alive.

He paused just inside the doorway.

The room was simple, but beautiful. Tools hung neatly along one wall. Sandpaper, pencils, clamps, and blocks of pale wood had been laid out at each bench. Sunlight spilled through high windows in soft golden panes, catching dust motes drifting lazily through the air. A kettle sat on a side table beside chipped mugs and a tin of biscuits, as though this was less a class than a place someone might linger.

Travis felt some small part of himself unclench.

“This is nice,” Eli said quietly.

“Yeah,” Travis said, because it was.

They found a bench near the middle. Travis set his welcome packet down carefully, then immediately moved it twice because it did not seem quite aligned with the edge of the table. He hated himself a little for noticing. Eli either did not notice or was kind enough not to say anything.

More people drifted in, about a dozen in total, all roughly Travis’s age. Some chatted easily. Others sat in the same tense silence Travis recognised from himself. There was a boy with chipped blue nail polish tapping nervously at his mug. A girl in cycling shorts and an oversized jumper stretched her arms above her head with a sleepy groan. Someone near the window leaned back with their eyes closed, face turned toward the light.

Then the room shifted.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. It just changed.

A man stepped in through the side door carrying a crate of wood offcuts, and Travis looked up.

His mind went briefly and completely blank.

The man was tall, taller than almost everyone in the room, with broad shoulders beneath a faded red flannel shirt worn open over a white t-shirt. The sleeves were rolled to his elbows, exposing tanned forearms dusted with sawdust and dark hair. His jeans were worn soft at the knees and thighs, his boots scuffed, his curly brown hair slightly messy as though he had run his hands through it too many times that morning. There was stubble along his jaw, catching the light when he turned his head, and his eyes were brown and warm and strangely steady.

He looked rugged in a way Travis had no framework for.

Not polished. Not performative. Not the gym-built, sharp-jawed masculinity his father seemed to respect and Travis had always quietly failed to embody. This was something else. Physical, yes. Strong, yes. But gentle with it. Grounded. His body seemed to belong to him entirely, as though he had never once had to negotiate with himself for permission to exist inside it.

Travis realised he was staring and looked down quickly.

Heat had already risen into his cheeks.

“Morning, everyone,” the man said.

His voice was deep and calm, and the sound of it settled over the room like warm water.

“I’m Set. I’ll be taking woodworking most mornings. Some of you signed up because you’re interested in making things. Some of you signed up because everything else was full. Either way, you’re welcome.”

A few people laughed softly.

Set smiled, and the lines beside his eyes deepened. Travis looked up despite himself and immediately wished he had not, because the smile was worse than the voice. Warmer. More dangerous somehow.

“We’re starting very simple today. No pressure, no grading, no competition, and definitely no perfect outcomes. If you’re someone who likes perfect outcomes, I apologise in advance for the emotional growth you’re about to experience.”

More laughter.

Travis felt seen in a way that was almost insulting.

Set moved to the front bench and picked up one of the pale blocks of wood. His hands were broad, fingers strong and slightly rough, but the way he held the wood was careful. Attentive. Almost tender.

“We’re making small hand-sanded worry stones today. Something simple you can keep in your pocket, hold when you’re anxious, or put on a shelf and forget about until the end of camp. The point is not to make something impressive. The point is to slow down enough to notice what’s in your hands.”

Travis listened, despite himself.

Set showed them how to examine the grain, how to feel for roughness, how to choose an edge to soften first. He talked about pressure and patience, about how forcing the wood too hard could spoil the shape, while not touching it firmly enough meant nothing changed. Travis watched the movement of his hands with a strange tightness in his chest.

There was something almost impossible about the sight of him. So masculine, so capable, and yet using that strength for gentleness.

When they began, Travis tried to focus on the block in front of him. It was small and smooth-ish, though still rough enough that he could feel the scratch of it against his fingertips. He picked up the sandpaper and began carefully working one edge, immediately trying to decide the optimal angle, pressure, and sequence of motions.

Around him people settled into the task. Sandpaper rasped softly. Someone hummed under their breath. Eli frowned intensely at his own piece of wood, tongue poking slightly from the corner of his mouth.

Travis tried to relax.

He did not relax.

Every movement felt like a test. Was he holding it correctly? Was the curve even? Was he taking too much off one side? Not enough? His jaw tightened as he turned the block over, inspecting it from every angle. He could see the asymmetry already. One side was wrong. The mistake was small, probably barely visible, but he saw it immediately and felt the familiar drop in his stomach.

Idiot.

It was wood. It was a calming workshop. There was no possible reason to feel shame.

And yet shame arrived anyway, swift and hot.

He tried to correct the error, rubbing harder with the sandpaper, but that only made the shape stranger. Panic fluttered lightly beneath his ribs. He could hear his father’s voice, not about wood, obviously, but about everything else. If you’re going to do something, do it properly. Take pride in your work. Don’t be careless.

“Mind if I check in?”

Travis startled.

Set stood beside the bench, close enough that Travis caught the scent of him beneath the sawdust and resin. Coffee, soap, warm skin, and something faintly woody that made Travis’s head feel abruptly light.

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.”

Set leaned in slightly to look at the piece in Travis’s hands. Not too close, but close enough that Travis became intensely aware of the size of him. The rolled sleeves. The forearms. The quiet physical ease.

“How’s it going?”

“Fine.” Travis swallowed. “I think I messed it up a bit.”

Set tilted his head. “Can I see?”

Travis handed it over, already bracing himself.

Set took the wood from him carefully, his fingers brushing Travis’s for half a second. It was nothing. Barely contact at all. But Travis felt it like a spark under the skin, bright and sudden, travelling from his hand all the way up his arm.

He went very still.

Set did not seem to notice, or if he did he was kind enough not to show it. He turned the piece over in his palm and studied it.

“I don’t think you messed it up.”

“It’s uneven.”

“Most things are.”

Travis blinked.

Set smiled faintly and handed it back to him.

“You’re doing great.”

The words landed with ridiculous force.

Travis stared at him, waiting for the correction, the caveat, the careful instruction on how to improve. But Set only leaned one hip against the edge of the bench and gestured toward the wood.

“It’ll get easier the more you do it. Your hands are still trying to make it into an assignment.”

Travis flushed.

“They are not.”

Set’s eyes flicked up to his, warm with amusement.

“They absolutely are.”

Eli laughed quietly beside him, and Travis felt his cheeks burn hotter.

Set’s smile softened.

“That’s not a criticism. It’s just a habit. Useful habit sometimes. Exhausting one, though.”

Travis looked down at the wood in his hands. His throat felt strangely tight.

“I guess.”

Set was quiet for a moment, and somehow that quiet did not feel awkward. It felt spacious.

“Are you having fun?” he asked eventually.

Travis frowned.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s the main thing, really.”

“Fun?”

“Yeah.” Set shrugged, as though it was obvious. “You’re allowed to enjoy making something badly before you learn to make it well.”

Travis stared at him.

The sentence seemed to pass through one part of him and catch painfully in another. Allowed to enjoy making something badly. Allowed to be new. Allowed to try without earning the attempt through excellence first.

He did not know what to do with that.

Set seemed to sense something of what had happened, because his expression gentled. He reached out and tapped one rough edge of the wood with one finger.

“Try following the grain for a while. Don’t force the shape too much. Just see what it wants to become.”

There it was again, that strange language of permission. Travis nodded and adjusted his grip.

Set moved on to the next bench, leaving warmth behind him like sunlight.

For a minute Travis could barely focus. His hand still tingled where their fingers had touched. His chest felt open and unsteady, and his face was still too warm. He glanced across the room and saw Set crouching beside another student, listening intently as they talked. He looked so at ease down there, one knee bent, forearms resting loosely on his thighs, head tilted with complete attention.

Travis looked away quickly.

He tried to follow the grain after that.

At first it felt stupid. Then slowly, without quite realising it, he began to notice things. The texture changing beneath his fingers. The faint warmth of the wood from being held. The rhythm of sanding. The way his breathing slowed when he stopped trying to predict the outcome.

He made mistakes.

The shape remained uneven.

But after a while it also began to feel nice in his hand.

The workshop passed faster than he expected. By the end of it the room had grown louder, looser, everyone comparing their strange little objects with a mixture of pride and embarrassment. Eli’s looked more like a bean than a worry stone, which made him laugh so hard he had to take off his glasses to wipe his eyes. Travis’s was lopsided and slightly too flat on one edge, but when he curled his fingers around it, it fit comfortably against his palm.

Set came by one last time as people began packing up.

“That came out nicely,” he said.

Travis looked up, startled. “It’s wonky.”

“Yeah.” Set smiled. “That’s why it’s yours.”

Travis had no answer to that.

Set’s gaze lingered on him for just a second, kind and steady and far too observant, before he moved away to help someone clear their bench.

As Travis stepped back out into the bright afternoon, the little piece of sanded wood still warm in his hand, he felt strangely light. Not fixed. Not peaceful exactly. But awake in some unfamiliar way.

Eli nudged him gently with his shoulder.

“Well?”

Travis looked down at the object in his palm, then back toward the cabin where Set was laughing softly at something Mara had said from the doorway.

His stomach fluttered.

“I think,” Travis said slowly, surprised by the truth of it, “I had fun.”


Two

The days at Hearthwood began to settle into rhythm more quickly than Travis expected.

Not structure exactly. Structure he understood. Structure was deadlines and calendars and colour-coded reminders on his phone. Structure was optimisation. Efficiency. Making sure every hour justified its existence.

This was something softer.

Morning sunlight through pine branches. The smell of coffee drifting from the lodge. Bare feet on wooden cabin floors. People gathering sleepily at breakfast wrapped in oversized sweaters and blankets, hair messy, faces still swollen with sleep and utterly unashamed of it.

The camp moved slowly in the mornings.

At first Travis found that deeply stressful.

By the fourth day he found himself waking before his alarm just to lie there listening to the birds outside his window and the distant murmur of people beginning to move through camp. He still checked his phone too often. Still felt phantom panic about unread emails and future assignments. Still had moments where guilt twisted sharply through him for not doing something productive.

But the panic no longer consumed every second.

That alone felt strange enough to be frightening.

He fell into loose friendships almost accidentally. Mara adopted him fully by the second morning, appearing beside him at breakfast most days with coffee already in hand and commentary about whichever counsellor she currently had a crush on.

Jun drifted in and out too, warm and dryly funny, usually carrying sketchbooks or pottery pieces still drying from class. Eli attached himself quietly to the same orbit, and together the four of them slowly became something resembling a group.

It happened naturally in a way Travis had never really experienced before.

At university, friendships often felt transactional beneath the surface. Study groups. Networking. Shared stress. Everyone performing competence for each other constantly.

Here people simply seemed to like being around one another.

It baffled him.

One afternoon he found himself sitting cross-legged on the dock beside Jun while Mara floated lazily in the lake nearby, sun glittering across the water around her.

“You’re thinking too loudly again,” Jun said without looking up from his sketchbook.

Travis blinked. “What?”

“You get this crease between your eyebrows.” Jun tapped his own forehead. “Like your brain’s trying to solve existence as an engineering problem.”

Mara snorted from the water. “That’s because he’s a computer science major.”

“I’m literally just sitting here.”

“Exactly,” Mara said. “And somehow you’re stressed about it.”

Travis opened his mouth to argue, then stopped because unfortunately they were right.

The embarrassing thing was that he did not know how not to be.

Even now, relaxing felt performative somehow. He monitored himself constantly. The angle of his posture. The way he laughed. How much space he took up in conversations. Whether he sounded intelligent enough. Masculine enough. Interesting enough.

Enough enough enough.

The pressure never fully stopped.

Still, cracks had begun to appear in the performance.

Tiny ones.

He had gone swimming in the lake yesterday with everyone else after initially insisting he would rather stay onshore. The water had been freezing, clear enough to see smooth stones beneath the surface, and the shock of it had ripped a startled laugh from his chest so sudden and genuine it had embarrassed him afterward.

But for those few moments in the water he had not been thinking about himself at all.

Only sensation.

Cold.

Sunlight.

Movement.

Alive.

The realization haunted him afterward.

Because if moments like that existed, then what else had he been missing?

The camp itself seemed designed to slowly dismantle people. Not aggressively. Not through confrontation. Through safety.

That was the unsettling thing.

Nobody here seemed particularly interested in forcing Travis to become someone else. There were no lectures about authenticity. No dramatic interventions. Instead people simply met him where he was with such steady kindness that it became harder and harder to maintain the rigid shape he had built around himself.

When he apologised too much, people reassured him without irritation.

When he grew quiet, nobody demanded performance from him.

When he admitted he was anxious, nobody mocked him or tried to outcompete his suffering.

The unconditionality of it all left him constantly off balance.

One evening after dinner he found himself sitting around the firepit beside Rowan, one of the counsellors who ran movement workshops. Rowan was older than most of the staff, somewhere in their late thirties maybe, with silver rings on nearly every finger and long dark hair threaded with grey. They wore loose linen trousers and an old cropped jumper that exposed a strip of soft stomach when they moved.

Travis liked being around them because they existed with such complete ease it almost seemed unreal.

Not masculine. Not feminine. Both somehow. Neither. Beautiful in a way that felt entirely unconcerned with conventional rules.

Watching Rowan move through camp was like watching someone breathe naturally while Travis himself consciously remembered every inhale.

“You’re studying me again,” Rowan said mildly without looking over from the mug of tea warming their hands.

Travis nearly choked on his drink.

“I’m not.”

“You absolutely are.”

Heat flooded his face.

“Sorry.”

“There’s nothing to apologise for.” Rowan smiled softly. “You look like someone trying to imagine whether freedom would suit him.”

The words struck with terrifying accuracy.

Travis stared into the fire.

Around them students talked quietly beneath the trees. Someone strummed a guitar near the lodge. Laughter drifted across the camp alongside the smell of smoke and pine resin.

“I don’t know how people do it,” Travis admitted quietly.

“Do what?”

“Just…” He struggled for language. “Exist.”

Rowan was silent for a moment.

“That’s because most people aren’t taught how. They’re taught how to perform acceptability instead.”

The sentence settled deep inside him.

Travis thought suddenly of his parents. Of grades pinned proudly to refrigerators. Of praise that arrived most easily after achievement. Of how quickly affection could sour into disappointment when he failed expectations.

Not cruelly. Never cruelly.

That almost made it harder.

His parents genuinely believed pressure was love.

And maybe for them it was.

“I don’t know who I am without expectations,” Travis said before he could stop himself.

Rowan finally looked at him then, expression gentle enough to hurt.

“That’s alright.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It really is.”

Travis swallowed hard and looked away.

The thing was, he wanted to believe them.

God, he wanted to.

Over the next few days that feeling only intensified.

He began noticing himself noticing things.

The softness of certain fabrics against skin. The beauty of painted nails wrapped around coffee mugs. The easy physical affection between friends here. The way masculinity at Hearthwood seemed expansive instead of restrictive. Tender instead of defensive.

Set embodied that more than anyone.

Travis tried very hard not to think about Set constantly.

He failed.

Woodworking became the anchor point of his days. The workshop itself soothed him before Set even spoke. The smell of cedar and sawdust. The scrape of sandpaper. The warmth of sunlight across the benches.

Then Set would arrive and Travis’s body would betray him entirely.

It was ridiculous.

He was twenty years old, not fourteen.

And yet every time Set leaned over someone’s bench with rolled sleeves exposing strong tanned forearms dusted in sawdust, Travis felt something warm and confused unfurl low in his stomach.

It was not just attraction.

Or not only attraction.

It was admiration too. Longing. Curiosity.

Set moved through the world so differently from Travis. He listened fully when people spoke. He laughed easily. He never seemed rushed. His masculinity felt rooted in comfort rather than defence, and being near him left Travis painfully aware of how much of his own life had been spent pretending.

One afternoon during workshop Set crouched beside a student helping them adjust a carving tool, broad hands moving carefully over theirs as he guided the angle.

“You don’t need to force it,” he said gently. “If you grip too tightly, you stop feeling what the wood’s doing.”

The words hit Travis so hard he nearly missed the edge he was sanding.

Because that was exactly how he existed.

Gripping himself too tightly.

Trying to force shape onto every part of his life until he could barely feel anything underneath anymore.

Later that evening he caught sight of himself in the mirror while brushing his teeth.

He stopped.

Really stopped.

The person staring back looked softer than the boy who had arrived four days ago. Not transformed. Not dramatically different. But there was colour in his cheeks now from sunlight and lake water. His hair curled slightly at the ends from humidity. His glasses sat crooked on his nose because he had pushed them up absentmindedly too many times throughout the day.

He looked young suddenly.

Not in a bad way.

Just… unfinished.

Human.

Travis touched the edge of the sink lightly and stared at himself.

Who would he be if nobody required him to earn love first?

The question no longer felt abstract.

It felt frighteningly possible.
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By the time the next woodworking workshop arrived, Travis had already spent far too much time thinking about it.

Which was ridiculous.

It was a workshop. Sanding wood. Making things badly on purpose apparently. There was absolutely no reason for his stomach to feel tight as he walked down the forest path that morning with his coffee in hand and his pulse slightly too quick beneath his skin.

Yet the closer he got to the cabin, the worse it became.

He tried to tell himself it was anxiety about the class itself. That made sense. New situations always left him tense. Being bad at things left him tense. Existing publicly left him tense.

But that explanation stopped feeling convincing the second he stepped inside and saw Set.

Oh.

There it was.

The workshop cabin smelled warm already, thick with sawdust and pine resin and the faint bitter scent of fresh coffee. Sunlight streamed through the high windows in soft amber sheets, illuminating drifting particles of dust that turned lazily through the air. A few students had already settled at benches, chatting quietly while they sorted through tools and woodblocks.

And there was Set.

He stood near the front workbench speaking with Rowan about something Travis could not hear, one broad hand wrapped loosely around a mug. His sleeves were rolled up again, exposing strong tanned forearms lightly dusted with sawdust. The flannel shirt today was dark green, faded soft with wear, hanging open over a charcoal t-shirt that stretched comfortably across his chest and shoulders. His jeans looked old and lived in, worn pale at the knees, and there was actual sawdust caught in the curls of his brown hair near one temple.

Travis stared for one dangerous second too long.

Set laughed softly at something Rowan said, head tilting back slightly, and Travis felt the sound physically in his chest.

It was absurd.

Completely absurd.

He had never reacted to someone like this before.

Attraction itself was not unfamiliar exactly. Travis had spent enough late nights alone with the internet and his own confusing thoughts to know he was not straight in any simple sense. But those feelings had always existed at a safe distance. Abstract. Contained. Manageable.

This was different.

This felt terrifyingly real.

Because it was not just that Set was handsome, though he absolutely was. It was the ease of him. The groundedness. The complete lack of performance. Watching Set move through the world felt like watching someone speak a language Travis had spent his whole life almost understanding.

And worse, Travis wanted it.

Not just Set himself, though his body was increasingly making opinions about that known. He wanted whatever peace existed inside him. Whatever freedom allowed a man to look that masculine and still move with such gentleness.

Travis became suddenly aware that he was standing motionless in the doorway.

“Morning, pretty boy.”

Mara’s voice beside him made him jump violently.

“Oh my god,” she whispered delightedly. “You’re down catastrophically bad already.”

“I’m not.”

“You are blushing.”

“I’m warm.”

“It’s nine in the morning.”

Travis shoved lightly at her shoulder while she laughed and headed toward a bench near the windows. Unfortunately, the interaction had drawn Set’s attention.

His brown eyes lifted toward Travis immediately, warm and steady.

And then he smiled.

Not flirtatiously. Not knowingly. Just kindly.

Still, Travis felt his stomach flip hard enough to make him slightly nauseous.

“Morning,” Set said.

“Hi.”

Brilliant response.

Set’s smile deepened slightly, as though amused by Travis’s awkwardness rather than put off by it.

“Grab a seat wherever you like,” he said. “Today’s less structured.”

Travis nodded too quickly and escaped toward the nearest empty bench before he embarrassed himself further.

His heart would not calm down.

What the hell was wrong with him?

He sat down stiffly and immediately began arranging the tools laid out across the workbench into neat parallel lines. Sandpaper stacked by grit. Pencil aligned with ruler. Cloth folded squarely.

Halfway through the process he realised what he was doing and closed his eyes briefly in mortification.

“Cute.”

Travis looked up sharply.

Jun had settled at the neighbouring bench, watching him over the rim of his coffee mug with obvious amusement.

“What?”

“The organisation thing.”

“I’m not doing a thing.”

“You’re colour-coding sandpaper emotionally.”

Travis flushed and deliberately messed up the arrangement slightly just to prove a point.

Jun snorted softly into his drink.

Once everyone had arrived, Set moved to the front of the room and leaned casually against the main workbench.

“So,” he said. “Last time was about getting comfortable touching the material and not panicking if things came out weird.”

A few people laughed.

“Today we’re doing small carved pendants or charms. Something wearable if you want. Or not wearable. There are no grades here. You cannot fail camp arts and crafts.”

“You underestimate me,” Mara called from the back.

Set grinned.

“The important part is still the same. Presence over perfection. You’re not here to prove anything.”

Travis looked down immediately at the block of cedar placed in front of him.

Not here to prove anything.

The sentence slid painfully beneath his ribs because he genuinely did not know how to function otherwise.

Set began demonstrating basic carving techniques with a small blade, broad hands moving carefully through each step. Travis tried to focus on the instructions, but his attention kept catching on details instead.

The flex of Set’s forearms as he worked.

The low warmth of his voice.

The way his stubble caught the sunlight near the windows.

The tiny dusting of sawdust still tangled in his curls.

Everything about him felt tactile somehow. Real in a way Travis was unaccustomed to people being.

“Take your time,” Set said. “You’re not trying to dominate the wood. You’re learning to work with it.”

Travis picked up the carving tool carefully once they began.

Immediately he overthought it.

How hard should he press? Which direction? How much material should he remove? His shoulders tightened gradually as he worked, body curling inward around the task. Across the room people talked and laughed softly while they carved, but Travis remained trapped inside his own head.

He made one cut slightly too deep.

Panic arrived instantly.

Not visible panic maybe, but the sharp inward collapse of it. His stomach dropped. Heat rose behind his eyes. The old familiar certainty that he had ruined things.

Idiot.

He stared at the mistake too long.

“Hey.”

Set’s voice beside him startled him so badly the carving tool slipped slightly in his hand.

“You okay?”

Travis swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

Set glanced down at the wood.

“You sure?”

“I messed it up.”

Set studied the pendant blank for a moment. Then he looked back at Travis with very obvious confusion.

“Where?”

Travis pointed silently at the cut.

Set blinked.

“That’s the mistake?”

“Yes.”

There was a brief pause.

Then Set smiled, soft and helplessly fond.

“Travis,” he said gently, “that’s just texture.”

Heat flooded violently into his face.

Set crouched beside the bench then, bringing himself closer to Travis’s level instead of looming over him. The movement felt instinctively kind somehow. Less intimidating.

“Can I show you something?”

Travis nodded.

Set reached for the carving carefully, fingers brushing Travis’s again as he took it. The contact was brief but electric. Travis felt it all the way down his spine.

Set turned the wood in his broad hands thoughtfully.

“The thing about natural materials is they already come with imperfections,” he said. “Knots. Grain shifts. Weak spots. That’s usually what makes them beautiful.”

His thumbs brushed lightly over the surface as he spoke.

“You can either spend the whole process fighting that,” he continued softly, “or you can work with it.”

Travis watched his hands instead of his face because looking directly at Set felt increasingly dangerous.

Strong hands.

Warm hands.

Gentle hands.

Something about that combination made Travis’s chest ache strangely.

Set handed the pendant back.

“Here.” He shifted closer beside Travis, shoulder brushing lightly against his arm. “Try angling the blade more like this.”

He guided Travis’s wrist gently.

The contact nearly killed him.

Set’s hand was warm and steady around his, grounding rather than controlling. Travis could smell sawdust and soap and coffee and something unmistakably male beneath it all. His heart hammered painfully hard against his ribs.

“See?” Set murmured near his shoulder. “You don’t need to force it.”

Travis nodded quickly, unable to trust his voice.

Set released him slowly but stayed nearby.

“There you go,” he said warmly as Travis made another careful cut. “That’s it.”

Praise unfurled through Travis with humiliating intensity.

He wanted more of it instantly.

Worse, he wanted it from Set specifically.

The realization left him dizzy.

As the workshop continued, something in him gradually loosened despite himself. Set drifted between benches helping people, checking in, laughing softly whenever Mara deliberately made bizarre artistic choices just to provoke reactions.

And every time Set returned to Travis’s bench, some impossible warmth spread through his chest.

Not because Set treated him specially.

That was the thing.

Set treated everyone with the same steady patience and kindness. He listened fully. Encouraged gently. Never made anyone feel stupid for trying.

Travis had simply never experienced a man like that before.

By the end of class his pendant had become something imperfect but undeniably pretty. A smooth oval of pale cedar with a slightly asymmetrical carved moon etched into one side.

He turned it over in his hands while people packed up around him.

“That’s beautiful.”

Travis looked up sharply.

Set stood beside the bench again, sleeves still rolled, sawdust clinging lightly to his shirt now. Up close his eyes were even warmer than Travis remembered, rich brown flecked with gold in the sunlight.

“It’s uneven,” Travis said automatically.

Set huffed a quiet laugh.

“You know,” he said, “you smile more when you stop apologising for things.”

Travis froze.

“What?”

Set leaned one hip lightly against the bench.

“You’ve got a nice smile.” His own softened slightly in return. “It’s good seeing more of it.”

The words hit with frightening force.

Nobody had ever said something like that to him so casually before. Not evaluative. Not transactional. Just noticed.

Travis felt heat rise all the way down his throat.

“Oh,” he managed weakly.

Set smiled again, gentler this time.

“Anyway. Good work today.” He nodded toward the pendant in Travis’s hands. “Maybe see you around?”

Travis stared at him for half a second too long before remembering how language worked.

“Yeah,” he said quickly. “Definitely.”

Set’s smile lingered one last moment before he moved away to help clean up the remaining benches.

Travis sat there afterward with his pulse still racing softly beneath his skin.

His pendant rested warm in his palm.

And somewhere beneath the confusion and attraction and terror, another realization slowly began unfolding.

For two straight hours, he had forgotten to perform.
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The campfire burned low and golden beneath the darkening sky, the flames crackling softly as night settled over the retreat.

Travis sat slightly apart from the others, close enough to be included but far enough away that nobody expected conversation from him. The log beneath him was still warm from the heat of the fire, and he sat curled into himself with his sleeves pulled over part of his hands, watching sparks spiral upward into the trees.

The forest at night felt different.

Softer somehow.

The air smelled of smoke and pine and damp earth cooling after the heat of the day. Cicadas hummed somewhere deeper in the woods, and every so often laughter drifted across the clearing from the larger cluster of students gathered nearer the flames.

Mara was sprawled across one of the benches dramatically recounting some story about accidentally locking herself out of her dorm half-naked during first year. Jun was beside her laughing so hard he kept snorting into his hot chocolate. Rowan sat cross-legged on the ground nearby, listening with bright, open amusement while absentmindedly braiding little pieces of grass together.

Nobody seemed guarded.

That was what Travis could not stop noticing.

People here just... existed.

Not perfectly.

Not strategically.

Not cautiously calculating every response before they spoke.

They laughed loudly when things were funny. They admitted when they were uncomfortable. They wore strange clothes and sat however felt natural and touched each other casually and spoke about feelings without embarrassment. Earlier that afternoon Travis had overheard two girls discussing anxiety medication while floating in the lake together, their conversation calm and matter-of-fact in a way that had stunned him.

There was no performance to it.

Or maybe there was and Travis simply could not see it because he had spent so long performing himself.

He stared down into the fire.

The flames shifted and cracked softly.

The workshop today had left him feeling strange in ways he still could not untangle. He kept replaying moments from it in his head despite himself.

Set leaning over beside him.

Warm fingers guiding his wrist.

You smile more when you stop apologising for things.

His stomach tightened.

God.

Even now, hours later, he could still remember exactly how Set had looked in the workshop light. Rolled sleeves exposing tanned forearms dusted with sawdust. Stubble shadowing his jaw. Brown eyes warm and steady on Travis in a way that felt almost unbearable sometimes.

Travis had no idea what to do with the way his body reacted around him.

That alone was destabilising enough.

But worse than the attraction was the feeling underneath it.

The wanting.

Not just wanting Set. Though that was increasingly becoming impossible to deny.

He wanted whatever Set had.

That groundedness.

That ease.

The simple permission to exist fully inside himself.

Travis pressed his lips together tightly.

Because what was underneath him, really?

Underneath the grades and politeness and carefulness and achievement and being good all the time?

Who was he when nobody needed anything from him?

The thought made something sharp twist inside his chest.

He did not know.

A log shifted in the fire with a soft shower of sparks.

“Mind if I sit?”

Travis startled violently.

Set stood nearby holding a mug in both hands, flannel sleeves still rolled up despite the cooler night air. Firelight flickered gold across his face and caught softly in the curls of his hair. Up close he smelled faintly of smoke and cedar and soap.

Travis’s pulse immediately sped up.

“Oh. Uh. Yeah. Sure.”

Smooth.

Set smiled slightly and settled onto the log beside him.

Not too close.

But close enough that Travis became painfully aware of the warmth of his body anyway.

For a moment they simply sat together watching the fire.

Travis’s heart hammered embarrassingly hard beneath his ribs.

“How’re you finding camp?” Set asked eventually.

The question was gentle. Genuine.

Not performative camp counsellor concern.

Travis stared into the flames for a moment before answering.

“I think I’m settling in more.”

Set nodded slightly.

“But?”

Travis huffed a quiet laugh through his nose.

“But I still feel kind of... wrong here.”

Set glanced toward him.

“Wrong?”

“I don’t know.” Travis rubbed nervously at the sleeve pooled over his hand. “Everyone just seems very comfortable here. Comfortable with themselves. Comfortable with each other.”

“And you aren’t?”

Travis laughed softly again, though there was no humour in it.

“I don’t think I know how to be.”

The words slipped out before he could stop them.

Heat immediately rushed into his face.

But Set did not look surprised.

If anything, his expression softened slightly.

“This doesn’t feel like your normal world,” he said quietly.

Travis shook his head.

“Not even a little.”

“And how’s that feel?”

“Honestly?” Travis stared into the fire. “Scary.”

Set nodded as though that answer made perfect sense.

“Sometimes different is good for us,” he said.

Travis looked over at him then.

Set leaned forward slightly, forearms resting loosely on his knees, mug cradled between his hands. Firelight danced warmly across the strong lines of his face.

“Sometimes discomfort’s good for us too,” he continued. “If we spend our whole lives only moving toward things that feel safe and familiar, our world gets smaller.”

Travis frowned slightly.

“I thought you were supposed to avoid things that make you uncomfortable.”

Set smiled softly.

“Depends what kind of discomfort.”

The fire cracked between them.

“There’s discomfort that harms us,” Set said. “And then there’s discomfort that changes us.”

Travis stayed quiet.

Set glanced toward the trees for a moment before continuing.

“If we’re always running from things that scare us, eventually we stop growing entirely. We get smaller. Smaller worlds. Smaller lives.”

Something about the way he said it settled heavily inside Travis’s chest.

“Sometimes,” Set said quietly, “we need to move toward the things that scare us instead of away from them.”

Travis looked down at his hands.

The statement confused him because fear had always meant stop.

Danger.

Wrong.

But lately everything here seemed to be scrambling the rules he had lived by his entire life.

After a moment Travis glanced sideways at Set again.

“How did you end up here anyway?”

Set laughed softly under his breath.

“At camp?”

“Doing this.” Travis gestured vaguely. “Woodworking. Wellness retreat forest man thing.”

Set grinned.

“That official title took years to earn.”

Travis laughed before he could stop himself.

The sound startled him slightly.

Set’s smile softened at hearing it.

“I was an engineering student,” Set said after a moment. “Very serious. Very gifted. Very much on track for a high-paying career I was absolutely miserable in.”

Travis blinked.

“Really?”

“Oh yeah.” Set chuckled quietly. “Top grades. Scholarships. Internship offers. Constant panic attacks.”

The casualness of the admission made Travis stare.

“My parents put a lot of pressure on me,” Set continued. “They loved me. They genuinely wanted the best for me. But what they wanted wasn’t actually what was best for me.”

Travis felt something painful shift quietly beneath his ribs.

Set looked into the fire as he spoke.

“I was burning out hard. Sleeping badly. Constant anxiety. Dissociating through most of my life honestly.” He smiled faintly. “I ended up taking a woodworking course almost by accident because I needed something that wasn’t screens or deadlines or performance.”

His hands moved slightly around the mug as he spoke.

“And it changed everything.”

The firelight flickered softly across his face.

“Working with my hands. Real materials. Slowing down enough to actually feel my own body again.” His voice softened slightly. “I realised I’d spent basically my entire life intellectualising everything instead of actually experiencing it.”

Travis listened carefully.

“I didn’t know how to just exist,” Set admitted. “Didn’t know how to be present. I only knew how to achieve things.”

That landed with frightening precision.

Set glanced sideways toward him.

“The woodworking helped first,” he said. “Then other things started changing too. The way I dressed. The people I spent time around. The version of masculinity I thought I had to perform.” He smiled faintly to himself. “Turns out I actually liked softness. Slowness. Being emotionally open. Letting myself feel things.”

Travis’s throat tightened unexpectedly.

“I started growing into myself instead of trying to earn myself,” Set said quietly.

Silence settled gently between them after that.

The fire crackled softly.

Somewhere across the clearing Mara shrieked with laughter at something Jun said.

Travis stared into the flames, chest aching in ways he could not fully explain.

Because suddenly he understood why being around Set felt so strange.

Set was not just comfortable in himself.

He had become himself.

And Travis had no idea where to even begin.

After a while Set spoke again, voice quieter now.

“I see it in you, you know.”

Travis looked over immediately.

“What?”

“That becoming.”

The word settled warm and terrifying against Travis’s skin.

Set held his gaze steadily.

“You’re trying very hard to hold yourself together,” he said gently. “But there are cracks forming.”

Heat flooded violently through Travis’s chest.

He looked away immediately.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Set smiled softly.

“Yeah,” he said. “I think maybe you do.”

Travis swallowed hard.

The fire suddenly felt too warm.

Too bright.

Too exposing.

Set did not push further though. He simply sat beside him in the quiet for another long moment before speaking again.

“You don’t have to figure yourself out all at once.”

Travis stared at the flames.

“It doesn’t feel that simple.”

“No,” Set agreed softly. “It usually isn’t.”

Another silence.

Then Set nudged Travis lightly with his shoulder.

“For what it’s worth,” he said, voice warm with quiet certainty, “I think you can trust yourself more than you do.”

Travis blinked.

Set looked back toward the fire.

“That’s what all this is anyway,” he said softly. “Not just woodworking. Not camp. People.” His smile turned thoughtful. “We’re processes of becoming.”

The sentence settled deep inside Travis somewhere tender.

Set stood after a moment, stretching slowly, broad shoulders shifting beneath flannel and firelight.

“I should probably stop pretending I’m supervising and actually go supervise,” he said with a quiet laugh.

Travis smiled despite himself.

Set looked down at him then, warmth flickering again across his face.

“You okay?”

Travis hesitated.

Then, quietly, honestly for maybe the first time in years, he nodded.

“I think so.”

And somehow, for tonight at least, he meant it.


Three

By the second week of camp, Travis realised something strange was happening to him.

He was slowing down.

Not all at once. Not dramatically. It was not some cinematic transformation where suddenly he woke up healed and whole and glowing with self-acceptance. If anything, it was subtler than that. More frightening too, because he only noticed the changes in retrospect.

The first thing to go had been the constant knot between his shoulders.

Then the headaches had started happening less often.

Then one morning he realised he had slept through the night without waking up panicking about assignments or deadlines or forgotten obligations.

That one had almost scared him enough to ruin the whole day.

Still, despite himself, he was beginning to settle into the rhythm of camp life.

Mornings became soft and familiar. Coffee with Jun before breakfast. Mara stealing fruit from other people’s plates while pretending she was being persecuted for it. Rowan sitting barefoot in the grass half the time like some kind of woodland cryptid. Sunlight through trees. The smell of lake water and sunscreen and fresh bread drifting from the kitchens.

And Travis was participating now.

Actually participating.

Not just lurking at the edges analysing everyone else.

He went swimming almost every afternoon, though he still kept a shirt on in the water. He attended yoga classes and spent most of them painfully aware of how stiff and disconnected from his body he was, but slowly that too was changing. He helped in cooking classes, learning to knead dough with flour dusting his forearms while music played softly from someone’s speaker nearby.

And he kept going back to woodworking.

As often as he possibly could.

Which was becoming a problem for several reasons.

The first reason was simple.

He liked it.

Not in the way he liked programming or studying, where satisfaction came from mastery and achievement and getting things right. Woodworking felt different. Quieter somehow. The pleasure lived in the process itself.

The feel of grain beneath his fingertips.

The scent of cedar and pine.

The scrape of sandpaper.

The physicality of making something real.

When he worked with wood his brain became quieter. Not silent exactly, but softer around the edges.

And the second reason was considerably more dangerous.

Set.

Travis had started noticing him constantly now.

Not deliberately at first. His attention simply drifted toward him automatically, as though some part of his body had already decided Set was important before the rest of him could catch up.

And god, Set was beautiful.

There was no other word for it anymore.

Not pretty. Not polished. Not delicate.

Beautiful in the way forests were beautiful. Grounded. Warm. Real.

Today he stood near one of the outdoor worktables helping another student adjust the angle of a carving tool, sunlight filtering gold through the trees overhead. He wore worn jeans again, heavy brown boots, and a faded dark blue flannel with the sleeves rolled carelessly up to his elbows. Travis could see the flex of his forearms as he worked, lightly dusted with sawdust already despite the early hour.

His curly brown hair looked slightly damp at the temples from heat, and there was stubble shadowing his jaw that caught softly in the morning light.

Travis’s stomach fluttered stupidly.

He looked away immediately before someone noticed him staring.

Too late.

“You know,” Mara murmured beside him while sorting through carving tools, “at some point you are going to need to confront whatever this whole situation is.”

“There is no situation.”

“You nearly walked directly into a support beam because he smiled at you yesterday.”

Travis flushed hot enough to hurt.

“That did not happen.”

“It absolutely happened.”

Jun looked up from the other side of the table.

“Oh, are we discussing Travis’s massive crush on the woodworking counsellor?”

“I do not have a crush.”

The lie sounded weak even to him.

Mara grinned wickedly.

“Sweetheart, you dress like an exhausted comp-sci husband from 1998 and even I can tell you’re flirting now.”

“I’m not flirting.”

“You baked him banana bread yesterday.”

Travis froze.

“That was for everybody.”

“You wrote his name on the container.”

Heat spread all the way down his throat.

Jun actually laughed hard enough to choke slightly.

Across the clearing Set glanced over at the sound.

And smiled immediately when he spotted Travis.

Warm. Easy. Familiar now.

Travis’s heart turned over helplessly in his chest.

God.

This was getting bad.

The worst part was that Set seemed genuinely happy to see him too.

Not performatively.

Not politely.

There was a real softness there now whenever their eyes met. Something increasingly warm beneath the surface of their interactions.

And Travis had no idea what to do with it.

Because he had never experienced attraction that felt like this before.

It was not sharp or purely physical, though there was certainly enough of that to keep him awake at night increasingly often. It was deeper somehow. More frightening.

Set made him feel visible.

Not evaluated.

Not categorised.

Seen.

The distinction felt enormous.

“Morning,” Set called as he approached the table.

Travis looked up automatically.

And immediately regretted it because Set had pushed his sleeves even higher while washing his hands and Travis caught sight of strong tanned forearms lightly slick with water and sawdust.

His brain stopped functioning briefly.

“Hi,” Travis managed.

Set leaned one hip against the table casually.

“You’ve basically moved into the workshop at this point.”

Travis ducked his head slightly, embarrassed.

“I like it here.”

Set’s expression softened.

“I noticed.”

The simple warmth in his voice sent something fluttering through Travis’s chest.

It should not have affected him this much.

And yet.

Set glanced down at the small carved bowl Travis had been sanding.

“You’re getting more confident.”

“I’m getting less terrible.”

Set laughed softly.

“There’s the perfectionism again.”

Travis froze slightly.

Set noticed immediately.

“Sorry,” he said gently. “Too personal?”

“No.” Travis rubbed awkwardly at the back of his neck. “It’s just... accurate.”

Set stayed quiet then, giving him space rather than pushing.

That alone made Travis want to keep talking.

Which was new.

Dangerously new.

He stared down at the bowl in his hands.

“I don’t really know how not to be like that,” he admitted quietly.

The sounds of the workshop drifted around them softly. Sanding. Laughter. Someone swearing affectionately after dropping a tool.

Set stayed beside him.

“You always been hard on yourself?”

Travis let out a quiet breath through his nose.

“My parents are good people,” he said automatically.

Set did not interrupt him, though something in his expression shifted slightly at the rehearsed quality of the sentence.

“They worked really hard,” Travis continued. “They sacrificed a lot for me and my education and stuff.”

“But.”

There it was again.

That gentle noticing.

Travis swallowed.

“They just...” He struggled for words. “I think they always expected a lot from me.”

Set nodded slightly.

“And you learned your worth came from meeting those expectations.”

Travis blinked.

The sentence hit hard enough to leave him briefly speechless.

“I don’t know,” he said weakly after a moment. “Maybe.”

Set said nothing.

Which somehow made it easier to continue.

“I was always good at things,” Travis admitted quietly. “School. Tests. Programming. Whatever.” He laughed softly without humour. “People liked me more when I succeeded.”

The words felt ugly once spoken aloud.

Still true though.

Painfully true.

“So I just kept doing it,” Travis said. “Kept trying harder. Being useful. Being impressive. Being...” He hesitated. “Right.”

Set watched him carefully.

“And now?”

Travis stared down at his hands.

“I don’t know how to stop.”

Silence settled gently between them.

Not uncomfortable.

Just real.

Travis rubbed his thumb anxiously over the smooth wood grain of the bowl.

“I don’t even know if I’m an actual person sometimes,” he admitted before he could stop himself.

Heat flooded through him instantly afterward.

Jesus Christ.

Why had he said that?

But Set did not look shocked.

If anything he looked sad in a quiet understanding sort of way.

“What do you mean?” he asked softly.

Travis struggled to explain.

“It’s like...” He frowned. “I know how to be what people want. Or what I think they want. Smart. Easygoing. Productive. Normal.” The last word came out quieter. “But when nobody’s expecting anything from me I kind of...” He laughed shakily. “Disappear a bit.”

Something in Set’s expression softened almost painfully.

Travis looked away quickly.

“I sound insane.”

“No,” Set said immediately. “You sound exhausted.”

The simple kindness of it nearly undid him.

Travis swallowed hard.

“I just don’t think I know how to exist naturally,” he admitted quietly. “I know how to perform being a person. That’s different.”

Set was silent for a long moment after that.

Then he moved slightly closer beside the table.

Not enough to crowd him.

Just enough that Travis became aware of his warmth.

“I used to feel exactly like that,” Set said quietly.

Travis looked up.

Set leaned back lightly against the workbench, arms folded loosely across his chest now.

“I was good at performing competence,” he said. “Good at achievement. Good at being impressive.” He smiled faintly. “Terrible at actually living.”

The workshop noise blurred slightly around them as Travis listened.

“I didn’t know what I liked,” Set admitted. “Didn’t know what felt good. Didn’t know how to rest without guilt.” His expression turned thoughtful. “I spent so much time trying to become the version of myself that would finally deserve love that I never stopped to ask whether that version was actually me.”

The sentence hit Travis like a physical blow.

Because yes.

Yes.

That.

Exactly that.

Set looked at him steadily.

“And eventually,” he said softly, “you get so far away from yourself that everything starts feeling wrong.”

Travis stared at him.

Chest tight.

Breathing shallow.

Because suddenly there it was between them.

Recognition.

Not complete. Not perfect.

But enough.

Enough to make Travis feel frighteningly exposed.

Set held his gaze for another quiet moment before speaking again.

“I think maybe I can help you,” he said gently.

And somehow that terrified Travis almost as much as it thrilled him.
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Travis spent the entire day trying not to think about Set asking him to come by his cabin that evening.

Which, naturally, meant he thought about almost nothing else.

The anticipation sat beneath his skin all day long, hot and nervous and impossible to ignore. Every time he caught sight of Set across camp his stomach twisted itself into knots again.

And he kept seeing him.

At breakfast, carrying two mugs of coffee back toward one of the outdoor tables, sleeves rolled up already despite the cool morning air. During yoga, where Travis accidentally made eye contact with him while trying not to fall over during a balance pose and became so flustered he nearly did anyway. Later near the lake, sunlight catching gold on Set’s tanned shoulders while he helped unload kayaks with another counsellor.

Every glimpse felt charged now.

Not because anything explicit had happened between them.

If anything, that almost made it worse.

Set still treated him with the same steady gentleness he always had. Easy smiles. Quiet check-ins. Warm attention that never pushed too hard.

But now there was awareness beneath it too.

Travis could feel it.

And he had no idea what Set meant when he said he thought he could help him.

That uncertainty gnawed at him all day.

By evening Travis was so tense he felt half-sick.

The sky had begun turning dusky blue by the time he finally made himself walk toward the counsellor cabins at the edge of camp. The forest around him hummed softly with insects and drifting birdsong settling toward night. Somewhere farther back near the main lodge he could hear distant laughter and music from another campfire gathering beginning.

The air smelled like pine needles and cooling earth.

Travis rubbed nervously at the sleeves of his hoodie as he walked.

What if he was reading everything wrong?

What if Set was about to gently explain boundaries because Travis had been too obvious lately?

The thought made his stomach drop.

Or worse.

What if Set had somehow seen through him entirely?

The cabin lights glowed softly warm through the trees ahead.

Travis hesitated outside for one terrible moment before finally knocking.

“Come in,” Set called.

His voice alone made Travis’s pulse spike.

He pushed the door open carefully.

The cabin was smaller than he expected. Cozy. Warmly lit by amber lamps rather than harsh overhead lights. A woodstove crackled softly near one wall despite the mild evening chill, and the whole room smelled faintly of cedar and smoke and coffee.

And Set.

Set looked up from where he sat near the small kitchen counter, and Travis immediately forgot how breathing worked for a second.

Jesus Christ.

He had changed after work. The flannel was gone, replaced with a soft dark grey henley rolled at the forearms, the fabric clinging gently across his chest and shoulders. His curls looked slightly damp, like he had showered recently, and the sight of him relaxed inside his own space did something dangerous to Travis’s nervous system.

He looked... domestic.

Comfortable.

Real.

Safe.

“Hey,” Set said softly.

Travis swallowed hard.

“Hi.”

“You okay?”

“No.”

The honesty slipped out automatically.

Set laughed quietly, not mockingly.

“That bad?”

Travis rubbed awkwardly at the back of his neck.

“I’ve been stressed about this all day.”

Set’s expression softened immediately.

“You don’t need to be.”

Easy for him to say.

Set moved toward the small couch near the stove and gestured for Travis to sit. Travis obeyed automatically, perching nervously at the edge of the cushions while Set disappeared briefly into the adjoining room.

When he returned, he carried an old wooden chest in both hands.

Travis blinked.

The chest itself was beautiful. Old cedar worn smooth with age, iron corners darkened with years of use, little carved flowers worked delicately into the lid.

Set set it carefully on the low table in front of Travis.

Then he sat opposite him.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

The fire crackled softly nearby.

Travis’s heart hammered hard enough to hurt.

Set rested his forearms loosely on his knees.

“I want to show you something,” he said gently.

Travis stared at the chest.

“What is it?”

Set’s expression stayed calm. Open.

“Open it.”

Travis hesitated.

Then slowly, carefully, he lifted the lid.

And froze.

Fabric.

Soft folds of it layered carefully inside.

A pale oversized sweater slipped partly loose near the top. Beneath it Travis caught glimpses of softer things. Black tights. Satin. Lace. A pleated skirt in dark green plaid. Jewellery glinting softly in the lamplight. Makeup palettes. Cardigans. Thigh-high socks. A pair of delicate black heels tucked carefully into one corner.

His breath caught painfully in his throat.

Oh.

Oh.

Heat flooded through him instantly.

The contents of the chest felt almost unreal sitting there in front of him. Beautiful and intimate and impossibly soft.

His eyes caught on a cream-coloured sweater first. Then a short black skirt folded beneath it. Then delicate tights so sheer they looked almost translucent.

Something inside his chest twisted hard.

Because they were beautiful.

Not ironically.

Not abstractly.

Beautiful in a way that made his pulse race.

Without thinking, Travis reached down and brushed his fingertips against the sleeve of the sweater.

Soft.

Softer than anything he owned.

The simple contact sent something electric through him.

Set watched quietly from across the table.

Not staring.

Not evaluating.

Just present.

Travis swallowed hard and pulled his hand back quickly.

“What is this?”

His voice came out tight.

Set stayed calm.

“It’s called the trove,” he said softly.

Travis looked up at him sharply.

“The what?”

Set smiled faintly.

“Things get left here over the years. Donated. Offered forward.” His eyes flicked briefly toward the chest. “Former attendees. Staff. People who needed space to explore parts of themselves they couldn’t safely explore elsewhere.”

Travis stared at him.

His pulse thundered louder in his ears.

Set’s voice stayed gentle.

“Some people come here lost,” he continued quietly. “Not necessarily because they know exactly who they are and are scared to admit it. Sometimes they genuinely don’t know yet. They just know something feels wrong.”

The words landed with frightening precision.

Travis looked back down at the chest.

At the softness.

The femininity.

The possibility of it.

His stomach twisted violently.

“And this...” Set gestured lightly toward the contents. “Can help with that sometimes.”

Travis’s throat tightened.

His eyes caught on a pale pink camisole half-hidden beneath one of the sweaters. Delicate straps. Soft fabric. Beautiful.

His heart leapt painfully.

Could he imagine wearing that?

The answer came instantly.

Yes.

The realization terrified him.

“What are you saying?”

His voice sounded thin now. Frightened.

Set held his gaze steadily.

“I’m not saying anything about who you are,” he said carefully. “I’m offering space.”

Travis stared at him.

“What are you suggesting?”

“Nothing you don’t want.”

Set’s calmness somehow made the whole thing even more overwhelming.

“You don’t need to have yourself figured out,” he continued softly. “You don’t need labels. You don’t need certainty.” His gaze flicked gently toward the chest again. “You can just explore. Try things. Feel things. Unfold a little.”

Unfold.

The word hit Travis straight in the chest.

His breathing had become shallow now.

The room suddenly felt too warm.

Too intimate.

He looked back down at the clothes again despite himself.

A dark oversized cardigan.

A soft black skirt.

Delicate tights.

Pretty things.

Feminine things.

Things that made something deep inside him ache with longing so intense it bordered on grief.

Because he wanted them.

God.

He wanted them.

Not as a joke.

Not sexually.

Not performatively.

Authentically.

The realization ripped through him with terrifying force.

Set must have seen something change in his expression because his voice softened further.

“There’s no pressure here, Travis.”

That made it worse somehow.

Because if Set had pushed him, Travis could have resisted.

But permission?

Permission shattered him.

His hands trembled slightly.

“I...” His throat felt painfully tight. “I can’t.”

Set leaned back slightly, giving him space immediately.

“You don’t have to.”

“But what if...” Travis stopped breathing for a second. “What if I like it?”

Silence.

Soft and devastating.

Set looked at him with such unbearable gentleness that Travis suddenly wanted to cry.

“Then you like it,” Set said quietly.

The simplicity of the answer broke something open inside him.

And that terrified him more than anything else.
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Set watched him quietly from where he sat cross-legged on the rug beside the old chest, one forearm resting loosely across his knee. The cabin around them smelled of cedar and resin and the faint mineral scent of rain beginning somewhere out beyond the trees. Dusk pressed softly against the windows. The low amber light from the lamp on Set’s workbench made everything feel warmer somehow, gentler, as though the whole room had exhaled.

Travis still knelt in front of the chest.

He could not stop looking at it.

The contents seemed almost unreal to him. Soft fabrics layered over one another in folds of black and cream and muted pastel. Knit sweaters. Thin tights. Satin. Cotton. A pleated skirt in dark grey. Loose shorts with little embroidered strawberries near the hem. Delicate jewellery pooled in small ceramic bowls. Lip glosses and eyeshadow palettes tucked carefully into compartments. Boots with chunky heels. Long socks. Cardigans that looked absurdly soft.

None of it looked mocking.

That was what unsettled him most.

It did not feel like a joke. It did not feel fetishistic or cruel or performative. It felt... cared for.

Loved, almost.

Like every object inside the chest had once mattered deeply to somebody.

“They leave things behind sometimes,” Set said softly. “Not always because they’re done with them. Sometimes because they want someone else to find them.”

Travis swallowed hard.

His fingers hovered uncertainly over the edge of the chest. His pulse was so loud he could hear it in his ears. He felt hot beneath his hoodie despite the cool evening air creeping through the cabin walls.

“I don’t...” he began quietly. “I don’t know what you think this means.”

Set shook his head gently.

“I’m not telling you what it means.” His voice remained calm and steady. “That’s the point. It doesn’t have to mean anything right now.”

Travis looked up at him.

Set sat there so comfortably. Worn henly shirt. Sleeves rolled to his forearms. Faint sawdust still clinging to his hair from the workshop earlier that day. Strong hands relaxed instead of demanding. Brown eyes soft and attentive beneath the warm glow of the lamp.

There was no pressure in him.

No expectation.

That almost made it worse.

“I just...” Travis rubbed at the back of his neck nervously. “I don’t understand why you thought of me.”

Set was quiet for a moment.

Then he smiled slightly.

“The way you look at softness like you’re starving for it.”

The words struck Travis so hard he almost recoiled.

His breath caught painfully in his throat.

“I see the way you shrink inside yourself when you think you’re taking up too much space,” Set continued gently. “I see how tense you get around the other guys at camp sometimes. The way you constantly monitor yourself. The way you relax whenever something lets you stop performing masculinity for five minutes.”

Travis stared at him.

His face burned.

“I’m not...” he started weakly.

Set did not interrupt him. He only waited.

The silence stretched.

Eventually Travis looked away first.

“I don’t know what I am,” he whispered.

“I know.”

Something inside Travis twisted painfully at how kind those words sounded.

No judgement. No confusion. No disgust.

Just understanding.

Set nodded toward the chest.

“You don’t need to put anything on,” he said. “Seriously. Just look through it. Touch things. See if anything speaks to you.”

Travis hesitated.

Then, slowly, uncertainly, he reached inside.

The first thing he touched was a sweater.

Cream coloured. Oversized. The knit soft beneath his fingertips in a way that made something flutter unexpectedly in his chest. He rubbed the fabric between his fingers again. The texture was comforting in a way he could not explain.

Then he touched a skirt.

Black. Pleated. Smooth.

His stomach tightened.

He moved past it quickly.

His hands kept trembling as he rummaged deeper through the chest. Each item felt charged somehow. Intimate. Dangerous. Exciting.

A pair of thigh highs slipped through his fingers like water.

A lace bralette.

A soft oversized shirt that smelled faintly of lavender detergent.

Travis’s breathing had become shallow.

He felt strange. Dizzy almost.

Like something locked tightly inside him was slowly waking up.

Not lust exactly.

Not even desire.

Recognition.

That frightened him far more.

“There’s no right way to exist,” Set said quietly behind him. “You know that, right?”

Travis laughed weakly.

“That sounds fake.”

Set chuckled softly.

“Yeah. I know.” He leaned back slightly against the wall. “Took me years to believe it too.”

Travis kept looking through the chest.

Then his fingers paused.

A pair of shorts.

Soft black athletic shorts cut shorter than anything he would normally wear. The material looked light and smooth. Beside them was a loose cropped top in faded charcoal cotton.

Simple.

Not too feminine.

But still...

Different.

His pulse quickened.

He picked them up carefully.

“Maybe these,” he whispered.

Set’s expression softened further.

“I think those would suit you.”

The warmth that flooded Travis at those words made his chest ache.

He looked back down quickly before Set could see the expression on his face.

Then he saw them.

Folded carefully near the bottom of the chest.

Black panties.

Simple. Soft. Delicate.

Beside them rested sheer pantyhose.

Travis froze.

The sight of them hit him like a physical blow.

Heat rushed through his body instantly. His stomach flipped hard. His thighs pressed together unconsciously. He could suddenly imagine the sensation of the nylon against his skin so vividly it almost hurt.

Smooth.

Tight.

Soft.

Pretty.

The thought slammed into him with terrifying force.

He wanted them.

Not abstractly.

Not curiously.

Wanted.

His entire body flushed hot with shame.

“Oh god,” he whispered.

His breathing became uneven.

Set sat up slightly. “Hey. It’s okay.”

But Travis barely heard him.

Because suddenly it all felt far too real.

Not theoretical.

Not distant.

Not harmless.

He could picture himself wearing them.

Could picture how his legs would look. How the fabric would feel hugging his skin. Could picture himself softer somehow. Prettier. Hidden truths dragged suddenly into the light.

Something inside him surged desperately toward that image.

Another part recoiled in horror.

His father’s voice echoed in his head.

Be disciplined.

Be sensible.

Be a man.

His chest tightened painfully.

“I can’t,” Travis said suddenly.

Set stayed calm. “You don’t have to do anything.”

“No.” Travis stood too quickly, nearly stumbling backward from the chest. “I can’t do this.”

“Travis.”

“This is insane.”

His voice cracked.

Humiliation flooded through him so hard he felt sick.

Because he had wanted it.

That was the worst part.

Not being shown the clothes.

Wanting them.

Wanting them so badly his whole body had come alive at the sight.

Set rose slowly to his feet, careful and nonthreatening.

“You’re okay,” he said gently.

“No, I’m not.”

Travis could barely breathe.

His skin felt too tight. His thoughts too loud.

“What if this means something’s wrong with me?”

Set’s expression broke slightly at that.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he said softly. “No.”

The tenderness in those words nearly undid him completely.

Travis stepped back.

“I have to go.”

“You don’t need to run.”

But he already was.

Travis grabbed at the door handle with trembling hands and shoved the cabin door open. Cool evening air hit his burning skin immediately. The forest beyond was darkening into twilight blue.

Behind him Set called his name once.

Only once.

Gentle. Concerned. Never demanding.

That somehow made it even harder.

Travis fled down the path anyway, heart hammering violently in his chest, shame and longing and terror tearing through him all at once.

Because for the first time in his life, someone had looked directly at the hidden aching softness inside him and said I see you.

And some terrified part of Travis wanted desperately to be seen again.


Four

The next few days felt wrong.

Not dramatically wrong. Nothing exploded. Nobody confronted him. The camp still moved with its same gentle rhythm of breakfasts and workshops and evening swims beneath gold-pink skies. People laughed on the paths between cabins. Wind stirred through the trees. The lake still glittered under the sun like hammered silver.

But Travis felt as though something inside him had come loose.

Or cracked.

Or been seen too clearly.

He spent the next morning hiding in his room longer than usual, staring blankly at the ceiling while sunlight crept slowly across the sheets. His chest still felt tight whenever he thought about the chest in Set’s cabin. About the softness of the fabrics beneath his fingertips. About the way his whole body had awakened at the sight of those panties and sheer tights.

The wanting.

That was what frightened him.

Not curiosity. Not experimentation.

Wanting.

The realization had lodged itself deep inside him like a splinter beneath skin.

Eventually he forced himself out of bed because remaining hidden forever would look suspicious. He dressed carefully in familiar armour. Loose cargo shorts. Oversized dark hoodie despite the warmth. Glasses instead of contacts. He wanted layers between himself and the world again.

At breakfast, people noticed immediately that something was off.

Mara frowned slightly as Travis sat opposite her with a bowl of fruit he barely touched. She was dressed for morning yoga, loose green trousers and an oversized faded tank top exposing tattooed shoulders browned by the sun. Her dark curls were tied back messily and she looked frustratingly comfortable in herself even half awake.

“You okay?” she asked gently.

“Fine,” Travis said too quickly.

Mara’s eyes lingered on him for a moment. Not suspicious. Just concerned.

“You look exhausted.”

“Didn’t sleep great.”

“Mmm.” She stirred honey into her tea slowly. “You’ve been kinda weird the last couple days.”

Heat crept immediately into Travis’s cheeks.

“I’m just tired.”

“If you say so.” Her voice stayed soft. “You know you don’t have to vanish every time you feel something, right?”

The words hit uncomfortably close to home.

Travis looked down at his untouched breakfast.

“I’m not vanishing.”

Mara snorted quietly.

“You skipped woodworking again.”

His chest tightened instantly at the mention of Set.

“I’ve been doing other stuff.”

“Sure.” She leaned back in her chair slightly. “I’m not interrogating you, Travis. I just wanted to check in.”

That somehow made him feel worse.

Because nobody here seemed to weaponize concern. Nobody made kindness transactional. People just... cared. Freely. Casually. Without demanding performance in return.

He still did not know what to do with that.

The camp continued around him while he drifted through it like a ghost.

He skipped woodworking entirely.

Instead he wandered between activities without really participating. He attended yoga but spent most of the session trapped inside his own head, hyperaware of his breathing and posture and body. He joined a hiking group but barely spoke. At lunch he laughed when expected and smiled when spoken to, yet all of it felt strained now, the mask slipping back over him instinctively.

Only now he could feel it.

That was the problem.

Before camp, performing had been automatic. Invisible. He had not understood there was any alternative. Now he could feel every false laugh and every carefully moderated expression scraping painfully across his skin.

He kept hearing Set’s voice in his head.

You’re allowed to just be.

The words disturbed him more each time he remembered them.

Because what if the thing underneath all the performance was disappointing? What if the softness inside him was ugly somehow? Broken? Ridiculous?

Worse, what if it was real?

That evening, he skipped dinner and hid by the lake instead.

The water moved softly beneath the fading light. Insects hummed lazily in the reeds nearby. Travis sat curled up beneath a tree with his knees drawn close to his chest, staring at the water without really seeing it.

He kept imagining the chest.

The textures.

The colours.

The possibility.

His face burned again.

“Hey.”

Travis jumped violently.

Set stood a few feet away holding two mugs of tea.

Even from a distance he looked devastatingly handsome.

Worn jeans. Heavy boots. Sleeves rolled to his forearms. Dark curls slightly messy from the evening breeze. The soft amber light of sunset caught against the stubble along his jaw.

Travis’s chest tightened painfully on instinct.

Set held one mug up slightly.

“Thought you might want this.”

“I’m okay.”

Set studied him quietly for a moment.

“You’ve been avoiding me.”

The bluntness of it made Travis flinch.

“I’ve just been busy.”

A small smile flickered across Set’s face.

“That’s bullshit.”

Travis looked away immediately.

Heat flooded his cheeks.

He hated how easily Set saw through him now.

“I’m serious,” Travis muttered. “I’m just tired.”

Set walked closer anyway, then lowered himself beside Travis beneath the tree. Not too close. Just close enough for Travis to feel the warmth of him.

For a while neither of them spoke.

The lake rippled softly in front of them.

Finally Set sighed.

“You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to,” he said quietly. “But you also don’t have to disappear every time something scares you.”

Travis swallowed hard.

“I’m not disappearing.”

“You skipped woodworking three days in a row.”

“I’ve been doing other things.”

“Travis.”

Something in Set’s voice made his chest ache.

Gentle frustration. Concern.

Care.

Travis stared harder at the water.

“I just need space.”

Set nodded slowly.

“Okay.”

The immediate acceptance startled him slightly.

Then Set spoke again.

“But I think you’re confusing space with hiding.”

Travis’s throat tightened.

The silence stretched.

“You showed me something vulnerable,” Set continued softly. “And it scared you. I get that. Really. But nothing bad happened.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I think I do.”

“No.” Travis shook his head sharply. “You don’t.”

Because Set was comfortable in himself.

Set moved through the world with ease. With grounded certainty. Masculine without trying. Soft without shame. Present inside his own body in ways Travis could barely comprehend.

Set did not feel fractured.

Travis did.

“I can’t stop thinking about it,” Travis admitted suddenly, voice strained. “I can’t stop thinking about those clothes and... and wanting them and what that means and I just...” He laughed weakly. “I feel insane.”

Set was quiet for a moment.

Then he said very softly, “You’re not insane.”

Travis pressed his palms hard against his eyes.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Set’s expression sharpened slightly at that.

“There is nothing wrong with you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I’ve seen this before.”

Travis looked up sharply.

Set held his gaze steadily.

“I’ve watched people spend their entire lives trying to survive by becoming what other people needed them to be,” he said quietly. “And then one day something cracks. Usually because the performance becomes unbearable.”

Travis felt tears sting unexpectedly behind his eyes.

“I don’t know how to stop,” he whispered.

Set’s face softened immediately.

“I know.”

The kindness nearly undid him.

Travis looked away again quickly.

For a while they sat in silence.

Then Set reached over slowly and touched Travis’s wrist.

The contact was gentle.

Warm.

Electric.

Travis’s breath caught instantly.

“You can run from me if you need to,” Set said quietly. “I’ll survive that.”

His thumb brushed lightly against the inside of Travis’s wrist.

“But you can’t run from yourself forever.”

The words hit like a blow.

Travis’s chest tightened painfully.

“You’re allowed to be happy,” Set continued softly. “You’re allowed to become.”

Become.

That word again.

Travis jerked upright suddenly.

“I have to go.”

Set’s hand slipped away immediately.

“Travis.”

But panic was already surging hard through him again.

Because some awful aching part of him wanted to believe him.

Wanted desperately to believe that happiness might actually be allowed.

That softness might not be shameful.

That becoming might not destroy him.

It terrified him.

So Travis fled again.

He stumbled back toward the cabins too quickly, heart hammering violently, shame and longing twisting together inside him so tightly he could barely breathe.

Yet even hours later, curled beneath his blankets in the darkness of his room, he could still hear Set’s voice clearly in his head.

You’re allowed to become.

Travis stared at the ceiling for a long time.

Then, sometime before midnight, he finally sat up.

His pulse raced.

He did not let himself think too hard about what he was doing.

If he thought too hard, he would stop himself.

So instead he pulled on his hoodie and shoes quietly, slipped out into the cool night air, and began walking toward Set’s cabin beneath the trees.
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Travis stood outside Set’s cabin for almost three full minutes before he finally knocked.

The night air was warm against his skin, though not enough to stop the nervous tremor moving through him. The forest around the cabins hummed softly with insects and soft voices drifting from the lakeside firepit. Somewhere nearby somebody laughed, bright and careless, and the sound twisted painfully in his chest. Travis stood there with his hands shoved into the pocket of his hoodie, trying to steady his breathing, trying to stop himself from turning around and fleeing again before Set could answer the door.

Then the door opened.

Set stood there in worn jeans and a faded charcoal t-shirt that clung softly to his broad chest and shoulders. His curls were still slightly damp, darker from a recent shower, and stubble shadowed his jaw beneath the amber porch light. He looked relaxed in a way Travis still envied. Comfortable in himself. Real. There was no tension in him, no performance, no visible strain of trying to become whatever another person wanted him to be.

And then Set smiled.

Not triumphant. Not knowing. Just warm.

“Hey,” he said softly.

Travis’s throat tightened instantly.

“Hi.”

Set leaned lightly against the doorway, studying him with quiet attentiveness. Travis became painfully aware of himself under that gaze. The oversized hoodie despite the warmth. The way his shoulders curled inward protectively. The tension threaded through every inch of him.

“You okay?” Set asked gently.

Travis laughed weakly.

“Not really.”

Set’s expression softened immediately.

“That’s okay.”

The gentleness nearly undid him all over again. Travis looked down at his shoes for a moment before forcing the words out through the tightness in his chest.

“I... I don’t want to keep running.”

For a second neither of them spoke. Then Set stepped aside and opened the door wider.

“Come in.”

The cabin smelled faintly of cedarwood and coffee and sawdust. Warm lamplight filled the small space, soft and golden against rough wooden walls, and something inside Travis loosened almost immediately despite his nerves. The room felt lived in. Comfortable. Human. Books were stacked unevenly beside the couch. Woodworking tools sat neatly organised on shelves. A half-finished carving rested near the window alongside jars of oils and brushes. A flannel shirt had been abandoned carelessly over the back of a chair.

Nothing felt curated.

Nothing felt performative.

Travis envied that more than he could explain.

Set moved toward the kitchen counter and reached automatically for the kettle.

“Tea?”

“Sure.”

While the kettle heated, Travis hovered awkwardly near the couch, unsure what to do with his hands or body. His pulse still felt too fast. He could feel himself overthinking every movement, every breath, every second of silence between them.

“You don’t have to be scared of me,” Set said quietly without turning around.

Travis swallowed hard.

“I’m not.”

Set glanced back over his shoulder, one eyebrow lifting slightly.

“That’s bullshit too.”

Despite himself, Travis laughed softly. Some of the tension eased after that, just enough for him to breathe again.

Set handed him a mug and settled onto the couch opposite him, one arm draped casually along the cushions. Travis tried not to stare at his forearms. At the dark hair dusting them. At the strength in his hands. Tried and failed almost instantly.

“So,” Set said gently. “What brought you here tonight?”

Travis stared down into his tea, watching steam curl upward.

“I kept thinking about what you said.”

“Which part?”

“All of it.”

Set stayed quiet, letting the silence settle naturally instead of rushing to fill it. Travis’s cheeks burned.

“I think...” He exhaled shakily. “I think I want to try.”

Again, Set did not react dramatically. No sudden excitement. No pressure. Just careful attentiveness that somehow made this all feel even more frightening.

“Okay,” he said softly. “What does trying look like to you?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s alright.”

Travis looked up finally, glasses slipping slightly down his nose.

“I’m curious,” he admitted quietly. “And I can’t stop thinking about it and it’s driving me insane.”

“You’re not insane.”

“I know.” Travis laughed weakly again. “I just...” The words tangled painfully in his throat. “I want...”

Set waited patiently.

Travis looked away immediately, face burning.

“I want to feel pretty.”

The confession sent heat flooding through his entire body. He could barely stand to look at Set afterward, terrified of what he might see in his expression.

But Set only smiled softly.

Tenderly, almost.

Then he nodded once.

“Okay.”

No judgement. No surprise. No mockery. Just acceptance.

Something tight inside Travis’s chest loosened so suddenly it almost hurt.

Set rose slowly to his feet.

“Come with me.”

Travis followed him down the short hallway toward the bathroom, heart hammering harder with every step. The room itself was simple but warm, steam-soft scents lingering faintly in the air. Products lined the shelves beside the mirror. Moisturisers. Oils. Razors. Skincare bottles. Things Travis had always vaguely associated with femininity and softness and indulgence.

Set gestured lightly toward them.

“Start here.”

Travis blinked.

“What?”

“Take your time. Get yourself ready.”

“Ready how?”

Set leaned one shoulder against the doorway, relaxed and patient.

“You said you wanted to feel pretty, right?”

Travis nodded slowly.

“Well.” Set smiled slightly. “What does pretty mean to you?”

The question hit harder than Travis expected because he knew immediately.

Smooth skin.

Softness.

Delicacy.

The things he had secretly wanted for years without ever allowing himself to say them aloud.

Set seemed to read the answer across his face.

“You can shave if you want,” he said gently. “Or just shower. Whatever feels right. Think of it less like changing yourself and more like preparing a canvas.”

Travis swallowed hard.

“A canvas?”

Set nodded.

“A fresh one. Something onto which you can paint your becoming.”

The words sent a shiver through Travis.

Set stepped back toward the hallway.

“There are towels under the sink. Take as long as you need.”

Then he left him alone.

For several long moments Travis simply stood there staring at himself in the mirror. He looked tense. Nervous. Young. His blond hair had grown longer during camp, soft strands falling into his eyes now. His hoodie concealed most of him but not entirely. He could still see the narrowness of his shoulders. The softness around his mouth. The delicate shape of his wrists and waist.

Things he had spent years trying desperately to hide.

Slowly, uncertainly, he removed the hoodie. Then the shirt beneath it. Then everything else.

By the time he stepped beneath the hot water, his hands were shaking.

Steam filled the bathroom gradually, curling around him in soft waves. Travis closed his eyes as warmth spread across his skin. He had shaved before obviously. His face. Occasionally his chest. Maintenance. Hygiene. Masculinity presented neatly and acceptably.

This felt different.

Intentional.

Exploratory.

The razor moved slowly across his legs first, and the sensation startled him emotionally as much as physically. Watching pale skin emerge smooth beneath the water made something flutter painfully inside his chest. He shaved carefully, methodically, taking his time. His thighs next. Then stomach. Chest. Arms.

Every slow pass of the razor felt strangely intimate, like he was uncovering something rather than removing it.

By the time he finished, steam coated the mirror entirely and Travis’s pulse raced hard enough to make him dizzy. Tentatively, he ran both hands over his thighs.

Smooth.

The sensation nearly stole the breath from him.

His skin felt impossibly sensitive now. Every movement registered differently somehow. Softer. More alive. He touched his stomach next. Then his chest. Then the curve of his hip.

His body no longer felt purely functional.

It felt sensual.

The realization made him flush hard.

Travis stood there for a long moment simply touching his own skin in disbelief, fingertips trailing over smooth calves and soft inner thighs. Joy flickered through him unexpectedly, sharp and bright and terrifying all at once.

Because he liked it.

God, he liked it.

When he finally stepped out and dried himself slowly, he kept catching himself staring. His body looked different somehow. Not transformed. Revealed.

His legs looked longer now. Softer. Prettier. His waist narrower. His whole body seemed lighter somehow without the hair that had always made him feel coarse and wrong in ways he had never fully been able to articulate.

He wrapped the towel around himself and stared into the mirror again.

Blond hair damp around his face.

Blue eyes wide behind fogged glasses.

Smooth skin flushed pink from heat.

Pretty.

The thought arrived uninvited this time.

And instead of recoiling from it completely, Travis felt warmth spread slowly through his chest. Tentative. Fragile. Hopeful.

Outside the bathroom door, he could hear Set moving quietly around the cabin, patient and unhurried.

Waiting for him.

[image: ]

Travis stood frozen beside the chest for several long seconds after Set pulled the lid open.

The inside was lined with faded burgundy fabric, soft beneath the warm cabin light, and it looked less like storage and more like treasure. Clothes had been folded carefully inside, layered together in soft piles. Fabrics spilled against each other in different colours and textures. Thin tights and stockings. Oversized sweaters that looked soft enough to disappear into. Short skirts in denim and cotton and plaid. Delicate tops. Jewellery glinting faintly in the light. Makeup bags. Little bottles of perfume. Lace and satin and velvet.

Some of it looked casual.

Some of it looked unmistakably sensual.

And all of it made Travis’s pulse hammer violently.

Set stayed quiet beside him, giving him space to look, to breathe, to process. Travis crouched slowly in front of the chest, almost reverently, and reached out with uncertain fingers. The fabrics were softer than he expected. A pale pink sweater slipped through his hands like water. A black skirt with silver buckles made his stomach flutter. Beneath it he caught sight of sheer black tights folded neatly together and his breath snagged painfully in his chest.

God.

He wanted them.

The realization flooded him with immediate shame.

Set noticed the way he froze and spoke gently from behind him.

“You don’t have to be scared of wanting things.”

Travis swallowed hard.

“I don’t even know what this means.”

“You don’t need to.” Set’s voice remained calm and steady. “You don’t need to solve yourself tonight. You can just explore.”

Travis looked back down into the chest. His hands trembled slightly as he moved things aside. There were pieces here that felt too big emotionally, too overtly feminine, too terrifying to even imagine himself wearing, but others tugged at him in quieter ways. Softer ways. Things that made his chest ache with longing instead of panic.

His fingers found a pair of black panties made from smooth fabric with delicate lace around the edges.

His face burned instantly.

Beside them sat a pair of sheer black pantyhose folded carefully together. Then a pair of tiny black shorts that hugged the hips in a way that was undeniably feminine despite technically just being shorts. And beneath those, half hidden in the folds of the chest, was a loose cream-coloured top with wide sleeves and a soft neckline that slipped off one shoulder slightly on the hanger.

Travis stared at them.

He could see himself in them already.

That frightened him more than anything.

“Those caught your eye?” Set asked softly.

Travis nodded without looking up.

“I think so.”

“You want to try them?”

Travis hesitated immediately.

Every instinct inside him screamed no. Run. Hide. Shut this down before it becomes real.

But beneath the panic there was another feeling too.

Wanting.

Curiosity.

Hope.

Set crouched beside him then, not touching him, just close enough for Travis to feel the warmth of his body.

“You don’t have to show me if you don’t want to,” Set said gently. “You can take them into the bathroom. Take your time. There’s no pressure here.”

Travis looked at him then, really looked at him. Set’s expression was soft. Open. Patient. There was no mockery in him. No hunger that felt predatory. Just quiet encouragement and something deeper beneath it Travis still did not entirely know how to name.

Slowly, Travis gathered the clothes into his arms.

The panties.

The pantyhose.

The shorts.

The top.

Set smiled slightly.

“I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

The bathroom felt different this time.

Warmer somehow.

More intimate.

Travis locked the door behind himself and just stood there for a moment clutching the clothes against his chest while his pulse raced wildly. The smoothness of his freshly shaved skin only made everything feel more intense. Every brush of fabric against his body registered sharply.

He started with the panties.

His hands shook as he stepped into them, pulling them slowly up his thighs. The material hugged him gently, soft and snug and unlike anything he had ever worn before. He stared at himself in the mirror as he adjusted them, face burning crimson.

They looked right.

That thought hit him hard enough to make him grip the edge of the sink.

Then came the pantyhose.

The sensation nearly made his knees weak.

The nylon slid over his smooth legs like water, cool and soft and impossibly sensual. Travis had never experienced anything like it before. Every inch of his skin suddenly felt hyperaware of itself. The material clung tightly to his thighs and calves, smoothing and shaping them, making them look long and elegant in ways that stole the breath from him.

By the time he pulled the shorts on over them, his entire body was trembling.

The shorts hugged his hips and ass closely. Too closely. They made him startlingly aware of the shape of himself. His waist. His thighs. The curve of his body.

And then the top.

The cream fabric slipped over his head softly before settling against him in loose folds. One shoulder remained slightly exposed exactly like it had on the hanger, revealing smooth pale skin and the delicate line of his collarbone.

Travis looked up at the mirror.

And froze.

For a moment he genuinely did not recognize himself.

The person staring back at him looked soft.

Pretty.

Not masculine exactly. Not feminine either. Something between. Something fluid and delicate and achingly beautiful in a way that made his chest hurt.

His blond hair fell messily around his face now, softened further by the oversized neckline exposing one pale shoulder. His eyes looked enormous behind his glasses, blue and vulnerable and luminous. The shorts made his legs seem impossibly long beneath the sheer black pantyhose. His body looked smaller somehow. Slimmer. Graceful.

The prettiness he had spent years trying to crush down and conceal suddenly stood fully visible in front of him.

And instead of disgust, Travis felt joy bloom painfully through his chest.

Hot.

Bright.

Overwhelming.

His eyes burned suddenly with emotion.

Because he looked like himself.

Or maybe not fully himself yet.

But closer.

Closer than he had ever been before.

A soft knock sounded at the door.

“You okay in there?” Set asked gently.

Travis swallowed hard.

“Y-yeah.”

“You don’t have to come out if you don’t want to.”

Travis stared at himself one last time.

Then, before he could lose his nerve completely, he unlocked the door and stepped out.

Set looked up from the couch.

And stopped breathing.

Travis felt it happen. Saw it happen.

The stunned stillness.

The widening eyes.

The sudden heat flooding Set’s expression.

For one terrible vulnerable second Travis wanted to run again.

Then Set smiled.

Not politely.

Not cautiously.

Wonderingly.

“Holy shit,” he breathed softly.

Travis blushed so hard it hurt.

“You really think it looks okay?”

“Okay?” Set laughed softly, still staring at him. “Travis, you’re beautiful.”

The word hit him like a physical touch.

Beautiful.

No one had ever called him that before.

Pretty maybe as a joke when he was younger. Cute occasionally in ways that embarrassed him. But this was different. Set said it like he meant it. Like the sight of Travis genuinely affected him.

And it did.

Travis could see the attraction clearly now. The warmth in Set’s brown eyes. The way his gaze lingered helplessly on Travis’s legs, his waist, the exposed shoulder slipping from the cream top. The way Set’s breathing had subtly changed.

It stirred something dizzying inside Travis.

For the first time in his life, he felt wanted in the shape he actually longed to be.

Slowly, almost without thinking, Travis stepped closer.

Set stayed perfectly still.

“You really think I’m pretty?” Travis asked softly.

Set’s eyes moved over him again, helplessly warm.

“More than pretty.”

Travis’s pulse fluttered wildly.

“Beautiful,” Set repeated quietly.

They stood very close now.

Close enough for Travis to smell cedarwood and soap and sawdust lingering on Set’s skin. Close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body. Travis suddenly became acutely aware of the contrast between them. Himself slim and soft and trembling slightly in delicate clothes. Set tall and broad and rugged beside him, rough hands and strong shoulders and quiet grounded masculinity.

The contrast should have frightened him.

Instead it made heat curl low in his stomach.

Set lifted one hand slowly, carefully, giving Travis every chance to pull away, then brushed his fingers lightly against the exposed skin of Travis’s shoulder.

The touch sent sparks racing through him.

Travis inhaled sharply.

Set’s expression softened instantly.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

But Travis shook his head immediately.

“Don’t be.”

Neither of them seemed entirely sure who moved first after that.

Maybe both of them.

Maybe neither.

One moment they were standing there breathing each other’s air and the next their mouths met softly.

The kiss was tentative at first. Almost shy. Lips brushing carefully like both of them were still afraid the other might disappear if they moved too quickly.

Travis had never kissed anyone like this before.

Never kissed someone he wanted this badly.

Set’s lips were warm and slightly rough beneath his own. Travis felt one large hand settle carefully at his waist while the other remained against his shoulder, fingers flexing softly against his skin. The gentleness of it nearly made his chest ache.

When they finally pulled apart, both breathing harder now, Set looked stricken.

“Sorry,” he whispered again.

Travis smiled before he could stop himself.

A real smile.

Bright and shaky and overwhelmed.

“Don’t be,” he said softly. “I liked it.”

Set stared at him.

Travis could feel courage blooming recklessly through his chest now, fed by adrenaline and longing and the unbearable relief of being seen.

“I...” His face burned hotter. “I want more.”

Something in Set’s restraint broke at those words.

The second kiss landed harder.

Hungrier.

Set’s hand slid firmly against Travis’s waist, pulling him closer until their bodies pressed together fully. Travis gasped softly into the kiss as heat flooded through him. He could feel the strength in Set’s body now. The solid warmth of his chest. The rough texture of denim against his bare thighs beneath the shorts.

And God, the smell of him.

Soap and cedar and sawdust and skin.

Travis melted into it.

The kiss deepened gradually. Lips parting. Breath mingling. Set kissed him carefully at first but Travis kissed back eagerly now, emboldened by desire and joy and months or years of buried wanting suddenly clawing upward all at once.

When Set’s tongue brushed softly against his lower lip, Travis shivered violently.

Everything inside him felt alive.

Hands moved slowly over his body. Set touched him like something precious, fingers spreading against his hips and waist, thumbs brushing softly over the fabric hugging Travis’s sides. Travis clung to Set’s shoulders instinctively, rising slightly onto his toes as the kiss deepened further.

Heat coiled low in his stomach.

His entire body throbbed with it.

And beneath all of it, louder than fear now, was exhilaration.

Because this was real.

He was real.


Five

The days after the kiss unfolded with a strange, fragile softness that Travis had never experienced before.

Nothing between him and Set was officially defined. Neither of them sat down to label whatever this had become. There was no dramatic conversation about relationships or rules or expectations. Instead, something gentler emerged between them naturally, almost shyly, through accumulated moments that slowly reshaped the rhythm of Travis’s days.

Set waited for him at breakfast without making a point of it.

Travis would arrive sleepy and pink-cheeked in oversized sweaters and tiny shorts borrowed from the chest, still awkward enough to hover uncertainly with his tray, only to find Set already looking at him from across the dining hall with that warm, grounding smile that made something in his chest loosen instantly.

“Morning, pretty boy,” Set would murmur as Travis sat beside him.

Every single time it made him blush.

At first, Travis had thought the embarrassment might fade eventually. It never did. If anything, it only became sweeter, less tangled in shame and more tangled in warmth. He liked being noticed by Set. Liked the quiet appreciation in his eyes. Liked the way Set looked at him as though Travis was something precious and fascinating rather than strange or disappointing.

That feeling alone changed him more than he could fully articulate.

By the second week after the chest, Travis realized he no longer dreaded waking up in the morning. The anxiety that had once sat like lead in his stomach from the moment he opened his eyes had softened into something quieter. Not gone entirely, but loosened. Manageable. For the first time in years, he felt present inside his own life instead of merely surviving it.

Camp itself began to feel different too.

Or maybe he did.

The lake swims no longer filled him with self-conscious panic. He still wore oversized shirts over tighter swimwear sometimes, still felt flashes of embarrassment at how visible his body suddenly felt to him, but he no longer wanted to disappear entirely. The sensation of cold water against his shaved skin had become one of his favourite feelings in the world. It made him feel startlingly alive.

Yoga became easier too. Less humiliating. Less about performance.

He stopped worrying constantly about whether he looked foolish and instead started noticing how good it felt simply to move. To stretch. To breathe. To exist inside his body without treating it like a machine that existed only to produce grades and achievements and approval.

And throughout all of it, Set remained there quietly beside him.

Sometimes literally.

At breakfast, their shoulders brushed constantly beneath the tables. During woodworking workshops, Set would drift close behind Travis while helping him sand or carve, one broad hand briefly settling against the small of Travis’s back as he passed behind him. The touch always sent warmth rushing through Travis’s entire body.

Not because it was overtly sexual.

Because it wasn’t.

It was familiar.

Affectionate.

Natural.

That frightened him almost as much as it thrilled him.

The attraction between them deepened steadily in small, aching increments. Lingering eye contact that lasted a second too long. Smiles that turned shy unexpectedly. Soft teasing while cooking together during evening meal workshops. Set calling him sweetheart absentmindedly once before going visibly pink afterward.

Travis had replayed that one in his head for nearly three days.

At night, he often ended up in Set’s cabin.

Sometimes they kissed.

Sometimes they just talked.

Those conversations became one of the most precious things Travis had ever experienced. They would sit curled together on Set’s couch while rain tapped softly against the windows or insects hummed outside in the dark. Travis would wear borrowed sweaters that swallowed him whole, his smooth legs tucked beneath him while Set rested beside him close enough that their thighs touched.

And they would simply talk.

About burnout.

About loneliness.

About identity and fear and wanting.

About the strange grief of becoming someone new while mourning the years spent unable to exist properly beforehand.

Set never pushed him.

That mattered more than Travis could explain.

There was heat between them now certainly. Travis felt it constantly. Every glance from Set made his pulse flutter. Every accidental touch lingered too long in his thoughts. Sometimes when they kissed, slow and soft and exploratory, Travis felt desire coil so intensely through his body it left him dizzy.

But Set never demanded more.

Never pressured.

Never made Travis feel like softness had to become sexuality in order to deserve affection.

That safety allowed Travis to unfold further.

And he was unfolding now.

Visibly.

By mid-July, even he could no longer deny how much he had changed.

His clothes softened first. Oversized hoodies gave way to loose sweaters slipping off one shoulder slightly. Tiny athletic shorts showed more of his long shaved legs. Jewellery began appearing gradually too. Thin silver rings. A chain bracelet Rowan gave him during a crafts workshop. Little things that made him feel oddly delicate.

His hair had grown longer as well, messy blond strands curling softly around his ears and forehead now. Combined with his glasses and freckles and huge blue eyes, the effect was devastatingly pretty in ways that still made Travis blush when he caught sight of himself unexpectedly in mirrors.

And God, he was looking at himself now.

Really looking.

Sometimes after showering he would pause in front of the mirror with only a towel around his waist and stare almost helplessly at the person slowly emerging beneath years of suppression. His shaved skin made every line of him seem softer somehow. Gentler. His body had never been particularly broad or masculine, but now that he had stopped trying so desperately to force himself into that shape, there was a kind of fragile elegance to him that kept catching him off guard.

His waist curved inward subtly beneath tighter shirts. His thighs looked long and smooth beneath tiny shorts and dark tights. Even his hands seemed prettier to him now, slim fingers decorated with silver rings while sweater sleeves swallowed his wrists. When he moved, the softness followed him naturally. In the sway of his hips. The way he curled his legs beneath himself while sitting. The unconscious tilt of his head when he laughed.

It was not performance anymore.

That was the strangest part.

Before camp, every version of himself had felt constructed. Built carefully from expectations and fear and imitation. Masculinity had always felt like an exhausting role he had memorized badly from observation alone. But this... this unfolding softness felt instinctive. Effortless. Like something his body had been trying to become quietly for years once it finally felt safe enough.

Sometimes he would catch people glancing at him differently now too.

Not cruelly.

Just noticing.

Jun smiling warmly at his outfits. Eli tossing him playful compliments across breakfast. Other campers seeming oddly drawn toward the brightness slowly blooming out of him.

And Set...

Set looked at him like he was beautiful in ways that made Travis feel almost feverish with longing.

Not just because of attraction, though there was certainly that too. Travis saw it constantly now in the lingering warmth of Set’s gaze. The way his eyes caught on Travis’s bare thighs beneath shorts. The way his hands lingered at Travis’s waist during quiet moments together.

But it was more than desire.

It was recognition.

Set looked at him like he could already see the person Travis was becoming long before Travis fully could himself.

But it was more than appearance.

It was movement.

The way he sat now. The way he laughed. The way his hands moved while speaking. The way tension no longer locked his shoulders upward constantly. His body language had softened into something more fluid and instinctive.

He no longer felt like he was impersonating masculinity every waking second.

Sometimes he even forgot to perform at all.

That realization nearly made him cry the first time he noticed it.

One evening, while helping Set clean up after a woodworking session, Travis caught sight of himself reflected faintly in the darkened cabin window.

Tiny black shorts.

Cream sweater slipping off one shoulder.

Smooth thighs.

Silver rings glinting softly.

Blond hair messy from humidity and sawdust.

And Set standing close behind him smiling.

Travis stared at the reflection for several long seconds.

Then quietly asked, “Do I really look okay like this?”

Set looked genuinely confused.

“Okay?”

Travis flushed immediately.

“You know what I mean.”

Set set down the sanding block in his hand and stepped closer. His reflection appeared broad and solid beside Travis’s slighter frame. Rugged stubble. Rolled sleeves exposing tanned forearms dusted faintly in sawdust. Warm brown eyes fixed entirely on him.

“You look beautiful,” Set said simply.

The sincerity in his voice stole the breath from Travis’s lungs.

No hesitation.

No joking.

No discomfort.

Just truth.

Travis looked away quickly, cheeks burning hot, but he could not stop smiling afterward no matter how hard he tried.

That was perhaps the most dangerous thing of all.

How easy happiness was becoming.

Because it was not just Set anymore.

It was camp itself.

The people.

The softness.

The acceptance.

For the first time in his life, Travis felt known by others without needing to earn it first.

Nobody here cared about his grades.

Nobody asked him to justify his existence through productivity.

Nobody seemed interested in whether he was sufficiently masculine or useful or impressive.

They simply liked him.

That realization terrified him in quiet moments.

Because it meant he finally understood what had been missing his entire life.

The fear began subtly.

A passing comment during breakfast about camp ending in a few weeks. Discussion of autumn semesters. Staff preparing closing events and final exhibitions. People exchanging social media details and making vague promises about staying in touch afterward.

Each mention lodged inside Travis’s chest like a splinter.

One evening he sat beside Set on the dock while twilight spread softly across the lake, their shoulders pressed together comfortably as insects hummed in the reeds nearby.

“You okay?” Set asked quietly after several minutes of silence.

Travis nodded automatically.

But his stomach had already begun twisting.

Because camp was temporary.

This version of himself was blooming here inside safety and warmth and acceptance, but what happened afterward?

What happened when real life returned?

The thought followed him back to his cabin that night and stayed with him long after he crawled into bed.

Because for the first time in his life, Travis had become someone he did not want to lose.
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The fear arrived slowly enough at first that Travis almost mistook it for sadness.

Camp had become home in ways he had never expected. The rhythms of it lived inside him now. Morning coffee beside the lake while mist still drifted over the water. Shared breakfasts full of easy conversation and laughter. Long afternoons spent working with wood beneath the warm smell of cedar and resin. Evenings wrapped in blankets beside fires while people talked openly about themselves in ways that still felt miraculous to Travis.

And threaded through all of it was Set.

Set smiling at him over breakfast.

Set brushing sawdust from Travis’s shorts with absent affection.

Set kissing his forehead softly while half asleep on the couch during late nights in the cabin.

Set looking at him like he was something beautiful.

That last part still undid him.

Some nights Travis would lie awake beside Set listening to the steady rhythm of his breathing while panic and longing twisted together painfully inside his chest. Set slept heavily, one broad arm usually wrapped around Travis’s waist instinctively, holding him close even unconscious. Travis would stare up at the ceiling in the dark and try not to think too hard about how much he had come to need that feeling.

Safety.

Warmth.

Being wanted.

Because the closer camp drifted toward its ending, the more fragile everything suddenly felt.

The realization crept into him through little moments at first. Counsellors discussing cleanup schedules for the final week. People exchanging numbers and social media details over dinner. Conversations about university housing and internships and autumn plans.

Real life waited outside the forest.

That thought became harder and harder to escape.

One afternoon Travis sat alone on the dock after swimming, knees drawn against his chest beneath one of Set’s oversized flannels, and tried to imagine himself returning home looking like this. Smooth legs. Tiny shorts. Rings on his fingers. Hair falling softly around his face.

The image made his stomach knot immediately.

His parents would notice everything.

His father especially.

Travis could already hear the careful disappointment disguised as concern. Questions about whether camp had “confused” him somehow. Suggestions that maybe he had become distracted from what mattered. His mother trying to soften things while still quietly reinforcing the same expectations that had shaped him his entire life.

And university would not be easier.

Computer science lectures full of men performing competence and masculinity at each other constantly. Friends who only knew the exhausted, overachieving version of Travis. The version who stayed awake for thirty hours finishing projects and laughed off panic attacks and pretended he was fine because productivity was easier than honesty.

Would they even recognize him now?

Did he want them to?

That question frightened him most.

Because increasingly, the answer felt like no.

The thought of returning fully to his old life made his chest tighten with genuine claustrophobia. He could practically feel it already. The shrinking. The hardening. The performance settling back over him layer by layer until all this softness disappeared again beneath obligation and fear.

And then there was Set.

Beautiful, grounded, impossible Set.

Travis had never experienced anything remotely like what existed between them now. Attraction had once felt abstract to him, theoretical almost. Something other people seemed to understand instinctively while he struggled awkwardly behind them.

But this...

This felt enormous.

Terrifying.

The way his body reacted to Set still startled him sometimes. The warmth flooding through him whenever Set smiled. The dizzy flutter in his stomach when rough hands settled gently against his waist. The unbearable tenderness of waking slowly beneath blankets tangled together while early sunlight spilled softly through the cabin windows.

Travis had not known love could feel safe.

That frightened him almost more than anything else.

Because he had to leave it.

The realization grew sharper each day until it became difficult to think about anything else. What happened after camp ended? Did he try to continue this somehow? Could he? Was what existed between them even sustainable outside this strange protected little world hidden in the woods?

Camp made softness easy.

Outside would not.

And the harder Travis thought about it, the more impossible everything began to feel.

The old instincts returned quietly at first.

Intellectualizing.

Distancing.

Minimizing.

He started lying awake at night mentally dissecting everything instead of simply feeling it. Maybe this was temporary emotional dependency caused by burnout. Maybe he had just become attached to safety and projected meaning onto Set because he represented acceptance. Maybe none of this was sustainable outside camp and he was being stupid and naive allowing himself to believe otherwise.

The spiralling thoughts became relentless.

And beneath all of it sat the older fear.

Not good enough.

Never enough.

If Set truly saw all of him eventually, would he still want him? Or did Set only love this softened version of Travis because camp itself allowed fantasy to flourish safely? Outside these woods, would Travis simply become disappointing again?

The panic became too much eventually.

So Travis began retreating.

Not consciously at first.

Just small things.

He stopped borrowing clothes from the chest as often. The tiny shorts disappeared first, replaced gradually by looser clothes again. Hoodies returned despite the lingering summer heat. He stopped wearing jewellery some days. Let his body language tighten inward again.

The shift happened slowly enough most people probably would not have noticed.

But Set did.

Of course he did.

Travis also stopped spending every evening in the cabin. He found excuses to stay busy or tired or distracted. When Set invited him to sit by the lake after dinner, Travis sometimes claimed he needed an early night instead. He skipped woodworking once, then twice, telling himself he simply needed space to think.

Really, he was trying to outrun the growing terror inside him.

Because the happier he became here, the more devastating losing it threatened to be.

The worst part was that nobody punished him for pulling away.

Eli checked in gently after breakfast one morning when Travis barely touched his food.

“You okay lately?” he asked carefully.

“Fine,” Travis replied too quickly.

Eli did not push.

Jun knocked softly on his cabin door one evening after he skipped movie night.

“We missed you,” He said warmly.

The kindness only made guilt twist harder in his stomach.

And Set...

God.

Set gave him space exactly the way Travis needed and hated simultaneously.

No anger.

No pressure.

Just patience.

That somehow hurt worse.

Travis could feel the quiet sadness beneath it. See it in the way Set’s smiles no longer reached his eyes fully when Travis dodged invitations. Hear it in the careful neutrality of his voice during workshops.

Still kind.

Still gentle.

Still there.

Just more cautious now.

The guilt became unbearable.

One evening after dinner, Travis tried slipping away before sunset only to hear footsteps behind him on the trail leading toward the cabins.

“Hey.”

Set’s voice immediately made his pulse spike.

Travis turned reluctantly.

Set stood a few feet away in worn jeans and a dark green flannel with the sleeves rolled up, broad arms crossed loosely over his chest. He looked tired somehow. Not angry. Just worried.

“You seem...” Set hesitated slightly, choosing his words carefully. “Like you’re struggling.”

“I’m fine.”

Set’s expression flickered almost painfully.

“Travis.”

“I said I’m fine.”

The defensiveness in his own voice made shame burn through him instantly.

Set stayed quiet for a moment.

“You don’t have to shut me out.”

Travis looked away quickly toward the trees.

“This isn’t real life,” he muttered.

Silence.

Then quietly, “What?”

Travis forced himself to continue despite how badly his chest hurt.

“This place. Camp. It’s not real life.” He laughed weakly, harshly. “It’s just... a holiday or something. A break from reality.”

The second the words left his mouth he regretted them.

Set went very still.

Not cold.

Not angry.

Just hurt.

Travis could see it immediately despite how carefully Set tried to hide it.

The realization made panic flare even harder inside him.

Because hurting Set felt unbearable.

But needing him felt unbearable too.

Set nodded slowly after a long silence.

“Okay,” he said quietly.

That was somehow worse than if he had argued.

Set looked at him for another moment, brown eyes soft with something aching Travis could not bear to face directly, then stepped back slightly.

“I’m here if you want me,” he said gently.

Then he left.

Travis stood alone on the trail long after Set disappeared between the trees, shame and longing twisting together violently inside his chest.

Because part of him had wanted Set to chase him.

And another part desperately feared what might happen if he did.
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The final bonfire took place on one of the last warm nights of summer.

By dusk the entire camp seemed transformed. Lanterns had been strung through the trees surrounding the clearing, casting soft amber light across picnic blankets and benches and groups of students lingering together with drinks in hand. Music drifted quietly from a speaker somewhere near the lodge, low and mellow beneath the crackle of the enormous fire already roaring at the center of the clearing. Smoke curled upward into the darkening sky carrying the scent of pine and cedar and charred sugar from melting marshmallows.

Everyone seemed lighter tonight.

Softer.

There was sadness in it too though. Travis could feel it beneath the laughter. The awareness that this was ending. That in two days people would leave these woods and scatter back across the country carrying whatever pieces of themselves they had uncovered here.

That thought sat like a stone inside his chest.

He stood near the edge of the clearing holding a paper cup of cider between both hands, shoulders tense beneath the oversized dark hoodie he had retreated into over the last week. Around him people laughed and leaned against one another comfortably. Mara sat cross-legged near the fire teaching Jonah how to braid friendship bracelets while he complained dramatically about “manual dexterity oppression.” Eli and Rowan were arguing affectionately over music choices. Priya danced barefoot in the grass with two other students while someone clapped along badly off-beat.

It should have felt warm.

Instead Travis felt like he was watching everyone through glass.

The version of himself he had become here felt unbearably close tonight. Close enough to ache for. He could almost feel him beneath the layers again. Smooth skin. Tiny shorts. Rings glinting beneath firelight. Soft smiles that came naturally instead of being rehearsed. That version of Travis had laughed easily. Had kissed Set beneath warm cabin lights. Had allowed himself to want things.

Had allowed himself to be wanted.

Now he stood wrapped in fabric that hid his body completely, trying desperately not to unravel in public.

His eyes found Set automatically across the clearing.

God.

Even now the sight of him stole the breath from Travis’s lungs.

Set stood near the fire talking with another counselor, sleeves rolled carelessly to his elbows, dark curls lit copper at the edges by firelight. His flannel hung open over a faded charcoal shirt stretched lightly across his chest. Sawdust still clung faintly to one thigh of his jeans as though he had come straight from the workshop. He looked warm and grounded and devastatingly handsome in a way that made Travis’s pulse stumble painfully.

And then Set looked up.

Their eyes met across the fire.

Travis felt it physically.

The recognition.

The hurt.

The longing.

Set smiled softly anyway.

That somehow made it worse.

Guilt twisted hard beneath Travis’s ribs. He looked away immediately, throat tight, and pretended sudden interest in his drink. Around him the noise of the party suddenly felt overwhelming. Too loud. Too warm. Too close.

He could not do this.

Not tonight.

Not while everything was ending.

Travis slipped away quietly while everyone else was distracted by someone starting an awful acoustic cover of a pop song near the fire. No one stopped him. The music and laughter faded gradually behind him as he followed the familiar path toward the lake, shoes crunching softly over dirt and scattered pine needles.

The night air beside the water felt cooler.

Still.

The lake stretched dark and silver beneath the moonlight, tiny ripples catching light along the shore. Travis sat heavily on the old wooden dock and pulled his knees up against his chest, staring blankly out across the water.

His heart hurt.

Not dramatically.

Not romantically.

Just deeply.

Like something inside him was mourning already.

He had spent his entire life becoming someone acceptable. Someone useful. Every choice filtered through fear and performance and the desperate need to earn affection. Then he had come here and somehow, impossibly, people had asked nothing from him except honesty.

Set most of all.

Set had looked at him like softness was something sacred instead of shameful.

The memory alone nearly undid him.

“You always disappear to the lake when things get too loud.”

Travis closed his eyes briefly.

Set.

Of course.

He heard the quiet creak of wood as Set sat beside him on the dock, close enough that their shoulders almost touched but not quite. The restraint in that tiny distance hurt more than if Set had simply reached for him.

For a while neither of them spoke.

The sounds of the party drifted faintly through the trees behind them. Laughter. Music. The crackle of the fire.

Finally Set exhaled softly. “You okay?”

Travis laughed weakly beneath his breath. “Not even slightly.”

Set nodded as though that answer made perfect sense.

“I figured.”

The kindness in his voice almost shattered him.

Travis rubbed both hands over his face roughly. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do after this.”

“After camp?”

“After... all of it.”

His voice cracked slightly on the last words.

Set stayed quiet, waiting.

Travis swallowed hard. “I feel like I found something here and now I’m about to lose it.” He stared out across the lake helplessly. “Or maybe lose myself. I don’t know which.”

“You’re not losing yourself.”

“It feels like I am.”

The confession came out smaller than he intended.

Set turned slightly toward him then, expression soft in the moonlight. “Travis, what you found here was already yours.”

Travis shook his head immediately. “No. This place is different. People here are different.”

“People here just give themselves permission to exist.”

The words landed heavily inside him.

Travis stared down at his hands. “I don’t know how to do that outside of here.”

“You don’t have to know yet.”

“But what if I go back and all this just...” He gestured helplessly toward himself. “Disappears?”

Set’s expression softened further.

“You think becoming only counts if it’s permanent immediately?”

Travis blinked.

Set leaned back slightly on his hands, gaze drifting toward the lake. “You spent twenty years learning how to survive by hiding parts of yourself. You’re not going to undo that in a few weeks.” He glanced back toward Travis, eyes warm and steady. “That doesn’t mean what you discovered here isn’t real.”

Travis’s throat tightened painfully.

Because it was real.

God, it was real.

The softness. The wanting. The relief of seeing himself in the mirror and feeling joy instead of detachment. The way his body came alive beneath praise and tenderness and desire. The way Set looked at him.

Especially the way Set looked at him.

“I’m scared,” Travis admitted quietly.

“I know.”

“What if I can’t hold onto this version of myself?”

Set was quiet for a moment before answering.

“You don’t need to hold onto him perfectly,” he said softly. “You just need to stop abandoning him.”

Something inside Travis cracked open at those words.

The silence stretched between them thick and emotional. Travis could feel tears threatening suddenly and hated how quickly Set always seemed to reach the parts of him he kept buried deepest.

“You don’t need to leave all this behind when camp ends,” Set continued quietly. “You don’t need to abandon how you’ve grown just because you’re scared.”

Travis looked at him helplessly. “I don’t know how not to.”

Set’s eyes held his steadily.

“You figure it out as you go.”

Simple.

Gentle.

Possible.

And suddenly Travis wanted him so badly it hurt.

Not abstractly.

Not romantically from a safe distance.

Physically.

Emotionally.

Completely.

He wanted Set’s warmth and steadiness and rough hands and kind eyes. Wanted the safety he felt near him. Wanted the version of himself that emerged beneath Set’s attention.

The hunger hit him hard enough to steal his breath.

Set must have seen something change in his face because his expression softened instantly.

Slowly, carefully, he reached up and brushed a strand of blond hair back from Travis’s cheek.

The touch destroyed him.

Travis leaned into it before he could stop himself.

Then he kissed him.

Softly at first. Almost uncertain. Their lips met beneath the silver moonlight and Travis felt Set inhale sharply against his mouth before kissing him back with immediate aching tenderness.

The kiss deepened slowly.

Warm.

Patient.

Real.

And Travis melted into it completely.


Six

The kiss followed them all the way back through the trees.

Travis barely remembered leaving the lake. One moment he had been sitting on the dock beneath silver moonlight, heart cracked open and aching, and the next Set’s hand was tangled with his as they hurried along the dark paths between cabins, stumbling breathlessly into one another every few steps because neither of them seemed capable of stopping touching for more than a few seconds at a time.

Everything felt heightened.

The warm night air.

The rough press of bark beneath Travis’s fingertips when Set briefly pinned him against a tree just to kiss him harder.

The dizzying taste of cider and smoke and mint on Set’s tongue.

Travis had never wanted anyone like this before.

Not abstractly. Not in the distant yearning way he had experienced crushes before camp. This was physical and immediate and overwhelming. His entire body felt awake. Alive beneath his own skin in a way that almost frightened him.

Set kissed like he touched wood during workshops. Carefully at first. Patiently. Feeling for grain and resistance and softness. But beneath that gentleness there was hunger too, something restrained and masculine and aching that made Travis feel molten every time Set’s rough hands slid over his waist or tangled briefly in his hair.

By the time they reached Set’s cabin Travis was shaking.

Set pushed the door shut behind them with enough force that it rattled faintly in its frame before immediately pulling Travis into him again. Their mouths crashed together harder this time, desperate after all the distance and fear and restraint of the past week. Travis whimpered softly into the kiss as Set’s broad hands gripped his hips, pulling him flush against the solid warmth of his body.

God.

Set felt incredible.

Warm chest beneath worn cotton. Strong thighs pressing between Travis’s legs. Stubble scraping deliciously against his sensitive skin every time Set tilted his head to deepen the kiss further.

Travis could feel how badly Set wanted him too.

That realization sent heat flooding through his entire body.

The tension between them had been building for weeks now. Every soft glance. Every lingering touch. Every kiss that stopped just before becoming something more dangerous. Travis had spent so long terrified of wanting too much that he had almost forgotten how badly Set wanted him back.

But now there was no mistaking it.

Set kissed him like he was starving.

Travis melted beneath it completely.

Hands slid beneath his hoodie, rough palms skimming over the soft bare skin of his waist, and Travis gasped sharply at the sensation. Set groaned quietly against his mouth in response, like even that small sound affected him deeply. The noise went straight to Travis’s stomach, hot and fluttering and intoxicating.

“You have no idea,” Set muttered breathlessly against his lips.

Travis blinked up at him, dazed. “No idea what?”

“How hard it’s been not touching you all week.”

The confession hit Travis like a physical thing.

His entire face burned instantly.

Set looked wrecked already. Hair messy from Travis’s hands. Mouth swollen from kissing. Brown eyes dark and heavy with want beneath the warm cabin light. He looked so masculine like this. So grounded and broad and solid. The contrast between them suddenly felt almost overwhelming.

Travis felt small beneath him.

Pretty.

Wanted.

The realization nearly undid him.

Set kissed him again before he could spiral too far into thought, one large hand sliding up the back of Travis’s neck gently while the other settled low against his waist. Travis clung to him instinctively, pressing close enough to feel the steady strength of Set’s body surrounding him completely.

Heat curled low in his stomach.

No.

Lower than that.

The feeling startled him slightly with its intensity.

He wanted more.

The realization should have frightened him. Instead it made his pulse race with anticipation.

Set’s mouth moved slowly down his throat, kissing beneath his jaw, and Travis made a helpless sound that seemed to encourage him further. The scrape of stubble against his sensitive skin felt unbearably good. His knees weakened immediately.

“Set,” he breathed.

“Mhm?”

Travis swallowed hard, dizzy with want and nerves and something softer underneath both. He pressed both hands against Set’s chest suddenly, stopping him before things could spiral fully out of control.

Set froze immediately.

Not frustrated.

Just attentive.

Concern flickered softly across his face as he pulled back slightly. “You okay?”

Travis nodded too quickly. “Yeah. Yes. I just...” His voice faltered completely as he tried to gather his thoughts through the haze of adrenaline and desire flooding his body. “Will you wait for me?”

Set blinked, visibly confused. “Wait?”

Travis laughed breathlessly, blushing so hard his cheeks hurt. “Just for a minute. In the bedroom.” He gestured vaguely further into the cabin. “It won’t take long. I promise. I just... I want...” His throat tightened again beneath embarrassment. “Please just wait for me.”

Set studied him carefully for a moment.

Then he smiled softly.

God that smile.

Warm and patient and entirely safe.

“Okay,” he said gently.

No pressure.

No confusion sharpened into suspicion.

Just trust.

The tenderness of that nearly made Travis emotional all over again.

Set brushed his knuckles lightly against Travis’s cheek before stepping away toward the bedroom without another question. Travis watched him disappear down the short hallway, heart hammering wildly inside his chest.

Then silence settled over the cabin.

Travis stood there alone for a moment trying to steady his breathing.

This was insane.

Wonderful.

Terrifying.

His entire body buzzed with nervous energy as he turned slowly toward the old wooden chest sitting near the far wall.

The chest.

Even now the sight of it made something deep inside him ache with recognition.

He crossed the room carefully, pulse racing harder with every step, then knelt slowly beside it. His hands hovered over the lid briefly before lifting it open.

Soft fabric greeted him immediately.

Lace.

Cotton.

Silk.

Tiny shorts folded carefully beside oversized sweaters. Jewelry glinting faintly beneath warm lamplight. Tights and stockings tucked between piles of clothing worn soft with age and care. The chest smelled faintly of perfume and cedarwood and something almost sacred beneath both.

Travis smiled helplessly.

Because he knew now.

He knew exactly what he wanted.

Not because Set expected it.

Not because someone was telling him who to become.

But because for the first time in his life desire and identity felt tangled together honestly instead of shamefully. He wanted softness. Beauty. Sensuality. He wanted to feel pretty while Set looked at him like that.

His fingers moved slowly through the fabrics, lingering over textures that still thrilled him. Smooth satin. Delicate lace. Thin stretchy material soft against his fingertips.

Then he found it.

A pair of black panties and suspenders.

A cropped sweater hanging loose enough to expose one shoulder.

A pair of heels.

And beneath them, folded carefully like a secret waiting just for him, sheer black stockings.

Travis’s breath caught.

Heat flooded through him immediately.

He lifted the tights carefully from the chest and smiled shyly to himself.

Yes.

This.

He wanted this.
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Travis’s hands shook as he dressed.

Not violently. Not enough to stop him. Just enough that every clasp and strap and buckle became charged with nervous energy, his pulse fluttering wildly beneath his skin while anticipation coiled tighter and tighter inside his stomach.

The cabin bathroom was warm, faint steam still lingering against the mirror. Soft yellow light filled the small space, gentle enough that everything looked slightly dreamlike. Travis stood barefoot before the sink wearing only the black panties he had chosen from the chest, staring at himself while trying unsuccessfully to steady his breathing.

He had never done anything like this before.

Not fully.

Not deliberately.

At home there had only ever been fragments. Curiosity hidden beneath shame. Moments stolen in secret that he had immediately buried afterwards beneath guilt and panic and overthinking. But this felt different. Honest. Intentional. He was not trying this on ironically or experimentally anymore.

He wanted it.

More importantly, he wanted to be seen wanting it.

That realization made heat flood through him all over again.

Slowly, carefully, he reached for the stockings next.

The material felt impossibly soft against his fingertips. Thin black nylon that shimmered faintly beneath the bathroom light. Travis sat on the closed toilet lid and rolled the first stocking slowly up his leg, breath catching as the fabric tightened smoothly against freshly shaved skin.

God.

The sensation alone nearly overwhelmed him.

The nylon clung to him perfectly, smoothing and shaping his legs while still allowing every sensitive inch of skin beneath to remain aware of the pressure. Travis ran trembling fingers up his own thigh and shivered immediately.

He looked different already.

Prettier.

The thought sent a rush of nervous joy through his chest.

By the time both stockings were in place his face was burning pink. He stood again slowly, staring down at his own legs almost disbelievingly. The smooth black fabric made his thighs look slimmer somehow. Longer. Softer. Combined with the delicate panties hugging his hips, the effect was deeply feminine without fully obscuring him.

It felt right in a way he still did not fully have language for.

Not costume.

Not performance.

Recognition.

His chest tightened painfully at the realization.

Slowly he reached for the suspenders next, fumbling awkwardly with the straps for several minutes before finally managing to attach them to the tops of the stockings properly. The entire process felt clumsy and intimate and strangely vulnerable. By the end of it Travis was breathing hard again, cheeks flushed bright with embarrassment despite being entirely alone.

He looked ridiculous.

Beautiful.

Both thoughts existed simultaneously inside him.

Then came the heels.

Travis stared at them for nearly a full minute before finally slipping them on.

They were not especially dramatic. Black with a modest heel and delicate ankle straps. Still, the second he stood upright in them, something inside him shifted sharply. His posture changed instinctively. Hips tilting slightly. Legs tightening. The altered balance forced softness into the way he moved.

He looked at himself in the mirror again and nearly forgot how to breathe.

Oh.

The sound escaped him quietly.

The cropped sweater he had chosen slipped off one shoulder slightly, exposing smooth pale skin above the strap of the suspenders. The panties hugged his hips beautifully beneath the delicate geometry of straps and nylon. His legs looked long and shapely in the stockings and heels, soft blond hair falling messily around flushed freckled cheeks and wide blue eyes.

Pretty.

God.

Not handsome.

Not attractive in the safe masculine ways he had spent years trying desperately to become.

Pretty.

The realization struck him so hard his eyes burned suddenly with emotion.

He stepped closer to the mirror slowly, almost disbelieving.

Every version of himself before this moment had felt constructed. Managed carefully for approval. But this...

This felt frighteningly honest.

He raised trembling fingers to his own cheek, studying himself closely. The softness in his face no longer looked accidental. His mouth looked fuller somehow when he stopped trying to flatten every expression into restraint. His body, slim and delicate beneath the oversized sweater and lingerie, suddenly made sense to him in a way it never had before.

Not wrong.

Not failed masculinity.

Just... him.

Travis smiled shyly at his own reflection and felt joy bloom through his chest so suddenly it almost hurt.

For a terrifying moment he wanted to cry.

Instead he laughed softly beneath his breath, overwhelmed and exhilarated all at once.

“Holy shit,” he whispered quietly to himself.

Then panic immediately followed.

Would Set like this?

The thought hit him hard enough to twist his stomach.

Because this was not subtle anymore. Not exploratory. Not safely ambiguous. This was Travis choosing softness openly. Choosing femininity because it made him feel alive.

He stared at himself again, heart hammering wildly.

No.

Not for Set.

For himself.

That mattered.

The realization steadied him enough to finally move.

Carefully, awkwardly, Travis stepped out into the cabin hallway, heels clicking softly against the wooden floorboards. Every sound seemed unbearably loud now. Every movement heightened by nerves and anticipation and the intoxicating awareness of his own body.

The bedroom door stood half open.

Warm light spilled softly across the hallway floor.

Travis paused just outside it, pulse racing so hard he thought he might actually faint.

Then he stepped through the doorway.

The heels clicked once against hardwood.

Set looked up immediately.

And froze.

Completely.

Travis stopped moving altogether beneath the intensity of that stare.

God.

Set looked wrecked by the sight of him.

He sat on the edge of the bed still dressed in jeans and his faded charcoal shirt, curls messy, broad shoulders tense. But the moment his eyes landed on Travis everything in his expression changed at once.

Desire.

Wonder.

Something almost unbearably tender beneath both.

Set stood slowly like he had forgotten how his own body worked for a second.

Travis’s entire face burned.

“You’re beautiful,” Set said quietly.

The words hit him harder than anything else could have.

Not teasing.

Not performative.

Certain.

Travis swallowed hard, suddenly overwhelmed by how exposed he felt standing there in stockings and heels beneath Set’s gaze. But beneath the nerves something hotter curled low in his stomach too. Excitement. Arousal. The dizzying thrill of being wanted exactly like this.

He took a small step forward.

Then another.

His hips swayed naturally now because of the heels and the movement felt intoxicating instead of embarrassing. Travis could feel Set watching every motion hungrily, eyes darkening further with every careful step closer.

It made him bolder.

For once in his life he did not want to disappear beneath attention.

He wanted more of it.

Slowly Travis climbed onto the bed, knees sinking into the mattress while Set watched him like he could barely breathe. The suspenders tightened softly against his thighs as he crawled forward, sweater slipping further down one shoulder.

Set made a quiet rough sound deep in his throat.

The noise sent heat rushing straight through Travis’s entire body.

Then Set’s hands found his waist again.

Warm.

Large.

Reverent.

Travis kissed him immediately.

This time there was nothing hesitant about it. Their mouths met hard and hungry, all the tension and longing of the past weeks finally collapsing into touch. Set groaned softly against his lips as Travis climbed fully into his lap, hands tangling immediately in dark curls while their bodies pressed together desperately.

Heat.

Fire.

Want.

Travis could taste all of it between them.

[image: ]

Set kissed him slowly at first, like he was trying to savour every second of this version of Travis. His rough hands slid carefully over smooth skin and soft fabric, fingertips tracing the lines of suspenders and stockings with visible fascination. Every touch felt heightened now. Intentional. Travis could feel how much attention Set paid to him, to the shape of his body, to the tiny sounds he made whenever warm palms skimmed over sensitive skin.

The lingerie changed everything.

Not because it turned Travis into someone else, but because it allowed him to stop hiding.

He could feel it in the way he moved now. The looseness in his hips. The confidence blooming carefully beneath the nervousness. He no longer felt trapped inside himself. He felt visible. Desired. Real.

Set’s hands slipped beneath the oversized sweater, thumbs brushing slowly up Travis’s sides, and Travis shivered hard enough that Set smiled softly against his mouth.

“You okay?” he murmured.

Travis nodded immediately, flushed pink and breathless. “More than okay.”

Set kissed him again after that, deeper this time, their bodies pressed together fully now on the bed. Travis could feel the strength in Set everywhere. Broad chest beneath soft worn cotton. Thick thighs beneath denim. Rough calloused hands that contrasted beautifully against Travis’s smooth skin.

The difference between them made Travis ache in ways he still barely understood.

He wanted this masculinity near him without having to become it himself.

That realization settled somewhere deep inside his chest like a truth finally spoken aloud.

Travis’s fingers found the hem of Set’s T-shirt. He hesitated there, suddenly shy despite everything, and Set lifted his arms to help him. Travis drew the worn charcoal fabric upward, uncovering warm tanned skin, a dusting of dark hair across his chest, and the solid lines of muscle built through years of physical work. The shirt caught briefly in Set’s curls before Travis pulled it free and let it fall beside the bed.

Travis stared openly now.

“You’re staring,” Set said softly, amused.

“You’re really handsome,” Travis admitted before he could stop himself.

The honesty made Set visibly soften.

Travis touched him properly then, palms moving carefully over his chest with almost reverent curiosity. Set inhaled sharply when Travis’s nails scraped lightly over his skin.

The sound sent heat rushing through Travis immediately.

God.

He loved affecting him.

Set reached for him again, large hands sliding down beneath the suspenders to grip his thighs gently, thumbs brushing over stocking tops. Travis melted beneath the attention. The combination of masculine roughness and tenderness felt intoxicating.

Their mouths found each other again, slower now but somehow even more intense. Travis could feel the growing heat between them physically. The pressure of Set’s arousal against his thigh. The way Set breathed harder whenever Travis shifted in his lap.

It made him bolder.

Travis kissed slowly down Set’s throat, tasting warm skin and salt and cedarwood soap. Set tipped his head back slightly with a quiet exhale, fingers tightening instinctively against Travis’s hips.

“You don’t have to...” Set started softly.

“I want to.”

The words came immediately.

Certain.

Travis slid carefully down from Set’s lap after that, kneeling between his legs on the bed while his pulse thundered wildly beneath his skin. He looked up once, catching the expression on Set’s face, and nearly lost his nerve entirely.

Desire.

But more than that.

Wonder.

Like Set still could not fully believe Travis was real.

The intensity of it made Travis’s whole body flush hot.

Slowly he reached for Set’s belt, hands trembling slightly again. Set watched him carefully but did not rush him. The restraint mattered. Every second of this remained chosen. Safe. Wanted.

Travis managed the buckle eventually, then the button and zipper beneath it. As the denim loosened, the shape beneath became unmistakable. Travis swallowed hard, sudden nerves fluttering through him alongside excitement.

Set touched his hair lightly. “You’re okay.”

Travis nodded.

Then he leaned forward.

The first touch was tentative. Curious. Travis let himself explore slowly instead of rushing past his own nervousness. Warm skin beneath his palms. The weight and heat of Set in his hand. The way Set inhaled sharply the moment Travis touched him properly.

The reaction alone made Travis shiver.

He wanted this closeness. This surrender. The intimacy of it felt strangely emotional beneath the physical desire. Like every careful touch allowed him to step further outside the frightened rigid version of himself he had spent years trapped inside.

Set’s fingers threaded gently through his messy blond hair while Travis kissed lower, slow and reverent and increasingly confident. The warmth and salt and soft sounds above him made heat coil tighter and tighter low in his stomach.

When Travis finally took him into his mouth, Set made a rough broken sound that nearly undid him completely.

Not because of the act itself.

Because Travis felt wanted.

Beautiful.

Enough.

He moved slowly at first, learning what Set liked through the reactions he drew from him. The tightening of hands in his hair. The uneven breaths. The way Set’s thighs tensed whenever Travis relaxed further into the intimacy of it.

Travis loved all of it.

Loved the feeling of giving pleasure.

Loved the trust inside the vulnerability.

Loved how openly Set responded to him instead of hiding.

But after a while the ache inside Travis shifted into something sharper. Hungrier. The need for closeness became almost unbearable. He wanted more than this distance between them. Wanted Set’s weight over him. Wanted to feel fully claimed by the moment instead of hovering carefully around its edges.

So eventually Travis pulled back.

Set looked dazed already, curls disheveled, chest rising unevenly. “You okay?” he asked immediately, voice rough.

Travis smiled shyly, lips swollen from kissing.

“I want more,” he admitted softly.

The words settled heavily between them.

Then Set looked at him like he was something precious enough to ruin him.

[image: ]

Travis’s heart hammered so hard he could feel it everywhere.

In his throat. His chest. Low in his stomach where want and fear and excitement had melted together into something almost unbearable.

Set looked at him like he was trying very hard not to lose control completely.

That expression alone made Travis ache.

The bedroom felt warm now, heavy with the scent of sweat and cedar and the lingering sweetness of the night air drifting faintly through the open window. The soft lamp beside the bed cast everything in gold. Travis could see himself reflected faintly in the dark glass of the window behind Set. Blond hair messy. Lips swollen from kissing. Stockings still clinging to his thighs beneath the suspenders.

Pretty.

The thought no longer felt impossible.

It felt true.

Slowly Travis climbed back into Set’s lap, thighs settling carefully around his hips. Set’s hands immediately found his waist again, large palms smoothing over soft skin with almost reverent care. The contrast between them still thrilled Travis down to his bones. He felt small there. Delicate. Beautiful in a way he had never allowed himself to become before.

Set looked up at him carefully, brown eyes dark with want but grounded by tenderness beneath it.

“You sure?” he asked softly.

Travis nodded immediately.

“Yes.”

The answer came without hesitation.

Because he was sure.

Terrified, overwhelmed, uncertain about the future, yes. But this moment itself felt clearer than almost anything he had ever experienced. He wanted this closeness. Wanted to give himself permission to feel wanted without shame twisting through it. Wanted Set to touch every frightened hidden part of him and still stay.

More than anything, he wanted to stop running from himself.

Set kissed him slowly after that, giving Travis space to breathe through the nervousness fluttering beneath his skin. Their mouths moved together gently while Travis shifted closer, feeling the heat of Set’s body beneath him. Hands roamed carefully over smooth skin and stockings and trembling thighs.

Then Set touched him lower.

The sensation made Travis gasp softly into the kiss.

“You okay?” Set murmured again.

Travis nodded shakily. “Please.”

Set smiled against his mouth then, soft and wrecked and affectionate all at once.

“Come here,” he whispered.

Travis moved carefully after that, guided more by instinct and trust than experience. The moment of joining made him tense sharply at first, breath catching hard in his chest as his body adjusted around the unfamiliar stretch and pressure.

Set immediately slowed.

“It’s okay,” he murmured softly, one hand cradling the back of Travis’s neck while the other stroked slowly up his thigh beneath the suspenders. “You’re alright. Just breathe.”

The tenderness in his voice nearly undid Travis completely.

He buried his face briefly against Set’s shoulder, breathing hard while warmth and sensation slowly settled through his body. The intimacy of it felt overwhelming. Not just physical. Emotional too. He could feel how carefully Set held him. How much attention he paid to every reaction and breath and shift in tension.

No one had ever treated Travis’s body like something precious before.

The realization hit him so hard his eyes stung.

“You okay?” Set asked quietly again.

Travis laughed weakly against his shoulder. “Yeah. I just...” He swallowed hard. “I’ve never felt like this before.”

Set’s arms tightened around him gently.

“Neither have I,” he admitted.

Something about hearing that loosened the last knot of fear inside Travis’s chest.

Slowly he lifted his head again.

Then he moved.

The first motion drew a rough sound from both of them simultaneously. Travis’s whole body lit up with sensation instantly, nerves and pleasure and closeness blurring together until he could barely think properly anymore. Set’s hands gripped his hips instinctively, helping guide him carefully while Travis adjusted to the rhythm of it.

At first everything remained slow.

Gentle.

Set kissed him constantly, like he could not stop. Mouth against Travis’s throat. His jaw. His lips. Every movement carried patience beneath the obvious hunger now growing steadily harder to contain.

Travis melted further with every touch.

The stockings brushed against Set’s thighs every time he moved, the suspenders tightening softly against his skin. He could feel how beautiful Set found him. Not despite the softness and femininity. Because of it.

That truth changed something fundamental inside him.

He no longer felt like he was failing masculinity.

He simply was not meant to live inside it completely.

The realization settled deep and permanent somewhere inside his chest while Set held him close and moved beneath him slowly enough to make Travis shake.

“You’re so beautiful,” Set whispered against his mouth.

Travis whimpered softly at the words.

The praise affected him everywhere. His body responded instantly to it. Years of shame and hidden longing unraveling piece by piece beneath tenderness and desire and acceptance.

Then the pace changed.

Not abruptly.

Naturally.

Need overtook restraint little by little until the softness between them deepened into something rawer. Hungrier. Set’s hands gripped tighter now. Travis moved harder against him, openly desperate for closeness instead of hiding from it.

The sounds filling the room changed too. Breathing rougher now. The soft slap of skin. Broken little noises pulled helplessly from Travis every time Set thrust deeper beneath him.

Heat curled tighter and tighter inside him.

Set looked wrecked beneath him now. Hair disheveled. Mouth open slightly with uneven breaths. Broad hands gripping Travis’s thighs hard enough to leave marks.

The sight made Travis feel dizzy with want.

He leaned down and kissed Set deeply, bodies moving together harder now, urgency finally overcoming hesitation completely.

“You feel so good,” Set groaned against his mouth.

Travis blushed fiercely despite everything.

The praise still hit him like sunlight.

Set rolled them suddenly, carefully but decisively, until Travis found himself beneath him instead. The shift drew a startled laugh from him that dissolved quickly into a gasp as Set pressed him deeper into the mattress and kissed him hard.

The new angle changed everything.

Travis clung to him immediately, legs wrapping instinctively around Set’s waist while the rhythm between them lost its last restraint entirely. Set moved with desperate intensity now, no longer careful in the same measured way as before. Still attentive. Still loving. But underneath it something primal had surfaced too.

Want.

Possession.

Need.

Travis loved it.

Loved the weight of Set over him. Loved being held down into softness and pleasure instead of forced into hardness and control. Loved the overwhelming masculinity of him paired with such impossible gentleness.

“You’re mine tonight,” Set whispered roughly against his throat.

The words hit Travis so hard he nearly came apart immediately.

Not ownership.

Recognition.

He felt seen completely.

Pretty.

Desired.

Held.

The climax built suddenly after that, pleasure tightening sharper and sharper until Travis could barely think beyond the feeling of Set surrounding him completely. The room blurred around the edges. Every nerve in his body felt exposed and alive.

Then Set kissed him again and everything shattered.

Travis came apart with a broken sound against Set’s mouth, body trembling hard beneath him while pleasure and emotion crashed together so intensely it almost hurt. Set followed moments later with a rough groan buried against Travis’s throat, holding him tightly while they both unraveled together.

Afterwards neither of them moved for a long time.

They lay tangled together beneath the warm cabin light, kissing lazily whenever one of them drifted too far from the other. Travis rested against Set’s chest listening to the steady slowing rhythm of his heartbeat while soft fingers traced absent patterns across his bare shoulder.

Outside, the camp continued quietly around them.

One of the final nights.

Soon it would end.

Soon they would leave these woods and return to real lives full of uncertainty and fear and difficult conversations.

Travis still did not know what happened next.

He did not know how to explain himself to the world yet. Did not know what labels fit. Did not know what shape his future would take.

But lying there wrapped in warmth and tenderness and hard-won honesty, he understood one thing with perfect clarity.

There was no going back.

Only forward.


Epilogue

Autumn arrived slowly.

The heat of summer faded week by week until the air around campus carried the scent of rain and wet leaves and cold stone instead of sun-warmed grass. Trees lining the walkways between buildings had begun to turn gold and rust red, their leaves gathering in drifting piles along paths crowded with students hurrying between lectures.

Life had resumed.

Or at least, it had tried to.

Travis still woke early most mornings to the familiar ache of deadlines and responsibilities pressing against his ribs. There were assignments to complete, projects to prepare, expectations waiting patiently for him to fail them. Computer science had not magically become easier just because he had spent six weeks in the woods learning how to breathe again.

There were still days where stress settled into him like old poison.

Still nights where he caught himself slipping back into spirals of perfectionism and panic, convinced one bad grade might somehow unravel his entire future.

But things were different now.

Not dramatically.

Not loudly.

The changes existed in subtler places.

In the fact Travis now stopped working at midnight instead of forcing himself awake until three in the morning out of guilt. In the way he sometimes skipped extra study sessions to sit in cafés with friends instead. In the way he no longer felt physically sick every time he received anything less than perfect marks.

Good enough had stopped feeling like failure.

That alone had changed everything.

More than that though, Travis had changed.

At first the shifts had been so gradual he barely noticed them himself. A softer sweater instead of stiff hoodies. Rings appearing slowly on his fingers. A silver piercing through one ear that had terrified him to get and thrilled him every time he caught sight of it afterward.

His hair had grown longer too.

Not dramatically. Just enough that the messy blond strands now brushed his jaw and curled slightly around his ears when damp. Combined with the softer clothes and the way he carried himself now, it changed the impression he gave people entirely.

He no longer moved through the world trying to take up as little emotional space as possible.

There was softness in him now.

Fluidity.

Not performative.

Not exaggerated.

Simply allowed.

Sometimes he wore eyeliner to evening events with friends. Subtle enough that most people probably did not consciously notice, but Travis noticed. Sometimes he painted his nails black while working on assignments. Sometimes he shaved his legs simply because he liked the feeling of clean sheets against smooth skin afterward.

And once, trembling but smiling, he had worn a pair of tighter shorts to a student social and realized halfway through the evening that nobody cared nearly as much as fear had always insisted they would.

The world had not ended.

Instead, someone had complimented his outfit.

It turned out authenticity drew people toward him instead of driving them away.

That realization still startled him sometimes.

He had friends now too.

Real ones.

Not just classmates bonded through stress and shared deadlines, but people who actually knew him. People he studied with and laughed with and stayed up too late talking with in cramped student kitchens over cheap takeaway and tea.

There was Noah from his programming lab who wore oversized knitted cardigans and flirted disastrously with everyone regardless of gender. Hannah from statistics who had introduced Travis to queer film nights downtown. Priya’s cousin Leah who somehow adopted Travis into her friendship circle within two days of meeting him and now sent him outfit suggestions constantly.

For the first time in his life, Travis felt like he was building something instead of merely surviving.

He still did not fully know who he was.

But he no longer felt terrified of finding out.

That was the real difference.

Friday afternoon arrived wrapped in cold sunlight and nervous excitement.

Travis spent almost the entire final lecture bouncing his knee beneath the desk while pretending unsuccessfully to focus on database architecture. His phone sat face down beside his notebook but he still checked it every few minutes anyway, pulse fluttering each time despite knowing perfectly well the train would not arrive early.

Noah eventually leaned sideways in his chair and smirked at him openly.

“You’re vibrating.”

Travis blushed instantly. “I am not.”

“You absolutely are.” Noah grinned wider. “Your mysterious older mountain man boyfriend is arriving in like an hour and you’ve been smiling at your laptop screen all afternoon.”

Travis hid part of his face behind one hand immediately, cheeks burning. “Please never say mountain man again.”

“No promises.”

The lecture ended painfully slowly after that.

By the time Travis finally escaped the building, backpack slung over one shoulder, he felt fizzy with anticipation. The city air hit cold against his cheeks as he hurried toward the station, weaving through crowds of students and commuters with restless energy thrumming beneath his skin.

He caught sight of himself briefly in the reflection of a shop window as he crossed the street and slowed for half a second.

Soft charcoal sweater.

Long black coat.

Silver rings.

Hair falling messily across one eye.

He looked...

Happy.

The realization warmed him unexpectedly.

Because he was.

Not perfectly. Not constantly. He still had hard days. Still struggled. Still got scared sometimes that he was somehow doing all of this wrong.

But happiness no longer felt impossible.

By the time he reached the station his pulse was racing.

The platform buzzed softly with movement and noise around him. Announcements echoed overhead while people gathered near the yellow lines waiting for arriving trains. Travis shifted nervously from foot to foot, hands tucked partly into the sleeves of his sweater against the cold.

Then the train arrived.

His heart leapt immediately.

The doors slid open one by one as passengers spilled out onto the platform carrying backpacks and suitcases and coffee cups. Travis searched automatically through the crowd and then…

There.

Set stepped down from the train wearing dark jeans and a heavy brown jacket lined with wool at the collar, one large duffel bag slung easily over his shoulder. His curls were longer now too, slightly damp from rain somewhere farther north, and the sight of him hit Travis with such immediate overwhelming affection that he broke into a helpless grin before he could stop himself.

Set spotted him instantly.

And smiled back.

God.

Travis barely remembered moving.

One second he was standing frozen near the platform edge and the next he was crossing the space between them quickly enough that several people had to sidestep around him laughing.

Then Set caught him.

Strong arms wrapped around his waist and lifted him slightly clean off the ground while Travis laughed breathlessly into the hug, clutching at the front of Set’s jacket like he might disappear if Travis let go.

“You’re here,” Travis said stupidly against his shoulder.

Set laughed softly. “I am, yeah.”

Travis pulled back just enough to look at him properly and immediately melted all over again. The warmth in Set’s eyes still affected him exactly the same way it had at camp.

Maybe worse now.

Set touched his face gently, thumb brushing beneath one eye. “Hey, pretty thing.”

The nickname made Travis blush instantly.

Then he kissed him.

Right there on the crowded platform.

Warm familiar lips against his own. The scent of cedarwood and cold air and home. Travis melted into the kiss immediately, uncaring of the people moving around them because for once embarrassment no longer outweighed joy.

When they finally pulled apart, Travis was smiling so hard his face hurt.

“I can’t wait to show you around,” he said breathlessly. “My friends are desperate to meet you. They’ve heard literally everything.”

Set raised an eyebrow. “Everything?”

Travis laughed brightly, cheeks pink. “Okay maybe not everything.”

Set kissed him again quickly anyway.

Then he reached down and took Travis’s hand.

And this time, Travis held on without fear.

THE END


A Thank You From Keary

Thank you so much for choosing one of my books.  I really hope you enjoyed reading it!  If you did then please consider leaving me a review on Amazon—not only do good reviews make a real difference, but your positive reactions always make me smile, and knowing what you enjoy helps me come up with devious plots for future books! 

Your continued support is why I am able to keep writing these exciting stories, and I really can’t thank all you naughty, beautiful people enough.  If you’d like to stay up to date with news on any new books or deals then you can sign up to my news letter at https://tinyurl.com/KearyWrites. I can also be found on Twitter or Instagram (@Keary_Writes), where you’ll get news as well as my occasional ramblings and grumblings, plus the odd sneak peak at what new ideas I might be working on.

Stay safe, and keep being amazing!

Keary xx


Also By Keary Hayes…


The Femboy Within

Ben has always been good at being the person everyone expects.

He studies engineering, wears the right clothes, and keeps the softer parts of himself carefully hidden. Even Jamie, his best friend and flatmate, has never seen all of him.

Then a chance encounter at a queer festival opens a door Ben never knew existed.

Makeup, pretty clothes, and the word femboy offer him something more than transformation. They offer recognition. For the first time, Ben looks in the mirror and feels joy. At home, with Jamie beside him, he slowly finds the courage to stop hiding.

Jamie notices every change.

The painted nails. The growing confidence. The smile Ben can no longer suppress.

When friendship becomes attraction, Ben is forced to confront the question beneath his happiness. Does Jamie want the person Ben truly is, or only the beautiful new version emerging in front of him?

A tender friends-to-lovers trans romance about femboy awakening, unexpected desire, and the courage to let yourself be wholly seen.


Her True Form

Alex has waited years to enter Eidolon Realms, the first truly living virtual world. He already knows exactly who he will become. A powerful warrior. An unstoppable hero. The kind of man he has always wished he could be.

The game has other ideas.

TrueForm does not let players create their characters. It looks beneath every expectation, defence and carefully constructed identity, then reveals the person they were always meant to be.

Alex is given Lyrienne, a beautiful female moon fae whose strength lies in music, enchantment and irresistible charm.

Convinced the game has made a mistake, Alex plans to report the character as a bug. Then she meets Freya, a fearless barbarian played by a warm, captivating trans woman named Erin.

Fighting beside her feels effortless. Falling for her feels inevitable. And every hour Alex spends as Lyrienne makes returning to the man outside the game more difficult.

Erin believes she has fallen in love with the woman behind Lyrienne.

Alex is beginning to wonder if he has too.

To claim the life opening before her, Alex must step beyond the safety of Aetheria and allow herself to be seen without magic, moonlight or disguise.


A Changing Moon

Elliot was supposed to board the cruise with the woman he planned to marry. Instead, he arrives alone, carrying a useless engagement ring and the ruins of the only life he has ever known.

Surrounded by happy couples and trapped in a body that has never felt entirely his, Elliot expects to spend the voyage hiding in his cabin. Then, beneath the moonlight, he discovers a group of lost souls gathering at the edge of the ship. They say the sea can reveal what the heart truly wants, if you are brave enough to offer it the truth.

Among them is Eliza, a beautiful, uncertain woman sailing towards a marriage she cannot bring herself to want. As Elliot and Eliza are drawn together, their growing connection awakens desires neither has dared to name.

Under the light of the full moon, the sea offers them the chance to become something new. But accepting its gift will mean letting go of the lives they were given and finding the courage to claim their bodies, their desires, and each other.


A Girl on Stage

Simon has spent his life trying to be the son everyone wanted.

Working alongside his father by day and quietly enduring a life that never quite fits, he has learned to survive by making himself smaller. Then an amateur theatre production changes everything.

Cast as Gem, a woman discovering the courage to live authentically, Simon expects to be acting. Instead, every rehearsal feels less like performance and more like recognition. Beneath the stage lights, in dresses and makeup, he discovers a joy he has never known and begins to wonder whether the role isn't changing him at all, but revealing who she has always been.

Offstage, Tom, the actor playing opposite her, sees the truth long before she is ready to admit it herself. As their friendship deepens into romance, Simon must confront the terrifying possibility that the happiest moments of her life are not happening in character. They are happening because, for the first time, she is becoming herself.

As opening night approaches, the walls between performance and reality begin to crumble. With her family watching, her father's expectations weighing heavily on her heart, and a future she never dared imagine within reach, Simon must decide whether to return to the life she has always known or step into the light as Sapphire.
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