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From PA to Princess

Julian Merritt knows how to be indispensable. Being wanted is another matter.

At twenty-six, Julian has perfected the art of anticipating other people’s needs while hiding his own. Becoming personal assistant to Gideon Vale should be the next step in a carefully managed career. Instead, his powerful new employer notices far too much. Worse, Julian wants him to keep looking.

Behind Gideon’s restraint lies a possessiveness that answers desires Julian has never dared admit. Soft clothes. Firm instructions. The freedom to surrender. Being called his princess feels like permission to become someone Julian has spent a lifetime concealing.

Her name is Juliette.

What begins in private becomes impossible to leave behind when morning comes. Juliette wants the dresses, the tenderness and the man whose attention makes her feel beautiful. But as she begins choosing a life of her own, Gideon’s fear of how deeply he wants her threatens everything they have discovered together.

Juliette is ready to offer him her submission. She cannot offer him the right to decide who she is.

***A steamy trans romance about feminine discovery, and learning to be loved without having to earn it. Featuring an age-gap romance and a happily ever after. Another tale from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One

Julian Merritt arrived twelve minutes early because fifteen would have suggested anxiety and ten might have been mistaken for carelessness. Twelve was deliberate. It gave him enough time to be collected from reception, escorted through security and seated outside Gideon Vale’s office with three minutes remaining before the interview. It allowed for readiness without exposing how much he wanted the job.

He sat with his back held away from the chair and both feet placed evenly on the dark wooden floor. The leather beneath him was soft enough to encourage relaxation, but Julian had no intention of relaxing. His folder rested across his knees, secured beneath one hand. His thumbnail pressed into the side of his index finger until the pressure became painful, stopped, then began again.

He noticed and corrected it.

His shoulders had risen too. Julian lowered them, softened his jaw and drew a measured breath through his nose. Four seconds in, six seconds out. The breath reached only the upper part of his chest, but the appearance of calm mattered more than the reality.

There was nothing to be nervous about. He was qualified for the position. His experience was relevant, his references were excellent and every document he might be asked to produce waited inside the folder on his lap. He had reviewed the role until he could have recited the description from memory. Nervousness was simply a physical response, and physical responses could be controlled.

Julian looked down at his shoes. Black leather, polished that morning, with narrow toes and a heel substantial enough to lend him a little height without revealing that this had been the intention. His navy suit had been altered across the shoulders to give them greater definition. The jacket concealed the slightness of his waist and the straight trousers prevented attention from settling on the shape of his legs. Everything fitted. Nothing clung.

His shirt was white and perfectly opaque. He had rejected the pale blue one because it brought out his eyes too strongly and made the freckles across his nose more visible. The navy tie was masculine without being aggressive. His blond hair had been cut four days earlier, giving it enough time to lose the embarrassing softness it acquired immediately after a trim.

He looked correct.

That was not vanity. Vanity required pleasure. Julian regarded his appearance as another professional responsibility, like preparing a briefing document or checking a reservation before anyone else discovered it had been lost. His face was too fine to survive carelessness. Full lips, pale lashes and eyes an indecisive shade between blue and grey that could become pretty if framed incorrectly. He had learned which choices made them unremarkable.

The reception area occupied one corner of the building’s highest floor. Smoked glass divided it from the offices beyond, revealing movement without offering anything as intimate as detail. Dark stone climbed the walls in long unbroken panels. Brass lines caught the morning light and held it in narrow strips, as though even brightness entered Vale House only where it had been given permission.

Nobody spoke loudly. There were no signs asking for quiet and no receptionist lowering her voice in reprimand. People simply crossed the space with the subdued urgency of visitors inside a place governed by rules they understood without being told. Shoes made brief, respectful sounds against the floor. Doors opened and closed without ever seeming to slam.

Julian had noticed the same quality in every Vale House property he had visited while preparing for the interview. Luxury without ornament. Comfort disciplined into elegance. Even the restaurants seemed to anticipate desire before it became inconvenient enough to express.

The company owned hotels, private residences and dining rooms, but its actual product was control. Guests surrendered the burden of uncertainty at the door. Someone else had already considered the temperature of the room, the weight of the linen and the exact moment another drink should appear beside their hand.

Julian understood the appeal of that.

He also understood the person responsible for it, or believed he did. Gideon Vale had founded the company at twenty-nine with one restored hotel and enough private investment to make failure publicly humiliating. Thirteen years later, Vale House operated across several cities while remaining privately held. Gideon had rejected opportunities for rapid expansion whenever he believed they would weaken his authority over the experience attached to his name.

He gave few interviews. The ones Julian found were brief and frustratingly free of confession. Gideon spoke about responsibility, continuity and the danger of mistaking growth for success. He did not discuss childhood, relationships or the private ambitions journalists repeatedly attempted to uncover. His answers revealed exactly what he intended and nothing more.

Julian had watched each recording several times. This had been research. The fact that he could recall the cadence of Gideon’s voice was incidental.

Gideon spoke slowly, with a depth that made even unremarkable words sound considered. His hands remained still while other people gestured around him. When an interviewer became excited or attempted to push him towards controversy, Gideon did not compete for space. He became quieter, and the other person inevitably began speaking faster.

Julian had wondered what it would feel like to have that attention turned upon him.

The closed office door waited several metres away. It was darker than the surrounding walls and entirely without glass. Gideon Vale’s name appeared beside it in small brass letters. There was no title beneath it. He did not need one inside a company that carried his name.

Julian shifted his grip on the folder, then stopped when the paper gave a faint sound beneath his hand. He had researched the people handling his application as thoroughly as he had researched Gideon. Imani Saye had been with Vale House almost from its foundation. Tobias Reed had served as Gideon’s personal assistant before becoming director of operations. The invitation had named both as contacts, but said only that the final interview would be with Gideon.

The absence of a current assistant was more difficult to understand. Gideon’s previous assistants had either moved into senior positions or disappeared from the company with almost no public trace. Julian had searched professional profiles, announcements and archived pages. He had found no explanation for the present vacancy.

Perhaps the work consumed people. Perhaps Gideon did.

The thought was melodramatic, and Julian dismissed it. Gideon Vale was a businessman, not a creature waiting behind a forbidden door. Julian was not standing in a forest with a basket of offerings. He was sitting in an office with his qualifications arranged chronologically on his lap.

His phone vibrated once inside his jacket.

Julian knew without looking that it would be Mara. She had threatened to send encouraging messages every ten minutes unless he agreed to tell her when the interview ended. The vibration came again, brief and insistent.

He should ignore it. Taking out his phone while waiting outside Gideon’s office would suggest distraction. Nobody was watching him closely enough to care, but that was not the point. Standards did not cease to exist merely because they went unobserved.

The screen remained hidden, yet Julian could imagine the message.

Breathe.

Mara would have followed it with something absurd, perhaps a reminder that Gideon Vale was only a man and therefore statistically likely to have once walked into a door. Julian’s mouth threatened to soften. He pressed his lips together before the expression could become visible.

Wanting the position this badly had become difficult to contain. It sat behind his ribs with the nervous excitement, hot and restless and dangerously close to hope. Julian had learned not to trust hope. It altered a person’s posture. It made them lean towards things.

Need was worse. Need could be detected. Once visible, it gave someone the power to decide whether it would be satisfied.

Julian had built his working life around being useful enough that nobody would need to ask what he wanted. He remembered details, anticipated difficulties and carried whatever other people placed in his hands. At twenty-six, he had already become the person managers relied upon when a problem was too complicated, too delicate or too embarrassing to acknowledge publicly.

Indispensability was safer than affection. It produced clearer evidence.

A door opened somewhere beyond the smoked glass. A man emerged and crossed the reception area towards him. Julian recognised Tobias Reed immediately, although the photographs had not conveyed the warmth in his face or the slight disorder of his dark hair.

Julian stood.

“Mr Merritt. I’m Tobias Reed.”

They shook hands. Tobias glanced at the folder held against Julian’s body, then at the chair he had abandoned.

“You can sit. Gideon is running on time.”

Julian sat because remaining upright after being invited not to would look awkward. Tobias took the neighbouring chair with an ease Julian could not imagine possessing here. He leaned back, crossed one ankle over the opposite knee and appeared entirely unaffected by the closed door nearby.

Julian became conscious of every angle in his own body.

Tobias asked whether his journey had been straightforward. Julian answered that it had, resisting the urge to provide unnecessary detail. A little silence followed. Tobias did not seem troubled by it.

“You’ve prepared.”

Julian looked down at the folder.

“I wanted to be thorough.”

“I can see that.” Tobias’s expression was kind rather than amused. “He won’t try to catch you out.”

Julian thanked him, although the reassurance made something tighten beneath his breastbone. A trick could be anticipated. A trap could be identified and avoided. If Gideon did not intend to catch him out, then there would be nothing to defend himself against except being seen clearly.

Tobias checked his watch and stood. At the same moment, the dark office door opened behind him.

Julian rose too quickly. The folder shifted beneath his hand and his knee struck the edge of the chair, though the pain arrived distantly.

Gideon Vale stood in the doorway.

He was taller than Julian had understood from photographs, broad enough to make the entrance appear narrower around him. His suit was dark and perfectly fitted across shoulders that required no tailoring to create their shape. Thick red hair swept back from his face with less discipline than anything else in the room. His eyes were green, steady and already fixed upon Julian.

“Mr Merritt.”

Gideon spoke his name as though it deserved his complete attention.

Julian had prepared for every likely question.

Beneath the calm weight of Gideon’s gaze, he could not remember a single answer.
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Julian moved because Gideon was waiting for him to move. It was not an instruction, but it carried the same weight. He crossed the threshold into the office and heard the door close behind him with a softness that felt more final than noise would have.

The room was larger than he had expected and less crowded than any working office had a right to be. A long desk stood near the windows, its surface occupied by a closed laptop, several documents and a single black pen. Shelves had been built into one wall, holding books and a few objects Julian could not immediately identify. There were no framed awards, photographs or personal mementos offering an easy route into the man who worked there.

Light entered through windows that stretched almost from floor to ceiling. The city fell away beyond them, reduced by height into glass, stone and silent movement. Julian had seen the view in photographs, but they had flattened its effect. Standing before it felt like reaching the top of something and discovering there was nowhere left to hide.

Gideon indicated the chair opposite his desk.

“Sit. Please.”

The instruction was ordinary. Julian obeyed before considering whether thanks or acknowledgment had been expected. He lowered himself carefully, placed the folder across his knees and resisted the urge to adjust his jacket.

Gideon remained standing for another moment. He said something quiet to Tobias, who answered and withdrew. Julian did not catch the exchange. His attention had become too narrow, drawn helplessly towards the man occupying the room.

Gideon was broad through the shoulders and chest, his size made more apparent by the restraint of his clothing. The dark suit followed his body without advertising it. Nothing pulled or strained, but Julian could see the weight of him beneath it, the physical certainty. Gideon looked like a man who had never needed fabric to persuade anyone of his masculinity.

His hair was redder than it appeared in photographs, a deep copper made darker by the subdued light. It was thick, swept back from his forehead and slightly disordered near one temple. The imperfection should have softened him. Instead, it drew Julian’s attention to the control evident everywhere else.

Gideon sat and opened the copy of Julian’s application waiting before him. His hands were large, the fingers broad and capable around the edge of the paper. Julian noticed a faint pale mark across one knuckle and wondered how it had been made. The thought arrived with an intimacy that startled him, and he looked towards the windows before Gideon could somehow detect it.

He was intimidated. That was all.

Intimidation explained the tightness beneath his ribs and the sudden warmth inside his collar. It explained why Gideon’s voice remained in his body after each word had ended. Julian admired powerful men. He wanted to become the kind of person they recognised as valuable. There was nothing unusual in that.

Gideon looked through the application without appearing to read it. Julian suspected he already knew what it contained.

“You’ve worked with senior executives before.”

It was a statement rather than a question.

“Yes.”

“But never as a personal assistant.”

“No. My previous role included many of the same responsibilities, but the formal position was executive coordinator.”

Gideon’s eyes lifted. They were not merely green. They held variations within them, darker near the edge and unexpectedly bright where the window light caught them. Julian experienced the full arrival of his attention as a change in pressure.

“Why this role?”

Julian had prepared three versions of the answer. One emphasised professional development, another the reputation of Vale House, and the third the unusual breadth of the position. He selected the second because it sounded ambitious without suggesting that he viewed the role as temporary.

“Vale House has a reputation for allowing exceptional people to work at the highest level. The position offers exposure to decisions across the company rather than confining itself to one department. I believe my experience has prepared me to contribute effectively while continuing to develop.”

The answer was polished. Its balance had survived repeated rehearsal. Julian delivered it without hesitation, then waited for Gideon to move to the next question.

Gideon did not.

Silence opened across the desk. It was not hostile, but Julian could feel his answer sitting inside it, neat and weightless. Gideon watched him without impatience. He seemed perfectly willing to remain there until something more truthful appeared.

Julian became aware of the folder beneath his hands. The corner pressed against his palm. He loosened his grip and heard his own breathing in the stillness.

“I like making things work,” he added.

Gideon waited.

Julian should have stopped. Instead, the prepared architecture of his answer began giving way.

“I like understanding what someone needs before it becomes a problem. Organising the things around them so they can concentrate on work only they can do. I find it satisfying when everything happens as it should and nobody needs to see what was required to make that possible.”

Something changed in Gideon’s expression. It was not quite approval. His attention seemed to settle more deeply, holding Julian in place.

“You don’t need recognition?”

“No.”

The answer came too quickly. Julian heard it and knew Gideon had heard it too.

A faint shift touched the corner of Gideon’s mouth, but it disappeared before it became a smile. He looked down at the application again. Julian wanted to correct the answer, though he did not know which part had been wrong.

Gideon asked about a conflict between two directors in Julian’s previous company. The example had been mentioned briefly in his supporting statement, but not in enough detail to explain the outcome. Julian described how he had separated the practical disagreement from the personal one and reorganised a project so neither director was required to publicly concede.

“Which of them was right?”

Julian hesitated. The interview answer was that both perspectives had merit. The truthful answer was less diplomatic.

“Neither of them.”

Gideon looked up.

“They had both become more interested in winning than completing the work.”

“And you told them that?”

“Not in those words.”

This time Gideon did smile, though only briefly. Warmth transformed the severity of his face and vanished again before Julian could properly absorb it. The loss produced an unreasonable sense of disappointment.

The questions continued. There were fewer than Julian had anticipated, but each required more from him than the rehearsed answers could provide. Gideon asked what Julian did when instructions were unclear, how he responded to confidential information and whether loyalty to an employer could ever become a professional weakness.

Julian answered carefully. He believed in clarification, discretion and appropriate boundaries. He knew the language expected of him and arranged it with precision. Yet Gideon’s silences kept exposing the places where his answers were technically correct and personally empty.

When asked about failure, Julian described a cancelled event caused by a venue error. He explained that the issue had been identified forty-six hours beforehand and that he had secured a replacement within five. He mentioned the revised transport, guest communications and additional expenditure, presenting the story as evidence of resilience.

“The error belonged to the venue,” Gideon said.

“Yes, but I should have confirmed their internal booking reference earlier.” Julian realised he had given the wrong interval and corrected himself. “It was forty-eight hours before the event. I apologise.”

Gideon’s gaze remained steady.

“For what?”

Julian briefly wondered whether he had misunderstood the question.

“I gave you the wrong figure.”

“You corrected it.”

“Yes.”

“Then it does not require an apology.”

The words were delivered without reassurance. Gideon did not soften them into kindness or dismiss the error as unimportant. He simply removed the moral weight Julian had placed upon it.

Something inside Julian faltered.

Mistakes had always exceeded the space they occupied. A forgotten detail became carelessness. Carelessness became unreliability. Unreliability became evidence that someone had been wrong to trust him. The chain operated too quickly to be seen, each link pulling the next into place before Julian could question whether any of them belonged together.

Gideon had broken it with a sentence.

Julian lowered his eyes to the folder. He wanted to thank him, which would have been absurd. There was nothing generous in being told not to apologise. Gideon had merely corrected an inefficient behaviour.

Still, the correction settled somewhere Julian could feel it.

Gideon turned one page of the application.

“What would your previous employer describe as your greatest weakness?”

Julian found familiar ground with relief. He spoke about perfectionism, high standards and his occasional reluctance to delegate. The answer admitted enough to suggest self-awareness while transforming each flaw into a desirable quality.

Gideon listened without expression.

Julian reached the end and felt the silence waiting for him again.

“That answer has served you well.”

Heat moved beneath Julian’s collar.

“It is true.”

“Partly.”

Gideon offered nothing more. He left Julian to decide whether to defend himself or attempt the question again.

The prepared answer lingered uselessly in his mind. Julian thought of evenings spent correcting work nobody had asked him to review. He thought of carrying tension home because someone else had been careless, then returning early enough to protect them from the consequences. He thought of how often relief arrived only when there was nothing left he could possibly do.

“I take responsibility for things that haven’t been given to me.”

The admission sounded different in this room. Smaller and more naked.

Gideon’s face did not soften. Julian was grateful for that. Comfort would have made the exposure unbearable.

“Do you know how to put something down when you’re instructed?”

The question moved through Julian with slow, unsettling force. Gideon’s voice had lowered slightly, or perhaps Julian had only become more attentive to it. He imagined those broad hands lifting a burden from his grip. He imagined being told that he had done enough and discovering that the decision no longer belonged to him.

“Yes.”

The answer was quiet.

Gideon held his gaze for a moment longer than the interview required. Julian could not read what he found there. He only knew that looking away would have felt like disobedience.

Then Gideon reached towards the far side of the desk and lifted a thin black folder. He placed it in front of Julian and rested two fingers upon its cover.

“The position requires judgment, not merely organisation.”

Julian looked down at the folder.

Gideon pushed it across the desk.

“Show me.”
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Julian drew the folder towards him.

Inside was a printed schedule for the following Thursday, accompanied by travel estimates, briefing notes and a collection of requests from people who appeared accustomed to being accommodated. The first page looked orderly. Its impossibility emerged only when Julian began comparing the times.

Several meetings overlapped. Others had been arranged in different parts of the city without allowing for travel. A lunch with an influential investor competed with a session Gideon had promised to junior staff, while an evening appearance could only be reached by abandoning an acquisition meeting before the required documents had been approved.

Julian understood the task. He was not being asked to find hidden time. Gideon wanted to know whose expectations Julian would disappoint.

He took the pen from beside the folder and began.

For the first few minutes, he attempted to preserve everything. He reduced meetings, moved calls into journeys and placed document reviews into spaces intended for meals. The schedule tightened beneath his hand until every minute carried an obligation. It was technically possible, assuming traffic remained perfect, nobody spoke for too long and Gideon possessed no physical needs.

Julian stared at what he had made.

He had done what he always did. Every demand had been absorbed. Nothing had been refused. The cost of satisfying everyone had been placed upon the person at the centre of the schedule, who would be expected to move through the day without pause or error.

Julian became aware of Gideon watching him.

The knowledge had never entirely left. It had remained at the edge of his concentration, present as warmth remained after a hand had been removed. Now it returned with enough force to make Julian conscious of his body.

His fingers looked small around Gideon’s pen. The cuffs of his shirt revealed narrow wrists, too pale against the dark surface of the desk. He wondered whether his shoulders had curved while he worked and corrected them without looking up. The movement made his jacket pull more tightly across the structure sewn into it.

Gideon said nothing.

He did not need to. His attention possessed a quality Julian had never encountered before. It was neither impatient nor vague. Gideon was not waiting for entertainment or searching for an opportunity to expose him. He simply watched, still enough that Julian could feel the full weight of being observed.

Most expectations were invisible. They multiplied in Julian’s imagination until every choice risked violating a requirement nobody had clearly expressed. He spent his life trying to satisfy people who changed the rules while he was following them.

Gideon had given him one task.

Show me.

The simplicity of it began to quiet him. Julian did not have to impress the investors, directors or journalists whose demands filled the folder. He did not need to anticipate a dozen judgments. For the duration of the exercise, there was only Gideon, seated across from him, waiting to see what he would do.

Julian stopped trying to save everything.

He crossed out the investor lunch and protected the meeting with the junior staff. He delegated an operations review to Tobias, declined an appearance that offered visibility but no clear value, and restored realistic travel time between the remaining appointments. He gave Gideon space to eat, then felt oddly self-conscious about having done so.

The decision suggested a degree of concern that exceeded administration. Julian had watched enough interviews to notice the signs of fatigue Gideon believed he concealed. His movements became smaller after long days. His voice lost none of its control, but each answer grew shorter, as though unnecessary language had become another expenditure.

Julian had no right to care whether Gideon ate.

He left the space untouched.

“Why keep that meeting?”

Gideon’s voice moved through the quiet without disturbing it. Julian followed his gaze to the session with the management trainees.

“It was promised three months ago.”

“The other meeting could bring significant investment.”

“Yes.”

“And you would refuse it?”

Julian looked at the schedule. He could reverse the decision. Gideon had given him enough information to understand which answer carried greater commercial value. Perhaps this was an opportunity to recognise the hint and correct himself.

Yet Gideon had asked why.

“Cancelling for a third time would tell your staff that a promise only matters until someone more important asks for the same time.”

Julian heard the directness of his own answer and braced for some reaction. Gideon offered none. His green eyes remained upon him, steady and unreadable.

Julian resisted the urge to continue speaking. Silence was not necessarily an invitation to fill it. He had learned that during the interview, though every instinct still insisted he explain himself until disagreement became impossible.

After a moment, Gideon looked back at the folder.

Julian continued.

The task became easier once he accepted that a good schedule required absence as well as presence. Gideon could not attend everything. Julian’s role was not to create a fiction in which he could.

One final conflict remained. The acquisition meeting and the evening forum could not coexist. Julian checked the travel estimates, searched the briefing papers for an overlooked alternative and found none.

He knew which one should remain. Saying so was different.

Telling Gideon that something could not be done felt dangerously close to failing him. Julian could solve, rearrange and absorb. He could work late, arrive early and make the consequences of other people’s demands disappear inside himself. A refusal left the desire unsatisfied and placed Julian beside the absence.

He felt Gideon waiting.

The stillness across the desk did not press upon him. It held.

Julian placed the final page flat.

“You cannot attend both.”

Gideon’s expression did not change.

“Which do you keep?”

“The acquisition.”

“And the forum?”

“I would apologise personally and send Imani in your place. Then offer them an exclusive session at their next event.”

“They may refuse.”

“Yes.”

The single word felt exposed between them. Julian kept his eyes on Gideon’s face.

“Are you certain?”

Certainty was not what Julian felt. He felt his pulse against the narrow confinement of his collar and the warmth gathering beneath his shirt. He felt small inside the office, suspended high above the city with a man who seemed capable of seeing every attempt he made to conceal himself.

But the decision was correct.

“Yes.”

Something passed through Gideon’s eyes. Julian could not name it, but the air between them seemed to change around his answer.

Gideon gave the smallest inclination of his head.

Julian returned to the schedule and checked it once more. His awareness of Gideon did not recede. It deepened, becoming less like scrutiny and more like a presence at his back, though Gideon remained seated in front of him.

Julian imagined what it might be like to work within that presence every day. To carry Gideon’s instructions and know exactly what was required. To become so attuned to him that no explanation would be necessary. The thought produced a sensation that was not entirely professional, a warm tightening low in his body that he immediately interpreted as ambition.

He wanted the job.

That was all.

He set the pen beside the folder and began explaining his decisions. Gideon listened without interrupting. Julian kept the account concise, but as he reached the protected space for lunch, uncertainty returned.

“The forty minutes could be reduced if necessary. I allowed for delays after the property inspection, but I may have overestimated the time required. The call before it could also be moved, although I should have marked that clearly. I’m sorry.”

“Enough.”

Julian fell silent.

The response was immediate and complete. Gideon’s voice had not hardened, yet it moved through Julian with the clean force of an instruction meant to be obeyed. His mouth closed. His hands became still.

Relief followed before embarrassment could take its place.

For one strange moment, Julian did not have to search for another improvement. Gideon had decided that the task was finished. The boundary existed outside Julian, firm enough that he could rest against it.

He lowered his eyes to conceal how deeply the command had reached him.

Gideon drew the folder across the desk.

He examined the schedule in silence. His attention moved from one amendment to the next, following the path Julian had taken through the problem. He turned back to the first page, compared two notes and read the final proposal again.

The longer he studied it, the more Julian’s confidence began to collapse.

Perhaps the original impossible schedule had been a test of endurance rather than judgment. Perhaps the investor lunch should have remained. Perhaps allocating Gideon time to eat appeared presumptuous rather than thoughtful. Julian had made decisions about the priorities of a company he did not yet understand and presented them with a certainty he did not possess.

Gideon turned another page.

Julian could hear the paper moving beneath his hands. Outside the windows, the city continued far below, indifferent to the fact that his future had narrowed to the expression of one man.

He watched Gideon’s face for clues and found none. The earlier questions had been easier than this silence. Then Julian had been able to act, answer and correct. Now there was nothing left to offer.

Gideon reached the final page and paused.

Julian’s thumbnail found the side of his finger beneath the desk. He pressed until the small pain gave his anxiety somewhere to exist.

Then Gideon looked up.

His face softened into a smile.

It was not the fleeting suggestion of amusement Julian had glimpsed earlier. This was warmer and entirely unguarded, altering the strong lines of Gideon’s face and bringing light into his green eyes. For the first time since entering the room, Julian saw not only the authority Gideon carried but the man beneath it.

“You’ve done very well, Julian.”

The praise landed before Julian could prepare for it.

Warmth opened beneath his ribs and spread through his chest, loosening something that had been held tight for so long he had mistaken it for structure. His next breath entered too quickly. He felt it catch, small and audible, while pleasure moved through him with an intensity the words did not seem large enough to explain.

People had praised Julian before. They called him reliable, capable and exceptionally organised. They thanked him when he prevented disasters and forgot him again once the danger had passed. Approval was usually payment for usefulness, offered quickly before the next requirement replaced it.

This felt different.

Gideon had watched him. Not the result alone, but the uncertainty, the correction and the moment Julian chose an answer he could not make painless. He had seen the whole process and found it worthy.

Julian’s eyes lowered.

The movement happened without permission. So did the faint heat rising into his cheeks. He wanted to look at Gideon, but being seen inside the pleasure of pleasing him felt more intimate than the interview had any right to become.

When Julian finally raised his gaze, Gideon was still watching him.

The smile had faded, but its warmth remained. Something quiet passed between them, delicate and charged. Gideon’s attention rested upon Julian as though his reaction had become another answer, one neither of them had known to ask for.

“Tobias will discuss the terms with you.”

It took Julian a moment to understand.

“You’re offering me the position?”

“I am.”

Joy rose through him, bright and almost weightless. He contained it before it could reach his face, though not before Gideon saw.

“Thank you.”

“You earned it.”

The second compliment entered the space opened by the first. Julian could find no defence against it.

He gathered his documents carefully and stood when Gideon did. Their hands met across the desk. Gideon’s grip was firm, his palm warm and large enough to enclose Julian’s hand without effort.

The contact lasted only a moment.

Julian felt it long after Gideon released him.

Tobias was waiting outside. He congratulated Julian and led him into another room to discuss salary, benefits and the expected start date. Gideon joined them briefly while tea was being served, then left Tobias to explain the terms. Julian asked sensible questions, took clear notes and presented himself as the composed professional Vale House had chosen.

When he eventually left the building, he carried the same folder and wore the same carefully constructed suit. His reflection moved through the smoked glass beside him, narrow and immaculate and apparently unchanged.

Inside, something had shifted.

Mara called twice during the journey home. Julian sent her a message confirming that he had been offered the position, then closed his eyes against the window and tried to think about the opportunity before him.

He should have been considering the salary, the responsibility and the future opening around him.

Instead, he saw Gideon smile. He heard that deep, measured voice saying his name, and then telling him he had done well.

The warmth returned as though the words had only just been spoken.

Julian sat with it all the way home.


Two

Julian arrived twenty-three minutes early on his first morning.

There was no interview etiquette to protect him now. He had been hired to anticipate, prepare and remain ahead of whatever the day required. Being early was no longer evidence of anxiety. It was simply part of becoming the person Gideon Vale had believed him capable of being.

The reception area looked different without the interview waiting at its centre. The dark stone and smoked glass remained, but the building no longer felt like somewhere Julian had entered on trial. His security pass opened the barrier with a subdued green light, admitting him into corridors he had previously been escorted through. He experienced a small, private pleasure at the recognition.

His desk occupied an alcove outside Gideon’s office. It was larger than Julian had expected and already prepared with a computer, telephone and several sealed folders. The surface was immaculate. No abandoned stationery, forgotten coffee cup or object belonging to the person who had worked there before him offered any clue about what the role had been.

Julian placed his own folder beside the keyboard. His suit was charcoal today, structured across the shoulders and severe enough to make him feel armoured. He straightened the cuffs of his white shirt, checked that his tie remained centred and turned towards the closed office door.

Light showed beneath it.

Gideon was already working.

Julian had arrived before seven thirty. The knowledge unsettled him, though he could not decide whether this was because he had hoped to arrive first or because Gideon’s unseen presence altered the atmosphere around him. The silence no longer belonged to an empty office. It belonged to the man behind the door.

He sat, opened the first folder and began reading.

Tobias appeared ten minutes later carrying two cups. He passed one to Julian without asking and nodded towards the office as though he had followed Julian’s attention there.

“He usually arrives early.”

Julian accepted the tea. No sugar, a small amount of milk. He wondered whether Tobias had remembered from their conversation after the interview or consulted the hospitality preference entered during his induction paperwork.

“I’ll arrive earlier tomorrow.”

Tobias’s expression suggested amusement rather than approval.

“He’ll only start arriving earlier too.”

The remark offered an image of Gideon moving through the building before dawn, endlessly retreating from anyone attempting to anticipate him. Julian lowered his gaze to the folder before his mouth could betray a smile.

The induction moved quickly. Tobias showed him the diary system, explained which directors had unrestricted access and identified the people who would claim an emergency whenever they wanted Gideon’s attention. He described the formal responsibilities of the role, then spent longer explaining the things that would never appear in its written description.

Gideon disliked being reminded of obligations he had not forgotten. He expected bad news to be delivered immediately and without ceremony. He did not want to be asked whether he needed time to think. If he became quiet near the windows, the time had already been taken.

Most importantly, Gideon did not want to feel managed.

The work should arrange itself around him so cleanly that he could move through it without seeing the effort involved. Julian’s role was not to shepherd him from one commitment to the next. It was to make each necessary path appear open before Gideon reached it.

Julian understood. It was the kind of work he had always done, though nobody had previously described it as something valuable in itself.

Tobias introduced him to the senior staff as the morning progressed. Imani Saye assessed Julian with a directness almost equal to Gideon’s, asked two questions about his previous role and appeared satisfied when he answered without attempting to impress her. Felix Mora welcomed him with enough charm for three people and warned him not to believe Tobias’s claim that the building contained a functional printer.

The names settled into the company structure Julian had memorised. Faces, habits and informal authority began arranging themselves around them. By midmorning, he knew who interrupted, who waited to be invited and who assumed Julian would not yet understand enough to challenge them.

Gideon’s door opened shortly before ten.

Julian rose before he could question whether standing was necessary.

Gideon wore a dark suit with a muted green tie that deepened the colour of his eyes. His thick red hair looked as though he had pushed a hand through it while reading, leaving one side less controlled than the other. He seemed larger than Julian remembered, perhaps because nothing separated them now but the narrow space around Julian’s desk.

“Good morning.”

The greeting was directed at both men, but Gideon’s gaze settled briefly upon Julian.

“Good morning.”

Julian heard the formality in his own voice and wished he could retrieve it. Gideon gave no sign that he found it strange.

“Has Tobias given you time to settle?”

“Yes. We’ve covered the diary, current priorities and the reporting structure.”

Gideon looked at Tobias, who nodded.

“And tea, I see.”

The observation should not have mattered. Julian looked down at the cup beside his computer and felt an absurd spark of pleasure that Gideon had remembered what he drank during the contract meeting.

Gideon handed him a document. His fingers released it only after Julian had taken hold, bringing their hands close enough for Julian to register the size of his and the warmth remaining in the paper.

“Read this before midday. I want anything that requires a decision separated from everything included merely to make the author appear thorough.”

Julian glanced at the document. More than sixty pages.

“Yes.”

Gideon’s eyes remained on him for another moment. Then he returned to his office and closed the door.

The physical awareness stayed.

Julian sat and opened the document, concentrating on the work because the alternative was thinking about Gideon’s hand. His attraction was not subtle enough to misunderstand. It lived in his body as heat, tension and a heightened awareness of every distance between them.

He had found men attractive before. He had simply never arranged his understanding of himself around the possibility. Those moments had been brief enough to ignore and distant enough to classify as appreciation. Wanting Gideon felt immediate, physical and dangerously specific.

Julian wanted to hear that voice closer to him. He wanted to know how Gideon’s broad chest felt beneath the dark fabric of his suit. He wanted those green eyes to settle upon him with the same undivided attention they had given him during the interview.

None of those wants had a place at his desk.

He read.

The report contained sixteen pages of useful information concealed inside graphs, duplicated explanations and language designed to prevent any conclusion from appearing vulnerable to challenge. Julian stripped it down to three pages. He marked two decisions requiring Gideon’s authority and identified a third that had been presented as settled despite lacking sufficient evidence.

Gideon emerged shortly before midday. Julian handed him the summary without explanation. Gideon read the first page while standing beside the desk.

His proximity changed Julian’s breathing.

Gideon smelled faintly of cedar and clean fabric, with something warmer beneath that Julian could not identify without admitting he was trying. His body occupied the edge of Julian’s awareness, steady and substantial. Julian kept his eyes on the document and felt the heat of him along one side.

“This is clear.”

“Thank you.”

Gideon turned to the second page.

“You caught the unsupported assumption.”

Julian nodded.

“Well done.”

The words were quiet and professional. They still entered beneath his ribs and opened there as warmth. Julian felt his posture soften before he corrected it.

Gideon carried the summary into his office. The original report remained on Julian’s desk, sixty pages reduced to three and a simple expression of approval.

It was only his first morning.

By the second day, Julian had begun learning the shape of Gideon’s attention. Gideon did not praise extravagantly, but neither did he withhold recognition to manufacture insecurity. If work was good, he said so. If something was wrong, he identified it without turning the error into a judgment upon the person responsible.

Julian found this almost disorienting.

He had spent years treating approval as weather, searching every expression for the first sign of change. Gideon made expectations solid. His instructions had edges. Julian knew when he had met them and, more strangely, when he had done enough.

He also discovered that Gideon rarely asked twice. A request made once remained active in his mind until it had been completed or deliberately rejected. He expected other people to possess the same continuity.

Julian did.

Before Gideon requested the briefing papers for an afternoon meeting, Julian had already placed them on his desk. When a director attempted to add a vague discussion to a crowded morning, Julian declined it and replaced the space with twenty minutes of uninterrupted work. He exchanged Gideon’s cold coffee for a fresh cup during a telephone call without speaking or drawing attention to the interruption.

Gideon noticed everything.

Sometimes the recognition was no more than a glance. Sometimes it was Julian’s name followed by a quiet thanks. Each instance produced the same unreasonable warmth, though Julian became better at preventing the response from reaching his face.

Attraction made the work harder and easier at once. Gideon’s presence unsettled him, but pleasing him created a clarity Julian had rarely experienced. There was no space for nervous speculation when Gideon gave him a task. The instruction gathered his attention into a single point.

He liked the certainty of it.

By the third morning, Gideon had stopped explaining several of his smaller requests. He handed Julian a message from a director, and Julian understood from the absence of comment that he was expected to resolve it. Gideon placed a contract on his desk, and Julian knew which clauses required comparison with the previous agreement.

They began moving around each other with the first hints of rhythm.

Julian was arranging the afternoon diary when Gideon stepped out of his office wearing his coat. A car was waiting to take him to a meeting with the owners of a property Vale House intended to acquire. Tobias had told Julian that morning that he would remain behind and use the time to finish his induction.

Gideon walked several steps towards the lift, then stopped.

He looked back at Julian.

“Come with me.”

The instruction was calm, offered as though Gideon had already assumed Julian belonged at his side.

Julian closed the diary and stood.

The pleasure of being chosen followed him all the way to the lift.
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The car waiting below Vale House was long, dark and silent inside. Gideon entered first and moved across the rear seat, leaving Julian to take the place beside him. The space was generous, yet the closing door made Julian conscious of how completely they had been enclosed together.

Gideon opened a folder as the car pulled away. His knee rested several inches from Julian’s, the dark fabric of his trousers stretched across a powerful thigh. Julian looked towards the window and watched buildings pass in the glass, layered over Gideon’s faint reflection.

He had expected to spend the journey taking notes. Instead, Gideon asked what he thought of the proposed acquisition.

Julian had read only the preliminary documents, but he understood the question was not a test of how much he could repeat. Gideon wanted to know what Julian had noticed. He gave his assessment carefully, identifying the strength of the existing staff and the weakness hidden inside the optimistic forecasts.

Gideon listened without interrupting. The car turned, shifting Julian slightly towards him. Their knees touched for less than a second before Julian corrected himself.

Gideon did not appear to notice.

The contact remained in Julian’s body anyway. It sat beneath his concentration as a small, persistent heat while Gideon asked another question and trusted him to answer it.

That journey established something between them. Not intimacy, however eagerly Julian’s body wanted to misinterpret it, but a working rhythm that developed too quickly to feel entirely ordinary. Gideon spoke, Julian understood. Julian offered an observation, and Gideon used it.

By the end of the first week, Gideon no longer explained why he placed documents on Julian’s desk. Julian could identify what required checking from the order of the pages and the small mark Gideon made beside anything that troubled him. Sometimes he returned the document with only a note. Sometimes he entered the office and found Gideon already reaching for it.

Their hands rarely touched.

Julian became aware of every occasion when they almost did.

The space between Gideon’s fingers and his own seemed to gather all the things Julian refused to imagine. He noticed the breadth of Gideon’s knuckles, the reddish hair across the backs of his hands and the care with which such strength handled paper, glass and anything easily damaged.

Gideon gave no sign that the exchange carried any meaning beyond efficiency. He accepted Julian’s work, thanked him and moved on. The absence of hesitation made Julian feel both safer and more foolish.

Their communication continued refining itself. During meetings, Gideon needed only to glance towards him for Julian to know which figure he wanted confirmed. Julian learned the slight change in Gideon’s posture that meant a conversation had ceased to be useful. When Gideon became still, Julian brought the meeting towards its end.

Gideon noticed Julian’s signals too. If Julian placed a page at the top of the folder, Gideon read it first. If he waited beside the door rather than returning to his desk, Gideon understood that something required private attention. Decisions moved between them with fewer words each day.

Julian found the compatibility exhilarating.

Gideon was not dependent upon him. He had built Vale House without Julian and could continue running it if Julian disappeared tomorrow. Every act of reliance was therefore a choice.

That distinction mattered. Julian did not want to be needed because Gideon was incapable. He wanted to be selected by a man capable of almost anything.

The crisis arrived during his second week.

A private dinner for investors and property owners was moved forward by two days when the principal guest changed his travel plans. The event had been intended to introduce a major development and secure support before the acquisition became public. Several departments had prepared different versions of the same information, each shaped around its own priorities.

The shortened deadline exposed every disagreement.

Communications wanted spectacle. Finance wanted caution. Development wanted promises nobody else was prepared to make. By midday, three briefing documents circulated with conflicting figures, and the principal guest had requested additional places for people whose presence would change the confidential nature of the evening.

Julian carried the problem into Gideon’s office.

Gideon read the revised guest list once and rejected it. He chose the figures that could be defended, removed two proposed announcements and gave Julian authority to coordinate everything else.

There was no dramatic declaration of trust. Gideon simply decided, then expected the company to follow Julian as an extension of that decision.

For the next several hours, they worked close together.

Gideon remained in the office while Julian moved between departments, returning whenever a choice required his authority. Each time Julian entered, Gideon looked up at once. The immediacy of that attention sent a small charge through him no matter how often it happened.

Julian stood beside Gideon’s chair while they reduced the presentation. Gideon leaned forward to read the screen, bringing his shoulder close to Julian’s chest. His scent rose in the warmth between them, cedar and clean skin, familiar now but no less affecting.

Julian’s hand rested on the desk. Gideon placed his own beside it while pointing to a figure, close enough that Julian could feel heat without contact.

“Remove that.”

Julian did.

The simplicity of the exchange steadied him. Gideon decided what mattered. Julian made it possible.

He rejected decorative additions that weakened the purpose of the dinner. He asked Imani to confirm the financial material, gave Felix a clear limit on what could be presented publicly and reduced the guest list without offering apologies designed to invite negotiation.

When someone challenged his authority, Gideon answered before Julian needed to defend it.

“Julian speaks for me.”

The words were delivered from across the room, calm enough that conversation resumed almost immediately. Julian carried them for the rest of the day.

The dinner began on time.

Julian remained at the edge of the private dining room, close enough to act but far enough from the table to disappear when nothing was required. Candlelight moved across dark glass and polished metal. Gideon sat near the centre, broad and composed, listening more often than he spoke.

Once, Gideon looked across the room and found Julian watching.

The glance lasted only long enough for Gideon to tilt his head towards one of the guests. Julian understood that the man’s glass had remained empty and signalled quietly to the waiting staff.

The moment should have been nothing. Yet Julian felt the recognition of it, the silent exchange passing across a room full of people. He knew what Gideon needed. Gideon trusted him to know.

The presentation succeeded. Conversation remained focused, the conflicting figures never surfaced and the principal guest agreed to continue negotiations privately. Julian felt the evening settle into its intended shape.

As the guests prepared to leave, one of the senior directors complimented Gideon on how smoothly everything had been arranged. Gideon turned slightly, locating Julian without needing to search.

“Julian made it possible.”

The credit was offered simply, in front of everyone.

Julian felt heat rise into his face. He gave an appropriate acknowledgment and turned towards the departing guests before anyone could see how deeply four words had reached him.

Later, the dining room stood empty. Staff cleared the last glasses while Julian checked the following morning’s schedule. Gideon approached from behind and stopped beside him.

Julian sensed him before he looked up. His body had already learned the pressure of Gideon’s presence, the way the space around him seemed to become denser and more deliberate.

“You handled tonight exceptionally well.”

Julian’s hand tightened around the tablet.

“Thank you.”

“You’ve made yourself invaluable remarkably quickly.”

The compliment entered him with slow, spreading warmth. It was not extravagant. Gideon did not flatter, and that made every expression of approval feel precise enough to trust.

Julian’s breath caught.

His eyes lowered before he could stop them, landing on the open collar of Gideon’s shirt and the glimpse of copper hair beneath. Attraction moved through him, heavier now, tangled with the pleasure of having satisfied this man.

He forced himself to look up.

Gideon’s expression remained kind and composed. If he had noticed Julian’s response, nothing in his face revealed it. He gave a quiet goodnight and left Julian standing beside the empty table with his praise still opening inside him.

Felix found Julian the next morning reviewing a press summary at his desk. He leaned against the partition and observed that Gideon had already begun asking for Julian whenever anyone else attempted to help him.

“You’re his favourite.”

Julian did not look up.

“I’m his assistant.”

Felix’s smile remained visible at the edge of his vision.

“That wasn’t a denial.”

The word followed Julian home.

Mara took one look at him that evening and asked what had happened. They sat in her apartment with food cooling between them while Julian tried to describe the dinner, the impossible deadline and the satisfaction of making everything work. He talked about the company, then about the way Gideon made decisions. He described Gideon trusting his judgment and publicly crediting him.

Mara listened until Julian ran out of professional language.

“You want him.”

There was no point denying it. The truth had become too large for the careful explanations Julian placed around it.

“Yes.”

Saying it aloud changed the shape of the attraction. It no longer belonged only to stolen glances, remembered proximity and the private response of his body. It existed in the room with them.

Mara asked whether Gideon wanted him too.

Julian looked down at his hands.

“I don’t think so.”

The admission contained disappointment and relief in almost equal measure. Gideon had never flirted with him, touched him unnecessarily or allowed his gaze to linger. His kindness was consistent with the way he treated people. His praise referred to work Julian had genuinely done well.

Whatever charge Julian felt existed on his side of the space between them.

That was safer.

He could keep the attraction private and let it become another thing he managed well. He could enjoy Gideon’s presence, accept his praise and take satisfaction in being useful without threatening the position he had already begun to treasure.

The decision felt sensible by the time Julian went to bed.

It survived until the following morning.

Gideon came to stand beside his desk, close enough that Julian felt warmth along his shoulder. He placed a document before him, then said Julian’s name in that deep, measured voice.

Every careful resolution disappeared before Gideon reached the end of the sentence.
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By the beginning of his third week, Julian had stopped feeling new.

The sensation had less to do with familiarity than usefulness. He knew which calls Gideon would accept, which meetings required complete preparation and which people disguised indecision beneath urgency. He no longer checked the diary before answering ordinary questions. When Gideon stepped out of his office and said his name, Julian was already reaching for whatever the moment required.

Other people noticed the change too.

A senior director appeared at Julian’s desk one morning and asked to see Gideon. He offered no appointment and treated Julian’s request for context as an inconvenience. When Julian refused to interrupt a confidential call, the man walked past him and knocked on Gideon’s door anyway.

Gideon opened it, listened to less than a sentence and looked towards Julian.

“Have you spoken to Mr Merritt?”

The director admitted that he had.

“Then you already have my answer.”

Gideon closed the door.

The exchange took less than a minute. Julian felt it for the rest of the morning.

Gideon had not needed protection from the interruption. He was perfectly capable of refusing anyone who entered his office. Sending the director back to Julian had been something else. It established that Julian’s authority did not exist only when Gideon was absent. Gideon had placed it between them and expected other people to respect it.

Julian took a quiet satisfaction in becoming necessary.

Gideon began including him in meetings that extended beyond the original boundaries of the role. He trusted Julian with acquisition figures, private correspondence and appointments that never appeared on the company calendar. He asked what Julian thought, then remembered the answer days later.

The trust did not make Gideon careless. He remained entirely capable of managing every part of his life without assistance. Julian saw the speed with which he read, the precision of his memory and the ease with which he held several decisions in his mind at once.

Gideon could function perfectly well alone.

He was choosing not to.

That choice fed something inside Julian more effectively than dependence ever could. He did not want to support weakness. He wanted a powerful man to look across a room full of capable people and decide that Julian was the one he wanted beside him.

The attraction had settled into every part of the working day. It no longer arrived only through proximity or the accidental meeting of their eyes. Gideon’s kindness had made it more difficult to contain.

Desire could have remained fantasy if Gideon were merely handsome and distant. Julian could have admired the width of his shoulders, the deep copper of his hair and the strength visible in his hands without allowing any of it to touch his heart. Bodies could be wanted privately and without consequence.

Kindness invited tenderness.

Gideon noticed when Julian became tired. He remembered the conclusion of conversations interrupted hours earlier. He thanked Julian for work other people treated as invisible and never behaved as though dedication entitled him to more.

When Julian stayed late, Gideon did not simply accept the sacrifice. He asked whether it was necessary.

Julian usually found a way to make it sound necessary.

The longest day of that week began before sunrise and continued through a sequence of meetings that left neither of them alone for more than a few minutes. By late afternoon, Gideon’s coffee had gone cold twice. Julian had eaten nothing since breakfast and had stopped noticing the ache behind his eyes.

He ordered food to Gideon’s office before the final call.

The delivery arrived in plain boxes, still warm. Julian arranged it on the small table near the windows, placed water beside Gideon’s chair and returned to the desk with his tablet.

Gideon looked from the food to Julian.

“Where is yours?”

“I’ll eat later.”

“Sit.”

The instruction entered Julian before he had time to resist it.

He sat opposite Gideon. Gideon divided the food between them and passed him a fork.

For several minutes, they ate without speaking. The city had darkened beyond the windows, its lights suspended below them like something glimpsed from another world. The office was quiet without the day’s movement pressing at its walls.

Gideon had removed his jacket and rolled his shirtsleeves to his forearms. The change made him appear both less formal and more powerfully physical. Copper hair caught the light along his skin. His watch sat around one broad wrist, dark and understated, while his hands moved with the same care Julian had noticed during the interview.

Julian tried not to watch him eat.

The silence did not feel uncomfortable. It rested between them, softened by the small domestic sounds of cutlery and paper containers. They had shared rooms, cars and crowded tables, but this was the first time Julian had occupied stillness with him.

The intimacy was almost entirely imagined.

That did not make it less affecting.

Julian pictured Gideon in another room without the city beneath him. A private kitchen. His tie removed, the upper buttons of his shirt open, his sleeves turned back in the same practical folds. Julian imagined sitting across from him after a day belonging to neither Vale House nor anyone else.

The fantasy shifted before he could stop it.

Gideon would tell him to sit and Julian would sit. He would decide when Julian had worked enough, when he should eat and when he should rest. Those instructions would carry no professional purpose. Gideon would give them simply because he expected to be obeyed.

A pulse of heat moved through Julian.

He lowered his eyes to his food and ate without tasting it.

Gideon asked whether something was wrong. Julian said no, too quickly and with more formality than the question required. The concern in Gideon’s face faded into polite acceptance.

Julian hated the distance he had created and needed it at the same time.

The following morning, he addressed Gideon as Mr Vale for the first time since his interview. Gideon looked at him strangely but did not comment. By midday, the unnecessary formality had exhausted itself beneath the demands of the work.

Their rhythm returned.

A difficult meeting ended with an agreement nobody had expected to reach. Gideon waited until the other participants had left before telling Julian that his intervention had changed the direction of the discussion. He said Julian’s judgment was sound and that the meeting had gone better because he was there.

Another day, Julian noticed a discrepancy hidden inside a property assessment. Gideon thanked him before Julian could dismiss it as part of his role.

Near the end of the week, Julian passed Gideon’s partially open office door and heard his own name. Tobias stood just inside, holding a folder.

Gideon was telling Tobias that hiring him had been the correct decision.

The praise was never lavish. That was why Julian trusted it. Gideon used words with the same restraint he brought to everything else, offering only what he meant.

Julian began wanting more.

He told himself this was ambition. Approval showed that he was performing well and that his position had become secure. Wanting professional success was ordinary.

It did not explain why Gideon’s compliments remained warm inside him hours later. It did not explain the small lift in his chest whenever Gideon looked pleased or the ache of disappointment when a day passed without that recognition.

Several people were absent from the office by Thursday. A seasonal illness had moved through one department and begun spreading across the building. Julian noticed the empty desks without considering himself vulnerable to the same interruption.

His throat began hurting that afternoon.

He drank water and ignored it. A headache developed behind his eyes before the final meeting, accompanied by an ache across his shoulders that he attributed to tension. There was too much to complete before the following morning.

The meeting ahead had taken weeks to arrange. Gideon would be negotiating with the owners of a property essential to Vale House’s next stage of expansion. Julian had prepared every document, researched every participant and identified the points most likely to create resistance.

Nobody understood the material as completely as he did.

He worked into the evening, becoming slower without acknowledging it. Numbers that would ordinarily have remained fixed in his memory began slipping from one reading to the next. When Gideon asked for the projected renovation cost, Julian gave him the acquisition figure instead.

He corrected himself immediately.

Gideon did not move on.

“You’re pale.”

“The light in here is quite cold.”

It was an absurd answer. Julian heard that as clearly as Gideon did.

Gideon stood and came around the desk. His attention moved across Julian’s face with a directness that made the attraction between them briefly irrelevant. Julian resisted the urge to retreat when Gideon raised one hand.

For one suspended moment, he thought Gideon might touch his forehead.

The hand stopped before contact. Gideon lowered it.

“Go home.”

Julian’s stomach tightened.

“I’m fine. The meeting notes still need checking.”

“I can see that you’re not fine.”

“I’ll finish the notes and leave.”

Gideon’s expression remained calm. The stillness around him deepened, that familiar gathering of authority Julian had learned to recognise.

“Being needed does not make you exempt from being human.”

The words struck with contradictory force.

Gideon needed him.

Julian heard the confirmation beneath the correction and held it close even as Gideon used it to send him away.

He began to argue again, then stopped when Gideon’s gaze hardened by the smallest degree.

“You will go home, Julian. If you are still unwell tomorrow, you will not attend the meeting.”

There was no space left for negotiation.

Julian obeyed.

The journey home passed in fragments of heat and cold. By the time he reached his apartment, his skin hurt beneath his clothes and the headache had spread into his jaw. He swallowed painkillers and lay down without removing his suit.

Mara called while he was drifting towards sleep. She heard the roughness in his voice and told him to stay in bed. Julian said Gideon had already given the same instruction.

Two people whose judgment he trusted had told him not to go.

He knew they were right.

After the call, Julian forced himself upright. He removed his suit, brushed it carefully and hung it outside the wardrobe. From inside, he selected another for the morning.

Navy. White shirt. A restrained tie.

He laid each piece across the chair, placed the meeting notes beside his phone and set an alarm for before dawn. His hands shook slightly as he connected the charger.

Gideon had told him not to attend if he remained ill.

Julian pulled the covers around himself and closed his eyes. He imagined the meeting beginning without him. Someone else would sit beside Gideon, locate the correct figures and understand each glance. The day would continue, and Gideon would discover that the space Julian occupied could be filled without difficulty.

He told himself Gideon needed him there.

The truth was smaller and more frightened.

Julian could not bear to discover that he did not.


Three

The alarm woke Julian from a dream in which he had been trying to reach a door that moved farther away each time he approached it.

For several seconds, he did not know where he was. The room seemed too hot and the darkness pressed strangely against his eyes. Then the meeting notes came back to him, followed by the suit waiting across the chair.

Julian sat up.

Pain opened behind his forehead. His throat felt scraped raw, and every part of his body objected when he pushed the covers away. Sweat had gathered beneath his shirt during the night, leaving the fabric cold against his back.

He reached for the glass of water beside the bed and drank too quickly. Nausea rose, then settled. The fever had not broken.

Gideon had told him not to attend if he remained unwell.

Julian looked at the suit.

The instruction had been clear, but it had left him with an impossible amount of judgment. He could still stand. He could read. His thoughts were slow, though not yet unusable. Illness existed across a range, and somewhere along it lay the exact point at which Gideon would consider absence justified.

Julian did not know where that point was.

He knew only that the meeting began at nine and that Gideon would expect the revised projections at eight forty-five. Someone else could place the folder before him. Tobias could manage the room, and Imani understood the financial material better than Julian ever would.

None of them had prepared it with Gideon.

Julian showered until the water began feeling cold against his heated skin. He shaved, covered the bruised shadows beneath his eyes and dressed slowly. The structure of his suit helped. Once the buttons were fastened and the tie drawn into place, the person in the mirror looked tired rather than ill.

He could work with tired.

The journey to Vale House passed in disconnected pieces. Julian kept his eyes closed whenever nobody was looking, conserving himself between each necessary movement. By the time he reached the upper floor, he had arranged his face into something he hoped resembled composure.

Gideon’s office door was already open.

He looked up as Julian approached.

The change in his expression was immediate and small. Anyone else might have missed it. Julian had spent three weeks learning the precise degree of stillness that meant Gideon was displeased.

“You came in.”

“The meeting pack is ready.”

“That was not what I said.”

Julian placed the folder on his desk because holding it had become unexpectedly difficult.

“I’m well enough to attend.”

Gideon looked at him for a long moment. His attention moved from Julian’s face to the hand still resting upon the folder.

Julian made his fingers relax.

The lift opened at the far end of the reception area, releasing the first of their guests. Whatever Gideon might have said remained behind the firm line of his mouth.

He took the folder.

“Sit beside me.”

Relief moved through Julian so quickly that it almost resembled victory. Gideon had not sent him away. He was still needed.

The meeting occupied the largest conference room on the floor. Water, documents and untouched glasses waited around a long table dark enough to hold blurred reflections of the people seated there. Julian took the place to Gideon’s right and arranged the papers with care.

At first, preparation carried him.

He knew the sequence of the presentation, the concerns each participant had raised and the figures most likely to be challenged. He passed Gideon the correct document before it was requested and supplied quiet clarifications when the conversation entered uncertain territory.

Gideon did not look at him often. He did not need to. Julian recognised the smallest movement of his hand and the slight change in his posture when a question required evidence rather than discussion.

Their rhythm survived the fever.

For a while, Julian believed he had been right to come.

Then the figures began shifting on the page.

He blinked and forced them back into focus. The room had become too warm, though nobody else appeared uncomfortable. Sweat gathered beneath his collar and travelled slowly between his shoulder blades.

Someone asked about projected occupancy during the first eighteen months. Julian located the relevant table and slid it towards Gideon. The movement required more concentration than it should have.

Gideon’s hand closed over the page. His fingers brushed Julian’s.

Julian felt the contact with painful clarity. The warmth of Gideon’s skin remained after his hand had moved away, bright against the dull ache filling the rest of his body.

He tried to anchor himself to it.

The negotiation continued. Voices moved around the table, separating from faces and returning a fraction too late. Julian followed them through effort alone. Each time his attention slipped, he tightened it again.

Gideon looked at him.

Julian gave the smallest nod.

It was not a question Gideon had asked, but they both understood the lie contained in the answer.

A discussion of renovation costs turned towards him. Julian began explaining the distinction between essential structural work and the discretionary changes included in the development proposal. He knew the material. He had checked every figure and could have recited them the previous evening.

Halfway through, the next number disappeared.

Silence opened.

Julian found the line in the report, but the print blurred as he tried to read it. He gave a figure, heard that it was wrong and corrected himself. Several people glanced down at their copies.

Gideon intervened without exposing the mistake. He redirected the conversation towards the timetable and gave Julian enough time to recover.

Shame burned hotter than the fever.

Julian had wanted to prove his necessity. Instead, Gideon was compensating for him.

He forced himself through the remaining discussion. The effort reduced the room to a collection of immediate tasks. Turn the page. Record the amendment. Find the document. Do not close your eyes.

The meeting finally moved towards agreement.

Gideon asked Julian for the revised summary. It lay in the folder across the table, beyond the comfortable reach of his chair. Julian stood to retrieve it.

The floor shifted.

For one strange moment, he remained upright while the room tilted around him. Light withdrew from the edges of his vision, narrowing the world to the white page beneath his hand. He knew he should sit. The instruction never reached his body.

Someone said his name.

Julian attempted to turn towards the voice.

His knees gave way.

He did not feel himself strike the floor.

An arm caught across his chest and pulled him backwards against something solid. Papers slid across the table. A chair moved sharply, followed by several voices that seemed to come from behind a wall.

Gideon’s voice cut through them.

The room obeyed before Julian understood what had been said.

He was lowered carefully rather than allowed to fall. One of Gideon’s arms remained behind his shoulders, supporting his weight. A broad hand held the side of his face.

Julian opened his eyes.

Gideon was kneeling on the floor with him.

The sight made no sense. Gideon belonged upright, composed and untouched by disorder. Now his jacket had fallen open and his carefully arranged hair had come loose across his forehead. Concern had broken through the restraint of his face.

“The figures,” Julian managed. “The summary needs to be signed before they leave.”

“Stop.”

“I corrected the occupancy estimate, but the revised copy is in the other folder. I can get it.”

“Julian.”

The way Gideon said his name closed around him.

Julian’s thoughts continued trying to scatter towards the table, the guests and the work left unfinished. Gideon’s hand moved from his cheek to the back of his neck, holding him with quiet firmness.

“Look at me.”

Julian obeyed.

Green eyes filled what remained of the room. Gideon’s thumb rested beneath his ear, where his pulse beat too quickly against the contact. Julian could feel the strength in the hand holding him and the care controlling it.

“Breathe.”

He drew in a shaking breath.

“Again.”

Julian breathed.

The task was so small that nothing else could enter it. He did not have to understand the room or repair what had happened. Gideon had reduced the world to one instruction and taken responsibility for everything beyond it.

Julian let him.

Relief moved through him with an intensity that should have been shameful. His body softened against Gideon’s chest. The hand at his neck remained steady, neither restraining nor releasing him.

For the first time since waking, Julian stopped trying to hold himself together.

The building’s first aider arrived. Tobias called the private medical service Vale House retained for its staff and guests, and a doctor arrived while the first aider was still with Julian. The meeting ended around them. Tobias guided the guests elsewhere while Gideon stayed beside Julian through every question and examination.

The verdict was fever, dehydration and a likely viral infection. Julian had fainted after standing too quickly, made worse by exhaustion and insufficient food. His pulse settled as he drank water, and there were no signs that he required emergency hospital treatment. He was told not to remain alone if the dizziness continued and to seek further help if his symptoms worsened.

Julian listened from a chair near the windows with a blanket around his shoulders. Gideon stood beside him, one hand resting on the back of the chair.

“I can go home.”

Gideon’s fingers tightened slightly against the leather.

“No.”

The answer produced a small, disorienting warmth beneath Julian’s embarrassment.

“I’ll sleep. Mara can call me later.”

“You ignored me when I told you to stay home. I’m not relying on your judgment now.”

The correction should have stung. Instead, Julian felt the strange relief returning.

Gideon had decided.

He did not need Julian to calculate the acceptable option, minimise his needs or prove he could manage alone. The responsibility had moved out of Julian’s hands.

Gideon crouched before him, bringing their eyes level.

“You may go to hospital, or you may come with me where I can make sure you rest. You are not going home alone.”

The choice was narrow enough to feel safe.

Julian looked at the man before him, at the concern Gideon made no attempt to disguise and the authority that did not require anger to become immovable.

“With you.”

Something softened in Gideon’s face.

He stood and held out his hand.

Julian placed his own inside it.
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Gideon did not release Julian’s hand until he was certain he could stand.

Even then, he remained close. One broad palm settled briefly against the middle of Julian’s back as they crossed the office, guiding without pushing. The contact passed through the layers of Julian’s suit and left a warmth that did not belong to the fever.

The car was waiting beneath the building. Julian expected Gideon to place him inside and give the driver his address, perhaps after extracting a promise that he would call Mara. Instead, Gideon entered after him and instructed the driver to take them to his apartment.

Julian rested his head against the seat.

The surrender that had begun on the conference room floor continued through the journey. Gideon handled the telephone calls, informed Tobias that neither of them would return and rearranged the remainder of his day. He spoke quietly, as though the decisions required no discussion.

Julian listened with his eyes closed.

He should have objected when Gideon cancelled an afternoon appointment. He should have insisted that being ill did not justify disrupting the schedule of the chief executive of Vale House. Each protest formed and dissolved before reaching his mouth.

Gideon had told him what would happen.

For once, Julian allowed it to happen.

The apartment occupied several upper floors of a dark stone building overlooking the city. Julian saw little of the entrance beyond warm light, polished wood and the handrail beneath Gideon’s grip. The lift opened directly into a private hallway.

Inside, the quiet felt different from Vale House.

The office was designed to contain power. This space contained a life.

A dark coat hung near the door beside another in a heavier fabric. Books lay open rather than arranged for display. A pair of reading glasses rested upon a table beside a wide chair, and one of Gideon’s ties had been folded over the back as though removed at the end of a difficult evening.

The rooms were large but not ostentatious. Deep colours, soft lamps and worn leather softened the clean lines of the architecture. Everything appeared chosen for touch and use rather than admiration.

Julian felt more exposed here than he had while lying in Gideon’s arms before a room full of strangers.

He knew Gideon’s office, his schedule and the public habits built around his work. This was the place Gideon returned to when none of those things required him. Julian had crossed into a part of his life no employee was meant to see.

Gideon removed his coat and loosened his tie.

The simple change made Julian look away.

Without the armour of the office, Gideon appeared no less powerful. If anything, the breadth of his body became more evident. His white shirt stretched across his shoulders when he moved, and the open collar revealed the strong base of his throat.

Julian became painfully conscious of his own clothes. His shirt clung damply between his shoulder blades. Sweat had gathered beneath the waistband of his trousers, and the careful structure of the suit now felt like a casing around something weak and overheated.

“You need to get out of those.”

The instruction made Julian’s body respond before his thoughts caught up. Heat gathered low in his stomach, confusing itself with fever.

Gideon seemed unaware of the effect.

“There’s a shower in the guest room. I’ll find you something to wear.”

Julian glanced towards the hallway.

“A shirt will do.”

“Mine would swamp you. There should be some spare gym clothes in the guest cupboard.”

Julian wanted to say that he could go home once he had cooled down. The objection felt increasingly ceremonial. Gideon had already turned towards the hallway, moving with the certainty of someone whose decision remained in force.

The guest room was quiet and softly furnished, with a bed too carefully made to suggest frequent use. Gideon showed him the bathroom, placed fresh towels within reach and told him not to lock the door in case he became dizzy again. He would wait in the adjoining room, within calling distance.

Julian nodded.

Gideon looked at him until he spoke.

“I won’t.”

Only then did he leave.

Julian kept the shower brief. He washed away the sweat, turned off the water and sat on the closed toilet lid to dry himself. His suit lay in a damp, collapsed arrangement on the floor.

A dark canvas bag waited outside the bathroom.

Julian carried it into the guest room and sat on the edge of the bed. The movement made his head pulse, but curiosity had already drawn his hand towards the zip.

The clothes inside were not Gideon’s. They smelled faintly of laundry detergent, clean despite the creases left by storage.

Soft black yoga pants lay folded over a cropped grey shirt. Beneath them were a loose hoodie, a sports bra and several pairs of women’s underwear. The garments were plain and practical, the kind someone might wear to exercise or spend a quiet day at home.

Their ordinariness made them more intimate.

Julian looked towards the closed door. Gideon had said nothing about who they belonged to. He must have taken the bag from a cupboard without examining the contents.

Julian selected the least feminine pieces. That was what he told himself while lifting the yoga pants and cropped shirt onto the bed.

His boxers created the first problem.

The yoga pants fitted closely from waist to ankle. His boxers bunched beneath the close-fitting trousers. Without them, the outline of his cock was unmistakable. Julian turned sideways before the mirror, pulled the shirt lower and watched it rise again the moment he moved.

He could wear the hoodie, but the shape at the front of the trousers would remain. Gideon would see it. The thought sent a pulse of embarrassment through him, followed by something warmer that he refused to examine.

Julian opened the bag again.

The panties were black, soft and unremarkable. He chose a plain pair with narrow elastic at the waist. They looked small in his hands, though the fabric gave when he tested it.

He stepped out of the yoga pants, slipping his boxers off. He picked up the panties.

The first contact felt strange only because he expected it to. The fabric slid over his legs and settled close against his skin. There was no loose material, nothing folding or shifting beneath the yoga pants when he pulled them back into place.

Julian adjusted himself carefully. The underwear held him, softening the line at the front without requiring discomfort. He looked down at his body and felt something inside him become very quiet.

He liked them.

The recognition arrived without argument. The panties felt good. They fitted. The closeness that should have embarrassed him produced an unexpected sense of security, as though a part of his body he had never known what to do with had finally been placed somewhere it could rest.

Julian pulled on the cropped shirt.

It ended above the waistband of the yoga pants, leaving a narrow strip of pale skin exposed. His first instinct was to cover it. He reached for the hoodie, then caught sight of himself in the mirror.

The movement stopped.

He had spent years correcting everything the clothes now revealed. The slightness of his shoulders. The narrow waist concealed beneath structured jackets. The delicacy of his wrists and the soft definition of his stomach. His legs looked longer in the close black fabric, slender but beautifully shaped.

Nothing had changed.

The clothes had not made him feminine. They had only stopped insisting that he was not.

Julian stood very still.

Pretty was the word that came to him. He rejected it, then looked again.

His damp blond hair had fallen forward around his face, softening features he usually disciplined through severe clothing and careful posture. Fever had left colour across his cheeks and deepened the blue of his eyes. His lips looked fuller without the hard line of a collar and tie beneath them.

He looked delicate.

He looked lovely.

Joy moved through him so quietly that he almost failed to recognise it. It was not excitement exactly, though excitement trembled beneath it. It was relief. A loosening around something he had spent his entire life holding closed.

Julian touched the exposed skin above the waistband.

The gesture belonged to someone else. A girl trying on clothes in private. A soft, pretty thing studying the shape of herself and wondering whether anyone might see what she saw.

Fear followed immediately.

Julian reached for the hoodie.

His hand disturbed something at the bottom of the bag. Leather shifted against fabric with a heavier sound than the clothing should have made.

He drew it out.

The collar was black and beautifully made, softened by wear but carefully maintained. A silver tag hung from a ring at the front. Julian turned it over with his thumb.

Daddy’s Girl.

The words entered the room like a secret spoken aloud.

He stared at them while everything he knew about Gideon rearranged itself. The calm authority. The expectation of obedience. The pleasure Gideon took in clear decisions and the way people settled around his certainty. The hand at Julian’s neck while he lay on the conference room floor.

Someone had known that part of him.

A woman had worn this collar. Gideon had fastened it around her throat and looked at her as his. Perhaps she had knelt for him. Perhaps he had called her good and watched pleasure soften her face.

Julian’s fingers tightened around the leather.

He imagined Gideon standing behind him. Those broad hands moving beneath his hair, bringing the ends of the collar together. The buckle closing. The silver tag settling at the hollow of his throat.

Daddy’s Girl.

The fantasy should have felt absurd. He was a man wearing borrowed women’s clothes because his employer had not owned anything that fitted him. Fever had weakened his judgment, and the collar belonged to someone else.

Julian raised it towards his neck.

He stopped before the leather touched him.

The longing in the mirror frightened him more than the fantasy itself. His face had softened with it. His lips were parted, his eyes wide and bright. He looked less like a man caught doing something shameful than someone standing at the edge of being given what he had always wanted.

Julian returned the collar to the bag.

He pushed it beneath the remaining clothes, closed the zip and pulled on the hoodie. Then he removed the hoodie again.

The cropped shirt looked better.

He stood inside the guest room for several seconds before opening the door.

Gideon was in the living room with his sleeves rolled back, placing water and medicine on the low table. He looked up.

His entire body became still.

Gideon’s gaze moved over Julian once. It began at his face, travelled across the exposed strip of waist and followed the yoga pants down the length of his legs. The look lasted only a moment, but nothing about it felt accidental.

Attraction appeared with startling clarity.

Then Gideon brought it under control.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I remembered comfortable clothes. I didn’t consider what was in the bag.”

Julian’s hand moved towards the hem of the shirt.

“I can wear the hoodie.”

Gideon looked at him again. More carefully this time, and somehow with greater intimacy for the restraint of it.

“No.”

The word stopped Julian’s hand.

Gideon’s expression softened.

“They suit you.”

Julian felt the compliment everywhere.

He looked down at himself, at the pale waist and close black fabric, then back at the man who had placed him inside this unfamiliar version of his body and found nothing wrong with what emerged.

“They’re women’s clothes.”

“I know.”

Gideon held his gaze.

Julian’s confusion remained. So did the fear.

Beneath both, impossible to deny, was joy.
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Gideon looked away first.

The movement was slight, no more than a turn towards the table where he had placed the water and medicine, but Julian felt the withdrawal of his attention. Cold air seemed to settle against the strip of exposed skin above the yoga pants.

Julian resisted the urge to pull on the hoodie.

Gideon had said the clothes suited him. The compliment remained alive inside his body, mingling with fever and the confusing pleasure of being seen this way. Julian had expected surprise, perhaps discomfort politely concealed. He had not expected Gideon to look at him as though the femininity revealed something worth wanting.

“Sit down.”

Julian obeyed.

The sofa received him more deeply than he anticipated. Gideon placed water in his hands and asked what painkillers he had already taken, and when. Only after checking the packet did he remove two tablets and hold them out upon his palm.

Julian took them.

There was something strangely intimate about accepting what Gideon gave him. He swallowed the medicine under his observation and emptied half the glass before Gideon appeared satisfied. No discussion was required. Gideon decided what Julian needed, and Julian allowed himself to receive it.

A covered bowl waited on the table. Gideon removed the lid, releasing the scent of broth, ginger and something warm enough to make Julian’s empty stomach contract.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

Julian could not remember telling him that.

“I had something before the meeting.”

Gideon’s eyes rested upon him.

The lie was too weak to survive between them.

“Eat.”

The word carried the same quiet certainty as look at me and breathe. Julian lifted the spoon.

Gideon sat in the chair opposite rather than leaving him alone. He had removed his tie now and opened another button at his throat. His sleeves remained folded to his forearms, revealing strength softened by reddish hair and warm light.

Julian tried not to look. Each time he raised the spoon, his eyes found some new detail. The breadth of Gideon’s wrist beneath his watch. The strong line of his nose when he turned towards the window. The loosened disorder of his hair.

Gideon’s attention returned to Julian with equal frequency.

His gaze never lingered long enough to become openly inappropriate. It moved over the cropped shirt, the bare skin beneath it and the close line of the yoga pants before returning to Julian’s face. The restraint made every glance feel more deliberate.

Julian became increasingly aware of the panties beneath the fabric.

They held him close against his body, soft where his usual underwear was loose. Each small movement reminded him that he had chosen to put them on. Gideon could not see them, but Julian felt as if their existence had somehow been revealed alongside everything else.

The thought produced a slow warmth low in his stomach.

He was ill, exhausted and sitting in his employer’s home wearing another woman’s clothes. Nothing about the situation should have felt erotic. Yet the pleasure was there, inseparable from the quiet care surrounding him.

Gideon had looked at this version of him and found it pleasing.

Julian ate until the bowl was empty.

When he attempted to carry it towards the kitchen, Gideon held out a hand for it.

“Bed.”

“I can help.”

“You can barely stand.”

“I’m feeling better.”

Gideon looked down at him. The difference in their height felt more pronounced while Julian stood in bare feet and soft clothes. Gideon seemed to fill the space before him, broad enough to make resistance feel both pointless and strangely appealing.

“Julian.”

His name held warning without anger.

Julian surrendered the bowl.

The relief came again. Each attempt to prove himself was met by a boundary he did not have to create. Gideon did not need Julian to be useful here. He expected nothing except obedience to the care being offered.

That should have made Julian feel unnecessary.

Instead, it made him feel held.

He followed Gideon towards the guest room. The cropped shirt shifted as he walked, exposing and concealing the curve of his waist. Gideon’s gaze dropped once before returning rigidly to the hallway ahead.

Julian’s pulse quickened.

At the bedroom door, Gideon reached towards his forehead. This time, he completed the movement.

His palm settled against Julian’s skin.

The hand was large enough to cover most of his forehead, warm and dry despite the strength held within it. Julian closed his eyes before he could stop himself. His body leaned the smallest distance into the touch.

Gideon became very still.

The contact remained for one breath, then another. His thumb rested near Julian’s temple, close enough that the intimacy of it reached far beyond checking for fever.

Julian opened his eyes.

Gideon was looking at him with an expression he could not interpret. Concern remained there, but something darker moved beneath it. Something contained.

Then his hand withdrew.

“You’re still too warm.”

The words returned them to safety.

Julian sat on the edge of the bed while Gideon adjusted the curtains and placed more water on the bedside table. The ordinary acts seemed incompatible with the man who commanded rooms without raising his voice. Julian watched him create darkness, quiet and everything necessary for rest.

The bag remained on the floor.

Julian looked at it.

“Who did the clothes belong to?”

Gideon’s movement stopped. He did not turn immediately.

“A former partner.”

The answer confirmed what Julian already knew. He thought of the collar beneath the folded hoodie, its leather softened by another person’s skin.

“Was she important?”

Gideon looked towards him then. His face had closed, though not quickly enough to conceal the pain before it disappeared.

“Yes.”

“What happened?”

Silence gathered around the question.

Julian regretted asking. The privacy of the apartment and Gideon’s care had created the illusion that he was entitled to something more than the professional boundaries between them.

“It ended badly,” Gideon said.

There was no bitterness in the words. Only weight.

“I’m sorry.”

“So am I.”

Gideon’s gaze moved to the bag. For one terrible moment, Julian thought he knew the collar had been disturbed. He imagined being asked whether he had touched it and could not decide which answer his face would betray.

Gideon said nothing more.

He pulled the covers back and waited.

Julian lay down.

The instruction had not been spoken, yet obedience still shaped the moment. Gideon drew the covers over him, careful not to let them catch against his legs. His hand rested briefly upon Julian’s shoulder through the blanket.

“Sleep.”

Julian did.

He woke several hours later in darkness.

For a moment, the unfamiliar room held no identity. Then he felt the yoga pants close around his legs and remembered everything at once.

The fever had loosened its grip. His body still ached, but his thoughts had become clearer. Clarity should have made the clothes feel more absurd.

It did not.

Julian moved one hand beneath the covers and rested it against his thigh. The fabric was smooth, following the slender line from hip to knee without interruption. He moved his hand upward slowly, feeling the shape of himself through the clothes.

His thigh. His hip. The narrow inward curve of his waist.

The body beneath his hand had always belonged to him. He had simply spent years experiencing it through everything it failed to be. Not tall enough. Not broad enough. Not hard enough to make masculinity appear effortless.

Tonight, those absences had become delicacy.

Julian let his hand settle at the front of the yoga pants. Beneath them, the panties held his cock softly against his body. The contact produced a muted pulse of arousal, but it was not the centre of what he felt.

He liked being contained.

He liked the close fabric and the softened shape. He liked knowing that Gideon had seen him this way. The pleasure reached beyond sex into something quieter and more difficult to understand.

Julian raised his other hand to his throat.

His fingers encircled it loosely where the collar might have rested. He imagined the black leather against his skin and the weight of the silver tag at the hollow beneath his neck. Gideon would stand behind him, close enough for Julian to feel the warmth of his body. Those careful hands would gather his hair away, though Julian’s hair was not yet long enough to require it.

The buckle would close.

Julian saw the words in the mirror.

Daddy’s Girl.

He had never called anyone Daddy. The word should have felt theatrical or faintly ridiculous, borrowed from a kind of desire he had never permitted himself to examine.

Inside the darkened room, it felt natural.

Daddy would tell him to eat. Daddy would decide when he had done enough. Daddy would look at the softness Julian had hidden and call it beautiful because it belonged to him.

Julian pressed his thighs together.

The panties tightened around him. A small breath escaped into the darkness.

Daddy.

He did not speak it aloud. The word moved silently through him, tender and filthy and full of impossible safety.

Julian fell asleep with one hand at his throat.

Morning arrived in muted light.

Gideon brought tea and toast, then checked when Julian had last taken his medicine before setting the packet beside the glass of water. He had dressed again, though not for the office. A dark sweater softened the breadth of his shoulders without diminishing it.

Julian ate because Gideon watched until he did. The fever had fallen, and the room remained steady when he stood. Gideon accepted that Julian could return home only after arranging a car and extracting a promise that he would not work.

Julian pulled the hoodie over the cropped shirt but hesitated over his suit. Gideon had hung the clothes in the bathroom overnight. The shirt had dried stiffly at the collar, and the yoga pants had begun to feel less like borrowed clothes than a second skin.

“I’ll wash everything and return it.”

Gideon placed Julian’s suit in a clean garment bag.

“Keep them.”

Julian looked towards the canvas bag. He thought of the woman who had worn the clothes before him and the collar hidden among them.

“They aren’t mine.”

“They haven’t belonged to anyone for a long time.”

Pain moved briefly through Gideon’s voice. Julian understood that the answer included more than clothing.

Gideon handed him the garment bag. Julian left the canvas bag beside the guest bed, with the unused clothes and collar still inside. He would keep only what he was wearing. Gideon’s gaze moved over Julian once more, pausing at the yoga pants beneath the loose hoodie.

“They suit you,” he repeated.

The second compliment felt even more deliberate than the first.

Julian carried it home.

His apartment seemed smaller after Gideon’s. Colder too, though the heating remained exactly where he had left it. He placed the garment bag across the bed and went to the mirror.

The hoodie concealed most of the transformation. Julian caught its hem and pulled it over his head.

The cropped shirt revealed him again.

In daylight, with his thoughts clearer than they had been the day before, the effect should have vanished. Instead, he saw it more clearly. The fine waist, the exposed strip of stomach and the black fabric shaping his legs. His blond hair had dried into soft disorder around his freckled face.

Julian turned sideways.

The yoga pants followed the curve of his bottom and narrowed cleanly along his legs. He placed one hand against his waist and watched the pose change him, or reveal him, or perhaps only allow him to stop correcting himself for a moment.

He looked pretty.

Joy rose again, warmer now and threaded with sensuality.

Julian ran both hands slowly down his sides. His palms followed the inward curve of his waist and widened over his hips. The movement felt feminine because he allowed it to. He shifted his weight onto one leg, softened his knee and watched his body settle into the pose as though it had been waiting for permission.

His fingertips slipped beneath the waistband.

The panties were still there.

Julian traced the narrow elastic from one hip to the other. His cock stirred against the soft fabric, but he did not reach for release. He wanted to remain inside the sensation without forcing it towards an ending.

He wanted to feel the clothes against him. To watch the person in the mirror breathe. To let the warmth gather and spread through every place that had once seemed wrong.

The body before him was not broad or imposing. It was slight, delicate and beautifully contained. The clothes did not disguise those qualities. They cherished them.

Julian touched his bare throat.

For an instant, he saw the collar there.

He saw Gideon behind him.

The imagined tag caught the light.

Daddy’s Girl.

Julian’s lips parted. His cheeks flushed, and the person in the mirror became softer still. Not a joke. Not a costume. Not something grotesque or failed.

Something wanted.

Something lovely.

Julian told himself the clothes were borrowed. The panties had been practical. Gideon’s compliment meant nothing beyond kindness.

He remained before the mirror, turning slowly beneath his own gaze.

He did not take them off.


Four

Julian did not return to Vale House until Wednesday. He spent the weekend and the following two working days at home.

Gideon made the decision before the fever had fully broken. For the weekend, the instruction not to work remained absolute. On Monday, he allowed Julian to deal with a few routine tasks from home if he felt able, having already removed everything urgent before Julian could reinterpret the permission as an obligation. Tobias checked in each weekday morning. Gideon sent no messages beyond a brief request for confirmation that Julian was improving.

The distance should have made the apartment easier to forget.

Instead, Julian carried it through every hour of his recovery. He remembered the warmth of Gideon’s palm against his forehead, the authority in his voice and the quiet certainty with which he had taken responsibility. Those memories returned most vividly when Julian was tired enough to stop defending himself against them.

The clothes were harder to avoid.

On Sunday morning, Julian woke wearing the cropped shirt, yoga pants and borrowed panties. The fever had broken during the night, leaving his skin cool and damp. For several seconds, he lay without moving and experienced the clothes only as sensation.

Softness across his chest. Close fabric around his legs. The gentle pressure of the underwear holding him against himself.

Then memory returned, bringing Gideon’s apartment, the collar and the words engraved upon its silver tag.

Daddy’s Girl.

Julian rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling.

He should have changed immediately. The clothes belonged to a previous version of Gideon’s life and to a woman who might once have considered them intimate possessions. Wearing them after necessity had passed felt intrusive.

Julian remained in bed for another hour.

When he finally undressed, he did so reluctantly. The yoga pants released his legs. The cropped shirt passed over his head and left his body ordinary again. Removing the panties produced the strongest sense of loss.

He held them for a moment before placing them with the other clothes.

Julian washed everything by hand despite knowing the care labels allowed otherwise. The task gave him an acceptable reason to touch the garments, smooth water through the fabric and imagine wearing them again. He hung them inside his apartment where nobody could see.

Julian checked the panties repeatedly, touching the waistband to see whether it had dried.

By the second evening, he could no longer claim that practicality explained his interest. His own boxers were clean, comfortable and already his. He did not need different underwear.

He ordered some anyway.

The decision happened late, while feverish exhaustion still provided an excuse he knew would not survive daylight. He chose simple designs in black, grey and a muted blue. Nothing decorated with lace or bows. Nothing he could not dismiss as a preference for close-fitting fabric.

The parcel arrived the following afternoon.

Julian opened it in his bedroom with the curtains closed. He washed the new panties and hung them beside the borrowed pair. Once they were dry, he tried on each style, studying how the shape changed beneath the yoga pants. They were softer than the borrowed pair and fitted his body more precisely.

He told himself he was checking the fit.

The mirror knew better.

Without the fever, the pleasure became clearer. It lived in the neatness of his body, the way the fabric contained rather than exposed him. His waist appeared more delicate. His legs seemed to begin higher, the line from hip to ankle uninterrupted.

Julian turned sideways and watched himself breathe.

Pretty returned as quietly as before.

He allowed the word to remain.

On his first morning back at Vale House, Julian wore black panties beneath his charcoal suit.

The choice made every familiar item feel different. The shirt, tie and structured jacket still created the man he had always presented to the world. Beneath them, something softer rested against his skin.

Nobody could see it.

That knowledge made him feel both protected and exposed. Each step carried the intimate pressure of the underwear with it. When he sat, the fabric tightened slightly across his hips. When he crossed his legs, he felt himself held.

The secret accompanied him through security and into the lift.

By the time the doors opened, Julian’s pulse had accelerated.

Gideon stood outside his office speaking with Tobias. He looked towards the lift immediately, and Julian experienced the full force of being seen before he had prepared himself.

Concern altered Gideon’s face.

He ended the conversation and approached, his gaze moving over Julian with the same careful attention he had used in the apartment. Julian felt it across the suit as though Gideon could see through every layer to the black fabric beneath.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better. Completely recovered.”

The certainty was excessive. Gideon’s eyes narrowed by the smallest degree.

“No dizziness?”

“No.”

“Fever?”

“Gone.”

Gideon appeared satisfied, though he continued looking at Julian for another moment. Julian waited for some acknowledgment of what had happened between them. The clothes. The way Gideon’s gaze had moved over his body.

None came.

Julian thought of the collar.

“I’m glad.”

The words were kind and entirely professional.

Gideon returned to his office.

Julian stood beside his desk with disappointment pressing strangely against his ribs. He had feared that Gideon might mention the clothes. He had also built his entire morning around the possibility.

Work resumed as though the fracture had never occurred.

Gideon gave instructions, Julian anticipated what followed and the company arranged itself around their renewed rhythm. Gideon asked for his judgment on a revised proposal and accepted his recommendation. He thanked Julian when the day moved without interruption.

Nothing in his behaviour suggested he remembered Julian in the cropped shirt.

Julian began doubting what he had seen.

Gideon had been concerned for an ill employee. His attention might have settled on Julian’s body only because the clothing was unexpected. The compliment could have been kindness offered to reduce embarrassment.

Attraction had been what Julian wanted to see.

The thought should have helped him restore the necessary distance. Instead, it produced a small, painful disappointment.

Julian began experimenting.

The changes were minor enough that nobody could reasonably identify them as transformation. He selected trousers cut closer through the hips and thighs. He replaced one heavily structured jacket with a softer one that followed the natural line of his shoulders.

He allowed his blond hair to dry without forcing it flat. The slight wave returned around his forehead, softening the fine shape of his face. He stopped concealing his freckles so carefully.

Each decision unsettled him. Together, they made him feel more present inside his own body.

Gideon noticed.

Julian caught his gaze moving down the fitted line of his trousers before returning to a document. Another morning, Gideon paused when Julian entered wearing a softer cream shirt. The reactions remained too brief to name, but Julian began collecting them.

He wanted to know what Gideon saw.

The desire changed how he moved around him. Julian stopped correcting every graceful gesture. He allowed his wrist to soften when he handed Gideon a page and let pleasure show when Gideon praised his work.

This was the most dangerous experiment.

Gideon told him that a briefing was excellent. Julian felt the familiar warmth open beneath his ribs and did not force it down. He let his breath change and his eyes lower for one moment before meeting Gideon’s again.

Gideon became very still.

Then he thanked Julian and returned to the page.

No evidence. No rejection. Only another silence Julian could fill with whatever he most wanted or feared.

On the morning of an important meeting, Julian stood before his wardrobe longer than necessary.

The pale blue shirt remained where he had placed it before his interview. He had rejected it because the colour made his eyes brighter, his freckles more visible and his features too soft. Against the shirt, his blond hair looked golden rather than merely fair.

Julian took it from the hanger.

He paired it with a dark fitted suit and one of the new pairs of panties. The underwear was blue too, though deeper and more delicate than the shirt. Nobody would know that the colours matched.

The knowledge pleased him.

At Vale House, Julian prepared the meeting room and returned to Gideon’s office with the final papers. Gideon was fastening his cuff links near the windows. Morning light caught in the copper of his hair and traced the breadth of his shoulders beneath his jacket.

He looked up.

His hands stopped.

Gideon’s gaze settled first upon Julian’s face. It moved to the pale blue shirt, then down the close fit of the jacket and trousers. The examination was controlled, but it was not casual.

Julian felt it upon every place he had chosen to reveal.

His pulse quickened. Beneath the suit, the panties seemed to tighten around him. Arousal stirred, low and insistent, making him newly conscious of the way the fabric held his cock.

Gideon crossed the room.

He stopped nearer than the papers required. Julian could smell cedar and clean warmth, feel the quiet force of his body in the space between them.

“That colour suits you.”

The compliment was almost unbearably simple.

Warmth rushed from Julian’s chest into his face. His skin flushed beneath Gideon’s gaze, spreading along his throat and disappearing beneath the pale blue collar. Pleasure gathered with the heat, bright and trembling.

Julian’s eyes lowered.

For an instant, he saw himself through Gideon’s attention. Fair hair, blue eyes and freckles no longer subdued by white. A narrow body held within softer tailoring. Something pretty hidden inside masculine clothes, becoming more visible because Gideon had looked closely enough to find it.

“Thank you.”

His voice came out quieter than intended.

Gideon’s gaze remained on him.

Julian felt his cock respond beneath the fitted layers. The panties contained the movement, pressing the arousal close to his body. Shame flickered and was overtaken by a sharper thrill.

Gideon had praised how he looked.

Not his preparation, judgment or usefulness. Him.

Julian forced himself to meet Gideon’s eyes. Something waited there, darkened by restraint. It disappeared so quickly Julian might have imagined it, but Gideon did not step away.

“The blue brings out your eyes,” Gideon said.

The second compliment landed deeper.

Julian’s breath caught. His lips parted, and he saw Gideon’s gaze drop towards them before returning to his eyes.

The moment stretched.

Then voices approached outside the office. Gideon took the papers and moved back, restoring the careful distance between them.

Julian followed him into the meeting with his body still warm and his secret held close beneath his suit.

Julian was beginning to believe Gideon had noticed every change.

Now Julian wanted to know how much more he could make him see.
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The compliment changed something.

Julian had spent days making small choices and waiting to learn whether Gideon saw them. Now he knew. The knowledge followed him through the meeting, warming every place Gideon’s gaze had touched.

It also made restraint more difficult.

The following morning, Julian chose another fitted shirt. The fabric was cream rather than white, soft enough to follow the inward curve of his waist when tucked into his trousers. He wore grey panties beneath it all and allowed his hair to fall in loose waves across his forehead.

He told himself the changes were a continuation of what had already been accepted. Gideon had complimented him. There was no reason to retreat into clothing that made him feel absent from his own body.

That explanation survived until Gideon looked at him.

The glance was brief, beginning at Julian’s face and descending no farther than the open line of his jacket. Gideon’s expression remained unchanged, but Julian felt his attention settle.

He placed a document on Gideon’s desk and leaned forward to indicate a corrected figure. The movement tightened the shirt across his back and drew it closer around his waist. Julian knew exactly what it did.

The recognition sent a current of shame and excitement through him.

This was no longer private experimentation. He was presenting himself to Gideon in pieces, each one small enough to deny. A softer shirt. A narrow silhouette. A glimpse of wrist where he once kept his cuffs severe.

He wanted Gideon to look.

Gideon stopped complimenting him.

The withdrawal was subtle. He continued recognising Julian’s work and thanking him when thanks were due, but the warmth beneath those words disappeared. Their meetings became shorter. Gideon stood on the opposite side of the desk rather than beside Julian’s chair and found reasons for Tobias or Imani to remain when work might otherwise leave them alone.

Julian felt the distance immediately.

At first, it humiliated him. He wondered whether the pale blue shirt had pushed too far, whether Gideon had seen the need beneath it and found the attention distasteful. Perhaps his compliments had been kindness, and Julian had responded by turning himself into something embarrassing.

Then Julian began noticing the effort inside Gideon’s restraint.

Gideon looked when he believed Julian would not see. His attention caught upon Julian’s mouth during conversations and moved away. When their hands approached over a page, Gideon withdrew his first.

The distance was not absence.

It was control.

That understanding sharpened Julian’s hunger. If Gideon felt nothing, there would be nothing to contain. He would not need witnesses, space or the careful formality that had appeared only after Julian began allowing himself to be seen.

Julian continued.

His professional performance remained immaculate. Every meeting began prepared. Every instruction was completed. Gideon could challenge neither the quality of Julian’s work nor the clothing in which he performed it.

The seduction existed in everything that did not violate a rule.

An evening reception at a newly completed Vale House property gave Julian his first opportunity to bring those private experiments into a larger room. The event would gather investors, designers and senior staff beneath enough glass and candlelight to make ordinary business appear enchanted.

Julian bought a new suit.

It was dark blue, almost black, but cut without the structure he had once considered necessary. The jacket followed his narrow shoulders and drew inward at his waist. The trousers fitted closely through his hips and thighs before falling in a clean line to his shoes.

Beneath it, he wore a pale silk shirt and black panties.

He left the first button open.

The mirror showed him something both masculine and not. The suit remained formal, but it no longer attempted to broaden or harden him. His slightness had become part of its elegance.

Julian turned sideways.

The trousers curved around his bottom. The shirt made his skin look luminous, bringing warmth to his freckles and softness to his full mouth. His blond hair refused complete order and fell forward again when he moved.

Pretty remained the word.

This time, he had dressed deliberately enough to deserve it.

The pleasure of that frightened him. It also carried him out of the apartment.

Julian had checked the arrangements that afternoon before the events team took over. He went home to change, and by the time he returned the reception had begun.

Gideon stood near the centre of the room.

He wore black. The severity of the suit made his red hair brighter and his green eyes darker. He was listening to Imani when Julian entered, but his gaze moved before the rest of him did.

It found Julian across the room.

Gideon’s reply to Imani came half a second late.

The interruption was so slight that nobody else could have noticed. Julian felt it like a hand against his body.

Then Gideon returned his attention to Imani.

Julian moved into the room carrying the knowledge with him.

Felix intercepted him near the bar. His own suit was deep green and worn with the ease of someone who had never mistaken formality for concealment. He looked Julian over with open appreciation.

“You look incredible.”

The compliment brought colour to Julian’s face, but it did not reach as deeply as Gideon’s had. Felix noticed the flush and smiled.

“Apparently you already knew.”

Julian began denying it, then stopped. The denial belonged to the version of him who had dressed to disappear.

Felix reached towards his collar.

“Hold still.”

The silk had folded beneath the lapel. Felix smoothed it with two fingers, brushing the side of Julian’s throat as he corrected the fabric. The touch was brief and friendly.

Julian felt Gideon’s attention before he looked.

Gideon stood several metres away. His expression remained composed, but his gaze had fixed upon Felix’s hand.

Something dark moved through it.

He excused himself from the conversation and crossed the room. People adjusted around him without seeming aware that they had done so.

“Felix.”

His tone was courteous.

Felix lowered his hand.

Gideon informed him that the communications team required him near the entrance. A woman from the team was scanning the room and raised a hand when Felix looked over. That did not explain why Gideon had delivered the message personally.

Felix looked from Gideon to Julian. Understanding brightened his face, though he had enough sense not to express it.

When he left, Gideon’s gaze settled on the place his fingers had touched.

Julian’s pulse beat there.

“The director from Calder House has arrived,” Gideon said. “I want you with me.”

There was no acknowledgment of Felix or the corrected collar. Gideon turned and expected Julian to follow.

Julian did.

For the next several hours, their usual communication operated beneath everything visible. Gideon moved through conversations while Julian remained near enough to provide whatever he needed. A glance summoned information. A small motion dismissed an interruption.

Tonight, those exchanges carried something beyond work.

Julian began feeling Gideon’s attention from across the room. Each time he looked, Gideon was already watching or had only just turned away. The restraint that had dominated the previous days appeared less secure beneath the softened light.

Julian let himself be watched.

He stood with one hand resting loosely at his waist, allowing the jacket to fall open. He moved without the rigid precision he had once used to make himself masculine. When he crossed the room, he remembered how the trousers shaped his legs.

The panties remained hidden, but their secret had become part of the presentation. Julian felt them with each step, close and soft around the most intimate part of him. He imagined Gideon knowing.

The thought kept him in a state of low, persistent arousal. Not enough to become visible, but enough to make his body feel awake beneath the suit. Gideon’s gaze seemed to find every place the feeling lived.

The reception ended gradually. Guests disappeared into waiting cars, music softened and staff began removing untouched glasses. Felix left with the communications team after giving Julian a look too knowing to acknowledge.

Julian completed the final notes and carried them to Gideon.

They stood alone near the windows. The city spread beneath them, distant and illuminated. Gideon’s reflection hovered in the glass beside Julian’s, larger and darker, close enough to appear connected without touching.

“You may go home.”

The words were polite. They were also an instruction.

Julian looked at Gideon’s reflection.

Gideon was not looking at the notes. His gaze rested upon Julian’s body, following the fitted line of the suit with an intensity the glass made easier to witness.

Then he saw Julian watching.

His expression closed.

Julian understood what the dismissal offered. One of them could leave, and tomorrow they could return to carefully managed distance. The attraction would remain unspoken and therefore unreal.

His job was new. Gideon held authority over his income, reputation and future. Refusing a direct instruction could cost him everything he had worked to earn.

Fear moved through Julian as a cold, clarifying current.

Beneath it was hunger.

He was tired of collecting glances and pretending they formed no pattern. He needed to know whether the chemistry belonged to both of them or existed only inside the desperate architecture of his desire.

Gideon turned towards the door.

“Julian.”

A final warning.

Julian placed the notes on the nearest table.

His hands trembled, but his voice did not.

“No.”

The word remained between them.

Julian had spent his life becoming whatever powerful people required.

This was the first time he had risked everything to ask one of them for the truth.
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Gideon did not move.

Julian’s refusal remained between them, small enough to have been swallowed by the empty room and powerful enough to alter everything inside it. The last of the staff had left the reception room. Julian could still hear the faint clatter of clearing somewhere beyond the closed doors. Beyond the windows, the city burned beneath a sky without colour.

Gideon studied him.

The authority Julian had learned to recognise gathered slowly in his stillness. It did not arrive as anger. Gideon became quieter when he was most certain, reducing the world until whatever stood before him had nowhere to turn.

Julian felt the instinct to apologise rise.

He held it down.

“Come with me.”

Gideon turned towards the private office adjoining the reception rooms. Julian followed without being certain whether obedience weakened the refusal he had just made or proved something more important.

The office was smaller than the one at Vale House. Dark shelves covered one wall and a wide desk stood before windows overlooking the lights below. Gideon entered, waited for Julian to cross the threshold and closed the door.

The sound went through him.

Gideon remained beside the door, placing distance between them by refusing to approach. Julian understood the control contained within that choice. Gideon could have filled the space between them in three steps.

“You work for me.”

“I know.”

“I control your salary, your advancement and whether you remain inside a company you’ve already made important to you.”

Julian’s fear sharpened. Hearing the imbalance spoken aloud made it more real, but Gideon’s words carried no threat. He was naming the danger, not using it.

“Is refusing to leave going to cost me my job?”

“No.”

The answer came without hesitation.

Some of the fear released its hold.

Gideon looked towards the windows, his jaw held tightly beneath the auburn of his beard. He seemed to be searching the reflected city for whatever restraint Julian had stripped from him.

“You were ill. You were vulnerable. I took care of you, and you responded to that care. You’re confusing gratitude with attraction and authority with something you want.”

Julian felt the accusation as heat.

“I wanted you before I was ill.”

Gideon’s gaze returned to him.

Julian had not intended to say it so plainly. The truth seemed to expose every place the fitted suit touched his body. The silk shirt against his skin. The panties holding him beneath his trousers. The arousal that had never fully disappeared after the event.

“I know the risk,” Julian continued. “I know what you are to me professionally. I’m not pretending it doesn’t matter.”

“Then go home.”

“No.”

Gideon drew a breath through his nose.

Julian’s heart beat hard enough to hurt. Hunger kept him upright. He had reached the edge of everything Gideon allowed others to see and found a door locked against him.

He needed to know what lived behind it.

“In your apartment, when I came out wearing those clothes, did you find me attractive?”

The question altered Gideon.

His shoulders became rigid. His hands, relaxed until that moment, closed slowly at his sides. The control in his face remained, but the thing beneath it moved close enough to the surface for Julian to feel its heat.

Gideon said nothing.

Julian’s breath shook.

“I saw how you looked at me.”

“You were feverish.”

“I know what I saw.”

Gideon crossed the room.

The movement was unhurried. That made it worse. Julian watched the distance disappear one measured step at a time until Gideon stood close enough to surround him without contact.

Julian had imagined this size, this warmth and the force of his attention. The reality entered through every sense at once. Cedar. Skin. Green eyes darkened by something no longer entirely hidden.

“Come closer.”

There were only inches left between them.

Julian obeyed.

Relief opened through him with the first step. It was the same sensation he had experienced on the conference room floor, but without fever to disguise what it meant. Gideon had given him one thing to do. Julian no longer needed to carry the uncertainty of distance.

Gideon raised his hand.

His fingers settled beneath Julian’s chin, the grip controlled and certain. He lifted Julian’s face until their eyes met.

“Shoulders back.”

Julian corrected them.

“Look at me.”

He did.

The pleasure of obedience moved through him in a slow, heavy wave. His body understood before his thoughts did. Gideon’s authority did not diminish him. It gathered the scattered parts of him together and held them inside a shape.

Gideon’s thumb moved once across the edge of Julian’s jaw.

“You’ve been trying to make me look at you.”

It was not a question.

Julian swallowed against the hand holding his chin.

“Yes.”

“The shirts. The fitted suits. Your hair.”

“Yes.”

Gideon’s gaze descended deliberately. It passed over Julian’s mouth, the silk shirt and the narrow waist the jacket had been chosen to reveal.

Julian felt every place it touched.

“Is there anything else?”

The panties seemed to tighten around him.

Julian’s face burned. The secret had carried Gideon inside it since the morning he placed the first new pair against his skin. Admitting it would make the fantasy shared.

“I bought underwear.”

Gideon’s grip changed almost imperceptibly. His thumb pressed more firmly beneath Julian’s chin.

“What kind?”

Julian’s mouth had gone dry.

“Panties.”

The word left him as a confession.

Gideon closed his eyes for a moment.

The fracture in his restraint was small but unmistakable. His breathing deepened. When his eyes opened, desire had darkened them.

“Are you wearing them now?”

“Yes.”

Gideon’s free hand moved towards Julian’s waist and stopped before touching him.

“Do you want me to know that?”

The question separated Julian’s desire from everything Gideon could assume because of his authority. It placed the choice back into Julian’s hands.

He gave it willingly.

“Yes.”

Gideon touched him.

His palm settled at Julian’s waist, spanning the narrowness concealed beneath the suit. The contact was firm enough to claim the space it occupied. Julian’s body softened towards it, his breath leaving in a quiet sound he could not contain.

Gideon looked down at him.

“You are very pretty.”

The praise entered Julian like warmth poured directly into his body. His cock hardened against the panties, pressed close and contained. Pleasure spread upward from the restraint of the fabric into his stomach and chest.

Julian’s eyes began to lower.

Gideon’s hand tightened beneath his chin.

“I told you to look at me.”

Julian obeyed.

The pleasure deepened. Being corrected felt nourishing, as though Gideon had recognised a need Julian had never known how to express. He did not want permission to disappear. He wanted to be held inside someone else’s attention and prevented from escaping it.

“What else did you think?” Julian asked.

Gideon’s thumb rested near his lower lip.

“You don’t know what you’re asking me to say.”

“Then tell me.”

For the first time, uncertainty entered Gideon’s face. Not uncertainty about desire, but about allowing desire to speak.

His gaze moved over Julian again. This time there was nothing professional in it. It stripped away the suit and found the soft underwear beneath. Julian wondered whether he was remembering the yoga pants, the exposed waist Julian had spent years disguising.

“I thought about how easily I could make you beautiful.”

Julian’s knees weakened.

Gideon drew him closer, supporting him at the waist. Their bodies met for the first time. Julian felt the solid breadth of Gideon’s chest, the strength of his thighs and the unmistakable hardness contained beneath his trousers.

The evidence of desire broke something open inside him.

“What would you call me?”

Gideon’s breathing changed.

“Julian.”

“No.”

The refusal was barely a whisper.

Gideon looked at him for a long moment. Then the hand beneath Julian’s chin softened, becoming almost tender.

“Good girl.”

The words found her.

They reached through the suit, the name and every rigid thing Julian had built around himself. Pleasure opened so deeply that he could not separate arousal from relief. His lips parted and a trembling breath passed between them.

For one suspended moment, the person held inside Gideon’s hands was not a man failing to be broad, hard or certain.

He was a good girl.

Gideon saw the change. His expression darkened with wonder and hunger.

“There you are.”

The tenderness almost undid him.

Julian moved first.

He rose onto his toes and kissed him.

Gideon answered with a force that revealed how much he had denied. One arm closed around his waist and lifted him into the hard length of his body. Gideon’s mouth opened against Julian’s, hot and demanding, taking the kiss Julian had offered and making it something possessed.

Julian surrendered to it.

His hands caught against Gideon’s chest. Beneath his palms, muscle tightened and shifted as Gideon turned them towards the desk. The edge of the desk pressed against the back of his thighs.

Gideon lifted him onto it.

The movement was effortless. Julian’s legs parted around his hips, the fitted trousers pulling tight and the panties pressing firmly against his erection. Gideon stepped between his knees.

His hand returned to the back of Julian’s neck.

The position sent a thrill through him. The hold was not painful, but it contained the possibility of force. Gideon controlled the angle of his head and kissed him until he stopped trying to anticipate him.

Each time Julian attempted to rise into the contact, Gideon held him still. Each time he softened, he rewarded the surrender with more.

This was the shadow beneath his kindness.

Not cruelty. Appetite.

Gideon wanted obedience. He wanted the body beneath his hands to yield because he had decided how it should be held. Julian felt that desire and recognised the answering darkness inside himself.

He wanted to be taken out of his own keeping.

Gideon’s mouth moved to his throat. His beard grazed sensitive skin, leaving heat behind. Julian tilted his head without being instructed, offering more.

“Pretty girl.”

The praise moved directly into arousal. He made a small sound and felt Gideon’s grip tighten.

“My princess.”

Princess.

The word clothed him more completely than anything he had ever worn.

Gideon’s hand slid from his waist to his hip. His thumb pressed into the line where the panties rested beneath his trousers. He could not see them, but he found them as though they had been placed there for him.

Julian shuddered.

Gideon stopped.

The change was immediate and brutal. His mouth left his skin. His hand remained at his hip, but the claiming force withdrew from it.

For several breaths, neither moved.

Julian could feel how hard Gideon was against him. He could feel his body aching inside the close fabric, hungry for touch and the release promised by it.

Gideon lowered his forehead to his.

“No further.”

Loss struck hard enough to resemble pain.

“I want this.”

“I know.”

“You want it too.”

Gideon’s eyes closed.

“Yes.”

The admission should have satisfied him. Instead, it sharpened everything they were refusing.

Gideon stepped back far enough to restore air between them. Julian’s legs remained open at the edge of the desk. His shirt was rumpled, his lips tender and his neck still warm from his mouth.

“I want you. But I won’t sleep with you while I control your employment. We need to change that.”

The words were rougher than anything he had heard from him.

Julian understood. Desire did not make the imbalance disappear. They had already crossed a boundary, and stopping now could not undo that. But Gideon was not rejecting him. He was insisting they face what remained unresolved before they went further.

“What do you want me to do?”

The question emerged before he could examine it.

Gideon looked at him.

Julian felt the dynamic gather again, quieter now but no less powerful. He had asked for direction. Gideon understood what the request contained.

“Do you want an order?”

“Yes.”

“Just this, tonight. Then we talk when we can both think.”

Julian nodded.

Gideon moved to the chair beside the desk and sat. His composure had not returned completely. His hair had fallen loose, his lips were darkened by the kiss and his breathing remained deep.

He looked impossibly beautiful.

“Kneel.”

Julian slid from the desk.

He lowered himself between Gideon’s knees, the fitted trousers pulling across his thighs as they met the floor. The position should have felt humiliating. Instead, everything inside him settled.

Gideon placed one hand upon his head.

His fingers moved slowly through his soft blond hair, arranging and soothing it. Julian leaned into the touch before remembering he had not been given permission.

Gideon allowed it.

There was possession in the hand and tenderness within the possession. Julian understood, without either of them saying it, why someone had once given this man a collar marked Daddy’s Girl.

He wanted to know how it felt to belong beneath that hand.

Gideon looked down at Julian, desire and fear held together in his face.

“My princess.”

Julian closed his eyes.

The dynamic was real.

Whatever happened next, neither of them could return to pretending it was not.


Five

Julian knelt between Gideon’s knees for the second time the following evening.

Everything felt different.

The first time had emerged from hunger, fear and the remnants of a kiss neither of them had planned. Julian had lowered himself while still trembling from Gideon’s mouth and the strength of his body pressed against him. Desire had made the surrender almost inevitable.

Tonight, he had entered Gideon’s office knowing what the position meant.

The working day had ended. Smoked glass had turned the remaining lights of Vale House into muted reflections, and the desks beyond Gideon’s closed door stood empty. Julian had spent every hour aware of the man on the other side of it.

Neither had mentioned the previous night.

Gideon had been controlled and faultlessly professional. He thanked Julian for his work, accepted changes to his schedule and included him in every necessary decision. Nothing in his manner revealed that he had held Julian against a desk, kissed his throat and called him princess.

The silence had followed Julian through the day until it became impossible to distinguish anticipation from dread.

Then Gideon asked him to remain behind.

Julian entered the office expecting a conversation. He found Gideon seated in the chair near the windows rather than behind his desk. His jacket had been removed and his tie loosened, but the change offered none of the invitation Julian wanted to see.

Gideon looked at him for a long moment.

“Do you want to kneel?”

The question mattered. Gideon did not assume that the answer given yesterday still existed today.

Julian said yes.

Now he rested upon the carpet with his knees parted and his hands lying uncertainly against his thighs. His suit remained immaculate, his pale shirt buttoned to the throat and his tie held in place. Beneath the masculine clothing, he wore black panties.

He wondered whether Gideon knew.

A broad hand moved slowly through Julian’s hair. The touch began at his forehead and travelled towards the back of his head, smoothing the soft blond strands into place. Julian felt himself lean towards it before he could decide whether he was permitted.

Gideon allowed the movement.

His fingers returned, firmer this time. They gathered a small handful near Julian’s crown, not pulling, only holding enough to remind him that the gentleness belonged to a hand capable of something else.

Warmth descended through Julian’s body.

His shoulders relaxed. The day’s vigilance loosened beneath Gideon’s touch, and his thoughts became quieter. The carpet pressed against his knees. Gideon’s legs contained the space before him, broad and solid on either side.

Julian imagined turning his face towards the inside of Gideon’s thigh. He imagined kissing the dark fabric, opening the trousers above him and being allowed to make himself useful in a way that required no spreadsheets, schedules or professional judgment.

Gideon released his hair.

The fantasy remained unfinished.

“What do you believe you’re offering me?”

Julian looked up.

The question disturbed the simplicity of the position. Kneeling had felt like an answer until Gideon required him to explain it.

“My submission.”

The word sounded borrowed. Too complete for something Julian barely understood.

“What does that mean?”

Julian’s fingers tightened against his thighs. He wanted to say obedience, but the word revealed nothing about the desire beneath it. He wanted to say control, though he did not know which parts of himself he expected Gideon to control or what limits would remain once he began.

He knew only fragments.

Gideon deciding what he wore. Gideon looking at him and seeing something pretty. Instructions that quieted his mind. Praise that moved through him like warmth. The imagined pressure of a collar against his throat and the weight of a silver tag declaring that he belonged.

“I want to please you.”

Gideon’s expression changed.

“Your entire professional life is built around pleasing people.”

The observation struck closer than Julian wanted.

“This is different.”

“How?”

Julian looked down at Gideon’s hands. One rested upon the arm of the chair, broad and still. He wanted that hand in his hair again. He wanted it beneath his chin, at the back of his neck or closed around his wrist.

He wanted Gideon to place him somewhere and decide he should remain.

“I want you to choose.”

The admission left him feeling naked despite the suit. Gideon’s gaze settled more heavily upon him.

“Choose what?”

Julian struggled for an answer large enough to contain everything.

“What I do. How I look. What you want from me.”

The words opened a space inside him. More crowded behind them. He wanted to say useful, owned and beautiful. He wanted to admit that being called a good girl had made something inside him bloom before he could understand what it was.

He could not force those desires through his throat.

Gideon seemed to see them anyway.

His hand returned to Julian’s hair, but the touch had changed. It carried tenderness rather than possession.

“I already decide how you spend most of your day.”

The words cooled the warmth inside Julian.

Gideon continued stroking his hair. The gentleness made what followed more painful.

“I control your work, your salary and how your performance is assessed. I can open opportunities for you or close them. If you refuse me tonight, you have to trust that none of those things will change tomorrow.”

“They wouldn’t.”

“You believe that.”

Julian searched Gideon’s face.

“Would they?”

“No.”

The answer came with immediate certainty.

Relief arrived, but Gideon did not allow Julian to settle into it.

“The fact that I would behave ethically does not remove the power. You have known me for weeks. You cannot safely give me this while I hold the rest of your life in my hands.”

The position that had felt so right became humiliating. Julian was suddenly aware of himself kneeling in a suit before his employer, offering desires he could not articulate and mistaking Gideon’s attention for permission.

Gideon’s fingers withdrew.

Julian missed them instantly.

“I understand.”

He began to rise.

“Stay.”

The command stopped him halfway.

Julian lowered himself again.

Gideon’s jaw tightened at the speed of his obedience. The reaction was not disgust. Julian could see desire there, controlled so severely that it had become almost painful.

“Nothing more happens until this is addressed.”

Rejection moved through Julian despite the evidence before him. Gideon wanted him. The previous night had made that undeniable. Yet wanting had not prevented him from building distance.

Julian wondered whether the reality of his submission had disappointed him. A fantasy could remain beautiful because it made no demands. Julian kneeling in front of him was a person with a career, uncertainty and needs he did not yet understand.

Perhaps Gideon had seen all of that and regretted touching him.

Gideon told him to stand.

Julian obeyed.

The transition left him unsteady. Gideon rose too, restoring the difference in their height and returning them to something that resembled the professional world. He straightened Julian’s tie with careful hands.

The gesture was almost unbearable.

“We will resolve the employment issue first.”

Then came several days of meetings Julian had not expected to concern him.

Gideon called Imani and Tobias into his office the following morning. Julian sat beside them while Gideon explained that his role had expanded beyond the original expectations and required formal restructuring.

He had already spoken privately to Imani about the conflict of interest. The meeting itself concerned Julian’s responsibilities and the protections his new role required.

Imani listened without interrupting. Her attention moved once from Gideon to Julian and remained there just long enough to make clear that she understood a second conversation existed beneath the first.

Gideon proposed moving Julian into a senior executive coordination role reporting directly to Tobias. Julian would continue managing projects involving Gideon and retain access to his schedule, but Tobias would control his assessment, salary reviews and professional development. Any disciplinary process would require Imani’s approval.

The position included increased pay and broader authority.

On paper, it was a promotion.

Julian experienced each protection as another strand being cut between them.

Tobias asked practical questions about workload and reporting. Imani asked Julian whether the change was something he wanted.

The room waited.

Julian understood that Gideon would not answer for him. Even here, he was being required to choose.

“Yes.”

The arrangements moved quickly. New documents appeared. Responsibilities were redistributed, and staff were informed that Julian’s authority now extended beyond his former role.

Everyone congratulated him.

Gideon did not touch him.

He became more formal as the professional distance between them increased. Instructions arrived through Tobias when they could. Meetings that once ended with Julian alone in Gideon’s office now concluded when the final participant left.

Princess disappeared.

Julian began to believe Gideon had used the power imbalance as a dignified way to retreat. He had created a promotion out of rejection, ensuring Julian could not accuse him of harm.

The thought became more convincing each day.

When the final documents were signed, Gideon asked Julian to remain in his office.

Julian stood before the desk rather than approaching the chair near the windows. He had learned not to expect softness there.

Gideon placed the completed agreement between them.

“You no longer report to me. I cannot alter your salary, terminate your employment or control your progression without independent approval.”

Julian nodded.

“You can refuse me.”

“I could always refuse you.”

“No. You could always say no. That is not the same as knowing the refusal was safe.”

The distinction entered Julian slowly.

Gideon had not withdrawn because he found Julian embarrassing or unwanted. He had put formal protections between Julian’s career and their private relationship, even though doing so created distance Gideon clearly did not want.

“I won’t accept surrender from someone who cannot safely withhold it.”

The words carried no romance. They offered something more difficult and substantial.

Choice.

Gideon looked at him across the desk.

“I would like you to come to my apartment tomorrow evening.”

Julian’s body responded before his thoughts. Warmth returned to every place Gideon’s restraint had left cold.

“This is an invitation, not an instruction. You may decline. You may accept tonight and change your mind tomorrow. Nothing at Vale House will change.”

Gideon gave him no deadline and asked for no immediate answer.

Julian carried the invitation home.

The following evening, he stood before his wardrobe for almost an hour. He added a lightly tailored jacket and, after some hesitation, a tie. Then he opened the drawer containing the underwear he had bought after the illness.

His hand moved over black, grey and blue.

Julian selected a delicate black pair Gideon had never seen.

He stepped into them slowly and drew them up his legs. The fabric settled close around him, holding the first stir of arousal against his body. In the mirror, nothing visible had changed.

That was not true.

Julian knew what waited beneath his clothes. He knew why he had chosen it and who he wanted to discover it.

When Gideon opened the apartment door, Julian stood before him carrying no folder, schedule or professional excuse.

He had come because he wanted to.

Beneath his clothes, he was already dressed for surrender.
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Gideon stepped aside and allowed Julian to enter.

The apartment held the same quiet warmth Julian remembered, but nothing about returning felt accidental now. He was no longer ill, weakened or in need of rescue. He had arrived awake to every implication, carrying the knowledge of Gideon’s mouth upon his and a deliberate secret beneath his clothes.

Gideon took his coat without touching anything else. His gaze moved over Julian’s soft shirt and dark trousers, pausing briefly at the narrowness of his waist before returning to his face. The attention was restrained enough to deny, but Julian no longer doubted what lived beneath it.

They sat opposite each other in the living room. Gideon had prepared water and tea, but no alcohol. The arrangement resembled an ordinary conversation except for the distance held so deliberately between them.

Julian rested his hands upon his knees. The panties felt close against his body, their presence impossible to forget now that Gideon sat before him. He wondered if they had changed how he walked or whether Gideon could recognise them through some alteration Julian had not intended to reveal.

Gideon did not begin with reassurance. He asked Julian to describe what had happened in the office.

Julian spoke about the attraction first. It was easier to admit that he had wanted the kiss than explain why kneeling had affected him so deeply. He described Gideon’s hand at his neck, the command to look at him and the relief that followed obedience.

He avoided good girl and princess until there was nowhere left to move around them.

“I wanted that too.”

Gideon’s expression remained calm.

“Which part?”

“All of it.”

The answer sounded inadequate. Julian felt Gideon waiting, giving him the opportunity to hide or continue.

Julian looked down at his hands. He admitted that he had replayed the scene repeatedly. In the fantasies, the kiss lasted longer and Gideon did not stop after telling him to kneel. Julian remained between his knees, looking up and waiting to be told what he was for.

He had imagined good girl most often.

The words had entered him differently from any compliment he had received as a man. They had not felt ridiculous or false. Gideon’s voice had made femininity sound like something Julian could be praised into, a place he could occupy because someone wanted him there.

Gideon’s attention became heavier.

“Did you want the praise, or did you want to be a girl?”

Julian’s breath caught. The distinction frightened him because he had not allowed himself to consider it.

“I don’t know.”

It was the most honest answer available.

Gideon accepted it without pressing. He asked whether Julian wanted orders or merely permission to explore desires he already possessed. Julian thought of the difference between being allowed to kneel and being told to do it.

“Orders.”

The word warmed his face.

Gideon asked whether he wanted those orders only inside sexual encounters. Julian hesitated. He imagined Gideon selecting his clothes, deciding when he should eat and instructing him to rest when he had exhausted himself.

The fantasy felt broader than sex. It reached towards care, structure and the relief of no longer being required to make every decision alone.

“I think I want more than that.”

Gideon leaned back slightly. The movement increased the distance without diminishing his attention.

He asked whether Julian wanted him to choose feminine clothing. Whether being called pretty felt pleasurable because it was true or because it humiliated him. Whether he wanted Gideon to control his body, his pleasure or both.

Each question opened another hidden room.

Julian answered slowly. He wanted Gideon to choose what he wore, though the admission made his skin prickle with embarrassment. Pretty felt pleasurable because Gideon appeared to mean it. Femininity itself did not humiliate him, but being exposed in his desire for it did.

He wanted Gideon to control his pleasure.

Saying so caused his cock to stir against the panties. Julian shifted and immediately regretted drawing attention to his body.

Gideon noticed. His gaze descended towards Julian’s lap and remained there for a moment before returning to his face. Nothing in his expression mocked the response.

“Do you want degradation?”

Julian’s mouth became dry.

He thought of words he had encountered in fantasies and immediately buried. Slut. Whore. Toy. Needy little thing. They frightened him because each one stripped away the competence and masculine respectability upon which he had built his life.

They also made him hard.

“Yes.”

“What do you want it to mean?”

The question unsettled him. Julian had assumed degradation meant becoming less, yet nothing about the desire felt like genuine worthlessness. He wanted the words to uncover something shameful and then make that shame precious.

“I want to be exposed. I don’t want to be despised.”

Understanding moved through Gideon’s face.

“You want me to name the parts of you that you hide and desire you because of them.”

Julian looked at him.

“Yes.”

The clarity of the interpretation sent a tremor through him. Gideon had found the desire beneath the fantasy without reducing or sanitising it.

He asked Julian about service next. Julian understood service more easily because it resembled the shape of his ordinary life. He wanted to anticipate, provide and become useful to Gideon’s pleasure.

Gideon challenged that answer.

Julian already served him professionally. He had made a life from identifying other people’s needs and hiding his own. If sexual service became another method of earning safety, then kneeling would merely reproduce the same bargain in a more intimate form.

The observation hurt because it was true.

“What if I have nothing to offer you?” Julian asked.

The question emerged smaller than he intended.

Gideon’s face softened.

“Then you would still be here.”

Julian felt the words settle somewhere deeper than arousal. He did not entirely believe them, but he wanted to.

Gideon asked what ownership meant to him.

The collar appeared immediately in Julian’s mind. Black leather. Silver tag. Daddy’s Girl.

He admitted that he had found it in the bag.

Pain moved through Gideon’s expression before control returned. He did not ask whether Julian had touched it or imagined wearing it. Perhaps the answer was already visible.

Julian tried to explain what the collar had awakened. Ownership meant being chosen beyond convenience. It meant Gideon accepting responsibility for what belonged to him and Julian no longer needing to earn his place each day.

It also meant being used.

The admission excited him enough that he had to pause. He wanted to become an object of Gideon’s pleasure. Something dressed, positioned, praised and handled according to another person’s desire.

Gideon became very still.

“Do you want to be treated as a thing?”

Julian’s heartbeat seemed to fill the room.

This was the desire he understood least and feared most. People were supposed to resist objectification. Julian knew the harm of being valued only for usefulness, yet imagining himself as Gideon’s possession did not feel like erasure.

It felt like rest.

“Yes.”

Gideon’s eyes darkened.

The response was restrained, but Julian saw how deeply the answer affected him. Gideon wanted this too. Beneath his care and composure lived a hunger to own, arrange and use someone who gave himself willingly.

That hunger should have frightened Julian.

Instead, recognition passed between them. Each had found the shape of his shadow reflected in the other.

Gideon moved forward and rested his forearms upon his thighs. The distance narrowed, though he still did not touch Julian.

“Wanting to be degraded does not make you degraded. Wanting to be treated as an object does not remove your personhood.”

Julian listened.

“If I treat you like a thing, I remain responsible for the person choosing it. I do not get to forget you are there simply because forgetting is part of the fantasy.”

The words transformed objectification into something Gideon would hold rather than inflict. Julian could be reduced because someone remained attentive to everything reduction exposed.

His body softened into the idea.

They discussed how they would begin. Each encounter would have a clear opening and ending. Gideon would ask before taking control, and Julian’s answer would apply only to that encounter. Outside it, Gideon would hold only the authority they had separately agreed to extend beyond their encounters. Their professional relationship would remain outside the dynamic.

They chose red as the word that would end everything immediately. Julian could also ask to slow down or pause without ending the dynamic entirely.

Gideon refused to treat silence as permission.

“You may find obedience easier than honesty.”

Julian recognised the warning.

Gideon told him that surrender required accurate information. If Julian concealed pain, discomfort or fear to appear more pleasing, he would prevent Gideon from making responsible decisions. Obedience did not mean pretending to enjoy whatever Gideon wanted.

The requirement seemed simple. Julian knew it would be the hardest thing Gideon could demand of him.

He had spent his life shaping responses around other people’s expectations. Now he was being told that pleasing Gideon required revealing the possibility of displeasing him.

“If you want something I don’t, what happens?”

“You tell me.”

“And if you’re disappointed?”

The word tightened Julian’s chest.

Gideon held his gaze.

“You remain safe. You remain wanted. Your employment remains unchanged.”

Julian breathed through the ache those assurances created. He wanted to believe refusal could exist without withdrawal.

Gideon stood.

The movement changed the pressure in the room. He crossed the small distance between them and stopped in front of Julian, broad enough to fill his vision.

Nothing had begun yet. Julian remained free to stand, leave or ask for more time.

Gideon looked down at him.

“Do you still want to submit to me?”

Julian felt the entire conversation gather around the question. The embarrassment, arousal and desires finally given language. Gideon knew what he wanted now and had not turned away.

“Yes.”

Gideon’s expression deepened, but he did not act.

“Do you want me to take control?”

The second question reached somewhere more vulnerable. Julian understood that answering would open the container they had created. Gideon’s authority would cease to be implication and become something Julian had actively invited.

He felt the panties holding him beneath his clothes. He remembered the collar and Gideon’s hand in his hair. He imagined becoming pretty, useful and owned without needing to disappear.

“Yes.”

Gideon’s posture changed.

The gentleness remained, but authority settled through it like weight entering water. Julian felt the difference before the first instruction arrived.

“Kneel.”

Julian slid from the chair.

He lowered himself slowly, conscious of Gideon watching each movement. His knees met the floor. He placed his hands upon his thighs and looked up.

This was not the helpless surrender of illness or the reckless hunger of their first kiss.

Julian knew what he was offering now.

Gideon knew he was free to withhold it.

The knowledge made kneeling feel more complete.
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Gideon allowed Julian to settle before approaching him.

The waiting became part of the control. Julian remained upon his knees with his hands resting where he had placed them, aware of every adjustment his body wanted to make. The carpet pressed into his shins. His back had begun to curve, and tension gathered inside his shoulders as he tried to guess what Gideon expected.

Gideon stepped behind him.

Julian felt his presence without turning. Warmth gathered along his back, followed by the light pressure of two fingers between his shoulder blades.

“Straighten.”

Julian obeyed.

Gideon’s hand moved to one shoulder and then the other, guiding them down rather than forcing them back. He adjusted Julian with the care of someone arranging an object whose beauty depended upon precision. The thought sent pleasure through Julian before anything overtly sexual had happened.

Gideon moved around him and lowered himself enough to reposition Julian’s hands. He turned each palm down against Julian’s thighs and separated the fingers slightly. His touch was unhurried, lingering no longer than the task required.

Julian watched those broad hands shape him.

“Knees farther apart.”

Heat rose into Julian’s face. He widened them.

The position exposed him despite the layers of clothing. His fitted trousers drew tightly across his thighs and the fabric between them pressed against the panties beneath. His cock had already begun to harden, held close against his body by the soft black material.

Gideon stood.

Julian waited.

He had never understood how intense stillness could become when someone else required it. Ordinarily, remaining motionless was another form of performance. He controlled his posture to prevent people from seeing anxiety, femininity or need.

This stillness was different. Gideon already knew the need was there. He was not asking Julian to conceal it.

He was making him display it.

Gideon walked slowly around him. Julian felt the examination in stages. His back, the narrowness of his waist, the spread of his thighs and the face he kept lifted because Gideon had positioned it that way.

There was no pain and no restraint beyond the expectation that he remain where he had been placed. Julian could have moved at any moment. Choosing not to made the position feel more binding than rope.

“You will speak when I ask you a question. If you need something, you ask permission.”

Julian almost answered automatically. He caught the response before it left him and remained silent.

Approval softened Gideon’s expression.

“Clever.”

The single word settled beneath Julian’s ribs.

Gideon reached for his tie. He loosened the knot slowly, drawing the silk from beneath Julian’s collar without asking him to stand. The removal felt more intimate from below. Julian had to lift his chin and allow Gideon to undress him one controlled piece at a time.

The jacket followed. Gideon slid it from Julian’s shoulders and placed it neatly across the back of a chair. He left the shirt buttoned and tucked into the dark trousers, its softness emphasising the delicate structure beneath.

Gideon returned to stand before him.

“What are you wearing under those clothes?”

Julian had known the question would come. He had dressed for it, carried the answer through the evening and waited for Gideon to uncover the secret.

“May I answer?”

Gideon’s gaze darkened with pleasure.

“Yes.”

“Panties.”

The word entered the room with more weight than it should have carried.

Gideon looked down at Julian’s lap. Nothing was visible except the close fit of the trousers and the erection becoming increasingly difficult to conceal.

“Why?”

Julian swallowed.

“Because I hoped you would ask.”

Gideon’s hand entered his hair. His fingers closed near the crown, holding without pulling.

“You dressed your pretty little secret for me.”

The description exposed him more completely than removing his clothes could have done. Julian felt the truth of it through every layer. He had selected the underwear for Gideon, then hidden it so discovery could become part of the pleasure.

Gideon’s thumb moved against his scalp.

“What a clever little thing you are.”

Praise opened warmly inside Julian. He leaned into the hand before catching himself, but Gideon kept him there.

The grip guided his face upward.

Gideon looked at him as though there were nothing else in the room worth seeing. The attention was almost unbearable. Julian had spent his life becoming useful enough to avoid scrutiny, yet he wanted Gideon to examine every hidden part of him and decide it was desirable.

Gideon released his hair and adjusted the collar of his shirt. He opened the upper button, then smoothed the fabric across Julian’s shoulders. His fingers followed the line towards Julian’s chest without touching skin.

“So pretty.”

Julian’s breath trembled.

The compliment did not ask him to become anything. It named what Gideon already saw.

Gideon moved behind him again and placed both hands at Julian’s waist. His palms spanned it easily. He drew the shirt tighter against Julian’s body, revealing the fine inward curve that Julian’s professional clothes once existed to disguise.

Julian imagined himself as something displayed. A beautiful possession being turned beneath the light so its owner could appreciate every line.

The fantasy softened his posture.

Gideon’s hands tightened.

“Hold yourself properly, princess.”

Princess reached deeper than pretty.

The word created a place around him. Inside it, the slightness of his body was not a masculine failure. His fine features, narrow waist and need to be cherished all belonged together. He did not have to understand whether the place was fantasy, femininity or something more enduring.

For now, Gideon had made it for him.

Julian shivered.

Gideon returned to the chair and sat. He studied what he had arranged upon the floor, one hand resting against his thigh while Julian knelt between his open knees.

“You like that.”

Julian waited.

“You may answer.”

“Yes.”

“Of course you do. You’ve been desperate for me to see you.”

The mild cruelty of the observation made Julian’s cock throb. Gideon spoke without contempt, almost with affection. His need was not being mocked from a distance. It was being gathered into Gideon’s possession.

Julian felt shame and pleasure twist together.

Gideon described him as needy. Eager. Shamelessly hungry for praise. Each word uncovered something Julian had hidden beneath competence, and each was delivered as though the exposure made him more appealing.

He wanted to protest that he was not shameless. He had built his entire life around shame. Yet here he remained, kneeling with his legs apart and his erection outlined beneath his trousers.

Gideon saw the contradiction.

“You’re trying very hard to look respectable while kneeling in panties for me.”

Julian’s face burned. His body responded with another involuntary pulse.

Gideon smiled.

There was darkness in the expression now. Not malice, but pleasure in Julian’s helpless visibility. Julian recognised the appetite he had sensed from the beginning. Gideon wanted to strip away his control and look at whatever trembled beneath it.

Julian wanted to be seen.

“What do you want to be?”

The question seemed to open the scene wider. Julian knew the answer, but speaking it required him to accept the desire as his own.

He asked permission.

Gideon gave it.

“Your toy.”

Something powerful moved through Gideon’s face. His hand tightened against his thigh, revealing the restraint required not to reach for Julian.

“Do you know what happens to toys?”

Julian shook his head, then remembered the restriction and stilled.

“They are positioned. Played with. Used for pleasure.” Gideon’s gaze moved over him. “Then carefully put away.”

The final words made Julian ache more deeply than the others.

Used and kept.

He had always imagined one or the other. Use ended when usefulness ended. Gideon offered an objectification in which care followed possession as naturally as desire.

Gideon looked towards Julian’s lap.

“Ask permission to touch what belongs to me tonight.”

The ownership was temporary. They had agreed where the container began and ended. Julian knew his body would remain his when Gideon closed it.

That knowledge made the surrender possible.

“May I touch myself?”

“Yes.”

Julian moved one hand from his thigh. The first contact through his trousers was almost overwhelming. His cock had become painfully hard inside the panties, compressed between softness and the firmer fabric above.

He rubbed slowly.

Gideon watched.

The absence of Gideon’s touch intensified everything. Julian remained responsible for each movement while surrendering authority over it. His hand belonged to the instruction. Pleasure became something performed beneath Gideon’s gaze.

Gideon controlled the pace with sparse commands. Slower. Stop. Continue. Each interruption sharpened Julian’s awareness of obedience.

When Julian attempted to increase the pressure without permission, Gideon corrected him.

The disappointment in his voice affected Julian more strongly than anger might have done. He returned to the required rhythm and felt relief when Gideon praised the correction.

His breathing deepened. The room narrowed around the motion of his hand, the panties holding him and Gideon’s eyes upon his body. Julian’s hips wanted to rise towards the touch. He kept them still because he had not been told to move.

Gideon noticed the effort.

“Good princess.”

Pleasure surged.

Julian closed his eyes.

“Look at me.”

He forced them open.

Gideon sat before him with his legs apart, composed except for the heaviness of his breathing and the erection visible beneath his trousers. Seeing the effect he had produced made Julian feel beautiful in a new way. Gideon was not indulging him out of kindness. He wanted this.

Julian’s body tightened towards release.

“May I cum?”

Gideon’s expression softened with something almost tender.

“No.”

The denial struck through him.

Julian’s hand faltered but continued moving from momentum. Gideon said his name once, quietly.

He stopped.

The pleasure remained gathered inside him, painful and bright. His cock pulsed uselessly against the panties. Every instinct demanded that he continue for only a few more seconds.

Julian returned his hand to his thigh.

Obedience carried its own release.

The sight of Gideon’s approval entered the space where orgasm had been denied. It warmed Julian differently, spreading through his chest rather than breaking from his body.

“You stopped beautifully.”

Emotion rose without warning.

Julian’s eyes stung. He remained kneeling because Gideon had not told him to move, aroused and exposed and more deeply affected by the praise than he understood.

Gideon leaned forward.

“The scene is finished, Julian.”

The use of his name returned the room to him. Authority receded without disappearing into coldness.

Gideon helped him stand. Julian’s legs trembled, and Gideon supported him without comment. He wrapped a soft robe around Julian’s shoulders, covering the rumpled shirt and the erection still held inside his clothes.

Water came first. Then food.

Gideon sat beside him on the sofa and drew Julian against his chest. The body Julian had knelt before became shelter around him. One arm held him securely while the other hand moved through his hair.

Julian allowed the shaking to pass.

After he had eaten, Gideon asked what had felt real.

Julian considered the positioning, praise and sexual control. All had affected him, but the deepest truth lay elsewhere.

“Being a thing.”

Gideon waited.

“I thought it would make me disappear. It didn’t. I felt more present because you were looking after everything.”

Gideon’s arm tightened around him.

“Things still require careful handling.”

Julian rested his head against Gideon’s chest and listened to the steady heart beneath it. The promise inside the words felt larger than the scene. Gideon could make him an object without forgetting the person who had chosen to become one.

Before Julian left, they agreed on several rules that would continue between encounters. He was to eat properly, rest when instructed and report discomfort rather than hiding it to appear obedient. When Gideon asked for his princess, Julian would wear panties.

The rules were small. Julian carried them home like something precious.

Hours later, still denied and aching, he received a message asking whether he had eaten and gone to bed.

Julian sent confirmation only after doing both.

He lay beneath the covers with the panties still holding him and Gideon’s control extending quietly across the distance between them. The arousal remained, softened now by safety and the memory of praise.

Julian closed his eyes.

He slept more peacefully than he had in years.


Six

Over the two weeks following Julian’s first intentional surrender, the rules entered his life quietly.

They did not arrive as a contract or a timetable. Gideon introduced them one at a time, usually in response to something Julian had failed to do for himself. Each was simple enough to appear practical, but the authority behind it transformed ordinary care into something Julian could feel throughout his body.

He was expected to eat before difficult meetings. He had to leave work at the agreed time unless Tobias approved an extension. If Gideon asked whether he was tired, hungry or struggling, Julian was required to answer honestly rather than offer whatever response would be least inconvenient.

Honesty proved harder than obedience.

When Gideon asked whether he had eaten lunch on the Tuesday after their first scene, Julian almost answered yes. The lie formed from habit. He had coffee on his desk, three completed tasks and no desire to interrupt the momentum of the day.

His fingers rested above the message.

Julian deleted the lie and admitted that he had forgotten.

The reply arrived less than a minute later.

Eat before the finance meeting. Send confirmation when you have.

No anger. No disappointment. Only expectation.

Julian obeyed.

The satisfaction of sending confirmation surprised him. It warmed him more deeply than completing the report that had caused him to miss lunch. Gideon had given him a requirement that could be met, and Julian had met it.

Praise followed.

Good.

The word stayed with him through the afternoon.

Gideon did not monitor him constantly. Days sometimes passed without an instruction unrelated to work. That absence prevented the rules from becoming noise. When Gideon chose to exercise authority, Julian felt the decision immediately.

A small parcel arrived at Julian’s apartment during the first week. Inside were three pairs of panties in black, cream and deep blue. They were finer than anything Julian had bought for himself, soft enough that the fabric seemed to disappear between his fingers.

There was no note beyond a brief message.

Wear the blue pair tomorrow.

Julian laid them upon the bed.

Desire gathered before he touched them. He imagined Gideon selecting the colour, considering the size and picturing Julian’s body inside them. The gift had been chosen for somewhere nobody else would see.

The next morning, Julian pulled them slowly up his legs. The fabric settled close against him, delicate and cool before absorbing the warmth of his skin. He adjusted himself carefully, watching in the mirror as the underwear softened the shape of his body.

Over them went the familiar architecture of his working life. Trousers. Shirt. Tie. Jacket.

The result appeared unchanged.

Julian entered Vale House knowing that it was not.

The panties followed him through every movement. He felt them while crossing reception, sitting at his desk and standing beside Tobias during the morning briefing. Their closeness reminded him that beneath the professional surface, he had obeyed a private instruction from Gideon.

During the finance meeting, Julian presented a revised budget while Gideon listened from the opposite side of the table. Gideon treated him with the same professional attention he gave every senior member of staff. He did not glance towards Julian’s waist or allow warmth to enter his expression.

That restraint made the secret more erotic.

Julian knew Gideon was aware of the blue fabric beneath his suit. He knew Gideon had imagined him dressing that morning and would expect confirmation later. The lack of public acknowledgment contained rather than weakened the control.

When the meeting ended, Gideon gathered his papers.

“Excellent work, Mr Merritt.”

The formal name should have restored distance. Instead, Julian heard everything hidden beneath it.

He thanked Gideon without lowering his eyes. His body remained warm long after the room emptied.

The separation between Vale House and their private dynamic became one of the rules neither needed to state repeatedly. Gideon respected the professional structure they had created. He never issued personal commands through company systems and did not use feminine names or sexual praise during working interactions.

Julian discovered he enjoyed the division.

At work, he remained Mr Merritt. Competent, controlled and increasingly influential. Outside it, Gideon could strip away every title and decide what remained.

The two selves did not yet feel contradictory. They sharpened one another.

Gideon’s authority began following Julian home.

Some evenings, Julian had to ask before touching himself. The rule turned private desire into a conversation even when Gideon was elsewhere. Julian would lie in bed wearing soft underwear, aroused by the possibility of permission or denial, and wait for a reply.

Gideon did not always answer immediately.

Anticipation became its own form of control. Julian could have touched himself without anyone knowing, but obedience lived precisely in the unobserved moment. He wanted the pleasure of doing what Gideon expected more than he wanted the brief satisfaction of breaking the rule.

Other instructions were gentler.

Gideon told him to send confirmation when he reached home after working late. He made Julian go to bed when exhaustion turned his messages incoherent. When Julian mentioned booking a haircut, Gideon asked him not to cut it short.

Julian cancelled the appointment.

His blond hair began growing around his ears and falling more insistently across his forehead. Without the severe cut, its natural wave returned. It softened his fine features and made his blue eyes appear larger.

Julian noticed himself looking into mirrors more often.

He began caring for his skin because Gideon had once called it beautiful. He bought moisturiser, a gentle cleanser and a tinted balm that gave his lips colour without appearing cosmetic. He chose sleepwear made from soft fabric and allowed himself to wear the yoga pants at home without needing to connect them to fever or necessity.

Femininity continued when Gideon was absent.

That discovery unsettled him more than any command.

He could have explained panties as part of submission. Gideon wanted him in them, and pleasing Gideon aroused him. Yet no one had instructed Julian to run his hands over the soft nightshirt he found while shopping or imagine how it might fall around his thighs.

He bought it.

The garment reached halfway down his legs and moved softly around his body when he walked. Julian wore it alone, with the curtains closed. He stood before the mirror and felt the same quiet recognition that had first appeared inside Gideon’s apartment.

Pretty.

The word no longer vanished when he was alone.

Mara noticed the changes during dinner at Julian’s apartment. She watched him push his growing hair behind one ear and looked down at the soft grey fabric visible beneath his open cardigan.

“You look different.”

Julian’s hand dropped.

The instinct to conceal arrived first. He could change the subject, dismiss the clothes as comfort and describe the new role at Vale House until Mara forgot what she had observed.

Instead, he told her about the restructuring.

He explained that he no longer reported directly to Gideon and that his salary and career were formally protected. The detail sounded defensive before Julian mentioned the relationship itself.

Mara listened without interrupting. Her face remained open, but concern gathered around her eyes.

Julian described the attraction and the kiss. He admitted that they were exploring control and submission, though the words felt too clinical for what happened when Gideon told him to kneel.

He said less about the panties and almost nothing about princess.

Mara still understood more than he offered.

“Does he make you feel smaller?”

Julian looked down at the sleeves gathered around his wrists.

The question deserved care. Gideon positioned him, controlled his pleasure and called him a thing. From outside, each act could appear to reduce him.

Yet kneeling had not made Julian disappear. Being watched so closely had made disappearance impossible.

“No. More visible.”

The answer surprised him with its certainty.

Mara studied his face.

“You seem happier.”

Julian wanted to deny that too. Happiness felt too large for something still built from secrecy, uncertainty and desire he could barely name.

He looked towards the darkened window and caught his reflection. Soft hair. Colour in his lips. A body no longer held rigidly against itself.

“I think I am.”

Mara did not ask him to justify it. Her concern remained, but it made space for Julian’s joy rather than replacing it.

The following evening, Gideon called after Julian had left Vale House. He did not begin with an instruction. He asked whether Julian wanted another encounter and whether he was prepared for the feminisation to become more deliberate.

Julian felt heat move through him.

Gideon wanted to choose everything. Clothing, grooming and presentation. Julian would retain the right to refuse any part, but if he agreed, he would surrender those decisions for the evening.

The thought frightened him.

It also filled him with an almost painful longing.

Julian imagined standing before Gideon while the man decided what kind of beauty to make visible. He imagined garments selected for his body, hands arranging his hair and praise offered when the result pleased him.

“Yes.”

Gideon allowed the answer to settle.

He gave Julian a time and instructed him to arrive showered, rested and without having touched himself that day. Everything else would be waiting.

Julian obeyed each requirement.

Anticipation followed him through the hours before the encounter. He ate even though nerves had reduced his appetite. He showered carefully and left his hair untouched afterward, allowing the blond waves to dry naturally around his face.

He wore simple clothes to the apartment. Beneath them, at Gideon’s instruction, he wore nothing.

The absence made him feel exposed before the door had opened.

Gideon greeted him with a kiss to the forehead rather than the mouth. The tenderness steadied Julian and made the desire beneath it feel more dangerous.

He took Julian’s coat and led him towards the bedroom.

Several garment boxes waited across the bed. Smaller cases stood beside them, accompanied by brushes, bottles and jewellery that caught the muted light.

Julian stopped in the doorway.

Gideon came to stand behind him. One broad hand settled at his waist, gentle but unmistakably possessive.

Tonight, Princess would not emerge by accident.

Gideon intended to dress him.
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Gideon’s hand remained at Julian’s waist while they stood in the bedroom doorway.

The garment boxes waited beneath the warm light like gifts in a story Julian had entered without understanding its ending. Their pale surfaces revealed nothing, yet his body responded to them as though the contents had already been placed against his skin. He felt exposed by anticipation alone.

Gideon turned him gently.

The contact at Julian’s waist remained steady, keeping him close without forcing the distance closed. Gideon’s expression held desire, but also the seriousness Julian had learned to recognise whenever his surrender became more than fantasy.

“You agreed to let me choose your presentation. Do you still want that?”

Julian looked towards the bed. Embarrassment rose with enough force to make retreat briefly tempting. He could still reduce the evening to something smaller, perhaps underwear beneath ordinary clothes or the familiar yoga pants that allowed femininity without requiring him to name it.

He did not want smaller.

“Yes.”

Gideon watched his face.

“I want you to feminise me.”

The words made Julian’s pulse quicken. He had never spoken the desire so plainly. Femininity had happened through borrowed clothing, private experiments and instructions that could be blamed upon Gideon.

Now Julian had asked for it.

Gideon kissed his forehead.

The tenderness steadied him without reducing the erotic weight of what would follow. Gideon had not kissed his mouth or taken anything from him. He had received the request and marked it with care.

Julian had showered before leaving home, as instructed, but Gideon directed him towards the bathroom again. This was not about cleanliness. The second shower formed a threshold between the man who had arrived in ordinary clothing and the person Gideon intended to reveal.

Gideon undressed him first.

He opened Julian’s shirt one button at a time. The pace made each small exposure significant. Collarbone, chest and stomach appeared beneath his hands while Julian remained still and allowed himself to be uncovered.

Gideon slid the fabric from Julian’s shoulders and folded it rather than dropping it. His trousers followed, then his socks, until Julian stood naked in the quiet bedroom.

The absence of underwear made him feel particularly vulnerable. His cock had already begun to harden, responding to Gideon’s attention despite the lack of direct touch. Julian resisted the impulse to cover himself.

Gideon looked without pretending not to.

His gaze moved from Julian’s face down the slight line of his body, lingering at his narrow waist, pale thighs and exposed arousal. The examination warmed every place it touched.

“So lovely already.”

Julian lowered his eyes.

Gideon placed two fingers beneath his chin and lifted his face again. The correction contained no reprimand. It reminded Julian that concealment was not required here.

In the bathroom, Gideon adjusted the water and directed Julian beneath it. He washed Julian’s hair himself, working shampoo through the growing blond waves with strong, careful fingers. Julian closed his eyes and surrendered to the pressure against his scalp.

The intimacy reached beyond sex. Gideon was not merely preparing a body he wanted to use. He was tending to it, making the transformation something worthy of attention rather than a hurried path towards gratification.

Afterward, Gideon wrapped him in a towel and seated him upon a low stool. Julian’s skin remained warm and damp. Gideon knelt to dry his legs.

The reversal affected Julian. This powerful man lowered before him without surrendering authority. Every touch remained directed by Gideon’s intention.

He asked whether Julian wanted his legs shaved. The question awakened a longing Julian had avoided because it seemed too revealing. Smooth legs belonged to the fantasies he kept furthest from ordinary life.

Julian consented.

Gideon applied warm gel and guided the razor in slow strokes from ankle to knee. He supported each leg across his thigh, turning it when necessary and rinsing the blade between passes. The care made the process almost ceremonial.

Pale skin appeared beneath fine blond hair. Julian ran his fingertips over one completed calf and shivered at the unfamiliar smoothness. The sensation intensified when his thighs brushed together.

Gideon noticed.

He finished both legs, then massaged lotion into them. His palms travelled from Julian’s ankles upward, spreading warmth through newly sensitive skin. He did not touch Julian’s cock, though his hands moved close enough to keep Julian continuously aware of the omission.

By the time Gideon finished, Julian was painfully aroused.

Gideon offered no release.

He guided Julian back into the bedroom and sat him at the dressing table with the mirror covered. Julian could see only the dark cloth where his reflection should have been.

The concealment placed his appearance entirely within Gideon’s control. Julian could feel each change but had no image against which to judge it. He could not correct, criticise or retreat from what was being created.

Gideon began with his hands.

He filed Julian’s nails into a soft oval and painted them a deep, translucent rose. The colour was unmistakably feminine without appearing theatrical. Julian watched the brush move, fascinated by the transformation of something so ordinary.

His fingers became delicate beneath Gideon’s hands.

Next came the clothing.

Gideon opened the first box and removed panties made from black lace and fine mesh. They were more brazen than anything Julian had chosen for himself, cut high across the hips and almost transparent at the front.

Gideon held them open.

Julian stepped into them.

The lace moved slowly up his legs and settled against his body. Gideon adjusted the waistband, then arranged Julian inside the delicate fabric with careful fingers. The touch was practical only in purpose.

Julian’s cock pressed visibly against the mesh.

He looked obscene and beautiful from the neck down, though the covered mirror denied him the full image. He felt the vulnerability of the fabric, the way it displayed what ordinary underwear contained.

Gideon’s breathing deepened.

From the second box came a bralette made from matching lace. It could not create breasts where Julian had none, but that was not its purpose. The garment framed his chest, turning flatness into delicacy and drawing attention to the small points of his nipples beneath the material.

Gideon fastened it behind him.

His fingers lingered at Julian’s spine.

A narrow suspender belt followed, fitting around Julian’s waist and emphasising its fine curve. Gideon rolled sheer stockings up each smooth leg, taking time to align the seams before fastening them in place.

The stockings transformed movement into sensation. Julian felt them slide against one another when he shifted his knees. Their dark edges framed the pale skin of his upper thighs, leaving the lace panties exposed between them.

The clothing was not a disguise. It made no attempt to create a conventional female body. It adorned Julian’s body exactly as it was, turning every quality he had concealed into something deliberate.

Gideon opened a smaller case.

A fine silver chain lay inside, accompanied by two slim bracelets. The necklace held no tag, ring or symbol of ownership, but it sat close enough to Julian’s throat to recall the collar.

Gideon fastened it behind him.

Julian felt the cool metal settle against his skin.

The jewellery at his wrists made his hands appear finer. When Gideon arranged them upon his thighs, Julian looked down and saw the painted nails, silver chains and black lace gathered into a single vision.

He wanted the mirror uncovered.

Gideon made him wait.

Makeup came last. Gideon worked with unexpected confidence, applying only enough to reveal what was already present. He evened Julian’s skin without hiding the freckles, brought warmth into his cheeks and darkened his pale lashes.

A soft line of colour defined his eyes. Tinted gloss made his full lips look darker and more vulnerable. Gideon arranged the growing blond hair around Julian’s face, encouraging its natural wave rather than forcing it into order.

Throughout the process, Julian felt Gideon looking.

Sometimes Gideon’s fingers paused against his cheek or at the curve of his neck. Desire moved visibly beneath his composure, but he never rushed. Julian was not being dressed merely to provide immediate access to sex.

He was being made precious.

When Gideon finally stepped back, Julian felt the loss of his hands.

“Stand.”

Julian obeyed.

The stockings whispered against each other. His body felt unfamiliar in movement, smooth legs beneath sheer fabric and lace holding his arousal where it remained openly visible.

Gideon led him to the full-length mirror near the wardrobe. Its surface had been covered too. Julian stood before it with Gideon behind him, one broad hand resting around his waist.

For several breaths, nothing happened.

Julian felt his heartbeat against the bralette. Fear gathered beneath the anticipation. The clothes felt wonderful, but the mirror might turn sensation into something ridiculous.

Gideon removed the covering.

Julian stared.

The person reflected there possessed his face, body and uncertain blue eyes. Nothing had been concealed enough to create illusion. The narrow chest remained visible beneath lace. His cock remained unmistakable inside the panties.

Yet the whole image was feminine.

His slight body no longer appeared unfinished. The narrow waist, long legs and fine shoulders formed an elegant shape. Blond waves softened his freckled face, while darkened lashes and gloss brought his eyes and mouth into startling focus.

He looked brazen. Sexual. Beautiful.

Joy rose so suddenly that Julian’s vision blurred.

This was not only arousal. Gideon’s body stood hard and warm behind him, and being desired by him intensified everything, but Julian liked the reflection even when his attention drifted away from Gideon.

He liked himself.

The realisation frightened him.

Julian lifted one hand. The person in the mirror raised delicate fingers tipped with rose. He touched the silver chain at his throat, then followed the line downward towards the black lace framing his chest.

Gideon’s hand tightened at his waist.

“My beautiful princess.”

The words entered the reflection and gave it a name.

Julian leaned back against him. Gideon’s broad body surrounded the soft, exposed figure in the mirror, increasing the contrast between them. Beside him, Julian appeared smaller, prettier and more feminine.

Gideon kissed the side of his head.

“My sweet girl.”

Girl moved through Julian with an intensity that made his knees weaken. The word felt more dangerous than princess because it reached beyond role towards something Julian could not yet examine.

Gideon held him steady.

After a moment, he asked whether Julian wanted feminine pronouns while they were together like this.

Julian looked at the beautiful person in the mirror. Wanting rose, followed immediately by fear. He could not tell whether the hesitation meant no or not yet.

“I don’t know.”

Gideon accepted the answer without disappointment.

His hand remained around Julian’s waist, firm and warm against the lace.

“Then we don’t need them.”

The uncertainty was allowed to exist. Gideon did not require Julian to name the transformation in order to receive it.

For tonight, he could remain Julian.

He could also be beautiful, soft and desired.

For tonight, Princess was enough.
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Gideon remained behind Julian, one hand around his waist while they looked at the reflection together.

The person in the mirror appeared caught between them. Julian recognised his own body, but not the ease with which it occupied the lace, stockings and fine silver jewellery. Nothing had been hidden. His cock strained visibly against the sheer panties, yet the image remained unmistakably feminine.

Gideon’s palm rested warm and heavy against his stomach. Each breath moved Julian beneath it, making him conscious of being held before anything had begun. The contrast between them felt almost archetypal. Gideon was broad, solid and dark behind him, while Julian appeared pale and delicate within his embrace.

Gideon lowered his mouth towards Julian’s ear. His breath touched the fine hairs there and sent a shiver down Julian’s neck.

“Do you want me to take control?”

The question moved through Julian before he answered it. His body softened inside Gideon’s hold, yielding towards the authority the words promised. The person in the mirror seemed to do the same.

“Yes.”

Gideon’s hand tightened around his waist.

The scene began.

He turned Julian away from the mirror and led him beneath the light near the bed. Julian’s stockings whispered together with each step. His newly smooth legs felt intensely sensitive, every movement carrying the friction of fabric against skin.

Gideon positioned him with his feet apart and his arms lifted. He examined the body he had dressed, adjusting the bralette, straightening the suspender straps and smoothing the panties across Julian’s hips. Each correction made the clothing feel less like something Julian wore and more like an arrangement Gideon owned.

He was turned slowly.

Gideon inspected the curve of his bottom beneath the lace, the narrow line of his back and the pale skin exposed between stockings and underwear. His hands followed his gaze, never settling long enough to satisfy the need they created. A thumb smoothed a crease at Julian’s hip. Two fingers traced the silver chain at his throat before travelling down the centre of his chest.

“My beautiful ornament.”

Julian shivered.

Gideon stepped back to admire him. The loss of contact made Julian feel displayed rather than abandoned. He remained where he had been placed and allowed Gideon to look.

“A pretty little possession made for me to display.”

The objectification entered Julian like warmth. He held the position Gideon had given him and allowed himself to become something seen. The need to decide what his body meant disappeared.

Gideon decided that it was beautiful.

He instructed Julian to turn again, slower this time. Julian obeyed, conscious of the sway of his hips and the stockings shaping his legs. The lace shifted against his erection as he moved, creating a fine, persistent friction that kept his body alert beneath Gideon’s attention.

“You like showing yourself to me.”

Julian asked permission to answer.

Gideon granted it.

“Yes.”

“Shameless thing.”

The degradation caught against the joy and intensified it. Gideon did not speak as though shamelessness made Julian contemptible. He made it sound like another quality he had uncovered and claimed.

Julian’s erection pressed harder into the sheer fabric. He could see Gideon noticing the dampness beginning to darken it.

Gideon described him as needy and desperate to become beautiful for another man. He spoke of the panties, the makeup and the way Julian had spread his legs when told. Each observation exposed an act Julian might once have hidden beneath embarrassment.

Now every accusation became praise.

Gideon moved to a chair near the bed and sat. He directed Julian towards the small table where a bottle and glass waited.

Julian poured the drink carefully. The bracelets shifted around his wrists, catching the light with each movement. Carrying the glass while dressed this way made the service feel ceremonial.

He offered it with both hands.

Gideon accepted, took a measured drink and indicated the floor before him.

Julian knelt.

The stockings tightened across his knees. Lace held his erection close while he reached for Gideon’s shoes. He untied them, removed each one and placed them neatly together.

Gideon watched him throughout.

The domestic simplicity affected Julian more deeply than he expected. Princess was not confined to the mirror or bedroom. He could occupy a place at Gideon’s feet, serving him while Gideon rested at the end of a day.

The thought contained belonging. It suggested evenings beyond this one, Gideon reading while Julian waited nearby, useful simply because his presence gave pleasure.

Gideon placed one hand in his hair.

“Do you want to serve me more intimately?”

Julian’s mouth became dry. The question drew his attention towards the powerful thighs framing him and the shape visible beneath Gideon’s trousers.

“Yes.”

Gideon asked again whether Julian understood that he could refuse without disappointing him.

Julian did.

The reassurance did not diminish the surrender. It made the next movement entirely his.

At Gideon’s instruction, Julian opened his trousers. The intimacy of the task made his hands tremble. He lowered the zip and reached inside, freeing Gideon’s cock from the dark fabric.

The sight created a moment of uncertainty.

Gideon was thick and already hard, his body as substantial here as everywhere else. Heat radiated against Julian’s fingers when he wrapped them around him. The weight of Gideon’s cock filled Julian’s hand, making his painted nails and slender wrist appear even more delicate by comparison.

The contrast sent pleasure through Julian.

He began slowly. Gideon corrected his grip, positioning Julian’s fingers and showing him the pressure he preferred. The guidance was calm and precise, turning sexual service into another language they could learn together.

Julian watched Gideon’s face as he moved. Small changes revealed pleasure. A deepening breath. A tightening at the edge of his mouth. The green eyes growing darker each time Julian followed an instruction correctly.

Being useful to Gideon’s body felt different from being useful at Vale House. There was no professional achievement to hide inside. Julian served because giving pleasure excited him and because Gideon had accepted the gift.

The warmth in his hand, Gideon’s changing breath and the subtle movement of his hips created an answering rhythm in Julian’s body. His own cock pulsed inside the panties each time Gideon’s restraint slipped. The lace rubbed lightly against him when he leaned closer, offering sensation without enough pressure to satisfy it.

Gideon’s hand closed more firmly in his hair.

“Use your mouth.”

Julian leaned forward.

The first contact was tentative. He kissed the head, tasting warm skin and the slight salt of arousal. Gideon’s fingers tightened, not forcing him down but establishing control over the position.

Julian opened his mouth.

The stretch made the act real. He took Gideon slowly, feeling the weight settle against his tongue while he continued using one hand. The scent and heat of him filled Julian’s awareness, masculine and intimate.

Gideon guided him.

A small pull brought Julian back when he moved too quickly. Pressure at the crown of his head instructed him deeper. Praise followed whenever he found the rhythm Gideon wanted.

The control removed uncertainty. Julian did not need to perform expertise. He only needed to listen with his body and respond.

“That pretty mouth belongs to my pleasure tonight.”

The degradation moved through Julian like a command. His lips were no longer something he had spent years fearing appeared too soft or full. Gideon had given them purpose.

Julian looked up.

Gideon’s composure had begun to fracture. His head rested against the chair, red hair disordered and mouth open around heavier breaths. Hunger had changed his face.

The sight made Julian eager.

He took Gideon deeper, relaxing beneath the guiding hand. His eyes watered and his throat protested, but Gideon noticed each limit. He never forced beyond what Julian offered.

The fullness in his mouth became strangely soothing. It prevented speech and reduced the world to breath, rhythm and response. Julian’s usual need to explain himself had nowhere to go.

He understood the nature of being used safely.

Gideon could become more demanding because he remained attentive. His control did not require Julian’s absence. It depended upon Julian being fully present enough to answer it.

“Such an eager little slut.”

Julian moaned around him.

The vibration broke another piece of Gideon’s restraint. His hips moved, pushing deeper into Julian’s mouth. The hand in his hair held him in place.

Julian felt wanted with an almost painful intensity. His thighs pressed together instinctively, stockings sliding over smooth skin as he sought friction. The lace tightened around his erection but offered no release.

Gideon began using the rhythm Julian had offered. Each movement turned Julian’s mouth into something taken rather than merely given. The possessiveness beneath Gideon’s gentleness emerged, dark and hungry.

Julian surrendered to it.

His own pleasure became inseparable from Gideon’s. Each roughened breath above him echoed through Julian’s body. Each tightening of the hand in his hair felt like praise.

Gideon slowed before losing control.

He lifted Julian’s face enough to meet his eyes. His cock remained against Julian’s lips, wet and hard.

“Do you want me to come in your mouth?”

Julian answered without hesitation.

“Yes.”

Gideon guided him back down.

The rhythm became harder. Julian held Gideon with both hands and used his mouth until the body above him tensed. Gideon’s control fractured with a low sound Julian felt through the hand in his hair.

Warmth filled his mouth.

Julian accepted it.

The act carried degradation, intimacy and an unexpected tenderness. He had been used for Gideon’s release, yet receiving it felt precious. He swallowed because he wanted every part of the service to remain his choice.

When Gideon softened, he released Julian’s hair.

Julian sat back upon his heels. His lips felt swollen, his eyes wet and his face warm beneath the makeup. Gideon’s taste remained in his mouth, an intimate reminder of what had been given and taken between them.

He imagined how thoroughly used he must look.

Gideon regarded him with wonder rather than dismissal.

He drew Julian upwards and kissed him without asking him to hide the evidence of service. Gideon’s tongue entered his mouth, tasting himself there. The kiss was slow, possessive and startlingly intimate.

Julian felt accepted in every part of what he had done. There was no disgust and no division between the pretty ornament Gideon had dressed and the slut he had used. Gideon desired both because they were the same person in his arms.

“You were exquisite.”

Praise entered the space that service had opened. Julian leaned into Gideon, trembling with arousal and emotion.

Gideon’s hand moved over the lace at his waist.

“Does my toy want a reward?”

Julian looked towards the mirror.

“Yes.”

Gideon positioned him in front of it. Julian stood with his palms against the frame and his legs spread, the feminine image returned to him under brighter light. His gloss had been disturbed and colour burned across his cheeks, but the disarray made the reflection more sensual.

The lingerie no longer looked pristine. The panties had darkened where arousal soaked through the mesh, while the bralette sat slightly displaced from Gideon’s handling. Julian looked used and more beautiful for it.

Gideon stood behind him.

One arm closed around Julian’s waist, holding his back against the hard plane of Gideon’s chest. The other hand moved between his thighs and pressed against the lace containing his erection.

Julian gasped.

Sensation spread through the damp fabric with startling intensity. Gideon rubbed slowly, using the panties to create friction while denying direct contact. Each movement pressed Julian’s cock closer against his body.

The mirror showed a pretty, desperate creature held against a much larger man.

Julian’s knees weakened.

Gideon supported him and continued. His beard brushed Julian’s temple, and his breath warmed the sensitive skin beneath Julian’s ear. Julian could feel Gideon’s body responding again behind him, a firm reminder that being used had not exhausted Gideon’s desire.

He brought Julian close, then removed the pressure.

The first denial left him shaking. The second drew a broken sound from his throat. By the third, Julian’s whole body had become organised around the return of Gideon’s hand.

Each time Julian began turning away from the reflection, Gideon corrected him.

“Watch my princess surrender.”

Julian watched.

He saw his lips part, his eyes lose focus and his hips move helplessly towards Gideon’s hand. He saw lace stretched over his cock and broad fingers controlling pleasure through it.

The person in the mirror looked feminine, filthy and adored.

Joy rose through the shame. Julian was not merely tolerating the image for Gideon’s pleasure. He wanted to be the person he saw.

Gideon brought him close again.

Julian begged for permission.

Gideon asked what he was.

The answers came through unsteady breaths. Gideon’s princess. His pretty toy. His shameless good girl.

Each phrase pushed Julian deeper into the reflection. He did not understand why girl felt so right. He knew only that Gideon said it with desire and Julian’s body answered.

Permission finally came.

Julian orgasmed against Gideon’s hand.

Pleasure broke through him with enough force to empty his legs of strength. Gideon held him upright as his cock pulsed inside the panties, release spreading hot through the delicate fabric.

The mirror showed everything.

Julian watched himself come while dressed as Gideon’s beautiful possession, held and controlled by the man who had created the image. Shame rose and transformed into something bright before it could hurt him.

The climax seemed to pass through more than his body. It broke open the tension between masculine presentation and feminine pleasure, allowing both to exist within the same trembling form.

Gideon kissed his throat.

“Good princess.”

Julian sagged against him.

Afterward, Gideon removed each piece with the same care used to put it on. He unfastened the stockings, cleaned Julian and wrapped him in a silk robe. No part of the tenderness suggested that Julian’s value had ended with pleasure.

Gideon carried him to the bed and gathered him against his chest. Water came first, then small pieces of fruit and chocolate offered from Gideon’s fingers.

Julian ate obediently.

His body felt loose and open. The scene had removed something protective from him, leaving every emotion near the surface. Gideon’s arm held him securely while a hand moved through his hair.

The silence between them became domestic again. Julian could hear Gideon’s heartbeat beneath his ear and feel each slow breath lift his head. The body that had used him now became the place where he rested.

Julian drifted towards sleep.

“Daddy.”

The word escaped without intention.

Gideon became completely still.

Julian’s eyes opened. Memory returned immediately. The collar hidden in the bag and the silver tag naming someone else Daddy’s Girl.

“I’m sorry.”

He attempted to move away.

Gideon held him closer.

For several breaths, neither spoke. Julian could feel the tension through Gideon’s chest, a fear too old to belong entirely to this moment.

“The name asks something of me.”

Julian waited.

“Ownership. Care. Appetite. Responsibility.” Gideon’s voice had become quiet. “I failed someone who trusted me with those things.”

The admission carried pain without explanation. Julian understood that the collar did not represent a desire Gideon had outgrown. It represented one he believed he had damaged beyond repair.

“I won’t call you that again.”

Gideon’s hand tightened in his hair.

“I didn’t ask you to stop.”

Julian looked up.

Fear remained in Gideon’s face. So did longing.

“Say it again.”

This time Julian chose the word. He understood that it named the man who had dressed, used, praised and cared for him. The man whose authority felt most complete when joined to tenderness.

“Daddy.”

Gideon’s composure broke.

He pulled Julian tightly against him, buried his face in the soft blond hair and held him as though possession and protection had become the same act.

“My princess.”

Julian closed his eyes.

He slept within Gideon’s arms, wrapped in silk and the remains of transformation. Daddy and Princess no longer felt like roles they had borrowed for sex.

They had become the shape of something intimate, dangerous and real.


Seven

Over the weeks that followed, Daddy’s authority spread through Julian’s life with the quiet persistence of water finding every hollow place. Gideon asked before taking control, and Julian gave it to him in increments that felt careful and inevitable. Once given, however, Gideon expected obedience. He decided what Julian wore beneath his clothes, when he could touch himself, and whether the ache between his legs would be satisfied or carried through another day.

The sexual rules thrilled him, but the ordinary ones altered something deeper. Gideon required him to eat before difficult meetings and asked how much he had slept. He learned Julian’s evasions and waited until Julian stopped arranging the truth into something more acceptable. Honesty earned the quiet approval Julian craved, even when it meant admitting he was tired, overwhelmed or frightened.

At work, Gideon remained measured and professional. Julian exercised his own authority and made decisions without waiting for Gideon’s approval. Their eyes sometimes met across a conference table, and Julian would remember that his severe charcoal trousers concealed pale blue lace chosen by Daddy that morning. The secrecy made every ordinary interaction feel warm and dangerous.

Beyond Vale House, submission did not always announce itself through kneeling, restraint or sexual need. Sometimes Gideon removed the laptop from Julian’s hands after finding him answering emails past midnight. Once, when Julian arrived vibrating with an anxiety he insisted had no cause, Gideon guided his head into Daddy’s lap, covered him with a blanket and placed one broad hand against his chest. He was given nothing to solve. His only task was to breathe beneath Gideon’s palm.

Being cared for like that was more frightening than being called a slut.

Degradation exposed desires he had hidden, but tenderness found the softer terror underneath. It suggested Gideon might want him when he was not useful, entertaining or beautifully undone. Julian understood how to earn pleasure. He did not understand how to be precious while doing nothing at all.

His presence began leaving traces throughout the apartment. A drawer contained sleepwear in his size. Bottles appeared in the bathroom and a pearl-grey robe hung inside the wardrobe. Gideon never presented these things as gifts. They simply appeared, as though the apartment itself had begun expecting Princess to return.

Each morning, Julian put himself back together before work. He removed the soft clothing and restored the controlled masculinity he had spent years constructing. Yet it no longer fitted as invisibly as before. His suits had narrowed at the waist. His blond hair brushed his cheekbones instead of being cut back into obedience. Sometimes he saw a man in Vale House’s smoked glass only because that was what everyone had been told to see.

Princess remained safely behind Gideon’s door. Julian could accept the clothes Daddy laid out and feel his hidden self rise gratefully to the surface, then fold her away by morning. Princess could be real for Gideon without requiring Julian to decide what that reality meant.

The boundary gave way on an otherwise unremarkable morning.

Julian woke slowly in Gideon’s bed, still wearing the ivory camisole Gideon had chosen the night before. Its narrow straps lay against his shoulders and the fabric had gathered above his waist. The cool air against his bare legs produced a faint, lazy pleasure, but none of the anticipation that marked the beginning of a scene.

Gideon sat against the headboard beside him, reading from a paper file. Morning light caught in the red of his hair and settled across the breadth of his chest. One hand rested upon Julian’s thigh beneath the sheets, possessive without seeming deliberate.

“There’s my sleepy girl.”

Pleasure passed through Julian before embarrassment could intercept it. He softened into the pillow and turned towards Gideon’s warmth, his thighs pressing together beneath the sheets. There was no moment in which he decided how Princess ought to behave. Daddy had named her, and something inside Julian had answered.

Gideon lowered the file. His green eyes travelled over Julian’s face.

“You liked that.”

Julian could have hidden behind uncertainty or blamed the remnants of sleep. Gideon would have recognised the evasion, and Princess was not permitted to lie merely because the truth embarrassed her.

“Yes, Daddy.”

Gideon brushed the hair from his forehead and asked whether Julian wanted to remain Princess for the day. The question carried no instruction, and that freedom made the answer matter more. This was something different from a scene. There would be no formal beginning to contain it and no promise that femininity would disappear when desire had been satisfied.

He said yes.

Gideon asked whether he wanted to try she and her as well. Julian hesitated, then nodded.

“Just for today.”

“For as long as you want them.”

Gideon selected delicate underwear, charcoal stockings and a knitted dress the colour of winter cream. Its long sleeves and knee-length skirt were ordinary enough to make Julian’s heart beat harder than lingerie might have done.

Daddy dressed him without ceremony. He drew the panties over Julian’s legs, rolled each stocking carefully upwards, then slipped the dress over his raised arms. Gideon smoothed the fabric over his waist, adjusted the neckline and kissed the place beneath his ear.

There was no makeup. Julian’s freckles remained visible, his lips uncoloured and his hair tousled from sleep. When Gideon led him towards the kitchen, he felt unfinished and strangely exposed. He knew how to become pretty through deliberate construction. He did not know how to be Princess without the signs that proved he had made an effort.

Gideon prepared breakfast while Julian sat at the kitchen island. Julian watched Daddy’s broad hands perform ordinary tasks with the same competence that silenced boardrooms. Want moved through him, mingled with something gentler. He wanted to belong in this quiet. He wanted to be expected here.

“She can have more tea once she has eaten something.”

The pronoun entered him like a finger pressed carefully against a hidden bruise. Julian’s breath caught. Gideon continued arranging fruit and warm bread without appearing to notice, though Julian knew he noticed everything.

He used it again. Her dress. Her tea. The way she watched him instead of eating. Good girl and princess carried the electric charge of desire. She was quieter. It did not tell Julian what Gideon wanted him to do. It told him whom Gideon believed he was looking at.

When breakfast had been placed before him, Julian became conscious of every imperfection. His unshaven face felt too rough. His shoulders looked too angular beneath the pale wool, and the flat line of his chest seemed suddenly conspicuous. He lowered his eyes to the plate, ashamed of the disappointment Gideon had not expressed.

“I don’t look like one today.”

Gideon placed two fingers beneath Julian’s chin and lifted his face, not harshly but with enough authority to prevent retreat.

“Like what?”

“A girl.”

The word felt dangerously sincere without arousal to disguise it. Julian expected reassurance about his body or praise for his feminine features. Gideon offered neither. His gaze remained steady, almost stern.

“My princess does not cease to exist because she is tired, unpainted or uncertain. She is not something you perform correctly for me.”

Gideon’s thumb passed over the freckles upon his cheek. The gesture was tender enough to hurt.

“You do not have to become artificially beautiful before I recognise you.”

The need to cry arrived without warning. Julian contained it because containment remained his oldest instinct, but his eyes burned and the kitchen blurred at its edges. Gideon did not praise him for holding himself together. He drew Julian against his chest and kept him there until his breathing settled.

When Julian returned to the food, Gideon continued using she and her with quiet certainty. The pronouns began to feel less like sparks and more like warmth held beneath the skin. Julian let the sleeves cover part of his hands and his hair fall across his face. Nothing terrible happened when he stopped correcting each gesture.

The silence between them was domestic, but the question that eventually entered it carried the gravity of a vow.

“What is her name?”

Julian went still.

Names had occurred to him late at night when soft clothing permitted the mirror to show him more than a man in women’s things. He had tried several silently, but one remained. He had never spoken it because language gave shape, and shape might demand a life beyond Gideon’s apartment.

Daddy waited. He did not suggest an answer or rescue Julian from the fear of choosing one. His patience made room for the truth without making it inevitable.

“Juliette.”

The name emerged softly. It carried enough of Julian to feel connected and enough difference to hold everything he had not yet become. For one suspended moment, he feared Gideon might find it foolish or affected. Instead, something in Gideon’s face opened.

He came around the island and stood before her. His hands settled at her waist, broad and warm through the pale dress. When he looked at her, Julian felt the gaze reach beyond stockings, softness and carefully chosen clothes. It found the self who had been waiting beneath them.

“Juliette.”

Gideon spoke the name with solemn care.

She had expected it to feel invented. Instead, it felt discovered.
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She remained Juliette for the rest of the morning. He did not turn the name into a ceremony or ask her to repeat it until it became familiar. He simply used it when offering more tea, when telling her to bring her book into the sitting room, and when drawing her legs across his lap after she settled beside him. Each repetition laid another careful stone across the distance between the person she had been and the one she had only just admitted existed.

The dress became ordinary around her body. At first, Juliette had been conscious of its softness whenever she moved and the whisper of her stockings when her thighs brushed together. Gradually, those sensations ceased to feel like evidence she was doing something forbidden. She read while Gideon worked beside her, warmed by his hand resting over her ankle and the intimacy of being left partly unattended. Princess did not disappear merely because Daddy’s eyes were upon a document rather than her.

It was almost midday when Gideon closed the file and asked whether she would like him to take her outside.

Fear passed through Juliette so quickly that her body tightened before thought had caught up. The apartment had become a private kingdom in which Gideon decided what was real. Within its walls, she could be a woman because Daddy saw one, and his certainty protected her from every doubt she carried. Beyond the door waited a world that had always known how to categorise Julian. Strangers would have no reason to participate in Gideon’s vision of her.

Gideon felt the tension beneath his hand. He did not tell her that she was being foolish or offer an order she could obey instead of making the choice. He explained that he had arranged somewhere private and that they could return the moment she wished. She could change into Julian’s clothes before leaving, or she could let him dress her for the journey. Nothing about the invitation would become a test of courage, femininity or submission.

The freedom frightened her almost as much as the street beyond the windows. If Gideon ordered her outside, success could be measured by obedience. Choosing to go meant admitting that she wanted a life for Juliette beyond pleasing him. It meant risking discovery without being able to disguise the risk as service.

“I want to try.”

Gideon called the boutique to confirm the appointment and gave Juliette’s name.

Gideon kissed her forehead. His approval was warm, but there was no relief in it, no suggestion that she had found the answer he preferred. Before they left, Juliette asked him to help her apply a little makeup. Then he exchanged her delicate stockings for a sturdier pair and chose a long dark coat to cover the pale dress. Before opening the apartment door, he offered his hand rather than taking hers.

The corridor was empty. Even so, Juliette’s pulse beat painfully as they waited for the lift. Every reflective surface seemed eager to expose her, returning the image of a slight blonde woman in a cream dress standing beside a much larger man. She expected to find the fraud hidden inside that arrangement. Instead, the contrast between Gideon’s broad masculinity and her softness made the reflection feel strangely coherent.

A couple entered the lift several floors below. Juliette lowered her eyes before either stranger could properly look at her. Gideon’s hand settled against the small of her back, not steering or concealing her, but reminding her that she was not alone. The couple offered an ordinary greeting. Gideon answered, and no one demanded that Juliette explain what she was.

The car waited in the private entrance beneath the building. Once the door closed, Gideon placed his hand upon her stockinged knee. He did not praise her for being brave, and Juliette was grateful for that. She did not want existing as herself to become another difficult task performed well. She wanted the trembling to be permitted without becoming failure.

The boutique occupied the ground floor of an old building whose dark windows revealed nothing of the warm light within. Gideon brought her to a side entrance, where a woman in an immaculate black suit welcomed them by name. She addressed Gideon without deference and Juliette without hesitation. There was no questioning glance and no visible pause in which Juliette had to watch someone revise their understanding of her.

Inside, the shop resembled a jewel box opened after dark. Low lamps warmed polished wood, and garments waited in alcoves of velvet and smoked glass. There were no other customers. Gideon had arranged a private appointment, with the shop closed to other customers, without explaining Juliette’s circumstances to anyone.

The gesture was unmistakably powerful. Money had silenced the usual inconveniences and cleared strangers from their path. Yet it did not feel as though Gideon were hiding her in shame. He had not bought privacy to prevent the world from seeing Juliette. He had bought her enough safety to decide how much of herself she wished to reveal.

The assistant showed them to a spacious fitting room and brought the first selection. Gideon sat in a dark chair outside the open curtain while Juliette undressed. His stillness gave the arrangement the quality of an audience, and warmth gathered beneath her skin as she realised she was about to be dressed and displayed for Daddy in front of someone else.

The first dress was soft green silk, modest at the throat but fitted closely through the waist and hips. Juliette stepped into high heels and emerged unsteadily. Gideon’s gaze travelled from her feet to the pale skin above the neckline. His appraisal was unhurried and openly possessive, but he asked how the dress felt before telling her what he thought.

Juliette liked the cool movement of silk around her legs. She liked the way the cut suggested curves without pretending her body possessed shapes it did not. Gideon approved, and the assistant carried it away to be wrapped.

Other garments followed. A short pleated skirt exposed the tops of her stockings when she sat. A cream blouse became almost translucent beneath the light and made Gideon’s mouth tighten with restrained desire. He selected narrow black heels and watched while Juliette learned how they altered the tilt of her hips. Each choice seemed to refine the image he held of her, not forcing her into femininity so much as drawing attention to what had always waited within her body.

The pleasure of being treated like Daddy’s doll was intense. Juliette stood when instructed, turned beneath his gaze and lifted her arms so garments could be removed. She enjoyed Gideon deciding which colours belonged against her skin and which lines best displayed the narrowness of her waist. His attention made her into an object of deliberate beauty. She did not feel erased by it. She felt composed.

Then the assistant brought a pink dress covered in tiny flowers. It was pretty, conventionally feminine and entirely wrong. Juliette saw herself in the mirror and felt the image close around her like someone else’s expectation. Gideon asked what she thought. The obedient answer rose automatically because he appeared to have considered the dress with interest.

She looked at her reflection again. Princess wanted to please him, but Juliette did not want the dress.

“No. It isn’t me.”

The refusal seemed startlingly loud. Her body braced for a change in Gideon’s expression, though he had never punished honesty. Instead, satisfaction warmed his green eyes. When he asked why, Juliette told him that the dress felt like a girl she was being asked to imitate rather than the woman she might become.

“Good girl.”

Praise flooded through her with such force that her knees weakened. Gideon had rewarded the refusal, not the dress. He had recognised truth as a deeper form of obedience than agreement.

He chose lingerie for her as the reward. Black lace panties cut high over her hips, a delicate bralette and a suspender belt with silver fastenings were laid across tissue paper. The garments were brazenly feminine and intended to be seen. Gideon made her hold each piece while he told her that a good girl who offered him an honest no deserved something beautiful for her next yes.

The final dress was black. It left her shoulders bare and followed the slight lines of her body without attempting to manufacture voluptuousness. The skirt ended above her knees, revealing sheer stockings and the narrow straps of the new heels. Juliette chose it before Gideon spoke. She changed into the new lingerie before trying it on

When she stepped from the fitting room, his expression confirmed what she already knew. Desire darkened his eyes, but it was joined by something too tender to be simple hunger. Gideon rose and approached her with the measured care of a man encountering something both precious and dangerous. From a small case, he removed a fine silver necklace and fastened it closely around her throat.

It was not a collar. There was no tag, lock or explicit mark of ownership. Yet when Gideon settled the chain against her skin, his fingers remained at the nape of her neck long enough for Juliette to feel everything it resembled.

“You are beautiful, Juliette.”

The name steadied her more than the praise. Gideon asked whether she wanted to leave wearing the dress. Fear returned, but it no longer filled the whole of her. Beneath it lived the memory of her reflection and the pleasure of choosing for herself.

“Yes, Daddy.”

Dinner waited in a private room above a quiet restaurant. They crossed the entrance beneath the gaze of strangers, and Juliette felt each glance as a potential wound. Gideon did not hurry or shield her with his body. He walked beside her with one hand at her waist, presenting her to the room as someone whose presence required no explanation.

The staff called her Miss Merritt after Gideon gave her name. They addressed questions to her rather than asking Gideon what she wanted. No one stared long enough to become cruel. Juliette gradually understood that the terror she had carried was larger than the attention she received. Most people saw a woman entering with a handsome older man and continued with their own lives.

The world did not split open.

By the time dessert arrived, Juliette had stopped listening for changes in every stranger’s voice. She let Gideon order for her after quietly granting him control beneath the table. He chose her food and watched her eat from across the linen, his gaze occasionally dropping towards the silver at her throat. The evening possessed the strange elegance of a fairy tale in which she had been brought out of hiding and seated beside the ruler of some shadowed kingdom.

The restraint survived until the apartment door closed behind them.

Gideon removed his coat slowly. Juliette stood in the entrance hall beneath his gaze, pulse quickening as the silence thickened around her. She knew the moment Daddy took possession of the evening. His authority settled through the room like darkness gathering over deep water.

“I watched other people look at what belongs to me.”

The possessiveness in his voice stripped away the last of her public composure. Heat gathered between her thighs. Gideon approached and placed one hand around the back of her neck, his fingers resting above the silver chain.

“Now I am going to remind my princess whose she is.”

Juliette surrendered control deliberately. Gideon led her into the bedroom and undressed her piece by piece, unfastening the black dress and letting it fall around her heels. He left the necklace, stockings and new lingerie in place. The restraints he fastened around her wrists were lined with soft leather, beautiful enough to resemble jewellery until he secured them behind her back.

He positioned Juliette before the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips parted and her body framed in black lace. She no longer saw Julian wearing the evidence of Gideon’s desire. The woman in the reflection was frightened, aroused and unmistakably herself.

Daddy turned her as though examining an ornament. He praised the line of his doll’s legs and the softness of his pretty toy’s mouth. He called her his beautifully dressed little whore, made vain by attention and shameless beneath the hands that owned her. Each word exposed her, but none made her femininity the source of humiliation. She was not degraded because she was a woman. She was Daddy’s whore because she wanted to be used like one.

Gideon bent her across the end of the bed. Each measured strike of his palm drove warmth through her body, sharpening the need already gathered beneath the lace. He made her thank him for deciding how his possession would be handled. When her voice became too quiet, he held her hips and waited until she said it clearly.

He brought her upright again and pressed a small vibrator against her through the panties. Pleasure arrived brutally against the lingering sting. Juliette strained against the restraints while Gideon controlled the pressure, drawing her close and removing it whenever her body began to tip beyond obedience. The mirror showed her desperation without mercy. She watched herself become Daddy’s needy doll, trembling in stockings and silver while he remained composed behind her.

When he asked what she wanted, Julian’s oldest instincts offered the answer most likely to please. She told him she wanted whatever Daddy wished to give her.

The toy became still. Gideon turned her face towards the mirror and made her look at herself. He had not asked what would make him happy. He wanted Juliette’s desire spoken without decoration. If she offered him emptiness and called it surrender, he would refuse it.

The correction hurt because it found the fear beneath her obedience. Juliette closed her eyes, but Gideon told her to open them. She looked at the woman in the mirror, at her flushed face and her body arranged for another person’s pleasure, and understood that wanting this did not have to make her disappear.

“I want you to use me because I want to be used. Not so you’ll keep me. Not because I have to earn it.”

Something in Gideon’s composure fractured. He released her wrists and drew her down between his thighs, but even then he waited for her to reach for him. Juliette opened his trousers because she wanted the weight of him in her hands and the intimate power of bringing pleasure to the man who possessed her. When she took him into her mouth, Gideon gathered her hair and guided her with deepening urgency.

One of his hands reached between her legs. He moved the lace aside and touched her with the same deliberate authority he used to direct her mouth. Pleasure gathered from both acts until service and receiving became impossible to separate. Gideon used her without abandoning his attention to her, responding to every change in her breath and each helpless movement of her hips.

The mirror caught them at the edge of Juliette’s vision. Her black stockings framed Gideon’s broad body. The silver necklace shone at her throat while his hand held her hair, and the sight of herself willingly arranged around his pleasure sent another wave of heat through her. She was his doll, his toy, his mouth to use, and yet she had never felt more completely present inside herself.

Gideon’s restraint began to break. His voice roughened as he called her his good little whore, his beautiful possession, his baby girl. The last name opened something deep and vulnerable inside her. It made her soft without making her small, needy without turning need into failure. She was allowed to take pleasure while serving him. She was allowed to receive while belonging.

Gideon brought her to the edge again and held her there. Juliette’s body shook beneath his hand, every muscle straining towards the release he controlled. She could feel his pleasure building beneath her hands and tongue, and the knowledge that she had done this to him made her ache with pride.

He asked whether his baby girl wanted to come with Daddy. Juliette managed a desperate sound of agreement. Gideon made her ask properly, keeping her suspended at the brink until she found the words.

When permission came, her body answered before thought. The orgasm he had withheld broke through her at the same moment Gideon found his own release. Juliette shook around his hand while he held her in place, his voice low and unguarded above her. For those overwhelming seconds, she could not tell where Daddy’s pleasure ended and hers began.

Afterward, Gideon lifted her into his arms. Juliette expected relief, satisfaction or the warm emptiness that usually followed surrender. Instead, tears came with sudden, humiliating force. She hid her face against his throat, unable to explain why pleasure had broken her open when pain and degradation had not.

Gideon did not ask for an explanation. He carried her to the bed, gathered her against his chest and covered them both. His hands moved gently through her hair and over her back while he praised her, not for serving him well, but for telling him the truth.

Juliette wept until nothing was left to hold together. Daddy remained beneath her, solid and patient, allowing his baby girl to be helpless without once becoming disappointed in her.
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Gideon had ended the scene while he held her, but its intensity remained. She lay against Gideon while the intensity slowly loosened its grip upon her body, aware of his heartbeat beneath her cheek and the broad hand moving between her shoulders. Her pleasure had receded into a tender ache. What remained was a vulnerability too large to cover with obedience or shame.

Gideon waited until her breathing had settled before asking whether she could stand. When Juliette nodded, he lifted her anyway. There was no theatrical display of strength in the gesture. He simply gathered her against his chest and carried her into the bathroom as though caring for what belonged to him were the most natural consequence of possession.

Steam softened the dark mirrors while he filled the bath. Gideon removed the silver necklace and set it carefully upon the counter, leaving her throat strangely bare. He helped Juliette out of the stockings and lingerie, then tested the water before lowering her into it and kneeling beside her. Her body had ceased to be an object for pleasure, but not an object of care.

Gideon washed her slowly. Warm water passed over the tender heat he had left across her skin, and his fingers worked shampoo through her hair. He cleaned the traces of makeup from her face until there was nothing left of the woman displayed in the boutique mirror. Juliette watched colour gather in the water and waited for herself to disappear with it.

She did not.

The face reflected faintly in the darkened window was bare and tired. Wet blond hair clung to her cheeks, her freckles had returned, and her eyes were swollen from crying. There was nothing constructed enough to prove her femininity. Yet she remained Juliette beneath Gideon’s hands, perhaps more completely than she had while dressed in silk and lace.

Daddy wrapped her in a towel and dried her with methodical tenderness. He chose soft panties and a pale sleep shirt that reached almost to her knees, then sat her upon the bed while he combed the tangles from her hair. His authority had not vanished with the scene. It had merely changed shape. He told her when to lift her arms, when to drink and when to stop trying to help him care for her.

Juliette obeyed without the bright edge of arousal. The submission felt quieter now, woven into the domestic intimacy of being dressed for sleep. She no longer needed to become beautiful enough to hold his attention. Gideon saw her exhausted, tear-stained and unable to offer him anything, and still called her his good girl when she finished the water.

“I want to stay Juliette tonight.”

The words emerged softly. She had not planned them, but once spoken they seemed to alter the air between them. Gideon set the glass aside and regarded her with the same grave attention he gave every truth she entrusted to him.

He asked whether she wanted the name and feminine pronouns after the dynamic had ended. Juliette searched herself carefully. The scene was over. Daddy had formally returned control to her, and there was no command left to follow. Still, the thought of becoming Julian again felt less like returning to herself than being required to leave her body.

“Yes. They still feel right.”

Joy rose first, warm and weightless. Fear followed so closely that the two became almost indistinguishable. If Juliette remained when the lingerie and commands were gone, then she could no longer be explained as something Gideon had made for his pleasure. She had existed before he named her. She might continue to exist when he was not there.

Gideon drew back the covers and placed her in bed. He joined her after extinguishing most of the lights, leaving only the lamp beside him. Juliette rested against his chest while his hand moved through her damp hair. They spoke in fragments separated by long silences, each admission given enough space to become real.

Juliette told him that she had spent her life believing value must be produced through effort. Good grades had made her worthy of pride. Competence had made her worthy of employment. Anticipating other people’s needs had made her safe to keep nearby. Even submission had initially offered another way to become indispensable.

She had wanted to be Daddy’s perfect toy. Beautiful enough to display, obedient enough to control and useful enough that he would never regret choosing her. When he praised her, she had treated every word as proof that she had survived another test. When he denied her, corrected her or used her, she had found relief in having a task she could perform well.

Gideon’s hand stilled in her hair.

“Obedience offered to prevent abandonment is not surrender.”

The words landed without cruelty, but Juliette felt their truth open inside her. Gideon told her that he wanted her desire rather than her disappearance. He wanted the woman who had refused the pink dress, the girl who could ask to be used because the wanting belonged to her. If she erased herself to become his ideal possession, then there would be nothing real for him to possess.

Juliette pressed closer, listening to the deep resonance of his voice beneath her ear. She wanted to believe that distinction could survive outside this room. Some part of her still insisted that Gideon’s patience had limits and that love, if it ever arrived, would require maintenance. Yet his hand had resumed its slow movement through her hair, touching her without asking her to earn the next stroke.

“You don’t exist to please me,” he said. “You please me because you exist.”

The words entered the oldest hollow place within her. Juliette could not fully accept them, but she could feel their shape. They offered a different kind of ownership, one in which she was not created by usefulness and discarded when usefulness ended. She was already something before she was his thing.

Gideon became quiet again. When he spoke, his voice had lost some of its practised certainty. He admitted that he wanted more than contained scenes and scheduled evenings. He liked knowing where Juliette was. He liked choosing what touched her skin and seeing his decisions carried upon her body. He wanted the authority to correct her, the responsibility of caring for her and the right to call her home when she wandered too far into herself.

Possessiveness gathered around the confession like a dark tide. It should have frightened her. Instead, Juliette felt recognised by it, her own shadow answering his. She wanted to belong to the man who wanted too much.

“I want to be the person you come home to.”

The admission sounded almost painful in Gideon’s mouth. He could speak of ownership with steady certainty and describe control without flinching. He could not call what existed between them love, nor offer himself as plainly as he asked Juliette to be offered. She felt the locked place within him even while he held her against his heart.

Her fingers found the bare space at her throat. She thought of the silver necklace resting in the bathroom and of the heavier thing once discovered beneath borrowed clothes.

“What does a collar mean to you?”

Gideon became completely still.

Juliette lifted her head. She told him she did not mean the old collar. It belonged to someone else, and she would never ask to wear a promise made for another woman. She only wanted to understand what collaring meant to him and whether he could ever imagine choosing one for her.

The distance appeared without Gideon moving. His arms remained around her, but something behind his eyes withdrew. Juliette recognised the transformation from Vale House, where silence became a wall no one else dared approach.

He told her a collar was not jewellery. It was not something he could use during a scene and return to a drawer once desire had passed. To him, it promised possession, responsibility and permanence. He had once asked someone to trust that promise, then denied her the intimacy it awakened.

“I withdrew from her. She gave me what I asked for, and when I understood how much I wanted it, I punished her for frightening me.”

There was no attempt to make the failure noble. Gideon had not struck the woman, betrayed her consent or treated her with deliberate cruelty. He had simply closed every door after inviting her inside. By the time he understood that withdrawal could wound as deeply as anger, she no longer believed he would change.

Juliette told him she was not asking for a collar now. Gideon kissed her forehead and said he knew, but his restraint had returned. He continued holding her. He ensured she was warm, gave her water and did not send her home. Yet part of him had retreated beyond reach, leaving Daddy beside her and Gideon somewhere behind the locked door.

The distance remained the following morning. Breakfast was gentle but quieter than the one before it. Juliette began preparing herself for the return to Julian when Gideon placed a small black box beside her cup.

Inside lay a narrow band of black velvet with a simple silver fastening. It carried no tag, no name and no permanent mark of ownership. Gideon explained that Juliette could wear it when she chose to be his princess. It promised nothing beyond what they could honestly offer each other now.

Happiness rose despite the small ache beneath it. The band was beautiful because Gideon had chosen it for her. It also named the boundary he could not cross.

Juliette lifted her hair. Gideon fastened the velvet around her throat and let his fingers rest there.

“My princess. My good girl. My beautiful Juliette.”

Recognition warmed her. The velvet held her gently, and Gideon’s gaze made possession feel possible without permanence. For that morning, it was enough.

At home, Juliette changed out of the dress she had put back on that morning and into panties and a soft shirt. She kept the velvet band around her throat. Before her own mirror, with no Daddy behind her to decide what he saw, the woman looking back remained.

“My name is Juliette,” she whispered. “She belongs to me.”

She could not know what Gideon was doing in the apartment she had left behind. Still, she imagined him alone before an open drawer, holding the old leather collar and its silver Daddy’s Girl tag in his broad hands. The image came so easily that it felt less like invention than the outline of a wound.

Juliette belonged to herself before she could belong to Daddy.

She only wished she knew whether Gideon believed the same was true of him.


Eight

The wrongness entered quietly enough that Julian could pretend it was not there.

Gideon continued sending messages in the morning. He asked whether Julian had slept and reminded him to eat before the first meeting of the day. At night, he checked that Julian had reached home safely. The questions were the same ones Daddy had asked before, but their texture had changed. They felt like obligations being fulfilled with care rather than expressions of a desire Gideon could no longer contain.

Julian answered each one precisely. He reported the number of hours he had slept, described what he had eaten and confirmed when he was in bed. He avoided anything that might require a more personal response. No mention of the velvet band resting inside its black box. No admission that he continued standing before the mirror each night and whispering Juliette’s name as though keeping a small flame alive.

When Gideon used that name, he did so carefully. The pauses around it made Julian hear the choice being made. What had once felt instinctive now seemed deliberate, as though Gideon were handling something fragile he had already decided not to keep.

There was no invitation to the apartment. No clothes appeared at Julian’s door, accompanied by instructions about what Daddy expected to find beneath his suit. Gideon did not ask whether his princess had touched herself or give permission for the ache that had become a quiet part of Julian’s days. The control was absent, but Julian did not feel free. He felt unattended.

The collar had caused this. Nothing else had changed between the morning Gideon called her Juliette and the silence that followed. She had asked what permanence might mean, and Gideon had remembered the woman who had once trusted him with it. Julian had watched the locked place return behind his eyes. Still, he told himself the retreat might only be temporary if he could prove he was safe to want.

At work, he made himself immaculate.

He arrived before the building seemed fully awake and left after most of its windows had gone dark. Tasks disappeared before anyone could assign them. Problems reached Gideon already accompanied by three solutions, each reduced to the fewest possible words. Julian absorbed work from other departments and quietly corrected mistakes that were not his responsibility. He answered messages during lunch, while travelling between meetings and late into the night.

His competence became almost violent. He used it against every vulnerable part of himself, driving need beneath productivity until nothing visible remained.

Tobias noticed first. He returned two reports Julian had completed for another team and reminded him that senior coordination did not mean becoming the entire company’s assistant. Julian accepted the correction, thanked him and completed the reports anyway after Tobias had gone home. Their perfection offered a satisfaction too thin to be pleasure, but it gave his anxiety somewhere to live.

Gideon noticed too.

His gaze lingered on Julian during meetings, taking in the sharpened concentration and the shadows beginning beneath his eyes. He asked whether Julian had eaten. Julian answered yes because he had consumed half a sandwich while reading a contract. The answer was technically true, and Gideon did not challenge it.

The absence of challenge hurt more than an order would have done. Daddy would have recognised the evasion. He would have told Julian that food eaten without attention did not count and placed a plate before him. Gideon Vale merely held his gaze for a moment before returning to the meeting.

Julian began dressing more carefully beneath his work clothes. The garments he selected were not soft or comforting. They were designed to remind Gideon what waited beneath the severe exterior of his former assistant. Black lace framed his hips. Fine straps crossed his narrow body beneath white shirts. One morning, he wore stockings under his trousers and spent the entire day aware of their pressure against his thighs.

Gideon could not see them, but Julian moved as though he could. He bent to place documents upon the desk with deliberate grace. He allowed his hair to fall forward instead of immediately smoothing it back. When their hands nearly touched, Julian left his own within reach for a fraction longer than necessary.

Gideon refused every offering by behaving as though he had not noticed.

After three evenings without an invitation, Julian sent a message asking whether Daddy wanted his princess that night. He stared at the screen after sending it, pulse beating in his throat. The wording exposed more than desire. It made want and usefulness into the same question.

Gideon’s reply came several minutes later.

He had other commitments. Juliette should eat properly and rest.

There was no alternative evening suggested and no promise that he would see her soon. Julian read the message until the formal kindness became indistinguishable from rejection. Juliette had been desirable while she remained inside the apartment, beautifully arranged and grateful for every permission. She had become dangerous when she asked whether her existence could mean something beyond a scene.

The following morning, Julian made his first mistake since Gideon began withdrawing.

It was minor. He attached an earlier version of a document to a meeting brief and replaced it before anyone except Gideon had opened the file. No decision was affected. No harm was done. Julian apologised in person, explaining the cause, the correction and the procedure he had introduced to ensure it could not happen again.

Gideon listened with an expression that revealed nothing.

“It has been corrected. Let it go.”

The instruction should have settled him. Instead, it felt stripped of the authority that had once made obedience a refuge. Gideon did not touch his chin or wait until Julian’s breathing softened. He did not call him a good boy, good girl or anything that might have belonged to them rather than Vale House.

Two more errors followed during the week. Julian entered a meeting time incorrectly, then omitted a name from a distribution list. Each failure was too small to explain the panic it produced. Gideon responded with flawless professional restraint, and Julian began to understand how painful courtesy could become when offered by someone who had once possessed him.

On Thursday morning, a name appeared in Gideon’s private schedule.

Helena Ward.

Julian knew it before he had time to wonder why. He had found Helena during the obsessive research that preceded his interview, though there had been little information to gather. She appeared beside Gideon in photographs from Vale House’s earlier years, always elegant and composed, sometimes close enough to suggest an intimacy the accompanying articles never named. Then, several years ago, she had vanished from both the company’s public events and Gideon’s life.

The appointment had been entered by Gideon himself. There was no note explaining its purpose. Julian told himself that people with shared histories could have countless reasons to meet, many of them professional. None explained why Gideon had arranged it without passing through the person who managed almost every hour of his working life.

Helena arrived precisely on time.

She was older than Julian had imagined, though not old. Silver threaded the dark hair at her temples, and fine lines appeared around her eyes when she thanked the receptionist. Her clothes were understated and beautifully cut. She entered Vale House with the composure of someone who had once understood its hidden architecture and did not need to announce that she remembered the way.

Julian’s youth became abruptly humiliating. He saw himself through an imagined version of her gaze, twenty-six years old, slight and eager, dressed in secret lace because he hoped a powerful man might reward him for it. Helena looked like someone Gideon could meet as an equal. Juliette felt suddenly like a pretty indulgence he had mistaken for a future.

Helena approached his desk and gave her name, though Julian had already stood. He offered the professional welcome prepared for any guest and informed Gideon of her arrival. When the office door opened, Gideon’s attention moved first to Helena and then briefly to Julian.

Something passed through his expression. Pain, perhaps, or guilt. It vanished before Julian could understand it.

Gideon invited Helena inside. The door closed behind them.

Julian returned to his desk and read the same line of an email six times. The closed door seemed to gather weight. On the other side of it was the woman who had worn the collar he found, who had called Gideon Daddy before Julian knew the word could belong in his own mouth. She understood the possessiveness Gideon feared because she had once been its object.

He imagined Gideon seeking absolution from her. Worse, he imagined Helena offering it. Perhaps the velvet band had never been a beginning. Perhaps it was merely the imitation of a promise whose real form still belonged to someone else.

The meeting lasted forty-seven minutes.

Helena emerged alone. Gideon remained inside, though his next appointment was approaching. Julian stood automatically, reaching for the armour of professional usefulness. Helena thanked him, then paused.

Her attention dropped towards his throat. The silver necklace Gideon had chosen lay mostly concealed beneath his shirt, but a bright curve of it showed above the collar. Helena looked at it only briefly. Nothing in her expression suggested mockery or surprise.

“You’re Julian.”

Hearing his name from her felt more exposing than being recognised as Juliette by strangers. He confirmed it and straightened the papers on his desk, though they were already aligned.

Helena studied him with an intelligence that felt gentle rather than invasive. She did not mention the necklace or ask what existed between him and Gideon. She only said that Gideon had spoken very highly of him. She asked whether she could contact him privately. Julian hesitated, then wrote down his personal email address.

Julian thanked her because he knew how to respond to praise in a professional setting. Inside, the words opened another wound. Gideon could apparently describe Julian’s value to the woman he had once loved while withholding every tender truth from Julian himself.

After Helena left, Gideon summoned him into the office. A small leather case sat upon the desk between them. It was empty.

Gideon said that Helena had come because he needed to return something that belonged to her.

“The collar?”

Gideon’s eyes lifted to his. Silence confirmed the answer before he spoke.

“Yes.”

Julian waited for more. Gideon offered nothing about the apology he might have made, what Helena had said or why returning the collar had become necessary now. The private kingdom remained closed to Julian even as he stood at its threshold.

“Do you regret this?”

Gideon’s expression tightened. Julian did not need to explain what this meant. It contained the apartment, the clothes, the name and every moment spent kneeling between his knees.

“I am trying to think responsibly.”

It was not an answer. More importantly, it was not no.

Gideon cancelled their planned weekend before the end of the day. He said he needed time and that Julian should rest. Julian accepted the decision with enough composure to preserve them both from a scene at work.

He left Vale House carrying his unfinished tasks and every unspoken fear. The lace beneath his clothes felt foolish now, an offering placed before an altar whose god had already departed.

Still, Julian did not allow himself to become angry. Anger could not make Gideon want him. He turned instead towards the older promise of effort, obedience and immaculate usefulness.

If he became good enough again, Daddy would remember why he had wanted him.
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Helena’s message arrived the following morning through Julian’s private email address.

It was short and carefully composed. She acknowledged that contacting him might be unwelcome and gave him no obligation to answer. She had no interest in interfering with his relationship or speaking for Gideon, but their conversation had suggested he might be repeating an old pattern. If Julian wished to understand that pattern, she would meet him somewhere public. If not, she would never contact him again.

Resentment rose before curiosity could reach him. Helena had spent less than a minute at his desk, yet she presumed to understand something about a relationship she had not witnessed. Gideon had given Julian the freedom to discover desires he had suppressed for years. He had protected Julian’s career, treated every limit seriously and made submission feel safer than independence ever had. Whatever Helena believed she recognised belonged to a relationship that had ended long before Julian entered Vale House.

A more shameful suspicion followed. Perhaps she wanted to reclaim the intimacy Julian had borrowed. Perhaps returning the collar had reminded Helena that she had once been Daddy’s Girl, and seeing Julian behind the desk had revealed how easily she had been replaced.

Julian nearly deleted the message. Instead, he read the sentence about Gideon repeating an old pattern until its words became inseparable from his own fear. He accepted the meeting. Helena replied that she would let Gideon know she had contacted him.

Helena chose a quiet café inside a glass-roofed arcade. It was public enough to feel safe and discreet enough to prevent their conversation becoming entertainment. Julian arrived early in a severe grey suit, every line of him arranged to deny the lingerie hidden beneath it. Helena entered without looking around for Gideon, sat opposite him and thanked him for coming.

She did not waste time defending her motives. Gideon had returned the collar and apologised for keeping it. During their conversation, he had spoken about Julian with an affection Helena recognised and a fear she remembered even more clearly. She had seen what followed that combination before.

Julian waited for an accusation. None came.

Helena told him that Gideon had never violated her consent. He had never frightened her physically, ignored a safeword or used the authority she gave him to force something she did not want. Within their dynamic, he had been attentive, disciplined and almost painfully responsible. The damage began outside it.

After Gideon collared her, the relationship deepened into something neither of them could dismiss as play. Helena trusted him with more of herself, and Gideon discovered that the possession he desired was not symbolic. He wanted to influence her choices, shape her routines and become the person whose approval mattered most. Helena had wanted the same thing from him.

The more willingly she offered herself, the more afraid he became.

Gideon began reducing their scenes and withholding the affection that had made submission feel safe. He decided which forms of intimacy were unhealthy for Helena without asking how she experienced them. Whenever she protested, he explained that one of them had to think clearly. His withdrawal was presented as restraint, and his restraint as care.

“He never left,” Helena said. “That was almost the worst of it.”

Gideon remained technically present. He answered messages, remembered appointments and ensured she was safe. What disappeared was the man who had wanted her. Helena had been left beside someone who fulfilled every responsibility while making desire feel like a danger she had brought into his life.

Julian looked down at his untouched drink. The description resembled the messages still arriving from Gideon each morning. Eat. Sleep. Confirm that you are home. Every duty remained while the hunger beneath them had vanished from sight.

Helena said she would have given Gideon everything he wanted. She had not needed him to become less possessive. She needed him to remain emotionally present while they decided together what possession could mean. Instead, Gideon became ashamed of wanting so much and made Helena carry that shame. Her willingness became evidence that she required protection from herself.

The words struck with enough precision to feel indecent. Julian understood why Gideon had feared becoming a monster. He also understood that fear had not prevented harm. It had merely determined its shape.

Helena did not tell him to leave. Gideon was capable of immense care, and she believed his remorse was genuine. Yet he understood responsibility most easily when it looked like control. Inside a consensual container, that instinct could become beautiful. When frightened, he used it to avoid vulnerability while convincing himself that he was acting for someone else’s good.

“If he withdraws, don’t let him call it protection unless you were allowed to choose it too.”

Julian absorbed the warning in silence. Part of him remained angry that Helena could speak about Gideon with such clarity when Julian still struggled to name what was happening. A deeper part recognised that her kindness cost her something. She had not come to destroy what they had. She had come because no one had warned her when the same locked door began closing.

Before they left, Helena asked him who he was when Gideon was not looking at him.

The question reached further than she could have known. Julian thought of the name he whispered before his own mirror, the panties he had bought without instruction and the softness he still wanted when there was no one present to reward it. Nearly every step of his transformation had taken place beneath Daddy’s gaze, but not every desire had begun there.

He could not explain any of that to Helena. He only told her that he did not know.

She accepted the answer without asking him to reveal more. Yet the question followed Julian after they parted. Gideon had given Princess a language, a shape and a name. Julian still did not know whether Juliette could survive once Daddy stopped looking at her.

Gideon’s invitation arrived late that afternoon. It contained no endearment and no command. He asked Julian to come to the apartment at seven because they needed to speak.

Julian understood that Gideon had already reached a decision.

At home, he opened the wardrobe and chose the black dress. He fastened the lingerie Gideon had bought around his body, pulled stockings over his legs and arranged his hair with trembling hands. By the time he added makeup and secured the velvet band around his throat, Julian had receded beneath the woman Gideon appeared ready to abandon.

He put the band’s empty box in his handbag before leaving.

Juliette looked back from the mirror. She was not dressing for seduction alone. She was bringing herself to the conversation as evidence.

Gideon opened the apartment door at precisely seven. His gaze moved over her and stopped at the velvet around her throat. Hunger entered his face before grief buried it. For one hopeful second, Juliette believed desire might undo whatever argument he had prepared.

He stepped aside without touching her.

The apartment felt preserved from another life. Her robe remained inside the wardrobe, and the bottles Gideon had bought for her still stood in the bathroom. Nothing had been removed, but the room no longer seemed to expect her.

Gideon asked whether she had met Helena.

Juliette admitted that she had. Coldness settled over him, less like anger than a defence assembled too quickly. He said Helena had no right to involve herself in their relationship.

“She told me what happened to her. That was hers to tell.”

Gideon turned towards the windows. Juliette refused to apologise or soften the truth into something he could dismiss. Helena had described the consequences of his withdrawal, and Gideon was already repeating it.

He remained silent for long enough that hope began dying before he spoke.

“This has to stop.”

Juliette had prepared herself for distance, caution and new boundaries. She had not prepared for absence. Gideon explained that her identity was changing too quickly for him to trust his influence upon it. Femininity had entered their relationship through his desire. He had praised it, sexualised it and rewarded Juliette for becoming more completely the girl he wanted.

The concerns were not invented. Their age difference was real. Gideon had first known Julian as an employee whose entire sense of worth depended upon being useful. Even after the formal reporting structure changed, Gideon remained powerful enough to shape the world around them. He could not know whether Juliette wanted this life or had learned to want whatever earned Daddy’s approval.

Each truth made the decision more brutal. Gideon had not brought those fears to her so they could decide what to do with them. He had examined the evidence alone and delivered the verdict.

“You’re taking my choice away and calling it protection.”

“Someone has to remain responsible when desire compromises judgment.”

The words revealed everything Helena had warned her about. Gideon had placed himself outside desire and appointed himself the only person capable of seeing clearly. His fear became wisdom. Juliette’s certainty became evidence against her.

She asked whether he still wanted her.

Gideon’s restraint faltered. His eyes travelled over the dress, stockings and velvet band. He admitted that he wanted to own her, choose what she wore and decide who was permitted to touch her. He wanted her kneeling at his feet and sleeping in his bed. He wanted to keep her.

The confession filled Juliette with desperate hope until he said that wanting those things was precisely why he had to let her go.

She offered to slow down. They could abandon the idea of a collar and return to occasional scenes. She did not need to be Juliette in public or ask for anything beyond what he had already given. She could remain Julian outside the apartment, require less reassurance and stop frightening him with permanence.

Each promise made her smaller. Juliette heard herself converting existence into a negotiation, offering to remove every inconvenient need if Gideon would continue wanting the useful parts. She knew what she was doing and could not stop.

Gideon saw it too.

“You’re disappearing inside what I want.”

“I’m standing in front of you and asking you not to do this.”

The force of her answer left silence between them. Gideon approached at last, and Juliette’s body responded to his nearness with a longing so immediate it felt humiliating. His fingers touched the velvet band. For one impossible moment, she thought he meant to take hold of it and remind them both whom she belonged to.

Instead, he asked permission to remove it.

Juliette could have refused. The band belonged to her body, and Gideon waited for consent even now. Yet keeping it would not restore what it represented. It would only leave her wearing the mark of someone who had already withdrawn his claim.

Juliette took the box from her bag and set it within reach, then she lifted her hair.

Gideon released the fastening with hands that remained steady. The velvet left her throat, exposing a strip of cooler skin. He placed it inside the black box and closed the lid.

“You’re free.”

The word entered her like a blade. Gideon meant that she owed him nothing, that he would not exploit her submission or hold her inside a relationship he feared had become harmful. Juliette heard only that she was no longer wanted enough to keep.

She took the box from him. Gideon did not ask her to change before leaving, so she crossed the apartment in the black dress he had chosen and the heels he had watched her learn to wear. At the door, every part of her waited for the voice that could still make obedience feel like coming home. Gideon said nothing, and Juliette left.
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The protections Gideon had created worked exactly as he intended.

Julian’s position remained secure. His salary arrived unchanged, his responsibilities were not reduced and no private disappointment entered his professional record. Tobias continued managing his performance, while Gideon deferred to the reporting structure with almost punishing correctness. No one watching them at Vale House would have guessed that Julian knew the sound Gideon made when control finally broke or that Gideon had once washed tears from his face and called him baby girl.

The separation was absolute in private and excruciatingly incomplete everywhere else.

Gideon addressed him as Julian during meetings. He listened when Julian spoke, accepted his recommendations and thanked him for good work. The respect was genuine, which made it impossible to transform Gideon into a villain. Julian had not been dismissed, professionally undermined or publicly humiliated. He had only been invited into the most hidden rooms of another person and then told to leave them.

There was nothing he could report to Tobias or resent openly. The mechanisms designed to protect Julian from retaliation had done so perfectly. They could not protect him from sitting across a table while the man who had called him his precious thing discussed forecasts as though their intimacy had been folded into a locked drawer.

Julian responded by becoming recognisable again.

He returned to the looser suits that concealed the narrowness of his waist and the shape of his legs. His shirts became white, severe and fastened close to the throat. He did not cut his hair, though he tied it back whenever its softness became distracting. The panties remained because his old underwear now felt coarse and wrong, but they became a secret without pleasure.

He stopped caring for his skin. The bottles he had bought for himself gathered dust beside the sink, and the sleepwear remained folded beneath clothes he no longer touched. The black dress hung at the back of the wardrobe inside its protective cover. Julian could not look at it without remembering the weight of Gideon’s gaze and the absence of his voice when she walked away.

Juliette had been an erotic role. That explanation was clean enough to survive examination. Gideon had created a space in which Julian could become whatever pleased them both, then closed the space when it grew unsafe. Without Daddy, Princess had no function. A toy ceased to be a toy when no one wished to play with it.

The conclusion felt logical. It was also unbearable.

At work, Julian’s competence became increasingly brittle. He prepared for questions no one intended to ask and produced documents containing more detail than anyone needed. He stopped delegating because checking other people’s work required less energy than trusting it. Each evening, he promised himself he would leave after one final task, then discovered three more waiting behind it.

Tobias found him at his desk long after the executive floor had emptied. He looked at the untouched food beside Julian’s keyboard, closed the file Julian was editing and told him to go home. The instruction lacked Gideon’s particular gravity, but Julian obeyed because defiance would have required admitting that he did not want to be alone.

On the way out, he passed Imani leaving Gideon’s office. The door had not fully closed behind her. Gideon stood beside the windows with one hand braced against the glass, his broad body held in the rigid stillness that always meant something powerful was being contained.

Imani’s expression hardened when she saw Julian. Not against him. For him.

She said goodnight and continued towards the lift. Julian did not ask what had passed between them, but Gideon’s tightened face supplied enough of an answer. Imani had never been impressed by restraint merely because it wore the clothes of responsibility. Julian suspected she had reminded him that preserving someone’s employment did not absolve him of breaking their heart.

He felt a brief, vicious satisfaction. It vanished almost immediately beneath the longing to cross the office, kneel at Gideon’s feet and offer forgiveness before Gideon had asked for it.

Julian returned to his desk instead.

Felix found him there twenty minutes later. He had come back for a forgotten phone and stopped when he saw Julian beneath the cold task lighting, still working in a building that had gone dark around him. His usual humour disappeared.

Julian tried to explain that a report needed finishing. Felix glanced at the title and pointed out that its deadline was four days away. When Julian began describing the other work depending upon it, Felix pulled out the chair beside him and sat down.

The silence demanded less than sympathy would have done. Julian stared at the screen until its lines blurred, then admitted that he and Gideon were no longer together. He described the decision in Gideon’s language. The relationship had become ethically complicated. Julian’s dependence made consent difficult to assess. His changing sense of self required space from Gideon’s influence.

Felix listened without interrupting. As a trans man, he understood how identity could be discovered through another person’s recognition without therefore belonging to them. He had once needed other people to see him before he could hold that vision alone. Their influence had not made his truth counterfeit.

He did not tell Julian that Juliette was real. He did not insist that Julian was a woman or that a name discovered in desire must become permanent. Instead, he asked whether femininity had stopped feeling right when Gideon left, or whether Julian had stopped allowing himself to feel it.

Julian’s prepared explanations abandoned him.

He thought of the panties beneath his trousers and the hair he had refused to cut. He thought of the pleasure that came when strangers called him Miss Merritt and how little that pleasure had depended upon Gideon witnessing it. No answer felt safe enough to offer.

Felix let the question remain unanswered. Before leaving, he waited while Julian saved the unfinished report, then made him shut down the computer.

The apartment greeted Julian with its colourless quiet. He had once appreciated the restraint of the rooms, the clean surfaces and absence of anything unnecessary. Now they felt like an old life waiting to swallow every trace of what had happened. Gideon’s apartment had contained silk, glass bottles and a drawer that expected Princess to return. Julian’s home expected nothing from him except continued occupation.

Mara arrived the following evening with food. She took one look at Julian’s severe clothes and exhausted face, then began opening containers in the kitchen without asking whether he was hungry. Julian described the separation while she divided food between two plates.

He tried to make the account balanced. Gideon’s concerns were legitimate. He had acted before the dynamic could cause greater harm. Ending it had required restraint and might eventually prove to be the most loving choice available.

Mara placed a plate in front of him and told him to stop writing Gideon’s defence.

Julian stared at her. Anger rose, not because she was wrong but because she had interrupted the performance before he could convince himself. Gideon had protected Julian’s career and respected every explicit boundary. He had also made a decision about their relationship alone, then required Julian to accept its consequences as evidence of his maturity.

“It can be complicated and still hurt you,” Mara said.

The permission was almost enough to break him. Julian ate because she remained there until he did. Between small mouthfuls, he admitted that Gideon was not the only person he missed. He missed Juliette.

He missed the softness of her body when she stopped arranging it into masculinity. He missed the secret pleasure of her name and the way feminine pronouns entered places ordinary praise could not reach. More than any dress or sexual act, he missed the relief of being recognised without having to justify what someone saw.

Mara listened, then asked why Gideon had to be present for any of those things to remain true.

After she left, Julian stood in the bedroom for a long time. The wardrobe seemed to contain two lives divided by hangers. On one side were the suits he had purchased to construct Julian. On the other were the clothes Gideon had chosen for Princess. Yet between them hung garments that belonged to neither category so neatly.

Julian had bought the soft sleep shirt himself. He had selected his first new panties before Gideon ever gave him a rule about wearing them. The moisturiser gathering dust in the bathroom had been paid for with his own money and used alone for his own pleasure. Even keeping his hair long, first suggested by Gideon, had become something he wanted for himself.

Gideon had witnessed the discovery. He had encouraged it, named it and made it beautiful. That did not mean he had manufactured every desire from nothing.

Julian opened the black box. The velvet band lay where Gideon had placed it, curved around an absence. He lifted it and held it against his throat but could not fasten it. Wearing it would feel like claiming an ownership Gideon had withdrawn. Throwing it away would mean agreeing that Juliette had belonged entirely to him.

He set it upon the dressing table and undressed before the mirror. Without the architecture of the suit, the old Julian did not reappear. His body retained the knowledge of softness. Blond hair curved around his face, his waist remained delicate and his legs remembered the smooth pressure of stockings.

He put on the sleep shirt. The fabric fell around him with familiar gentleness. For one frightened moment, Julian reached for the hem to remove it, ashamed of continuing a transformation no one had asked to see.

Then he let his hands fall.

The reflection remained uncertain. Not fully Julian and not yet a Juliette capable of existing without permission. He did not need to decide tonight. He only needed to stop treating uncertainty as proof that nothing had been real.

Julian placed the velvet band back inside its box. Beside it, he laid a pair of panties he had chosen and bought himself.

One object had belonged to Daddy’s princess. The other belonged to the person who had wanted softness before Daddy ever gave her permission.

Being released by Gideon had broken the promise between them.

It had not made Juliette cease to exist.


Nine

Julian woke with the previous night arranged upon the dressing table.

The black box stood open beside the mirror, the velvet band curved inside it. Next to it lay the pair of panties he had chosen before Gideon began choosing anything for him. Morning light touched both objects without understanding the difference between them. One had marked him as Daddy’s princess. The other had belonged to a private desire that existed before he knew enough to give it a name.

He remained beneath the covers for a long time, watching the light move. The gesture had not granted him certainty while he slept. He still missed Gideon with an ache that seemed to occupy his whole body, and the thought of femininity remained tangled with broad hands, green eyes and a voice that could turn praise into something almost physical. Yet the panties beside the velvet band offered a beginning. They proved that not every soft thing had been placed upon him by someone else.

Julian rose and carried them into the bathroom. He showered, shaved his legs and opened the bottles that had been gathering dust beside the sink. The routine felt hollow at first. Without Daddy watching, there was no low praise when Julian lifted one foot to be dried or quiet approval when lotion left his skin smooth beneath another person’s hands. He had mistaken that absence for proof the acts themselves meant nothing.

He continued anyway.

The lotion cooled against his legs. Moisturiser softened the tightness around his eyes, and a clear balm gave his lips a faint sheen. None of it transformed him. The pleasure was small enough that he almost overlooked it, a gentle satisfaction in giving his body attention without requiring the care to make him beautiful for anyone.

In the bedroom, Julian put on the panties. He did not open the wardrobe section containing the clothes Gideon had bought. Instead, he chose a soft cream sweater purchased during the weeks when femininity had begun leaking into his ordinary life. It fell loosely around his narrow body and covered part of his hands. Beneath it, he wore simple leggings that made no attempt to disguise the slender shape of his legs.

The reflection lacked the careful completion Gideon had created. Julian wore no makeup, jewellery or stockings. His hair curled untidily around his cheeks, and grief had left him pale. Even so, the person in the mirror did not look unfinished.

Softness remained when no one witnessed it. More importantly, Julian liked it when it earned nothing.

He sent Mara a photograph before he could reconsider. Her reply contained no grand declaration, only a question about whether he wanted company. By midday, she was standing inside the apartment wearing practical shoes and carrying enough nervous energy for both of them.

The shopping trip was Julian’s suggestion. The courage required to make it disappeared during the journey, leaving him silent beside Mara while the city passed beyond the windows. He had been outside as Juliette before, but Gideon had arranged the world around her. A private car had delivered them to a private boutique, where money and authority ensured that no stranger could make the experience unsafe.

This time, there was no hidden entrance. No assistant waited with advance knowledge of the clothes that would fit him. The shops were crowded with ordinary people who had not agreed to participate in Julian’s discovery and might interpret him however they wished.

He nearly retreated before they entered the first one. Mara did not persuade him with reassurances about how feminine he looked or promise that no one would stare. She waited beside him beneath the bright windows, allowing fear to remain part of the choice.

Julian entered because he wanted to know what happened next.

Inside, racks of clothing formed narrow passages beneath unforgiving light. He kept expecting someone to challenge his presence among them. Most customers barely looked at him. A woman searching through sweaters moved aside without interest, and two younger women passed while discussing shoes, their attention entirely occupied by themselves.

The first prolonged glance came from an older man waiting near the entrance. His eyes travelled over Julian’s leggings, sweater and face before narrowing with recognition or confusion. Heat climbed Julian’s throat. He reached instinctively for the hem of the sweater, preparing to pull it into a more masculine shape.

Mara remained beside him without touching him. Her refusal to intervene left the decision where it belonged.

Julian let the sweater fall as it wished.

The man looked away. Nothing had been won, and nothing needed to be. Julian continued into the shop with his heart beating too quickly and his body still his own.

He selected clothes hesitantly at first. His hand paused over anything openly feminine, as though Gideon might appear to approve or forbid it. Mara offered opinions when asked but did not build a woman around him. She rejected one colour because it made him look ill and admired a skirt because it moved beautifully when he held it against his waist. The final decisions remained Julian’s.

He chose a knitted dress in a muted blue, soft enough for an ordinary morning. A cropped cardigan followed, then a dark skirt and two simple tops. None of them belonged to the overtly sexual femininity he had explored with Gideon. There was no lace intended for Daddy’s eyes, no exposed skin arranged for possession. They were clothes in which a woman might buy groceries, read on a train or spend a rainy afternoon at home.

The ordinariness moved him more deeply than glamour had done.

A salesperson directed Julian towards the changing rooms, then hesitated before choosing how to address him. The pause lasted only a second, but Julian felt himself suspended within it. He could have lowered his voice, offered the old social certainty and rescued them both.

“Thank you,” he said softly.

The salesperson smiled with visible relief and stepped aside. The exchange was awkward rather than cruel. Julian entered the changing room and closed the door before his courage could dissolve.

He removed the sweater and leggings, then drew the blue dress over his head. The fabric settled against his body without the practised hands Gideon had used to arrange every fold. Julian adjusted the waist himself, freed his hair from the neckline and looked up.

Juliette stood in the mirror.

She was less polished than the woman who had emerged inside the private boutique. Her face remained bare, the dress was inexpensive and her posture carried more uncertainty than grace. Yet the same blue eyes looked back at her. The same fine features softened when they were no longer being forced into severity.

Grief struck first. Gideon should have seen her. The desire to turn and find him seated beyond the curtain was so powerful that Juliette almost reached for the dress to tear it away.

Relief followed beneath the pain.

She had found Juliette without him.

Mara waited outside the changing room. Julian opened the door enough to show her the dress but remained partly hidden behind it. His hands trembled against the soft blue fabric.

“There’s something I need you to call me.”

Mara looked at him without hurrying the moment.

“Juliette. And she.”

Mara’s expression warmed. She repeated the name as if confirming something simple and important, then told Juliette that the dress suited her.

The pronoun settled differently when it came from someone who had never been Daddy. It contained no command, degradation or sexual promise. Mara did not own the woman she recognised, and Juliette had performed nothing to earn that recognition.

She stepped fully out of the changing room.

They bought the dress, cardigan, skirt and tops. Juliette paid with her own money, watching her chosen name remain unspoken on the receipt while still knowing whom the clothes belonged to. She left wearing the blue dress beneath her coat. Each step carried the vulnerability of being seen and the quieter pleasure of no longer hiding completely.

Over the following days, Juliette practised existing without an audience. She wore the new clothes at home and resumed her careful routines because she enjoyed how they made her body feel. She went outside alone in the skirt and cardigan, walked until the pounding in her chest softened, then ordered tea in a quiet café.

No one asked her name. The moment was ordinary enough to disappoint her, then precious because of that disappointment. Juliette could occupy the world without every appearance becoming a trial or revelation.

That evening, she ordered a silver bracelet online. It was fine and pretty, decorated with a single blue stone. She entered Juliette as the recipient before her courage failed. Seeing the name in the confirmation message produced an absurd rush of happiness.

She began reading about transition. The possibilities initially overwhelmed her, each one appearing to demand a certainty she did not possess. Social transition, voice work, hair removal and hormones opened different doors onto futures she had never allowed herself to imagine. Juliette resisted the old impulse to research until uncertainty could be eliminated.

She did not need to choose everything now. She did not need to prove her womanhood through medication, permanence or suffering. A future could be considered before it was decided.

Gideon remained present throughout the discovery, though not in the room. Juliette encountered him in the way she moisturised her legs, the fall of fabric around her waist and the instinct to wait for approval after making a choice. She could not separate every pleasure from the man who had first witnessed it.

She no longer wanted to.

Gideon had not created Juliette, but he had offered her permission when she lacked her own. He had looked at the softness Julian feared and called it beautiful. He had built a private container strong enough for someone hidden to emerge. The gift remained real even though the same man had later caused harm.

One truth did not cancel the other.

At the end of the week, Juliette sat before the mirror with a blank sheet of paper. She wrote Julian first. The name belonged to the frightened young man who had survived by becoming correct, useful and impossible to criticise. He had built the life that brought her here. She did not hate him for the mask he had needed.

Beneath it, she wrote Juliette.

The letters were not a rejection of everything above them. Juliette contained Julian’s intelligence, endurance and longing. She was not his destruction. She was his continuation after survival no longer needed to be the only purpose of his life.

Juliette looked at both names until the distinction between them ceased to resemble a death.

She wanted to be Juliette beyond bedrooms, mirrors and private shops. She wanted the name spoken at Vale House. She wanted a future in which femininity was not something she visited when another person unlocked the door.

Juliette folded the sheet and placed it beside the open black box.

Then she began deciding how to tell the world.
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Juliette requested the meeting before she could convert courage into further preparation.

She sent Tobias a brief message asking for half an hour somewhere private. No explanation accompanied it. The omission made the request feel more ominous than she intended, but adding context would have required placing her name in writing before she had spoken it aloud within Vale House. That threshold still frightened her.

Tobias invited her into his office at the end of the day. Its practical disorder contrasted with the controlled silence of Gideon’s rooms. Reports occupied one end of the table, his jacket hung from the back of a chair and a neglected cup of coffee had developed a skin beside his keyboard. Juliette found the imperfection reassuring.

She had prepared several versions of what she intended to say. Each contained explanations about uncertainty, discovery and the difference between private experimentation and identity. Sitting opposite Tobias, she understood that explanation was another form of permission seeking.

“My name is Juliette. I’m going to use she and her.”

Tobias absorbed the information without visible surprise. He thanked her for telling him, took out a clean sheet of paper and asked what she wanted to happen next. The practical response unsettled Juliette more gently than celebration might have done. He treated her identity as important without transforming it into spectacle.

They discussed how the announcement should be made, which records could be changed immediately and which would require additional documentation. Tobias asked whether she wanted to tell colleagues herself or have a message distributed on her behalf. He wanted to know how corrections should be handled, whether Julian could remain visible in older work and how much information she wished to offer when people inevitably became curious.

Juliette did not want a personal story circulated through Vale House. Her colleagues needed her name and pronouns, not the history of how she discovered them. No one needed to know about Gideon’s apartment, the first panties beneath borrowed yoga pants or the word Daddy spoken in darkness. Those things had helped her become visible to herself. They were not public property.

Tobias wrote down each preference. He did not ask whether she was certain or how long she had known. His lack of fascination allowed transition to become administrative, almost ordinary. A name could be changed in a directory. An email address could be altered. The woman making those requests remained the same person who had coordinated budgets and challenged impossible schedules the previous week.

Imani joined them after Tobias contacted her. She closed the door, listened to the arrangements already made and added the protections Juliette had not considered. Her position, salary and progression would remain unchanged. Any harassment would be handled formally, and Gideon would not control the implementation.

The last assurance produced conflicting emotions. Juliette understood why Imani offered it. Gideon’s private relationship with her had already required professional safeguards, and transition created another point at which his influence might become overwhelming. Yet the thought of him being treated as a threat to her identity felt too simple.

“I don’t need him excluded from every decision.”

Imani watched her carefully.

“I need him prevented from making them for me.”

The distinction mattered. Juliette did not want a world in which Gideon’s presence had to be erased before her choices could become genuine. She wanted his influence to remain influence rather than authority she had not granted. Imani accepted the correction and amended the plan.

The announcement went out two days later. Juliette took the following day away from Vale House, allowing the news to move through the building without requiring her to witness every response. Messages arrived gradually. Most were brief and kind. Some contained excessive enthusiasm, while others were so carefully neutral that she could feel the effort behind them.

She answered only those requiring an answer.

On her first morning back, Juliette dressed without imagining what Gideon would choose. She wore the muted blue dress with a dark jacket, low shoes and the silver bracelet she had ordered in her own name. Makeup softened her face without turning it into the polished mask she once believed femininity required. Her blond hair fell loose around her cheeks.

The velvet band remained at home.

Vale House rose above her in dark stone and smoked glass, as imposing as it had been on the morning of Julian’s interview. That young man had entered wearing a perfectly constructed suit and the masculinity he believed competence required. Juliette stood beneath the same controlled light with her fear visible in the slight trembling of her hands.

No private car had brought her. No powerful man waited beside her to make the world behave. She entered alone.

The receptionist greeted her as Juliette. The ease of it loosened something beneath her ribs. Upstairs, Tobias offered the same morning briefing he would have given on any other day. Imani looked over her clothes, smiled once and continued discussing a financial report.

Other reactions were less graceful. A colleague corrected himself three times within a single conversation and became so distressed by each mistake that Juliette found herself comforting him. Someone she barely knew arrived at her desk to praise her courage and ask questions about medical treatment. Juliette declined to answer and redirected the conversation towards work.

The most painful mistake happened before lunch. A senior manager used Julian’s name during a crowded meeting, then laughed and remarked that everyone would need time to become accustomed to the new arrangement. Heat spread across Juliette’s face as attention turned towards her.

The old response rose immediately. She could make the moment easier, reassure him that she understood and accept the discomfort as the cost of asking others to change. Instead, Juliette corrected her name and continued presenting the figures.

The room followed her.

Recognition did not need to be perfect before she could remain real. A stranger’s hesitation could not pull Juliette from her body. A mistake, even a careless one, did not return her to the man everyone expected to see.

Gideon entered the afternoon strategy meeting after Juliette had taken her place. She felt his arrival before she looked up. His presence still altered the pressure in the room, awakening every instinct that remembered how easily his attention could contain her.

Their eyes met across the table.

Gideon stopped for less than a second. Desire moved through his expression with enough force to make Juliette’s breath catch. Pride followed it, and then pain. His gaze moved over the dress she had chosen, the makeup applied without his instruction and the woman she had continued becoming after he released her.

He greeted her by name.

The word was controlled, but not unnatural. Throughout the meeting, Gideon used feminine pronouns without hesitation. He asked for Juliette’s assessment of a proposal and accepted her disagreement without softening or asserting authority. He did not call attention to her transition or attempt to establish himself as someone entitled to special knowledge.

His restraint no longer felt like a wall. It felt like Gideon remaining outside a boundary Juliette had not invited him to cross.

When the meeting ended, others left in small groups. Gideon stayed at the far side of the table until the room had emptied. He did not approach her desk or close the door.

He asked whether she would be willing to speak with him somewhere outside Vale House. The choice was entirely hers. Refusing would alter nothing about her work.

Every part of Juliette trained by their relationship wanted to agree immediately. Gideon had asked for something, and her body still understood fulfilment as love. She made herself wait inside the discomfort of not answering.

“I’ll let you know.”

Gideon accepted the delay. He thanked her and left.

Juliette took two days to decide. She examined the desire beneath her caution and found that both were real. She wanted to hear him, but she no longer needed to be summoned into his private kingdom to do so. She chose a quiet tea room neither of them frequented and suggested a time when leaving would remain easy.

Gideon was already there when she arrived. He rose as Juliette approached but did not touch her or offer to take her coat. Without Vale House or his apartment around him, he appeared less invulnerable. His broad body still carried authority, yet there was no structure present to reinforce it.

He apologised before their drinks arrived.

The apology contained no request that Juliette understand his intentions. Gideon acknowledged that his concerns had been real. Their age difference, the history of employment and Juliette’s hunger for approval required care. Her identity had emerged inside desires he encouraged, and questioning his influence was responsible.

Making the decision alone had not been.

Gideon had treated his fear as superior judgment. He withdrew emotionally, named the withdrawal protection and required Juliette to carry its consequences. He had repeated what he did to Helena almost exactly, even after recognising the pattern.

Juliette listened for the familiar turn towards self-condemnation, the moment Gideon would describe himself as monstrous and leave her responsible for reassuring him. It did not come. He did not ask her to reduce the harm so he could remain good.

Instead, Gideon admitted that possession frightened him because it was never one-sided. If Juliette belonged to him, then he would become vulnerable to everything she could withdraw. Her obedience would matter because she could refuse it. Her return would matter because she could leave.

He had abandoned Helena before she could abandon him. He had attempted to do the same to Juliette while calling the choice responsibility.

The confession altered something in the space between them. Juliette had imagined Gideon feared only the extremity of his desires, the appetite to own, control and use someone who trusted him. She had not understood that beneath the powerful man stood someone terrified of needing what another person freely gave.

Gideon looked at her without defence.

“I love you.”

Juliette had wanted the words from the first time his praise entered her like warmth. She had tried to earn them through competence, beauty, service and surrender. Now they arrived when she wore no mark of his ownership and had offered nothing in exchange.

Love moved through her with enough force to threaten every boundary she had built. She wanted to cross the table, enter his arms and let Daddy decide what happened next. Her body remembered the relief of surrender even while her mind remembered the apartment door closing behind her.

Gideon’s love did not erase what he had done. He had loved Helena and still allowed fear to turn tenderness into absence. Love could be genuine and remain insufficient.

Juliette folded her hands around the untouched cup before her. The silver bracelet caught the light, a small reminder of something beautiful she had chosen alone.

“I believe your apology.”

Hope entered Gideon’s face, restrained but unmistakable.

“But belief isn’t trust.”

The hope did not vanish. It changed into something quieter and more difficult.

Gideon nodded.

For the first time, he allowed Juliette’s answer to remain exactly what she had given him.
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Gideon accepted the distinction without attempting to reduce it.

He did not ask how long rebuilding trust would take or what he could do to accelerate it. He offered no argument about the sincerity of his apology and did not transform his love into a debt Juliette now had to answer. The hope remained in his expression, but he carried it himself.

His restraint created a silence unlike the ones that had once drawn Julian into confession. There was no pressure hidden inside it. Juliette could finish her drink, leave the tea room and never permit him another private conversation. Gideon’s willingness to remain present without controlling the outcome became the first evidence that his apology might describe more than regret.

Juliette looked at the man across from her and felt the old pull of his gravity. Even outside Vale House, Gideon possessed a stillness that made everything around him seem temporary. She remembered kneeling between his knees and surrendering to the relief of one clear authority. Want had survived anger, separation and the discovery that she could exist without him.

Wanting him was no longer the same as needing his permission to exist.

“What would you do differently?”

Gideon did not answer immediately. The pause carried thought rather than evasion. He had spoken honestly with Helena after returning the collar, remaining through the discomfort of hearing how his withdrawal had wounded her. He had also spoken with Imani, who had been less gentle and no less accurate.

Both women had shown him the same contradiction. Gideon feared becoming controlling, yet his response to that fear had been to seize control of the relationship at its most fundamental point. He had denied Juliette any part in the decision to end it and called the exclusion responsibility.

He could not promise that fear would vanish. His possessiveness remained real, as did the shame attached to it. What he could promise was that fear would no longer become a private trial in which he acted as judge, witness and executioner. If he believed their relationship had become unsafe, he would bring that belief to Juliette and remain in the conversation.

The answer lacked the impossible certainty Julian would once have craved. Gideon did not promise never to fail or hurt her. He promised to become visible while afraid.

Juliette considered what she would require if they tried again. The conditions had lived within her since the night he removed the velvet band, but speaking them to Gideon gave them weight.

He could not withdraw affection to manage his fear. Space might sometimes be necessary, but it would have to be named rather than imposed through coldness. Decisions outside their scenes would belong to both of them. Daddy’s authority could be broad and powerful, but it existed because Juliette chose to offer it. Gideon did not understand her better merely because she submitted to him.

Her refusals had to remain part of that submission. The woman who rejected the pink dress had pleased him more honestly than the obedient doll willing to wear anything. If Gideon wanted truth, he could not punish the moments when truth arrived as no.

Juliette also named her own responsibility. She would not hide discomfort to become easier to own. She would not bargain away her needs when afraid of being abandoned or turn obedience into another form of professional excellence. If she caught herself becoming smaller to prevent Gideon from leaving, she would tell him.

Neither of them could use the dynamic to escape the vulnerability of an equal relationship. Within a scene, Juliette might become Daddy’s object, toy or possession. Outside it, they remained two adults capable of hurting each other and responsible for repair. Submission did not spare her from speaking, and dominance did not permit Gideon to avoid being known.

Gideon listened without interrupting. The attention once would have made her edit herself into something more pleasing. Now Juliette allowed him to see the uncertainty between her sentences and the fear beneath each boundary.

There was one more truth, and it felt dangerous in a different way.

Juliette did not want Gideon to become softer by becoming less himself. She did not want apology to bleach the darkness from their desire until nothing remained but careful affection. His appetite had never frightened her. Being looked at as something beautiful, owned and available to his pleasure had given shape to desires she carried long before she understood them.

She still wanted control. She wanted to be dressed, positioned and displayed. She wanted Daddy’s hand around the back of her neck and his voice deciding when she could move, speak or come. She wanted to be praised as his princess and degraded as his needy little whore. She wanted to serve him, be used by him and feel his possessiveness close around her like deep water.

Healing did not require either of them to abandon the shadows that recognised each other. It required them to stop hiding inside those shadows when daylight asked them to become ordinary people again.

Desire changed Gideon’s face. The composed man seated across from her became, for a moment, the one who had watched Juliette kneel in black lace and called her his beautiful possession. His hands remained still upon the table, but she could feel the discipline required to keep them there.

He told her he wanted to be Daddy again. He wanted Juliette as his princess, his baby girl, his toy and his good little whore. He wanted the trusting softness of her submission and the moment her resistance dissolved beneath an instruction she had chosen to obey.

More frighteningly, he wanted the woman who could refuse him. He wanted the person who had seen the fear beneath his authority and possessed enough power to wound him.

Juliette let the confession settle. Gideon could speak of owning her without hesitation. Accepting the other direction of that bond remained harder.

“If I belong to you, can you belong to me?”

The question disturbed something beneath his composure. Ownership had always been the language Gideon used for taking responsibility, shaping desire and claiming what another person offered. Juliette’s question revealed the surrender concealed within it. To own someone who could leave was to place part of himself in her keeping.

Gideon looked away for the first time. Beyond the windows, people moved through the evening without knowing that a powerful man was being asked to yield something no restraint could force from him. Juliette waited without rescuing him from the answer.

When he met her gaze again, the authority remained. So did the vulnerability beneath it.

“Yes.”

The word was quiet. It did not resemble defeat.

They sat with what had been offered. Juliette did not kneel, though her body ached with the remembered rightness of lowering herself before him. Gideon did not command her closer or test whether the old obedience remained. Their restraint preserved the distinction between repair and reconciliation.

Desire could not be allowed to answer questions trust had not yet resolved.

Gideon asked whether a future between them remained possible. He did not ask for a date, promise or decision made under the pressure of his confession. He wanted to know whether the door was closed.

Juliette told him it was not. She also told him she was not ready to return to his apartment or wear the velvet band. That private kingdom contained too many versions of herself shaped around what Gideon wanted. If they entered it again, she needed to arrive as Juliette rather than retreat into Princess and hope submission would repair everything.

They could not resume their relationship at the point where it broke. Whatever came next had to be a new choice made by people who remembered the rupture.

Gideon accepted the boundary. Pain crossed his face, but he did not make Juliette carry it. He thanked her for offering a possibility rather than asking why she could not offer more.

The light outside had faded while they spoke. Staff began clearing distant tables, moving quietly through the room without hurrying them. Juliette gathered her coat and stood.

Gideon rose with her. They remained separated by the narrow table, close enough that Juliette could smell the familiar warmth of him. Her body remembered before her mind could intervene, answering his presence with a softness that belonged to neither fear nor dependence.

She moved around the table and stopped before him.

Gideon did not touch her. The absence was careful rather than cold. Juliette understood that he would allow her to leave carrying nothing he had not been invited to give.

She took his hand and lifted it towards her face.

His palm settled against her cheek with reverent caution. The touch was gentle and unclaimed, without the pressure that once directed where she looked. Juliette leaned into it because she wanted to, feeling the roughness of his skin and the slight tremor he could not fully contain.

Gideon told her she was beautiful.

The praise still entered her. Warmth opened beneath her ribs, and the old pleasure travelled lower through her body. Yet the words did not create the woman receiving them. They reached Juliette where she already stood.

“I love you too.”

Pain and relief moved through Gideon’s expression. His thumb passed once over her cheek. He did not use the confession to pull her closer.

Juliette lowered his hand and stepped away.

She left the tea room alone. The blue dress beneath her coat belonged to her, as did the silver bracelet at her wrist and the name by which the staff had addressed her. No collar circled her throat. No command shaped the rhythm of her steps.

The separation still hurt. Loving Gideon without returning to him created an ache almost as deep as leaving his apartment in the black dress. This time, however, Juliette did not experience distance as erasure. She carried herself home intact.

Inside her apartment, she removed her coat and sat before the mirror. The black box waited where she had left it. Juliette opened the lid and lifted the velvet band into her hands.

She remembered Gideon fastening it around her throat and the warmth of being called his beautiful girl. She remembered the colder touch when he removed it and offered freedom as though it could compensate for abandonment. Both memories belonged to the same object.

Juliette placed the band beside the mirror rather than returning it to the darkness of the box. She did not fasten it. It was no longer proof that she existed or evidence that Gideon wanted her. It had become the symbol of a choice they might make again.

Her reflection held no trace of Julian’s effortful severity. Blond hair framed her face, the softness of the day remained in her clothes and her blue eyes met themselves without apology. Juliette said her name aloud.

There was no fear in it.

She was not waiting for Daddy to give Princess back to her. Princess had never been his to create or destroy.

She was Juliette.

If she returned to Gideon, she would bring herself with her.


Ten

The weeks after Gideon’s apology did not resemble courtship as Juliette had once imagined it. There were no gifts waiting at her door and no invitations written with the quiet authority that had once made obedience feel inevitable. Gideon did not ask what she wore beneath her clothes or tell her when to sleep. He offered time without attempting to shape what she did inside it.

They began with dinner in places that belonged to neither of them. The first meal was almost painfully polite. Gideon asked about Juliette’s work as though he had not attended the same meetings, and she found herself answering with the composure she used for professional conversations. Beneath the table, her body remained acutely aware of the distance between his knee and hers.

The restraint frustrated them both. Juliette saw it in the way Gideon’s gaze followed her hands and stopped at the open neckline of a dress she had chosen for herself. She felt it in every moment when his voice deepened around her name but did not become Daddy’s voice. Desire remained present without being permitted to organise the space between them.

Their messages gradually became less formal. Gideon sent photographs of small things that had made him think of her, a blue scarf in a window, an elaborate dessert he suspected she would dislike and a book displayed beneath a title that amused him. Juliette answered without reporting where she was, what she had eaten or whether she had obeyed. They learned how to speak when neither of them occupied a role.

That ordinary contact exposed vulnerabilities their dynamic had made easier to conceal. Inside a scene, Gideon could ask a direct question and require an honest answer. Outside it, he sometimes began typing a message and stopped, leaving Juliette watching the indication appear and vanish. Instead of withdrawing entirely, he eventually sent the less polished truth.

One evening, he admitted that her independence frightened him.

Juliette had declined dinner because Mara needed her. The old Gideon might have interpreted the refusal as evidence that he wanted too much, then reduced his invitations until she could no longer reject them. This time, he told her that disappointment had awakened the urge to become distant before she could choose someone else again.

He did not ask Juliette to change her plans. He named the fear and remained.

The confession disturbed her more deeply than possessiveness might have done. She was accustomed to Gideon as an immovable force, powerful because nothing appeared capable of reaching him. Learning that her small decisions could wound him revealed the human body beneath the armour. It also proved that vulnerability did not have to become punishment.

They disagreed for the first time during another dinner. The subject was inconsequential, a decision at Vale House that Gideon believed practical and Juliette considered needlessly severe. Before the separation, she might have softened her opinion once his expression became still. Instead, she explained why he was wrong and allowed the silence afterward to remain uncomfortable.

Gideon did not close around himself. He asked a question, listened to the answer and admitted that her argument had merit. Nothing in his affection altered. The disagreement passed between them without becoming abandonment.

Trust returned in increments too small to identify while they were happening. It lived in Gideon asking what Juliette wanted to eat rather than selecting for her. It lived in the way he waited before taking her coat and accepted when she kept it. His questions no longer seemed like weakened commands. They were evidence that he understood choice could not be assumed outside the authority she gave him.

A Vale House reception tested that understanding more visibly. Juliette attended in a dark green dress and the silver bracelet she had chosen for herself. She had become accustomed to colleagues seeing her as a woman, though attention from strangers still produced a complicated mixture of pleasure and vigilance.

A guest from another company spoke with her beside the windows. His interest moved gradually beyond business. He complimented her hair, asked whether she was attending alone and leaned closer each time the room became louder. Juliette did not especially want him, but she enjoyed being flirted with openly rather than treated as a curiosity.

Across the room, Gideon watched.

The stillness in him changed. His shoulders remained relaxed and his conversation continued, yet Juliette recognised the darkening focus of his green eyes. Once, he might have crossed the room, interrupted with impeccable courtesy and placed himself between her and the other man without acknowledging the possessiveness driving him.

Gideon remained where he was.

Juliette ended the conversation in her own time. Later, as the reception thinned, Gideon asked whether she would walk with him. They passed through the quiet upper floor together, close enough for Juliette to feel the heat of his body without touching it.

He admitted that he had wanted to remove the man’s hand when it settled briefly against her arm. He had wanted to tell him that Juliette belonged to someone and should not be looked at with such confidence. The confession carried hunger rather than accusation.

“You didn’t.”

“I had no right.”

The distinction mattered. Gideon had not denied the possessive instinct or renamed it concern for Juliette’s comfort. He had recognised desire without granting it authority.

Juliette told him she had noticed. The knowledge pleased her more than she wanted to admit. Being desired by others had been flattering. Being wanted by Gideon with enough intensity to require restraint had awakened something lower and more dangerous.

Their hands touched in the lift. Gideon did not take hers until Juliette turned her palm and threaded their fingers together. The contact was simple, almost chaste, but her body responded to the size and warmth of his hand as if he had placed it somewhere intimate.

Physical closeness returned through moments like that. Gideon touched her face after asking. Juliette leaned against his shoulder during a quiet evening and discovered that tenderness did not have to lead immediately towards service. He held her at the door when they parted, one hand against her back and the other resting in her hair, without turning the embrace into possession.

Their first kiss since the separation happened after a meal at a small restaurant. Gideon walked Juliette home and stopped beneath the muted light outside her building. Neither of them moved away. The silence carried every kiss they had not permitted themselves.

Juliette lifted her face. Gideon’s hand settled carefully against her cheek, giving her time to change her mind before his mouth met hers.

The kiss began gently. Familiar warmth and the faint roughness of his beard returned with enough force to make grief pass through her alongside desire. Juliette caught the front of his coat and kissed him harder. Gideon answered for one breath, then another, his restraint breaking just enough for her to feel the hunger underneath.

He stopped before his hand could move from her waist. Their foreheads rested together while both of them breathed through the urge to continue. Juliette wanted to invite him upstairs and let the old language consume uncertainty. Refusing that escape felt like another form of trust.

Several days later, she asked Gideon to visit her apartment.

He entered quietly, carrying nothing except the coat he removed at the door. Juliette became newly conscious of everything around them. The space had once reflected Julian’s controlled austerity, but traces of her now occupied it openly. Feminine shoes waited beside the wall, skincare crowded the bathroom shelf and dresses hung where severe suits had once stood alone.

A small parcel addressed to Juliette rested unopened upon the table. Gideon noticed the name but did not make its existence about him. His gaze moved over the apartment with something like wonder, taking in the life that had continued beyond his reach.

Juliette made tea. Gideon sat where she directed him and accepted the unfamiliar experience of being a guest inside her world. There was no chair that belonged to Daddy or floor upon which Princess had learned to kneel. The imbalance between their bodies remained, but the room did not bend around his authority.

After they had talked for a while, Juliette brought him into the bedroom. The black box no longer sat open. Beside the mirror lay the velvet band Gideon had given her, its silver fastening catching the light.

Gideon did not reach for it.

Juliette touched the velvet with one finger. She explained that she could not wear it again as though the rupture had been a pause. It had represented temporary ownership before either of them understood what they were promising. Returning it unchanged would allow them to pretend they had returned unchanged too.

If Gideon collared her again, she wanted the collar to mean more than an evening, a role or a mood. It needed to describe a promise capable of surviving fear.

Gideon looked at the band, then at Juliette. He asked whether she was requesting that promise.

“Not yet. I’m asking whether you’re ready to make it.”

The answer did not come quickly. Gideon admitted that permanence would frighten him. Ownership would still awaken the urge to protect himself through control or distance. Readiness could not mean the absence of those impulses. It had to mean recognising them before they became decisions imposed upon her.

He had commissioned something after seeing Juliette return to Vale House as herself. The admission startled her. Gideon had not brought it, mentioned it or assumed she would one day accept it. Presenting a collar before Juliette chose him would have turned longing into pressure.

It remained at his apartment.

Curiosity moved through her first. Desire followed, deeper and more solemn. Juliette imagined Gideon selecting something for the woman she had become without believing the choice entitled him to possess her.

“I want to see it.”

Gideon’s attention sharpened. He did not invite her immediately or use the opening to reclaim old authority. He waited for Juliette to decide what seeing it would mean.

She told him she would come to his apartment the following evening. It would not be a summons and she would not arrive already wearing the velvet band. She was choosing to return.

At the door, Gideon asked whether she wanted the dynamic to resume when she crossed his threshold. The question sent warmth through her body. Part of her wanted to say yes and spend the next day anticipating the moment Daddy took control.

“I want you to ask me again when I’m there.”

Gideon accepted the answer. He kissed her once and left.

The following evening, Juliette dressed without imagining what might please him. She chose a soft black dress, sheer stockings and lingerie bought with her own money. Her makeup remained light, and the silver bracelet rested at her wrist. Nothing circled her throat.

She travelled alone. Fear and desire accompanied her through the city, neither cancelling the other. When she reached Gideon’s door, she did not feel like a girl waiting to learn whether she could become Princess again.

Gideon opened it.

The apartment beyond him remained dark, beautiful and familiar. Juliette felt its old gravity, but she no longer mistook the world inside for the only place she could exist.

Gideon stepped aside.

Juliette entered his kingdom as someone who already possessed herself.
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The apartment remembered her.

Juliette saw herself in the pearl-grey robe still hanging inside Gideon’s wardrobe and the bottles arranged beside his in the bathroom. The drawer he had given her remained partly filled with sleepwear, stockings and delicate things folded with the familiar precision of Rosa’s housekeeping. Rosa, Gideon’s housekeeper, must have continued tending the space after Juliette stopped returning.

Once, those objects had made Princess seem real because Gideon expected her presence. Now they appeared differently. They were traces of a life interrupted rather than evidence that the woman who lived it had belonged solely to these rooms. Juliette could recognise herself in them without needing them to recognise her back.

Gideon took her coat and waited to learn where she wished to go. His deference felt strange within a home that once bent so naturally around his authority. Juliette understood that he would remain careful until she invited something else.

She chose the sitting room. The city glimmered below the windows, reduced by distance to silent light. Gideon poured water rather than wine and placed both glasses upon the low table before sitting opposite her. He had changed from his work clothes, but the dark shirt and tailored trousers still carried the restrained masculinity that had first made Julian forget every prepared answer.

Desire moved through her with immediate familiarity. Juliette felt it gather beneath the black dress, warming the skin covered by stockings and tightening her awareness of the lingerie beneath. She wanted Gideon’s hands upon every part of her he had denied himself for weeks.

Wanting did not require haste.

They spoke about the night before deciding whether it would begin. Juliette described what she wanted without reducing it to a list of permitted acts. She wanted Gideon’s control around her again. She wanted to be positioned, restrained and made to wait for his instructions. She wanted degradation spoken with appetite and objectification that allowed her to rest inside the purpose Daddy gave her body.

She wanted to serve him with her mouth. She wanted to feel taken and owned. If the night carried them there, she wanted sex and the fullness of Gideon inside her.

Speaking the desire aloud left Juliette exposed in a way nakedness could not. Gideon did not praise her for bravery or reassure her that nothing she wanted was shameful. He received each admission with grave attention, allowing desire to remain dark without requiring it to become dangerous.

He asked what she did not want.

A gag had once appealed to Julian because it would remove the possibility of saying the wrong thing. Tonight, Juliette wanted her voice. She wanted Daddy to hear pleasure, uncertainty and refusal without forcing any of them into silence. She declined the gag.

Approval entered Gideon’s expression. The refusal pleased him because it belonged to the woman he wanted, not the frightened assistant who once believed agreement was the purest form of devotion.

They reaffirmed the safeword. Gideon would check verbally before penetration no matter how deeply Juliette had entered the dynamic. She could pause the scene without ending the relationship and change her mind without disappointing him. Silence would never become permission merely because she wore his collar.

Juliette asked something of him in return. She did not want fear to make him excessively gentle. Care did not require treating her as fragile, and responsibility did not mean refusing the intensity they both desired. She wanted the force of him, the possessiveness and the appetite that had first called to everything hidden inside her.

Gideon acknowledged the request without promising more than he could give honestly. He would not use restraint to hide from desire. He would also remain responsible for what he did with the authority she offered.

When nothing remained unspoken, Gideon rose.

Juliette’s body responded before he reached her. He did not touch her. He offered his hand and led her towards the bedroom, allowing the contact between their palms to carry the anticipation his voice had not yet claimed.

The room seemed darker than she remembered. The bed had been remade, its linen unmarked by either of them. Nothing waited upon it except a rectangular box covered in black leather.

Juliette stopped.

The box was too large for jewellery and too carefully made to be incidental. Gideon stood beside her without reaching for it. His stillness granted the object no authority until Juliette chose to approach.

She crossed the room and sat upon the edge of the bed. The leather felt cool beneath her fingers. For a moment, she remembered another collar discovered at the bottom of a bag while feverish and frightened. That one had carried another woman’s history, awakening a fantasy before Julian knew enough to understand why it called to him.

This box contained no accident.

Juliette opened it.

The collar lay against dark fabric, a band of black leather cut with restrained elegance. Its inner surface was lined with velvet, soft enough to protect the skin beneath it. The silver fittings were simple and strong. Nothing about it resembled costume jewellery or the temporary band Gideon had given her before.

A small silver tag rested at the centre. Engraved upon its face were the words Daddy’s Princess.

Juliette touched the letters. The metal shifted beneath her fingertip, revealing the reverse.

Juliette.

Her name undid her more completely than the title.

Daddy’s Princess described a relationship she might enter, leave and choose again. Juliette named the woman who would remain when the collar was removed. Gideon had not confused the two. He had placed them on opposite sides of the same silver piece, distinct and inseparable.

Tears warmed her eyes. Gideon waited until she looked at him before speaking.

The collar did not give him ownership of her identity, work or future. It represented the authority Juliette chose to offer within their relationship and the responsibility he accepted by receiving it. She could revoke that authority. Consent did not become permanent because the leather closed around her throat.

Gideon would remain permitted to feel afraid. He could ask for space, admit uncertainty or tell her when the depth of his wanting became difficult to carry. He could not silently withdraw the promise and leave Juliette collared to an absence. If he believed something between them had become harmful, he would bring the fear to her before deciding what it meant.

The promise was imperfect because it came from a human being rather than an impossible ideal. That made it more valuable. Gideon was not offering invulnerability. He was offering to remain reachable.

Juliette placed both hands around the collar and lifted it from the box. The leather was heavier than she expected. Velvet yielded beneath her thumbs, and the silver tag moved with a muted sound that seemed impossibly loud in the quiet room.

She offered promises of her own. She would obey honestly rather than perfectly. She would tell him when an instruction conflicted with her needs instead of enduring it to prove devotion. She would not offer emptiness and call it surrender.

She would not make herself smaller to prevent him from leaving. Daddy could possess her, use her and decide how his princess served him. He could not require Juliette’s disappearance as the price of keeping Princess.

When she called him Daddy, she offered trust. She did not surrender responsibility for her existence.

Gideon received the promises without asking for more. His gaze had darkened, desire and emotion moving too closely together to separate. Still, he had not touched her beyond the hand she first gave him.

He asked whether she wanted him to take control.

“Yes.”

The answer came without hesitation. It did not close a trap or erase the conversation preceding it. It opened the container they had built together.

Gideon’s presence changed. The restraint he had maintained for weeks gathered into authority rather than vanishing. His shoulders settled, his gaze became direct and the air in the room seemed to deepen around him.

“Kneel.”

The single word travelled through Juliette like remembered music. Her body recognised Daddy before thought could interpret him. She lowered herself to the carpet between his feet, arranging her knees beneath the black dress and placing her hands upon her thighs.

The position echoed the first night in Gideon’s office. Then, Julian had knelt beneath the authority of a man who controlled his employment and had not yet understood why obedience felt like relief. Now Juliette possessed a career Gideon could not take from her, a name he had not created and a life that continued beyond these walls.

She knelt because she wanted to give him what was hers.

Gideon lifted the collar from her hands. He stood over her, broad and still, the black leather held between the same hands Juliette had once imagined fastening Helena’s collar around her throat. The old fantasy had contained envy and uncertainty. This moment belonged only to them.

Daddy asked whether she wanted to belong to him.

Juliette raised her face. She understood now that ownership did not begin where personhood ended. It required someone whole enough to offer herself and free enough to withdraw the offering.

“I belong to myself.”

Something warm and fierce entered Gideon’s eyes.

“And I choose to belong to you too.”

He moved behind her.

Juliette lifted her hair. Cool air touched the vulnerable skin at her nape, followed by the velvet lining of the collar. Gideon brought the leather around her throat slowly, allowing her to feel its approach before the ends met.

The fastening closed with a soft metallic click.

The sound entered Juliette more deeply than any command. Velvet settled against her skin with an intimacy too constant to ignore. The fit was close without restricting her breath, firm enough that every swallow and turn of her head reminded her it remained there.

Gideon’s fingers stayed at the fastening. His knuckles grazed the back of her neck, and Juliette felt the slightest tremor pass through his hand. Daddy was afraid. He fastened the collar anyway.

The silver tag found its place above her pulse. Its small weight rested against the hollow of her throat, warming gradually to her skin. When Juliette breathed, it moved. When her heart quickened, the metal seemed to answer.

Everything the velvet band had promised temporarily gathered into this firmer circle. Possession. Responsibility. Appetite. A future neither of them could control alone.

Gideon came around and looked down at what he had done. The power in his gaze made Juliette feel displayed, claimed and precious. Beneath it lived the naked vulnerability of a man who had allowed himself to need her return.

He touched the tag with two fingers.

“My princess.”

Warmth opened through Juliette.

“My baby girl.”

Her eyes lowered. The words no longer reduced her to the part of herself that pleased him. They invited that soft and needy part into the protection of his authority.

“My beautiful Juliette.”

Hearing her name completed the promise. Daddy recognised the woman before claiming the roles she chose to give him.

Juliette looked up through the emotion blurring her vision.

“Daddy.”

The title returned to him changed. It did not absolve Gideon of fear or transform him into something incapable of failure. It named the authority Juliette trusted him to hold and the care she expected in return.

Gideon accepted her submission, and Juliette understood that acceptance was also a form of surrender. The collar made her his, but the promise made him hers. He had given her the power to wound him and chosen not to retreat from it.

Daddy placed one hand against her cheek. His thumb caught a tear before it could fall. The touch remained gentle, but his next instruction carried the full weight of the role she had returned to him.

“Undress for me.”

Desire moved through Juliette, dark and immediate. She rose from her knees and found the fastening at the back of her dress.

The fabric loosened around her body and slipped from her shoulders. As each layer fell, the silver tag moved against her throat, whispering the same answer with every breath.

Daddy’s Princess.

Juliette.

His.
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Juliette let the dress fall.

Black fabric gathered around her feet, leaving her in the lingerie she had chosen without imagining Gideon’s approval. The bra was delicate, almost transparent beneath the light, and the panties curved high over her hips. She removed the stockings next, drawing them slowly down her legs before stepping free of them. The silver bracelet followed and came to rest beside the mirror.

Her fingers rose instinctively towards the collar.

“Leave it.”

Daddy’s first correction settled through her body. Juliette lowered her hand and felt the silver tag come to rest above her pulse. She removed the bra and panties until nothing remained except the black leather around her throat.

Gideon took her wrist and led her beneath the warmer lights beside the mirror. He positioned her without hurry, placing her feet apart and drawing her shoulders back. His hands were firm enough to make every adjustment unmistakable. Juliette yielded to each one, feeling herself become the shape he wanted to inspect.

The mirror returned her without decoration. Her body was slight, fair and almost delicate beside Gideon’s breadth. Freckles scattered across skin no longer hidden beneath severe clothes. Her waist narrowed before the subtle line of her hips, and her cock rose between her thighs, exposing how completely Daddy’s attention had already affected her.

Once, seeing that part of herself beneath feminine clothing had produced confusion. Now it belonged to the whole woman reflected before her. It did not interrupt Juliette’s femininity or require Gideon to ignore it. His gaze passed over every part of her with the same dark appreciation.

Daddy circled her slowly. He touched the collar, the slope of one shoulder and the curve beneath her buttocks, but left every place already aching for him unattended. His restraint intensified each sensation. Juliette became conscious of the cool room against her nipples and the warmth gathered between her legs.

He called her his doll. His toy. His pretty possession displayed beneath the light because Daddy wished to look at what belonged to him.

The words entered her as pleasure rather than proof. Juliette no longer needed objectification to tell her what she was. It gave her somewhere to place herself inside Gideon’s desire. She could become a beautiful thing for him without ceasing to be the woman who had chosen it.

Gideon fastened soft leather cuffs around her wrists and secured them behind her back. The position opened her chest and prevented her from covering any part of herself. He checked the fit, sliding his fingers beneath each cuff before returning her attention to the mirror.

Juliette was permitted to answer questions and ask for what she needed. She was not permitted to apologise, explain herself or offer service Daddy had not requested. The final restriction reached deeper than the leather. Julian had survived by anticipating every demand before it could become disappointment. Princess would have to wait and trust that Daddy could name his own desires.

Gideon’s palm struck one side of her bottom.

The sound reached the mirror before the heat did. Juliette startled, then watched colour begin gathering beneath her pale skin. A second strike landed upon the other side, followed by another hard enough to push her forward. Daddy caught her at the waist before she lost her position and drew her upright again.

He made her watch. Each measured blow altered the woman in the reflection, deepening the flush across her body and loosening the controlled posture she had carried into the room. Her lips parted. Her eyes became bright and unfocused, yet the silver tag remained steady at her throat.

Gideon described the sight without mercy. His princess had dressed herself carefully and arrived pretending to be composed, only to stand naked and desperate beneath his hands. She was vain enough to enjoy being displayed, needy enough to ache because Daddy looked at her and shameless enough to want him to use everything she offered.

Every insult carried appetite. Gideon did not tolerate the parts of Juliette that wanted degradation. He treasured them. His voice made neediness sound precious, shamelessness beautiful and surrender worthy of reverence.

He reached around her and closed one hand over her cock.

Pleasure tore through Juliette with the first slow movement. Her hips followed instinctively, seeking more pressure before she had asked for it. Gideon tightened his grip upon the collar and held her body still while his hand continued.

Juliette watched herself being handled. She saw Daddy’s broad chest behind her, the red of his hair above her shoulder and the dark focus in his green eyes. The contrast made her feel softer and more completely possessed. She was the small naked thing held within his strength, her pleasure reduced to something he could increase, interrupt or deny.

Gideon brought her close enough for the mirror to blur, then released her.

The denial left her trembling. He waited for her breathing to settle before beginning again, using the same measured touch until need gathered almost painfully inside her. Each time Juliette approached release, Daddy stopped. The absence became another form of control, proof that even pleasure did not belong solely to her while she wore his collar.

“Good girl.”

Juliette closed her eyes. Gideon told her to open them, and she obeyed.

The woman in the mirror looked overwhelmed, exposed and safe. Every yes surrounding the refusal became more visible. Daddy could use her because she had chosen the shape of that use rather than offering herself as an empty object.

Gideon released the restraint connecting her wrists but left the cuffs in place. He sat in the chair near the bed and told Juliette to come to him. She crossed the room on unsteady legs and waited between his knees.

Daddy ordered his princess down.

Juliette knelt. The carpet pressed into her knees as Gideon opened his trousers and exposed the heavy evidence of his desire. Pride warmed her alongside hunger. She had done this to him by standing beneath the light, accepting his blows and telling him no.

He instructed her to use her hands first. Juliette wrapped both around him, adjusting her grip when Gideon corrected her. She watched his face rather than disappearing into the task. Each change in his breath entered her as pleasure, not because usefulness might make him keep her, but because she loved being allowed to affect him.

When Daddy told her to open her mouth, Juliette obeyed.

The first weight of him against her tongue awakened the memory of kneeling in black lace weeks earlier. Then, service had seemed like the purest expression of conditional worth. Now Juliette lowered her mouth because desire moved in both directions. She wanted the salt and warmth of him, the rough sound released when her lips closed around him and the tightening of his hand in her hair.

Gideon guided her. His grip controlled the rhythm, drawing her forward and allowing her back according to his pleasure. He called her his pretty slut and told her what her mouth was for while Juliette surrendered to the movement.

Objectification made her intensely present. Her mouth had a purpose because she had lent it to Daddy’s pleasure. Her hands obeyed his corrections, her knees pressed into the floor and the tag at her throat moved whenever Gideon drew her deeper. Every sensation located Juliette inside the body she had once treated as something to conceal.

Gideon’s control began to strain. His thighs tightened around her, and his voice roughened when praise interrupted degradation. Juliette wanted to bring him to release. The wish was not a desperate attempt to prove her value. His pleasure nourished her because it belonged to the man she loved.

Daddy stopped her before she could finish.

Juliette drew back, breathing hard. A fine strand of moisture connected her lips to him before breaking, and the indecency of it sent another pulse of need through her. Gideon stroked her cheek with the same hand that had controlled her hair.

He asked what she believed he intended to do with her.

Juliette looked up from between his thighs. She could have named the acts they had discussed or offered another perfectly obedient answer. Instead, she listened to the desire occupying her body.

“Use me completely, Daddy.”

Something fierce entered Gideon’s gaze.

He stood and lifted her from the floor. Juliette expected to be thrown upon the bed or immediately arranged for what came next. Instead, Gideon sat her upon the mattress and released the cuffs.

The leather had left faint impressions around her wrists. Daddy examined each one, pressing his thumb against her fingertips and asking about sensation. He brought water to her lips and waited while she drank. His hands moved over her shoulders and jaw, helping her return fully enough to choose again.

The care did not dissolve the scene. Juliette remained naked, collared and aching beneath his attention. Gideon’s tenderness was not an apology for using her. It was the responsibility created by use, the other side of the promise fastened around her throat.

He asked whether she remained present. Juliette answered clearly. He asked whether anything hurt in a way she did not want. She tested her wrists, shoulders and the heat across her bottom before telling him no.

Only then did Gideon ask whether she still wanted him to penetrate her.

The question entered a place deeper than arousal. Penetration had existed between them as a threshold neither had crossed, more intimate because Juliette wanted to yield and Gideon wanted to be trusted with the yielding. Saying yes would not complete her womanhood or prove her submission. It would give physical shape to the mutual surrender promised by the collar.

“Yes, Daddy. I want you inside me.”

Gideon kissed her.

The force of his mouth carried all the hunger he had held beneath control, but his hands remained careful as they lowered her onto the bed. Juliette opened beneath him, feeling the collar against her throat and the weight of his body above hers.

Daddy began preparing his princess.

Not for display. Not to prove how beautifully she could be used.

For the most intimate surrender they had ever chosen.
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Gideon kissed his way down Juliette’s body.

His mouth moved over the hollow beneath her collar, the centre of her chest and the slight plane of her stomach. Each touch was slower than the hunger in his eyes. Daddy had used her mouth and denied her pleasure until need shook through her, yet now he handled her as though there were no destination more important than the skin beneath his lips.

Juliette found the tenderness harder to bear than degradation. Being called a whore gave her a role within which she could hide. A whore needed to be shameless, useful and beautifully available. The woman Gideon touched now was not being asked to become anything.

His mouth passed lower. He kissed the soft skin inside her thighs, opening them with the pressure of his shoulders. Juliette trembled when his tongue touched her, the intimacy of it sharper because he did not rush. He was not enduring preparation before taking what he wanted. Daddy was caring for the body he intended to use, making anticipation part of possession.

Gideon watched every response. When her thighs tightened, he paused until they softened around him. His fingers joined his mouth slowly, using warmth and patience to open her without allowing arousal to become haste. Juliette felt his attention in every adjustment, the slight change of angle when her breath caught and the deliberate stillness whenever sensation approached discomfort.

The care did not make her feel fragile. It made her feel valuable.

Juliette reached for the red of Gideon’s hair, needing something solid beneath her hands. He permitted the touch for several breaths before lifting his head. His mouth shone, and the sight sent heat through her so fiercely that she turned her face away.

Daddy caught her chin.

He said her name rather than toy, slut or whore. Juliette looked at him because the woman inside the collar had been summoned, not merely the role.

Gideon asked whether she still wanted him.

“Yes.”

He waited. Juliette understood that the answer was not complete enough for this threshold.

“I want you inside me, Daddy.”

Desire altered his face. It did not erase the concern within it. Gideon kissed the inside of her thigh once more before rising, and Juliette watched him remove the remainder of his clothes.

She had seen his body before, touched it and served it, but the prospect of receiving him transformed every familiar detail. His breadth seemed greater above her, his strength no longer distant from what he intended to do. Fear moved through Juliette alongside arousal. Neither feeling made the other untrue.

Gideon positioned Juliette upon her back, arranging pillows beneath her hips and drawing one knee towards his side. The posture left her open without turning her away from him. She could see the restraint in his face and the vulnerability he had once hidden behind it.

Daddy held himself at the entrance to her body and paused.

Juliette touched the silver tag at her throat. It rested above her pulse, warmed by her skin and marked with the name she had chosen.

“Please. Take me.”

Gideon entered her slowly.

The first pressure stole Juliette’s breath. Her body tightened around the unfamiliar stretch, desire becoming intensity too large to interpret as pleasure at once. Gideon stopped immediately. He remained close enough for Juliette to feel the effort in his body, but he did not move deeper.

His hand settled against her chest beneath the collar. Juliette breathed into its weight. She allowed the sensation to exist without converting discomfort into failure or forcing herself to endure more than she wanted.

Gideon praised her for telling him with her body before words arrived. He reminded her that stopping did not disappoint him. The old Julian might have apologised and insisted they continue. Juliette examined what she felt instead.

The stretch remained demanding, but beneath it lived a profound hunger. She wanted the fullness waiting beyond that first resistance. She wanted to give Daddy access because the body was hers to open.

“More.”

Gideon obeyed her before she obeyed him. He pressed forward gradually, giving Juliette time to soften around each measured movement. The sensation deepened until she felt held open from within, filled by the man whose authority circled her throat.

When Gideon was completely inside her, neither of them moved.

Juliette looked up at him and saw the composure stripped from his face. Daddy remained in the hand holding her hip and the strength controlled above her, but Gideon was visible beneath the authority. Trust had entered him too. He had allowed himself to need this moment and the woman who could still ask him to leave it.

The fullness became pleasure by degrees. Juliette shifted experimentally beneath him, and sensation spread through her body. Gideon withdrew a little before returning with the same care. The movement was slow enough that she felt every part of it, absence followed by pressure, pressure becoming possession.

The collar moved against her throat. Juliette heard the faint touch of silver upon leather as Gideon began a restrained rhythm. Each measured thrust carried him deeper into the space she had offered. Her body yielded around him without vanishing beneath him.

Gideon kept her gaze. Tenderness left nowhere to conceal the enormity of being seen while she surrendered. Juliette could not hide inside perfect service or become an anonymous object. Daddy knew the name of the woman he used.

Pleasure gathered slowly, threaded through stretch, fullness and the heat of Gideon’s body covering hers. Juliette wrapped her legs around him and drew him closer. The movement changed the angle, and a broken sound escaped her before she could contain it.

Daddy stopped.

Concern sharpened his eyes, but Juliette held his shoulders and shook her head. Nothing was wrong. The intensity had become the thing she wanted.

“Use me harder.”

Gideon searched her face for any trace of performance. Juliette let him see need without shaping it into obedience. The answer he found changed him.

His control deepened rather than disappeared. Gideon caught both of her wrists and pressed them into the bed above her head. His other hand held her hip while he began moving with greater force. The careful fullness became something sharper, each thrust taking the body beneath him and returning to claim it again.

He called her his owned little whore. His princess had begged to be opened and used because she needed Daddy’s possession inside her. She had dressed herself, chosen her name and built a life of her own only to return and spread beneath the man she wanted to belong to.

The degradation burned through Juliette as pleasure. None of it threatened the woman she had become. She was not less real because Daddy called her a whore. She was real enough to choose exactly how she wanted to be reduced.

Gideon controlled the pace, holding Juliette down while her body moved beneath him. She answered with Daddy, mine and yours until the words lost their edges. The strength above her no longer resembled danger. It was the shape taken by trust when both of them stopped hiding from appetite.

Juliette did not disappear inside being used. She felt increasingly present. The collar against her throat, Gideon inside her and the pressure around her wrists located her within a body she had once experienced only as something requiring correction. Every sensation belonged to her before she gave it away.

Her femininity required no proof from penetration. Gideon could not make her a woman by entering her. He could only love the woman who had invited him inside.

Daddy’s rhythm began to lose its measured precision. His breath became rough, and the hand holding Juliette’s wrists tightened. She watched authority fracture enough to reveal the vulnerable man beneath it, but Gideon did not retreat from being seen.

He told Juliette he loved her while still using her. The confession arrived beside a degrading name rather than replacing it. She was his whore and his beloved, his object and the person whose choice gave ownership meaning.

“I love you. I choose you.”

The words seemed to break the final restraint inside him. Gideon kissed her with desperate force, his body continuing its deep rhythm while his mouth softened against hers. Possessiveness and tenderness became the same language.

The hand at her hip moved between their bodies. Juliette was already swollen and aching from everything he had denied her. Gideon touched her with ruthless accuracy, drawing pleasure through the fullness of penetration until her body began to tighten around him.

Juliette felt the orgasm approaching and remembered every moment in which permission had mattered more than release. She did not take it. She asked.

Daddy kept her at the edge. He made her say who she was, not because identity required his answer but because all her chosen selves deserved to be present.

His good girl.

His princess.

His shameless little whore.

Juliette.

Gideon gave permission.

Pleasure broke through her with enough force to empty thought from her body. Juliette cried out beneath him, wrists held above her head and collar tight against her pulse. The orgasm moved through every name she had carried without dividing them. Princess, baby girl, toy and whore were not masks covering Juliette. They were desires belonging to her.

Gideon followed her. His control gave way openly, his body driving into hers as release overtook him. Juliette saw the vulnerability he once believed monstrous and found nothing in it to fear. Daddy’s authority remained powerful because Gideon had allowed her to witness what it cost him to accept her gift.

Afterward, he did not move away immediately. He released her wrists and lowered himself carefully, holding his weight from her while their bodies remained joined. His face pressed against the place where leather met skin. Juliette felt his breath move across the silver tag.

When Gideon finally withdrew, the absence left her tender and strangely hollow. He covered her before leaving the bed, explaining where he was going rather than allowing even a brief disappearance to become fear. He returned with water, warm cloths and everything required to care for what he had used.

Daddy cleaned her gently. He checked her wrists, the heated skin across her bottom and every place that might hurt later. Juliette was exhausted, soft and no longer capable of offering pleasure. Gideon’s attention became more complete rather than less.

He helped her drink and fed her something sweet. Then he gathered Juliette against his chest and covered them both. The collar remained around her throat.

For years, worth had been something Julian produced. Competence earned security. Beauty earned desire. Obedience earned praise, while sexual usefulness seemed capable of earning possession. Yet Gideon held her now when nothing remained to be given.

Her service mattered. Her pleasure mattered. Her surrender mattered because Juliette already existed and was loved.

They spoke quietly once her breathing had settled. The collar belonged to Juliette whether it rested around her throat or inside its box. Gideon’s ownership would not be revoked by distance, disagreement or fear. If the relationship needed to change, they would speak before acting. Neither of them would wake one morning to discover a promise had vanished in silence.

Juliette fell asleep against Gideon’s chest with his hand resting over the silver tag.

Morning entered gradually.

She woke in the same bed where she had once believed Princess existed only while Daddy desired her. Gideon was already awake, one arm around her waist. He had not disturbed the collar or moved her from the place she occupied against him.

His fingers traced the curve of her shoulder.

“Good morning, Juliette.”

Her name came first.

Then Gideon kissed her hair and called her his princess.

Juliette closed her eyes and allowed the distinction to settle inside her. He loved the woman. He treasured every role she chose to give him.

She rested her hand over his heart and felt its steady movement beneath her palm.

She was his.

She was herself.

She was home.


Epilogue

A year later, Juliette sat outside Gideon Vale’s office with a leather folder resting across her knees.

The chair was not the same one, though she liked to imagine it was. Vale House had renovated the executive floor during the winter, replacing dark upholstery with something softer and the severe lighting with lamps that cast warm pools across the stone. The closed office door remained unchanged. It still resembled the entrance to a private kingdom, but Juliette no longer felt as though something powerful waited beyond it to determine her worth.

She had arrived early, though not with the exacting calculation Julian once applied to every minute. Her documents were arranged properly because preparation made the coming meeting easier, not because a misplaced page might expose some deeper failure. When she noticed her shoulders rising, she let them fall without treating the tension as something shameful.

The narrow skirt of her dark blue suit followed the crossed line of her legs. Beneath the silk blouse, a fine silver chain carried a smaller duplicate of the collar’s tag, hidden against her skin. The black leather collar remained at home, but Daddy’s Princess rested above her heart while Juliette worked. She wore it because she liked the secret weight and because ownership could be present without becoming anyone else’s business.

The woman reflected in the smoked glass looked settled inside herself. Hormones had begun making subtle changes over the past months, softening her skin and altering the way flesh rested around her face and chest. None of it had made her more of a woman than she was before. The changes were simply doors she had chosen to open.

Tobias emerged from the adjoining meeting room carrying two cups of coffee. He offered one to Juliette, then looked towards Gideon’s closed door with an expression of exaggerated caution.

“You’re still going to tell him the schedule is impossible?”

Juliette accepted the cup.

“The schedule is impossible.”

Tobias smiled. She had become the person Vale House trusted to say that aloud.

The meeting concerned a new residence Juliette had overseen from its earliest proposal. She had coordinated design, operations and finance while resisting every attempt to turn the project into an expensive monument to executive vanity. Today, she would present the final strategy to Gideon, Imani and the senior team.

A year ago, being needed had felt like the closest thing to love. Now Juliette could leave tasks unfinished overnight, delegate work without checking it in secret and allow other people to solve problems she could have absorbed. Her success had become something she created rather than something she offered as payment for remaining welcome.

The office door opened.

Gideon appeared in its frame, tall and broad enough that the space seemed built around him. Silver had become more visible within the red at his temples, though his hair remained thick and unruly whenever he allowed it to grow. His green eyes moved over Juliette with a warmth no one else in the corridor would have recognised as possession.

“Ms Merritt.”

“Mr Vale.”

Professional courtesy hid the private language between them. The answering darkness in Gideon’s gaze told her that Daddy had noticed the tag beneath her blouse anyway.

The meeting lasted ninety minutes. Juliette presented the strategy without rushing and defended the decisions her team had made. When another executive proposed moving the opening forward by three weeks, she refused. The old Julian would have tried to reorganise the impossible until his body collapsed beneath it. Juliette explained what could be achieved, what could not and what quality would be sacrificed if the company demanded both.

Gideon asked two difficult questions. She answered one and disagreed with the premise of the other. He listened, considered her reasoning and accepted it in front of the room.

No private pride entered his decision. Juliette’s authority did not depend upon Gideon affirming it, and his love did not require him to pretend she was always correct. The safeguards arranged when their relationship began remained in place. Tobias managed her performance, Imani oversaw any potential conflict and Gideon held no unilateral power over her salary or progression.

When the others had gone, Gideon remained beside the table. His eyes settled upon the final report beneath Juliette’s hand.

“Good work.”

The compliment entered her with the old warmth. Juliette still loved the depth of his voice and the restraint that made praise feel exact rather than generous. Pleasure gathered beneath her ribs, but it did not become evidence in a trial concerning her value. She already knew the work was good.

“Thank you.”

Gideon’s gaze lowered briefly towards her throat. The tag remained concealed beneath silk, yet Juliette felt its weight as though he had touched it.

Tobias returned to collect an abandoned file. He looked between them and sighed.

“One of you is going to have to learn how to lose an argument before the rest of us die of old age.”

Imani appeared behind him. She informed Tobias that Gideon had recently learned the difference between being obeyed and being right. Gideon accepted the criticism with grave dignity while Juliette failed to conceal her smile.

The celebration that evening occupied the upper rooms of another Vale House property. Candlelight softened dark wood and tall windows, transforming the city beyond them into distant constellations. The project team mingled with investors, staff and guests while music moved quietly beneath conversation.

Juliette wore a black dress with a low back and narrow straps across her shoulders. She had selected it herself, but Gideon had fastened the hidden silver chain before they left home. His fingers lingered at her nape as the tag disappeared beneath the fabric.

Mara found her near the windows and embraced her without concern for the careful fall of the dress. Their friendship had survived Juliette’s transition by refusing to treat it as the only interesting thing about her. Mara had helped her choose early clothes, listened through the separation and challenged every attempt to transform pain into a reasonable argument.

Her attention dropped to the faint outline of silver beneath Juliette’s dress.

“Happy?”

The question contained Gideon, Vale House, transition and the life Juliette had spent the evening celebrating. She considered it seriously.

“Yes.”

Happiness had not become permanent ease. Juliette and Gideon still frightened each other. Daddy sometimes wanted more than Princess could offer, and Juliette sometimes mistook an ordinary silence for the beginning of withdrawal. The difference was that fear now entered conversation before it became action.

Across the room, Helena spoke with Imani beside the long windows. Seeing her no longer made Juliette feel young, temporary or compared with a promise that came before her. Helena belonged to Gideon’s history and to her own life beyond him.

She approached Juliette later and congratulated her on the project. Their conversation remained mostly professional, but Helena’s gaze briefly found Gideon among the guests. He was watching Juliette with the still intensity he had never learned to disguise from women who knew him well.

“He stays now,” Helena said.

Juliette understood. Gideon had not become fearless. He had learned to remain reachable while afraid.

When Helena and Gideon eventually met, no demand for forgiveness passed between them. They exchanged a few quiet words and parted with the gentleness of people who could not repair what they had been but no longer needed the wound to remain open in order to prove it had mattered.

Later, a guest from the development company joined Juliette near the bar. He was attractive, charming and increasingly uninterested in discussing the residence. His gaze lingered upon the exposed line of her back, and his hand settled briefly against her arm when he leaned closer to hear her.

Juliette enjoyed the attention without mistaking it for anything she wanted to pursue. Being desired openly still carried a sweetness after so many years spent making her body inconspicuous. She accepted the compliment he gave her and ended the conversation only when she chose.

Across the room, Gideon watched.

The change in him was subtle enough that most people would not have noticed. His shoulders remained relaxed and his conversation continued, but a darker stillness entered his face. Juliette knew the instinct beneath it. Daddy wanted to cross the room, remove the man’s hand and display the hidden tag against her skin.

Gideon did none of those things.

Juliette found him beside the windows after the guest moved away. The city shone beneath them, dark water scattered with fragments of gold. Gideon’s gaze moved over the dress before settling upon her face.

He told her that restraint was becoming expensive. Daddy wanted his princess home, collared and reminded whom she belonged to . The promise in his voice sent warmth through Juliette, but she still had people to thank and a team whose work deserved her presence.

“Not yet.”

Possessiveness tightened Gideon’s expression. No coldness followed it. He inclined his head and returned to the celebration beside her, carrying his unsatisfied desire without turning it into punishment.

An hour later, Juliette found him speaking with Imani. She slipped her hand into his and felt the contained power of his fingers close around hers.

“I’m ready to go home.”

The apartment waited high above the city, quiet beyond its dark windows. It no longer contained a drawer reserved for Princess. Juliette’s clothes filled half the wardrobe, though soft sweaters sometimes crossed the divide and appeared among Gideon’s shirts. Her skincare crowded the bathroom, her books occupied small untidy towers and parcels arrived bearing her name without feeling like messages from an imaginary future.

Rosa had left food prepared, but the rooms were empty when they entered. Gideon removed Juliette’s coat and hung it beside his own. The ordinary movement affected her almost as deeply as the command that followed.

“Bedroom.”

Daddy’s voice transformed the silence.

Juliette obeyed. Her heels marked a slow rhythm through the apartment while anticipation tightened beneath the black dress. In the bedroom, the collar waited inside its open box.

Gideon removed the silver chain and laid it beside the mirror. His fingers passed over the sensitive skin at Juliette’s nape before lifting the black leather collar. He did not bring it towards her.

“Does my princess want me to take control?”

Consent had not become assumption through repetition. Every yes belonged to the moment in which Juliette gave it.

“Yes, Daddy.”

She lifted her hair. Velvet settled around her throat, followed by the soft metallic click that still entered her like a promise being remade. The silver tag found its familiar place above her pulse.

Gideon kissed the nape of her neck.

“Kneel.”

Juliette lowered herself at his feet. The dress gathered around her knees, and she placed her hands upon her thighs. Daddy stroked her hair while looking down at what belonged to him.

Pleasure entered her before he touched anywhere intimate. It lived in the posture, the collar and the relief of surrendering decisions after an evening spent making them. Juliette did not become less powerful by kneeling. Power was what made the offering possible.

She removed Gideon’s shoes when instructed and loosened his tie. Daddy allowed her to open his shirt, revealing warmth and red-gold hair beneath her hands. Juliette kissed the skin she uncovered, breathing in the familiar scent of him.

Gideon drew her upright before service could become a task. He kissed her with one hand closed around the back of her neck, controlling the angle through the collar. Juliette softened immediately, her body recognising the authority around desire.

Daddy turned her towards the mirror and unfastened the dress. Black fabric slipped from her shoulders, revealing pale lingerie and stockings. Gideon’s gaze travelled over her reflection with open possession.

“Pretty little thing.”

The degradation was almost affectionate. Juliette leaned back against him while his hand passed over her waist and descended between her legs. His fingers found her through the lace, pressing slowly until pleasure opened through her.

The reflection no longer presented a transformation. It showed Juliette wearing Daddy’s collar, held inside the arms of the man who loved every role she offered him. Her arousal did not create the woman in the mirror. It belonged to her.

Gideon moved the panties aside and touched her directly. Juliette’s thighs parted without instruction. His free hand remained around the collar, keeping her upright while his fingers controlled the pleasure gathering through her.

The day had left her tired, but desire remained bright beneath the exhaustion. Daddy noticed both. He made her ask for what she wanted instead of offering the answer most useful to him.

Juliette wanted his hands. She wanted to come beneath his control, then be held, fed and put to bed.

Honesty earned the low sound of approval she had loved from the beginning.

Gideon bent her forward, one hand steady at her throat while the other worked between her legs. Juliette gripped the dressing table and watched Daddy pleasure his possession without requiring service in return.

He called her needy and spoiled. He told her that his princess had spent the evening being admired, only to come home wet and desperate for Daddy’s attention. Every word tightened the need inside her.

Pleasure gathered quickly. Gideon slowed whenever she approached release, keeping her suspended until composure disappeared from the woman in the mirror. Juliette begged without shame.

Daddy did not grant permission.

His hand left her before release could take her. Juliette made a small sound of protest, her body straining towards the touch that had vanished. Gideon tightened his grip upon the collar and kept her bent across the dressing table.

He asked what his princess wanted.

The question moved through Juliette like heat. She saw herself held beneath him, lingerie displaced and the silver tag trembling at her throat. The pleasure Gideon had denied remained gathered inside her, aching for the weight and fullness of him.

“I want Daddy to fuck me.”

Gideon’s restraint changed. It did not disappear into recklessness. It deepened into the controlled hunger Juliette had chosen when she asked him to take possession of the evening.

He removed the remaining barriers between them without releasing the collar. Juliette remained bent before the mirror while Gideon opened his clothes behind her. The sight of his powerful body appearing around hers made the scene feel both indecent and strangely tender. Daddy had not arranged his princess for an anonymous use. Gideon was preparing to take the woman he loved.

His hands moved over her first. He opened and prepared her with patient fingers, maintaining the arousal already trembling at the edge of release. Juliette pushed back instinctively, asking for more through the movement of her body.

Daddy made her use words.

Juliette told him she wanted to be filled. She wanted his hands upon her hips and his control inside her. She wanted to be fucked like the pretty toy he had brought home and loved like the woman who had chosen to return.

Gideon entered her slowly.

The first pressure drew a broken breath from Juliette. He stopped when her body tightened, waiting without withdrawing until she softened around him. The tenderness did not weaken the possession. It made every further inch feel deliberately taken and deliberately given.

When Gideon was fully inside her, Juliette looked into the mirror.

Daddy stood behind his princess, broad enough to surround her. One hand held the collar while the other gripped her hip. Black leather circled her throat, pale lace framed her body and Gideon filled the intimate space she had offered him.

The reflection contained degradation, use and love without contradiction.

Gideon withdrew slowly, then pressed into her again. The measured movement became a rhythm, each thrust pushing Juliette against the dressing table and returning the denied pleasure with greater force. The silver tag shifted against her pulse, whispering ownership whenever their bodies met.

Daddy called her his toy. His spoiled little whore had displayed herself before strangers all evening, knowing exactly who would take her home. She belonged bent beneath him, opened by him and used until there could be no confusion about whose princess she was.

Juliette answered with Daddy and yours. The words did not erase her. They named a choice renewed with every movement.

Gideon’s control became harder. He held her down and took the pace away from her, fucking her with the confident force she wanted from him. Juliette watched herself receive it, her carefully arranged appearance coming undone beneath the man who owned her pleasure.

She did not disappear inside being used. She felt fiercely present, her body alive with fullness, friction and the pressure of Gideon’s hand at her throat. This was not payment for remaining loved. It was love given physical shape through the language they had chosen together.

Gideon released her hip and reached around her, closing his hand over her cock. Juliette cried out, the touch driving the pleasure already built inside her towards something unbearable. Daddy controlled both the rhythm within her and the movement of his hand, allowing no part of release to escape his authority.

His own composure began to fracture. Juliette saw it in the mirror, the tension across his face and the hunger breaking through his measured expression. Gideon told her he loved her while still calling her his whore. One truth did not soften the other.

“I love you,” Juliette said. “I’m yours.”

Gideon held her gaze in the mirror.

“And I am yours.”

The answer completed the circle of the collar. Juliette belonged to Daddy because she chose him. Gideon belonged to her because he had allowed himself to be needed, known and wounded without retreating.

Pleasure tightened through her body. Juliette asked permission to come, the words breaking apart as Gideon continued taking her.

Daddy granted it.

The orgasm tore through Juliette while he was still inside her. Her legs weakened, but Gideon held her firmly against him, his hand maintaining the final movements of pleasure as her body shook around his. He followed her into release, control giving way openly while his face remained visible beside hers in the mirror.

For several breaths, neither of them moved. Gideon stayed inside her, one arm wrapped around her waist and his mouth against the back of her neck. Juliette felt his heartbeat through the body covering hers and the collar holding the promise between them.

When he withdrew, the absence left her tender and unsteady. Gideon gathered her before her knees could fail and turned her into his arms. Juliette rested against his chest, exhausted and thoroughly used, while Daddy kissed her forehead.

Her instinct was still to offer something more. Another act of service, another proof that his pleasure had mattered. Gideon saw it before she could move.

He touched the faint shadows beneath her eyes and asked what she needed now.

Juliette allowed her weight to settle completely against him.

“Care.”

Approval warmed Gideon’s face.

He lifted his princess and carried her towards the bathroom, holding her as carefully as though use had increased her value rather than exhausted it. She had pleased him. She had surrendered, served and received him.

None of those things were the reason he kept holding her.

He dressed her in soft sleepwear while the collar remained around her throat. In the kitchen, he seated Juliette at the table and placed food before her. She ate while he loosened the remaining traces of public composure, his sleeves rolled back and his hair disordered from her hands.

Afterward, Daddy led her to bed. He gave her water, checked that her body had settled and gathered her against his chest. Juliette was no longer offering beauty, service or pleasure. Gideon’s attention became more complete rather than less.

The room darkened around them. Juliette rested her fingers against the tag and remembered the tightly wound young man who had once entered Vale House believing every visible need was a defect requiring correction. He had wanted Gideon’s praise because it felt like temporary proof of worth.

Juliette still loved praise. She still glowed when Daddy called her good and ached to please him. The pleasure was no longer the price of remaining loved.

She asked whether Gideon still feared being a monster.

His hand paused against her back. The fear had not vanished. Some desires still startled him with their intensity, and possession continued to expose how much he could lose. The difference was that he no longer mistook fear for prophecy.

When it returned, he told Juliette. Sometimes they changed a plan. Sometimes Daddy took her more fiercely because naming the fear revealed that neither of them wanted less. They decided together.

Gideon touched the collar.

“You never have to be good to be loved.”

The words reached the oldest part of her. Juliette pressed her face against his chest and listened to the heart she had once imagined too controlled to need anyone. It beat beneath her ear with ordinary human persistence.

She fell asleep wearing the collar.

Morning arrived pale and quiet. Juliette woke beneath warm sheets, her body curled against Gideon’s. One of his arms remained around her waist, its weight possessive even in sleep.

When she moved, green eyes opened. Gideon looked at her without the uncertainty that once followed intimacy, as though daylight might reveal his desire as something shameful. His fingers traced her shoulder and found the leather around her throat.

“Good morning, Juliette.”

Her name came first.

Gideon kissed her hair and called her his princess.

Juliette understood the order without needing it explained. He loved the woman before the roles. Daddy treasured Princess because Juliette chose to give her.

Later, Gideon prepared breakfast while she dressed for work. Juliette removed the collar and returned it to its box, then fastened the silver chain around her neck. The tag disappeared beneath her blouse and settled above her heart.

At the door, Gideon asked whether she would come home to him that evening.

He did not command the answer.

Juliette chose yes.

Vale House waited beneath the morning sky, its upper floors hidden behind smoked glass. Juliette crossed the entrance where Julian had once arrived wearing immaculate masculinity like armour. Staff greeted her by name as she moved through the warm pools of light.

Gideon’s closed office door remained at the end of the corridor. It no longer resembled the entrance to the only kingdom in which she could become real. Juliette had work of her own, authority of her own and a life that remained hers whenever Daddy removed the collar.

She was also his princess.

There had been no spell, only permission. No transformation, only discovery. The monster inside the tower had never needed slaying, and the princess had never needed rescue.

They had needed courage enough to be seen.

Juliette passed Gideon’s door and continued towards her own work, carrying the hidden tag above her heart and the certainty of returning home.

Both truths belonged to her.

And she lived, at last, as herself.

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…


Gender Envy

When Natalie ends their relationship, she tells Elliot she feels like he has been looking for another woman through her. He thinks she’s wrong. Alone in his flat, he begins assembling images of his perfect woman, determined to understand why nobody ever seems to be enough.

Then he creates Ellie.

Blonde, beautiful and dressed in pink, she is supposed to be a private fantasy. But then comes a wig, a little makeup and some photographs he can delete when he’s finished. Posting one online seems harmless. Within weeks, Ellie has thousands of followers and a paid account offering strangers the woman of their dreams.

Becoming her offers something Elliot has never felt before. Being wanted is intoxicating. Being Ellie is harder to explain.

Among the explicit requests and eager compliments, Rowan’s messages stand out. A sound technician working long nights in theatres, they ask about the book beside Ellie’s bed, remember her favourite films and make her laugh when she’s supposed to be posing. Soon, Ellie’s evenings revolve around their conversations as much as the camera.

But when Rowan suggests meeting after a show, Ellie must leave the privacy of her flat and step into the city as herself. Away from carefully chosen lighting and flattering angles, a first kiss gives her something she desperately wants to keep.

Ellie wants more than stolen moments behind a screen. But wanting Rowan means facing feelings she has dismissed as fantasy, and a future she has barely allowed herself to imagine. Who is she when the makeup comes off? And can she let herself be loved before she knows the answer?


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.


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.


About the Author

Keary is a young writer from London, England who enjoys cooking, music, and long walks with her dog. Having spent her formative years lost in books and comics, she learnt to escape from dreary reality by taking flight into lands of fantasy.

Experiencing her first tinglings of kink while watching cartoon heroes and heroines being tied up by the villains, she has always found power play interesting.

Fascinated by the many and varied forms of love and sex, and infatuated by themes of Domination, transformation, feminization, cross-dressing, and submission, Keary set out to share her fantasies through fiction.

Keary believes that the route to happiness and joy lies in accepting yourself and your nature.
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