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HIS PRINCESS

Aaron comes home hollowed out, jobless, untethered, carrying a softness he doesn’t yet know how to want.

Working in Daniel’s quiet house, he feels seen for the first time, steadiness without judgment, attention without demand. A man whose restraint feels less like refusal and more like an invitation waiting to be answered.

And then he discovers Daniel’s secret…

Aaron doesn’t arrive knowing how to seduce. He learns, slowly, dangerously, what his softness can do once it is allowed.

A glance held.

A vulnerability chosen.

A door opened because someone finally made it safe.

Softness as a homecoming.

His Princess is a queer, gender-soft romance about permission, transformation, and the moment longing stops feeling like a mistake and starts feeling like truth.

*** Another thrilling transgender, feminization, romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One

The road home is a ribbon I don’t remember choosing, a pale seam through fields that used to be my whole world. It unwinds and unwinds until my chest feels too open, like I’ve been turned inside out and the wind can touch the soft parts. The signs get smaller. The houses grow farther apart. The sky grows bigger in that rural way… wide, indifferent, beautiful. I keep expecting to feel something like relief, but it’s a quieter thing that meets me, a small ache with edges smoothed by memory.

Mum is already at the door before I’ve turned the engine off. She folds me in like I’m still small enough to hide, and for a moment I let her. I come out smelling like laundry powder and roast chicken, a Sunday afternoon scent even though it’s a Tuesday. She chatters about the neighbours and the new dog down at number six and someone’s cousin who’s having twins. Her warmth is a blanket I can’t quite tuck around myself. I love her. I do. Loving her doesn’t fix how the house feels like a costume two sizes too tight.

“Your room’s just how you left it.” She says, beaming, like this is a gift.

And it is. And it isn’t.

It takes me three trips to bring my life back inside. One suitcase, one duffel, two boxes with books and bits that made my flat feel like a home. Down the hall, the familiar creak near the bathroom still announces my weight, betrays my presence. I pause at my door, hand on the knob, the way I used to pause when I was fourteen because I didn’t know which version of me would be waiting on the other side, the one who could pass as normal or the one who would float a little to the left of his body in the mirror.

The door opens to a museum of me. Band posters, edges curling, still blu-tacked in obedient squares to the walls. A few stuffed animals perched on the shelf, soft things with names that would embarrass me to repeat out loud. A pair of football boots on a hook from a sport I never really played, a gift from my dad at twelve, when he was trying to teach me how to be a kind of boy that never quite fit. I used to trip over those boots on purpose, as if bruising my shins might make the wrongness look like effort.

The bedspread is the same blue, a shade that pretends at calm. The mirror over the dresser is slightly too low. When I look, my face occupies it like a secret. I’m the same and not. Shoulder-length hair, pale and a little wild from the drive, the strands catching light like spun wheat. The gym carved definition into me at uni, lean lines, a waist that narrows, hips that could be called delicate if you were unkind or kind in a particular way. I’m stronger than I’ve ever been and still somehow softer. I look like a boy, but also not. In the mirror, sometimes I find an angel. Sometimes I find an absence. Today I find a throat tight with almost-tears and eyes pretending it’s just the dust.

A sticker peels off the edge of the vanity, a faded band logo. Under it, a faint ring of glitter I’d once spilt and tried to scrub away before anyone saw. The scratch marks are still there. I touch them and feel twelve again and nineteen and yesterday all at once.

Mum hovers.

“We’re so happy to have you back, love.” She says it like it will make the town bigger. “Dinner at six. Your dad’s got that documentary lined up you used to like, the one with the old cars.”

I smile and I mean it.

“Sounds good.”

What I don’t say is that at uni I loved documentaries about queer artists who turned their bodies into poems. I loved nights where my friends and I put glitter on our eyelids and went dancing, and how we’d walk home at two a.m., hoodies pulled over our heads, laughing, safe in the soft bubble of each other. I loved the way I could choose a different self each morning and nobody would look twice, only look closer, curious, kind.

I loved being Angel without anyone asking why.

The nickname touches the back of my neck now, warm as breath... Angel. A boy with a lip ring called me that first, leaning in to pin a tiny star sticker at the corner of my eye before we went out.

“You’re so fucking angelic it’s almost rude.” He’d said, grinning.

I’d laughed like I didn’t care. I cared.

I stack books on the desk, slide clothes into drawers that still smell of cedar. A soft toy, silvery fur, one ear bent, stares at me like it knows too much. I put it on the pillow, then move it to the chair, then back to the pillow because the chair makes it look exiled. The old posters look back at me with loud eyes. I wonder who I was when I loved those bands. Maybe I still love them. Maybe I’m not allowed to know yet.

At dinner, Dad asks about job prospects in the way men ask questions when they want to be gentle but are scared of what the answer says about them. He cuts his chicken into polite pieces and tells me, again, that there’s work down at the shop, or on the farm with his mate, if I don’t mind early mornings. He doesn’t say the word failure. He doesn’t have to. I have perfected saying it for both of us, inside my own head, in a voice that sounds like mine and not mine.

“I’ve put my CV out.” I say.

“A few cafés. The library.” I add, because it feels important. “A community centre.”

I don’t say that I applied for a job in the city before I left, something about youth outreach and arts and words and kids like me, and that I did not get it. I don’t say there was a girl with glitter on her teeth who comforted me after, calling me Angel and promising there would be other doors.

Mum squeezes my knee under the table.

“It’ll come,” she says, eyes bright. She believes in me like faith, like weather. I can love her for that and still want to scream.
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After dinner, I take a walk. The lanes are narrower than my memory. The hedges are higher. The trees lean in as if they’ve been gossiping about me while I was gone and are now shy. The church bells decide that now is a good time to be old and holy.

It’s not that I hate this place. It’s that it feels like a photograph of me that I didn’t approve. In the shop window, there’s a flyer for a charity bake sale and another for a missing cat whose face I recognise from five different summers of loss and reunion. The same two old men are on the bench by the bus stop, discussing weather as if it’s a personal affront. Someone’s child scoots past me and almost collides with my knees, and their mother smiles the Rural Mum Smile, warm but vaguely suspicious of anyone without their own small human attached.

“Sorry!” The kid shouts, delighted to be alive.

I envy him his loudness. I have learned to be quiet to fit into rooms where I’m not sure I’m allowed.

My phone buzzes with a message in the group chat that still says House of Tender Debauchery because someone named us that during a night of too much wine and we never changed it. Photos spill across the screen, someone’s thrifted jacket, someone else’s new nail colour, a bad poem, a spectacular meme. A voice note arrives, Luca’s laugh, then…

“Angel, did you get home in one piece? Text us when you’re ready to be worshipped again.”

Worshipped. The word twines around my ribs and squeezes. My thumbs hover over the keyboard. I type a heart. I delete it. I type, Made it. Miss you fuckers. I send it and the ache softens, not from disappearing but from being seen.

When I get back, the house is quieter. Mum is humming in the kitchen. Dad is making the thoughtful noises of a man watching men talk about cars. I shower, steam filling the small bathroom until my skin turns pink. In the mirror, water beads in my hair, turning the strands darker; they cling to my neck like vines. My body looks more mine when it’s wet. The bones of my shoulders are clean lines. My waist is a question mark. I think about what it meant at uni that my body could carry softness without apology. Here, the mirror feels like a courtroom. I pull on sweatpants and a hoodie and feel disguised.

Back in my room, a moth flutters against the ceiling light like a tiny heart in a jar. I turn the lamp on and the main light off to give it a gentler star to ruin itself on. The room turns syrupy and kind. I unpack the last box. There’s a photo strip from one of those booths we used to cram into after pizza, four frames of us laughing, me in the second frame with my tongue out and someone’s feather boa around my neck, a sticker of a halo placed obscenely above my head in the last. I hold the strip up to the lamplight until it glows. I tuck it into the corner of the mirror, a small rebellion.

There’s also a scarf, a light, silky thing, left over from a night when we danced until the floor was confetti. I loop it around my neck now, just to feel the whisper of it. It doesn’t make me less of a boy. It makes me more of myself, which is the unsettling part.

Mum taps the door.

“Tea?” She brings a mug with little blue flowers on it.

She sits on the edge of the bed and looks around like she’s apologising with her eyes for all the ways this room insists on remembering.

“We could redecorate.” She offers. “If you want. New paint, new bedding. Make it yours.”

“It is mine.” I say softly. “And it isn’t.”

I don’t know how to explain that I’m somewhere between. I want to be grateful. I am. And gratitude feels like a polite nap thrown over a much more feral feeling.

She squeezes my hand.

“We’re proud of you.”

She means the degree. She means getting through. Maybe she means something else she doesn’t have words for.

When she leaves, I sit cross-legged on the bed and drink the tea like it’s an anchor. I think about work. The applications. The softly worded rejections. How I told myself it wasn’t personal and then felt it like a wound anyway. It’s hard to want things out loud here. Desire echoes too loudly. It embarrasses the cows.

I scroll job listings until the words turn to soup. I open my notes app instead and type small truths.

I miss being called Angel. I miss Luca’s laugh. I miss the way the city made room for me without asking permission. I miss dressing how I want without thinking about the grocery queue. I miss a hand at the small of my back that meant I was allowed to take up space. I don’t send it anywhere. I let it be a quiet prayer.

From outside, a fox calls, sharp and strange. It sounds like a girl crying, or a door that’s been shut too hard. It sounds like something living its life where people don’t belong. I lean into the window and peer into the dark garden. The night looks back like a lake. Somewhere past the hedges, the field sighs and the stars spill their milk on the black.

Neither man nor boy. That’s the problem and the hope. I think about how I felt walking across campus at dusk, gold on the buildings, carrying myself like a secret I wanted someone kind to discover. I think about how easy it was to be the softest version of me when everyone around me was building their own softness out of glitter and nerve. Here, softness feels like a thing you might have to pay for at the till with awkward silence and someone’s eyebrow.

I crawl under the blue bedspread, which is colder than is reasonable. The soft toy with the bent ear ends up tucked against my chest because my hands don’t know what else to do. The scarf stays around my neck, a silky reminder of the other life. My phone lights once more: Luca again.

We love you. You’re not lost. You’re just between.

Between. The word doesn’t hurt tonight. It’s almost pretty. Like the moment when the sky forgets whether it’s night or morning and everything is blue and forgiving.

I whisper into the pillow, because it feels like a promise.

“I’ll make a place. I’ll find a way to be myself here.”

It sounds brave until it sounds like begging. Maybe both are true. My breath fogs my own skin. My body is a country I’m still learning to live in. Outside, the fox screams again and then goes quiet, as if the night swallowed the sound whole. I close my eyes and pretend I am in my city bedroom with the radiator clanking and laughter in the hall, but the quiet here is a hand on my hair, heavy and careful. I sleep with my heart standing watch.
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The job hunt dissolves into a slow erosion of hope over the next few days. I wake up early, shower, dress like a respectable maybe-adult, and walk into town clutching a folder of CVs like they might protect me from the way every door seems politely closed. People recognise me in that rural way, the aren’t you so-and-so’s boy? kind of way, and I smile, nod, answer questions I didn’t consent to.

Everyone is friendly. Friendly like lukewarm tea. Friendly like pity with a ribbon on it.

“We’ll let you know.”

And each time feels less like a chance and more like a verdict. I sit outside the café on a stone bench that’s too cold for April, staring at a Help Wanted sign they will never call me about. It makes me feel like I’ve stepped backwards through time, reshaped into a version of myself who is always almost. Almost grown. Almost useful. Almost real.

By the fourth rejection, I stop going into the bathroom to give myself little pep talks. I don’t cry. But I go quiet in a way that makes the world feel padded, distant, as if spoken through hands held to glass.

When I get home, Mum is waiting in the kitchen, drying mugs she’s already dried. She turns when I enter, eyes soft the way fabric softener commercials think softness feels. I set my CV folder on the counter like I’m surrendering something.

“No luck?” She says gently.

“Not yet.” I try to make it light.

She hesitates, a tiny pause, the kind that means she already knows what she’s about to suggest is going to land sideways.

“There’s someone looking for a regular sitter, actually. Just down the road. A single dad with a little boy. Lovely child. His wife…” A sympathetic purse of lips. “She left last year. Ran off with someone from work.”

My stomach contracts. Babysitting. Regression disguised as charity. I can already feel the word boy like a stamp pressed into my forehead.

Mum keeps going, voice softening in a way I don’t recognise as anything except admiration.

“He’s a good man. Really good. Works hard. Everyone says he’s been doing his best, but he’s worn thin. You were always so good with your little cousins, so patient, so gentle. I told him I’d ask you.”

Humiliation burns hotter than embarrassment, it carries injustice. I’m supposed to be applying for real jobs, adult jobs, futures I earned. Instead, I’m being steered back toward a life small enough to drown in.

But beneath the sting, a flicker I don’t want to inspect too closely. So patient. So gentle. The part of me that was Angel doesn’t mind being seen that way. The part of me I show this town hates how comforting it is.

I push breath out through my teeth.

“Babysitting.” I repeat, trying not to sound twelve.

“It’s honest work.” Mum says softly. “And he’s not far. House on the bend near the orchard. Lovely place. You’d get on with him, I think.”

There’s something else in her tone, not matchmaking, not quite, more like she’s already decided he is a safe man. The kind you can trust with breakable things.

I pick at the edge of the CV folder.

“I guess… I could meet him.”

I hate how small the words sound. Like asking permission.

Relief floods her face before I’ve even finished speaking.

“He’s kind. I wouldn’t suggest it otherwise.”

That small, significant wouldn’t. She means, I wouldn’t put you near him if I didn’t believe he’d take care of you.

The humiliation twists. Sweetens. I hate that it sweetens.

She’s already reaching for her phone.

“I’ll call, let him know you’re interested. He’ll be delighted. He needs someone gentle.”

Gentle. I swallow. I don’t know if this is regression or recognition.

After she leaves the room, I lean against the counter and press my palms flat into the cool laminate. My reflection wavers in the kettle, a boy who isn’t a boy, a man who feels unfinished, someone perpetually almost. Babysitting feels like stepping backwards, but also like stepping toward something that has already been waiting for me.

Maybe that’s the worst part. The humiliation isn’t pure.

Part of me wants to be chosen for my softness.

Part of me wants someone to look at me and think…

Yes, this one. This delicate thing. I will keep him safe.

I exhale through my nose.

“Babysitting.” I whisper to the kitchen tiles, as if naming it might make it sting less.

But somewhere under the humiliation, something bright and frighteningly warm uncoils, anticipation without an object, longing without a name.

A feeling like the story has finally started.


Two

Mum walks me down the lane as if I might change my mind and run, her hand hovering near my elbow like I’m a toddler attempting stairs. The house on the bend is exactly what she promised, whitewashed, a little tired around the gutters, apple trees sloping behind it like a green sigh. There’s a child’s scooter tipped onto the lawn and a plastic dinosaur half-buried in a flowerbed like it died mid-roar. It feels lived-in. It feels kind.

The door opens before we knock. He’s there, tall, shoulders that make the frame look small, dark hair that can’t decide whether it wants to behave. He wears a worn jumper and jeans, sleeves shoved up as if he’s always one task away from the next. Barefoot, domestic and unguarded. Stubble that could be a choice or exhaustion. The kind of face that can look stern by accident and then soft without meaning to.

“Daniel.” Mum says, a little too brightly, and I see the admiration again, like a light under her words. “This is Aaron.”

He wipes his hand on a tea towel he’s been holding and offers it to me. His palm is warm, a surprising, gentle pressure that says nothing about strength but everything about steadiness.

“Hi.” He says. His voice is low, not rough, not smooth, just… quiet.

“Come in.”

The front room smells like toast and pencil shavings. Toys are corralled into baskets that have clearly surrendered to the tide. There’s a blanket crumpled on the sofa and a mug with a dinosaur on it abandoned on the coffee table. A child rockets through from the kitchen, socks skidding, hair a brown sunburst. He stops when he sees me and blinks, solemn. We regard each other like we’re both new animals.

“This little force of nature is Ryan.” Daniel says.

His voice changes on the boy’s name, warmth added like honey.

“Ryan, this is Aaron. He might help us out sometimes.”

“Might?” Ryan says, testing me with a grin that’s missing a tooth. “You have to.”

“I’ll see what my schedule says.” I reply gravely.

He giggles, and it feels like being let into a secret.

“Tea?” Daniel asks.

He's already moving toward the kitchen without waiting for yes or no in that way of men who look after people, offering comfort as a default.

“I’ve got… English breakfast, peppermint, something lemony that claims to be tea. Or there’s coffee?”

“Breakfast is perfect.” I say, nerves moving through me like fizz.

Babysitting. Regression. Humiliation wearing a friendly mask. And yet… the house hums with a softness I want to wrap around me.

Mum sits on the edge of the sofa as if she might dissolve if she touches anything. She and Daniel exchange the usual rural niceties that fill the air without burden. I perch on the rug because Ryan drops a box of bricks at my feet and looks at me like he’s testing a theory.

He wants to know if I will play. I say nothing, just start building, slow and deliberate. He watches, then adds a red block to my blue, and we are suddenly in a language I have always spoken.

Daniel brings the tea and another mug for himself. He sets mine on a coaster with careful hands, as if I might spill or as if it would be alright if I did.

“Milk?” He asks.

“Yes, please.”

The please comes out small. He adds it, stirs, hands the mug to me like a ritual. The heat kisses my palms. Something in my chest unclenches.

“We can chat at the table in a bit.” He says, not pressing. “No rush.”

He doesn’t sit on the sofa, but instead he lowers himself onto the floor opposite us, cross-legged, one ankle tucked under his knee like he’s done this a thousand times. He watches Ryan’s hands, then mine, eyes softer than I expected.

“You like blue.” He observes.

“Blue is trustworthy.” I say solemnly.

Ryan nods like this is science. We keep building. The tower grows crooked and heroic and collapses with the wonderful inevitability of gravity. Ryan shrieks like collapse is the best part. We do it again.

Humiliation… that word keeps tapping at the back of my skull, asking to be included. I’m here to be hired to keep a child alive and entertained, a job you give to teenagers and cousins and girls who can juggle ten children and three degrees. I have a degree I am not using. I have a CV that smells like failure. I have a body that looks older than Ryan and younger than the world expects.

But grounding arrives quietly, in the way Ryan’s small hand pats my knee to get my attention, in the way he leans his shoulder into mine without looking. Grounding arrives in the way Daniel is watching, not supervising, not weighing, just… seeing.

The kettle clicks off in the kitchen, and he doesn’t move to make more tea because the moment doesn’t need tea, it needs witnessing.

Mum excuses herself before the hour grows teeth.

“I’ll leave you boys to chat.” She says, standing.

She squeezes my shoulder on the way past, a silent be good that somehow means be soft when she says it here. Daniel walks her to the door. I hear him thank her, that quiet voice again, gratitude without performance.
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He comes back and settles on the floor again with a sigh, a fraction heavier.

“So...” He says, rubbing a thumb along the seam of his jeans like he’s measuring time.

“Working from home sounds like a gift until it isn’t.” He glances at Ryan, who is now making dinosaurs attack the remains of our building. “I’m… trying to do two jobs at once. I don’t want him in front of a screen all afternoon and I don’t want to miss him as he’s happening.”

The honesty of that lands somewhere low in me. He’s not selling me a position. He’s telling me a truth.

“What do you do?” I ask.

“Design and project management. Houses, mostly.” He smiles like he’s apologising for it being unromantic. “Plans, emails, calls. People who want things yesterday.”

He looks at his son again.

“This one needs things today.”

“I can do today.” I say before I think, and it sounds like a promise I’m glad I made.

Ryan has climbed into my lap without asking, because children live in a world where bodies are furniture and love is gravity. He fits there perfectly, a warm, wriggly anchor. I brace without meaning to, like I have to be strong enough to hold.

Daniel’s gaze flicks to the way my arm curves around Ryan’s middle. He sees the gentleness, and something in his face loosens that I can’t name.

“You’re good with him.” He says, not as praise tossed from a height but as a small astonished fact. “Really good.”

The words are soft, like he’s been paying attention. Like he’s surprised by relief.

The sentence enters me like warmth into cold hands. Good. Good with him. Goodness measured in care, not achievement.

Daniel clears his throat softly.

“It would be afternoons mostly. School pickup sometimes. A couple of evenings if I’ve got deadlines. We can keep it flexible. I don’t…” he stops, steadying something inside himself.

“I don’t want to take advantage. I want it to work for you.”

I look around the room, at the mess that isn’t mess, at the blanket that still carries the shape of a body. I think of my days at home, how long they are, how loud the quiet is. I think of how Ryan’s laugh sits in my ribs like a bird. I think of Daniel’s voice on the phrase good with him and how it stroked some animal in me that has been wild-eyed and skittish since I came back.

“I’d like that.” I say. I hear the tremor in it. “If you’ll have me.”

Daniel smiles.

“Of course.”

His relief is visible and it does something treacherous to me, some ribboning of want, not erotic yet, just a craving to be useful, to be part of the warm machinery of a life.

“We’ll sort the pay properly.” He adds, quickly. “And hours. I’m not trying to get a bargain out of you.”

“I didn’t think you were.” I say, and I mean it. “And… I can be flexible. Help out around the house. If you’d like?”

I’m not sure why I’m offering more. Safe man, something in me whispers, unbidden. The kind you can trust with breakable things.

He rises to his feet in one easy move, then offers me a hand up. I could get up by myself. I take it anyway. His palm is warmer than before. He pulls just enough that I feel carried for a heartbeat. My body answers without my permission, a tiny tilt toward him, some instinctive reach for shore. If he notices, he is kind enough not to show it.

“Sandwiches?” He asks. “I forgot to feed myself and that usually means I forgot to feed anyone within ten metres.”

“I could eat.” I say, because I’m suddenly shy about the truth... I am starving all the time lately for things that aren’t food.

In the kitchen, he moves like someone who knows where everything lives because he put it there. There’s a tea towel over his shoulder, a smear of flour at the corner of the counter from some earlier project that never made it into the present. He sets a plate in front of me without fanfare, then a glass of water. He leans a hip against the counter while I take the first bite, as if making sure I actually eat.

Ryan narrates his dinosaur battle from the next room at top volume. Daniel smiles at the sound, then looks back at me, gaze skimming my face like a question he hasn’t learned how to ask.

“Thank you.” He says.

“For what?”

“For stepping in. For… meeting him where he is.” He rubs a hand over the back of his neck, stubble darkening his jaw. “Some people talk to kids like they’re interruptions. You didn’t.”

It hits me so cleanly I could cry.

“He wasn’t interrupting.” I manage. “He was… inviting.”

That gets me a smile that changes his whole face, less handsome, more beautiful. Not brighter, but warmer. Something in my chest leans toward that warmth like plants do.

He loads the dishwasher like a man performing a rite and then wipes his hands, a little nervously, on the tea towel again.

“We could start tomorrow, if you’re free.”

I think of my empty calendar.

“I’m free.”

“Three o’clock? I’ll be here. He’ll want to show you the secret path to the orchard out back. It’s not that secret.” He adds, fondly. “But don’t tell him that.”

“Your secret’s safe.” I tell him, and I don’t know which of them I mean.

At the door, Ryan hurls himself at my legs in a goodbye that nearly takes me down. I steadied him, then me. He looks up, solemn again.

“You’re coming back…” He says, not a question.

“Yes.” I say.

The yes lands in my bones like a key clicking into its lock.

Daniel stands behind him, one hand on the top of his head, thumb absent-mindedly smoothing a cowlick. He meets my eyes. There is a softness there that feels dangerously close to care.

“See you tomorrow, Aaron.”

“Tomorrow.” I echo.

I know it’s absurd, how quickly humiliation has lost its teeth. But as the lane curves and the house on the bend slips out of view, I can still feel the imprint of a warm mug in my hands, a small boy’s weight in my lap, and the quiet way Daniel said, you’re good with him, like it was permission to be the person I like best.

Babysitting. Grounding. A place to put my hands. A place to be looked after while I’m looking after someone else.

It sounds, for the first time in weeks, like a life instead of a prison.
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The first afternoon was meant to be a trial. It felt more like landing somewhere soft.

Ryan greeted me at the door like a small meteor, grabbing my hand immediately and tugging me through the house as if we’d already been friends for weeks. The ‘secret’ orchard was exactly ten steps past the garden gate, very un-secret, but his pride made it sacred. We kicked a ball through the grass until both of us were flushed and laughing, and for a small while the air in my chest stopped hurting.

Back inside, I sliced apples into little boats, arranging them as if they were a fleet. Ryan devoured them like treasure. Daniel appeared in the doorway mid-phone call, but he paused long enough to catch my eye and smile, a gentle, grateful curve that made me feel seen in a way compliments never do.

He made tea again without asking, set it at my elbow, milk already in. Not a question. Just care. The kind of care that notices.

While Ryan coloured dinosaurs into improbable shades of joy, I collected stray toys into their baskets and wiped apple residue from the table. Instinct more than effort. Daniel watched from the archway, brows raised.

“You don’t have to do that.” He said softly.

“I know. I want to.”

Something unreadable, warmth, maybe relief, moved behind his expression. He didn’t stop me.

Ryan climbed halfway into my lap during storytime, curling like a small animal. His head rested against my ribs and something in my chest, something tired and winged, settled. When his breathing turned heavy, I carried him upstairs. He clung in his sleep, arms looped around my neck like an old promise. I laid him down and tucked the blanket in with more tenderness than I knew I’d been starving to give.

Daniel was waiting on the landing, voice quiet out of habit.

“He doesn’t like the door all the way shut.” he murmured. “Thank you.”

“It’s alright.” I whispered back. “He… fits.”

Daniel’s gaze flicked to me, softened.

“You’re good with him. Really good.”

It landed somewhere behind my ribs like a match struck in the dark.

Downstairs, the late light spilt through the kitchen windows, mellow and honey-gold. Daniel leaned against the counter while I rinsed a plate, not correcting me, not hurrying me, just there. Present. A warmth I kept circling like a moth that hoped the flame was gentle.

“First day okay?” He asked.

“Better than okay. It feels… peaceful here.”

He studied me for a beat too long, then nodded like peace was something he’d hoped to offer but hadn’t wanted to admit aloud.

“I’m glad.” He said. “You made it easier. For both of us.”

At the door, he lifted my jacket from the hook before I could reach it, holding it open so I could slide my arms in. A small act. Ridiculously undoing. He smoothed the shoulder seam once, absent-minded, and my body nearly leaned into the touch like ivy finding a trellis.

“Text me when you get home.” He said. “Just so I know you got there.”

I nodded.

“Yeah. Of course.”

I sent the message minutes later. It was only a short walk home. His reply came seconds later.

Thank you. Good kid.

I stood there just inside the front door, phone warm in my palm, pulse louder than the wind. It should have stung. Instead, it settled over me like a blanket, like I had been good in the exact way someone finally valued.
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The second day bled into the third, and then the fourth, until I realised I was no longer arriving at the house on the bend, I was returning to it. My feet took the path without thought. My body loosened the moment I crossed the threshold. I started hanging my jacket over the same coat hook, rinsing my hands at the same sink, falling into a choreography that felt older than the week that made it.

Rhythm formed gradually, like something remembering itself. Ryan’s chatter, a snack, the garden, stories in half-light, quiet.

And in the spaces between, there was tea, warmth, Daniel passing by the doorway with bare feet and a gentle gravitational pull I pretended not to orbit. The house grew used to me. The air grew used to me. I grew used to belonging.

It surprised me how quickly I memorised the intimate geography of their days, which cupboard Ryan preferred for hiding, which toy he forgot until it was important, which chair Daniel unconsciously claimed with the smallest lean of his body. There was something sacred in being able to provide comfort without announcement, cutting apples before anyone asked, soothing a tantrum with a whispered “I hear you,” coaxing a smile with tickle-fingers to his ribs.

Daniel noticed everything in silence. The way his eyes followed, thoughtful and steady, made me feel held without ever being touched.

Sometimes I’d catch him lingering in a doorway just a second longer than necessary, as if he didn’t want to interrupt whatever softness was unfolding but didn’t quite want to leave, either. His gaze would flick from Ryan to me, and there would be something almost shy there, or maybe reverent. As though domestic peace was a living thing we were both trying not to scare.

More than once, I offered to do little things and he still said “you don’t have to” in that gentle way of his, but his voice kept getting softer each time I answered “I want to.” As if he was slowly learning that I meant it.

This sort of care had always been two-sided in my bones, looking after someone while secretly longing to fold myself into the arms of the person I was orbiting. Here, for the first time, the equation felt dangerously close to becoming true.

Something unspoken began collecting between us. Not action. Not even flirtation. Just heat that didn’t know its name yet.

It was at the end of the sixth afternoon, spring light bruised gold at the edges of the orchard, the house smelling faintly of soap and dinner not yet made, that the moment finally touched skin.

I had been lying in the grass with Ryan making ‘sky pictures,’ naming clouds until they turned into nonsense animals. Grass clung to me everywhere. I forgot I still carried the meadow in my hair.

Ryan was already half-asleep on the sofa when I gathered my things and came to say goodnight. Daniel stood by the door, rolling his sleeves again, that easy grounding warmth radiating off him like a gentle fire.

“See you tomorrow?” He asked, voice low and familiar now.

“Yeah.” I said, hugging myself lightly, hoodie falling off one shoulder. “Same time.”

He opened the door for me, always the gentleman, even when he didn’t realise it, then paused. His head tilted. A small crease formed between his brows.

“You’ve got something…” He murmured.

Before I could ask what, his hand lifted, slow, instinctive, fingers brushing into my hair near my temple. His touch was careful, almost reverent, the pads of his fingers warm where they grazed my scalp. He plucked a blade of grass loose and held it, smiling a little.

“This.” He said softly.

I should have breathed. I didn’t. Something in me went incandescently still.

He was close enough that I could smell the warmth of his skin, clean, human, the faintest trace of cedar from his jumper. Close enough that I realised how tall he was when I wasn’t keeping a safe distance. Close enough that the world narrowed to his hand in my hair, the grass caught between us, the startled tenderness of the moment.

“You were wrestling the wilderness out there, weren’t you?” He teased, voice gentle.

I nodded, but my mouth forgot how to form words. My face was burning. I could feel the flush blooming across my cheeks, down my neck, lighting every nerve like a fuse.

He seemed to notice, not mockingly, not even knowingly, just a flicker of awareness that something delicate had shivered between us.

“You okay?” He asked, still soft.

“Mhmm...” I squeaked, squeaked, and that was the exact moment I fled.

I mumbled some excuse about needing to beat the light, nonsense, since it wouldn’t be dark for over an hour, practically bowed, and stepped into the evening like the air outside might extinguish the wildfire under my skin. My pulse thrashed in my throat. I didn’t even make it past the gate before I had to stop and press both hands to my face like I was trying to hold myself together.

Grass. Just grass.

A touch. Just a touch.

But his fingertips had lingered half a heartbeat too long, gentle like one might handle satin ribbon or a secret.

And I had melted.

The walk home was a dizzy blur of breathless replay, his thumb at my temple, his voice low, you’ve got something…, the way he looked at me, not amused, not startled, but warmed.

Somewhere between the gate and my front door I realised my heart was racing not like fear, but like permission.

He touched my hair and my body answered like it had been waiting to be chosen.

And for the first time, I let myself admit, just to the silence, just inside, that I wanted him to do it again.


Three

By the end of the second week, I had learned the exact pitch of Daniel’s name in my throat when I wasn’t saying it out loud. It hummed there, quiet and steady, like a note a tuning fork carries long after it’s been struck. I was careful with it. I was careful with everything. Because desire had appeared in me like weather, real, undeniable, not my fault and entirely my problem.

I told myself I wanted what I’d already been given, a place to go, a boy to look after, a house whose air didn’t bruise me. I told myself Daniel was a father, a man with a life, my employer, a kindness I didn’t want to sour with wanting. I told myself it couldn’t go anywhere.

Then I would watch him leaning over the kitchen counter, rolling his sleeves, forearms strong and capable, voice low, and the wanting would rise up in me like heat anyway. Not just for the way he looked, but for the way he was, steady, gentle, the kind of man who set a mug down where your hands could find it and remembered to text, Home safe? He had Daddy gravity without trying. I orbited it carefully, burning a little every time.

That afternoon, the house felt like a lullaby. Ryan had collapsed on the sofa underneath a blanket with dinosaurs, flushed from the park. The telly hummed low and benign, something with colours but no plot. Daniel was in the study on a call with his headset on, the door ajar, his voice the quiet surface of a deeper lake.

The call went wrong fast. I could tell by the way his tone narrowed, by the pause that held his breath on its palm. He stepped into the hall, catching my eye.

“I’m so sorry.” He said, already pulling on his shoes with one hand, phone pressed between shoulder and cheek.

He mouthed emergency, grimaced an apology.

“What do you need?” I asked, already standing, the soft machinery of care coming online.

“An hour, maybe two. Site issue.” He looked toward the living room where Ryan snored faintly.

His attention flicked between me and the boy the way a good father’s does, love triangulated.

“He’s out cold. I’ll transfer extra for the time, of course. Food’s in the fridge. Tea, you know where.” His smile ghosted over his mouth, there and gone. “You okay to hold the fort?”

“Yes. Absolutely.” I said, perhaps with too much eagerness, because it is terrible and true how much I loved being needed.

He grabbed his keys, then turned back for a heartbeat, as if caught by a thought. He stepped closer. The corridor was narrow enough that our bodies made sense of the space for us.

“Thank you.” He said, low, the words as warm as his hand would have been if he’d put it on my shoulder.

He didn’t. He didn’t need to.

“Text me if you need anything.”

“I will.” I said.

I wanted to be brave and say, Be safe. What came out was…

“Go. We’re fine.”

When the door shut behind him, the quiet in the house changed temperature. Without him, the rooms didn’t feel empty, exactly; they felt like they were waiting to exhale.

I tiptoed back to the living room. Ryan was starfished, hair damp and ridiculous, a smear of playground dust like war paint across his cheek. I turned the volume down and tucked the blanket higher, the old liturgy. He sighed and turned his face into the couch cushion, trusting sleep to keep doing its job without adults interfering.

The clock above the mantel made a soft sound like patience. I tidied. It’s what I do when the inside of my chest has too many birds in it. I stacked books. I uncrumbed the counter. I put dinosaurs back where dinosaurs go. In the study, I gathered papers into a tidy, respectful pile and put a pencil back in a mug printed with a grumpy cartoon architect. Daniel’s laptop sat open on the desk, sleeping, its screen a dark mirror reflecting my outline. The reflection showed me smaller than real. I made a face at it like a child would, then huffed at myself.

I wasn’t going to touch it. Obviously. It wasn’t mine.

I touched it.

Only to move it, I told myself. To make space for the stack of drawings. The back of my fingers brushed the trackpad and the screen woke with the bright, intimate gasp of a light coming on in a bedroom. For a second, I froze, ridiculous, as if the laptop could see me.

A browser filled the screen, open to a page that was not email or spreadsheets. A video site. The kind with a logo that made my mouth go dry. The tab title was all blunt syllables and capital letters. My stomach did a new, alarming thing, dropped and lifted at once like a misbehaving elevator.

I should have shut it. Of course I should have shut it.

I didn’t.

The page looked, at first glance, like the kind of porn a straight man would leave up by accident in a cautionary tale, thumbnails of pretty mouths and smooth thighs, cotton panties askew, skirts rucked up, soft colour palettes, bows. For a full heartbeat, my brain filed it as girls.

Then the tags resolved in my vision. FEMBOY. PRINCESS. DADDY. BOYFRIEND EXPERIENCE. The thumbnails sharpened. The faces were gently jawed, the mouths blooming with gloss, the eyes startled and bright. The bodies were… boys softened, presented, pretty as knives. Thigh-highs, pleated skirts, pastel collars. Flat chests, smooth hips. One had hair like mine, pale and shoulder-length, a ribbon in it.

My heart did something new again, raced and slowed, raced and slowed, like it couldn’t pick which future it wanted to beat for. Heat flushed over me, hard and ashamed and holy. I couldn’t tell whether I wanted to step back or step in.

The voice in my head that manages propriety started making a panicked escape plan, but another voice, older and truer, was already humming… Angel. The word touched the back of my neck like breath.

The cursor hovered over a thumbnail. I didn’t click. I couldn’t look away. Captions flickered when I hovered, the way captions do when they think they’re alone with you.

Daddy’s princess learns to be good.

He said “good girl” and I came.

Pretty femboy with a soft mouth for Daddy.

Princess in pink needs praise.

Each line struck a chime in me I had been pretending not to own. The phrases were ridiculous and tacky and profoundly not satire. They were the soft underbelly of something I had never allowed myself to articulate, the felt sense of my own sweetness; the wish to be wanted as that.

In one thumbnail, the boy knelt between a man’s knees, lipstick perfect and slightly smeared, eyes looking up. The man’s hand was in his hair, careful and claiming. Heat surged through me so fast I had to sit down. I pulled the chair in and clenched the edge of the desk like a raft, sweat slicking my palms.

Flustered panic and recognition hunger wrestled in me like brothers. I was aroused, yes, swiftly and blushingly, my body betraying me with its eagerness, but beneath the thunking pulse was the quietest, most catastrophic click of recognition.

“Oh.” I said to nobody, under my breath. “Oh…”

It wasn’t just that Daniel watched this. It was exactly this. This shape of desire. This language. This naming. Princess. Pretty boy. Good girl.

I thought about the way he’d texted good kid, and how it had soothed something in me I hadn’t known how to comfort. I thought about the way his hand had moved into my hair to pluck the grass free, gentle fingertips, the breath-close proximity, and my scalp burned where his touch had been.

The porn on the screen was an open window into a room I had pretended didn’t exist, and inside it the furniture was arranged exactly like the architecture of a daydream I’d built and then denied.

I didn’t click. I hovered. The mouse trembled because my hand did. The titles read me back to myself in a language I had been half-writing under my skin since I was fifteen and didn’t have a word for why satin felt like a confession.

Forbidden desire slunk up and curled on my lap like a cat. I pictured Daniel in this chair, the room dark, the house asleep, his face lit by this same glow. His jaw tight. His breathing quiet and not. His hand… No. I pushed it away and immediately wanted it back. My cheeks felt incandescent. I had to swallow around the small, ridiculous noise I almost made.

The thumbnails were an army of almost-mean tenderness. Boys like me, boys not like me, boys like a version of me I had never let out of the mirror for more than an hour. Glossy mouths. Wide eyes. Collars with bows big enough to be silly and somehow still reverent.

I had rolled my eyes at the word “princess” in other contexts. Here, it felt like a bell rung over a river. I don’t know how to explain the feeling except to say that something in me knelt without being told to.

The world tilted. Maybe there’s a chance is the kind of thought you don’t admit even to yourself because it can ruin you. It rushed in anyway, thrilling and terrible. Not just he likes boys. Lots of men do. Not just he likes softness. Many do, in passing. But he likes this exact softness, the way it’s framed, named, loved, Daddy and princess and the little breath of praise that is both instruction and prayer.

The boys were beautiful. Some in pink, some in black, some with chipped nail polish because real lives intersected with the fantasy, some with perfectly smooth thighs, some with hair like spilt ink. I could see myself among them with mortifying, crystal clarity, a ribbon in my hair, a silk something that didn’t lie about what body it dressed, eyes bright with the shock of being looked at exactly as I wished to be.

The idea didn’t make me feel silly. It made me feel… relieved.

Under the panic, a tide of euphoria rose. Gender wasn’t a declaration, it was a door that opened when someone said the right name. Princess was not a costume in these frames, it was a permission. The captions made it sleazy, my chest made it holy.

A floorboard creaked in the hall. I startled as if caught, even though nobody stood there. My first instinct was to slam the laptop closed and run to the sink and plunge my face into cold water like a sinner at a font. My second instinct was to keep reading until I could memorise the dictionary of his desire.

I did neither. I exhaled, long and shaky, clicked the browser into a different tab so Daniel wouldn’t wonder, and let the screen go to sleep again, as if I could put this knowledge back into darkness. My pulse kept trying to climb out of my throat. I pressed my fingertips to my neck and felt it there, frantic and unembarrassed.

I stood in the middle of the study breathing like the room had suddenly got steep. Across the hall, Ryan snored and flipped to his other side, the dinosaur blanket riding up his back like a king’s cape. Everything ordinary continued to happen. The clock kept its quiet metronome of patience. Outside, wind worried the apple leaves. Inside me, the shape of my life flexed around a new truth and found that it didn’t break.

Maybe there was a chance. Not a plan. Not yet. But a chance like a flare in the fog.

It’s one thing to want a man because he is kind. It’s another to discover that the private shape of his wanting makes a place where your softest self is not merely tolerated but cherished. The difference between hunger and recognition is the difference between looking in a window and seeing the outline of your own body already there, waiting.
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I went to the kitchen and filled a glass and drank it like it was a task. Then I washed the glass because my hands needed something to do that wasn’t shaking. In the fridge, there was leftover pasta. I ate even though I wasn’t hungry, wanting to settle the knot in my stomach. Domesticity steadied me the way a hand steadies you stepping off a too-high curb.

I checked on Ryan again. He was asleep in the exact way children are, committed to it. I smoothed the hair off his forehead, ridiculous with tenderness, and felt the universe click again… good with him. Good. The words from the text hummed like a benediction. I wanted to be good here. I also wanted, shamefully, to be good for someone who could say the word good the way Daniel did.

I drifted back to the study doorway, just to prove to myself I wouldn’t, and that I was capable of better choices than the kind that ruin the sweet places. The laptop sat there innocently, like it hadn’t shown me a secret shape of a man I was trying not to love.

“Okay.” I told the empty room, almost laughing, almost crying. “Okay.”

I turned off the desk lamp I didn’t remember turning on. The house exhaled the way it does at the end of a long day when everyone has done their best and not everything has broken.

When Daniel came back two hours later, the sky had pulled on its blue-grey cardigan and the lane lights had woken. He let himself in softly, as if not to wake a sleeping animal. He found me on the sofa with Ryan’s feet in my lap, the boy in that gummy half-sleep where he pretends not to be awake to avoid bedtime.

“How’d it go?” He asked, voice low.

His hair was disarrayed, his jumper rucked. He looked beautiful in the way men do when they’re tired and relieved.

“Fine.” I said, too brightly. “All good.”

“Sorry to run out.” he said.

He smelled like the evening and the car and the faint ghost of his cologne.

“Crisis contained.”

“He slept through so it was no bother.” I said, because I wasn’t going to say I saw you or I saw the part of you that chose me before we met.

He smiled, small and real.

“I can see that.” His eyes rested on me, then drifted.

I wondered if he could tell that my cheeks were still sun-warm from something I hadn’t been outside for. If he could tell that I couldn’t meet his gaze for more than two seconds without feeling like a confession.

“Thank you.” He added.

I rose to my feet, slow and awkward. Daniel reached, as he always did, for my jacket before I could. He held it, I slid into it. Our familiar little ritual. But it was different. I was different. Changed by knowledge.

His hand brushed the back of my neck when the collar folded wrong and he smoothed it with two fingers. A nothing touch. The whole world.

“Text me when you get home?” He asked.

“Sure.” I said.

I stepped into the evening with my body lit up like a sign I hadn’t chosen, walking unsteady on the lane’s broken edges. The sky was tender as bruised fruit. The orchard smelled like promises. Under my jacket, my skin remembered being named without being called.

I wanted to be holy about it, to say I learned something about myself that was true and timeless and had nothing to do with him. That would be half the truth.

The other half was the shape of his wanting, which had opened a door in me with the politest hand. My phone buzzed in my pocket before I reached the bend. Home safe? it asked, the message already drafted by his worry and his care.

Almost, I typed, then, without letting myself think, added, Thank you for trusting me today.

I didn’t add… with him. With this. With the part of me that wants to be your good, pretty thing.

The reply came back.

Always. Thank you for looking after us.

Us. The word went off in me like a small, quiet firework. I looked up into the wide rural sky and let the euphoria lick at my bones where panic had been.

Maybe there was a chance. Terrible and beautiful. A door I hadn’t dared believe was there.

And if the door had opened, even a crack, I knew what my softest self wanted to do. It wanted to step through in a ribbon and a whisper and the smallest, bravest word I owned.
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The parcel wasn’t heavy, but it made my whole body feel like I was carrying contraband scripture. Brown paper, neat tape, my name written in a font that didn’t know me. I signed at the door with hands that pretended not to shake and took it upstairs like a secret animal that needed darkness.

I’d told myself I would wait. That I would be sensible. That wanting is a kind of heatstroke you can sleep off. But the days since the study, since the browser, had stretched tight and shimmering, and the image of those soft boys, those princesses, had burned holes in the film of my self-control. Recognition kept blooming in the quiet like mould in a damp room. Longing kept filling the house with a sweet, cloying smell I couldn’t ignore.

Today it tipped over. Hunger, recognition, longing, there was no boundary between them anymore. Also, there was the simple, brutal fact that I needed to know if the mirror would keep what the screen had given me.

I locked my bedroom door even though everyone was out, Mum at yoga, Dad at the shop, and set the box on the bed. The blue bedspread, still trying to be calm, stared back at me like a chaperone. I sliced the tape with my key and opened the flaps.

Inside was tissue paper, pale as breath. I unfolded it, reverent and ridiculous, and the little things I’d ordered revealed themselves one by one like a magic trick. White knee-high socks with soft elastic and a satin bow that made my chest ache. A pleated skirt, pink, innocent, the hem that precise, shy length. A white top with a neckline sweet enough to break a heart, tiny cap sleeves, the hint of a ruffle. A pair of panties…

Panties… I’d never allowed myself the word and saying it under my breath felt both obscene and medicinal. They were powder pink with a little bow. I touched the bow like you would a holy relic.

The heels were second-hand, scavenged from a charity shop two towns over, where nobody knew me, simple Mary Janes with a strap that clicked like a sealed promise. I set them beside the box as if they could keep guard.

On my desk, a small army of drugstore make-up I had gathered over the last few days. Dingy mirrors, plastic caps, the humble instruments of becoming. Mascara, eyeliner, eyeshadow, a tinted lip balm, a cream blush the colour of a surprised peach. Next to them, a packet of razors like a line of polite guillotines. I had trimmed before, of course, shaved for sport or summer or curiosity, but never with the intention of trying to look like a picture my body had been secretly drawing of itself for years.

I undressed to my underwear because anything more ceremonial would have made me laugh from nerves. The room was warm, so I opened the window to let a breeze in, to let the outside witness me even if it wouldn’t know what it was seeing. I wasn’t sure what I would be seeing.

In the bathroom, I ran water until the mirror sweated. Steam made a cathedral of the small space. I shaved slowly, carefully, legs first, little strokes, rinsing the blade too often, as if each pass could undo a decade of not-knowing. The sensation was intimate and strange, the soft scrape, the cool slide of foam, the newness emerging like a path under snow. I did my arms, too, watching stubble disappear like a decision being made without me. My skin came up pink and new. When I touched it, my fingers skated. I shivered at my own hand like a devout person at their own prayer.

Back in my room, I moisturised as if I were someone worth tending. The lotion smelled like clean linen and optimism. Then I picked up my underwear. My pink underwear. My heart raced.

The panties felt like a punchline and a blessing. The first tug up my thighs was an argument between shame and joy, then the fabric settled and something inside me unclenched with a soundless sob. The bow sat against me like punctuation. Yes, it said. Yes, like that.

The skirt followed, a whisper of pink, the swish soft enough to tell me secrets. I pulled the knee-highs on, one slow roll and then the other, the elastic kissing at that perfect spot beneath the knee where even boys have vulnerable skin. The top last, careful over hair and lotion and hope, white, simple, sweet. It hugged my shoulders, skimmed my ribs, made a suggestion of softness the body underneath was eager to meet.

I stood there for a long time without looking. The anticipation was its own kind of erotic, a hovering between doors. I paced, barefoot, feeling the lift of the skirt against the fronts of my thighs. I walked, strutted, practising. I twirled once, ridiculous and alone, and had to sit on the bed to steady the light-headed rush of it. My breath kept forgetting how to be a regular thing.

The Mary Janes went on like they had always been waiting for me. The strap clicked home as if it knew the way. Standing, I was suddenly taller and smaller at once, elongated, yes, but delicately, my weight carried differently, my posture smoothing itself into something that felt like offering.

Make-up next. I kept it soft because that’s what my courage could carry. A little brush through the brows to make them behave. A dash of pink eyeshadow, some black. Eyeliner to make my eyes bigger, brighter. Mascara, careful, bottom lashes so gentle I held my breath, upper lashes combed until they became a story. Cream blush tapped into the apples of my cheeks until a very young version of me looked out and approved. The lip balm, a sheer tint that made my mouth look bitten and loved and about to ask for something.

Hair... I parted it slightly off-centre and coaxed it with water and hands until it fell around my face in the way I always wish it would when I’m not trying. There was a ribbon in the box I hadn’t ordered. Someone had tucked it in, or maybe the universe had. Pale pink to match the skirt. I tied it into my hair with shaking fingers, a small, clumsy bow that made the mirror in my mind nod and open the door.

The mirror above my dresser had seen a lot of versions of me. I stepped into its gaze.

It took my breath like a lover.

I had expected to look silly. I had prepared to do it wrong first, to learn the angle, to hate my jaw, to think of all the ways my body failed some arbitrary test. But the person there was… adorable. The word landed without irony.

The soft curve of the knee-highs made my calves look elegant. The skirt held a little bell of space around my thighs. The top skimmed and suggested. The ribbon bobbed when I tilted my head and I nearly laughed from the tenderness of it.

I looked like a boy who had found the exact right place to set down his softness and was about to ask if anyone minded if he stayed. I looked like a boy I would have fallen in love with in a doorway. I looked like a picture Daniel’s laptop would have recognised.

Heat ran through me like honey left in the sun. It wasn’t just sexual, but it was also unapologetically that. My thighs pressed together, as if they’d discovered a new language and wanted to practice it. My chest lifted like a prayer. I came closer to the mirror until my breath fogged it, and I whispered...

“Hi.”

There was someone there I wanted to greet.

And then, because honesty had already kicked the door in and taken a seat on my bed, I tried the word that had been haunting the base of my tongue. It felt illicit and inevitable.

“Hi, Daddy.”
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My reflection flushed deeper, as if the mirror could blush, and the world bloomed in ways that made me need to sit again. I perched on the edge of the bed and pressed a hand between my thighs, thoughtless, discovering anew how fabric can be a collaborator in pleasure. The panties made everything specific. The skirt flickered against my knees like a hand. I closed my eyes and let the sound I’d been holding back finally escape, small and embarrassing and true.

I didn’t touch myself at first. I just existed inside the wanting, inside the miracle of seeing the inside of my head on the outside of my body. That alone was erotic enough to make my whole skin vibrate. But desire is an animal that likes to be named and after a minute, I slid my palm up over the flat plane of my stomach, feeling the top lift, the edge of ruffle catch the heel of my hand, the soft dip of my waist made new by context. My fingers found the hem of the skirt and held it, thumb stroking the seam like reassurance.

“Hi, Daddy.” I whispered again, to the room, to the mirror, to the air, to the idea of him, to the man who said good kid like a spell.

The title didn’t feel borrowed. It felt like the exact key to a door in my body I’d been knocking on for years.

I let my hand settle lower, through the cotton now warmed by me, marvelled at how the bow felt under my fingers like a secret I was confirming. A pulse started there that had nothing to do with panic. I moved the heel of my hand in the smallest circle, an experiment borne of curiosity and mercy. My breath hitched. I did it again. The world narrowed to a point of pleasure that felt like light collecting under my skin.

I kept it gentle. Reverent. The way you’d touch a thing you loved for the first time. Each motion brought a new little gasp that made me bite my lip and then whimper because the balm made my lip slippery. I watched myself in the mirror because not watching felt like lying. The sight of my own eyes wide and watering, lashes dark, mouth glossy and parted, the ribbon, the skirt, the socks, almost undid me by itself.

“I’m cute...” I said aloud like I was reading a truth someone had written on my body in invisible ink.

“I’m so cute.”

My free hand found the neckline of the top and pinched the ruffle like a rosary. My thighs trembled against each other with a curious, helpless urgency. It wasn’t just horniness. It was gratitude turned physical, relief coming out as heat. I thought of Daniel’s hand at my temple, gentle, taking the grass from my hair. I thought of his voice in the study, low, and the way the laptop had shone a path. I thought of us in his text and my body answered yes like a vow.

When I finally slid fingers under the edge of the cotton, the contact made my back arch. My name for myself in his mouth, the thought of good girl, of princess, flashed through me and I made a noise I didn’t recognise as mine. The panties were such a precise, exquisite friction that I had to stop and start, stop and start, a sobbing kind of mercy to stretch the feeling out.

I imagined kneeling, imagined his knee brushing my shoulder, imagined the weight of a hand on the back of my head like the world’s most careful crown.

“Daddy.” I breathed, barely there, a condensation mark on glass.

My hips moved, small, learning a rhythm that felt like being called somewhere safe. Heat unfurled, pulling tight. I chased it and was chased by it in the same motion.

When it overtook me, when I came, it felt less like breaking and more like arriving. Pleasure moved through me in waves so soft I could have slept on them, cresting and shivering, my mouth open and useless, my eyes blurring so the ribbon, the lash, the blush smeared into a single, forgiving colour. I held my hand in place and let the aftershocks beat against my palm until they became giggles, ridiculous, helpless, because I could not believe I got to be this.

After, I sprawled back, skirt askew, socks a little rumpled, the ribbon stubbornly perfect. I looked at the ceiling and laughed again, that lovely unspooling laugh that only comes when relief is larger than the room. The air from the open window touched my damp skin and I shivered like a cat in the sun.

Eventually, I slid up and tidied myself with the awkward tenderness of someone washing a relic. I smoothed the skirt, patted the bow back into compliance, checked the mascara. The mirror gave me a wink I hadn’t put there. I leaned close and kissed my finger, pressed it lightly to the glass. A benediction for a girl-boy who had just learned a new prayer.

I took a dozen photos and deleted eleven because they were for me, not for later. I kept one where the light loved me and my mouth looked like a secret. I tucked it into a folder labelled nonsense. I sat at my desk, set my phone down, and just… breathed.

The room held me. My body held me. The outfit held me. The word held me.

When I stood again, I did it slowly so the skirt would catch the air. I crossed to the mirror one last time, put my hands behind my back because it made my shoulders round and my heart swoop, and I said it like a promise I wasn’t ready to give away but needed to hear.

“Hi, Daddy.”

It was only me and the glass and the ribbon. Still, something in the house answered. Or maybe it was the part of me that had been knocking all this time, finally letting himself in.

“Hi, Daddy.” I whispered again, and my reflection smiled like the start of something important.


Four

I tried to be sensible. I tried to let the wanting burn itself out like weather. Days passed with me behaving, doing ordinary things in a house that had become an altar, snacks and homework and dinosaurs and baths, the gentle liturgy of care. But the wanting didn’t pass. It ripened. It learned the shape of Daniel’s day and stood there waiting for me, patient as a chair.

I learned him without meaning to. The way his hair curled at the nape when he forgot to tame it. The tiny crease that appeared between his brows when he was concentrating, smoothed by a thumb that wasn’t mine. The flex of his forearm when he tightened a jar, the soft grunt he made when he lifted Ryan to his hip, the habit of setting my mug just so, close to my hands. I catalogued him and pretended it was harmless.

Sometimes he’d look at me too long, then look away as if he’d heard his own thoughts out loud. Sometimes I caught him at the kitchen window watching us in the garden, his mouth shaped around a private word. I told myself it was tenderness. It was also something else. The knowledge sat between us like a warm animal we both pretended not to pet.

At night, back in my room, I’d lie awake with the ribbon in my hair and wonder… when he watches those videos, does any part of me enter the room? Does he think of the grass I carried into his hallway? Does he imagine a soft-mouthed boy with my hair on his knees, saying please without words? The questions pulsed like a bruise I pressed for proof.

Then came the text that opened the door without naming it.

Ryan is going to his grandparents' tonight. I’ll be taking a night for myself to just relax. No need to come over. Thank you for the week.

No need. I read it twice. No need. Which is different to don’t.

By evening, the house was a pressure system. The sky put on its dark cardigan. I stood in front of the mirror in the outfit I had promised myself I would keep private, the white top, pink skirt, knee-highs, the ribbon pink as a first kiss. The Mary Janes made my weight feel like intention. I wore the powder-pink panties because not wearing them felt like lying to what I’d learned. I did my eyes, my lashes, and my mouth. I blushed myself into a softness that looked like truth. Then I pulled on a coat that used to be my dad’s, long, shapeless, a smuggler’s cloak, and buttoned it to my throat.

“Don’t be insane.” I told my reflection, who looked back at me with a mouth that knew the answer. “Be careful.”

In the hall, I hesitated like a child about to steal cake. Then I slipped out, soft as if the night belonged to me.

The lane smelled like damp leaves and far-off woodsmoke. I walked with my hands in my coat pockets so I wouldn’t wring them. Every step felt like a choice. The world was hugely quiet in that rural way, only my breath and my shoes.

By the time I reached the bend, my heart had climbed into my mouth and sat there, obediently panting. Light pooled in Daniel’s front windows, warm gold squares on the lawn. The scooter was absent. The dinosaur in the flowerbed looked like it was sleeping. The house was as I’d left it and not, because tonight it was a place I might enter as a different animal.

I stopped at the gate and pressed both hands to the rough wood, forehead following.

“You can go home.” I whispered. “You can turn around. You can keep this safe inside your chest and never risk the sweetness by making it real.”

My body listened. It did not move.

And then I walked up the path, towards Daniel’s door.

At the door, I rested my knuckles against the wood and waited. The sound of my heartbeat filled the small porch like a drum. I thought of running again. I did not. I knocked.

The pause between the knock and the handle turning was a lifetime in which I lived three possible futures and died in two. Then the lock clicked, and there he was, barefoot, sleeves pushed up, jumper soft with use, hair a little unruly from running his hand through it. He looked at me like he always did, steady, kind, and then his face shifted as his eyes took in the coat, the hour, the fact of me.

“Aaron?” His voice did that low, careful thing it does when he’s trying not to spook a skittish creature. “Everything alright?”

“Can I come in?” I heard myself say, too quickly.

The gentleman part of him reacted before the rest. He stepped back, already opening the door wider. I slipped past him like a decision and closed it behind me with a small, deliberate click. The house was warm. The house smelled like him. It hit me like a hand on the back of my neck.

We stood in the hallway facing each other, both suddenly short on language. He looked at my face, then at my throat, where the coat buttoned too high, then back to my eyes with something like curiosity and something like concern.

“Aaron...” He said again, slower. “What’s...?”

I took a breath that trembled and steadied, like courage taught itself in one inhale. I stepped closer by the smallest degree, enough that he could feel my breath. My hands lifted to the collar. Buttons, one by one, behaved like tiny traps, surrendering. The coat opened like a confession and fell to the floor.
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I stood exposed.

Underneath, white, pink, knee-highs, the ribbon. A body I had made on purpose. A softness dressed for the gaze I wanted to live in. My mouth was glossy where it parted. I held his eyes because if I looked down, I might never learn how to look up again.

“Hi, Daddy.” I said, trying to keep my voice soft and alluring like the boys in the videos I’d watched.

Not a performance. Not a joke. A naming offered like a lit candle.

Silence happened the way thunder does, sudden and everywhere. His pupils opened. The breath left him and didn’t come back right away. The muscles at his jaw fluttered like small birds. His gaze dropped, throat, collar, bow, skirt, socks, and then hauled itself back up to my face like a man making for shore.

“Aaron...” He said, but it sounded like a different name now, like he had to relearn the letters with his mouth.

“What are you…”

I didn’t move to pick it up. I stood there in my little outfit and shook like a leaf and did not run.

“I wanted…” I began, and the sentence tattered.

I laced my fingers together so he wouldn’t see them tremble.

“I wanted you to see me.” I swallowed. “The way you like. The way I…”

The word am arrived, huge and simple.

“… am.”

Something in his face broke open, no, not broke, yielded. Heat rose along his cheekbones like a confession. He looked at me with an expression I had never earned from anyone… awe, and the fear that comes with being given something too precious.

“Angel.” He said, and then closed his eyes like he wished he hadn’t, like the word had slipped out of a private room without permission.

When he opened them again, they were bright and stricken.

“Aaron. I…”

“I know.” I rushed, needing to save him from the wrong story. “I know you’re good. I know you’re careful. I know this is…”

I laughed helplessly, on the edge of tears and laughter both.

“This is a lot.”

He moved his hand a fraction and stopped it in the air, as if there were glass between us. The restraint in that gesture was louder than a shout. He was shaking, too. I could see it in the tendons of his wrist, the flex of his throat.

“Did anyone…” He started, then tried again. “Did you feel… are you sure? Are you safe?”

I nodded, smiling. That was just like him.

“Yes.” I said, with more certainty than I felt about anything else in my life. “I’m sure.”

We stared at each other like people on a bridge that might or might not be load-bearing. The house listened. The night pressed its ear to the windows.

“Part of me…” he said finally, voice raw. “Part of me wants to ask you to go home and text me and never speak of this again.” A small, unhappy half-smile. “I’m not going to ask you to do that.”

“Thank you.” I whispered, because all the oxygen had been used up by my courage.

He took one step closer. It wasn’t even a full step. It changed the world.

“May I?” He lifted his hand again, the way he had in the hallway with the blade of grass. “You have…”

His fingers hovered near my hair, asking, always asking.

“Yes,” I said, and leaned the smallest amount into the question.

His fingertips found the ribbon, touched it like it might bruise, then the hair just at my temple where my pulse lives. The contact hit me so hard my knees thought about disappearing. I swayed, and his other hand came up without thought, warm at my elbow, steadying. We exhaled at the same time like people who have been underwater too long.

“Hi…” He said back, so softly I felt it more than heard it. “Princess.”

The word rang through me like a bell over a lake. My eyes did the wet thing, traitors. He saw it. His face twisted with a tenderness he didn’t know how to hide.

“I shouldn’t…” He began, even as his thumb made a tiny, ungovernable stroke at my temple. “You’re so…”

“Pretty?” I offered, daring him to say it, begging him not to.

He swallowed.

“Yes.” Then, like a surrender, “Yes.”

I smiled so hard it hurt. Tears made the light weird.

“Thank you.” I said, and meant it with a gratitude that had weight.

He breathed out a sound that might have been a laugh if it hadn’t been a prayer. The hand at my elbow stayed, not claiming, just there, allowing my body to believe in gravity. We stood like that for a heartbeat that lasted a very, very long time. His fingers in my hair where the ribbon sat, my breath catching and letting go, the house closing around us like hands cupped around a candle.

“Can I come in?” I asked again, whisper-small, because the hallway suddenly felt like the edge of a cliff and the living room like ground.

“You’re already in.” He said, the quietest smile tugging at his mouth.

He stepped back just enough to guide me, one palm hovering at the small of my back, not touching, a gentleman even now, and guided me toward the room that had made us a family before we realised.

I left the coat on the floor. I left the night at the door. I took my little ribboned self into the warm.

“Tell me if you need me to stop.” He said, not even a breath later, because he is who he is, because all his wanting is built like a cradle.

“I will.” I promised, because I am who I am now, because all my wanting had learned how to speak.

I looked up at him through lashes I’d made longer for this moment and said it again, not a test this time but a homecoming.

“Hi, Daddy.”

I smiled, pouting. I wanted so desperately to be adorable for him.

He closed his eyes like a man hearing a hymn he knew as a child. When he opened them, his gaze was the gentlest heat I’d ever stood in.

And then he stepped closer, and the future changed tense.
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He doesn’t lunge. He chooses me.

Two warm hands claim my waist and the gravity in the room tilts. His mouth, his mouth, falls to mine like weather finally breaking, and I’m done pretending I can carry this desire alone. The kiss is a storm and a shelter at once. I gasp, then give, my ribbon trembling against his fingers when he kisses me again, deeper, a half-growl catching at my lip when I tug his hair the way I’ve been dreaming of for weeks.

“Tell me.” He breathes against my mouth, our foreheads touching, heat and steadiness braided together. “Tell me you want this.”

“I want you.” I say, already wrecked. “Please.”

He presses me into the wall, held, not trapped, his thigh hitches between mine, lifting me the smallest bit so the skirt whispers up and I make a helpless sound I cannot swallow. He takes it into his mouth with a kiss that feels like an answer to a prayer I didn’t know how to say aloud. His hands slip under the hem, finding the edge of my powder-pink bow like he’s touching a signature on a document that matters.

“Look at you.” He murmurs against my mouth, one palm anchoring my hip, the other steady on the small of my back. “So pretty. All dressed up for me.”

“For you.” I breathe, and it’s like striking a match in a dark room.

We kiss like we are trying to erase the last few weeks and etch them into skin at the same time. His thumbs smooth the shine from my swollen lower lip; his mouth keeps returning to the quick flutter at my throat, claiming that pulse with soft bites and reverent kisses like he’s entitled to it. My hands map his shoulders and chest through the soft jumper, greedy for breadth and heat. Each time I go liquid, he presses closer. Each time he growls, I melt further, pliant as prayer.

“Daddy.” I whisper into his mouth, testing the shape of it. It lands between us like sugar and gasoline.

He pauses only long enough for his eyes to go dark. Then he kisses me like the word belongs here.

“Good girl.” He says, low, dangerous with care. “Daddy’s girl.”

My knees actually shake. Heat blooms low and wide. I understand something about this body I did not know a minute ago. I’m meant to be held and named like this. I start to sink, but he catches me by the elbow with a soft sound that might be a warning or a promise.

“Not there.” He murmurs, voice rough silk. He steps back a half pace, guiding me with his hands, one at my elbow, one at my waist, away from the wall, a single step inward, toward the open space before the sofa.

“Here.” It’s not rough, it’s placement, the gentlest claiming. “Kneel for me here.”

The air leaves my lungs in a little hitch that feels like reverence. I kneel because I have to, because every muscle knows the choreography already, because this is exactly where I belong. The rug kisses my knees. The warmth of the room becomes a hum across my skin. I look up at him through my lashes, ribbon a bit crooked, gloss a little ruined, breath shaking with how badly I want.

My hands go to his belt with clumsy reverence and then stop. I lift my chin, ask with my eyes, then with my voice, small but certain.

“May I?”

His jaw tightens. Two fingers slide under my chin, lifting. He reads my face like scripture, the need, the choice, the steadiness under the tremble. Permission lands in his eyes before the word does.

“Yes.” he says, heat pared to a single syllable. “Be a good girl for Daddy.”

A soft, humiliatingly happy sound slips out of me. I ease the buckle free, metal murmurs, the zip drops. The heat and hardness of his cock pressed against my palm through cotton and my breath stutters. He is heavy and thick. I stroke once, thumb touching my lower lip to wet it, and his hand flexes in my hair like a signal my body is already fluent in.

I fumble with his underwear and ease his cock out. It is warm in my hand, massive, beautiful. Daddy’s cock. I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything before.

“Open.” He tells me, voice settling into that measured cadence that goes straight down my spine. “That’s it. Good girl.”

I stroke his length and do as he says. I part my lips.
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I kiss the head first, soft and reverent, because I want this to be devotion, not a trick. His hips twitch, wanting to thrust. I open for him, slow, lips stretching around the first thick slide, tongue flattening to cradle him as I take more… more.

The taste hits, salt, skin, him, and my eyes flutter, a vertigo made of want and relief.

“Oh, sweetheart.” He groans, one hand braced on the sofa back, the other threading into my hair, careful and claiming at once. “That’s it. That’s my pretty girl.”

The praise detonates. It doesn’t just turn me on. It rewires me. I take more immediately, cheeks hollowing, saliva slicking my lips as I work my mouth onto his length. I find a pace, eager, messy, needy, and his breath goes ragged. He tests the rhythm with his hips, holds, then can’t help pressing a little deeper.

I cough lightly around him, a quick gag that makes my eyes water and my own need climb, I breathe through my nose, steady, and try again. Deeper. The wet sound is obscene and perfect. I’m shaking because this feels like home.

He looks down at me, wrecked, tender. His thumb brushes the tear sitting pretty on my lower lashes.

“Look at you.” He rasps. “So pretty with your mouth full of my cock. Such a good girl for Daddy.”

I moan around him, the vibration drags a curse from his chest. When I need breath I work him with my fist, slick with my spit, sure, wanking his pulsing thickness, and then I swallow him again, wetter each time. Drool strings from the corner of my mouth, he catches it with his thumb and smears it away with a soft, possessive hum that lights my scalp under his fingers.

I clutch at his thigh for leverage, fingers denting denim. He guides me with the lightest pressure at my nape, never forcing, always teaching where he wants me.

“Just like that.” He says, voice a metronome of want. “Open. Good girl. That’s Daddy’s girl. Breathe for me. There you go.”

Every “good girl” drops down my nerves like a key turning in locks I didn’t know I had. It doesn’t feel like praise, it feels like someone opening doors inside me. I relax further, chase that exquisite seam where gag meets willingness, where tears make the world luminous. The ache at the corners of my mouth becomes pleasure when his voice pours over it.

“Mine.” He whispers, voice a little wrecked, palm stroking my neck, reminding me I’m held. “My pretty princess. Made for this.”

I whine, shameless and soft, and take his cock deeper. The back of my tongue meets heat, I breathe, I yield, and the shudder that moves through him is so total I feel it under my hands on his hips. He stutters, checks himself, control snapping back with effort, and holds me right there, close to his body, owning me with gentleness.

“That’s enough.” He grits, even now tender. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

Please, I think. Please let me be good for you. I slide back only to sink again, finding the slick, perfect groove where I can give everything without breaking. The room contracts to breath and rhythm and the thick, wet sounds of cock worship. I feel his pulse in my mouth, under my palms against the small of his back, and in every bead of language he drops onto me.

“Good girl.”

“Daddy’s so proud of you.”

“Look at you. Mine… all mine.”

His hand leaves my hair for a second to cup my cheek, thumb stroking the damp skin with something close to awe. I chase his touch with my face even as I keep working my hot, wet, tight mouth up and down his throbbing cock, greedy for everything he gives. He returns to my hair, thread-firm, present, guiding, and the guidance is the entire point. My body goes softer every time he leads, offers more every time he names me.

“Eyes.” He murmurs. “Let me see you.”

I tip my face up while still taking him deep, the head pressing into the tightness of my throat, tears glittering at my lashes, spit shining on my lips. The moment our eyes meet, his breath fractures.

The look on his face does something feral to me, shock and reverence and hunger, all braided together with the kind of care that makes me want to cry. I do cry a little, because the praise has turned into a collar and I have never felt so safe wearing anything.

“Perfect.” He says softly, and then, rougher, “Just like that. Fuck… my pretty girl. My princess.”

He bumps the head of his cock at the back of my throat again. I gag, tears spill, and I hold there, breathing through it because I want to be exactly where he is. He groans, deep, like it hurts him to watch me be this good.

“Enough...” He starts.

I shake my head minutely, and he breaks into a laugh that’s not a laugh, more like surrender.

“God, okay. Okay. Who knew you were such a greedy girl?”

He loses some finesse. His hips start to move, shallow at first, then deeper, then checking himself, then losing the check because my obedience just keeps getting softer and sweeter and more.

The room fills with the slick, indecent music of us. My jaw aches in a way that feels like pride. My hands slide lower, around him, to hold his ass and urge him to take what I’m giving, and a noise falls out of him that I want to keep in a jar.

“Angel...” He says, my old name, the private one, dragged up from somewhere he keeps locked, and the sound of it shreds me.

I moan around him, a broken little yes, and his hand tightens in my hair, never pain, just the firm weight of him, while the other rubs behind my ear where I’m newly sensitive, soothing and claiming at once. I felt his cock swell, getting harder, fatter, pulsing with urgency.

“I’m…” He manages, already shaking with the effort to stay careful. “Sweetheart, if you keep…”

I don’t stop. He swallows, breath stuttering.

“Are you...?”

I hum yes around him, nodding. It’s consent and devotion and please all in one.

That’s the thread that snaps. He groans, low, ruined, everything going taut. His hips bow and then he’s cumming, hard, spilling into me, hot and helpless, his whole body folding toward my mouth as if I’m where he finishes because I’m where he belongs.

I hold him through it, swallowing obediently, greedily, tears sliding down into the corners of my mouth when I choke once and recover, devotion, not distress, taking all of him because it is the most right I have ever felt. He says good girl again, but it’s not words now, it’s benediction, a warm palm pressed over my heart from the inside.

I swallow over and over, the thick, hot, indecent taste of him making my cock pulse in my panties. I’m hard and I hadn’t even realised. I was too obsessed with Daddy.

I milk him, taking everything he has to offer, not wasting a drop, letting him pour his lust and need down my throat, and then the silence afterwards, thick and golden. His hand gentles instantly, sweeping my hair back from my damp face, thumb stroking my temple until I remember how to breathe like a person and not a prayer.

I let him slip from my mouth at last and lean my cheek against his lower belly, smiling like an idiot, breath hiccupping, floating. A thin thread of spit glistens between my lip and his skin. He wipes it with two fingers, rough hands impossibly tender, and then he folds down. Big body bending until we are eye level, the sofa back at his spine, his knees bracketing mine.

My belly is warm and full of him. I feel the taste of his cum at the back of my throat, on my tongue, on my lips. His princess.

“Come here.” He says, hoarse, and I go, climb into his lap, into his arms, into the warm smell of after, soap, sweat, cedar, him.

He kisses the corner of my ruined mouth, soft, then the damp crescent at my lashes, then the hollow under my ear that makes a shiver play down my spine like a string.

“You were… perfect.” He says, voice wrecked. “So good for me. My good girl.”

The words settle over everything inside me like a blanket. The instinctive I’m his that lit up on the floor stretches out into something steadier, sturdier. I belong here. With him. To him.

We list sideways onto the sofa and resolve into a careful tangle. He sits back, legs open and I curl across him, knees tucked, head on his chest. He tugs the throw over my bare knees without thinking, and my throat gets tight with a feeling I can’t call anything but love. His hand roams my back in slow, soothing paths. His other keeps petting my hair, checking the ribbon like he needs to know it survived as much as I do.

“Alright?” He asks after a long hum of quiet, caretaker threading back through Daddy like it was never separate.

“Happy.” I say, dizzy and honest.

“So happy.” I blush and add... “Thank you.”

He smiles into my hair.

“No. Thank you for coming to me. For trusting me.”

He cups my cheek and kisses me, slow, not hunger now but promise, tasting of what we did and everything we haven’t. I hold his wrist to keep it there, like I can keep the moment from floating away.

Time turns syrupy. The house breathes. Somewhere a pipe ticks. His heart thuds slow and animal under my ear. I let mine sync to it, like my body remembering it belongs in this hold. I drift in it, fizzing and calm at once. I laugh once, helpless, at nothing and everything. He exhales like a man who’s found the thing he didn’t dare ask for.

Eventually, the clock remembers itself. He grimaces, genuine sorrow.

“It’s late.” He murmurs. “I should walk you to the lane.”

I burrow for one last minute and he lets me. Then he coaxes me upright, smoothing my skirt, fixing my ribbon with an absurd, loving seriousness that makes heat creep back into my cheeks. He tucks himself away with a quiet exhale, helps me up, steady palms, careful, and doesn’t let go of my hand until the door.

The ritual feels holy now. He holds my coat, I slide my arms in, he smooths the collar, thumb under my jaw for a quick, tender stroke that makes my eyes go soft.

“So pretty.” He whispers, like awe keeps leaking out of him.

“Daddy.” I say at the threshold, because the word blesses me when I say it.

He kisses me again, less hunger, more claim, and pulls back with eyes warm enough to live in.

“Text me when you’re home.”

“I will.”

The night reaches in to touch the sweat cooling on my skin and makes me shiver. I lean up on my toes to kiss his jaw, impulsive, honest.

“I liked being good for you.”

He closes his eyes like it hurts and heals him at the same time.

“You were such a good girl.” He says.

I step into the dark with knees a little weak and a ridiculous grin. The lane smells like leaves and distance. Behind me, the house keeps a new secret.

My phone buzzes before I reach the corner.

Good girl.

I laugh, quiet, astonished, ribbon bobbing in the dark, mouth still sweet, the praise tucked under my heart like a hand.


Five

I wake up with his voice still in my mouth.

For a few seconds, I don’t remember why I feel so light. The ceiling is the same, the blue bedspread is the same, the stupid band posters have not magically become tasteful overnight. But my body… my body feels like it’s full of something new and warm and humming. I roll onto my side and the skirt I’d shoved under my pillow rustles. Memory arrives in a rush.

His hands.

His mouth.

Kneeling.

Good girl.

Heat blooms across my face and I bury it in the pillow, half-laughing, half-crying. I can still feel the faint ache in my jaw and the ghost of his fingers at the back of my neck. It doesn’t feel used, it feels… worn like a favourite hoodie.

I fish my phone off the bedside table. The last message from last night glows up at me:

Good girl.

I hug the phone to my chest for a pathetic, blissful moment, then unlock it again like I might have imagined it. I scroll back through the thread… Good girl. My thumb hovers over the keyboard. I want to send a photo, a heart, Daddy, something that anchors this as a real thing and not a one-night glitter spill.

Instead, I type.

Morning xx

And I stare at it, delete the kisses, add a smiley, delete the smiley, then send just…

Morning.

I lie there, waiting for dots to appear. Nothing. Of course. It’s early, he has Ryan, has work. The whole point of grown-ups is that they have lives bigger than your texts.

Still, when I dress, I’m careful. Soft jeans, one of my floatier shirts, the tiniest bit of concealer under my eyes. I brush my hair until it shines and leave it loose, because he likes it loose. There’s no reason for him to see me today, we hadn’t planned on me coming over, but every thought I have loops back to the orchard, the kitchen, the way he’d said You’re my good girl like he was telling himself as much as me.

I find my mother in the kitchen when I go down, humming tunelessly over the kettle.

You’re chirpy.” She says, amused.

“Just slept well.” I lie.

I did sleep, but only eventually, after replaying everything fifty-seven times and whispering hi Daddy into the dark like a lunatic.

My father asks some questions about job applications. My answers feel distant, fuzzy around the edges. My real job is a house on a bend with a man who texted me good girl at midnight.

By midday, I’m a knot of bright nerves. No reply yet. I check for signal. I check Wi-Fi. I check my soul. All intact, apparently.

“You okay?” Mum asks when she catches me staring out the window with my phone in my hand for the seventh time.

“Yeah.” I say. “Just… bored.”

I’m halfway through imagining walking over under some fake pretext, like, oh, hey, I just happened to be passing, do you need anything, also remember last night when I had your cock in my mouth, how’s your day going, when my phone vibrates.

His name on the screen makes my stomach flip. I open the message and feel my whole body drop half a storey.

Hey. Can we talk later? I’m really sorry. Last night… I think I made a mistake.

For a moment I don’t understand the sentence. The words are right there, and none of them make sense where they are.

A mistake.

I read it again. And again. I think I made a mistake.

It’s like someone reached into my chest and twisted. The warm humming that’s been filling me since last night freezes, then drains away, leaving something thin and cold behind.

My first thought is stupid and small… I spelt something wrong. I said something wrong. I did it wrong.

Then the bigger thought comes, the one with teeth.

I am the mistake.

He’s at work, I tell myself. He’s tired. He’s older, he’s thinking about ethics, optics, consequences, words that don’t fit in my mouth when my heart is breaking.

My thumbs hover over the keyboard.

What mistake?

No, that seems too brittle.

Are you okay?

That feels pathetic. I type, delete, type again. Finally, the only thing that comes out is… What do you mean?

The three dots appear. Disappear. Appear. I watch them like a heart monitor.

I shouldn’t have let it happen. That’s on me, not you. I crossed a line. I’m so sorry, Aaron.

My chest sours. I shouldn’t have let it happen. Like I’m weather. Like I’m gravity. Like I’m something he should have resisted.

My brain starts cataloguing all the lines I crossed, not him. Me turning up dressed like a sin, coat hiding the little princess I’d made of myself. Me saying hi Daddy in his hallway. Me kneeling. May I? Me swallowing it down like sacrament.

But he’s framing it as his fault, his lapse, his shame. A mistake.

If the man you built your new self around calls that self a mistake, what does that leave you with?

I realise my hands are shaking only when I have to put the phone down because the screen is blurring. Mum says something about popping to the shops. I nod without hearing. The door closes. The house goes quiet in a way that makes my skin hurt.

The phone buzzes again.

I’ll transfer you for the next month’s hours. You don’t need to come in. It’s not fair on you to keep things… complicated. You should be working somewhere you don’t have to deal with my mess.

For a full ten seconds, my brain refuses to process You don’t need to come in. I read that line over and over until the words separate.

He’s firing me.

He’s paying me off like a problem.

I laugh once, a horrible, strangled sound that doesn’t feel like it comes from my throat. My eyes sting. The room tilts slightly.

So I’m a mistake and a problem? Nice.

Delete.

Please don’t do this over text.

Delete.

Can we talk in person?

Pause. Send.

This time, the reply is quick.

I don’t think that’s a good idea.

Something in me snaps. The soft, careful part that tries not to inconvenience anyone sits down and lets a smaller, angrier, more honest voice stand up.

I think it’s a necessary idea.

Dots.

Dots.

Dots.

I’ll be home after five. Ryan’s at my mum’s tonight. If you want to come by, you can. But you don’t have to. I don’t want you to feel obliged.

Obliged. The word is acid. I chose him. I dressed up and bowed and bared everything and he thinks any of that was obligation?

I don’t reply. If I type anything now it will either be an essay or a howl. Neither seems like the right first move.
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The hours between that message and five o’clock are the longest of my life. I pace my tiny room like an animal in a too-small enclosure. I lie down, sit up, stand, sit again. I take the skirt out from under my pillow, touch it with fingers that can’t decide whether they’re allowed to be gentle. I look at the ribbon and feel sick with tenderness and fury in equal measure.

At four-thirty, Mum pokes her head round my door.

“I’m heading to your aunt’s.” she says. “You okay?”

I nod without trusting my voice.

“If you want to talk…?”

“I’m fine.” I manage. “Just… thinking about jobs.”

She gives me that soft, worried look that makes me want to both cry and punch a wall, then leaves me to my “thinking.”

At ten to five, I put on my shoes. I don’t dress up this time. No skirt, no ribbon, no make-up. Jeans, hoodie, the coat. If he’s going to call me a mistake, he can do it to the version of me that doesn’t have bows.

The walk to the bend feels like trudging into a storm. The air is heavy, sky low and grey, everything damp and waiting. My feet know the way too well and my body wants to fall back into the rhythm of going there for us, for warmth, for tea and dinosaurs and good girl. Now I’m walking toward a man who has already decided he shouldn’t have touched me.

The house looks exactly the same as it did the night I knocked in my coat and my cutest underwear. White walls, sagging gutter, plastic dinosaur in the flowerbed, oblivious. The square of light in the front room. The door that has opened like an invitation a dozen times.

My hand hovers over the wood. I almost turn back. If I don’t knock, I can keep the version of Daniel who said you’re my good girl intact, untarnished by whatever he has to say now.

Then I think… No more hiding.

I’m done hiding. If I let him rewrite last night without me present, I’m letting him rewrite me, and I’m going to let anyone do that to me. Not any more.

I knock.

The pause is shorter than it feels. Footsteps. The latch. He opens the door and my heart tries to break right out of my ribs because he looks… wrecked. Not the easy domestic Daddy in a jumper and bare feet from last night. He’s in a T-shirt and joggers, hair a mess like he’s been raking his hands through it for hours, dark smudges under his eyes.

“Aaron...” He says, and my name sounds like something heavy in his mouth.

He steps back automatically.

“Come in.”

I step over the threshold and Daniel leads me in. The house smells the same, toast and soap and faint apples, but the air is wrong. Tighter. Emptier without Ryan’s clutter. The toys are tidied away. The blanket on the sofa is folded too neatly. Someone has tried to make the mess go away.

We stand in the living room like strangers in a museum of my favourite memories. The sofa where we curled up last night might as well be a crime scene.

He gestures.

“Do you want… to sit?”

“Not really.” I say.

My voice comes out smaller than I wanted, but at least it comes out.

“I’d like you to explain what you meant by mistake.”

He flinches like I’ve hit him. Good, a petty part of me thinks. Good.

He drags a hand over his face.

“I shouldn’t have texted that word. I’m sorry.”

“But you thought it.” I say, heat rising up my neck. “You still think it.”

He looks at me then, properly, and I hate that even now I can see how much he cares. It would be simpler if his eyes were cold. They’re not. They’re full of something like grief.

“I think…” He says slowly. “that I crossed a line I had no right to cross. I’m older. I’m your employer. I’m Ryan’s father and you’re his babysitter and I…”

He breaks off, jaw tensing.

“You came to me dressed like that, and I wanted you so badly I let myself be… selfish. That’s what I mean. That’s the mistake. Mine, not yours.”

“You keep saying mine, not yours.” I say, throat tight. “But then you fire me and pay me off over text like I did something wrong just by existing near you.”

His mouth twists.

“I didn’t mean it like that. I wanted to make sure you weren’t out of pocket while we… while I figure this out. I thought giving you space…”

“By cutting me off?”

“By not putting you in a position where you felt pressured to come here after what happened.”

I laugh. It comes out sharp and wet.

“I walked here in a skirt and a bow and called you Daddy in your hallway. You think pressure was running this show?”

“I’m the adult.” He says, too quickly, then winces at his own words. “I mean… I’m the older one. I’m the one with the house and the child and the position. It doesn’t matter how much you wanted it. It was my job to be better.”

“And now you’re being better by pretending it didn’t happen?”

He looks away. His profile is tired, the line of his throat working.

“I’m not pretending it didn’t happen. I couldn’t, even if I tried. I’m trying not to turn it into something that hurts you.”

“It already hurts.” I say, voice cracking. “You know that, right?”

His shoulders hunch, like pain given shape.

“I like you.” He says, the words dragged out of him. “So much more than I should. And last night was…”

He swallows.

“It was beautiful. And that’s exactly why I’m terrified. Because if I let myself have that, I don’t trust myself to stop when I should. I don’t trust myself not to build a whole world out of you and…” He cuts himself off with a rough exhale. “You deserve to build your life without an exhausted single dad hanging his whole heart on you.”

Something in me twists.

“So your solution is to… expel me from the world we already built? From Ryan? From this house? From the only place I’ve felt like I fit since I came home?”

He closes his eyes briefly.

“I’m trying not to be a monster, Aaron.”

“You’re not a monster.” I say, too loud.

My hands are shaking and so I hide them in the sleeves of my hoodie.

“Monsters don’t stop to ask ‘Are you safe?’. They don’t say tell me if you need me to stop. They don’t tuck blankets over knees.”

His eyes flash, pained.

“They also don’t lust after the boy they’re paying to look after their child.”

I flush, shame and anger tangling.

“You think I was some poor, confused kid you led astray? Daniel, I saw your laptop. I knew exactly what you wanted before I knocked on your door. I dressed like that because I wanted you to want me. I wanted to be your princess. Your good girl. That wasn’t you taking something… I brought it to you with both hands. It was me offering you something. It was me offering you my truth, my want.”

His breath leaves him in a slow, ragged thread.

“And that’s what scares me.” He says quietly. “You’re so… willing. So ready to give. And I am so tired and lonely and I want you so much that I’m terrified of taking more from you than I can ever give back. I keep thinking, ten years from now, will you look back and see this as the moment some older man… bent you into a shape he liked?”

“I’ve been this shape my whole life.” I whisper. “You just saw it. You made room for it. That’s not bending. That’s… letting me exist.”

Silence. The kind that hums.

He presses his fingers to his brow, like his head hurts.

“Maybe...” He says. “Maybe you’re right. But it doesn’t change that I’m scared. Of how much I want you. Of what people would say. Of what happens if this goes wrong and you lose me and Ryan?” His voice cracks on his son’s name. “He loves you. I can’t risk blowing his life apart because I couldn’t keep it in my pants.”

There it is again, that awful word… risk. Like I’m a fire near his curtains.

I swallow hard. My eyes blur but I force myself to look at him.

“If you don’t want me…” I say, and my voice shakes but doesn’t break.

“If you’re not attracted to me, if last night was just loneliness or, you know, Daddy porn leaks into real life and now you’re horrified, then… fine. Tell me that. I’ll hate it, but I’ll live. But don’t call me a mistake just because you’re scared.”

He looks up fast, as if I’ve slapped him.

“I am not not attracted to you.” He says, and there’s something almost angry in how quickly it comes. “That’s the problem. I can’t stop thinking about you. I couldn’t sleep. I keep… replaying it.”

Colour rises in his cheeks.

“The way you looked at me. That ribbon.” His throat works. “If this were just about attraction, I’d… God, I’d have you here every day. It’s not that I don’t want you. It’s that I don’t know how to want you without… endangering you. Or me. Or him.”

The ache in my chest shifts shape. It’s still hurt, but it’s not rejection. It’s… fear. Stupid, noble, infuriating fear.

“So what?” I say, softer. “You cut me off ‘for my own good’? For Ryan’s?”

He sags onto the edge of the sofa like his legs can’t hold him anymore.

“That was the plan.” He admits. “I thought if I made a clean break you’d… be angry, but you’d move on. Find people your own age. Find someone who isn’t a walking complication.”

I stay standing, because if I sit I might sag too. The room feels weirdly tilted, like we’re on opposite sides of the same question.

“Newsflash.” I say. My voice is thin but I try for wry. “You already blew up my ‘people my own age’ plan. They don’t call me good girl like you do.”

His mouth quirks, pain and affection tangled.

“That’s exactly the problem.”

We look at each other across the little stretch of rug where I’d been on my knees last night. The space feels haunted by my own devotion.

I take a breath that burns on the way in.

“I can’t make you do anything.” I say. “If you’ve decided you’d rather live with the regret of not touching me than the risk of loving me, I can’t… argue you out of that.”

My eyes sting.

“But I needed to hear you say it to my face. I needed to know if I was a mistake, or just something you’re too scared to keep.”

He flinches again, shoulders curling like he’s shielding himself from his own choices.

“You are not a mistake.” he says, voice rough. “You have never been a mistake. You are…”

He stops, swallows hard, looks away.

“You’re the best thing that has happened to this house in a long time. That doesn’t mean I’m good for you.”

The words land inside me like glass. The part of me that’s still glowing from good girl clings on, but it’s flickering.

My voice comes out very small.

“So what happens now?”

He looks up at me, and for the first time I see him clearly terrified.

“I don’t know.” He says. “I thought I did. I thought I was doing the right thing by pushing you away.”

His mouth twists.

“You being here makes it a lot harder to believe in that plan.”

“Good.” I say, and my laugh this time is shaky but real. “Maybe it was a bad plan.”

He huffs something that might be a broken laugh. Then he presses his palms to his knees, knuckles white, like a man bracing himself to step off something high.

“Maybe…” He murmurs, almost to himself. “I’m just scared.”

“Of what?” I ask.

He looks up sharply, eyes raw.

“Of how much I want you. Of what it means. Of what happens when the world finds out. Of losing you if I get it wrong.”

“Then don’t get it wrong.” I say.

My voice isn’t steady, but it’s true.

“Don’t make this the mistake because you’re scared of the next one.”

He opens his mouth, shuts it again, runs a hand through his hair.

“Aaron…”

“Do you think I’m not scared too?” The words burst out, hot and trembling. “I am terrified. I don’t know what happens next either. But we already crossed the line. We’re already in it. You can either keep calling it wrong and you can live with the regret of what might have been for the rest of your life or you can stand here and make it right.”

He stares at me like I’ve just said the thing he’s been trying not to believe. His jaw works, breath unsteady. For a second, I think he’ll turn away, that he’ll retreat into reason again, but then something in his expression breaks, and what’s left is just a man, bare and desperate and done pretending.

He stands. So do I. The space between us hums like a live wire.

“This will hurt.” He says, voice low. “It’ll be messy. Complicated.”

“I know.”

“I’m not going to be easy.”

“I’m not asking for easy.” I say. “I’m asking for real.”

Something in that word must hit, because he exhales like he’s been punched. Then he takes the step that erases the space between us. His hand finds my face, trembling. His forehead presses to mine.

“Christ.” He whispers. “You make me brave.”

“Good.” I breathe. “Then be brave.”

The pause that follows is long enough to taste. His heartbeat thunders against mine. His thumb strokes my cheekbone like he’s memorising it before the world ends. Then, with a sound halfway between surrender and decision, he kisses me.

It isn’t hungry like before. It’s terrified, and grateful, and fierce. It tastes like yes. I clutch at his shirt, at the warm, solid fact of him, and feel him shake against me, not with restraint this time, but with relief.

When he pulls back, his eyes are bright and wet.

“Alright.” He says, almost laughing through the wreckage of it. “We’ll figure it out. Carefully. But I’m done pretending I don’t want this.”

I nod, tears slipping free before I can stop them.

“Good.” I whisper. “Because I don’t want to stop.”

He looks at me, a fire in his eyes, restrained, cautious. I smile and, without thinking, wiggle my hips.

“I said I don’t want to stop.” I say.

He’s quiet for a moment.

“Don’t stop Daddy.” I said, my voice soft, eager, hungry for him. “Your princess wants you.”

And then, gloriously, his resolve crumbles.


Six

The kiss doesn’t end so much as change temperature.

One second it’s shock and relief and thank God we’re not lying anymore, and then it drops into something deeper, slower, rougher, like we’ve both realised at the same time that there’s nothing left to hold back for.

His hands are on my face, then in my hair, then at my waist like he can’t decide which part of me he needs most. I clench the front of his T-shirt like I’m afraid he’ll vanish if I let go. The house shrinks around us, no kitchen, no hallway, just breath and heat and the soft, wet sound of mouths learning a new language.

He breaks away once, only far enough that his lips brush mine when he speaks.

“We’re really doing this.” He whispers, half terrified, half laughing.

His forehead rests against mine like he needs the contact to stand up.

“We already did.” I murmur, dizzy. “This is just… admitting it.”

His chest shudders under my hands. I know he can feel my heart smashing around too. We’re both shaking, but neither of us lets go.

“I don’t know how to be careful with something I want this much.” He says quietly.

“Then don’t be careful.” I say, the words shocking me even as they leave my mouth. “Be… kind. There’s a difference.”

His eyes darken at that. His fingers tighten on my waist. It feels like I’ve stepped onto a bridge that might hover or hold, and his grip is the only proof that gravity still works.

“I don’t think you understand how dangerous it is when you say things like that.” He murmurs.

I lick my lips, his gaze follows the movement. For once, I don’t look away. The fear is still there, cold in my stomach, but over it, a layer of warmth that feels like decision.

“I do.” I say. “I know exactly what I’m saying.”

I take a breath that burns on the way in.

“I still want to be your princess.”

His jaw flexes. His fingers twitch, like he’s resisting the urge to pull me closer and failing.

“Aaron…”

“I meant it.” I push on, because if I stop now I’ll never start again. “When I came here dressed up. When I knelt for you. When I called you Daddy. That wasn’t… a one-time performance. That’s me.”

My throat tightens, but I keep going.

“I don’t just want you to touch me. I want to be yours. To have you… hold that part of me. Name it. Take charge because it’s you. Because I trust you. I want to be your good girl.”

The words good girl hang between us, bright and terrifying. I can hear the rain start at the window, soft at first, then steadier, like the world is leaning in to listen.

He stares at me, breathing hard, like he’s trying to decide whether I’m real. His hand lifts, thumb brushing my lower lip, the lightest touch.

“You know what you’re asking for.” He says, not a question, but checking.

I nod. My voice comes out smaller but no less true.

“I’m asking you to be my Daddy. Not just… in your browser. Not just for one night. I’m asking you to let me be your girl. Even when it’s scary. Especially then.”

His eyes squeeze shut like the honesty hurts. When he opens them again, something has shifted. The fear’s still there, but it’s standing next to something larger and older.

“Then come here. Come to Daddy.” He says, and his voice has dropped, a darker warmth in it, more command than request.

My whole body answers before my brain does. I step into him, chest to chest, his hand sliding to the back of my neck, not rough, but owning.

“Aaron...” He says.

My name, but deeper.

“If I say yes to this, I’m not going to be able to half-do it. I won’t be able to switch it off again when it’s inconvenient. I won’t be able to pretend you’re just the babysitter.”

I swallow. My hands flatten on his ribs, feeling the breath there, the closeness.

“Good.” I whisper. “I don’t want you to pretend anything about me ever again.”

He gives a short, broken laugh. His thumb strokes the side of my neck, my knees go a little strange.

“You realise if I’m Daddy…” He says. “… It means I’m going to take responsibility for this. For you. It means I’ll expect you to listen. To trust me when I say no, as much as when I say yes.”

“Yes.” I say, without hesitation this time.

The certainty startles us both.

“I want that.”

His gaze rakes my face like he’s searching for doubt.

“You’re sure? No scripts, no porn words because you think that’s what I want to hear. Just you. Are you sure you want me like that?”

My heart is a hammer in my ears. I lift my chin, feel my own blush, and let it be there.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything. I’m your princess.”

The word feels huge in my mouth. I give it to him anyway.

“And I want you to be my Daddy.”

Silence. For a second, I wonder if I’ve said too much, if I’ve pressed too hard on a bruise that won’t bear it. Then I physically feel it happen, something in him gives way. Like a dam cracking, but the water has always been warm.

His fingers tighten on the back of my neck, not enough to hurt, just enough that my whole body pays attention. His posture shifts, almost imperceptibly. Suddenly he’s not just Daniel-who-is-tired-and-afraid, he’s something steadier, older, the man whose whispered good girl rearranged my bones.

“Okay.” He says, and the word is different now.

It’s not uncertainty, it’s acceptance.

“Okay, princess.”

The name hits me so hard I sway. He catches me easily, the slightest smugness touching the corner of his mouth when he feels my reaction. His thumb traces the edge of my jaw.

“My girl.” He adds, testing it, claiming it, and I feel myself melt into the shape of it.

Heat rushes up from my chest to my face. All the fear that’s been clutching at my ribs doesn’t disappear, but it… changes. It has company now. Courage sits beside it, legs dangling over the same drop.

“You’re shaking.” he murmurs.

“So are you.” I manage.

He huffs, conceding.

“Fair.”

For a moment, he just looks at me, like he’s committing every angle to memory. Then…

“One more time.” he says, serious. “Last chance. If you tell me now you’re not sure, I will make us tea and we will talk about anything else. I will still be here. Nothing has to happen.”

He means it, I can feel it in the way his hand gentles on my neck, the way his gaze steadies. This is the exit. The safe path. The kind of out good men give you before you jump.

“I’m sure.” I say.

The fear is still in my chest, but the words come from somewhere below it, deeper and quieter.

“I want this. I want you. You taking charge doesn’t scare me. You leaving me does.”

Something fierce and wounded and unbearably tender flashes across his face.

“Oh, princess…” He says under his breath. “Okay. Okay.”

And just like that, Daddy steps forward.

It’s not a different person. It’s him, all the care he’s always had turned up and focused, his gentleness wrapped around a spine of steel. His hand at my neck firms, his other hand finds my hip and pulls me in until there’s no space left at all. The kiss he gives me this time isn’t careful or exploratory…

It’s claiming. Not taking without asking, taking because I asked.

I gasp into it and he swallows the sound, guiding my mouth with his like he’s remembering that my body listens as much to his voice as his words. My fingers curl in his shirt, then relax when his thumb strokes slow behind my ear. He knows exactly where my new softness lives now. He uses it carefully, coaxing me open.

“Good girl.” He murmurs against my lips when I follow his lead without thinking.

The praise goes through me like electricity. All the tiny worries flicker and go quiet.

“I love it when you say that.” I breathe.

“I know.” He says, and there’s a hint of dark warmth in it that makes my stomach swoop. “You go all soft and honest for me.”

“I’m always honest with you.” I protest a little, but it’s weak and we both know it.

There are things I could never say until he called me his.

“Now you are.” He corrects gently.

His hand slips up under the hem of my hoodie, fingers warm on my spine. I arch instinctively. He hums, pleased.

“See? My good girl. My princess.”

My knees actually threaten to go. He feels it, laughs softly into my mouth, and then just picks his moment: hands lower, solid under my thighs, and before my brain catches up he’s lifted me, my legs wrapping around his hips like they’ve been waiting to do that since the first cup of tea.

I cling to him with a startled sound; he holds me as if I weigh nothing, as if he were built for exactly this.

“I’ve got you.” He says, low, and that does something obscene and holy to my insides.

The living room looks different from up here. Smaller. Farther away. The hallway beyond him leads toward the stairs like an invitation that’s been there all along.

He looks at me, a question in his eyes even now.

“Bedroom?” He asks, voice roughened. “Or do you want to stay here?”

The fact that he asks, still, makes my heart ache. I press my forehead to his and breathe him in, his sweat, his soap, the faint ghost of his cologne in his T-shirt.

“Bedroom.” I whisper. “If you want me there.”

He makes a sound that is almost a growl, almost a prayer. “

Oh, princess.” He says. “You have no idea how much I want you there.”

He shifts his grip on me, one arm secure under my thighs, the other steady at my back, and starts toward the stairs. Each step is careful, deliberate. I could probably walk, but something in me thrills at the fact that he’s carrying me, physically bringing me deeper into his life, into the spaces that are only his.
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We pass the hooks by the door where my coat usually hangs. The little dinosaur abandoned on the side table. The framed photos on the wall, Ryan covered in cake, a younger Daniel laughing at something out of shot, his parents maybe, a life before me. My stomach flips when I realise I’m being carried past all that, not out of it.

“Daniel?” I say softly, as he takes the first step.

“Mm?”

“I… I want your room to know me.”

He huffs a breath that might be a laugh if it wasn’t so unsteady.

“That is the most you thing you could possibly say.”

Heat rushes to my face.

“Shut up.” I mumble into his shoulder.

He presses a kiss to my temple as he climbs.

“Never.” he says. “You give me your words, I’m keeping all of them.”

The stairs creak under us. I feel every rise like a drumbeat in my chest. With each step, my nerves and my excitement tangle tighter, but the arms around me are steady, and that steadiness is what I’ve thrown my whole stupid heart at.

At the top of the stairs, he pauses. The hallway is dim, just a soft wash of light from a small lamp. Doors on either side, bathroom, Ryan’s room with its stickered door, another one closed.

He shifts me in his arms so he can nudge that last door open with his shoulder.

For a second, we both just stand there on the threshold, looking in.

It’s not some hyper-masculine cave, like my anxiety half expected. It’s… Daniel. Worn duvet in a soft colour, rumpled. A stack of books on the bedside table, some face down with pages splayed like they fell asleep mid-story. A mug ring on the nightstand where he forgot a coaster. A hoodie draped over the back of a chair. A lamp with a warm shade that makes the whole room glow honey-soft. It smells like him in a way the rest of the house only hints at.

Something in my ribcage loosens. This isn’t the lair of a monster or a fantasy set. It’s where he puts his tiredness down. Where he dreams. Where he will, if he lets me, fold me against him when the world is too much.

He feels me breathe out.

“You okay?” he murmurs.

“Yeah.” I say, and my voice surprises me by sounding calm. “It’s… cosy.”

“Cosy…” He repeats, amused. “That’s one word for it.”

He carries me over the threshold.

It’s such a silly, old-fashioned gesture that I nearly laugh, but the weight of it hits underneath the humour. The part of me that lives on stories notices: this is the moment in all the tales where everything changes.

He lowers me carefully onto the edge of the bed, like I’m something both fragile and too precious to drop. I sit there, knees between his, hands fisted in the duvet because I don’t know what to do with them now he’s not holding me. The mattress dips under his weight as he steps closer.

For a heartbeat, he just stands in front of me, looking down, thumbs hooked loosely in his pockets like he’s trying to contain his own hands.

“This is the last time I’m asking.” He says, and there’s that steel again, wrapped in velvet. “Because after this, I’m going to act like you’re mine until you tell me otherwise. Are you sure, princess?”

My pulse roars in my ears. I look up at him—at his tired, beautiful face, at the little line between his brows I’ve watched for weeks, at the mouth that has already ruined me for anyone else. The fear is still there, crouched in the corner. But the room smells like him, and the bed is warm under me, and every part of me is leaning forward.

“I’m sure.” I say. My voice is small and huge at once. “I’m yours.”

Something like pride and relief and hunger all at once floods his features. The corners of his mouth lift in a slow, dangerous smile I haven’t seen before but recognise immediately.

“Good girl.” He says, and this time it’s not a question at all.

It’s a verdict.

He reaches out, curls a finger under my chin, and tilts my face up to his. The room narrows to that touch, that look, that word.

And, as he leans in, as his mouth finds mine again and the world tips, I realise that for the first time since I came home from college, I am not in between anymore.

I’ve stepped all the way in.
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He says it like a promise and a warning all at once.

“Then let Daddy take care of you.”

The words land in my chest and everything in me goes loose and bright. He’s still holding my chin, eyes steady on mine, waiting for any sign of doubt. There isn’t one. There’s fear, yes, the familiar little knot, but it’s surrounded now by something fiercer, a wanting that feels a lot like trust.

“Okay.” I breathe. “Please.”

The corner of his mouth lifts, slow, like a tide coming in.

“Good girl.”

The praise slides down my spine like a warm hand. He kisses me again, and this kiss is different from every other, not frantic, not apologetic, not stolen. It’s deliberate. It takes its time. His lips move over mine with a certainty that makes my whole body listen. When he deepens it, I open without thinking. He hums into my mouth, pleased, fingers flexing at the back of my neck.

“Already so soft for me.” He murmurs against my lips. “Love how you melt when I talk to you.”

“I like it when you talk to me.” I manage, words clumsy around my own breathing. “I like it when you command me.”

“I’ve noticed.” He says, amused and fond and something darker.

His thumb strokes the line of my jaw, then my lower lip.

“I’m going to undress you now, princess.”

The careful phrasing, even now, makes my throat ache.

“Please.” I whisper. “I want you to.”

He doesn’t rush. He steps back half a pace, just far enough to see me properly, and for a moment he just… looks. The weight of his gaze is almost as tangible as his hands. I feel myself flush under it, hyper-aware of every fold of fabric, every bit of skin.

“Take off your hoodie for me.” he says, voice dipping. “Slow.”

A little thrill runs through me at the for me. I pull it over my head, my hair crackling free with static. Underneath, my T-shirt clings to me in places I never used to notice. I suddenly do. His eyes follow the movement; his throat works.

“Good.” He says quietly, more to himself than me.

His hands come to my waist again, fingers sliding under the hem.

He lifts the T-shirt in one smooth motion, knuckles grazing skin, and the room feels instantly colder and warmer at once. I’m bare to his gaze, breath shallow, heart hammering. His eyes roam, over my shoulders, my chest, the small lines and softnesses I’ve spent years pretending not to see in mirrors. Here, under this light, under his gaze, they feel… different. Chosen, not tolerated.

He lets out a breath that sounds almost disbelieving.

“You’re beautiful.” He says, simple as that. No qualifications, no conditions.

The word hits harder than any praise. I duck my head, embarrassed and thrilled.

The way he’s looking at me makes my knees threaten mutiny. He leans in to press his mouth, soft, over my racing pulse.

“Lie back for me.” He says, lips against my skin. “Up the bed. I want you comfortable.”

I move on shaky limbs, crawling back onto the bed until my head meets the pillow, hair fanning around me. The ceiling is a vague blur and all I can really see is him, standing at the edge of the bed, pulling his own shirt over his head.

I’ve seen him in T-shirts, in jumpers, in rolled-up sleeves. I’ve never seen him quite like this. The lines of him, shoulders broad and solid, chest dusted with hair, the quiet strength of his arms. There’s a softness too, the not-gym-sculpted reality of a man who lives in his body instead of posing in it. I drink it in, greedily.

“You’re staring.” He teases gently, stepping closer.

“I am.” I say, blushing.

He laughs, low and wrecked, and climbs onto the bed, knees sinking into the mattress on either side of my thigh. Suddenly he’s there, looming but not looming, warmth and weight and intention.

“All right, princess.” He murmurs, one hand braced beside my head, the other trailing light up my side.

“I’m going to touch you until you forget you were ever scared. Okay?”

I nod, unable to speak. His fingers make good on the promise, tracing the path they announced: ribs, waist, the small notch of my hip. He takes inventory of me with his hands, slow and thorough, like he’s learning a script he wants to get right. Every slide and press draws little tremors from me. He gathers them all with his eyes.

“There you are.” He whispers, when a particular slow stroke along my side makes my back arch. “That’s my girl. You feel that? That’s yours, too. All this softness? All this wanting? Yours. I just get the privilege of… tending it.”

I let out a small, broken sound that might be his name or just a helpless noise. My legs shift, restlessness building. He notices, of course. He notices everything.

“Easy.” He soothes, palm flattening over my abdomen, warm and grounding. “We’ve got time. No one’s rushing us.”

Time becomes strange under his hands anyway. It stretches, thick and slow, around each new sensation, the rough-soft drag of his fingertips, the scrape of his stubble along my throat when he kisses lower, the way his breath catches when I whimper.

He doesn’t strip me in one smooth cinematic flourish. He undresses me in pieces, pausing between each to relearn me. The removal of my jeans is a whole event, the careful unbuttoning, the tug at my hips, the way he praises my trust when I lift for him. Socks gone. The brush of his knuckles along my calf. Little ordinary things turned sacramental.

By the time I’m down to nothing, my skin feels like it’s buzzing. The cool air kisses places that have only ever known my own hands. I want to cover myself and never hide again at the same time.

“Hey!” He says softly, seeing the conflict flicker across my face.

He catches my wrists before I can curl in, not pinning them, just holding them away from my instinct to disappear.

“Look at me.”

I do. His gaze is steady, dark, and full.

“Do I look like I don’t want to see you, all of you?” He asks.

I swallow, shake my head.

“You’re mine. Let me see my good girl.” He says.

I squirm, flustered.

“Let me have this.” He says. “Let me have the honour of seeing you. Every bit of you. You don’t have to hide from me, princess. Not here.”

Some tiny, stubborn part of me that’s been curled up since forever uncurls a fraction. I let my arms drop back to the bed. He kisses my knuckles in thanks, then trails his mouth down the inside of my arm, sending a shiver all the way through me.

When he finally sheds the rest of his own clothes, he does it without ceremony. Not a striptease, not a performance. Just a man undressing to join his love, his care, his need with theirs.

The soft fall of fabric sounds louder than it should and the air between us thickens, warmed by skin and anticipation.

I see the glory of him, the majesty. His cock, long, thick, is hardening, swelling. Just the sight of me is enough to arouse him. The mattress shifts as he settles over me, skin to skin, warmth meeting warmth.

The first full-body contact steals my breath. I feel his hardness press against me, throbbing. His weight presses down, slow and certain, until my heartbeat has to adjust to the rhythm of his. There’s no space between us now, only the slick heat of two bodies finding the same temperature. Chest to chest, stomach to stomach, my cock pressing into his stomach as his pressed into my thigh. He shifts, and I feel the solid weight of his prick nestle against where I’m already trembling.

My lungs flutter, every small motion drags a gasp from me. My whole body registers there you are.

“Breathe.” he reminds me, smiling when he feels the rush of air finally leave my lungs.

I feel his hips move, the head of his cock pressing at my entrance. His voice vibrates through my ribs, low and grounding.

“You’re heavy.” I whisper, though I don’t mean it as a complaint.

The pressure anchors me, holds me still.

“Good heavy?” He asks, playful, searching.

The weight of him, the power of him, overwhelms me.

“Perfect heavy.” I admit.

The feeling of his weight, his warmth, his reality, it grounds me more than any blanket ever has. I whimper as the tip of his cock finds my entrance and presses just barely in.

He tests a small, slow roll of his hips and the sensation arcs through me in a bolt. The mattress sighs beneath us and my hands seize at his shoulders before I even know I’m moving. I gasp, clinging, and he stills immediately, eyes searching my face.

“That okay?” He asks.

“More than okay.” I manage, blush burning. “Just… a lot.”

He’s big, thick and long, and I remember how he left my jaw aching, but I want him. I want him to ruin me, to claim me.

He smiles, soft, wicked in the tenderest way.

“I know. We’ll go slow.”

His breath fans over my mouth as he moves again, almost imperceptibly at first, the faint drag of skin on skin setting sparks along every nerve.

He kisses me through the next movement, thrusting deeper, teasing me open, stretching me, and through the one after, until my body starts to understand the pattern and the shock turns into a different kind of shaking. The rhythm deepens, the friction becomes a language of its own, each small shift answered by a gasp or a sigh. Our rhythms sync, his slow press and draw and my instinctive tilt and reach. It feels like we’re writing something between our skin that has no words but many meanings.

He fucks into me, deeper and deeper, and I can feel the throb of him, the deep pulsing lust. I work my hips, spreading my legs, to feel more. Every time I gasp or whimper, he’s right there with a murmur:

“That’s it.”

“Good girl.”

“That’s my princess.”

The words fall warm against my ear, a steady pulse guiding me deeper into myself. Each sound lands somewhere inside me and unravels another knot of fear I hadn’t realised I was still holding.

He is tender and commanding and powerful. He works pleasure from my body I hadn’t known it was capable of.

“I don’t know what to do.” I say, embarrassed by my own inexperience and the bigness of all of this.

He stills just enough to make sure I hear him.

“You don’t have to know.” He says. “That’s my job, remember? You just feel. You just be. Let Daddy take care of you.”

Something in my chest gives way at that. The last of my tension dissolves and my body learns the meaning of surrender. I nod, blinking back sudden tears that have nothing to do with pain. He kisses them before they fall, and the brush of his lips against salt feels like a promise.

“Good girl.” He whispers. “There she is.”

We move again, Daddy’s cock working deeper this time, bodies learning each other’s language. Each motion pushes me closer to something bright and dangerous. Heat pools low and steady, every nerve stretches between wanting more and wanting this moment to last forever. The friction, the pulse, my hole stretching, his cock deep, the warmth, the weight of him, the press of his breath against my neck, it’s overwhelming, and yet underneath is a quiet clarity.

This is what I was made for. Not the act, exactly, but the way it feels to be loved like this. To be seen and met and held.

I don’t know when the pleasure stops being a steady build and becomes a wave, but suddenly I’m right at the edge of something huge. The world tightens, humming. My fingers find his hair, then his shoulders, then the small of his back, searching for something to hold as he fills me utterly. He hovers, breathing hard against my cheek, his heartbeat hammering through both of us.

“Let go.” he murmurs, voice husky. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. Let go for me.”

“I—”

He fucks me, hard, deep, reverent. I feel his worship, his lust, his desire. I’ve never felt anything like it.

The word dissolves into a cry as the wave crests. It crashes through me, bright and blinding, burning up every leftover fear on its way. My back bows and the world narrows to the pulse of it, to the sound I make, to his name in my mouth.

I feel pleasure crash over me as he claims me. I feel his cock swell, pulsing, and I feel him cum, feel him fill me, claim me. I can feel the pulse of his pleasure and mine. He breathes my name like a prayer and I feel his body shuddering against mine. There’s no line between where his release ends and my aftershocks begin. It’s all tangled together, heat and shaking and a sense that something has finally been put back where it belongs.

He doesn’t collapse onto me. Even in that soft, broken moment, he holds his weight carefully, one arm braced, the other wrapped tight around my shoulders, keeping me anchored. I can feel the warmth of his seed inside me. My hips move to feel more of his cock even as it softens inside me. I know there will be more, but this moment, the first, matters, and I want to sear it into my memory. Our foreheads touch, our breaths stutter together, the small tremors still chasing through our bodies.

For a long time, neither of us speaks. The room hums with the echo of what we’ve done. The rain has gentled to a faint patter, the lamp softens everything into gold. My body feels strange and right, used in the best possible sense. Cherished. Claimed. Mine as much as his.

Eventually, he pulls back a little, his cock slipping out of me, his cum leaking, and he moves away just enough to see my face. His hair is a mess, sweat curling it. There are creases from the pillow on his cheek. He has never looked more beautiful.

“Hi.” He says, a little dazed.

I laugh, breathless. “Hi.”

“Still okay?” He asks.

There’s a flicker of worry there, a man bracing for regret.

I search myself for it and don’t find it. There’s soreness, yes, and exhaustion, and the ghost of old fears hovering at the edges. But at the centre is a calm I have never known. I feel… settled. As if my bones have finally decided where to live.

“I feel…” I trail off, trying to find the word.

“Broken?” He offers, a touch of gallows humour.

“Found.” I say instead. “I feel found. But if you want to break me…”

I smile, squirming.

His expression crumples for a moment in a way that scares me and then reassures me, he’s feeling this just as much as I am. He presses his forehead to mine again, voice rough.

“Found… me too.” He admits. “You have no idea.”

He eases out of the tangle of limbs in the most careful way he can, muttering apologies. I can feel the damp patch of his cum beneath me.

Then he’s fussing, tugging the duvet up, finding tissues, smoothing my hair back from my damp face. He moves around the bed with a practicality that makes me want to laugh and cry.

“Stop looking at me like I’m fragile.” I say eventually, though there’s no real heat in it.

He climbs back under the covers, gathers me against his chest, and kisses the top of my head.

“You are fragile, and princesses are allowed to be fragile.” He says. “That’s why I’m going to be very, very careful with you.”

“Is that a promise?” I murmur, fingers curling into the warm skin at his side.

“It’s an oath.” He replies. “Princess.”

The word, here, in his bed, after everything, feels less like a kink and more like a title. I snuggle in closer, listening to his heart, feeling my own settle into a matching rhythm.

We lie there, the two of us breathing in time while the house quiets around us. There will be practical conversations later, about Ryan, about neighbours, about work and labels and what this looks like in daylight. There will be fear again, and maybe fights, and days that don’t feel this golden.

But right now, wrapped in his arms, my body still thrumming with the memory of his, it feels simple.

I am his. He is mine.

Courage, it turns out, doesn’t feel like the absence of fear. It feels like this, two hearts still pounding, two bodies still shaking, and choosing each other anyway.

“Daddy?” I mumble, already starting to drift.

“Yeah, princess?”

“I’m glad you didn’t stick to your plan.”

He laughs softly, chest rumbling under my cheek.

“Yeah.” He says. “Me too.”

He holds me tighter. Outside, the last of the rain gives up and the night settles over the orchard. Inside, in a room that now knows me, I close my eyes and let myself believe in something that used to feel impossible.

I’ve finally become what I was meant to be.

His princess.

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
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A summer escape. A lifelong bond. A wish that changes everything.

Mara and Jessie retreat to a remote seaside cottage for one last summer together—caught between the comfort of who they’ve always been and the quiet ache of what they’ve never dared to want. When they discover an ancient lamp offering three wishes, the line between fantasy and truth begins to blur.

As the days stretch on, something shifts. Desire deepens. Identities soften and sharpen in unexpected ways. Love grows complicated, intimate, and impossible to ignore.

Three Wishes is a lush, emotionally charged LGBTQ+ romance blending magical realism, queer awakening, and slow-burn transformation. A story about longing, becoming, and the dangerous beauty of wishing for more than the world expects you to be.

Some magic doesn’t grant what you ask for. It grants what you need.


THE DOLL FACTORY
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When Liam answers a job advertisement in a city that devours the unlucky, he believes he’s finally been offered a way out. The pay is extraordinary. The company is discreet. The contract promises opportunity, luxury.

What follows is a descent into mystery, and transformation.

Beneath an unmarked building, in laboratories where desire is engineered and bodies are rewritten, Liam chooses to surrender control. His body is reshaped into something exquisite, artificial, and made to be seen. His old life fades as a new purpose is installed. He becomes a doll, a living display of beauty, obedience, and curated perfection.

As memory softens and resistance gives way to pleasure, Liam discovers that the fear of losing himself exists alongside something far more dangerous, a feeling of relief, hope, joy, and submission. In a world where being human was a constant struggle, becoming an object of beauty and desire begins to feel like sanctuary.

Dark, erotic, and psychologically immersive, The Doll Factory explores transformation, objectification, and the seductive fantasy of letting go. A world were identity is unmade, desire is amplified, and surrender becomes freedom.


SOFT BODIES
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Jamie and Riley arrive on the island expecting a harmless makeover.

What they find is a retreat stitched from silk and secrets, sweetness that lingers on the tongue, warm-lit rooms that hum with promise, and treatments that feel less like self-improvement and more like surrender.

The resort does not sculpt muscle or sharpen edges. It unravels. It softens. It teaches their bodies to open, to ache, to want.

In perfumed baths and rose-tinted chambers, something inside them begins to slip. Hips easing wider. Skin turning luminous. Lips parting with new, breathless hunger. A strange, dangerous softness blooming beneath the ribs… euphoric, irresistible.

And as their bodies shift, so does the heat between them.

A thigh brushing too long in the dark. A trembling breath caught between almost and yes.

A kiss that tastes like revelation… and ruin.

Whatever the island is doing to them, it’s working. And whatever they’re becoming, they’re becoming it together.

SOFT BODIES is an erotic metamorphosis, a tale of queer longing, dark sweetness, and the exquisite pleasure of yielding to the shape whispered by your deepest desire.

Softness isn’t a weakness.

Softness is the invitation.

The only question is… an invitation to what?


BECOMING HER MARE
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A wild, erotic transgender transformation romance

When Sam’s first love leaves him for someone “more of a man,” he runs—out of his city, out of his old life, out of the version of himself he can no longer bear. A summer ranch job promises reinvention, sweat, sunrise labour… maybe even a manhood worth reclaiming.

But what he finds is her.

Lee is sun-browned muscle and soft laughter, calloused palms and impossible kindness. Steady where he is unravelled, she loosens his shame, softens his armour, and coaxes something sweeter than masculinity to the surface.

What begins as penance becomes an invitation into service, surrender, and a femininity he never dared to touch. Lee doesn’t just see who he is, she sees who he could become.

He came to become a “better man.”

Instead he is remade, wanted, cherished, and beautifully undone.


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, sissification, and submission, Keary set out to share her fantasies through erotica.

Keary believes that the route to happiness and joy lies in accepting yourself and your nature.
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