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Securing Every Inch




I got the call on a Tuesday while I was running out of reasons not to repaint my kitchen.

Craig, an old army buddy who ran a security firm downtown, had referred me. A woman needed short-term protection while she moved into a new apartment and rebuilt her routine. Her stalker ex already had a restraining order against him. She just needed someone visible while she got settled.

It was standard work. Two weeks, maybe three.

I said yes before Craig finished the pitch, mostly because the alternative was another coat of eggshell white.

I’d been working freelance for two years. Before that, I’d spent six years in the army, four of them deployed. Then I joined a private firm in DC that paid well but made me hate wearing a suit.

I left because I was good at the work and bad at the politics. Now I chose my own contracts, set my own hours, and answered to no one. Depending on which therapist you asked, that was either independence or avoidance.

I didn’t have a therapist. That was probably the answer.

Her new apartment was on the sixth floor of a decent building off Lexington. The hallway had good sight lines.

I took the stairs because I always took the stairs. I noted the cameras, the lock on the stairwell door, and the distance between the elevator and her apartment. It was automatic. I’d been doing this long enough that threat assessment was simply how I moved through every space.

I knocked. I heard footsteps, a pause, and then the deadbolt.

She opened the door, and I understood at once that this job was going to be a problem.

She was tall, maybe five nine or five ten, with deep brown skin and sharp cheekbones. Her hair was pulled into a low bun. She wore a fitted black tank top and jeans that sat low on her hips. Small gold hoops were her only jewelry.

“James?” she asked.

“That’s me.”

She held out her hand. Her grip was firm, the kind that told me she’d learned early not to let people underestimate her.

“Tessa. Come in.”

The apartment was half unpacked. Boxes stood neatly against the walls, labeled in sharp handwriting. A laptop sat open on the kitchen island beside a legal pad filled with notes. Even with cardboard everywhere, she’d already made the place functional.

She’d also planned the layout carefully. The bedroom door had a clear view of the front entrance. Heavy shoes waited by the door where she could grab them quickly. Pepper spray sat beside her keys as casually as a tube of chapstick.

She was preparing for the worst.

“Coffee?” she asked as she reached for a mug.

“Sure. Black.”

She poured it, handed me the mug, and leaned against the counter.

She didn’t speak like most clients, who were often scattered or emotional. She briefed me. There was no better word for it.

She laid out the situation like a list: her ex’s name, his habits, the dates of every incident, the detective handling the case, when the restraining order had been filed, what it covered, and where it fell short.

“He shows up at places I’ve already stopped going,” she said. “The gym and my old office. He sat outside my last apartment four nights in a row before I moved. He doesn’t approach me. He just wants me to know he’s there.”

“Has he ever gotten physical?”

“Once. I filed a report, and that’s what got me the order.” Her voice stayed flat. “He’s not dangerous in the way you’re probably thinking. He’s dangerous because he’s patient.”

I nodded.

Patient was worse than volatile. Volatile people burned out. Patient people escalated.

She walked me through the rest. Her new job was remote, so she would spend most of her time at home. She ran early in the morning and refused to give that up. A few close friends knew what was happening, but she didn’t want anyone hovering.

She wanted a deterrent, not a babysitter.

“I’ve done the work,” she said.

I believed her.

“I changed my number, locked down my social media, and moved across town. I just need someone visible for a few weeks while he adjusts to the new reality.”

“And if he doesn’t adjust?”

She met my eyes. They were dark brown, almost black, and steadier than most people’s would’ve been while discussing someone who frightened them.

But she wasn’t frightened. She was furious, and she’d poured every bit of that anger into planning.

“Then we revisit it,” she said.

I explained my rates, availability, and what a normal day would involve. She agreed without negotiating, which told me she’d researched the usual rates before I arrived.

She showed me the building’s entrances, the parking garage, and the basement laundry room. She moved with a long, confident stride that made me look at her body in ways I shouldn’t have.

On my way out, she held the door open and studied me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. It was part assessment and part something else.

“Thanks for not being weird about it,” she said.

“About what?”

“The whole thing. Most of the guys Craig sent me had a lot of ‘don’t worry, sweetheart’ energy in their profiles. You didn’t.”

I almost smiled. “I don’t call anyone sweetheart.”

“Good.” She leaned against the doorframe. “Then we’ll get along fine.”

I took the stairs back down. By the second-floor landing, I’d cataloged every security concern in the building for the report I’d send her that night.

By the time I reached the lobby, I’d admitted that the low hum in my chest had nothing to do with the job.

I told myself it didn’t matter. She was a client, and I was a professional. Whatever I’d felt in her apartment was only the novelty of meeting someone competent. It would pass by morning.

I was wrong about that.
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The first three days settled into a routine. I arrived at seven, swept the apartment while she finished her coffee, then sat in the living room while she worked from her laptop at the kitchen island.

In the afternoons, I walked her to her car if she had errands and checked the parking garage before she drove in. When we returned, I swept the apartment again. I left by eight unless something felt wrong.

It was clean, professional work, and I was good at it.

The problem was being so close to her.

Her apartment wasn’t large. The living room opened into the kitchen, and a short hallway led to her bedroom and bathroom. There was nowhere to sit that put me more than fifteen feet away from her. Since she worked from home five days a week, I spent eight or nine hours a day in her space, breathing her air and listening to her fingers tap against the keyboard.

I learned things about her whether I wanted to or not.

She talked to herself while she worked. She didn’t use full sentences, only short comments muttered at her screen.

“No, that’s wrong.”

“Come on, come on.”

Once, memorably, she said, “Absolutely fucking not.”

She didn’t seem to know I could hear her. Every time it happened, I looked away so she wouldn’t catch me smiling.

She hated overhead lighting. On the first morning, I flipped the switch by the door out of habit. She flinched like I’d set off a flashbang.

“Lamps,” she said, pointing at the three around the room. “Always lamps.”

After that, I left the overhead lights alone.

She ate while standing at the kitchen counter with one hip against the edge, scrolling through her phone between bites. She always made enough food for two. She never asked whether I was hungry. She only set down a plate and said, “Eat,” as if I didn’t have a choice.

The first time, I told her she didn’t have to feed me. She looked at me like I’d said something stupid.

“You’re in my house for nine hours. I’m not going to eat in front of you like you’re furniture.”

So I ate.

Her cooking was good. On the second day, she made jerk chicken that I thought about for the rest of the night. That was easier than thinking about the other things I’d started noticing.

One of them was the way she stretched after long calls.

She’d push away from the island, roll her shoulders, then tilt her head until her neck cracked. It was an ordinary movement that thousands of people made every day. Still, the long line of her throat, the tendons beneath her dark skin, and the small sound she made when the tension released all settled somewhere in my chest.

She caught me watching on the third day.

She’d just finished a forty-minute call that had clearly annoyed her. She stretched, tilting her head to each side while her fingers pressed into the muscle at the base of her neck.

I sat on the couch with a clear view of the kitchen. I watched her without realizing I’d stopped pretending to look at my phone.

She turned, and our eyes met.

I should’ve looked away at once. That was what professionals did. When you got caught watching, you redirected. You glanced at a window or door as if you’d been checking the room.

I knew how to do it. I’d done it a hundred times.

I didn’t do it then.

I held her gaze for two seconds, maybe three. She didn’t flinch, look confused, or laugh it off. She only stared back with a calm, knowing expression that made one thing clear.

She knew what I was doing.

I looked away first. I picked up my phone and checked a notification that didn’t exist.

She said nothing and returned to work.

The rest of the afternoon seemed normal, but underneath, it was unbearable. I noticed every movement she made, from each shift on the stool to every sweep of her hair and trip past me to refill her water.

None of it was for me. She wasn’t performing, and that was the problem. She was only existing in her own space, and I was the one turning it into something more.

I left at eight as usual. She walked me to the door and asked, “Same time tomorrow?” the way she always did.

“Yeah.”

I took the stairs down and got into my car. Then I sat there for a full minute before starting the engine.

At home, I stood beneath water that was too hot and tried to think about logistics. I focused on entry points, camera angles, and the description of her ex’s vehicle. I tried to think of anything with clear edges and hard facts.

Instead, I kept seeing her face when she caught me staring.

She hadn’t looked surprised or uncomfortable.

She’d looked interested.

I shut the thought down. I turned the water cold, dried off, and sat on the edge of my bed in the dark.

She was my client. More than that, she was vulnerable. She’d hired me because she needed to feel safe. The fastest way to destroy that safety was to let whatever was growing inside me enter the professional relationship she was paying for.

That night, I made the line between us even clearer. I reminded myself of every rule I’d made when I started working freelance.

I wouldn’t get personal or comfortable. I would do the job, collect the check, and move on.
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By the end of the first week, her ex still hadn’t shown up. There was no car outside, no calls from unknown numbers, and no reports from the front desk. The restraining order was working, or he’d moved on, or he was regrouping.

I stayed alert because that was the job, but the job had started to feel like something else.

The word I kept coming back to was domestic, and it made me uncomfortable.

I arrived each morning to find coffee waiting. I sat on her couch while she took calls. I knew which mug she preferred, that she reapplied chapstick four times a day, and that she cracked her knuckles when a paragraph wasn’t working.

A security consultant didn’t need to know those things.

I knew them anyway.

Tessa started pushing on the fifth day.

At first, it was subtle. She played music while she worked, something low and warm with a bass line that made the apartment feel cozier. Then she glanced over her shoulder.

“Does this bother you?”

It didn’t, and I told her so.

She turned it up a little.

An hour later, she asked whether I’d always wanted to work in security or if I’d fallen into it. I gave her the short version. She asked another question, and I told her more than I’d planned.

By the time I caught myself, I’d told her about my first deployment and the sergeant who taught me that staying alert was useful until it became a cage.

She didn’t comment on that last part, but the look in her eyes told me she’d heard more than I’d said.

That evening, she made dinner again. This time, she didn’t eat at the counter. She set two places at the small table by the window, which still had a packing label stuck to one leg. A candle she’d pulled from a box burned between the plates.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat.

We ate chicken and rice with a green sauce she’d made from scratch. We talked about things that had nothing to do with restraining orders or sight lines in the parking garage.

She told me about the job she’d left when she moved, a communications position at a nonprofit she’d loved until her ex made it impossible. She talked about her mother in Atlanta, who called every Sunday to make sure she was eating.

She asked about my family. I told her there wasn’t much to say, which was true and also a door I wasn’t ready to open.

She didn’t push. She only nodded and passed me the hot sauce.

After dinner, I cleared the plates without thinking. She washed, and I dried.

Her kitchen was narrow enough that we had to stand close, with our elbows almost touching over the sink. I could smell her coconut shampoo beneath the spice still hanging in the air.

Each time she handed me a dish, her wet fingers brushed mine. Every small touch felt like a detonation.

She stayed quiet for a while.

Then she said, “You don’t have to be on all the time, you know.”

“I’m not on.”

“Yes, you are.” She rinsed a pan and placed it on the rack without looking at me. “I can tell when you’re scanning the room and when you’re actually here. You have two modes, James. Security consultant and person. You switch back to the first whenever the second gets too comfortable.”

“I’m always here.”

She looked at me from the corner of her eye. Water dripped from her fingertips onto the counter between us.

“No, you’re not. You’re behind glass.”

She paused before continuing.

“I see you looking at me sometimes. You’re just very disciplined about it.”

I didn’t answer.

The kitchen was too small and too warm. She was too close, and she was right. I stood there holding a dish towel with no defense that wouldn’t sound like a lie.

She didn’t seem embarrassed. She wasn’t being coy or trying to get a reaction. She said it the way someone pointed out something they’d noticed for days, calm and direct, like a change in the weather.

She went back to washing, and I went back to drying.

Neither of us brought it up again. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was heavy with everything we both understood and were letting settle between us.

We finished the dishes. She wiped the counter, and I put on my jacket.

At the door, I gave her the usual reminder.

“I’ll be back at seven. Call me if anything comes up.”

“I know the drill.”

I turned to leave and felt her hand on my forearm.

Her touch was light, just four fingers against the inside of my wrist where the skin was thin. She didn’t squeeze or hold on. It lasted two seconds, maybe less.

Then she pulled away and leaned against the doorframe as she always did.

“Good night, James.”

“Good night.”

I took the stairs, drove home, and made it through my front door before looking down at my arm as if I expected to find a mark.

There was nothing there. Of course there wasn’t.

But I could still feel where each finger had touched me, four points of heat mapped across my skin like coordinates.

I stood at my own kitchen counter, pressed my thumb against the spot, and felt like an idiot.

She was a client, and she was vulnerable. She was also the most perceptive person I’d ever met. Without drama or accusation, she’d told me she could see through me.

I didn’t know what to do with that.

So I did what I always did. I locked the door, checked the windows, and went to bed.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about her hand on my wrist.

[image: ]


It happened on a Tuesday.

Tessa went for her morning run at six fifteen, just as she did every day. The first time, I’d offered to go with her. She looked at me like I’d suggested setting her hair on fire.

“I run alone,” she said.

That ended the conversation.

We reached a compromise. She texted me when she left and again when she was five minutes away. I met her at the building entrance so she wouldn’t have to walk through the lobby and ride the elevator alone while she was tired and distracted.

I was leaning against the wall near the front doors when a dark gray Nissan pulled up to the curb. I noticed it the way I noticed everything. I automatically recorded the make, color, and license plate in my mind.

Then the driver’s door opened, and a man stepped out. My body shifted into a different gear before my brain caught up.

He was average height and stocky. He wore a polo shirt and khakis, as if he’d just left an office. His jaw was clenched so tightly that I could see the muscles moving from twenty feet away. His hands were balled at his sides. He walked toward the entrance with a steady stride that showed he wouldn’t stop for anything.

I knew who he was before he spoke.

Tessa was half a block away. She’d slowed from a jog to a walk, and her earbuds were still in. She hadn’t seen him yet.

He’d seen her.

“Tessa!” he shouted.

Then he called her another name. It was a different name, spoken harder and louder. The possessive way he said it made it sound ugly.

I stepped away from the wall and moved between him and the entrance. I didn’t rush or prepare to fight. I simply stepped into his path and blocked it.

He stopped short.

He was about five foot ten, and I had four inches and forty pounds on him. He tried to look around me toward the sidewalk, where Tessa had stopped and removed her earbuds.

“Move,” he said.

“You need to leave.”

I kept my voice flat, without anger or aggression. I was a wall that could speak.

“I just want to talk to her.”

“You’re violating a restraining order. You need to leave.”

He tried to step around me, but I moved with him. He called out the other name again, louder this time. He shouted it past me as if I were a window. Behind me, I heard Tessa stop walking.

I pulled out my phone, opened the camera, and held it up so he could see the screen.

“I’m documenting this for the restraining order file. I’m also calling the police. You’ve got about thirty seconds to get back in your car.”

His face went through a pattern I’d seen many times. First came anger, then calculation. Finally, he realized the situation wasn’t going to happen the way he’d planned.

He pointed at me, then past me at Tessa.

“This isn’t over,” he said.

Men said things like that when they had nothing left except the need to have the last word.

He walked back to the Nissan and slammed the door. The engine revved harder than necessary. He sped away from the curb fast enough to make the tires squeal.

I watched until the car turned the corner and disappeared. Then I waited another ten seconds to make sure he didn’t circle back.

The whole thing lasted about ninety seconds.

I turned around.

Tessa stood on the sidewalk with her hands on her hips. Her breathing was still raised from the run, but she otherwise seemed steady. She wasn’t crying or shaking.

She looked at me and nodded once. It was a small, tight gesture that said both ‘thank you’ and ‘I don’t want to talk about this out here.’

We went inside.

I swept the apartment out of habit, even though the ex had never made it past the sidewalk. When I returned to the living room, Tessa was sitting on the couch with her hands clasped between her knees.

She’d taken off her running shoes and left them by the door. Her socks were covered with tiny cacti.

I didn’t know why I noticed that. I think my mind was holding on to small details because the larger situation carried more weight than I was ready to face.

She stayed quiet for a long time. I stood near the counter and gave her space.

Then she spoke.

“He always uses my old name. Every time.”

Her voice was low. She wasn’t speaking directly to me as much as she was speaking to the space in front of her.

I heard something in her voice that I’d never heard before. It wasn’t fear or anger. It was something older than both.

It sounded like exhaustion. It was the kind that came from having the same wound opened so many times that you stopped flinching but never stopped feeling the pain.

I didn’t fully understand what she meant. An old name could’ve meant many things. It could’ve been a maiden name, a nickname, or something tied to a part of her life she’d left behind.

I didn’t ask.

I understood that the name hurt her. He knew it would, and he’d used it like a weapon in front of a stranger because cruelty was the only power he had left.

I sat across from her.

I didn’t sit on the couch. I chose the chair, close enough to be present but far enough away to give her space. I didn’t return to my usual place by the window. I didn’t pick up my phone or pretend to check the apartment.

I simply sat with her.

“He won’t get near you,” I said.

She looked up. Her eyes were dry, clear, and so dark that they reflected the lamplight in two sharp points.

“I know,” she said. “That’s not what scares me.”

She didn’t explain, and I didn’t push her.

We sat quietly for a while. I could feel something shifting between us, as slight as a change in air pressure.

The professional distance I’d tried to maintain didn’t disappear. It simply stopped being the most important thing in the room.

She sat four feet away from me in cactus socks, with her hands between her knees. She’d told me something real, and I’d stayed with her. That was all, but it was more than I’d given a client in years.

When she finally stood and said she was going to shower, she paused in the hallway and looked back at me.

She didn’t say anything because she didn’t need to. Her expression told me that she knew I was still there. It wasn’t a question.

It was the first time she’d seemed surprised by me.

I stayed in the chair and listened to the water run. I tried not to think about anything I wasn’t supposed to think about.

I mostly succeeded.
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The ex didn’t come back.

Three days passed after the incident, then four, then five. The parking garage stayed clear of gray Nissans, and the front desk had nothing to report. The restraining order violation was documented and filed. The detective on Tessa’s case called to confirm they’d contacted the ex and warned him.

By the end of the second week, the job was winding down. The threat wasn’t gone, but it had faded enough that I couldn’t justify spending full days in her apartment anymore.

I told her on Thursday evening. She sat at the kitchen island with her laptop and listened to my assessment without interrupting. That was her way.

When I finished, she closed the laptop.

“Stay for a drink,” she said.

“I shouldn’t.”

“I didn’t ask if you should. I asked if you would.”

I should’ve said no. Every rule I’d made for myself told me to say no.

The job was ending, which meant the professional boundary between us was about to disappear. The smart move was to let that happen from a distance. I should go home, send the final invoice, and move on to the next contract.

“Yeah,” I said. “Okay.”

She poured two glasses of red wine, and we sat on the couch. She took one end with her legs tucked beneath her. I sat on the other with my arm along the back.

There were about two feet between us, but it felt like less.

The lamps were on instead of the overhead lights. The music from earlier in the week played again, low enough to fade into the background.

She asked why I’d left the military, and I gave her the real answer instead of the version I told clients.

I told her about coming home and feeling disconnected from everything. The skills I’d built overseas made me very good at a job I didn’t want, but they made me terrible at being a person.

She listened without making the expression people usually made when veterans talked about coming home. It was often half pity and half performance.

Tessa just listened.

Then she told me about her life before the move.

“I was with him for four years,” she said, slowly turning her wineglass. “The first two were good. He was patient and supportive. He was the kind of person who’d research something for hours just to understand what I was going through.”

She paused.

“Then it changed. Or he did. I’m still not sure which.”

“What happened?”

She looked at me over the edge of her glass.

I could see her measuring something. She was making a choice that had nothing to do with whether she trusted me. It was about whether she was ready to find out what my trust was worth.

“I changed,” she said. “He couldn’t handle the version of me that came out the other side.”

I waited.

She set her glass on the coffee table with careful, deliberate movements. Whatever came next was going to cost her something.

“I’m transgender, James. I transitioned three years ago. He was there at the beginning. He said all the right things and did all the right research. Then, little by little, he started trying to control it. He tried to control me. He wanted to decide who I saw, what I wore, and how fast I moved through the process.”

She kept her eyes on mine.

“He wanted to support me on his terms. When I stopped letting him set those terms, he became possessive. Then he became threatening. The stalking started after I left.”

She said it the way she said everything else. She was direct and didn’t apologize. She watched my face with steady, dark eyes. She wasn’t bracing for my reaction, but she was tracking it.

“That’s why he uses the old name,” she said. “It’s not a mistake. It’s a leash. He says it because he wants me to know he still sees me as the person I was before. He wants to remind me that he knew that version of me, like that gives him ownership.”

The apartment went quiet.

I sat with what she’d told me.

I won’t pretend nothing shifted in me, because something did. It just wasn’t what I might’ve expected.

I didn’t feel disgust or confusion. I knew who she was because she was sitting right in front of me.

She was the same woman who’d briefed me like a general on the first day. She’d cooked me jerk chicken on the second. She’d touched my wrist at the door three nights earlier in a way I still couldn’t stop thinking about.

Nothing about her had changed. She was exactly who she’d been thirty seconds earlier.

I was the one who shifted.

My attraction didn’t change. I need to be clear about that because I questioned it in the seconds that followed. It was still there, stubborn and steady, tied to the real woman sitting beside me.

What changed was everything around it.

I’d been falling for her for days, maybe since the first morning. I’d handled it by keeping my distance and promising myself I’d deal with it later.

Now there was something new to consider. My first instinct wasn’t to question what I felt. It was to question whether I was safe for her.

She’d already been with a man who loved her only under certain conditions. He’d supported her until that support became a leash.

She’d rebuilt her entire life to escape someone who couldn’t let her be herself. Now I was sitting on her couch, falling for her while carrying my own untested ideas about the world.

One thought came through clearly.

I couldn’t become another man who made her life harder.

She saw it happen.

I don’t know what changed on my face, but she read it at once.

“You’re doing that thing,” she said.

“What thing?”

“You’re deciding how to handle me.”

Her voice was calm, but something sharp ran beneath it. It wasn’t anger. It was closer to resignation, the tired recognition of a pattern she’d seen before.

“I can actually watch it happening,” she said. “You were fine ten seconds ago. Now you’re trying to figure out what this means and how careful you need to be with me.”

I started to deny it, then stopped.

I couldn’t deny it because she was right. That was exactly what I was doing.

She picked up her wine and took a sip while watching me over the glass.

“Just so you know, that’s not better than the other reaction,” she said. “It’s just quieter.”

She let the words sit between us.

I stayed another twenty minutes, but the conversation never became easy again. We talked about logistics, next steps, and whether she wanted to extend the contract.

We stayed with safe topics. Professional ones. The air had changed, and we both knew it.

When I left that night, she didn’t touch my arm at the door.

I drove home with the windows down, my head full of her, and no idea what to do with any of it.
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I didn’t ghost her. But in some ways, what I did was worse.

Ghosting would’ve been clean. It would’ve hurt, but it also would’ve been final. She could’ve filed me away as another man who couldn’t handle the truth and moved on.

Instead, I stayed close enough to pretend nothing had changed while making sure she felt every inch of the new distance.

I started texting instead of calling. The messages were short and professional.

Anything to report?

I’ll stop by at noon.

I shortened my visits. Instead of spending full days in her apartment, I came by twice a day, swept the building, confirmed there was no activity, and left. I stopped sitting on the couch. I stayed near the door with my jacket on, like I had somewhere else to be.

She noticed right away. Of course she did. Tessa noticed everything.

On the first day, she watched me complete the shorter check-in without comment. She answered my questions about the ex with the same efficiency I gave her. There was no music. She didn’t offer coffee.

When I said I’d be back the next day, she said, “Okay,” and closed the door.

The second day was worse.

She was polite in a way she’d never been with me before, and politeness from Tessa felt like a wall going up. She called me “James” with a formality she’d dropped during the first week. It was as if she were putting a title back on a name that had stopped needing one.

She made sure not to stretch after calls or touch her neck. She didn’t mutter to herself while she worked.

She wasn’t loose anymore. She was pretending to be calm in the same way I was pretending to be professional, and neither of us was doing it well.

By the third day, she’d stopped looking surprised.

That was the part that gutted me.

She’d settled into the distance like someone sinking into a chair she’d used before. She knew this pattern. She’d watched men change around her after finding out. She’d seen them adjust their behavior while pretending they weren’t.

She’d learned not to fight it because fighting meant begging someone to see her the way they had before, and she was done begging.

I could see all of that. I could read it on her face as clearly as I could assess a threat in a room.

I still told myself I was doing the right thing.

My logic was simple. She’d been through hell with the ex, the stalking, and the work of rebuilding her life around a truth that had cost her a relationship and nearly her safety.

She didn’t need someone showing up afterward who would stumble through his own uncertainty and make her feel like a problem. She deserved someone who had already figured himself out. Someone who could look at her without a moment of hesitation.

I wasn’t that person. I wasn’t yet, and maybe I never would be.

The kindest thing I could do was remove myself before I became another source of pain.

That was the story I told myself while I drove home each night and sat alone in my apartment.

The problem came when the story ran out.

Every night, I lay in bed and did the exact thing she’d already called me on.

I ran the math.

I broke my attraction apart piece by piece, as if I were taking apart a weapon and checking it for faults.

Was I still attracted to her?

Yes. It was obvious and impossible to deny. Nothing had faded after she told me.

Had anything about the attraction changed?

I went through the list.

Her face, the shape of her curves, and the way her eyes caught the light. Her low, direct voice, with that slight rasp at the end of long sentences. Her body, the length of her, and the way she moved through a room.

I thought about the way she looked at me, as if she could see the machinery working behind my eyes and wasn’t impressed by it.

Everything was the same. Every part of it was exactly as it had been before.

So what was the problem?

The problem was that something in the way I understood myself had shifted, and I didn’t know how to fix it.

I’d spent thirty-two years living with beliefs about myself that were so basic I’d never questioned them. You don’t examine the floor until it moves beneath your feet.

I was attracted to women. I knew that. It was a settled fact that didn’t need to be questioned.

Tessa was a woman. I knew that too. Nothing about her had ever suggested otherwise, and nothing she told me changed who she was.

Still, something between those two truths had become complicated, and I couldn’t find the words for it.

So, I fell back on the only thing I knew how to do.

I pulled away and told myself I was protecting her.

Around the third day, I started to understand the truth.

I was lying in the dark with my phone resting on my chest. Her last text glowed on the screen.

No activity. See you tomorrow.

It was four words. The message was professional and careful. She was copying my tone and sending it back to me like a lesson.

Every day I pulled away, she became more guarded. She became more like the version of herself she’d been forced to become around people who couldn’t handle what she trusted them with.

I watched her close the doors she’d opened for me, one by one.

The woman disappearing behind them was the woman who I wanted more than anything. I felt something when she’d touched me. That touch had meant something.

I was taking myself away and calling it a gift. She was too smart not to see through it and too tired to call me on it again.
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She called at nine thirty on a Friday night.

I was home, sitting on my couch with a beer I hadn’t touched. The game was on, but only for noise. My phone buzzed, and her name appeared. Something in my chest tightened before I even read the message.

I heard something outside my window. Can you come check?

I was in my car in under a minute. I drove across town ten miles over the speed limit, running through possible scenarios. Someone could’ve reached her window from the fire escape. The sixth-floor windows might not be secure. Her ex might’ve escalated to approaching the building.

I parked badly, took the stairs two at a time, and knocked on her door. My pulse was racing, but not from the climb.

She opened it wearing a black T-shirt and cotton shorts. She was barefoot, with her hair down around her shoulders for the first time since I’d known her. The apartment behind her was quiet. Only the lamps were on, and the hum of the A/C was the only sound.

“Where was the noise?” I asked as I scanned the windows behind her.

She stepped back to let me in, then closed the door. She leaned against it and crossed her arms.

“There was no noise,” she said.

I stopped.

“There’s nothing outside the window. There hasn’t been any activity in over a week, and we both know it.” She watched me with an expression somewhere between angry and exhausted. “I called because it was the only way to get you to actually show up.”

I stood in the middle of her living room with my keys still in my hand. I’d walked into something I couldn’t sweep, secure, or assess my way out of.

“Tessa—”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “Don’t give me the professional voice. You’ve been giving me the professional voice for four days, and I’m done with it.”

She pushed away from the door and walked toward the kitchen. She didn’t pass me, but she didn’t come closer either. She stopped at the island and leaned against it with her arms still crossed. The counter stood between us like she needed a barrier to say what came next.

“I know what you’re doing, James. I’ve seen it before. Different men and different versions, but the same pattern. You looked at me like I was the most interesting person in the room for two weeks. We were…getting closer. Then I told you something real about myself, and you flinched.”

“I didn’t flinch.”

“You did. You’re still flinching. You just do it politely.” She uncrossed her arms and pressed her palms flat on the counter. “You text instead of calling. You stand by the door instead of sitting down. You shut down everything that was building between us. You did it so carefully that you probably think I didn’t notice.”

I didn’t say anything because anything I said would prove her right.

“You think pulling away protects me,” she said. Her voice was steady, but heat burned beneath it. It had been building for days. “It doesn’t. It just tells me that who I am is a problem you’re trying to manage. You found out one thing about me and changed the entire way you act in my space. You think that’s kindness, but it’s not.”

“I’m not treating you like a problem.”

“You are. You’re treating me like I’m fragile. Like knowing my history means you have to be careful with me in a way you didn’t before. Like I can’t handle you being attracted to me while also knowing I’m trans. Like those two things can’t exist in the same room.” She stared at me. “I don’t need you to protect me from you, James. I need you to stop protecting yourself from wanting me.”

The words landed in the center of my chest.

I stood in her living room and felt the ground shift beneath me. It reminded me of a mortar strike in Kandahar, when the world rearranged itself in a split second. The floor beneath me had never been as solid as I thought.

She stood three feet away, furious, beautiful, and right about everything she’d said. I had no cover, no extraction plan, and no way to make any of it untrue.

She was right. That was the worst part.

She watched me reach that conclusion. I think she saw it happen on my face as the last of my pretense fell away.

She stepped around the counter and walked toward me, entering the space I’d kept empty between us for days. She stopped close enough for me to smell her coconut shampoo, the same scent I’d noticed during the first week. She looked up at me without asking for anything.

“I like you,” she said. “I liked you the first day you walked in here. I know you liked me too, because you’re shit at hiding it.”

Something close to a laugh escaped my throat. She didn’t smile.

“So, either you’re here, or you’re not,” she said. “But don’t pretend leaving is kindness. I’ve had enough men dress up rejection as protection to last me a lifetime. I don’t need another one.”

The apartment was quiet. Warm lamplight fell across her face, her shoulders, and the skin above the collar of her T-shirt. Her eyes were dark, steady, and unblinking. She wasn’t going to blink first. She never did.

I put my keys on the counter behind me. I didn’t look away from her.

“I’m here,” I said.

I reached for her.

My hand went to the side of her neck before I could think about it. My palm pressed against her warm skin, and my thumb traced the line of her jaw. She looked up at me with those dark, steady eyes, and I felt her pulse beneath my fingers. It was fast, much faster than I expected from someone who always seemed so composed.

“Can I kiss you?” I asked.

“I’ve been waiting,” she said.

I kissed her.

I went slowly because I didn’t want to lose a single second. Her lips were soft and full. She kissed me back without hesitation. Her mouth opened beneath mine, and her tongue found mine with enough confidence to make my knees weak.

She kissed the way she did everything, with purpose and her full attention, as if nothing else in the world existed.

Her hands gripped the front of my shirt and pulled me closer. I went willingly. I slid my hand from her neck into her hair, cupped the back of her head, and pulled her against me until there was no space between us.

Her body pressed against mine from chest to thigh, warm, solid, and real. She made a low sound into my mouth that vibrated against my lips and traveled down my spine. It changed something basic in the way I understood what I wanted.

We didn’t rush, and that mattered. We stayed in the living room and kissed like people who’d been starving for it, because we had.

I backed her against the kitchen counter and kissed her throat, the same throat I’d been trying not to stare at for two weeks. She tipped her head back and let me. When my lips found the spot below her ear, she made a sound I wanted to hear again for as long as she’d let me.

She pushed me back and took control, walking me backward until my shoulders hit the wall. She pressed against me and kissed me harder, catching my bottom lip between her teeth. I felt her smile against my mouth when I groaned.

Her hips pinned mine to the wall. I felt the heat and pressure of her body, along with the shape of her arousal against my thigh. I accepted it the same way I accepted everything about her. It was real. It was hers, and it made me want her more, not less. That might’ve surprised me an hour earlier, but it didn’t now.

My hands moved over her waist, her hips, and the curve of her lower back where her T-shirt had ridden up. Her skin was smooth and warm. I traced the ridge of her spine with my fingertips and felt her shiver.

She slipped her hands beneath my shirt. Her palms pressed flat against my stomach, and her fingers spread as she moved them slowly over my ribs and chest. She mapped me the way I’d been mapping her, then stopped with her hands over my heart.

“You’re shaking,” she said.

I looked down at my hands on her waist. She was right. A fine tremor ran through my fingers, and I couldn’t stop it.

It wasn’t fear or hesitation. It was the result of finally releasing something I’d been holding onto for days. My body was only now realizing how much effort that had taken.

“Yeah,” I said. “I am.”

She leaned back enough to look at me. Her lips were swollen from kissing, and her hair was messy from my hands. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“We don’t have to do anything more tonight,” she said.

She didn’t sound nervous or fragile. She offered me a real choice without testing whether I’d take the exit.

“I want to,” I said.

She searched my eyes, and I let her look. I didn’t hide behind discipline, professionalism, or the careful blank expression I’d been using as armor for the past week.

I let her see what was there. She saw desire, nervousness, and a certainty that had nothing to do with having answers. I only knew where I wanted to be.

Whatever she found satisfied her. Her mouth curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile. It looked more like recognition, as if she were finally seeing the version of me she’d been waiting for.

She took my hand.

Her fingers laced through mine as she stepped backward toward the hallway, pulling me with her. I followed. The bedroom door stood open, and the light from the living room lamps reached far enough to cast everything in a warm amber glow.

She led me through the doorway, and I went willingly.
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The bedroom was warm and dim, lit by the light spilling in from the hallway and a small lamp on the nightstand. She sat on the edge of the bed and looked up at me. Then she hooked two fingers into my belt loops and pulled me forward until I stood between her knees.

She didn’t rush. She started with my shirt, undoing the buttons from the top down with steady fingers. I watched her hands move with careful purpose. She undressed me like it mattered, as if each button were another small permission she gave herself. When the last one came free, she pushed the shirt from my shoulders, and it fell to the floor behind me.

Her palms pressed flat against my chest. She moved them down slowly, her fingers spread as she mapped the muscle, skin, and places where I carried tension. She traced my collarbone, the hollow at the base of my throat, and the ridges of my stomach. Then her fingers paused over the raised scar on my left side, about three inches long beneath my ribs.

“This one?” she asked.

“Mosul. Shrapnel.”

She leaned forward and kissed it. Her lips were soft and warm, and she lingered with her mouth against the ugliest mark on my body. Something behind my sternum broke open so quietly that I almost didn’t hear it.

She straightened and pulled her T-shirt over her head in one smooth motion. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her breasts were small and round, and her dark nipples were already tight. The lamplight warmed her skin and made her look like she’d been dipped in honey.

A delicate line of script ran along her ribs in a language I didn’t recognize. I wanted to ask about it, and I wanted to put my mouth on it. I saved both for later.

I dropped to my knees.

She watched me from above with her hands braced on the mattress. I found the zipper on the side of her skirt and slowly pulled it down. Then I hooked my fingers into the waistband and tugged. She lifted her hips while I pulled the skirt down her thighs, over her knees, and off her ankles before setting it aside.

She wore simple black underwear with clean lines, and I could see the shape of her arousal pressing against the fabric. She was hard.

My breath caught.

She was beautiful and aroused. She watched me with an expression I’d never seen before, careful and exposed. With sudden clarity, I realized this was the first time since I’d known her that she looked truly vulnerable.

She hadn’t looked this way when her ex appeared or when she told me about her past. She looked vulnerable here, in her bedroom, half undressed, with my face level with the most intimate part of her body.

She was afraid I’d stop.

I leaned forward and kissed her stomach. The muscles tightened beneath my lips. I kissed lower, following the line of her hip bone and the soft skin between her hip and thigh. When I kissed the inside of her thigh, she inhaled sharply and placed a hand on the back of my head. Her fingers curled into my hair without pulling, only holding me there.

I pressed my mouth against the warm skin of her inner thigh, breathed her in, and let myself feel everything. I felt her heat, the faint tremor in her leg, and the way her fingers tightened in my hair as my lips moved higher.

I hooked my fingers beneath the waistband of her underwear and looked up.

She stared down at me with parted lips and shallow breaths lifting her chest. Her eyes were glassy, and for a moment, I saw everything she was holding inside. I saw every man who had reached this point and pulled away, every time desire had come with conditions, and every time she’d braced herself for the moment the wanting stopped.

I held her gaze, and she nodded.

I slowly pulled the underwear over her hips and down her thighs. She lifted herself slightly to help. Then the fabric cleared her body, leaving her bare before me.

I saw all of her.

Her cock was hard, flushed, and curved slightly upward against her stomach. It was beautiful in the same way the rest of her was beautiful.

She exhaled as if she’d been holding her breath for years.

I leaned in and kissed the inside of her thigh again, then moved higher to the crease where her thigh met her hip. She whispered my name, and her fingers tightened in my hair.

I pressed my lips to the base of her cock. The sound she made was somewhere between a gasp and a prayer. Her fingers curled harder in my hair.

I kissed my way along her shaft. Her skin was hot and smooth beneath my lips, and I felt the rapid pulse underneath. I moved slowly, tracing her length with my mouth and learning her shape and weight.

When I reached the head, I paused with my lips resting against the slick, sensitive skin. My breath warmed her, and she trembled beneath me.

Then I opened my mouth and took her in.

She was fever-warm on my tongue and tasted like salt, skin, and something faintly sweet. The second was the weight of her, solid and real as she filled my mouth.

I’d never done this before. My body didn’t know the angles, pressure, or rhythm that came with experience. All I had was every blow job I’d ever received and the knowledge of what had felt good.

I started there.

I closed my lips around her and sucked gently, testing the pressure. Her hips bucked off the mattress.

“James.” My name broke apart on her lips.

I took her deeper and found a slow, steady rhythm. My lips stayed tight around her shaft as I moved my head. I wrapped my hand around the base where my mouth couldn’t reach and stroked her in time with each motion.

She was thick enough to make my jaw ache, but I didn’t care. The ache grounded me. It kept me inside my body instead of letting me drift into the place where I overthought everything.

Her thighs tensed against my shoulders. She was trying not to thrust, and I felt the effort in the muscles jumping beneath her skin. Her restraint made me want to break it.

I circled the head with my tongue as I moved upward, then pressed against the ridge beneath it. Her control cracked. Her hips rolled up, pushing her deeper into my mouth. I relaxed my throat and took what she gave me.

“Oh God,” she breathed. “Oh God, don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop.

My confidence grew as I learned her responses. I read her pleasure through the tension in her thighs, the pitch of her breathing, and the way her fingers switched between gripping my hair and smoothing it away from my face.

That second gesture undid me. She was shaking and gasping, yet she was still thinking about whether my hair was in my eyes.

I felt her getting close. Her cock swelled in my mouth, her breathing turned ragged, and her thighs tightened around my head. I wanted to take her there. I wanted to feel her come apart against my tongue and taste the end of every wall I’d ever built.

But she pulled me away.

Her hand tightened in my hair and firmly drew me up. I released her with a wet sound that sent a jolt through my own cock.

She was breathing hard. Her chest was flushed, and her eyes were wild. Her expression was half wrecked and half hungry, as if I’d brought her to the edge and she’d decided to jump on her own terms.

She leaned forward and caught both my wrists. She pressed them into the pillow above my head and circled my forearms with her fingers. She didn’t hold me hard enough to restrain me. She was testing me to see whether I’d allow it.

I did.

Heat flashed across her face. She rolled her hips against mine and ground down through the fabric of my pants. Her cock pressed against mine with only a layer of cotton between us.

The feeling was new, clear, and electric. I felt her firm weight against the hard line of me. My hips jerked upward, and a groan tore from my throat before I could stop it.

She smiled, satisfied rather than sweet.

She released my wrists and sat back. Her hands found my belt, and she opened it. She unzipped my pants and pulled my cock free. Cool air touched me for half a second before her hand closed around me.

Then she wrapped her fingers around both of us.

Her long, steady hand held my cock and hers together, side by side, touching from base to tip. Mine was thick, while hers was slightly longer and darker. Together, we filled her grip.

Heat shot through me so fast that I stopped breathing.

Nothing in my life had prepared me for the sight of another cock beside mine, both of us hard and leaking in a woman’s hand. The unfamiliarity should’ve been what I noticed most.

It wasn’t.

What I noticed was how good it felt.

She stroked us together slowly. Her thumb spread the slick gathered at both our tips. I had no point of reference for the friction of her skin against mine, the pressure of her grip, or the pulse I felt through her shaft.

My mind tried to place it inside a familiar framework, but the framework fell apart. There was only her hand, her body, and the crushing truth that I wanted more.

“Tessa,” I said. Her name left me like something I was surrendering.

She leaned down and kissed me. It was wet and messy, her tongue moving against mine while her hand kept stroking us. Her hips twitched with every upward motion as her arousal built against mine.

I kissed her with everything I had. My free hands gripped her waist, her hips, and the firm curve of her ass. I pulled her tighter against me, and she moaned into my mouth. The sound went straight through me.

Then she let go.

She released us both, and I made a sound that came too close to a whimper. She slid down my body, her breasts dragging over my stomach and hips. Then her face was level with my cock, and she looked up at me with focused intent.

She took me into her mouth.

Her lips stretched around me as she slowly lowered her head. Her tongue pressed flat against the underside of my shaft. Then she hollowed her cheeks and pulled back with enough suction to blur my vision.

She didn’t close her eyes. Her dark gaze stayed locked on my face as she studied every reaction, twitch, and sound I couldn’t hold back.

One of my hands twisted in the sheets, while the other gripped the headboard. I needed something solid because the rest of the world had become unreliable.

She took me apart with her mouth, steady and relentless. She switched between slow, deep strokes and tight pressure around the head, reading my reactions as if she could hear my nervous system.

She brought me to the edge. The climax gathered at the base of my spine, a tightening coil of heat. My breathing turned ragged, and my hips began moving on their own.

She took me deeper until her lips met her fist at the base. I was right there, balanced on the edge.

Then she pulled away.

Cool air hit my wet cock. I dropped my head against the pillow and groaned.

“Not yet,” she said.

Her voice was rough, and her swollen lips glistened. She looked like she knew exactly what she was doing and enjoyed every second of it.

“You’re going to kill me,” I said to the ceiling.

She crawled back up my body and settled her weight over my hips. Then she leaned down until her mouth was beside my ear.

Her cock was still hard against my stomach, and mine twitched against hers. The heat between us was almost unbearable.

She pulled back enough to look at me. Her smile was real, full, and wicked. It held equal parts promise and threat.

“No,” she said. “I’m going to ruin you.”

She reached across me to the nightstand and pulled a bottle of lube from the drawer. The movement pressed her body against mine and her breasts against my chest. I turned my head and kissed the curve of her shoulder because I could. Nothing stood between us anymore.

She sat back on my hips and looked down at me. “I want you inside me,” she said.

She opened the bottle and poured lube into her palm. Then she reached behind herself and wrapped her slick hand around my cock, stroking slowly from base to tip until I was fully coated. Her wet grip made my stomach tighten. She felt it and squeezed a little harder while watching my face.

She knew exactly what she was doing. She rose onto her knees, positioned me beneath her, and sank down.

Her tight, hot body took me in slowly, inch by inch. I gripped her thighs and forced myself to breathe. She was impossibly warm and close, and the pressure around my cock nearly overwhelmed me.

She lowered herself at her own pace, her jaw tight with focus and her hands flat against my chest. When she’d taken all of me, she stopped, and we both stayed still for a moment.

Then she moved.

She rode me slowly at first, rolling her hips in a rhythm I could only follow. Her back arched, and her head tipped toward the ceiling.

I lay beneath her and took in the full image. Her body moved above me, her breasts shifting with each rise and fall. Her cock was hard and flushed against her stomach, bouncing slightly with every thrust.

She was in complete control. She set the pace, depth, and angle, adjusting until she found what made her breath catch. Then she held that position and moved faster.

I reached for her.

My hand wrapped around her cock, and she gasped. Her composure cracked for the first time all night. Her rhythm faltered, and her eyes flew open. She looked down at me with such open surprise that I realized no one had done this for her before.

No one had touched her like this while she was in control or shown her that they wanted this part of her too.

I stroked her in time with her movements. She rode me while I matched her rhythm, sliding my fist up her shaft each time she rose and tightening around the head each time she dropped.

The two sensations destroyed everything else. I felt her body clench around my cock and the hot pulse of hers in my hand. The world narrowed to a single point of contact that was entirely her.

She moved faster, and I stroked faster. Her hands pressed harder into my chest, her nails digging into my skin. The small, sharp pain mixed with the pleasure and made both stronger.

She moaned in a low, steady stream.“I’m close,” she breathed.

“Me too.”

She leaned forward and moved her hands to either side of my head. Then she lowered herself until our foreheads touched. Her breath was warm and uneven against my lips.

Her hips kept moving in shorter, tighter motions as she ground against me. My hand stayed wrapped around her cock between our stomachs, stroking her in the narrow space between our bodies.

She came first.

Her cock pulsed and thickened before she spilled across my stomach in hot, slick waves. Her mouth fell open against mine, and the sound she made was closer to a sob than a moan.

Her body clenched around me at the same time. The deep, steady contractions squeezed my cock and pulled me over the edge.

I came inside her with my forehead against hers and my eyes open. I wanted to see her face. I needed to.

She shook above me as her climax continued to move through her, and I shook beneath her. We held each other’s gaze through all of it.

She stayed on top of me. She didn’t pull away or roll aside. Instead, she settled her weight against me and rested her head on my shoulder.

We lay there breathing hard, our hearts pounding against each other. Her cock slowly softened against my stomach, still pressed between us. I didn’t move my hand. I left it resting against her, warm and relaxed.

She turned her head and kissed my temple. The kiss was pure tenderness.

I wrapped both arms around her and held on.

I held her as if she were the first real thing I’d touched in years, because she was.
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I woke to daylight and the sound of her breathing.

She was curled against my left side with her head on my chest and one leg hooked over mine. Her loose hair spread across my skin in dark waves that smelled like coconut and sleep. Her hand rested on my stomach, her fingers slightly curled and rising with each breath I took.

I didn’t move.

Morning light came through the blinds. The sheets were tangled around our legs and half pulled from the mattress. There was lube on the fitted sheet and a smear on my hip. Her pillows had ended up on the floor, and neither of us had cared enough to fix anything.

I lay there and felt her weight against me, the warmth of her skin, and the soft press of her breasts against my ribs. She slept without any guard, as if she’d decided I was safe and her body believed it.

I didn’t know if I deserved that yet, but I wanted to earn it.

She stirred. Her fingers flexed against my stomach, went still, then moved again with purpose. She was awake.

She shifted and propped herself on one elbow. Her eyes were heavy with sleep, and a crease from the pillowcase marked her cheek.

“You stayed,” she said.

She didn’t sound surprised. She sounded like she was testing something she wanted to believe but hadn’t proven yet. She said it the way someone presses a bruise to see if it still hurts.

“You told me I was either here or I wasn’t,” I said.

Her mouth curved slightly. She traced one finger along my collarbone, following the bone from my shoulder to the hollow of my throat. Her touch was light and slow. It sent a current through me that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with being seen by someone who’d

I cupped the back of her neck and kissed her.

She kissed me back with one hand on my jaw. Her thumb traced the same line mine had traced on hers the first time. The balance of it settled into my chest like a key turning in a lock.

When she pulled back, she rested her forehead against mine. We closed our eyes and breathed the same air for a while.

The job was over. The contract would end. Her ex would become a note in a file I’d close and archive.

But I wasn’t leaving.

She settled against my chest again. I wrapped my arm around her and felt her relax one muscle at a time until her full weight rested on me.

Her fingers found mine and laced through them. She brought our joined hands to her chest, and I felt her heartbeat against my knuckles.

I closed my eyes. I was home.
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First Time Feminization (8 Books)

Turned Into A Girl (7 Books)

Boy to Girl (5 Books)

Male to Female Collection (8 Books)

First Time Sissy (8 Books)

Sissies and Crossdressers (7 Books)
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Jane is a gender-fluid author of transgender, feminization and crossdressing short stories, who identifies as female.

When she isn’t writing, she is (clumsily) attempting yoga and chatting with friends in her home, Vermont.

To read more of Jane’s stories, click below.
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