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	AUTHOR’S NOTE

	 

	 

	 

	This short story was part of a BookFunnel free book event in January of 2026, and is being rereleased in March of 2026 with a new cover and a bonus scene added to the epilogue.

	The characters, Jet and Bliss, are side characters in my novel A Mutual Connection, and this novella features the couple meeting, 10 years prior to the events of A Mutual Connection. As such, I needed to set this story in the early 2010s, which effects some of the diagnostic criteria around the characters’ neurodiversity, and some of the practices with doing tattoos. Jet is a trans woman with autism. As someone AMAB (and white), she would have been able to get an official diagnosis as a child. Bliss, however, is AuDHD trans man, and was not given the opportunity to get a diagnosis as a child, as it was (and still is) less likely for AFAM children to be diagnosed with ADHD and Autism. ADHD diagnoses for adults in South Africa (where this story is set) were not common before 2015, and it was only in 2017 that guidelines were published to standardise diagnoses and treatment for adults. He would not have even been able to get an AuDHD diagnosis at all, as at the time, co-occurring autism and ADHD was poorly understood and understudied, and autism and ADHD were considered mutually exclusive and could not even be diagnosed together.

	Understanding of neurodiversity has come a long way in the past 10 years, but it’s still not perfect. Autism faces as much discrimination as it did back then, and it’s still difficult (and expensive) to get an official diagnosis of autism, ADHD, or AuDHD as an adult in many countries in the world.

	Another thing I’d like to mention is that this book is set in Cape Town, South Africa and written in British English. There is a character referred to as a Coloured woman. I know this term may be shocking to some international readers, so I just wanted to note here the context of the word. Coloured people are a multiracial ethnic group in Southern Africa and are considered a separate ethical group from Black people. Considering the fact that over 40% of the population of Cape Town is made up of Coloured people, I wanted to represent that number in some small way.

	Content warnings for this novella include on-page tattoos, some small mentions of gender dysphoria (both for a trans woman and a trans man), BDSM including a public shibari demonstration, discussions and representation of D/s relationships, dirty talk, and explicit sexual content.

	 



CHAPTER ONE

	JET

	 

	 

	I pulled into the visitor parking for an artist studio space in Woodstock and eyed the property sceptically. It was a little run down, but in that artsy way that all of Woodstock and Observatory was. The cracked concrete walls were covered in bright murals, and there was a security guard at the parking entrance, with an intercom system to get into the building. That was promising.

	I’d arrived ten minutes early for my appointment, so I took out my phone and opened my notes app. I kept a lot of lists – pros and cons, art ideas, shopping, and to-do lists. My Five Year Plan, which I was currently on year four of, was open on the screen.

	It read:

	 

	✓ Start HRT

	✓ Bottom surgery

	✓ Quit law

	✓ Come out (social transition)

	✓ Facial feminisation surgery

	✓ Name and gender marker change

	□ Tattoo apprenticeship

	□ Find new club to join

	□ Find long term partner/sub

	 

	I exited out of the list and started a new one, labelled “PROS AND CONS: STUDIO #7”.

	At five minutes to my appointment time, I made my way to the front door, pressing the number for the studio I was here to visit. The speaker crackled to life, and then a harried, masculine voice called out, “Hello?”

	“Hello.” I internally cringed – I hadn’t made much progress with voice training, and hearing my inflectionless low voice come out of my mouth always sent a shiver of discomfort down my spine – but I ploughed on. “This is Jet, your 10am consult.”

	“Oh, yes, great. Hi! Come in. I’m on the second floor, second door to the right.”

	The door buzzed loudly as the intercom went dead.

	I entered the building’s lobby (clean, but worn down, with outdated green linoleum floors and splattered paint on the walls) and took the stairs (no elevator, but the stairway was well-lit, each step wide enough to accommodate my platform heels) up to the second floor. The landing was open to the elements, looking down at the parking lot below, with a great view of Table Mountain in the distance.

	The second door to the right was cracked open, and I knocked once before pushing the door wider. The space inside was sterile – white walls and concrete floors with not much character. There was a front desk to the left of the door, which housed a computer, printer, and a huge pile of paperwork. In front of me was a couch (black faux leather) and a wooden coffee table, both sitting in front of a large room divider that obscured the rest of the studio from view. It all felt temporary, too bare-bones – no curtains on the window behind the desk, no art on the walls, no carpet under the couch – but at least it was clean.

	I heard movement behind the divider. I cleared my throat and concentrated on pitching my voice higher as I called out, “Hello?”

	There was a clatter, followed by a muttered, “Shit.” Then a man stepped out from behind the divider.

	I took in his appearance: he looked like he might have had some East-Asian heritage, with mono-lids and bright hazel eyes. He was short and thin, with bright blue hair falling into his face, shaved close at the sides. He was wearing a blue and green tie-dye shirt, the sleeves cut off and hanging low under the armpits, and baggy jean shorts that stopped just under his knees. His arms and legs were covered in tattoos, a mix of colour and black work.

	He had a harried energy to him as he pushed his hair back off his forehead, cheeks flushed. “Um. I’m so sorry. Can you take a seat? I’ll be out in a second.”

	Hmm. This was going in the cons list. I could not tolerate tardiness.

	But I nodded and silently moved to the couch, tucking my skirt around my legs as I sat down and crossed my ankles. With nothing to do, I pulled out my phone and updated my pros and cons list, toying with my phone as I waited.

	“Thanks for your patience.”

	I looked up as he sat down next to me – a respectable distance away – leather portfolio in hand. When he smiled at me, all his frenetic energy disappeared, and I immediately felt at ease.

	“I’m Bliss,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you. What are you thinking of getting done?”

	Straight to the point, that was going into the pros column.

	“I saw some of your tattoos on Instagram and I like your style,” I said. “How long have you been working as a tattoo artist?”

	If Bliss was put off by my frankness, he didn’t show it. “I’ve been doing tattoos for… Fuck, ten or eleven years now?” He scratched his chin thoughtfully, where a light sprinkle of dark hair dusted his skin. “Yeah, that seems about right.”

	“And do you have a specific style, or are you open to multiple styles?”

	“I’m partial to doing a mix of American traditional, neo-traditional, and ornamental tattoos. I do a lot of blackwork, but I have a preference for colour.” Bliss gestured down to his tie dye shirt with a crooked smile. “My love of colour might be obvious. Do you want to look at my portfolio?”

	“Yes, thank you.” I took the leather binder Bliss held out to me, and paged through it. There were photographs of finished tattoos – mandalas, dot work, geometric shapes, and a few animals and mythological creatures. Bliss used a wild collection of colours that I wouldn’t think would go together, but he somehow made work.

	“Your line art is so clean. You’re great at symmetry,” I said as I turned the page.  It was one of the things that had drawn me to his work when I’d found him on Instagram.

	“Thank you! I am a big fan of doing symmetrical designs.”

	I paged over to flash designs. I really liked his style – the symmetry in a lot of his designs and precision in his geometric work really spoke to me. I’d met up for consultations with a lot of artists already, but this was the first time I’d really felt compelled to get a tattoo from someone. “Are any of these currently available?”

	“Oh, yeah,” Bliss said. “I, uh, actually have a lot of flash available right now.”

	I’d noticed that when I’d been looking at his Instagram. I’d also noticed a four month gap in his posts. “Is there a reason for that?”

	He looked away, scratching at his chin again. “I took some time off before opening my own studio.” He gestured around us. “I only recently started working from this space and I haven’t had time to decorate at all.”

	“Ah.” That explained how bare-bones everything was and the lack of Google reviews when I’d looked up the address. I had more questions, but turned to the next page instead. I paused on a design of a red demon (maybe dragon?) face with three eyes and an open mouth, surrounded by a geometric pattern. Pleasure fizzled inside me, finding something incredibly appealing about its expression.

	I tapped on the page. “I like this one. Is it available?”

	Bliss peered down at my lap. “Yeah. I drew that one recently. I’d like to do that one on a curved joint, like a knee cap.”

	I hummed thoughtfully. “What about the shoulder?”

	I glanced up to see his face light up at the suggestion. “That’d be perfect!”

	I liked to think that I was a good judge of character. I’d spent most of my twenties working as a tax attorney, so judging people – the opposing council, my clients, the other lawyers in my firm – was part of the job. Judging Bliss from this brief interaction, I found that I liked him. He was open and straightforward, with a nonthreatening aura.  He wasn’t like the other tattoo artists I’d met with – all hiding behind bravado and hyper-masculinity. Bliss was masculine, but he there was a gentleness to him I hadn’t seen in any of the other artists I’d met with. I had the suspicion he was a part of the queer community, though I’d need to spend more time with him to figure out exactly which letter in the acronym he might identify with.

	I also liked that he wasn’t constantly trying to make eye contact, getting up in my personal space, or getting annoyed at my questions. It was a low bar, but none of the other artists I’d met with had been able to pass it.

	We hashed out a price and settled on an appointment for later that week. Bliss ran to grab his card machine from behind the counter and I stood up, straightening my skirt and picking up my bag.

	When I glanced up, Bliss was looking at me.

	I was used to people looking at me – when I’d worked as a lawyer, I’d had people looking at me all the time. I was the star of the courtroom, and I relished in my well-tailored suits and expensive colognes. I’d dressed for the part I played exquisitely, and I’d had many people look at me with lust in their eyes.

	When I’d been a Dom at my old club, I’d dressed in similar suits – all black, with rich leather accessories – and every sub and switch in the building would quite literally fall at my feet for a chance to be tied in my ropes.

	I knew what attraction looked like. I knew what it felt like to be admired, to have people lust over and envy me. But that’d all been before I’d quit my job and started my social transition. Since then, the kind of looks I’d gotten had been appraising in a much less flattering way – strangers judging my femininity, my height, my brow bone. Trying to clock me.  Looks that set off alarm bells that I wasn’t in a safe space – not in the way I used to be.

	I didn’t have any of those alarm bells going off around Bliss.

	Bliss had looked away by the time I’d gotten my thoughts together, mumbling something about the machine being dead as he looked for the charging cable. I watched as he opened a cabinet above the computer and reached up, then cringe and quickly drop his arm again, rubbing at his ribs.

	Concerned, I walked over and easily plucked the charging cable from the messy shelf. I held it out to him.

	“Thanks,” Bliss said as he took it, our hands brushing briefly. In my platform boots, his head met my shoulder, and with how close we stood, he had to crane his neck to meet my eyes.

	He looked good, looking up at me like this.

	I pulled my thoughts out of the gutter and took a step back. Bliss, unaware, turned to plug the card machine in, then held it out to me to pay.

	I did so. “See you on Friday,” I said.

	Bliss grinned. “Friday it is.”



CHAPTER TWO

	BLISS

	 

	 

	I wanted to be proud of myself – after all, here I was, a few months away from turning thirty and I’d finally saved up enough money to get top surgery and open my own tattoo studio, two things I’d spent the last ten years saving for. I was finally here, and it should have been a dream come true.

	Unfortunately, this week so far had been an absolute shitshow.

	I’d only moved into this new space two weeks ago and hadn’t really figured the optimal placement for everything. I’d had a bee in my bonnet about how the tattoo space didn’t feel right, and I kept trying to move the furniture around, hoping some arrangement or another would magically work. Except I was only six weeks post top surgery, and any kind of heavy lifting – or reaching too high – resulted in an alarming pain somewhere in the bottom of my rib cage. I’d mentioned it to my surgeon, and she’d told me it was fine, but that I should avoid any strain for at least another month. I was obviously doing a shit job at following that instruction.

	I had all the bare essentials: tattoo supplies, a place to sit in the waiting room, my card machine, and a diary. But I’d always been shit at keeping track of things, and the entire week had seen me thinking I’d finally gotten everything I’d needed to run my new solo
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