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The Girl in the Mirror

Rowan is broke, invisible, and running out of time.

A late-night job leads him into a world he doesn’t understand, a world of neon lights, dangerous beauty, and desire without apology.

There he meets Vixen.

Confident. Magnetic. Impossible to ignore.

She offers him a way to stay.

But the club doesn’t just want his labour.

It wants his transformation.

Under the lights, Rowan becomes Roxxy, bold, feminine, and intoxicating. The attention is addictive. The money is real. And the more he becomes her, the harder it is to go back.

Because Roxxy isn’t just a role.

She’s the truth he’s been hiding.

And when something softer begins to emerge, Rowan must face the question that will change everything:

Who is he really?

*** A seductive, emotionally charged transgender romance, The Girl in the Mirror is a story of identity, desire, self-discovery, and the courage to finally be seen; a thrilling transgender, feminization, romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One

Rowan counted his coins on the edge of the bed and tried not to cry.

They made a soft, humiliating sound as they slid against each other. Copper and silver. Not enough to mean anything. Not enough to matter. He pushed them back into the jar and screwed the lid on too tight, like that might keep the number from shrinking further overnight.

The room was barely a room at all. A narrow studio with a single window that looked directly into the brick wall of the building opposite. The city pressed close on all sides, loud even this late, sirens and laughter and bass bleeding through the walls. Rowan had wanted this once. Noise. Proximity. Motion. He had thought being surrounded would make him feel less alone.

Instead it made him feel smaller.

He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. The paint was cracked in a way that reminded him of dry riverbeds back home. He had not been back since graduation. He told himself it was because of money, because of logistics, because he needed to prove something first. The truth was simpler and harder.

Going home felt like stepping back into a shape that had never fit.

He came from a small town where everyone knew his name and none of them knew him. One of six boys, born in a neat row like fence posts. Big boys. Loud boys. Boys who grew into men with shoulders like his father’s and hands that swallowed tools whole.

Rowan had always been the odd one out.

He had been smaller even as a child, all narrow wrists and fine bones. He had skinned his knees more often because he ran differently, careful and quick, not charging headfirst the way his brothers did. His father used to joke that the wind might carry him off one day. Everyone laughed. Rowan laughed too, because it seemed expected of him.

He looked like his mother. Everyone said so. Her red hair, though his was lighter, softer. Her freckles scattered across his nose and cheeks. Her green eyes, too large for his face, giving him a permanently startled look. She had been beautiful when she was young. She still was, in a quiet, careful way.

Sometimes Rowan wondered if that was the real problem. Not that he was small, but that he was pretty in a way that did not belong to him, like an inheritance he had never learned how to use.

He rolled onto his side and pulled his knees up to his chest. His body folded easily like it always had. Petite. Almost delicate. He had heard girls whisper it in high school, not unkindly, not cruel. Just surprised. Cute. Feminine. Words that had clung to him without ever settling into meaning.

He had never known what to do with desire. His own or anyone else’s. He was a virgin at twenty-two and carried it like a secret fault, something that proved he had failed to arrive on time. He did not feel broken exactly. Just paused. As if some essential instruction had been misprinted.

He picked up his phone and scrolled through job listings again even though he had already memorized them.

Cafe work. Retail. Call centers. All minimum wage. All temporary. All demanding a version of himself he did not know how to perform. His degree meant nothing here. A piece of paper folded neatly into a drawer that said he was educated, qualified, ready.

But ready for what?

The city had promised something bigger. He had felt it when he arrived with two suitcases and a chest full of hope that did not yet have a name. Bigger than the narrow expectations back home. Bigger than Sunday dinners and jokes about girlfriends and when are you going to bring someone home.

His parents would have him back. He knew that. They would feed him, house him, love him in the way they knew how. But life there was a cage built from care and certainty. Conservative and small. Every path already mapped. Every deviation noticed.

He wanted something else. He just did not know what it was yet.

The job posting appeared again as he scrolled, like it had been waiting.

Bar staff needed. Nights. Immediate start. Cash tips.

Rowan frowned at the screen. A bar. Late nights. Not his degree. Not his world. He imagined himself behind a counter, awkward hands, soft voice drowned out by music and men who took up too much space. He imagined being laughed at. Looked through. Misunderstood.

He imagined rent unpaid. Electricity cut. The slow humiliation of asking for help he did not want.

He tapped the listing open.

The description was brief. No photographs. An address he vaguely recognized from walking past once at night, neon glowing against wet pavement. A place he had not looked at directly, as if eye contact might invite something he was not prepared for.

He closed the listing.

Then opened it again.

Anything, he told himself. I will do anything.

His fingers hovered over the apply button. He was sure he would not get it. Places like that wanted confidence, charisma, bodies that filled space. Not someone like him. Someone small and careful and easily overlooked.

Depression settled over him like a heavy blanket. Not dramatic. Not sharp. Just a dull certainty that nothing would change because he did not know how to change himself.

He stood and went to the mirror instead.

The reflection looked back at him uncertainly. Red hair falling into his eyes. Freckles standing out against pale skin. Lips too soft. Jaw too narrow. Shoulders slight beneath an old sweater that hung on him instead of fitting.

Cute, he thought again. Almost pretty.

He hated the way the word felt and could not stop returning to it.

Who are you supposed to be, he asked himself silently.

The reflection did not answer.

He picked up the phone again and applied before he could think better of it. Filled in his name. His availability. His number. Hit send with a flinch, like touching something hot.

There. Done.

He set the phone face down on the bed and lay beside it, staring up at the ceiling again. His heart beat too fast for no reason at all. Or maybe for every reason.

Somewhere in the city, music thudded through walls. Neon hummed. People moved through their nights with intention, with hunger, with certainty. Rowan felt like he was standing at the edge of something vast and unnamed, aware only that staying still was no longer an option.

He closed his eyes and imagined a life that did not yet have a shape. Not home. Not here exactly. Something in between. Something under lights he had not yet stepped into.

He did not know that this small, desperate choice would change everything.

He only knew that he was running out of time and money and patience for being invisible.

So he waited.
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Rowan nearly dropped his phone when it buzzed.

He had been sitting on the floor with his back against the bed, knees pulled in, staring at the pale square of light on the wall where the sun was failing to reach. The city always seemed to do that. Withhold just enough. He picked the phone up, heart already racing as if it knew before he did.

Thank you for your application.

Can you come in this evening?

For a second he simply stared. Then a soft, startled laugh slipped out of him, the sound thin and disbelieving. He read it again, slower this time, tracing each word with his eyes as if it might vanish.

This evening.

They wanted him now. Not next week. Not after consideration. Now.

Hope bloomed too fast, almost painful. He pressed the phone to his chest and closed his eyes, breathing through the sudden tightness there. It felt dangerous to feel pleased. Like tempting something that might snatch it away.

He stood and paced the small room, energy fizzing under his skin. The air felt different already, charged. He checked the address again, then the time. Early evening. Interview. His stomach flipped.

He needed to look presentable.

That thought alone made his shoulders tense. Clothes had always felt like a negotiation he was losing. They never quite sat right on him. Too loose in the shoulders, too tight in places he did not know how to acknowledge. He wanted to disappear into them and be seen through them at the same time, a contradiction he had never resolved.

He pulled everything he owned onto the bed. There was not much. A few shirts he wore only when he wanted to look serious. Jeans softened by too many washes. A jacket he had bought second hand because it had looked sharp and decisive on the rack.

He showered quickly, scrubbing himself with more urgency than necessary. His skin felt too sensitive afterward, like he had rubbed it raw. He dressed carefully. Black jeans. A clean shirt. The jacket after all. He studied himself in the mirror, tugging at the hem, smoothing his hair back before letting it fall forward again. That felt more like him.

The clothes felt strange on his body, like borrowed confidence. Like a version of himself he was not sure he could sustain.

Cute, a traitorous thought whispered.

He shoved it aside and grabbed his keys.

The walk there felt longer than it should have. The city shifted as he approached the address, streets growing louder, lights blooming brighter against the deepening blue of the sky. Neon signs buzzed softly. The air smelled warmer here, thick with perfume and smoke and anticipation.

He hesitated across the street, heart pounding. The building was unassuming from the outside. Brick and glass and a glowing sign humming quietly above the door. People drifted in and out with easy confidence. Men and women alike, beautiful in a way that seemed effortless. They laughed easily. Their clothes clung just right. Their bodies took up space without apology.

Rowan crossed the street before his courage could fail.

Inside, the space opened into something darker and softer than he had expected. The lighting was low and flattering. Music pulsed gently, not yet demanding attention. It was early, the room mostly empty, the bar gleaming and untouched, the stage quiet but unmistakably present.

Then he really looked.

Women were moving on the stage. Not many. Just one at first, then another preparing at the edge. They wore outfits that were barely there, sequined and sheer and unapologetically revealing. He froze, heat rushing to his face.

Oh.

He had not realized. Not fully. He had imagined a bar. Loud. Sticky floors. Maybe live music. He had not pictured women dancing like this, strutting and arching and owning the space with their bodies. The way they moved was deliberate. Confident. They knew exactly how they looked and wanted to be seen.

It felt wrong to watch. Almost sinful in a way that reached back to his childhood, to sermons and warnings and the quiet, unspoken rules of home. He should look away. He knew that instinctively.

He did not.

Something twisted low in his belly, not quite arousal, not quite fear. Excitement laced with shame. Awe threaded through it. He watched the dancer roll her shoulders, lift her arms, let the music claim her. The room seemed to bend around her.

She looked like she belonged in her body.

The thought struck him so hard it stole his breath.

Rowan tore his gaze away and hurried to the bar, pulse pounding. A man stood behind it polishing a glass, his movements smooth and practiced. He was handsome in a way that felt almost aggressive. Broad shoulders. Strong hands. Easy smile. The kind of man Rowan’s brothers would have recognized immediately. A real man, the cruel little voice whispered. A man like Rowan could never be.

“Hi,” Rowan said, voice soft. “I’m looking for the manager. Ms Greene.”

The man glanced him over, friendly curiosity in his eyes. “Interview?”

Rowan nodded. “Yes. I think so.”

“She’s in the office,” the man said, nodding toward the back. “You can knock.”

“Thank you,” Rowan said, and meant more than just the words.

He crossed the room, hyper aware of his body again. The stage lights glinted at the edge of his vision. Laughter drifted from somewhere deeper inside. He knocked gently, then again, a little firmer.

“Come in,” a voice called.

The office was small and tidy. A desk. A chair. A woman sat behind it, posture straight, gaze sharp. She looked up and assessed him in one swift, efficient glance. Her clothes were immaculate. Tailored. Controlled. She radiated authority without raising her voice.

“You’re Rowan,” she said.

“Yes,” he replied. “Thank you for seeing me.”

She gestured to the chair. He sat, perching on the edge without meaning to. His hands folded in his lap, then unfolded. He could feel his pulse everywhere.

“You applied for bar staff,” she said.

“Yes.”

She glanced at his application. “You don’t have experience.”

“No,” he said. “But I learn fast. I work hard. I’m good with people. I mean. I try to be.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Try?”

Heat crept up his neck. “I know I’m not what you usually look for. But I need this. I need a job. I’ll do whatever it takes. I won’t cause trouble.”

The words spilled out too quickly. He stopped himself, mortified, waiting for dismissal.

Ms Greene studied him in silence. It stretched long enough that his chest began to ache. He stared at his hands, at the faint freckles dusting his knuckles.

“Why here,” she asked finally.

He hesitated. Honesty rose up before he could soften it.

“The truth is there’s not a reason. I… I applied because I need the money. I’ve never been here before tonight. This… this isn’t really my kind of place, but now, being here, seeing it, feeling the atmosphere, I guess… it feels like this is somewhere things happen,” he said quietly. “And I want to be where things happen. I don’t want to be invisible anymore.”

Her gaze sharpened. Something like interest flickered there.

“You realize what kind of club this is,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, though the word felt fragile. “I do.”

“You’re small,” she said bluntly.

He nodded. “I know.”

“You don’t look like my usual hires.”

“I know that too.”

Another pause. Then she leaned back slightly.

“You’re hungry,” she said. “Not just for money.”

His throat tightened. He could not bring himself to deny it.

“I don’t usually take pity hires,” Ms Greene continued.

“I don’t want pity,” Rowan said quickly.

She waved a hand. “Relax. I said usually.”

She looked at him again, slower this time, as if seeing past his nerves to something beneath. Something he did not know how to name.

“Can you start tomorrow,” she asked.

The question hit him like a wave.

“Yes,” he breathed. “Yes. Absolutely.”

She nodded. “You’ll start on bar. You’ll watch. You’ll learn. And you’ll pay attention.”

“I will,” he promised. “Thank you.”

She stood, signaling the end. “One more thing,” she said. “You need to dress the part. Look around as you leave. Watch my staff. You need to fit in.”

Fit in.

The words echoed in his head as he stepped back into the main room. Relief made his legs feel light, unsteady. He had a job. He had a job.

He slowed as he passed the bar, remembering her instruction. He watched.

The staff moved with an ease that bordered on art. They leaned into each other. They laughed without restraint. Their clothes seemed to belong to them, shaped by their bodies rather than the other way around. Even the dancers moved differently offstage, a quiet confidence humming beneath their casual gestures.

They were intimidating. Beautiful. Alive.

Rowan felt a familiar ache bloom in his chest. He would try. He would learn. He would make himself useful. He would do whatever it took to stay.

But could he ever look like that. Could he ever feel at home in his skin the way they seemed to.

Outside, the neon hummed softly as he stepped back into the night. The city felt closer now, almost intimate. He walked home with his hands tucked into his pockets, smiling despite the fear that curled beneath it.

For the first time since arriving, someone had said yes to him.

He did not yet know what that yes would demand.
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Rowan spent the last of his money on clothes and tried not to think about what would happen if this did not work.

The shop was small and carefully curated, the kind of place that smelled faintly of incense and ambition. Everything on the racks looked intentional. Clean lines. Dark colors. Fabric that caught the light when he moved. He touched things he would never have touched back home, soft knits and fitted trousers, shirts cut to follow the body instead of hiding it.

He took a stack into the changing room and closed the curtain with trembling hands.

The mirror did not show a stranger. That was the unsettling part. It showed him sharpened. Edited. Black trousers that hugged his hips and thighs in a way that made him painfully aware of them. A shirt that skimmed his chest, light enough that he could feel his own breathing. A jacket that framed his narrow shoulders and made them look deliberate instead of apologetic.

He turned slowly, heat pooling low in his belly, discomfort and fascination tangled together. He looked small. Pretty. Vulnerable in a way that felt dangerous.

He swallowed and dressed again, heart pounding, then handed over his card. The total emptied it almost completely. He did not look at the receipt.

On the walk home, the bag felt heavier than it should have. Not with fabric, but with expectation. He laid everything out on his bed and smoothed it carefully, like ritual preparation. When he dressed again, choosing what felt least like a lie, his hands shook.

Black trousers. Dark shirt open just enough at the throat. Clean shoes. He caught his reflection one last time before leaving.

You can do this, he told himself.

The club was already alive when he arrived for his first shift. Music pulsed through the walls. The air thrummed with anticipation. He stepped inside and was immediately swallowed by heat and light and motion.

Ms Greene spotted him at once. She gave a curt nod, eyes flicking over his clothes.

“Good,” she said. “You listened.”

The word warmed him more than he expected.

She led him behind the bar where the noise softened slightly. A man stood there already, broad-shouldered and solid, moving with the unhurried confidence of someone who knew exactly what he was doing.

“This is Carlos,” Ms Greene said. “He’s running bar tonight.”

Carlos smiled easily. “Nice to meet you, Rowan.”

Rowan shook his hand, surprised again by the steadiness of it. “Thank you for having me.”

Ms Greene laid out his duties quickly. Observe. Restock. Handle glassware. Ice. Clean. Learn without getting in the way. No tips for now. That would come later.

“That’s fine,” Rowan said immediately. “I’m just grateful to be here.”

Carlos clapped his hands once. “All right. Let’s get you moving.”

The work was harder than he expected. Crates were heavier. Fridges deeper. His arms burned as he lifted and stacked and wiped. His feet ached within the hour. Sweat prickled under his clothes and he worried about how he looked, about the darkening fabric at his back.

He did not slow down.

The club filled steadily. The bar became a hive of motion. Glasses flashed under the lights. Orders overlapped. Carlos moved like he had always belonged here, voice calm, eyes everywhere at once.

Rowan stayed close but out of the way, watching, learning, absorbing. He focused on tasks and still could not stop noticing the people around him.

The staff were all impossibly beautiful. Not just attractive, but alive inside their bodies. They leaned and laughed and flirted with easy confidence. Their clothes seemed to be an extension of themselves rather than something worn. Rowan felt hyper aware of his own skin, of how he occupied space.

Then the dancers began to pass through the bar more frequently.

They arrived in bursts of perfume and glitter, skin gleaming under the lights. They wore almost nothing and somehow made it look like armor. Sequined bikinis. Thigh-high boots. Heels that made their legs seem endless. Makeup bold and unapologetic, eyes lined dark and mouths glossy.

They teased the bartenders, leaned close, laughed loudly. Rowan felt heat rise in his chest that made him dizzy. He had never been this close to people like this. To women who owned their sexuality so openly, who made desire look like something chosen rather than endured.

It felt wrong to stare. It felt impossible not to.

He kept his eyes down and his hands busy, but his body reacted anyway. A strange pull low in his stomach. A sense of being small and exposed and aching for something he could not yet name.

And then she arrived.

The room seemed to notice before he did. A subtle shift in attention, bodies making space without conscious thought. Rowan looked up and forgot how to breathe.

She was tall. Taller than most of the dancers. Her body was all lush curves and toned strength, thighs thick and powerful, hips wide and unapologetic. Her skin was warm and golden, catching the light like polished bronze. Black curls cascaded down her back, wild and glossy, framing a face that was striking to the point of being unreal.

Her makeup was bold and deliberate. Dark liner that made her eyes seem endless. Lashes thick and dramatic. Lips painted a deep, glossy shade that begged to be looked at. Her eyes were almond shaped and sharp, glittering with amusement and something more dangerous beneath.

She wore a bikini that barely qualified as clothing. Fabric stretched taut over generous breasts, straps biting into skin that looked soft and firm all at once. The bottoms hugged her hips and ass, leaving almost nothing to the imagination. High heels lengthened her legs, emphasizing the powerful curve of her thighs.

She was lurid. Excessive. Hyperfeminine in a way that felt almost confrontational.

Rowan felt it like a blow to the chest.

She moved to the bar with a slow, rolling confidence that made every step a statement. Carlos greeted her by name. She laughed, the sound low and rich, and leaned against the counter, body on display without apology.

Rowan could not stop looking.

Heat flooded him, sharp and dizzying. This was arousal, he realized dimly, but tangled with awe and something that felt almost like worship. She was breathtaking. Overwhelming. A vision of femininity turned all the way up, polished and intentional and powerful.

She turned and caught him staring.

His heart slammed painfully against his ribs.

Instead of annoyance, her mouth curved into a smile that was all teeth and promise. She looked him over slowly, openly, eyes dragging across him in a way that made his skin prickle.

“You’re new,” she said, voice smooth and confident.

Rowan swallowed. “Yes. First night.”

Her gaze lingered on his face, on his freckles, his mouth. “I thought so,” she said. “I would have remembered you.”

His face burned. He fumbled with the ice scoop, desperate for something to anchor him.

“I’m Vixen,” she said. “Welcome to the madness.”

“Rowan,” he managed. “Nice to meet you.”

She studied him for another heartbeat, eyes narrowing slightly as if she were seeing something beneath the surface. Something he could not see himself.

“Hopefully see you around,” Vixen said, lips curving again.

Then she straightened, collected her drink, and turned away. Her hips swayed as she walked, ass rolling with deliberate sensuality, curls bouncing with each step. She vanished back toward the stage, leaving behind the faint scent of perfume and the echo of her presence.

Rowan stood frozen for a moment, heart racing so hard it made him lightheaded. His hands shook as he set the scoop down. He took a breath, then another, trying to steady himself.

Get it together, he told himself. You are here to work.

But something inside him had been irrevocably stirred. A longing sharp enough to hurt. A fascination that felt dangerous and thrilling all at once.

He returned to his tasks with renewed intensity. His body ached. His feet throbbed. His arms burned. He welcomed the exhaustion. It grounded him. Gave him somewhere to put the excess energy humming under his skin.

All night, his thoughts returned to her. To the way she moved. To the confidence in her gaze. To the way she had looked at him without hesitation or dismissal.

When his shift finally ended, Rowan felt wrung out and wired all at once. As he stepped back into the night, neon buzzing softly behind him, he pressed a hand to his chest and laughed under his breath.

His heart was still racing.

And he knew, with a certainty that frightened him, that he would never forget the way Vixen had made him feel.


Two

The first week blurred together in Rowan’s body before it ever settled in his mind.

His muscles learned before his thoughts did. How to lift without straining. How to slide a crate into place with a practiced shove of the hip. How to catch a falling glass without flinching. The bar stopped feeling like an obstacle course and started feeling like a pattern. A difficult one. Demanding. But legible.

He still went home exhausted every night.

His hands ached constantly. The skin between his fingers stayed raw no matter how much lotion he used. His feet throbbed as soon as he took his shoes off, heat blooming through the soles like a second pulse. He slept hard and woke groggy, the city already loud outside his thin walls.

But he was learning. He was useful. Carlos nodded at him more often now, a brief smile when Rowan anticipated a need without being told. Ice refilled before it ran out. Glassware rotated smoothly. Spills cleaned before they became a problem.

“You’re getting it,” Carlos said one night, clapping him lightly on the shoulder as he passed.

The praise landed harder than it should have. Rowan held it close, turning it over in his chest like a small, precious thing.

The money did not stretch as far.

His wages came in clean and predictable and far too small. He sat at his little table with his notebook and did the math again and again, hoping the numbers would shift if he stared at them long enough. They never did. Rent swallowed most of it. Food took another bite. There was nothing left for mistakes.

He lived on pasta and eggs and whatever was cheapest that week. He skipped coffee unless he absolutely needed it. He walked instead of taking the bus whenever his legs could handle it. He told himself it was temporary. That this was how beginnings felt.

Some nights the anxiety followed him all the way into sleep, a tight coil under his ribs that never fully loosened.

Other nights the club lingered in him like a bruise pressed too often. The lights. The music. The way bodies moved through space with certainty.

That part was harder to account for.

Being surrounded by beauty did not numb him the way he had expected. It sharpened him. Every shift felt like standing in a gallery of people who had learned how to inhabit themselves. Men in tailored shirts with painted nails and easy smiles. Women in suits cut to perfection, flirting as easily with each other as with anyone else. Couples of every configuration imaginable, hands resting on backs and thighs and waists without apology.

Queer, he realized one night as the word finally settled into place.

Not as a label. As an atmosphere.

The club hummed with it. Not hidden. Not defensive. Queerness as something light and lived in. Something joyful. People kissed freely. Laughed loudly. Introduced partners with pride instead of explanation.

Rowan watched from the edges, heart tight.

He had never seen anything like this growing up. Back home, difference existed only as rumor or warning. Something whispered about or prayed away. Here it moved openly through the room, embodied and radiant.

Everyone was friendly. That surprised him too. There was no cruelty in their curiosity. No edge to their glances. They smiled at him. Asked his name again even when he had already given it. Thanked him sincerely when he brought water or cleared space at the bar.

A woman with a shaved head and silver lipstick told him she loved his freckles. A man in heels laughed when Rowan blushed and said they were adorable. No one mocked him. No one demanded anything from him.

The kindness made something ache.

He felt like a guest at a party he had not been invited to until now. Like he had arrived late and was trying not to draw attention to his unfamiliarity. He wanted to belong and did not know how. The desire sat in his chest sharp and constant, a longing he could not name without fear.

Watching them laugh together felt like pressing on a bruise he did not know he had.

And then there was Vixen.

She noticed him every night now.

Not always with words. Sometimes just with a glance that lingered a beat too long. A smile when their eyes met. A casual brush past him at the bar that left heat trailing along his arm.

When she did speak to him, it was with an ease that made his heart race.

“How are you surviving,” she asked one evening, leaning against the bar while waiting for her drink. Her outfit that night was a blaze of color and skin, a tiny halter top glittering under the lights, bottoms that clung to her hips like paint. Her legs seemed endless, muscle and curve working together as she shifted her weight.

“I’m learning,” Rowan said, wiping down the counter that was already clean.

She laughed softly. “You say that like it hurts.”

“Sometimes it does,” he admitted before he could stop himself.

Her gaze sharpened, interested. “You don’t hate it though.”

“No,” he said quickly. “I don’t.”

She studied him for a moment, eyes dark and unreadable. Then she smiled again, slow and knowing.

“I thought not.”

She made a point of asking him small things. Where he was from. How long he had been in the city. Whether he liked it yet. He answered honestly, stumbling a little over his words, always aware of how close she was. Of the heat of her body. Of the way her confidence seemed to bend the space around her.

He found her hypnotic.

Not just her body, though that was impossible to ignore. The way her thighs flexed when she climbed onto the bar stool. The curve of her waist. The fullness of her chest. The deliberate way she moved, each gesture a choice rather than a habit.

It was the way she looked at him.

Like he was not a joke. Not a mistake. Like he was interesting.

One night she watched him restock glasses, her chin propped on her hand.

“You’re getting smoother,” she said.

He flushed. “I’m trying not to drop anything.”

“You haven’t yet,” she replied. “That’s something.”

Her smile made his stomach flip.

The dancers gathered at the bar between sets, a constellation of glitter and perfume and laughter. Rowan listened to their conversations as he worked. Complaints about heels. Jokes about regulars. Plans for after the club closed. They talked about bodies and desire and work with a frankness that would have scandalized his hometown.

Here it was normal. Casual. Free.

Rowan felt both drawn in and painfully outside of it. He wanted to ask questions. Wanted to understand how they did this. How they stood so easily inside themselves.

Sometimes the longing hurt so badly it took his breath.

He went home at night with Vixen’s laughter echoing in his ears. With the image of her moving under the lights burned behind his eyes. With the ache of envy and admiration tangled together so tightly he could not tell where one ended and the other began.

He lay awake staring at the ceiling, thinking about the way people here lived openly. About how natural it seemed. About the part of him that leaned toward it like a plant toward light.

He told himself he was just tired. Just overwhelmed. Just adjusting.

But something was changing.

The club was working on him. On his sense of what was possible. On his understanding of beauty and belonging and desire. He felt it happening slowly, subtly, like pressure building beneath the surface.

On his sixth night, Vixen touched his arm lightly as she passed him a glass.

“You’re doing good,” she said quietly.

The contact was brief. Barely there. It sent a shock through him anyway.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

She squeezed once before letting go. “Stick around,” she said. “You might surprise yourself.”

As she walked away, Rowan stood very still, heart pounding. The bar noise swelled around him. Music rose and fell. Bodies moved and laughed and touched.

And somewhere inside his chest, something sharp and hopeful twisted tighter.

He did not know what he wanted yet.

He only knew that watching from the edges was no longer enough.
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The numbers refused to behave.

Rowan sat at his small table with the notebook open in front of him, pencil smudging the page as he erased and rewrote the same figures. Tips had helped. Graduating to working the bar had helped. He liked the work now. Liked talking to people, remembering faces, learning drinks, catching jokes thrown his way. He liked the small thrill of being asked for something and knowing how to deliver it.

But the math did not care about liking.

Rent loomed. Food costs crept. Shoes wore down faster than he could afford. Even with tips folded carefully into envelopes, even with the small pride he felt dropping coins into his jar, there was still not enough.

Not enough margin. Not enough safety. Not enough future.

He closed the notebook and rested his forehead briefly against the cool wood of the table. His chest felt tight in a way he recognized now. Not panic exactly. Grief. Anticipatory loss.

Because something else had happened alongside the exhaustion and the learning curve and the ache in his hands.

He had begun to feel like he belonged.

Not completely. Not without the familiar sting of comparison. He still felt like the ugly duckling among swans, too small, too soft, too unsure of where to put his elbows. But the bar had become a place where his name was known. Where people smiled when they saw him. Where he could stand behind the counter and feel, for stretches of time, like he was meant to be there.

Carlos trusted him now. Left him to manage sections on his own. The regulars tipped him well enough to make his chest warm with gratitude. People flirted with him casually, kindly, without the sharp edge of expectation.

Queer joy moved through the space like music. Rowan felt it settle into him slowly, a loosening he had not known he needed. He laughed more easily. Smiled without checking himself. He had stopped shrinking quite so much.

And now he might have to leave.

The thought sat heavy and bitter. He imagined sending out resumes again. Interviewing in daylight. Offices and cafes and polite disappointment. A life where the neon faded and this strange, electric world became a story he told himself to remember what it felt like to almost belong.

He dressed for his shift that night with a knot in his stomach. The clothes that had once felt daring now felt familiar, even comforting. He caught his reflection and saw something steadier there. Still small. Still pretty in that way he did not know how to own. But less lost.

At the club, the noise wrapped around him like a living thing. Music thudded. Lights glowed. Bodies pressed close. Rowan slipped behind the bar and took his place with practiced ease.

He was good at this now.

He poured drinks cleanly. Remembered preferences. Joked lightly. Accepted tips with genuine thanks. There was pleasure in it. Real pleasure. In being competent. In being wanted in this specific, bounded way.

But every time someone slipped a note into the jar, his mind did the math automatically. Tallied and subtracted and came up short.

He felt it weighing on him. A distraction he could not shake. His smiles came a half beat late. His laughter did not quite reach his eyes.

Vixen noticed.

She always did.

She approached the bar between sets, wearing a bikini that shimmered like spilled jewels. Her body was all confident lines and lush curves, skin glowing under the lights. She leaned in close, close enough that Rowan caught the warm scent of her perfume and something underneath it that was simply her.

“You look like you lost something,” she said lightly.

Rowan blinked, pulled back into the moment.

“What?”

She tilted her head, studying him openly. “That far away stare. It’s new.”

He hesitated. The truth pressed against his teeth, aching to be let out. He did not know why he wanted to tell her. Only that he did.

“It’s nothing,” he said automatically.

Her eyebrow lifted. “Try again.”

He swallowed. The bar hummed around them, laughter and music and clinking glass. He felt strangely exposed, standing there with her eyes on him.

“I’m just thinking,” he said finally.

“Dangerous habit,” she replied with a smile. “Care to share?”

He glanced down at his hands, at the freckles scattered across them, at the faint redness from ice and sanitizer. “I might not be able to stay,” he said quietly.

Her smile faded, replaced by something sharper. Focused. “Stay where?”

“Here,” he said. “At the club.”

She leaned back slightly, giving him space without withdrawing her attention. “Why?”

He laughed softly, without humor. “Money. I mean. I like it here. I really do. But liking doesn’t pay rent.”

She watched him for a long moment. He felt like she was weighing something, measuring him in a way that made his skin prickle.

“You’re working bar now,” she said. “You get tips.”

“Yeah,” he said. “And they help. They really do. But it’s still tight. I’m one bad week away from trouble.”

The words felt heavy and shameful and relieving all at once. He had not said them out loud before.

Vixen nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

“I don’t want to leave,” Rowan admitted. The words surprised him with their intensity. “I didn’t expect to feel like this. Like I found something. People here are… happy. Or at least free. I don’t feel invisible all the time.”

His voice wavered. He hated that. He hated how much this mattered.

She softened then, just a little. Her gaze warmed. “You’re not invisible,” she said.

“I know,” he replied. “Here. I mean. Out there…” He trailed off, gesturing vaguely toward the rest of the world.

She leaned closer again, lowering her voice. “You look even more lost than usual tonight.”

Heat rushed to his face. “I didn’t know it showed.”

“It does,” she said gently. “To me.”

That did something to him. Something unsteady and hopeful and frightening. He looked at her, really looked, at the bold lines of her makeup, the confidence in her posture, the way she stood so fully inside herself.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said.

She held his gaze, unflinching. “Then maybe it’s time to want something different.”

The words lingered between them, heavy with implication. Rowan felt his heart pick up speed, a familiar flutter low in his chest.

“What do you mean?” He asked.

Vixen smiled, slow and thoughtful. “I mean we should talk. Not here. Not like this.”

She straightened as her music cue shifted, already half turning away. “Finish your shift,” she added over her shoulder. “I’ll find you later.”

And then she was gone again, swallowed by light and sound and movement, leaving Rowan gripping the edge of the bar, heart racing.

He stared after her, mind spinning. The worry did not disappear. The numbers did not suddenly add up.

But something else had entered the equation.

Something dangerous. Something hopeful.

And Rowan knew, with a quiet certainty that made his hands shake, that whatever Vixen wanted to talk about would change everything.
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The hallway to the dressing rooms felt narrower than the rest of the club.

The music dulled as Rowan followed Vixen past a heavy door, the bass dropping away until what remained was a distant thrum, like a heartbeat heard through walls. The air changed too. Thicker. Warmer. Scented with perfume and sweat and something sweet and powdery that made his head feel light.

He had never been backstage like this before.

The dressing room door stood ajar. Light spilled out, bright and unflattering and intimate. Vixen pushed it open with her hip and gestured him inside.

“Come in,” she said easily.

Rowan hesitated for half a second, then stepped across the threshold.

The room felt like another world. Clothes were scattered everywhere. Sequined bikinis draped over chairs. Stockings tangled on the floor. A pair of tiny bottoms lay discarded near the door, unmistakably dirty, damp with sweat and something else he did not want to name. Bras hung from hooks like trophies. He looked away and then back again, unable to help himself.

The vanity was crowded with makeup. Palettes exploded with color. Brushes lay dusted and stained. Lipsticks stood uncapped, their tips rounded and glossy. The mirror was ringed with lights that made everything too real and too close.

It felt alien. Overwhelming. Hyper feminine in a way that made his chest ache and his skin prickle. This was not the careful prettiness of his mother or the restrained beauty he had admired from a distance. This was loud. Excessive. Intentional.

It made him dizzy.

Vixen shrugged out of her robe partway, then let it fall closed again. She was dressed for work underneath, bikini straps visible at her shoulders, glitter catching the light where the robe parted at her thighs. The robe itself was short, barely decent, cinched loosely at the waist.

She caught him looking and smiled.

“Sorry,” he blurted, mortified.

“Don’t be,” she said lightly. “You’re allowed to look.”

That did not help.

He stood awkwardly near the door, hands fisted at his sides, painfully aware of how small he felt in this space. Of how out of place his neat clothes seemed among the chaos.

Vixen leaned back against the vanity and crossed one long leg over the other. The robe rode up further. Rowan looked at the floor.

“I wanted to talk to you,” she said. “Properly.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

She watched him for a moment, eyes sharp and assessing. Not predatory. Curious. Thoughtful.

“I’ve noticed you,” she said.

His heart stuttered. “I know.”

She laughed softly. “Not like that. I mean I’ve been watching you.”

Heat rushed to his face so fast it made his ears ring. “Oh.”

“You’re quiet,” she continued. “Careful. Like you’re always asking permission to exist.”

He flinched before he could stop himself.

“That wasn’t an insult,” she added gently. “Just an observation.”

He swallowed. “I’m trying not to be a problem.”

“That’s exactly what I mean,” she said.

She straightened slightly, robe shifting with the movement. “You don’t fit, do you.”

It was not a question.

Rowan stared at the floor, at a smear of glitter near his shoes. The truth pressed against him, heavy and undeniable.

“No,” he said quietly. “I never really have.”

She nodded, as if this confirmed something she had already decided. “You remind me of me,” she said. “Before.”

He looked up then, startled. “You don’t seem like you ever didn’t fit.”

Her smile turned wry. “That’s because you’re meeting me after the hard parts.”

He did not know what to say to that.

She tilted her head, studying his face. “You’re cute,” she said.

His face burned. “I’m not.”

“You blush when you’re embarrassed,” she went on, clearly enjoying herself. “I like that.”

He pressed his lips together, mortified and oddly pleased all at once. No one had ever said something like that to him without cruelty or mockery beneath it.

She watched him struggle and softened, her voice lowering. “You feel like something inside you doesn’t match what the world expects, don’t you.”

The words landed like a hand on his chest.

“Yes,” he whispered.

“And you’re tired of pretending you don’t notice.”

His throat tightened. He nodded.

Vixen pushed off the vanity and moved closer. Not too close. Just enough that he could smell her perfume more clearly now. Warm. Sweet. Something floral underneath.

“I think I can help you,” she said.

His heart began to race.

“How?”

“I think,” she said slowly, “that you have two problems.”

He waited.

“You need more money,” she said. “And you’re trying to find where you belong.”

“Yes,” he breathed.

“I can help with both,” she said.

Suspicion flickered through his fear. “How.”

She turned away briefly and reached down beside the vanity. When she straightened again, she was holding a pair of heels.

They were impossibly high. Glossy black. Straps delicate and severe all at once. They looked like instruments. Dangerous. Beautiful.

Rowan stared at them, his head swimming.

“I can’t,” he said immediately. “I’m not like you. I’m not… that.”

She watched him carefully, reading the panic in his posture, the way his body wanted to fold in on itself.

“You don’t have to be like me,” she said. “You just have to be willing to try.”

“I’d look ridiculous,” he whispered.

“I don’t think so,” she replied. “You have the right build. The right softness. People would eat you alive.”

The words sent a jolt through him. Fear and something else tangled together until he could not tell them apart.

“I don’t even know how to walk in those,” he said.

She smiled. “Neither did I.”

He shook his head, dizzy. “I’m not a dancer.”

“You don’t know what you are yet,” she said calmly.

She stepped closer, close enough now that he could see the flecks of glitter at the corner of her eyes. “You don’t fit behind the bar forever,” she said. “And you don’t fit back home. But this.”

She lifted the heels slightly. “This might fit you more than you think.”

His heart hammered. “It’s too much.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe it’s exactly enough.”

He felt like he was standing on the edge of something enormous. Terrifying. Exhilarating. The room seemed to tilt around him.

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you could do it,” she added.

He met her eyes then. Really met them. There was no mockery there. No manipulation. Just certainty.

“Try it,” she said softly. “For me.”

He inhaled sharply.

“I’d be very grateful,” she added, her smile slow and promising.

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with implication. Rowan’s thoughts scattered, tumbling over each other in a rush of fear and longing.

He looked at the heels again. At the shine. At the thin straps. At the possibility they represented.

“I don’t know if I can,” he said.

Vixen extended the shoes toward him, patient. “You don’t have to know,” she said. “You just have to say yes.”

His hands trembled as he reached out.

And somewhere deep inside him, something stirred that felt like recognition.


Three

Rowan said yes.

He said it quietly, standing in the doorway of the dressing room with his heart in his throat and his hands trembling. He said it because he needed the money. Because rent was due and numbers did not bend for longing or fear. Because the club had given him something he had not felt in a long time and he was terrified of losing it.

That was all it was.

At least, that was what he told himself.

The truth followed him home like a shadow that refused to detach. It sat with him as he walked through the city, neon flickering against wet pavement, his reflection stretching and breaking in shop windows. It lay beside him when he kicked off his shoes and collapsed onto the bed without turning on the light.

He had said yes.

The word felt unreal in his mouth, like a sound he had practiced but never expected to use. It echoed now, louder with every passing minute. Yes to dancing. Yes to heels. Yes to standing under lights instead of behind a bar.

Yes to something he had never let himself want.

He lay on his back staring at the ceiling while the city breathed around him. Sirens rose and fell. Laughter drifted up from the street below. Every time he closed his eyes he saw Vixen. Not just her body, though that was impossible to separate from the image, but her certainty. The way she stood inside herself as if she had chosen every inch deliberately.

It was not just lust that twisted in him at the thought of her.

It was longing. Identification. A dangerous, unformed desire that made his chest ache.

He wanted her.

And he wanted to be her.

The second thought frightened him enough that he tried to push it away, but it clung stubbornly, surfacing again and again. The fantasy of moving like she moved. Of wearing what she wore. Of being looked at the way people looked at her.

Shame rose with it, automatic and sharp. He had learned that feeling early. Learned to swallow it, bury it, pretend it did not exist. In a house full of boys, there had been no room for softness that did not harden itself quickly.

That part of him had gone quiet over the years. Not gone, exactly. Just hidden. Folded away carefully like something fragile and dangerous.

Now it was stirring.

The thought of heels made his stomach flip. The angle they would force his body into. The way they would change how he walked, how he held himself. The way they would make him aware of every movement.

What did Vixen have planned for him.

The question thrummed through him, half fear, half anticipation. Outfits. Makeup. Music. The stage itself, bright and exposed. He imagined standing there, heart pounding, skin alive under the lights. He imagined eyes on him. Imagined wanting them.

He rolled onto his side and pressed his face into the pillow, groaning softly.

This was not normal. This was not just about money. He could feel that now, as clearly as he felt his own breath. Something long neglected was waking up, stretching itself cautiously, testing the air.

It felt good.

It felt terrifying.

Sleep came in fragments. When he did drift off, his dreams were vivid and disjointed. He dreamed of mirrors that showed him someone else. Of fabric sliding over skin that felt too sensitive, too alive. Of standing on a stage unable to move while the crowd waited, patient and hungry.

He woke with his heart racing and his sheets tangled around his legs.

Morning light crept into the room, pale and unconvincing. Rowan lay there staring at it, exhaustion heavy in his limbs. His body felt wrung out, nerves buzzing beneath the fatigue. He dragged himself up and moved through the day on autopilot.

He ate without tasting. Showered without really feeling the water. Dressed and redressed twice, unable to settle on anything. Every mirror felt accusatory.

You said yes, it seemed to whisper.

By afternoon, anxiety had settled into him like a low-grade fever. His stomach churned. His hands would not stay still. He checked the time repeatedly, then checked it again as if it might have changed.

Vixen had told him to meet her the next day. No details. No reassurance. Just confidence that he would show up.

He arrived early.

The club was quiet at this hour, the energy coiled and waiting rather than unleashed. The lights were low but practical. Music played softly, stripped of its seductive edge. Rowan’s footsteps sounded too loud as he crossed the floor.

He hesitated outside the dressing room door, heart pounding. This felt different than the night before. More deliberate. More real.

He knocked.

“Come in,” Vixen’s voice called, warm and easy.

He pushed the door open.

The room looked much the same as it had the night before, but in daylight it felt even more intimate. Clothes lay scattered across every surface. Glitter caught the light. Makeup crowded the vanity like tools laid out before a ritual. The smell of perfume hung thick in the air.

Vixen stood near the mirror, adjusting her robe. She looked up when he entered and smiled.

“There you are,” she said. “Good. You’re early.”

“I didn’t want to be late,” he replied, voice soft.

She studied him for a moment, eyes flicking over his tired posture, the faint shadows under his eyes. “You didn’t sleep,” she said.

He huffed a small, humorless laugh. “Not really.”

“That’s normal,” she said. “First time is always like that.”

First time.

The words sent a shiver through him.

She gestured inside the room. “Come in. Close the door. We need to get started.”

Started.

His pulse spiked as he stepped fully into the room and pushed the door shut behind him. The click of the latch sounded final in a way that made his breath hitch.

Vixen turned toward him, leaning back against the vanity with casual confidence. She was dressed for work already, bikini straps visible beneath the robe, legs bare and long. The robe was short and loosely tied, offering more suggestion than coverage.

“You’re nervous,” she observed.

“Yes,” he admitted.

She smiled, not unkindly. “Good. That means you care.”

He swallowed. “I keep telling myself I’m doing this for the money.”

“And,” she prompted gently.

“And something else,” he said, barely above a whisper.

Her gaze softened. “You don’t have to name it yet.”

That was a relief he had not known he needed. His shoulders loosened a fraction.

She pushed off the vanity and moved closer, not invading his space but near enough that he could feel the warmth of her. “This isn’t about turning you into anyone else,” she said. “It’s about letting you explore what’s already there.”

He nodded, though he was not sure he fully understood.

“Today,” she continued, “we start slow. No stage. No audience. Just learning.”

Learning what?

She reached down and picked something up from the chair beside her. A pair of heels.

Rowan’s breath caught.

They were different from the ones she had shown him before. Slightly lower. Still elegant. Still impossible looking. He stared at them as if they might move on their own.

“These are for practice,” she said. “We’ll see how you feel.”

His mouth went dry. “Okay.”

She set them down gently on the floor between them. “We have a lot to do,” she said lightly. “And not much time.”

Rowan looked at the heels, then back at her. His heart hammered in his chest, fear and excitement braided so tightly he could not separate them anymore.

He nodded.

Yes, he thought again, and this time he did not try to convince himself it was only about the money.
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Vixen covered the mirrors first.

Rowan noticed it only dimly at first, distracted by the way his pulse would not slow, by the heavy quiet of the dressing room with the door shut. She moved with purpose, draping a scarf over the vanity mirror, then another over the tall mirror near the lockers. The lights stayed on, bright and honest, but there was nowhere now for his reflection to catch.

“What are you doing?” He asked, voice thin.

“Trust me,” she said. “You don’t get to see yet.”

That should have scared him more than it did. Instead it sent a strange, anticipatory shiver through him. Like the moment before a curtain rose.

She gestured toward the bathroom. “Let’s start.”

The shower steamed the room until the air felt soft and thick. Rowan stood barefoot on the tile, wrapped in a towel that suddenly felt like the last thin defense between him and something irreversible. His hands shook as he untied it.

“I can stop,” he said, reflexive. A test.

Vixen met his eyes. “You could,” she agreed. “Do you want to.”

He swallowed. The answer rose up from somewhere deep and undeniable.

“No.”

She nodded, accepting it without comment, and handed him the razor.

Shaving was slow. Careful. Intimate in a way he had never experienced with another person present. She guided him without rushing, showing him how to angle the blade, how to rinse and check with his fingertips. As hair disappeared from his legs, from his stomach, from his chest, his skin grew hypersensitive. Every brush of air felt amplified. Every accidental touch sent sparks along his nerves.

He felt stripped in more ways than one.

“This feels strange,” he murmured.

“Yes,” she said simply.

It was not reassurance. It was acknowledgment.

When they finished, she wrapped him in a fresh towel and pressed moisturizer into his skin with slow, deliberate strokes. Her touch was firm but respectful, professional but intimate. She did not leer. She did not rush. She treated his body like something worth care.

“You have beautiful skin,” she said casually.

He laughed weakly. “You don’t have to say that.”

“I’m not saying it for you,” she replied. “I’m saying it because it’s true.”

That did something to him. He felt it like a loosening under his ribs, a small surrender he had not known he was holding back.

The lingerie came next.

She handed him the panties first. Soft. Stretchy. Delicate in a way that made his breath hitch. He hesitated, then stepped into them, pulling them up slowly. The fabric hugged him snugly, unfamiliar but not wrong. He pressed his thighs together instinctively, suddenly aware of himself in a way that made his head swim.

“They suit you,” Vixen said.

“They’re… a lot,” he managed.

“They’re just fabric,” she replied. “You’re the one giving them meaning.”

The bra followed. She adjusted the padding carefully, explaining as she worked, her fingers efficient and unhurried. The added shape was subtle, suggestive rather than dramatic. Enough to change the line of his torso, enough to make his posture shift without him realizing it.

“You don’t need much,” she said again. “You already have softness. We’re just letting it show.”

He wanted to argue. Wanted to insist she was wrong. The protest rose and faded before it reached his mouth.

Makeup took time.

She seated him at the vanity with its mirror still hidden, the bright lights making him feel exposed and unseen all at once. Primer cooled his skin. Foundation smoothed without erasing, her fingers light and precise. She paused over his freckles, then smiled.

“No,” she murmured. “These stay.”

Eyeshadow came next. Soft brushes grazing his lids. Color building gradually. He flinched at first, then stilled as he learned to trust the process. Mascara darkened his lashes, making his eyes feel heavy and strange. Eyeliner traced careful lines, defining, sharpening, transforming sensation into something deliberate.

“Keep your eyes closed,” she reminded him gently when he tried to peek.

He obeyed.

Lipstick followed. The press of it against his mouth felt shockingly intimate. He inhaled sharply, heart racing.

“This feels like too much,” he whispered.

“It feels like change,” she corrected.

She affixed the lashes last, her breath warm near his cheek. He held himself still, afraid that even a small movement might break whatever fragile thing was happening.

Fake nails clicked softly as she finished them, each one adding to the sense that his hands were no longer just tools but something meant to be seen.

Then the wig.

She lifted it slowly, giving him time to register its weight, its sheen. When she settled it onto his head and adjusted it, her fingers brushing his temples, Rowan’s breath caught painfully in his chest.

He could feel it. The shift. The way his head felt heavier, framed. The way the air moved differently around his face.

He did not see himself.

That was almost unbearable.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” he said suddenly, panic spiking. “I feel like I’m disappearing.”

Vixen’s hands stilled on his shoulders. “You’re not disappearing,” she said quietly. “You’re arriving somewhere you’ve never been allowed to stand.”

The words hit him harder than anything else had.

Tears pricked at his eyes. He squeezed them shut, ashamed.

She waited. Let the moment breathe.

Finally she crouched in front of him and picked up the heels.

Just seeing them made his stomach flip. Up close they looked even more impossible. Delicate straps. A steep angle that promised pain and grace in equal measure.

“I’m going to fall,” he said.

“Yes,” she agreed calmly. “Probably.”

She guided his feet into them, one at a time, hands steady at his ankles. When he stood, the change was immediate and violent. His calves screamed. His balance wavered. He gasped, grabbing instinctively for her shoulders.

“I’ve got you,” she said.

He clung for a moment, then steadied himself. His posture shifted without his consent. Hips tilted. Spine lengthened. Every movement suddenly required intention.

He took one tentative step.

Then another.

Each one felt like walking into a new body. A body that demanded attention. A body that could not hide.

“This is terrifying,” he said, breathless.

“Yes,” she replied, smiling. “And you’re doing beautifully.”

He stood there, transformed and unseen, heart hammering, every nerve alive. He felt stripped and adorned and remade all at once. Like something old had been peeled back to reveal something fragile and bright underneath.

Vixen stepped back, giving him space. He swayed slightly, then found his balance.

She studied him for a long moment, expression unreadable.

“Are you ready,” she asked softly, “to see.”

Rowan swallowed hard.

“Yes,” he said.

And only then did she reach for the mirror.
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The mirror appeared all at once.

Vixen pulled the cloth away in a single, practiced motion, and suddenly there was nowhere for Rowan’s gaze to go except forward.

He stopped breathing.

For a long moment his mind refused to accept what his eyes were telling him. The image in the glass felt detached from sensation, like a dream caught halfway between waking and sleep. Too vivid. Too precise. Too impossible.

That was not him.

That was a girl.

A young woman stood in the mirror, lit by the vanity lights, skin glowing warm and alive. She was slender and lithe, her body all soft lines and subtle curves, lingerie clinging to her in a way that felt deliberate and unapologetic. The panties hugged her hips. The bra lifted and shaped a chest that looked natural, believable, hers. Long hair spilled over her shoulders, framing a face Rowan did not recognize and yet somehow knew intimately.

Her eyes were wide and green and bright, lashes dark and thick, gaze shining with shock and wonder. Her mouth was soft and full, lips glossy and parted slightly as if she too were struggling to breathe.

She was beautiful.

Not in the careful, apologetic way Rowan had always tried to claim for himself. Not cute. Not almost. She was striking. Feminine in a way that felt confident rather than fragile. Dazzling in her own right.

Rowan took a step forward without realizing he was moving.

The girl in the mirror stepped too.

He froze again, heart hammering so hard it hurt.

“That’s not me,” he whispered.

Vixen’s voice came from behind him, calm and steady. “It is.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I look like I’m pretending. Like I’m dressed up.”

But even as he said it, he knew it was a lie.

There was no stiffness in the way she stood. No awkwardness. The heels had forced a change in posture that now felt inevitable rather than imposed. Hips tilted naturally. Shoulders relaxed. Every line of her body flowed into the next as if this shape had been waiting quietly all along.

He lifted one hand.

She lifted hers.

The fake nails caught the light, elegant and sharp. His fingers looked long and expressive, no longer just tools but ornaments. He flexed them slowly, watching the movement with something like awe.

“Oh my god,” he breathed.

Emotion surged through him in a dizzying rush. Joy flared bright and sudden, almost painful in its intensity. Fear followed immediately after, cold and sharp, slicing through the warmth. Confusion tangled with both, a knot of questions he did not yet have language for.

He felt like he was dying.

And being born.

Tears welled up without warning, blurring the image. He laughed shakily, the sound breaking and unfamiliar.

“I’m not a man,” he said softly.

The realization did not arrive like a thunderclap. It settled into him like a truth his body had known long before his mind had caught up.

The girl in the mirror tilted her head, curious, uncertain, alive.

Rowan shifted his weight experimentally. One hip cocked. The pose came without instruction, without thought. His body seemed to know what to do now that it was allowed. He rolled his shoulders slightly, watching the way the straps of the lingerie moved, the way the fabric clung.

Heat bloomed low in his belly, not sharp or crude, but expansive. Affirming. A quiet thrill at being seen by himself.

He smiled.

The smile that bloomed back at him was radiant.

“Oh,” he whispered, something inside him cracking open completely. “Oh.”

Vixen stepped into the frame then, appearing beside him in the mirror.

The contrast was striking. Vixen was taller, broader, more overtly powerful in her curves. Her confidence radiated outward, a presence honed and polished by choice and experience. And yet, standing together, they made sense.

Two women under the lights.

Beautiful together.

Vixen looked at the reflection with open approval. “See,” she said quietly.

Rowan nodded, unable to speak. His throat felt too tight. His eyes burned.

“You’re stunning,” Vixen continued. “Not because of the clothes. Not because of me. Because this fits you.”

He swallowed hard. “I don’t feel like I’m pretending.”

Her smile softened. “Good. Because you’re not.”

He stared at the girl in the mirror, memorizing every detail. The arch of her brows. The curve of her waist. The way her thighs looked strong and elegant in the heels. The way her eyes shone with something fragile and brave and brand new.

His heart ached with it.

“I feel like I’m losing something,” he admitted, voice shaking. “Like the old me is slipping away.”

“Yes,” Vixen said gently. “That part hurts.”

He nodded. Tears spilled over now, streaking carefully applied makeup. He did not care.

“And I feel like I’m finding something,” he whispered. “Something I didn’t know I was allowed to want.”

“That part hurts too,” she said. “Just differently.”

He laughed through his tears. “I believe you.”

They stood there together in silence, the hum of the club faint beyond the walls, the mirror holding the moment steady. Rowan felt raw and open and more present than he ever had in his life.

Vixen reached out and brushed a knuckle lightly against his arm, grounding him. “You’re allowed to take a moment,” she said.

He took several.

When he finally looked at her again, really looked, there was gratitude there so fierce it scared him. “Thank you,” he said simply.

She inclined her head. “You did this,” she replied. “I just gave you permission.”

That word landed deep.

Permission.

She stepped back slightly, giving him space again, her tone shifting just enough to signal a new phase. “So,” she said lightly. “Ready to learn to dance.”

Rowan glanced at his reflection once more. The girl met his gaze steadily now, fear still there but tempered by something stronger.

“Yes,” he said.

Vixen smiled, sharp and pleased. “One thing first.”

He blinked.

“What?”

“You need a stage name,” she said. “Something that fits her.”

Rowan’s heart fluttered. “I don’t know if I can pick one.”

She studied his reflection thoughtfully, then her lips curved. “How about Roxxy.”

The name hit him like a spark.

Roxxy.

He tested it silently, letting it roll through him. It felt bright. Bold. Dangerous in the best way.

Roxxy looked back at him from the mirror and smiled.

Rowan nodded, tears still clinging to his lashes, heart aching and full all at once.

“Yes,” he said.


Four

Practice became a quiet invasion of Rowan’s life.

It started at the club, in stolen hours before opening or after close, when the music was low and the lights were practical and unforgiving. Vixen cleared a small space near the stage and showed Roxxy how to stand, how to shift weight from hip to hip without looking like she was thinking about it, how to let movement travel through the spine instead of stopping at the shoulders.

“Don’t force it,” she said again and again. “Let it arrive.”

Roxxy learned quickly.

That surprised Rowan more than anything else.

He had expected awkwardness. Stiffness. Embarrassment that would cling and refuse to let go. Instead, once his body remembered the feeling of heels and silk and attention, something inside him unlocked. His hips responded to rhythm without instruction. His hands learned how to trace lines along his own body that felt natural rather than posed.

It was as if he had been rehearsing this privately for years without knowing it.

“You’re a natural,” Vixen told him one evening as Roxxy practiced a slow walk across the empty floor, hips swaying, shoulders loose, eyes forward and hungry. “You just never had permission.”

That word again.

Permission.

Rowan clung to it and feared it in equal measure.

At home, the transformation continued.

His apartment became a second dressing room, though far less glamorous. He pushed the bed aside to clear space. Practiced walking back and forth in heels until his calves burned and his ankles trembled. Learned how to pivot without wobbling, how to recover when he stumbled without panic.

He shaved constantly now. Legs. Arms. Chest. Any hint of stubble felt like a betrayal. Smoothness mattered. It was not vanity. It was alignment. When his skin was bare, he felt closer to something essential.

Makeup tutorials played softly on his phone as he practiced blending shadow and liner late into the night. His hands grew steadier. His eye learned proportion and balance. His face began to feel less like a problem to solve and more like a surface to explore.

Hair took longer.

Wigs were unforgiving things. He learned how to secure them properly, how to adjust the hairline, how to brush and style without ruining the fibers. When it finally clicked, when the hair sat right and framed his face the way it was meant to, he laughed aloud, startled by his own delight.

At the bar, Rowan still existed.

He poured drinks. Took orders. Smiled. Laughed. The club staff knew him as reliable, sweet, slightly shy. Carlos trusted him fully now. Ms Greene nodded at him with approval when she passed.

But there was a hum beneath everything now.

A secret rhythm that followed him through his shifts. He watched the dancers differently. Not just with awe, but with study. How they used pauses. How they teased. How they claimed the space without apology.

He wondered where Rowan ended and Roxxy began.

The question gnawed at him in quiet moments. Late nights. Early mornings. The in between hours where identity felt slippery and unfinished.

Who was he when he stood behind the bar in black trousers and a neat shirt.

Who was she when she stood in front of the mirror in lingerie and lashes and heels.

Sometimes the distinction felt clear. Sometimes it felt like a lie he was telling himself to feel safe.

Vixen was there through all of it.

She checked in constantly, never pushing, always attentive. She corrected gently. Encouraged freely. She laughed with him when he stumbled and steadied him when his confidence faltered.

They talked.

Not just about dance, but about life. About hunger. About reinvention. Vixen spoke of her own becoming in fragments rather than confessions, offering enough to make him feel less alone without overwhelming him with history.

“You don’t have to decide anything right now,” she reminded him often. “You’re allowed to exist in the middle.”

The middle became a place Rowan both loved and feared.

There were moments of pure joy. When music carried him and his body responded without hesitation. When he caught himself in a reflective surface and felt a thrill instead of discomfort. When Vixen smiled at him with unmistakable pride.

There were moments of terror too. When he imagined stepping onto the stage for real. When he thought about the crowd. When he wondered what would happen if the persona he was building refused to stay contained.

What if Roxxy wanted more than a stage.

What if Rowan was no longer enough.

The days passed anyway.

Practice layered upon practice until the movements lived in his muscles rather than his mind. Femininity stopped feeling like a costume and started feeling like a language he was finally learning to speak fluently.

Then Vixen told him.

“I’ve scheduled your first set.”

The words landed heavy and electric.

Rowan stared at her, heart pounding. “You did what?”

She smiled, calm and assured. “You’re ready.”

“I’m not,” he said immediately.

“You are,” she replied.

Fear surged through him, sharp and dizzying. “What if I freeze. What if I fall. What if I look stupid.”

She stepped closer and placed her hands on his shoulders, grounding and firm. “Everyone falls their first time. Everyone freezes. That’s not failure. That’s initiation.”

He swallowed hard. “When?”

“Tomorrow night,” she said.

The world tilted.

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Rowan moved through his shift on autopilot, heart racing, hands steady only by habit. Every sound felt amplified. Every glance felt charged.

That night, alone in his apartment, he dressed slowly.

The familiar ritual steadied him. Shaving. Moisturizing. Makeup. Hair. Each step pulled him further away from panic and closer to something focused and deliberate.

When Roxxy looked back at him from the mirror, there was fear there, yes. But there was also resolve.

This mattered.

He slept poorly, dreams tangled and vivid, full of light and music and the weight of eyes. Morning came too quickly.

By evening, his nerves were stretched thin.

He arrived early, bag clutched tight in his hand, heart hammering. The club hummed with anticipation. The energy was different tonight, sharper, brighter.

Vixen met him backstage, already dressed, already radiant.

She took one look at his face and smiled. “There she is.”

“I’m scared,” he admitted.

“Good,” she said. “That means you’re alive.”

She squeezed his hands gently. “Trust your body. It knows what to do.”

Rowan nodded, breath shallow.

Somewhere beyond the door, the stage waited.

And Roxxy was about to be born in front of witnesses.
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The costume changed everything.

Rowan had thought he was prepared. He had done this before now, in fragments, in rehearsal, in stolen hours when the club was quiet and forgiving. But tonight the dressing room hummed with a different energy. Anticipation thickened the air. The knowledge that this was real, that this was happening now, pressed against his chest until his breath came shallow.

Vixen laid everything out with ritual care.

The outfit was bolder than anything they had practiced in. A skimpy set that glittered under the lights, designed to catch every movement. The fabric was soft but unyielding, clinging in ways that demanded attention. Padding shaped his hips and chest with practiced subtlety, creating curves that felt not invented but revealed.

“This is armor,” Vixen said as Rowan hesitated. “Not a disguise.”

He nodded, hands trembling as he stepped into it.

The moment the costume settled against his skin, something clicked into place. The familiar rush of fear came, but it was threaded now with excitement so sharp it made him dizzy. This did not feel like pretending. It felt like stepping into alignment.

Makeup followed, more dramatic than before. Darker eyes. Sharper lines. Lips painted to be seen from the back of the room. Vixen worked quickly and confidently, her hands steady, her voice calm.

“You don’t need much,” she murmured again. “You never did.”

The wig came last, long and styled, framing his face perfectly. When it was secured and brushed into place, Vixen stepped back.

“Okay,” she said. “Look.”

Roxxy met herself in the mirror and gasped.

She was stunning.

Not just pretty. Not just passable. She looked like she belonged under lights. Like the stage had been waiting for her. The curves felt right now, familiar, as if his body had been quietly shaping itself for this all along. His waist arched naturally. His shoulders softened. His posture shifted without conscious effort.

He moved and the girl in the mirror moved with him, fluid and graceful. He turned his head and watched the hair slide over his shoulder. Lifted a hand and admired the elegant curve of his fingers, the flash of nails.

Roxxy smiled.

The smile that bloomed back at her was radiant and unafraid.

“Oh,” she whispered. “I’m real.”

Vixen laughed softly. “Very.”

The heels went on last. High. Dangerous. Familiar now. When Roxxy stood, her body adjusted instinctively, finding balance without thought. The ache in her calves felt grounding. Reassuring.

She took a few steps across the room and felt it. The way her hips moved. The way the costume responded. The way the air itself seemed to part for her.

This was not Rowan trying.

This was Roxxy arriving.

The music cue echoed faintly from beyond the door.

Vixen squeezed her shoulders gently. “Break a leg.”

Roxxy laughed, breathless. “Please don’t.”

Then the curtain parted.

The stage lights flared and heat washed over her like a living thing. The room stretched out before her, bodies packed close together, faces turned expectantly toward the stage. For half a heartbeat fear surged sharp and wild.

Then the music started.

The beat hit her chest and something ancient and instinctive woke up. Roxxy moved before she had time to think. Let the rhythm carry her hips. Let her arms rise and fall with the melody. Every step felt inevitable, like following a current rather than choosing a direction.

The fear did not disappear.

It transformed.

Eyes locked onto her from the crowd. Hungry. Admiring. Wanting. Not for Rowan. Not for the boy who poured drinks and tried to be small.

For her.

Roxxy.

The realization sent a jolt of electricity through her spine. She rolled her shoulders back, lifted her chin, met their gaze boldly. The response was immediate. A ripple of attention. A murmur that grew into cheers.

She laughed out loud, joy bursting free.

She danced harder then. Freer. Let her body speak in ways words never could. Every movement felt like a declaration. Every sway of her hips an answer to a question she had been asked her whole life.

Who are you.

This.

She spun and let her hair fan out dramatically. Dropped low and rose again with the beat. Teased and retreated and advanced again, controlling the room with a confidence that felt limitless.

The worship fed her.

She felt it in the way people leaned forward. In the hands raised toward her. In the sound of her name shouted from the dark.

Roxxy.

She was seen. Really seen. Not as a curiosity. Not as an exception. As desire. As beauty. As something worth looking at.

The music built toward its end and she rode it, breathless and exhilarated, heart pounding in perfect time with the beat. When the final note hit, she struck a pose without thinking, body arched and powerful and utterly alive.

The crowd erupted.

Cheers. Whistles. Applause that washed over her in a wave so strong she nearly staggered. She laughed again, dizzy with it, hands trembling as she blew a kiss and stepped back from the edge of the stage.

As the lights dimmed and the next song queued up, Roxxy disappeared behind the curtain, heart racing, lungs burning, joy singing through every nerve.

Backstage, the world felt unreal.

She leaned against the wall, chest heaving, laughter bubbling out of her uncontrollably. Vixen was there in an instant, grabbing her hands, eyes shining.

“You did it,” she said.

Roxxy nodded, unable to speak yet. Tears pricked at her eyes, not from fear but from the overwhelming rush of it all.

“I loved it,” she breathed finally.

Vixen smiled wide and proud. “Of course you did.”

Roxxy looked down at her hands, at the costume clinging to her skin, at the heels that now felt like extensions of her body.

She felt whole.

For the first time in her life, she did not want to disappear.

She wanted more.
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Roxxy came offstage burning.

The heat followed her through the curtain, through the narrow backstage corridor, through the sudden hush where the music dropped to a distant pulse. Her heart hammered so hard it made her dizzy. Her skin felt too alive, nerves buzzing as if electricity had been threaded through her veins.

She laughed without meaning to. A bright, breathless sound that startled her and then spilled out again, unstoppable.

“I did it,” she said, half to herself, half to the world. “I actually did it.”

Vixen was there immediately, tall and radiant and grinning so wide it made Roxxy’s chest ache.

“You were incredible,” she said, voice warm and fierce. “Absolutely incredible.”

Hands reached for Roxxy as they moved down the corridor. Dancers brushing her arms, squeezing her shoulders, voices overlapping.

“You killed it.”

“So hot.”

“First time? My god.”

Roxxy nodded and laughed and tried to take it all in. Compliments bounced off her at first, unreal, too much to hold. She felt giddy, light-headed, like she might float off the ground if she was not careful.

They made their way back to the dressing room together, Vixen’s hand firm and grounding at the small of her back. The touch steadied her. Reminded her she was still real.

Inside, the door closed and the noise softened. The room smelled of perfume and sweat and something electric. Glitter caught the light everywhere.

Roxxy leaned back against the counter, chest rising and falling fast. She looked at Vixen, really looked at her, and something inside her twisted hard and sweet.

“You really mean that,” she asked suddenly. “What you said out there. You weren’t just being nice.”

Vixen did not answer right away. She stepped closer instead, her expression serious now, focused in a way that made Roxxy’s breath hitch.

“I mean it,” she said. “Every word.”

Roxxy swallowed. Her hands trembled where they rested against the counter. “I keep thinking someone’s going to tell me it was a fluke. That I just got lucky.”

Vixen shook her head. “No. What you did out there was real. You were present. You were brave. You were beautiful.”

The last word landed hardest of all.

Roxxy’s eyes burned. “I don’t think I’ve ever been called that and believed it.”

Vixen softened, her voice lowering. “Then listen to me now. You are incredible. Not just tonight. Not just onstage. You always have been.”

Roxxy felt something give way inside her chest, a tightness she had carried for so long she had stopped noticing it. She looked up at Vixen, suddenly aware of the difference in their height, of the way Vixen seemed to fill the room effortlessly.

Her heart raced again, and not just from the dance.

They had grown close in these days of practice and preparation. Shared laughter. Shared nerves. Shared something that felt intimate without being named. Friends, she told herself. Just friends.

But standing here now, flushed and alive and newly born, Roxxy felt something else rise up, urgent and frightening.

She wanted her.

Not just the body, though that was impossible to ignore. She wanted the way Vixen looked at her. The way she saw her. The way she made her feel possible.

“I like what you see in me,” Roxxy said quietly.

Vixen held her gaze. Did not look away. “Good.”

“I want more,” Roxxy whispered before she could stop herself. The words trembled with fear and hope all at once. “More of this. More of me. I don’t know how to get there.”

Vixen stepped closer. Close enough now that Roxxy could feel her warmth, smell her perfume layered with sweat and something uniquely her.

“I could help you become more,” Vixen said. “If that’s what you want.”

Roxxy’s breath caught painfully in her chest. “Please.”

The word came out soft and raw. Honest in a way that made her feel exposed.

Vixen’s hand lifted, hovering for a moment near Roxxy’s waist as if asking permission. Roxxy nodded, barely perceptible, and the hand settled there, firm and grounding.

Everything narrowed to sensation.

The room seemed to fade at the edges. The hum of the club beyond the walls receded until there was only the space between them. Breath. Heat. The prickle of skin where fabric brushed and shifted.

Roxxy tilted her head up without thinking. Her heart pounded so loudly she was sure Vixen could hear it.

Vixen stared into her eyes, something fierce and tender warring in her expression.

“You are beautiful,” she said again. “You were always beautiful. You just couldn’t see it.”

Roxxy’s face burned, a deep, spreading blush that made her laugh softly even as tears threatened again.

Then Vixen leaned in.

The kiss was not tentative.

It was hungry and certain and full of feeling that had been building quietly for days. Their mouths met and Roxxy gasped, hands lifting instinctively to clutch at Vixen’s robe, fingers curling into fabric.

The world tilted.

Vixen’s lips were warm and firm, moving against hers with intention. Roxxy kissed back desperately, the thrill of it rushing through her in waves. She had never been kissed like this. Never been wanted like this.

Bodies pressed together, close and real, the contrast of height and strength and softness making her head spin. She felt Vixen’s breath hitch, felt the low sound she made against Roxxy’s mouth, and it sent a shiver through her entire body.

Time stretched and collapsed all at once.

When Vixen finally pulled back, both of them were flushed and breathless. Roxxy swayed slightly, still caught in the aftershock of it.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted, panic flashing through her. “I shouldn’t have I just”

Vixen cut her off with a soft laugh, hands still warm on Roxxy’s waist.

“What for,” she asked. “I wanted that too.”

Roxxy blinked. “You did.”

“Yes,” Vixen said simply. Her eyes were bright, her pupils blown wide. “And I want more too.”

The words settled into Roxxy like a promise.

She smiled then, wide and radiant and a little disbelieving, heart so full it hurt.

Outside the door, the club pulsed on, oblivious.

Inside, Roxxy stood shaking with joy and want and something that felt like the beginning of a life she had never dared imagine.


Five


Rowan woke with his heart already racing. 

For a moment he did not know where he was. The ceiling looked wrong. Too close. Too bare. Then memory rushed in all at once, hot and overwhelming, dragging sensation with it. Lights. Music. The weight of eyes. The sound of his name shouted back at him, not Rowan but Roxxy, bright and alive.

Roxxy.

He pressed a hand to his chest and let out a shaky breath. His body felt different. Heavy and light at the same time. Muscles sore in unfamiliar places. Calves aching from heels. Hips tender from movement. His skin felt too sensitive, like everything was still turned up.

Joy surged first. Clean and sharp and undeniable.

He had done it.

He had gone onstage and danced and been loved for it. The crowd had wanted him. Had wanted her. The memory of the applause sent a thrill through him so intense it almost hurt. His mouth curved into a smile before he could stop it.

Then shame followed, quiet and insidious.

It crept in with the morning light. With the plainness of the room. With the absence of glitter and music and permission. He lay there staring at the ceiling, trying to hold both feelings at once, the joy and the shame tangled together like vines.

What had he done.

No, that was the wrong question.

Who had he been.

He sat up slowly, head spinning, and swung his legs over the side of the bed. His body moved with a memory of grace that surprised him. Even now, barefoot and bare faced, there was a residual softness to the way he held himself.

He stood and crossed the room to the small mirror above the sink.

The person looking back at him was familiar again. Red hair messy from sleep. Freckles. Green eyes ringed with shadows. Narrow shoulders. Slim frame.

Rowan.

But something was wrong.

The image did not settle the way it used to. The boy he saw there felt incomplete, like a sketch abandoned halfway through. The clothes on the chair nearby looked dull and restrictive, like props from a role he had outgrown overnight.

He leaned closer to the mirror, searching his own face.

You were beautiful, Vixen’s voice echoed in his head.

The words landed again with the same force as before. He swallowed hard.

He was not Roxxy now. Not in this light. Not in this body as it was. And yet the memory of her clung to him. Lived in his posture. In the way his hands moved when he reached for the kettle. In the way his hips swayed slightly without instruction as he crossed the room.

The boy he had been did not fit anymore.

That realization scared him more than the stage ever had.

He made coffee he barely tasted and sat at the table with his notebook open, hands shaking slightly as he did the math. The numbers were different now. Better. Much better.

The pay for dancing was real. Solid. The tips from his first night were more than he had made in a week behind the bar. Folded bills sat thick and undeniable beside his notebook.

The money problem had been solved.

Relief washed through him, deep and bone-tired. He would not have to leave the club. He would not have to give up the place that had begun to feel like home. He would not have to choose safety over becoming.

He stared at the money for a long moment, then closed the notebook gently.

That was not the only question anymore.

He could dance again. Ms Greene had said so herself, nodding with professional approval. The other dancers had been welcoming, excited, already talking about his next set like it was a given.

If you want, they had said.

If.

Rowan paced the small apartment, barefoot on cold floorboards, mind spinning. He needed the money. That part was undeniable. Saying yes again would solve so many problems at once.

But did he want it.

The answer rose up too quickly, too eagerly, and frightened him.

Yes.

The thought was immediate and electric. He wanted the stage. Wanted the lights. Wanted the feeling of moving freely inside his own skin. Wanted to be seen again, not as a curiosity or a compromise, but as Roxxy.

The shame flared hotter in response.

What did it mean that this felt so right.

He stopped in front of the mirror again, breath shallow.

Who was he now.

Rowan had been the boy who did not fit, the odd one out, the small one, the soft one. Roxxy was something else entirely. She was bold and radiant and unafraid. She existed without apology. She took up space and was rewarded for it.

Were they the same person.

Could they be.

The thought that Roxxy might only be allowed to exist under lights, only be welcome if she performed, made his chest ache. He did not want her to be a costume he put on for survival and took off to be acceptable again.

He wanted more than that. Even if he did not yet know what more looked like.

By the time he dressed for work, his decision had been made, even if he had not fully admitted it to himself.

He chose his clothes carefully, aware of his body in a new way. Everything felt stiffer than he remembered. Less forgiving. He caught himself adjusting his posture, smoothing his movements, then stopped, embarrassed.

He was Rowan again. At least for now.

The walk to the club felt charged with anticipation and dread. The city looked the same but he did not. Every reflection in shop windows felt like a question he could not answer yet.

At the club, the familiar sounds wrapped around him like a second skin. Music pulsed faintly. The smell of perfume and alcohol lingered in the air. Staff greeted him warmly, smiles brighter than usual.

“Morning, star,” someone teased.

Heat flooded his face.

Vixen found him near the bar, eyes lighting up when she saw him. There was pride there. Joy. Something softer too.

“You okay?” She asked quietly.

He hesitated, then nodded. “I think so.”

She studied him for a moment, then smiled gently. “You don’t have to figure everything out today.”

That helped more than she knew.

Ms Greene called him into the office briefly. Straightforward. Professional. Compliments delivered without fuss. His schedule updated to include another dance set that evening.

“You did well,” she said. “If you want to keep dancing, the work is yours.”

If you want.

He swallowed. “I want.”

The words felt heavy and right at the same time.

As the day wore on, Rowan moved through his bar duties with a strange sense of detachment. He poured drinks. Smiled. Joked. But his thoughts kept drifting backstage, to the dressing room, to the clothes and makeup and heels waiting there.

To Roxxy.

By the time his shift ended and it was time to prepare, his nerves were stretched thin again. Fear curled in his stomach, but it was different now. Less paralyzing. More anticipatory.

He stood outside the dressing room door for a long moment, hand hovering over the handle.

Once he stepped inside, Rowan would begin to disappear again.

Or perhaps he would simply make room.

He took a deep breath and pushed the door open, heart pounding, ready or not.

Roxxy was waiting.
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The days that followed settled into a strange, luminous rhythm.

Rowan kept working the bar, but the hours no longer felt like something to endure. The club had begun to feel familiar in a way that went beyond routine. He knew where everything lived now. He knew the regulars. He knew the flow of the night. People greeted him by name, teased him gently, checked in with smiles that felt real.

More and more, he felt at home.

And then there was Roxxy.

At first she existed only in preparation and performance. In the charged ritual of getting ready. In the sharp intake of breath when the lights hit. In the electric release of applause. But as the days passed, that boundary softened.

Roxxy lingered.

She stayed a little longer after sets, sitting at the bar with the other dancers, legs crossed just so, sipping water or something sweet and talking easily. She laughed more freely than Rowan ever had. She gestured with her hands. She took up space.

No one questioned it.

That was what startled him most.

Wearing heels offstage stopped feeling daring and started feeling normal. Makeup became something he put on without thinking, his hands steady, movements practiced. He learned which outfits made him feel powerful rather than exposed. Which colors lit something up inside him. Which fabrics made his body feel like a promise instead of a compromise.

He caught himself referring to himself as her in his thoughts sometimes, then froze, heart skipping.

Roxxy.

The name felt less like a costume and more like a key.

His dancing improved quickly. He could feel it. The way his body responded to music now without conscious effort. The way he trusted himself to move slowly, to pause, to tease. He learned that stillness could be just as intoxicating as motion.

“You’re getting dangerous,” one of the dancers joked after watching him rehearse.

The word sent a thrill through him.

Vixen noticed everything.

She was often nearby, leaning against a wall during practice, offering a small correction or a quiet smile. Sometimes she danced beside him, showing him how to let a movement travel through the whole body instead of stopping short. Sometimes she just watched, eyes warm and intent.

They flirted constantly.

Not overtly. Not in ways that demanded resolution. Just enough to keep the air charged. A look held a second too long. A hand brushing his wrist. A low comment murmured near his ear.

He wanted to kiss her.

The desire sat heavy and constant, a warm ache beneath his ribs. He replayed the memory of their first kiss more times than he cared to admit. The certainty of it. The way it had felt like stepping into alignment rather than crossing a line.

But he did not initiate again.

Neither did she.

It felt deliberate.

The club became a place where he spent more and more of his time, even when he was not scheduled. It was easier to be there than in his apartment, which now felt small and echoing. At the club he was known. Seen. Wanted.

As Roxxy.

Rowan still existed, of course. He answered to his old name when Carlos called it. He laughed and joked and worked. But he felt increasingly like he was moving through those moments on borrowed time.

The boy he had been fit less and less with each passing day.

He did not tell anyone this. Not even Vixen. Especially not Vixen.

After a few days of this quiet tension, it became too much to hold.

They were backstage between sets, the noise from the club muffled and distant. Roxxy sat on a bench redoing her lipstick, watching her reflection with a calm that still surprised her. Vixen leaned nearby, arms crossed loosely, studying her with that familiar unreadable expression.

“Can I ask you something,” Roxxy said, voice careful.

Vixen looked up. “Of course.”

Roxxy capped the lipstick and set it aside, fingers fidgeting in her lap. Her heart began to race, anticipation and fear tangling together.

“After my first night,” she said slowly, “you said you wanted more.”

Vixen did not interrupt.

Roxxy swallowed. “I keep thinking about that. And I don’t know if you meant it, or if it was just the moment.”

She finally looked up, meeting Vixen’s eyes.

“Did you mean it?”

Vixen held her gaze for a long moment. The air seemed to thicken between them.

“Yes,” she said. “I meant it.”

Relief surged through Roxxy so hard it made her dizzy.

“But,” Vixen continued gently, “I was waiting.”

“For what,” Roxxy asked, confusion creeping in.

“For you,” Vixen replied.

Roxxy frowned slightly. “I’m here.”

Vixen smiled, soft and knowing. “You’re becoming.”

The words made Roxxy’s chest tighten.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“You will,” Vixen said. “When you’re ready.”

Ready.

The word echoed unpleasantly.

“Ready for what?” Roxxy pressed.

Vixen stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Ready to want this as yourself. Not as a performance. Not as a costume. As a truth.”

Roxxy felt her breath hitch.

“What if I already do,” she whispered.

Vixen studied her carefully. “Then you’re closer than you think.”

Silence stretched between them, intimate and charged.

“I don’t want to rush you,” Vixen said. “And I don’t want to take something from you before you’re able to hold it.”

Roxxy nodded slowly. Something in her understood even if she did not yet have the language for it.

“So what do I do,” she asked.

Vixen smiled, a little sad, a little tender. “You keep listening to yourself.”

“And when I know,” Roxxy asked.

“Then come find me,” Vixen said.

The simplicity of it made Roxxy’s throat ache.

She reached out without thinking and squeezed Vixen’s hand briefly, a silent thank you, a promise she was not yet brave enough to name. Vixen squeezed back, just once, and let go.

Later that night, Roxxy danced again.

This time she felt calmer. More grounded. The fear had not vanished, but it had softened into something manageable. She moved with intention, with confidence that did not need to prove itself.

She felt the crowd’s attention settle on her like a warm blanket.

Backstage afterward, she caught her reflection in the mirror and did not flinch.

She saw herself.

Not as a man pretending. Not as a girl borrowed from someone else’s imagination. But as a person in motion, mid becoming, allowed to take her time.

As she wiped off her makeup later, Roxxy paused, staring at her bare face.

She did not rush to wipe it all away.

Ready, she thought.

Not yet.

But soon.

And when she was, she knew exactly where she would go.
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Roxxy kept dancing.

The money was good. Better than good. Solid in a way that made Rowan’s chest loosen every time he counted it. Tips folded thick and warm in his hands at the end of the night. Rent paid early. Groceries bought without calculation. A sense of safety he had not known in months settled over him like a balm.

Onstage, everything felt exquisite.

The lights. The music. The way the room seemed to lean toward her the moment she appeared. Roxxy loved it. Loved the way eyes followed her, hungry and reverent. Loved the sound of her name shouted back at her from the dark. Loved the worship that rolled through her in waves, intoxicating and affirming.

She was good at this.

Not just competent. Natural. Her body knew how to move now without instruction. She could feel the crowd’s attention like a current and ride it, tease it, control it. Every night she grew bolder, more assured, less afraid of stillness, more confident in her power.

Backstage, compliments flowed easily.

“You were unreal tonight.”

“That walk. My god.”

“You’re glowing.”

Roxxy accepted the praise with a smile that felt earned. She felt alive in a way she had never experienced before. Desired. Celebrated. Real.

And yet.

Something small and insistent had begun to tap at the inside of her skull.

At first it was easy to ignore. A fleeting thought between songs. A vague discomfort that vanished once the music started again. She told herself it was just adrenaline, just exhaustion, just the strangeness of rapid change.

But it persisted.

Roxxy existed at work.

She arrived as Rowan and left as Rowan.

The transformation happened backstage, contained and purposeful. Clothes changed. Makeup applied. Heels slipped on. Roxxy emerged fully formed under lights and disappeared just as completely when the night ended.

Rowan walked home in flat shoes and oversized coats, the city indifferent again. The praise faded. The worship dissolved. The power receded.

And Rowan felt the loss.

It surprised him the first time it hit hard enough to make him stop walking.

He stood under a streetlight, breath fogging in the cool night air, chest tight with something like grief. The echo of music still rang in his ears, but the sensation of being seen was already slipping away.

Why only there.

The question gnawed at him as he lay in bed that night staring at the ceiling. Why was Roxxy allowed to exist only onstage. Why was she permitted only when she performed, when she paid her way, when she was consumed.

Rowan pressed a hand to his chest, trying to calm the ache there.

It was not just about the money. He knew that now.

It was not even just about the attention, though that mattered more than he wanted to admit. It was about how his body felt when he was Roxxy. Aligned. Intentional. Like the static that had haunted him his entire life had finally quieted.

Rowan began to feel the strain of the split.

He felt it in the way he hunched when he arrived at the club in his bar clothes, already anticipating the moment he could shed them. He felt it in the reluctance with which he wiped off his makeup at the end of the night, each stroke of the cloth feeling like a small erasure.

He felt it most acutely at home.

His apartment, once merely cramped and dull, now felt actively hostile. The mirror in the bathroom mocked him with its insistence. The boy it reflected felt thinner, dimmer, like a faded photograph of someone he used to know.

One night, after a particularly good set, the feeling became unbearable.

Rowan came home buzzing with leftover energy, heart still racing, body alive with memory. He kicked off his shoes and stood in the middle of the room, suddenly unsure what to do with himself.

The silence pressed in.

He looked at the bag he had dropped by the door. Inside it were clothes he had not bothered to unpack after the club. A skirt. A soft top. Things he had worn only in preparation, never outside of work.

His heart began to pound.

He stared at the bag for a long moment, then knelt and pulled it open.

The fabric felt different in his hands here. Less performative. More personal. He hesitated only briefly before stripping off his street clothes and stepping into the skirt, pulling it up over his hips.

The sensation made his breath catch.

He added the top next, then paused. His hands trembled as he reached for the small makeup kit he had brought home almost unconsciously. Nothing dramatic. Just enough to soften his face, to bring Roxxy closer to the surface.

When he looked in the mirror, something shifted.

This was not Roxxy as the crowd knew her. No lashes. No glitter. No heels. Just a softer version. Quieter. More intimate.

Rose, a thought whispered.

The name startled him. It felt gentle where Roxxy was bold. Cute where Roxxy was dangerous. Something for daylight and private moments rather than stages and worship.

Rose outside.

The realization hit him with dizzying clarity.

This was what Vixen had meant.

Roxxy was not just a job. Not just a way to survive. She was a doorway. A language his body had learned in public. But what waited on the other side was something deeper, something that did not require an audience to exist.

Rowan felt tears gather without warning.

He did not wipe them away.

For the first time, he allowed himself to mourn the boy he had been. The one who had tried so hard to fit into shapes that never held him properly. The one who had learned to be small and quiet and grateful for scraps of acceptance.

He was not that boy anymore.

And he did not want to go back.

The next day at the club, the difference was subtle but undeniable.

Roxxy danced as she always had, confident and radiant, soaking up the attention with ease. But there was something new in her movements now. A groundedness. A sense that she was no longer performing a borrowed identity, but expressing something that existed even when the music stopped.

Vixen noticed.

She always did.

After Roxxy’s set, she caught her eye from across the room and smiled slowly, knowingly. Roxxy’s heart skipped. She felt seen in a way that went beyond the stage.

Later, as Roxxy wiped down her makeup, she met her own gaze in the mirror and did not feel the usual pang of dread at what would come next.

She was Roxxy at work.

And she was something else too.

Something softer. Something truer.

She understood now what she had been waiting for.

Ready, she thought.

Yes.

Finally, yes.

And when she finished changing and stepped back into the corridor as Rowan once more, the name felt less like a return and more like a placeholder.

She knew where she was going next.

She knew exactly who she needed to find.


Six

Rose arrived at the club already buzzing.

The feeling sat just under her skin, a lightness threaded with nerves, like something important had finally aligned. She moved through the entrance differently now, shoulders relaxed, steps sure, heart open in a way that felt both brave and terrifying.

She knew what she needed to do.

She scanned the room instinctively, eyes seeking one shape in particular. Vixen was near the bar, laughing with another dancer, posture easy and grounded, presence unmistakable even in stillness. Just seeing her sent a jolt through Rose’s chest, warmth blooming and spreading outward.

This was different than before.

This was not Roxxy seeking permission or Rowan seeking reassurance. This was Rose, steady and intentional, carrying something fragile and precious and ready to offer it up.

She waited until there was a natural pause, until Vixen was momentarily alone, then crossed the room. Her heels clicked softly against the floor, familiar and comforting rather than intimidating.

Vixen looked up and smiled, that knowing smile that always seemed to see more than Rose expected.

“Hey,” she said. “You look bright.”

Rose laughed softly, unable to help herself. “I feel bright.”

Vixen’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “That’s new.”

“I need to talk to you,” Rose said, voice steady despite the fluttering in her chest.

Vixen nodded immediately. “Of course.”

They moved to a quieter corner near the backstage corridor, close enough to privacy without fully disappearing. The hum of the club wrapped around them like a shield.

Rose took a breath.

“I understand now,” she said.

Vixen tilted her head. “Understand what.”

“What you meant,” Rose replied. “When you said I’d know when I was ready.”

Vixen did not rush her. She simply waited, eyes attentive, expression open.

Rose swallowed, gathering her thoughts. “Roxxy is real,” she said. “She’s powerful and bold and she loves the stage. But she’s not all of me.”

Vixen’s gaze sharpened with interest.

“And Rowan,” Rose continued, “he’s not wrong either. He’s careful and kind and he got me here. But he’s not enough anymore.”

The words felt dangerous and freeing all at once.

“I’ve been trying to keep them separate,” Rose said. “Like I had to earn one by performing and endure the other by default. But that split started to hurt.”

Vixen nodded slowly. “Go on.”

“There’s someone else,” Rose said softly. “Someone who exists when there’s no audience. When there’s no music. Someone who wants softness and connection and choice.”

She hesitated, then met Vixen’s eyes fully.

“That’s me. Rose.”

Something gentle shifted in Vixen’s expression, a warmth that made Rose’s throat tighten.

“You sound sure,” Vixen said.

“I am,” Rose replied. “For the first time, I really am.”

Vixen studied her for a long moment, then smiled. Not triumphant. Not surprised. Just pleased.

“So,” she said quietly. “You’re ready.”

“Yes,” Rose said. “And I know what I want.”

“What’s that,” Vixen asked.

Rose’s heart raced, but she did not look away.

“I want to meet you,” she said. “Not here. Not under lights. Not as a dancer or a mentor or anything like that.”

Vixen’s breath caught, just slightly.

“I want to meet you as myself,” Rose continued. “Outside of work. So I can be me. So you can see me.”

Vixen held her gaze, the air between them suddenly charged in a new, quieter way. “You think I haven’t already,” she murmured.

Rose smiled, cheeks warming. “I think you have. But I want to choose it. Without costumes. Without roles.”

Vixen considered this, her expression thoughtful rather than hesitant. “And what would that look like.”

“I don’t know yet,” Rose admitted. “Coffee. A walk. Dinner. Something simple. Something real.”

The word lingered between them.

Real.

Vixen nodded once, decisive. “I’d like that.”

Rose’s breath rushed out of her in a laugh of pure relief. “Really.”

“Yes,” Vixen said, smiling now, eyes bright. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask.”

“When,” Rose asked, unable to keep the eagerness out of her voice.

Vixen thought for a moment. “I have tomorrow evening free.”

Rose’s heart leapt. “Tomorrow works.”

“Good,” Vixen said. “Then it’s a date.”

The word sent a thrill through Rose so sharp it made her dizzy.

“A date,” she echoed.

Vixen’s smile softened. “You did something important,” she said quietly. “You chose yourself.”

Rose felt tears prick at her eyes again, but this time they were light, almost joyful. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

Vixen reached out and squeezed her hand gently. “You would have found your way,” she said. “I just walked alongside you for a bit.”

They stood there for a moment longer, hands still touching, the future humming between them like a held note.

Eventually the noise of the club pressed back in, reminders of work and schedules and the life still unfolding around them.

“I should get ready,” Rose said reluctantly.

Vixen nodded. “Go be brilliant.”

Rose smiled, radiant and unafraid. As she turned toward the dressing room, her steps felt lighter than they ever had before.

Tomorrow, she thought.

Tomorrow, she would step into the world not as an act or a role, but as herself.

And for the first time, that thought filled her with nothing but joy.
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Rose arrived early.

She stood outside the café for a long moment, fingers worrying the strap of her bag, heart fluttering with a nervousness that felt entirely new. This was not the charged fear of a stage or the anticipatory thrill of performance. This was quieter. More exposed.

She had chosen her clothes carefully.

Not Roxxy’s armor of glitter and heels. Not Rowan’s careful neutrality either. She wore a soft skirt that brushed her knees when she moved, a simple top that hugged her gently without demanding attention, a cardigan she could fidget with if her hands betrayed her. Her shoes were low and sensible and still undeniably feminine.

She felt pretty.

Not dazzling. Not dangerous. Just herself.

That was what frightened her most.

What if Vivian did not recognize her like this. What if without the lights and music and spectacle, Rose simply disappeared again.

She inhaled slowly, then pushed the door open.

The café smelled like coffee and baked sugar and warmth. Afternoon light pooled on wooden tables. It was ordinary in the best possible way. Rose spotted her almost immediately.

Vivian sat near the window, hands wrapped around a mug, posture relaxed. She looked different here. Her hair was pulled back simply. Her makeup was minimal. She wore a sweater that softened her broad shoulders and jeans that made her look approachable rather than commanding.

She looked vulnerable.

And she looked up.

The moment their eyes met, Vivian’s face lit up.

“There you are,” she said, standing.

Rose’s breath caught painfully in her chest.

“You look beautiful,” Vivian said, without hesitation.

The words hit Rose harder than any cheer ever had. She felt her face heat instantly, blush blooming hot and bright.

“Thank you,” she managed. “I was worried you wouldn’t see me.”

Vivian crossed the space between them easily, stopping just close enough that Rose could feel her warmth. “I see you,” she said gently. “I always have.”

That loosened something inside Rose. She smiled, tentative and genuine.

“I’m Rose,” she said softly, holding out her hand like this was a first meeting rather than a continuation of something already unfolding.

Vivian took it, her grip warm and steady. “I’m Vivian.”

The name settled between them, intimate and revealing.

“Vixen is for work,” Vivian added with a small smile. “Vivian is for friends.”

Rose swallowed, heart racing again. “And.”

Vivian’s eyes sparkled. “And people who are more than friends.”

They sat.

Conversation flowed more easily than Rose had dared hope. They talked about small things at first. Coffee preferences. The neighborhood. Music they loved when no one was watching. Vivian laughed more quietly than Vixen ever had. Rose noticed how she listened, really listened, with her whole attention.

It felt safe.

After a while, Rose found herself twisting the edge of her napkin, nerves creeping back in. Vivian noticed immediately.

“What’s going on in that beautiful head,” she asked softly.

Rose hesitated, then took a breath. “I wanted you to know what I realized,” she said. “About myself.”

Vivian leaned in slightly, attentive. “Tell me.”

“I thought Roxxy was the answer,” Rose said. “And she is part of it. She gave me confidence and language and courage. But she’s not who I want to be all the time.”

Vivian nodded slowly.

“And Rowan,” Rose continued, “he kept me safe. He survived. But he was always shrinking.”

Her voice wobbled. She steadied it.

“Rose is who I am when I don’t have to perform. When I don’t have to earn space. When I just want to exist and be soft and be wanted.”

Vivian’s expression warmed, something tender passing through her eyes.

“That sounds right,” she said.

Rose laughed softly, relief washing through her. “It feels right. Scary. But right.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, sunlight warming their hands on the table.

Rose gathered her courage again. “Can I ask you something.”

“Anything,” Vivian said.

Rose’s heart hammered. “When you said Vixen was for work and Vivian was for friends and more than friends,” she paused, cheeks flushing again, “which one am I.”

Vivian did not answer with words.

She stood instead, stepping closer until Rose could smell her perfume, softer than at the club, warmer. Vivian cupped Rose’s face gently, thumbs brushing her cheeks, grounding and tender.

Then she kissed her.

It was different than their first kiss. Slower. Deeper in a way that felt less urgent and more certain. Rose melted into it immediately, hands lifting to clutch at Vivian’s sweater, fingers curling into fabric like an anchor.

The world narrowed to breath and warmth and connection.

When they parted, Rose’s lips tingled and her eyes shone.

Vivian smiled, forehead resting briefly against Rose’s. “You’re with me,” she said quietly. “All of you.”

Rose laughed, soft and breathless, joy bubbling up so bright it almost hurt.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” she whispered.

Vivian kissed her again, just as gentle, then pulled back reluctantly. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s walk.”

They left the café together, hands brushing, steps falling into easy rhythm. The city moved around them, indifferent and welcoming all at once.

Rose felt lighter with every step.

She did not know exactly what the future held. She knew there would be questions and challenges and moments of doubt. But for the first time, those unknowns did not terrify her.

She was no longer disappearing between roles.

She was becoming whole.

And Vivian was walking beside her, not ahead, not behind, just there.

It felt like the beginning of something that would last.
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They did not rush.

That surprised Rose.

She had expected urgency, hunger that tripped over itself, hands grabbing as if afraid the moment might evaporate. Instead there was a gravity to the way Vivian moved, steady and intentional, guiding Rose through the quiet of her home as if this were something precious rather than explosive.

They kicked off their shoes by the door. Rose laughed breathlessly when Vivian tugged her close again, fingers sliding into the waistband of her skirt, palms warm and sure at her hips.

“God,” Rose murmured, dizzy. “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up.”

Vivian smiled against her mouth. “You won’t.”

The kiss deepened, slower now, mouths learning each other without hurry. Rose felt Vivian’s body press into hers, firm and undeniable. Heat bloomed low in her belly, sharper than before, her breath catching as sensation resolved into clarity.

There was something there.

Something unmistakable.

Vivian’s hardness.

Not hidden. Not apologetic. A solid, living presence pressing insistently between them, throbbing, thick, contained by fabric but impossible to ignore. Rose froze for half a heartbeat, then relaxed completely, a soft sound slipping from her without permission.

Vivian felt it and stilled, giving her space without pulling away.

“You okay?” She asked quietly.

Rose nodded, eyes shining, hands still splayed against Vivian’s chest. “More than okay.”

She shifted slightly, deliberately this time, feeling the shape of Vivian against her fully now. Warmth. Weight. A familiar unfamiliarity that made her chest ache with recognition.

“You’re like me,” Rose whispered again, this time with awe rather than surprise.

Vivian exhaled, a shudder she had clearly been holding back. “Yes.”

The honesty of it sent a thrill through Rose that had nothing to do with novelty and everything to do with belonging. Her hands moved lower now, tentative but reverent, exploring the truth of Vivian’s body through fabric and heat.

Vivian groaned softly, her head tipping forward to rest against Rose’s shoulder. Her grip tightened at Rose’s waist, fingers digging in just enough to be grounding.

“I want you to take your time,” Vivian murmured. “There’s no rush.”

Rose nodded, heart pounding, hands learning the weight and presence of her, the way Vivian responded to touch with quiet intensity rather than spectacle. It felt intimate in a way the stage never had.

She sank down slowly, guided by instinct and desire rather than any rehearsed idea of what came next. Her knees met the rug, her hands resting against Vivian’s thighs, her forehead pressing briefly into her stomach as she breathed her in.

The posture felt sacred. Lips kissed over the hardness beneath cloth, the scent and the heat of it intoxicating.

Like offering and recognition folded into one.

Vivian’s hands slid immediately into Rose’s hair, fingers threading gently but firmly, lifting her before she could disappear into it completely.

“No,” Vivian said, voice low and steady. “Look at me.”

Rose obeyed, eyes dark and bright and hungry.

“I want you with me,” Vivian continued. “Not below me. Not worshipping. Choosing.”

The words landed deep, untangling something Rose had not realized she was holding tight.

She rose, still close, still trembling, her body humming with want that had nowhere to go yet and everything to look forward to. Vivian kissed her again, slow and deliberate, letting Rose feel every inch of her through shared heat and pressure.

This was not accidental.

This was not a fantasy slipping out of control.

This was two women recognizing each other fully, bodies included, truths intact.

Vivian’s hands slid beneath Rose’s top, palms warm against her back, exploring with care that made Rose arch instinctively. Rose responded in kind, fingers tracing lines along Vivian’s sides, feeling muscle and softness and the undeniable proof of her desire pressing insistently between them.

Rose laughed softly, overwhelmed. “You feel incredible.”

Vivian smiled, flushed and wanting. “So do you.”

They moved together like that for a long time, kissing and touching and learning, letting desire build without release, letting anticipation sharpen rather than dull. Every brush of skin felt intentional. Every breath shared felt like a promise.

Eventually Vivian guided them toward the bedroom, hands never leaving Rose, grounding and guiding all at once. They paused at the threshold, foreheads pressed together, breathing hard.

“This is where it changes,” Vivian said quietly.

Rose nodded, heart racing. “I know.”

She felt steady.

Ready.

Vivian brushed a final kiss across her mouth, lingering, savoring. “Good,” she said. “Because I want all of you when we do this.”

Rose smiled, radiant and unafraid, desire coiling hot and patient inside her.

“Yes,” she whispered, “please.”
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They did not stay careful for long.

The tenderness was there, yes, but it tangled quickly with need, with the restless urgency of bodies that had waited too long to be honest. Vivian kissed Rose again and again, deeper each time, mouths open and searching, breath breaking against breath. Rose made a small, helpless sound when Vivian pulled her closer, when the space between them disappeared entirely.

It felt reckless in the best way.

Hands slid everywhere at once. Over skin, under fabric, gripping, exploring, sometimes clumsy with want. Rose laughed softly when they bumped knees, when Vivian’s hand fumbled at a clasp, when impatience overtook grace. The laughter dissolved into another kiss, wetter, hungrier, teeth grazing skin.

This was not choreography.

This was bodies figuring each other out in real time.

Vivian pressed Rose back onto the bed, not forceful but insistent, her weight grounding, her presence undeniable. Rose felt her everywhere, the heat of her, the strength of her, the unmistakable evidence of her desire pressing close and constant. It made Rose shiver, made her arch without thinking, chasing friction like it was instinct rather than choice.

“Yes,” Rose breathed, not sure what she was agreeing to, only that she wanted all of it.

Vivian swore softly, forehead dropping to Rose’s shoulder as if she needed a moment to steady herself. “God, you feel real,” she murmured. “You feel here.”

“I am,” Rose said, breathless. “I’m not leaving.”

That seemed to undo something in Vivian.

She kissed Rose harder then, mouth hungry, hands roaming with less restraint, claiming space with the confidence of someone who had finally stopped holding back. Rose answered eagerly, fingers digging into Vivian’s back, nails scraping skin, wanting to feel proof that this was not fragile, not imaginary.

They undressed each other without ceremony, clothing pushed and tugged and abandoned wherever it fell. Rose barely noticed the cool air on her skin, too consumed by the heat of Vivian’s touch, by the way Vivian looked at her like this was not fantasy but fact.

Vivian paused only once, bracing herself over Rose, eyes dark and searching.

“Look at me,” she said.

Rose did.

The gaze held was electric. Lust lived there, naked and unashamed, but so did something fiercer. Choice. Claim.

“You’re mine tonight,” Vivian said quietly. “If you want.”

Rose’s chest ached with it. “I do,” she said. “I want you to want me.”

Vivian kissed her again, slower this time but no less intense, as if sealing something. When she joined them fully, her hardness entering Rose, it was not tentative. It was deliberate, heat meeting heat, Rose gasping at the fullness of it, at the way her body stretched and welcomed and burned all at once.

“Oh,” Rose breathed, fingers clawing at the sheets. “Oh god.”

Vivian held herself there, unmoving, letting Rose feel it, feel her, letting her body adjust, letting sensation crest and settle. Her hands were everywhere at once, steadying Rose’s hips, brushing her hair back, kissing the corner of her mouth when Rose whimpered.

“I’ve got you,” Vivian said again, voice rough now. “I won’t rush you.”

The patience made it worse and better all at once.

When they began to move together, it was slow but relentless, a deep, rolling rhythm that made Rose lose track of where she ended and Vivian began. Each movement sent sensation rippling through her, pleasure building heavy and hot, threaded with emotion she could not separate from desire.

This was not performance.

This was not worship for an audience.

This was want, unfiltered and human, messy with breath and sweat and quiet sounds pulled free without permission. Rose clung to Vivian, rocked with her, met her movement instinctively, learning the language of their bodies as they went.

Vivian watched Rose’s face like it mattered more than anything, adjusting, responding, chasing her reactions with intent focus. She kissed Rose’s throat, her shoulder, her mouth again, murmuring things Rose could not fully hear but felt settle into her bones.

You’re here.

You’re real.

Stay.

Rose did.

She stayed through the intensity, through the way sensation climbed until it felt too big for her body, through the way pleasure and relief and grief tangled together until she was crying and laughing all at once. She stayed when release tore through her, messy and overwhelming, her body shaking with it.

Vivian followed not long after, a low, broken sound torn from her chest as she pressed close, holding Rose tight as if afraid she might vanish after all.

They collapsed together, tangled and spent, skin slick and hearts still racing.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Rose lay there, breath coming in uneven gasps, body humming and sore and alive in a way she had never known. Vivian’s weight was warm and reassuring, her hand splayed possessively at Rose’s hip, thumb tracing absent-minded circles.

“That,” Rose said finally, voice hoarse, “was not a performance.”

Vivian huffed a soft laugh against her skin. “No.”

“It felt like…” Rose searched for the words, then gave up. “Like becoming.”

Vivian lifted herself just enough to look at her, expression open and raw and utterly unguarded. “That’s exactly what it was.”

She kissed Rose again, gentle now, lingering, and then pulled her into her chest, holding her without urgency, without expectation.

Rose tucked herself there easily, fitting in a way that felt miraculous.

She had not been consumed.

She had not disappeared.

She had been met.

Wrapped in Vivian’s arms, body still thrumming with the echo of desire, Rose closed her eyes and let herself rest in the mess of it. The sweat. The tenderness. The ache. The truth.

She did not feel finished.

She felt claimed.

And more than that, she felt alive.

She felt reborn.


Epilogue

Rose learned the shape of happiness slowly.

It arrived in small, ordinary ways rather than thunderclaps. In mornings where she woke tangled in Vivian’s arms, the warmth of another body grounding her before the world could rush back in. In the way Vivian said her name softly, like it was something to be treasured rather than announced.

They were girlfriends now.

The word still made Rose smile when she thought it. It felt both new and obvious, like something she had always been walking toward without knowing its name. Vivian said it easily, with a quiet confidence that steadied Rose whenever doubt flickered.

This is my girlfriend, she would say, hand warm at Rose’s back.

And Rose would glow.

Life found a rhythm that suited them. They worked. They danced. They laughed. They argued gently and made up just as gently. The club was still part of their lives, but it no longer felt like the center of everything.

Vivian helped Rose navigate the slow, intimate process of transition with a patience that felt like love in action. Doctor appointments. Hormones. The subtle changes that unfolded week by week, month by month. Softer skin. A body that began to curve in ways that made Rose pause in front of mirrors, breath catching with wonder rather than confusion.

Some days were euphoric. Some were hard.

Vivian was there for all of them.

She learned Rose’s tells, the small signs that she was spiraling or doubting herself. A hand on the knee under a table. A kiss pressed to her temple while waiting in line. A quiet you okay whispered at exactly the right moment.

They danced together sometimes.

Not every night. Not always onstage. But often enough that people began to notice. Their chemistry was unmistakable. Vivian’s grounded confidence paired with Rose’s blooming joy created something magnetic. Whispers followed them through the club.

God, have you seen them together.
They’re unreal.
You can tell they’re in love.

Rose loved Roxxy still. Loved the lights and the music and the way her body moved when the crowd leaned in. Loved the power and boldness and heat of it. Vixen remained a part of her, a facet she cherished rather than a role she hid behind.

But she did not need to live there anymore.

The happiest moments were quieter.

Coming home together after a long shift, shoes kicked off at the door, laughter echoing down the hall. Cooking something simple side by side, hips bumping, stealing kisses while waiting for water to boil. Curling up on the couch with tired bodies and easy silence, Vivian’s arm slung over Rose’s shoulders like it had always belonged there.

Rose loved those moments fiercely.

She loved the way Vivian looked at her when she was bare faced and soft and unguarded. The way she brushed Rose’s hair back absent mindedly while they talked. The way she listened, really listened, when Rose spoke about fears and hopes and dreams she was only just learning how to articulate.

“I like you like this,” Vivian said once, kissing Rose’s knuckles as they lay in bed on a lazy afternoon.

“Like what,” Rose asked.

“Here,” Vivian replied. “Home.”

Rose felt something settle in her chest then, a deep and steady warmth that did not need fireworks to be real.

She had found her place.

Not just in the club or onstage or in a body that finally felt like her own. But in a life built with intention. With love. With room to grow.

Some nights, walking through the city hand in hand, Rose caught her reflection in shop windows. She saw a woman now. Not perfect. Not finished. But real. She saw softness and strength living side by side without conflict.

She saw herself.

Vivian squeezed her hand as if sensing the moment. “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

Rose smiled, leaning in to press a quick kiss to her cheek. “Just… everything.”

Vivian laughed softly. “That sounds dangerous.”

“Maybe,” Rose said. “But it feels good.”

They kept walking, steps in sync, the city unfolding ahead of them full of possibility.

Rose did not know exactly what the future held. She knew there would be challenges. She knew becoming was not a destination but a practice.

But she was no longer afraid of that.

She had learned how to want. How to choose. How to stay.

And as Vivian pulled her closer, tucking Rose into her side with an ease that spoke of belonging, Rose felt hopeful in a way that reached all the way down to her bones.

Not the frantic hope of escape.

The quiet hope of coming home.

THE END
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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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The Red Fox

Rowan leaves home with nothing but a guitar and sets off along a road that disappears into the woods. He’s running from a life that never fit, a house full of shouting, a town that never understood him, and a future that feels like a cage.

Deep in the forest he finds something impossible. An abandoned theatre. A strange old script. And a haunting melody that seems written for him alone.

When Rowan plays the song, something ancient in the forest listens.

She comes from the dark with emerald eyes and a fox’s smile, beautiful, dangerous, and far too interested in him. The Red Fox whispers of truth, of freedom, of a self Rowan has never dared imagine.

But every time he sings, the world shifts.

Dreams bleed into waking.

The forest grows closer.

And the Fox keeps returning.

Some songs change the singer.

Some songs open doors that cannot be closed.

And Rowan is starting to wonder if the music was ever his at all.


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.


Three Wishes

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

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.


About the Author

Keary is a young writer from London, England who enjoys cooking, music, and long walks with her dog. Having spent her formative years lost in books and comics, she learnt to escape from dreary reality by taking flight into lands of fantasy.

Experiencing her first tinglings of kink while watching cartoon heroes and heroines being tied up by the villains, she has always found power play interesting.

Fascinated by the many and varied forms of love and sex, and infatuated by themes of Domination, transformation, feminization, cross-dressing, and submission, Keary set out to share her fantasies through fiction.
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