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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.

*** The Red Fox is a lush queer romance of transformation, temptation, and dangerous magic; a dark fairy tale where the right melody might reveal who you really are if you’re brave enough to keep singing; and a thrilling transgender, feminization, romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One

Rowan walked the country road as though each step might loosen the knot in his chest.

The tarmac ribboned through hedgerows, the forest pressing close on either side, tall and shadowed and endless. Cars passed now and then, a burst of headlights, the rush of wind, and then nothing but silence again, heavier than before. Each pair of lights lit his face in fleeting, ghostly flashes, and then left him darker than he’d been.

He carried everything on his back. An old rucksack with a few shirts, a raincoat, and a notebook. Slung across his shoulder was the one thing that mattered, the guitar in its battered canvas sleeve. The strap dug into his collarbone, but the ache almost comforted him. It proved he was moving, not stuck.

He hadn’t written a note. There hadn’t been time, or maybe courage. The door had slammed behind him with a sound like finality. No one had followed.

Home was a cage he had finally slipped.

It had never been much of a home, just a narrow house where curtains stayed drawn and silence soured into shouting at night. His father drank, always had, and there were two ways his voice came out of the bottle, booming, joking, too loud, or cutting, sharp enough to flay. Words like gay, girly, little princess came half in laughter, half in warning, but all of them sank deep.

He knew he was different. He always had. But knowing didn’t mean understanding. He didn’t have the language for it, only the shame that came with being noticed for the wrong things, the way he spoke too softly, how his face was pretty instead of handsome, how he lingered too long on songs that made his throat ache. He had learned to duck his head, laugh along, pretend it didn’t sting.

His mother had tried, once or twice, to defend him, but her voice shook like glass about to break. Afterwards, she would retreat into her crossword puzzles and dishwater silence, leaving him with the echo of raised voices. He was their only child, and yet he often felt like an intruder in his own house.

School hadn’t been any kinder. He was an easy mark, too quiet, too strange. Not one of the boys who shoved and jeered, not one of the girls either. Just something else, in-between, and therefore nothing at all. Loser, they’d call him, or worse. Even teachers seemed weary of him, as though his very presence upset some order he didn’t understand.

Graduation had come and gone.

His grades weren’t good enough for college, not that he could have afforded it. And even if he had gone… what then? More classrooms, more small humiliations. He could already hear his father sneering about the waste of money, about how Rowan would never make anything of himself.

So he left.

He left and headed… nowhere, somewhere, anywhere but there.

The forest thickened on either side, black trunks and dripping branches. Mist curled over the verges, faint as smoke. The air smelled of damp earth and something sweet, maybe apples fallen and rotting in the dark. His boots scuffed gravel from the roadside into the ditch. His breath fogged faintly as the last warmth of the day drained away.

He tried not to think too far ahead. Shelter, food, money all loomed like cliffs he didn’t yet know how to climb. Better not to look. Better to focus on the road beneath his feet, the pull of the guitar strap across his shoulder, the quiet ache in his legs.

Music was the only thing that ever made sense. He’d never been good at sports, or making friends, or keeping up with lessons. But when he strummed the guitar on the back steps, when his father’s voice was at its loudest inside, something would soften in him. The notes never judged. They never asked him to be different from what he was.

A car swept by, too close. Its headlights flared against the hedgerow, blinding, and he turned his face away. When the silence returned, it seemed deeper, pressing in from the trees. He shivered.

The sun had almost gone. The sky bruised purple, faint stars pricking through. Mist gathered thicker in the hollows. Somewhere an owl called, the sound strange and lonely.

That was when he saw it.

At first, he thought it was a trick of his eyes, a tremor of light in the woods, far off between the trunks. Not the white glare of cars or the amber of farmhouse windows. Softer, greener, like a candle flame seen under water. It pulsed faintly, as if alive.

He slowed, heart rising.

Another car passed, spraying gravel. When it had gone, the light was still there, steadier now. And with it came something else.

A sound.

He held his breath.

It was so faint he almost doubted it, but he knew it was there, a thread of melody, fragile and impossibly clear, drifting between the trees. Notes trembled like cobwebs touched with dew, almost too delicate to bear. Something in them lodged in his chest, made his throat tighten.

He had heard music all his life, radios blaring, songs muffled through walls, his own clumsy chords. But this was different. This was a voice that seemed to know him, that reached inside the confusion and shame and whispered come closer.

Every sensible part of him warned against it. Forest lights, strange songs, they belonged in ghost stories. Kids went into the woods chasing such things and didn’t come back. His father had even joked about it once, warning him not to wander off after fairy lights like a stupid girl.

But the song pulled at him, insistent as breath.

His fingers clenched on the guitar strap. Music had always been his only language. If he stayed on the road, he knew what awaited, cold beds, dead-end jobs, the long dull ache of silence. If he stepped into the woods, maybe it would be danger. Maybe worse.

But maybe it would be something else, something that finally made sense.

As he watched, trying to decide, the light swelled, fox-fire weaving between trunks. The melody rose, tender and mournful, as if waiting for him to answer.

Rowan’s pulse stuttered. He glanced once behind him, only the road, blank and empty. Ahead, the forest, dark except for that living glow.

A choice opened wide as the sky.

He hitched the pack higher on his shoulder, adjusted the guitar strap, and turned toward the trees.

Then he left the asphalt, pushing through bracken and shadow, following the light and the song into the woods. The road was soon lost behind him.

[image: ]

The forest closed around him the moment he left the road.

No trail, no path. Just the wet drag of undergrowth against his boots, branches snagging his coat, the smell of damp earth thick in his nose. The light flitted between the trees, steady enough to follow, never close enough to reach. And always that faint, trembling song, so fragile he feared if he exhaled too loudly it would vanish.

He moved as if spell-drawn, but some corner of him resisted. What am I doing?

His father’s voice sneered inside his skull... wandering after fairy lights like a stupid girl.

The thought needled. His throat burned.

Rowan stopped. He turned, squinting into the dark, trying to find the road again. The way back should have been easy, a few steps, a retrace, but when he looked, all he saw was trees, endless trunks crowding together, black bark gleaming faintly in the moonlight. The gravel shoulder, the tarmac, the world he had left, gone.

He turned again. The light was waiting, patient, pulsing like a heart. The song trembled through the air, low, insistent.

A prickle climbed his spine.

There’s no going back.

He thought of the house, the slammed doors, the crossword silence, the stink of beer. He thought of school halls that narrowed around him like a noose. And he thought of himself, always wrong, always on the edge of the crowd.

If he disappeared, would anyone notice? Would anyone care?

Maybe his mother would cry. Maybe. His father would rage for a week, then pour another drink and laugh about how his soft little boy finally proved too weak for the world.

Would the kids from school miss him? The ones who spat loser at his back, who called him girly, faggot, freak? He doubted it. He’d never been enough for any of them to think of him as anything other than a whipping boy.

Ugly duckling. That was what he had always felt like. But not the fairytale kind.

There was no swan waiting inside him, no glorious becoming. He knew that. He was just a wrong-shaped thing, unloved and unlovable, a mistake dragging itself through the world.

So if this light led him to his doom, well, maybe that was fitting. Maybe it would be a relief.

He tightened the strap of the guitar across his shoulder and kept walking.

Leaves rustled. Once, twice. He froze, scanning the shadows. Small eyes gleamed, then vanished, a fox? A rabbit? Something else? The forest breathed around him, alive with faint movements, twitches of wing, scrabbles of claw. He swallowed. The song stretched thinner now, the light flickering as though it too were tiring.

“Don’t stop.” He whispered to himself. “Keep going.”

His voice cracked in the stillness.

The trees shifted. Shadows seemed to breathe, stretching long fingers toward him. He pushed faster, heart hammering.

Then the light sputtered and went out.

The song broke off mid-note, leaving the air raw and empty.

Rowan stopped, chest heaving. The silence roared.

“Hello?” His voice was too small, eaten by the trees.

Something darted across the pathless ground ahead. He caught only a flash, russet fur, a narrow muzzle, a tail like a brush dipped in white.

A fox.

It glanced back, pausing for a moment, as though waiting for him to follow, eyes catching moonlight like molten coins, then vanished deeper into the woods. Rowan’s feet moved before he could think.

He followed, branches clawing his sleeves, brambles scratching his shins. He stumbled once, twice, nearly went down, but kept after the flicker of movement. Each time he thought he had lost it, he glimpsed the flash of red again, slipping between trunks, just out of reach.

And then the trees opened.

Rowan burst into a clearing, breath ragged, pulse wild. The fox was gone, or hidden, but something else rose before him.

A building, slumped and broken, crouched at the heart of the glade. Stone steps cracked with ivy, walls buckled under their own weight. Columns leaned like weary sentries, their carved capitals eroded into faceless lumps. The roof sagged, patches open to the night sky.

It was clearly empty, abandoned. Yet Rowan felt watched. Not with eyes exactly, but with an attention that pressed against his skin, prickling every hair to alertness.

Moonlight poured through the gaps in the roof, silvering the moss-furred stage. He stared, transfixed.

The song was gone. The light too. But something lingered, a resonance, as though the last note still hung trembling in the rafters, waiting to be answered.

Rowan clutched the strap of his guitar and shivered.

He wasn’t sure if he had found shelter or walked into a snare. Yet, he went anyway. Either option was better than what he’d left behind.
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Rowan lingered at the edge of the clearing, heart hammering, the building crouched before him like some beast too tired to rise.

The roof was all broken angles, walls furred with moss and ivy, yet something of its grandeur still clung to it. Carved stone arches half collapsed, staircases leading to nothing, shattered windows yawning black.

As he drew closer, he realised what it was. An old theatre, like something out of a movie or a picture book.

It made no sense. Who would build a theatre here in the woods, miles from any town or village? Who would have filled its seats? Why had it been abandoned to rot under moonlight?

How were people supposed to reach it when there was no road or path?

He almost turned away. The silence pressed too close, the ruin seemed too much like a trap, and yet his body ached with exhaustion. He could not see the road anymore and there was no chance of finding it in the dark. His boots were soaked through, his shoulders raw from the pack. Whatever waited inside could hardly be worse than the night outside.

So, Rowan climbed the cracked steps, pushing through ivy that clung like fingers. The doors sagged on their hinges, wood swollen and splintered. He pressed his shoulder against one, and it groaned open, releasing a smell of mildew and dust.

Inside, the air was close and damp. The foyer opened wide, tiled floor cracked and furred with moss. Once, there must have been chandeliers. Now only rusted hooks dangled, and shards of glass glittered faintly in the moonlight that leaked through holes in the roof.

He moved slowly, his breath loud in the silence. His boots scuffed through dust and scattered leaves. Shapes loomed in the corners, shadows of old furniture draped with mouldering cloth.

Beyond the foyer stretched the auditorium.

Rowan stopped and stared.

Rows upon rows of seats faced a wide stage, all of them tattered and sagging. The velvet cushions had split, spilling yellowed stuffing, and the wood gleamed with damp. Weeds had pushed through cracks in the floor, curling pale tendrils toward the light above. Yet the arrangement remained clear, as if the ghosts of an audience might file in at any moment.

The stage itself was a wide platform of warped boards. Curtains still hung in tatters, their once rich red now faded to a dull brown, edges frayed and riddled with holes. Moonlight spilt through a gap in the roof, silvering the boards.

Rowan imagined voices filling the hall, imagined applause, imagined lights so bright they would blot out the crowd. A life where he could stand on that stage and sing without fear.

But it was not this life.

He tightened his grip on the guitar strap, throat raw with old memory.

Once, long ago, he had sung for an audience. Not here, not anywhere grand, just his own parents. He had been twelve, nervous but proud of a song he had practised for weeks. His mother had sat at the table, smiling softly, but his father had laughed before Rowan had even finished.

“What is this?” He’d said, words heavy with drink. “That’s not a song for a boy. That’s some girly nonsense about feelings. You sound like a little girl squeaking about love.”

The laughter had cut deeper than any slap. After that, Rowan had never tried again. He had sung only when alone, late at night with the curtains drawn, voice soft so no one could hear.

Now, standing in the ruined theatre, the shame came back sharp.

He wanted to step onto that stage, to fill the hollow air with music, yet he knew what would happen if he did. He would hear his father’s laugh, cruel and endless. He would see the faces of classmates twisted in mockery. He would fold in on himself until the song shrivelled away.

In another life, perhaps he could have been brave, a swan stretching wings on a stage of light. In this life, he was only Rowan. A boy who did not fit anywhere. A loser.

The word echoed in his mind, sour and familiar.

He turned from the stage and moved backstage instead. The corridors were narrow and smelled of rot. Doors sagged on broken hinges. Inside the rooms, he found old costumes hanging in tatters, sequins dulled with mildew, silks frayed to cobwebs.

One room held broken props, papier-mâché castles slumped into pulp, swords with rusted blades, crowns dulled to tin. Another held decayed backdrops, painted cloths rolled and shredded by damp, glimpses of painted skies and forests now mould-streaked and faded.

The dressing rooms lined with mirrors were the worst of all. Their surfaces had bloomed with black spots, glass cracked into spiderwebs. Dust lay thick on the counters. Faded makeup tins lay open, brushes brittle with time. He imagined actors leaning here long ago, painting faces, adjusting costumes, rehearsing lines. The echoes of those vanished lives clung to the air, and Rowan felt like an intruder.

Yet there was comfort here, too. The walls still stood, the roof mostly held, and the dust was dry. He could lay his sleeping bag on a dressing room floor, light a candle, and be safe from the damp night outside. He could close a door and, for a few hours, be invisible.

He returned at last to the stage. Standing in the wings, he watched the moonlight spill across the warped boards. His heart thudded with longing and dread. He imagined stepping forward, imagined the way his voice would rise, trembling and uncertain, then strong. He imagined singing without shame, without fear.

But he did not move.

Instead, he sat on the edge of the stage, let the guitar rest across his knees, and stared out at the rows of empty seats. The silence was heavy and deep, like the hush before a performance. He almost lifted his hand to strum, but stopped. Too self-conscious, even in an empty ruin.

The shame was too heavy, the memory of laughter too sharp.

So he sat in silence, watching dust drift in the pale beam of moonlight, and told himself that in another life he might have been brave. In another life, he might have been someone else.

But this life was his alone, and he was nobody. It was the only life he had.

And in the quiet, in the dark, from somewhere outside, a fox screamed.


Two

The dressing rooms were the least ruined part of the theatre. The ceilings still held, the walls were not yet devoured by ivy, and the floor was mostly dry. Yet the space felt desolate all the same, the air damp and close, heavy with dust that had lain undisturbed for decades. The cracked mirrors stared blankly, blind eyes reflecting his lantern flame in fractured shards.

Rowan lowered his pack with a grunt and sat cross-legged on the warped floorboards. He looked around at the room, at the moulded plaster flaking from the ceiling, at the wallpaper blistered and sagging. This was where he would sleep. It was a ruin, but at least here the dark would not press quite so hard, and the wind could not claw at his skin.

He told himself it was better than his old bedroom. That one had been brighter, neater, walls painted in the navy blue his parents insisted was suitable for a boy. Posters of footballers had been taped to the walls because he was expected to like them. A plastic model plane sat on a shelf because he had been told it was something to build with your father. Every object had felt like another bar in a cage.

The bed itself had been soft enough, but the door was thin, and the noise of his parents’ voices carried through every night. Arguing, breaking, sometimes a crash of glass. That room might have looked nicer than this dressing room, but it had been more haunted. The ghosts there were alive and shouting, and they had never let him rest.

Here at least, the ghosts were only echoes.

He unrolled his sleeping bag and shook it out. The air filled with the smell of mildew, sharp and old, but he told himself he could grow used to it. Then he looked at the heap of velvet curtains piled in a corner. They were torn and riddled with holes, but still soft to the touch. He gathered them up and shook them hard. Dust billowed into the air, rising in clouds that glimmered like motes of music, each fleck catching the lantern light like a note suspended in the moonlit rafters.

It felt like he had struck some hidden chord, and the theatre shivered in answer.

He spread the curtains across the floor, making a bed of red so faded it looked almost brown. It was rough and thin, but still softer than bare boards. He set the lantern on the counter beneath the mirror. The flame caught against the cracked glass, multiplying into a scatter of warped reflections. For a moment, he could not tell which face was his.

Rowan pulled his knees to his chest.

He thought of his old room again, the way his father would open the door without knocking, glance once around, then sneer and mutter.

“Why don’t you get out and do something? Stop hiding in here like some little girl.”

He remembered lying awake, hands pressed over his ears, the muffled roar of another argument bleeding through the thin door. He had told himself once that if he saved enough money, he would paint the walls a new colour, cover the posters with ones he chose himself, turn the room into something that belonged to him. He had never managed it.

Now here he was in a ruin, sleeping on tattered curtains, but for the first time, the space was his alone.

The lantern hissed softly. The silence pressed close. His stomach growled, and he ate a little of the food he had packed, not wanting to devour it all at once. It had to last.

He thought about building a fire. There had to be wood somewhere, broken furniture perhaps, scraps from the forest. He stood, slung the guitar back over his shoulder, and slipped from the dressing room into the dark corridors.

The backstage halls wound narrow, doors gaping into shadow. He passed the costume room again, sequins glinting faintly like lost stars. He passed the prop room where swords rusted in heaps and crowns had dulled to tin. Dust muffled his steps. Somewhere above, a fragment of roof groaned in the wind.

In the corner of one storage room, he found a pile of broken chairs, their legs splintered, their seats warped with damp. He tugged one free, then another. The wood was soft but dry enough to burn. He stacked an armful in his arms. As he turned to go, his foot caught on something.

Rowan stumbled, cursed softly, and glanced down.

It was a book.

Not quite a book, not quite a script. Its pages were loose, tied together with twine, the cover little more than a warped board of leather. He crouched, set the wood aside, and picked it up. Dust clung to his fingers. The thing was heavy, its spine swollen with damp, the paper yellowed and flaking.

By the flicker of the lantern, he read the title on the first page.

The Song of the Red Fox.

His heart jolted.

It was written like a play, with stage directions in the margins. Dialogue, monologues, even music notations scored faintly along the top. The words bled and smudged, but he could make them out.

Enter the Fox, singing. She lures the lost with her song, she leads them beyond the veil. Those who follow are never seen again, save in dream.

Rowan’s throat tightened.

He turned another page. The script described scenes half myth and half performance, stories of villagers tempted by a fox-woman with eyes like emeralds and hair red as flame. She offered freedom from sorrow, but always at a cost. Some disappeared. Some returned changed.

He traced the notes with a fingertip. They seemed to hum faintly under his skin, though he told himself that was just his imagination. He had always loved stories, the old folktales his mother sometimes whispered before his father came home. They had felt like secret doors, glimpses of something wider than the small, mean world he lived in.

Rowan held the script against his chest.

Behind him, the theatre creaked. The silence grew heavier, like someone holding their breath. He glanced over his shoulder, but only dust and shadow stared back.

He gathered the broken wood, tucked the script under his arm, and returned to the dressing room.

When the fire caught in the small grate, smoke curling toward the cracked chimney, he laid the script carefully beside him. He sat cross-legged on the faded curtains, lantern and fire casting twin shadows against the mirrors, his own face multiplied into a dozen crooked versions.

Rowan rested the guitar against his knees, the script against his thigh. He began to read. The theatre seemed to shimmer, no longer just a ruin, becoming something more.
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Rowan set the script on his lap, the firelight trembling across its warped pages. The leather cover cracked under his touch, the twine binding rough against his fingers. He turned carefully, half afraid the paper would disintegrate in his hands.

The first tale began like a folktale, sparse words carrying centuries of weight.

A boy walked alone on a winter road, wind gnawing his bones. His mother dead, his father gone to war, he carried nothing but hunger in his belly and grief in his chest. He heard a song in the trees. He followed, too cold to care if it was a trick. And there he found the Red Fox, her fur bright as flame against the snow.

She asked if he wished to stay in this world of frost and emptiness, or follow her beyond. He asked what it would cost. She told him only the lies he had spoken to survive. He wept, for he had told many, but she soothed him. Pain is not new to you, she said, and truth will hurt no more than frostbite.

He followed her into the wood, and when the thaw came, he was gone. Only his footprints remained, leading where no human could walk.

Rowan rubbed at his arm, shivering though the fire burned warm.

The second tale was much the same.

A woman, bent with years, her children grown and cruel, her house cold, her body failing. She heard the song at night, sweet and low. She limped into the trees and found the Red Fox waiting. She asked what it would cost. The fox told her she must shed the lie that she was still bound to those who scorned her, that she owed them care or obedience.

The woman wept, for she had built her life on that lie, but the fox soothed her. Pain is not new to you, she said, and truth will hurt no more than childbirth. The woman followed, and at dawn her bed was empty. Only fox tracks circled the house before vanishing into mist.

Rowan turned the page, heart drumming. Each story echoed the last, yet each struck deeper.

A widower, drunk and ruined. A girl who dressed as a boy to escape a cruel marriage. A soldier who could no longer lift his sword. All of them heard the song when the night was darkest. All of them found the Red Fox in their time of need. All of them were told the same thing. To come with her, they must shed the lies they had spun around themselves. The fox did not promise ease, only truth. She told them the pain of becoming was no sharper than the pain of enduring.

And each of them agreed.

Each was led into the trees, beyond the page, to some other world. The script never told what happened to them afterwards. Only that they were gone, and that they were changed.

Except for one.

Rowan read the story three times, as if to be sure.

A man heard the song and followed, heart raw with longing. He saw the Red Fox, her eyes gleaming like emeralds, her fur burning against the dark. She told him he must give up the lies that chained him. He shook his head. He said the lies were all that kept him safe, all that held the world together. He could not let them go.

She warned him he would wither if he stayed. He begged her to take him anyway, but she would not. She turned away. He called after her, but the song was already fading. He returned to his house. He lived a long life, respectable and ordinary. He had children, grandchildren, a house that never lacked bread or fire. But every night when the wind howled through the eaves, he thought he heard her voice, and his heart shrivelled with what he had lost.

He was the last person in the story, left behind, left human, left miserable. His bloodline ended, his name forgotten, his bones buried under cold stone. He lived long, but he never lived truly.

Rowan’s throat closed.

He stared at the words until the letters blurred.

He thought of himself, of the road behind him, of his father’s voice sneering, his mother’s silence, the narrow walls of his room lined with things he had never wanted. The lies he had told just to survive, to keep the world from tearing him apart. Pretending to laugh when kids mocked him, pretending the word boy fit when it never did, pretending he was fine when all he wanted was to vanish.

He pressed his forehead against his knees.

If only stories were real. If only there were a fox waiting in the trees, singing a song meant for him. If only someone could lead him out of this life that felt more like a cage every day.

But the fire hissed and cracked, and the only sound was the wind rattling in the rafters.

He turned the pages again, slower this time. He studied the notations scribbled above the lines of dialogue, in the margins. The music was written in cramped black ink, notes climbing and dipping like a path through hills, snippets scattered throughout the pages like a riddle needing to be solved.

Rowan puzzled over it, trying to assemble the various parts into some kind of order and then… something clicked. Something made sense. With a pen from his bag and a scrap of paper, he began to scribble out a song. The melody seemed simple, but as his eyes traced it, his skin prickled. He felt the shape of it in his chest, as if it were already written into him.

His fingers twitched against the guitar case.

It was foolish. He had not played properly in weeks. His hands were stiff from walking, from cold. And even if he could play it, there was no audience, no one to listen but the ghosts of the theatre and his own shame.

Still, his fingers itched.

He slid the guitar free, its surface scarred and familiar. He set it against his thigh and plucked a string. The note rang clear, startling in the silence. Dust stirred in the firelight, as if the building itself had held its breath.

Rowan glanced again at the music he had written down and the script. He felt the story rise up, almost a part of him. His eyes traced the notes. His hands moved almost of their own accord, hesitant, trembling.

The first chord rose, soft and uncertain, and the air seemed to lean closer to listen.
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Rowan set the guitar against his thigh and touched the first chord. The sound was tentative, thin, but it hung in the air like a candle flame refusing to gutter. He glanced down at his notes again, tracing the music with his eyes. His fingers shifted, trembling, and he struck the next shape.

The melody unfurled, hesitant at first, then stronger, as though the guitar remembered something his hands had forgotten.

The song was unlike anything he had played before. It seemed both simple and endless, the kind of tune that could circle forever without losing its shape. The notes rose like mist from the floor, curling upward, filling the dressing room until the shadows leaned closer.

He closed his eyes.

And then it began to change.

The sound was no longer only strings beneath his fingertips. It seemed to swell and thrum in his chest, to catch at the hollow places inside him. With every note, the air grew brighter, the fire seemed to breathe, the lantern flame stretched higher.

Rowan felt something move inside him, something he had locked away so deep he could barely name it.

Shame. Rage. Longing. The ache of being unseen. The laughter that had cut his song short. The silence that had followed. The desperate wish to be someone else, anyone else, someone who fit, someone who was not wrong every time they opened their mouth or drew breath.

The song caught all of it, pulled it up, and turned it into sound.

His throat ached. His eyes burned. His fingers stung as the strings bit into skin. He wanted to stop, but the melody would not let him. It kept rising, shifting, circling back and forward again, demanding more.

Tears blurred his vision. His shoulders shook. He hunched over the guitar as if shielding it, as if shielding himself, but the song poured out regardless.

The air grew alive. Shadows rippled on the walls. Dust swirled in patterns as if dancing. The cracked mirrors glowed with reflected flame, each one showing him a dozen fractured faces. None of them looked quite the same. Some sharper, some softer, some almost unrecognisable.

Through the blur of tears, he saw glimpses of a life that might have been his. A bedroom painted in colours he had chosen. A face in the mirror that matched what he felt inside. A voice rising in song and being met with applause instead of laughter. A self not hidden, not ridiculed, not twisted to fit someone else’s demand.

He sobbed, fingers never stopping. The veil of lies that had bound him seemed to thin. He saw the shape of himself beneath it, fragile but radiant.

The song pulled at it, drew it closer, stripped it bare.

You could have been this.

You could still be this.

The words were not spoken, but they pulsed in the music, clear as if whispered against his ear.

Shed the lies.

His fingers burned. The strings had cut small ridges into his skin. Still, he played. He could not stop. The melody circled, rose higher, plunged lower, called up every drop of pain and joy he had ever swallowed. His body shook with it.

At last, after what felt like hours or seconds or lifetimes, the final note came. It lingered, long and pure, until it sank into silence.

Rowan collapsed forward, breath ragged. His cheeks were wet, his throat raw. His hands trembled. The guitar slid from his lap to the floor with a dull thud.

The fire had burned low, only embers glowing red. The lantern flame guttered.

How long had it been?

He lifted a hand to his face, feeling the dampness of tears. He had not cried like that in years. Not since childhood. Not since the night he first realised that no one was going to come and make things better.

Now the song had come instead, and it had torn him open.

He lay down on the heap of curtains, body aching, mind hollow. The script rested beside him, its pages half open as if waiting for him to begin again. He turned his face away. He had nothing left to give. He felt empty in a way that brought peace.

The silence pressed close, deeper than before, but it was no longer empty. It seemed to hum faintly, as though the air still remembered the music.

Rowan’s eyelids grew heavy. He curled into the curtains and his sleeping bag, pulling them around his shoulders like a blanket. The fire whispered as it sank lower, burnt wood crumbling into ash.

As sleep dragged at him, a sound split the night outside.

A fox screamed.

The cry was sharp and eerie, part laughter, part anguish. It shivered through the theatre walls, through Rowan’s skin, through the last dregs of his dreams.

Then the silence closed again, holding him.


Three

Rowan dreamt.

He was standing on the stage, guitar in hand, the ruined theatre spread around him. Yet it was not ruined. The curtains hung full and heavy, velvet red without tear or stain. The boards beneath his boots gleamed with polish. The chandeliers overhead blazed with light, each crystal dripping with fire.

The air smelled of wax and dust, of breath and candle smoke.

And the seats were filled.

Row upon row, the auditorium was packed with faces. At first, they were only shadows shifting in the glow, but as he blinked, they sharpened, grew distinct. People he had known. People he had tried to forget.

The boy who shoved him in the locker room, laughter echoing when Rowan stumbled. The girl who smirked and whispered when he blushed. The cluster of them who had once cornered him behind the gym, their words sharp as stones — freak, fairy, loser.

His teachers were there too, arms folded, lips thin, eyes heavy with disappointment. His mother, pale and silent, folded into herself as if she were trying to vanish. And at the very front, legs sprawled, bottle in hand, his father, his face a mask of disgust and disappointment.

Every face that had ever made him shrink. Every mouth that had told him he was wrong.

His knees wobbled. His throat clenched.

The heat of the stage lights burned against his skin, yet his hands felt frozen. He knew somehow that he was meant to perform, that if he refused something worse would happen, though what could be worse than this he could not imagine.

He tried to turn, to flee into the wings, but the curtains behind him had sealed shut, heavy as stone. His feet would not move.

The audience shifted, restless. Their eyes gleamed, too bright, like animals in the dark.

Rowan lifted his hands to the guitar. His fingers shook. His voice stuttered in his chest. He had not asked for this, he had never wanted to stand here, bare before them all. He hated being seen.

Still, the guitar hummed in his hands, and the first chord rose from the strings.

It rang out, clear and trembling, filling the space like a bell struck in fog.

The auditorium stilled. The rustle died.

Rowan struck the next chord. The melody rose, fragile at first, then stronger, spilling outward until the rafters quivered. The sound was no longer only strings beneath his fingertips. It was inside him, pressing against his ribs, spilling from his throat.

He played, and the faces began to change.

The boy who had shoved him blurred, features softening, outlines fading into mist. The girl dissolved like a candle snuffed in one breath. The group of jeering voices broke apart, each dissolving into ash that blew away on a wind Rowan could not feel.

The teachers vanished one by one, their folded arms unravelling into smoke. His mother sat a moment longer, eyes downcast, then thinned into shadow and was gone.

Rowan’s hands shook, yet the music kept pouring from him. He did not command it. It commanded him.

At last, only one figure remained.

His father.

He sat slouched in the front row, bottle balanced on his knee, grin sharp and cruel. His eyes caught the light like shards of green glass. His lips moved, and though no sound came, Rowan knew the words.

Girly.

Princess.

Little boy who thinks he can sing.

The laughter was silent, but Rowan heard it as surely as he had years ago. It cracked his bones, seared his lungs. His fingers faltered on the strings.

The music swelled anyway, louder, fuller, filling every corner. The chandeliers shook. Dust fell from the rafters in glowing motes.

His father’s smirk wavered. He leaned back, frown deepening. The bottle slipped from his hand and shattered on the floor, though no sound came. His form rippled, blurred, as if seen through water.

And then he was gone.

Rowan stood alone on the stage. The seats were empty, the chandeliers still burned, but silence stretched deep as an ocean.

He kept playing, though his fingers ached.

The air shifted.

Something moved at the back of the hall, as though called by the song, by the pain and the sorrow and the rage and the grief Rowan poured into the music.

Rowan’s breath froze.

Out of the shadows padded a fox, fur bright as fire, eyes like molten jewels. She moved with a grace that was both delicate and predatory, each step silent yet echoing inside Rowan’s ribs.

And with each step, she changed.

Her body stretched, rippled, and rose until she was no longer beast alone but woman and fox both, bound together in impossible perfection.

And she was breathtaking.

Her hair spilt down her back in waves the colour of flame caught at sunset, copper and gold and blood-red at once. Her eyes gleamed green as emeralds, ancient and knowing, catching the light and throwing it back like glass struck by the sun. Atop her head, velvet ears twitched, sharp and alive. A long tail swayed behind her, russet and white, brushing against her thighs with every movement, alive with rhythm.

She was tall, statuesque, voluptuous, her body a hymn to curves and power. Hips full and swaying, breasts heavy and proud beneath simple robes that clung and shifted as she moved. The fabric did not conceal so much as suggest, hugging close to the lines of her body, hinting at the beguiling shape beneath without giving it away. The robe was tied loosely at the waist, parting just enough to reveal glimpses of thigh, the suggestion of cleavage, a shimmer of skin in motion. Her skin gleamed pale and smooth in the chandeliers’ blaze, the faint sheen of sweat like dew trembling on petals.

Every step was poetry, hips rolling, ass shifting like a slow drumbeat, tail flicking in counterpoint. She carried her body as though the theatre itself existed only to hold her presence, as though no one could resist her and she had never learned to be less than her raw, glorious self.

Her beauty was not delicate. It was brazen, impossible, a weapon turned to lure. There was no shame in her, no hesitation. She was sensual power made flesh, a fox who had hunted gods and kissed mortals into ruin. She was myth stepping from page to stage, both salvation and destruction, a promise and a threat.

Rowan could not look away. She was captivating, beguiling, beautiful beyond measure. Every sway of her hips, every flick of her tail, every glimmer of her eyes bent the air around her. She was desire dressed in fur and flame, a goddess born of sex and song.

And yet she was more than lust. She was magic, woven from the threads of every story Rowan had ever longed to believe. She was freedom given form. She was the embodiment of every secret yearning he had buried deep, every impossible dream.

The Red Fox came closer, steps slow, deliberate, swaying like a flame that knew it could burn whatever it touched. Her smile curved sharp as a blade, tender and cruel at once.

And Rowan, trembling, could only play. His fingers bled against the strings, his heart split open, as she drew near, a goddess of hips and teeth, of beauty and myth, of truth, and the theatre itself seemed to bow in reverence.
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As she neared the stage, the song came to an end. Rowan stopped playing. Silence fell and, slowly, she began to applaud.

The sound was soft yet sharp, her hands striking together like flint. Each clap echoed through the hollow theatre, crisp and deliberate, as though the entire world had been reduced to this stage, this moment, her and him.

“Well played.” She said.

Her voice was low, velvet layered over steel, a tone that stroked and cut at once.

“There is beauty in your music. Beauty, but also sorrow. I can taste the grief in every note. The pain. The longing.”

Rowan clutched the guitar to his chest, heart hammering. His throat was too tight for words.

The Red Fox smiled. The curve of her lips was not unkind, but it held knowledge too sharp to bear.

“You have summoned me with it.” she continued, voice rippling through the stillness. “Do you not know? I am called by anguish. By the ache of those who cannot sing their truth. It is the sound of cages yearning to break that brings me.”

Her eyes glowed, emeralds catching the light. She tilted her head, watching him, her tail swaying behind her like a metronome.

Rowan tried to speak. Nothing came. He wanted to tell her he had not summoned anyone, that he had only been playing, that he had not meant for this to happen. But deep in his chest, he knew it was not true. He had called for something all his life. And now something had come.

She took a slow step forward. Took a step closer.

“You would be free.” She said.

It was not a question. Rowan’s lips parted.

“Yes.” The word cracked out of him before he could stop it.

Her smile widened.

“Then shed your lies.”

He froze. His fingers tightened on the guitar.

“What lies?” His voice rasped, half plea, half protest. “I don’t— I don’t understand.”

The Red Fox laughed softly, a sound like fur brushing silk, like embers stirred into flame. She leapt lightly, effortlessly, onto the stage. The boards did not creak under her weight. She moved toward him, each step fluid, hips swaying, her robe sliding across her skin with whispers of light.

Rowan’s breath caught. Desire and fear tangled sharp in his belly. She was beautiful, impossibly so, every line of her body a snare. He wanted to step back, but his feet rooted to the floor.

“There is always a lie.” She murmured. “It is what your word is built on. Lies. The face you wear because the world demands it. The silence you keep because truth would burn. The names, the shapes, the masks you force upon yourself. All cages, all bindings. I smell them on you.”

She circled him slowly, and Rowan turned with her, unable not to. Her tail brushed against his calf, light as breath. Her fingers lifted and traced along his cheek, cool and sharp, leaving gooseflesh in their wake.

“You hide yourself, little singer.” She whispered.

Her claw traced down, skimming the line of his throat, pausing where his pulse thudded frantically.

“I can hear the true song inside you. Caged. Weeping. Let me unlock it. Let me reveal what you have buried.”

Rowan shuddered.

“I—” His voice broke. He swallowed. “What if… what if there’s nothing there?”

The Red Fox leaned close, her breath warm against his ear.

“There is always something. And I know you feel it. You carry it deep, the truth that terrifies you. You think if you ignore it, it will die. But truth does not die. It waits. It rots inside you until you cannot breathe.”

Her words sliced through him. He had no reply.

Her hand skimmed over his shoulder, down his arm. Her nails scraped lightly, almost tender, almost cruel. She circled behind him, voice brushing against his neck.

“Let me set you free.” She said. “Let me strip away the lies. I will peel them from your skin. It will hurt. It will burn. But you already know pain. What is one more cut, if it reveals the soul beneath?”

Rowan’s whole body trembled. He wanted to say no, to turn, to run. But he also wanted to fall to his knees. He wanted to beg her not to leave.

There had to be something better. There had to be. If there wasn’t, he could not bear it.

Slowly, he raised his head. Her emerald gaze burned into him, unblinking, infinite.

“Show me.” he whispered.

The Red Fox smiled, and the smile was triumph, tenderness, hunger.

She leaned down until her lips brushed the shell of his ear.

“As you wish.”

Her hands slid over his shoulders, claws tracing faint lines, not quite breaking skin. She circled to face him again. The robe shifted with her movement, revealing the curve of thigh, the gleam of pale flesh beneath. Her tail swept the boards with lazy grace.

“Let me unlock the song you carry deep inside.” She murmured. Her fingers lifted his chin, forcing his gaze up to hers. “Let me reveal your truth. Let me set you free.”

Rowan’s breath shook. His chest ached with a pressure that felt ready to shatter him. He wanted to look away, but her eyes held him fast, green fire binding him where he stood.

“Yes.” He whispered. His throat caught. “Yes. Please.”

The words were torn from him like confession.

The Red Fox’s smile widened. She leaned close until her lips nearly brushed his. Her claws pressed lightly against his chest, just above his heart.

“Then be brave.” she whispered. “The song is waiting.”
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The Red Fox stepped closer, her emerald eyes locking onto him, holding him as firmly as her tail coiled around his waist. Her hands came up to cradle his face. Her claws were cool, her palms warm, her touch both tender and dangerous.

“Such a fragile songbird.” She whispered, tilting his chin up. “Still trying to sing with a throat full of thorns.”

Rowan trembled, heart hammering. No one had ever touched him like this, not with reverence, not with hunger. He wanted to turn away, but he could not.

Her tail wrapped tighter, enclosing him, fur brushing against his bare arms, his stomach, his thighs. He gasped as it coiled higher, possessive, wrapping him in russet flame.

Then she kissed him.

It was not gentle. It was not sweet. It was a kiss that consumed. Her lips crashed against his, her mouth opening, her tongue slipping past his own in a hot, demanding press. His body melted, knees threatening to give. He clung to the guitar a moment longer before it slipped from his hands and fell soundless to the stage.

He had never been kissed before. He had imagined it, wondered, longed, feared. But no imagining had ever come close to this. This was fire poured down his throat. This was being devoured and cherished at once.

His cock hardened, pulsing with heat, pressing against the tatters of his clothes. Shame flared, but it was drowned instantly in sensation. Pleasure rippled out, rolling through his body in waves.

The Fox’s claws slid down, caught the fabric at his chest, and with one swift pull tore it wide open. Threads snapped like brittle veins. The robes of his old life fell away piece by piece, ripped by her claws as easily as spider silk.

He gasped into her mouth, eyes wide. Shock and terror mingled with the pleasure that roared through him. He had never been so exposed, so bare.

But she was not done.

Her claws traced lower, not cutting flesh but cutting deeper. She raked across his skin, and something inside him split. Rowan screamed into her kiss. The sound broke high, cracked, raw. Pain bloomed, bright, electric, unbearable, and yet it was braided with pleasure so sharp it made his hips buck, made him moan.

“Shhh…” She whispered against his mouth, her tongue licking the salt of his tears. “It is only the lies. Let me tear them free.”

Her claws dragged across his chest again, and his body convulsed. Skin shifted under her touch. The muscles beneath quivered and softened. He felt his ribs narrow, his waist pull inward. His chest ached, swelled, then blossomed into curves that pressed against her palms. His nipples hardened, unbearably sensitive, sparks of pleasure shooting straight through him.

He sobbed, half in pain, half in joy.

Her tail tightened, holding him still, forcing him to feel it all. Her kiss deepened, fierce and unrelenting. She drank down every sound he made.

She raked lower, over his stomach, down between his hips. His cock throbbed, strained, pulsed one last time, then dissolved under her touch, pain flaring so intense he nearly blacked out. But with it came relief, exquisite and shattering. In its place was a new ache, raw and tender, wet and hungry, a place that felt impossibly right.

Rowan’s scream broke from him, higher, brighter, a voice that did not sound like his own.

“Yes.” The Fox hissed against his lips, devouring the sound. “Sing for me.”

His body writhed under her hands as the changes spread. His shoulders narrowed. His arms slimmed. His thighs curved fuller. His skin smoothed to flawless pale silk, every scar, every blemish erased. His hair spilt longer and longer, dark waves brushing his shoulders, his back. His jaw softened, his cheekbones sharpened, his lips flushed and swollen.

Every shred of the body he had hated was being stripped away, claw by claw, lie by lie.

It was agony. It was ecstasy. He was breaking, remade with every breath.

Rowan’s tears streamed hot down his face, but his mouth never left hers. He clung to her kiss like a drowning man clings to air. He moaned into her, hips grinding helplessly as if his body itself begged for the change.

Her claws scraped once more down his spine. His whole frame shuddered, shrinking, slim and petite now, delicate yet alive with strength he had never felt.

The Fox drew back just far enough to look at him, her smile wild, eyes blazing.

“There.” she whispered. “Truth at last.”

Rowan staggered, staring at his hands. Slim, small, pale. They shook as he lifted them. His voice trembled out, higher now, trembling with disbelief.

“Who… who am I?”

The Red Fox tilted her head, her tail stroking down his thigh like a caress. Her claws traced his cheek with something almost tender.

“You are yourself.” She said. “At last.”

She flicked her hand, and a mirror rose from the stage floor, its frame gilded, its surface clear. She turned it toward him.

Rowan stared.

A girl stared back.

She was beautiful. Long hair tumbling, breasts bare where his shirt had been torn, waist narrow, hips curved, ass full, thighs smooth. Her face was soft and luminous, her lips parted in shock, her eyes wide and wet with wonder.

Rowan lifted a trembling hand. The girl did the same. Their fingertips met on the glass.

Tears blurred his vision. He could not stop them. A laugh broke from his throat, sharp, bright, full of disbelief.

“No.” He whispered, shaking his head. Yet even as he said it, his mouth curved into a smile.

“No, it can’t… it isn’t real…”

The Red Fox’s smile was sharp and radiant.

“Not real?” She said. “No. Just truth. Your truth, should you want to face it.”

The girl in the mirror laughed. Rowan’s laugh, but higher, freer, bubbling with joy.

He pressed his forehead to the glass, sobbing and laughing all at once. He had never seen himself before. Not like this. Not whole.

Joy swelled in his chest, unbearable and bright. It hurt, but it was the sweetest pain he had ever known.

The Red Fox’s arms slid around him from behind, claws resting over his heart. Her breath warmed his ear.

“This is who you have always been.” she whispered. “This is who you will become, if you are brave enough to keep singing.”

Rowan’s body shook with sobs, laughter spilling through them. He clutched at her arms, desperate.

“Please.” He whispered. “Don’t let it end. Don’t take this away.”

The mirror shimmered. The theatre dimmed. The Fox’s tail curled tight around him as the darkness drew near.

“Know I’m waiting for you.” She whispered. “All you need to do is sing.”

And then Rowan woke.


Four

It had been a dream.

Rowan jolted awake with his heart pounding so hard he thought the boards beneath him might feel it. His chest rose and fell in quick bursts. The curtains he had spread for a bed clung damp with sweat. The lantern had guttered out, leaving only a faint grey glow spilling through the cracked ceiling.

Dawn had come.

He lay still, staring up at the warped plaster. Every detail of the dream clung sharp as glass, the stage, the audience of ghosts, the Red Fox, her mouth against his, her claws raking truth from his skin. He could still feel it, impossibly, in his bones. The kiss. The tearing. The pain braided with ecstasy. The joy of seeing himself in the mirror.

Rowan dragged a hand down his face.

“Just a dream…” He whispered, though his voice wavered.

But the room smelled different. Smoke lingered from the fire, acrid and faint, but beneath it was something else. A musk, warm and animal, edged with sweetness like crushed flowers. Perfume, but heavier, rawer. Fur and spice and something darker. The scent curled into him until he felt drunk on it.

He sat up, his body aching as though he had been flayed and stitched back together. His pack slumped against the counter where he had left it, his guitar lay on the boards beside him, but his clothes…

Rowan blinked.

The shirt he had worn yesterday sagged loose over his shoulders. His trousers bunched awkwardly at his hips. He pressed his hands against his stomach and felt the fabric gape where once it had been snug.

He froze.

His hands looked different. Smaller. The fingers slim, the nails clean and neat without the ragged edges he remembered. His skin gleamed pale, smoother than it had ever been. He turned his palms over, trembling.

“No…” He whispered, breath shivering. “No, it’s… it’s just because I’m tired. Because I dreamed…”

But when he pushed his hair back from his forehead, strands spilt forward, long and dark, brushing past his jaw. He tugged one into his vision. His hair had never reached further than his ears. Now it slid over his shoulder like silk.

His heart lurched.

Rowan scrambled to his feet, limbs unsteady. The world tilted, and he caught himself against the counter. His reflection stared up from the cracked mirror.

For a long moment, he could not breathe.

It was him. It was Rowan. But not as he had always known himself. His face was softer, finer, the angles blurred into gentleness. His lips fuller, his eyes larger, his jaw no longer sharp but delicate. His cheeks flushed with a faint glow. He was still Rowan, yet he was not.

He leaned closer. His breath fogged the glass.

Every line was his, but smoothed, softened, tilted toward something he had never dared imagine. His lashes looked longer, his mouth more kissable, his eyes wider and bright with something raw.

He lifted his hand and touched the glass, trembling.

“What’s happening to me?”

The words came high and fragile, his voice lighter than before. The sound sent a shiver down his spine.

Rowan staggered back, clutching at the curtains. His chest felt smaller, narrower. His hips were different beneath his palms, the bones tilted at a new angle. Nothing as dramatic as the dream, no sudden blossoming, but subtle curves whispered where before there had been none. His limbs looked slim, his shoulders narrow, his collarbones sharp under too-loose fabric.

He pressed both hands to his stomach, his thighs, his chest, mapping himself like a stranger. There was no muscle, no hardness. His body felt lighter, weaker, hairless, terrifyingly vulnerable. And yet…

And yet something inside him thrilled.

He slid his hands upward, feeling the new slope of his shoulders, the smoothness of his skin. His throat tightened, tears pricking his eyes. His reflection was softer, prettier. Almost girlish.

He wanted to look forever. He wanted to smash the mirror.

He pulled the collar of his shirt wider, staring at the faint curve of his chest beneath, at the pale line of collarbone, the delicate rise and fall as he breathed. Heat shuddered through him, half fear, half something he could not name.

It was horror, it was joy. It was wrong, it was perfect.

The dream had not been only a dream. Something had followed him out.

Rowan staggered back to the curtains and sat hard, breath coming quick. The room spun. He pressed his hands over his face, fingers digging into his cheeks.

He wanted to laugh, to scream, to weep. His heart lurched between terror and elation. The mask of Rowan, boy, failure, freak, pressed tight against him, and yet beneath it something else pulsed, wild and undeniable.

He dropped his hands again and stared at the mirror. His reflection stared back, wide-eyed, trembling, but beautiful.

The thought made him sick. The thought made him want to sing.

“Stop.” He whispered to himself, clutching his shirt. “Stop. It’s nothing. It’s… it’s just a dream.”

But his voice had changed. Every word betrayed him.

He curled forward, pressing his forehead to his knees, shuddering. He wanted to vanish, he wanted to stay like this forever. Both truths tangled until he could not tell one from the other.

He might have sat there forever, caught between dread and wonder, but a sound broke the silence.

Whistling.

Low, casual, meandering, the kind of tune someone might hum while working in a garden.

Rowan’s head jerked up. His breath snagged. The sound was coming closer.

Shadows shifted beneath the doorframe. The handle creaked.

The door groaned open.

An old woman stepped inside.
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The old woman was wiry, her back bent but her movements sharp. A scarf bound her white hair, and her clothes were patched and faded, boots crusted with mud. Her hands were gnarled but steady, carrying a bundle of sticks.

The whistling stopped. Her eyes fell on Rowan. For a long moment, she only looked, gaze sharp as a pin. Then she gave a small, surprised laugh.

“Well now, a stray bird in my theatre.” She said. “We haven’t had one of those in years.”

Her voice rasped, roughened by age, but there was a spark to it, a quickness, as though every word weighed more than it let on. She stepped inside, let the door fall shut behind her. Dust rose at the thud.

Rowan scrambled to his feet, clutching at the too-loose shirt, heart hammering.

“I… I didn’t mean…” His voice cracked, too high.

He stopped, flushed, horrified.

The woman only tilted her head, amusement flickering across her wrinkled face. She shuffled past him and dropped the bundle of sticks against the wall.

“Still a little damp in here.” She said, brushing her hands on her patched skirt. “Best to keep the fire fed.”

Her gaze slid to the counter. The script lay open, pages warped with damp, the ink still faintly legible. Rowan had left it there the night before, after his playing, after the dream. He hadn’t dared to touch it again.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. She walked closer, bent stiffly, and touched the paper with a fingertip. Her mouth curved.

“You’ve heard the song.”

It wasn’t a question.

Rowan flinched as though struck.

“I…” His voice broke again.

He swallowed hard, tried again, but the words faltered.

“I don’t… I don’t know what you mean.”

Her smile deepened, not unkind but knowing. She straightened slowly, bones creaking, and turned to face him.

“Don’t you?”

Her gaze swept him, lingering on the loose shirt, the long hair spilling over his shoulders, the flushed cheeks, the wide, startled eyes. She chuckled low in her throat, the sound dry but warm.

“Oh yes. I see it. You’ve been touched. You’ve been marked. She’s been to see you, hasn’t she?”

Rowan’s breath caught. He shook his head, trembling.

“It was just a dream.”

The old woman stepped further into the room, boots creaking on the boards. Her presence filled the space in a way that made Rowan shrink back against the counter.

“There are no dreams here, child. Only doors. You’ve opened one. No closing it now.”

She stopped a few feet from him. The silence stretched, long enough that Rowan could hear the blood rushing in his ears. Her gaze was steady, clear despite the weight of years.

“So…” She said. “Tell me. Did you like what you saw?”

Rowan’s mouth opened. No sound came. His hands curled in the curtains, knuckles white. His heart beat so loud it drowned the room.

The woman smiled again, softer this time. “Ah,” she said. “That’s answer enough.”

Rowan wanted to argue. To deny it. But the words died in his throat. He could not lie, not when his reflection still lingered in his mind, not when his body still trembled with memory of the Fox’s kiss.

The woman gave a small nod, as though satisfied. She moved back to the bundle of sticks, picked one up, and turned it between her hands.

“I keep this place.” She said. “Not because anyone asks me to. Not because anyone comes. But because it is a place of weight, and weight must be tended. Memory gathers here. Pain, too. It is old, older than me, older than even the stones.”

Her voice softened, reverent.

“The theatre remembers. And sometimes it sings.”

Rowan pressed his back to the counter, dizzy.

“Why me?” The words slipped out before he could bite them back.

The woman’s eyes gleamed.

“Why anyone? You were lost. You were listening. That’s all it ever takes.”

She turned back toward him, her expression sharpening, though not unkind.

“You’re not the first stray to wander in here. And you won’t be the last. But you…” She lifted her chin, studied him like a puzzle. “You’ve been chosen. The song doesn’t cling so close to everyone.”

Rowan shook his head.

“I don’t want…” His voice cracked again, betraying him.

He tried to force the words, make them steadier.

“I don’t want any of this.”

The old woman’s lips twitched.

“Don’t you now? Then why are you trembling so? Why do your eyes shine as though you’ve just glimpsed heaven itself?”

He had no answer. Heat flushed his cheeks.

The woman chuckled, shaking her head. She gathered the bundle of sticks again, hefted it with surprising strength for her age.

“Well…” She said, briskly now. “Whatever you think you want or don’t, you’ll need food. Dreams or no dreams, a body must eat.”

Rowan blinked at her.

“What?”

She nodded toward the door.

“Come along. My cottage isn’t far. There’s stew enough for two, and bread, and a kettle still fit for boiling.”

She glanced him over once more, her gaze lingering at his throat, his hair, his trembling hands. Her voice softened.

“You look half-starved, child. Let me feed you before you faint dead away.”

Rowan hesitated. Every instinct screamed caution… but another voice inside, the same voice that had led him into the forest, whispered go.

He wrapped his arms around himself, still drowning in the folds of his too-large shirt, and nodded once, hesitant.

The old woman smiled. It crinkled the lines of her face into something almost kind.

“That’s better.” She said. “Follow me.”

She turned, the door creaking open, the morning light spilling across the threshold. Rowan lingered for a moment, staring back at the script on the counter, at the cracked mirror, at the dressing room that already felt less like shelter and more like a snare.

The scent of musk and flowers still clung to the air.

He swallowed, tightened his grip on his shirt, and followed her out into the dawn.
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The old woman’s cottage crouched at the edge of the woods like it had grown there, its stone walls sunk into moss, its roof patched with bark and turf. A small garden spread behind it, orderly rows of herbs and roots, each one bound by crooked stakes. A hen scratched in the dirt, a goat nosed at the fence. Smoke drifted from a chimney, faint but sweet, carrying the smell of wood and something stewing.

Rowan paused at the threshold. The hut looked less like a home than a memory of one, too small, too crooked, yet strangely alive. Beyond its garden, the land fell away in ridges, and far in the distance, he could see it, a city, pale in the morning haze, towers rising like teeth, smoke threading upward. Between here and there stretched the forest, thick and dark, and behind him he felt, even without looking, the theatre crouched in shadow.

It was a place between places. Not fae, not human. A threshold.

“Don’t dawdle.” The woman said. She pushed the door open, and warmth spilt out, heavy with herbs and fire.

Inside the hut was narrow, the ceiling low. Dried flowers hung from the rafters, filling the air with their sweet scent. A pot simmered on the hearth, steam curling from beneath its lid. The furnishings were plain, a table worn smooth with use, shelves stacked with jars and bundles, a cot against one wall with a patched quilt. Everything bore the marks of long hands and long solitude.

“Set those sticks by the fire.” She said, shaking the damp from her boots.

Rowan obeyed, stacking them where she pointed. His fingers fumbled, and he was still trembling from the theatre, from the mirror, from her words.

The woman ladled stew into a pot and set it on the table.

“Sit.”

He lowered himself into the chair, trying not to stare at her, trying not to stare at his own hands, small and strange on the table’s surface. His stomach knotted. He hadn’t eaten properly in days.

She set bowls before them, tore bread into hunks, and sat opposite. For a moment, they ate in silence, the fire popping, the goat bleating faintly outside. Rowan tasted root vegetables, onions, broth rich with herbs. His hunger overcame his hesitation, and he ate until his belly ached.

Only when he slowed did she speak.

“You’ve been touched.” She said simply.

Rowan froze.

She dipped bread into her bowl, chewed, and swallowed. Her gaze fixed on him, clear as glass.

“The Red Fox has marked you. I can smell it on you. Feel it in the air.”

He shook his head.

“It was just a dream.”

Her smile was grim.

“No dream. The Fox is no dream. Once summoned, she is tenacious. A hunter. She will keep coming for you. Changing you. She will take you eventually.”

The words landed heavy as stones. Rowan gripped the edge of the table.

“Take me where?” His voice cracked.

Her expression did not soften.

“Into her realm. Into her truth. Call it the fae world, call it the place beneath lies. It is not here. And once you go, you do not return.”

Rowan’s throat tightened.

“I don’t want…” He stopped.

The memory of the mirror rose sharp, the girl’s face, soft and luminous, his face yet not his face. His chest ached with yearning and dread.

“I don’t know what I want.” He whispered.

The woman nodded as if she had expected nothing else.

“That’s why I tell you this. You have a choice. Don’t sing. Don’t go back to the theatre. Stay here awhile. Let the change fade. In time, you can return to the human world.”

Rowan stared at her, heart hammering.

“Fade?”

“Yes.” She leaned back, her eyes narrowing. “The Fox’s touch is strong, but it is not eternal. Resist her song. Forget your guitar. Forget the stage. If you never sing again, the change will wither. You will be as you were.”

His stomach lurched.

“Forget my guitar?” His voice rose. “I can’t… it’s… it’s all I have.”

Her gaze sharpened.

“It will be your undoing. The Fox knows your voice. She knows your pain. If you play, she will hear you. If you sing, especially if you sing at night, she will come.”

Rowan’s mouth went dry.

“So I’m just supposed to stop? To… to never…” His words broke into silence.

The woman’s face softened, though the steel never left her eyes. She nodded.

“It isn’t fair. But it is truth. The Fox is a hunger older than fairness. You cannot feed her and hope she will leave you be.”

Rowan dropped his gaze to the table. His hands shook, slim fingers clutching the bread. The thought of never playing again, never singing, felt like suffocation. But the thought of surrendering to the Fox, of being taken, terrified him.

“She’ll keep coming,” He whispered.

“Yes.”

“What if… what if I want…” He trailed off, throat too tight.

The woman did not rescue him from the silence. She only watched, waiting.

Rowan closed his eyes. He saw the mirror again, the girl smiling, laughing, radiant. He heard the Fox’s voice whispering let me set you free. His heart swelled with longing so sharp it hurt.

“I don’t know.” He said again, voice breaking.

The woman sighed, long and tired. She reached across the table and set her rough hand over his. Her skin was dry and warm, her grip steady.

“You don’t need to know yet. For now, you need rest. You’re shaking out of your skin.”

Rowan opened his eyes. Her lined face looked less severe in the firelight, almost kind.

She rose, collected the bowls, set them in the basin, and began to wash. Rowan rose quickly to help, but she waved him off with a grunt.

“Sit. You’ve done enough.”

Still, he hovered until she relented and let him dry the bowls, stacking them neatly on the shelf. The work steadied him, the rhythm of water and cloth grounding him in something ordinary.

When the last dish was put away, the woman pointed to the cot in the corner.

“There. It’s not much, but it’s clean. You’ll sleep.”

Rowan started to protest, but a yawn broke from him. His body sagged. He hadn’t slept properly in so long, not since he left home, not since the road. His limbs ached with exhaustion, his eyelids heavy.

“Go on.” The woman said. “The Fox can wait for one more night.”

Rowan crossed to the cot and lowered himself onto it. The quilt smelled faintly of lavender. He lay back, staring at the rafters, the dried flowers swaying gently in the draft.

The woman moved about the room, banking the fire, humming softly. Rowan’s eyes drifted shut.

The last thought he had before sleep took him was of the Fox’s emerald eyes, burning bright behind his lids.
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Rowan woke in the dark, shivering.

The quilt had slipped to the floor. His skin burned and froze at once, fever clammy against the night air. His breath came ragged, chest heaving as though he’d been running. The cottage was quiet, the fire banked low, only embers pulsing faint red in the hearth.

He sat up, heart pounding. Sweat soaked the collar of his loose shirt. His hair clung damp against his cheeks, his throat.

It felt like withdrawal, though he had never known such a thing before. His body ached, hollow and restless, skin too tight around him. He rubbed at his arms, but the friction only made him tremble more.

The old woman’s cottage pressed around him like a box. The rafters seemed to sag lower, the shelves to crowd closer. He swung his legs from the cot, pressing his feet against the cool, packed earth floor, and leaned forward, head in his hands.

“You’re safe here.” He whispered to himself.

His voice cracked, strange and light.

“You’re safe. Just… breathe.”

But safety felt like suffocation.

Somewhere outside, the night split open.

A fox screamed.

The sound knifed through him, wild and raw, too loud for the distance it must have come from. His head jerked up, heart hammering. The sound echoed inside his chest, pulling at something buried there.

“No…” He whispered.

He shook his head hard, pressing his palms against his ears.

“No, no, I can’t…”

But the sound was already inside him.

He rose to his feet, unsteady, breath tearing in and out. His skin crawled with the memory of the Fox’s kiss, her claws ripping away his lies. He could still feel the phantom ache in his chest, his hips, his throat. His body pulsed with it, a hunger threaded through every nerve.

He tried to sit back down. His legs carried him instead to the door.

Rowan pressed his forehead against the wood. Beyond it lay the garden, the forest, the theatre crouched in ruin. His guitar, still leaning against the dressing room wall. His music. His only voice.

Could he really abandon it?

Forget the guitar, the woman had said. Forget your voice. Never sing again.

A life without music. A silence drawn over everything he was. The thought made his stomach clench. His whole life had been cages. Without music, there would be no key, no light, no breath.

Another scream cut through the night.

This one was closer.

Rowan shuddered. His hands moved without thought, lifting the latch. The door creaked. Cold air swept in, damp with mist, sharp with pine.

The garden lay silent in silver moonlight. The goat shifted in its pen, restless. The hens stirred on their roost. Beyond the fence, the forest waited, shadows deep as wells.

Rowan stepped outside. The earth was wet beneath his bare feet, chilling, grounding and unreal all at once. The night pressed close, thick with the scent of moss and rot, heavy with silence between fox-cries.

He turned back once. The cottage crouched small and crooked behind him, a pool of warmth in the dark. The old woman slept inside, unaware, her warnings still echoing in his mind.

Don’t sing. Don’t go back. Let it fade.

But his heart already knew he would not obey.

He thought of his guitar, lying abandoned in the dressing room, rotting away. His chest ached with longing. To never play again, never sing again, would be to carve himself hollow.

He couldn’t do it.

Rowan stepped to the edge of the garden. His breath caught. Mist curled between the trees, pale as breath, beckoning. The forest yawned wide.

Another scream split the night, so close now it felt like it came from inside him.

Rowan flinched, his hands clenching at his sides. He should have turned back. He should have. But his body was already moving, pulling him toward the sound.

He crossed the fence, boots forgotten, bare feet sinking into wet earth. The forest swallowed him at once, branches snagging his shirt, mist licking his ankles. The air tasted sharp and sweet, alive with promise and dread.

Rowan shivered. Each step took him deeper. He did not know if he walked awake or asleep. He did not care. The theatre waited. The Fox waited.

And he could no more turn away than stop his own heart.


Five

The woods swallowed him whole.

Mist curled low over the ground, pale and shifting, a living thing that tangled around his ankles and drifted between the trees. The air was cold enough to sting his lungs, but beneath the chill ran a fever heat, burning in his chest, his throat, his trembling hands.

Rowan stumbled forward barefoot, heart pounding, drawn deeper by a sound just at the edge of hearing, a rustle, a whisper, a cry.

And then he saw it.

A fox.

It stood ahead of him, red as flame, its fur bright against the washed-out silver of the mist. Its eyes gleamed like coins, watching him, waiting. The tip of its tail twitched once, then it darted off into the trees.

Rowan followed. He could not have done otherwise.

The fox led him through brambles, across shallow streams that glittered in moonlight, beneath arches of black branches where the mist thickened into walls. He thought of the old woman’s cottage behind him, her voice warning, forget your guitar, forget your voice.

He thought of the city beyond, pale towers rising like teeth, a world of jobs and streets and silence.

He thought of cages.

He had run from one already. He could not step into another, no matter how kind the bars, no matter how soft the quilt. He could not.

Rowan pressed his hand against his throat, feeling the faint pulse there. Music had always been his breath, his only way of speaking truth. To abandon it would be to carve himself hollow. It frightened him, the Fox, her claws, the change. It terrified him to his core. But to deny himself would be worse.

The fox screamed once, sharp and wild. Mist parted ahead.

And there it was.

The theatre.

It rose out of the woods like a ruin crowned with light. Where before it had sagged and slumped in shadow, now it blazed with strange radiance. Torches guttered in sconces that had not held fire in decades. Chandeliers swayed above, crystals shimmering, though no hands lit them. The broken walls glowed as though painted by dawn. It was still cracked, still ruined, yet grand, a temple to some other world.

Rowan stopped at the clearing’s edge, his breath caught. The fox sat just inside the open doors, its tail curled neatly around its paws. It looked back at him once, eyes bright, and then slipped into the glow.

Rowan’s feet carried him forward.

The doors opened without a touch. He stepped inside.

The air hummed. Every sound seemed magnified, his breath, his heartbeat, the faint whisper of mist curling along the floorboards. Rows of seats rose on either side, their tatters softened by the glow. The great red curtains, once mouldering, now shimmered like velvet.

The stage beckoned.

And there, at its centre, beneath a single beam of white light, rested his guitar.

Rowan’s throat closed.

It lay as though waiting, upright against the boards, strap curled, wood polished and gleaming as if newly made. His heart lurched.

The old woman’s words thundered in his memory. Louder, clearer, a warning.

Forget your guitar. Forget your voice. If you sing, she will come.

Rowan climbed the steps anyway.

The spotlight followed him, chasing him across the boards. Dust rose around his feet like smoke. He reached for the guitar with shaking hands, and when his fingers closed around the neck, it was warm, alive, thrumming faintly like a heartbeat.

He held it close, pressed the curve against his chest. His eyes burned with tears. He could not let it go. He never could have.

Rowan lowered himself onto the edge of the stage. His hands found the strings without thought. His fingers pressed, strummed, and a sound spilt out.

Not a song he knew.

Something older, something buried inside him.

The notes unfurled like wings, strange and familiar at once, a melody that rose from the marrow of his bones. He played, and the theatre listened. The air shimmered, vibrating with each chord. The torches flared higher, the chandeliers blazed brighter, shadows leapt across the walls in wild patterns.

Rowan sang.

The words poured from him without thought, syllables he had never learned, a language he should not have known. His voice was high and trembling, yet clear, piercing, fierce. The song came from somewhere deeper than memory, deeper than fear. It came from truth.

He sang louder. His chest ached with it, his throat burned, but the sound swelled, proud, radiant. For the first time in his life, he did not swallow his voice down, did not smother it with shame. He let it fly.

The fox walked in.

Rowan saw her in the wings, slipping from shadow into light. She was woman now, tall, voluptuous, her red hair blazing, her emerald eyes bright. Robes slid over her curves, revealing and concealing in equal measure. Her tail swayed behind her, brushing the boards.

She moved like fire.

And then she sat, cross-legged at the edge of the stage, her gaze fixed on him.

Rowan’s fingers faltered, then pressed harder. His voice rose, stronger, defiant.

He sang for her.

For himself.

For the boy who had been mocked into silence. For the girl in the mirror who had laughed through tears. For the cages he had broken and the ones still waiting. He sang with terror in his chest and joy burning in his throat.

The Fox smiled.

The air shimmered brighter, the spotlight swelling, the whole theatre trembling like a heart ready to burst. Rowan’s voice filled every hollow, every broken beam, every shattered seat. He sang until the walls seemed to breathe, until the roof quivered, until it felt as though the world itself leaned close to listen.

And still he did not stop. Not even as she began to approach the stage.
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The final chord trembled in the air, vibrating through the theatre like the last echo of thunder. Rowan’s chest heaved, sweat shining on his brow. His hands still clutched the guitar, but he barely felt the strings. All he could feel was the weight of eyes on him.

The Fox rose.

One slow, deliberate movement. She stood from her place at the stage’s edge and began to climb. The boards did not creak beneath her. The spotlight followed her, spilling across the curve of her hips, the gleam of her hair, the swish of her tail.

Rowan’s breath caught.

This was no dream. No fevered vision. No echo of his mind. She was here. Flesh and fur, light and shadow, her presence filling the theatre until nothing else existed.

He had called her. With his voice, with his music, with the marrow of his truth.

And she had come.

Terror and thrill braided together in his veins. His heart pounded so hard it hurt. His knees trembled. His lips parted, but no sound came.

The Fox crossed the stage like a queen approaching her throne. Her robe shimmered, sliding against her skin, revealing glimpses of thigh, the swell of breast, the pale line of her stomach. Her tail swayed behind her, slow and sure, the hypnotic motion of a predator certain of its prey.

Rowan couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. His whole body locked as though caught in amber.

She reached him.

One clawed finger lifted, traced the line of his jaw. Her touch was light, teasing, yet it made him shudder from crown to heel.

“My little songbird.” She murmured, her voice velvet and flame. “You have called me from shadow into flesh. Do you understand what that means?”

Rowan tried to speak. His throat closed.

She smiled, sharp and knowing. Her hand slid from his jaw to his throat, resting just above the frantic pulse there. Not choking, not hurting, only reminding him how fragile he was.

“It means…” She said, grinning. “That you are mine.”

Rowan’s eyes widened. His fingers dug into the neck of the guitar as though it might anchor him.

The Fox leaned closer, her breath hot against his cheek.

“I told you in the dream, did I not? I am a hunter. Once I have scented your anguish, once I have tasted your song, there is no escape. You may tremble, you may resist, but in the end, you will be stripped of every lie. You will be mine, body and soul.”

Her tail curled around his waist, pulling him against her.

Rowan’s heart slammed. Every part of him screamed to flee, but desire burned hotter. He had never been wanted like this. Never been seen.

Still, he shook his head. “I… I don’t know if I…”

Her claws skimmed his throat, down to his collarbone, across the hollow of his chest. Sparks of sensation chased their path.

“You are afraid.”

“Yes.” The word tore out of him, cracked and raw.

Her smile deepened.

“Good. Fear sweetens the surrender. But tell me true, songbird, did you not feel joy in my arms? Did you not laugh when you saw yourself as you were meant to be?”

Rowan’s breath faltered. Memory rose sharp as glass, the mirror, the girl’s face, his face, laughing, radiant. His chest ached with it.

The Fox’s hand pressed over his heart.

“You want it.”

“I…” His voice broke.

He looked at her, emerald eyes burning into his, and the words crumbled.

“I don’t know.”

She leaned closer, lips brushing his ear.

“Yes, you do.”

Her other hand slid down his arm, her claws teasing, circling his wrist.

“You ran from cages. You fled the world that tried to silence you. And now you stand here, guitar in hand, singing a song you never knew, summoning me with every note. You know what you want. You are simply too afraid to claim it.”

Her tail tightened, her body pressing closer. Rowan’s chest rose and fell in shallow gasps. The theatre swam around him, the lights, the shadows, the mist beyond the broken walls. Everything narrowed to her touch, her voice, her heat.

“I…” His eyes blurred with tears. “I can’t…”

The Fox’s lips brushed his cheek.

“You can. All you must do is admit it.”

Rowan trembled. His hands slackened on the guitar. His whole body leaned toward her against his will.

Her claws tipped his chin upward, forcing his eyes to meet hers.

“Say it.”

He swallowed, throat tight.

“I… I want it.”

Her smile broke wide and radiant.

“Good girl.”

Before he could gasp, before he could protest, she claimed his mouth again.

The kiss was fire. Hot, consuming, desperate. Her lips pressed hard against his, her tongue sliding past, her teeth grazing. Rowan melted, his knees nearly buckling. He clutched at her robe, at her shoulders, helpless.

The world spun. Terror and joy tangled into one overwhelming rush. He moaned into her mouth, his whole body trembling with the force of it.

This was no dream. This was real.

And he was hers.
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She kissed him until the world narrowed to the press of her mouth, the heat of her body, the thud of his own heart. When at last she eased away, his breath came in great ragged pulls, and the lights around them seemed to hold, waiting.

He felt different, felt the change. It was in the way his ribs fit under his hands, in the velvet softness of his skin, in the small, strange light that warmed his limbs. He blinked, dizzy, and pushed himself upright on the stage, palms flat against the boards, as though steadying a life that had been unstitched and restitched in the space between one heartbeat and the next.

Then Rowan knew.

Not because she had said anything, not because the theatre whispered it back to him. He knew because the shape of him was no longer the one that had shamed him in hallways and behind doors. The outlines were changed, curves where there had been planes, a narrowness at the waist, a new fullness at his hips that made the old trousers hang like someone else’s clothes. His chest rose and fell under a new weight, soft and real. His hands were smaller, fingers long and quick. When he pressed them to his face, they felt like belonging, like a greeting returned.

He stumbled toward the cracked mirror by the dressing table as if pulled. The glass held him, and the sight stole the breath out of his lungs.

At first it was detail, the way a sculpture changes under an artist’s gentle attention. The hardness of his jaw softened, edges melting into smoother planes. His cheekbones rebalanced themselves, gentle arcs forming where once there had been blunt corners. A fine down of hair vanished from his skin like chalk brushed away, leaving velvet beneath his palm. The hollows beneath his collarbone drew in, a delicate dip that read as vulnerability and promise at once. He touched his throat and felt the line of a new, higher pitch waiting in the cave of his voice.

Then more obvious alterations took him by surprise. A pressure spread beneath his ribs and swelled, a warm, bewildering fullness that strained the thin fabric of his shirt. He started to cry, not from pain so much as from the shock of recognition. Each breath felt like learning a new language. His shoulders narrowed, and his chest shifted in a way that made the world recalibrate. Hips widened, not crude or sudden but with a slow, intimate correctness, as though his bones remembered an arc they had only ever hinted at. The trousers slipped at the waist until he hooked his fingers into the belt and felt the new curve of hip catch, and the sensation was both foreign and exquisitely right.

Every small change carried a chorus of sensation. Nerves rewired themselves. Where there had once been a blunt insistence of muscle, there was now a softer resilience, a lithe strength that moved in different rhythms. The brushes of fabric against his new skin felt electric, every fold a caress. The mirror reflected these subtleties in cruel, dazzling detail. He watched his face rearrange itself in the silvered glass as if someone was polishing a lens to show him clearly who he was, who he had always been.

Hair lengthened, dark and glossy. It unspooled across his shoulders and down his back as if a curtain had been drawn and a new light let through. He tugged at it with both fear and greed. Fingers that had once fumbled with chords now stroked the strands and found satisfaction in the simple motion. Cheeks warmed into a flush he had tried all his life to hide, and now the bloom looked like truth.

There was a strange anatomical choreography in the way his pelvis shifted. The tilt of his hips made walking read like an invitation. His thighs took on a rounded strength. His backside, once flat and apologetic, formed into a soft, insistent curve that made his balance change, his sway rearrange itself. He took a tentative step and felt his body answer, an instinctive, almost shameful pride rising where doubt had always sat.

His breasts arrived as inevitability rather than spectacle. A pressure, then a roundness that pressed against the torn cloth. He cupped one, awkward at first, then with reverence, feeling the new weight settle in his palm, the hard nub of his puffy nipple pressing into his palm. Sensation flared, hypersensitive and startling. It was not obscene so much as intimate, a quiet private claim on the space around him. They were miraculous and ordinary at once.

His voice, when it came, split the hush like a reed. He spoke without intending to, a soft syllable, and the sound was higher, feathered with tremor and threaded with something like bell-clear joy. He barked a laugh at himself, surprised by the pitch, and the sound made him grin in the mirror. It was still his laugh, only reborn.

Between the unbecoming and the becoming, there were rotten shreds of the old self. Names he had been called, the crouch of shame he had learned, the mental catalogue of insults and slights. They did not vanish cleanly. They shed in layers, crusty and stubborn. At times, they clung like wet cloth to his shoulders, and he had to push and weep and shake them loose. Each tug was a small violence, an ache that cut and then soothed. The Red Fox’s hands were at his back through much of it, steady, inexorable, sometimes gentle enough to make him purr with relief and sometimes cruel enough to make him howl.

As bones reorganised, there was a terror that sucked his breath. He saw himself as a collage of losses and gains, mourning the boy that had been, that he had loved in part because that boy had been all he had known. He tasted grief for the rooms he would not return to, for the small rituals of his old life that would now feel foreign. He imagined his father’s sneer, the classroom doors, the names that would be thrown like stones. The ache for that small, safe, predictable cage flared up and then was doused by the violent, incandescent joy of fitting at last into skin that matched a soul.

Touch taught him this new self as much as sight did. The Red Fox’s palms mapped the new landscape of his body, and her fingers performed anointing tasks that rearranged his perceptions. When she pressed a thumb to the hollow just beneath his collarbone, he felt the old identity loosen like an old wound scab giving way. When she traced down the inner seam of his thigh, a current of pleasure shot through him that spoke of belonging as clearly as any word. Every movement of hers taught his body how to be in itself, like a dialect he had always been born to, only missing the practice.

His name, that old clumsy syllable he had carried like a label tack, whittled at its ends. It fluttered on the stage like a scrap of paper, then fell away into the dust. There was space under his tongue where a new sound asked to live. He felt it press there like a small seed making complicated roots.

“Say it.” She murmured.

His throat tightened. The word he breathed out was small and bright and utterly his. It fit his mouth like a found jewel. Saying it felt like taking breath after too long underwater. It also felt like a condemnation and a benediction, a turning of a key in a lock he had tried to hide for years.
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“Rae.”

When she spoke, her voice did not sound frightened so much as relieved. The old self had been a coat that no longer fit. The new skin sat on her like a promise. Horror sat beside joy like two old enemies who had finally called a truce. She felt bereft and born, she loved and she feared.

The Red Fox smiled, and the light in the ruined theatre seemed to come alive with it. She slid a hand over the small of Rae's back, guiding her away from the mirror and back into the shallow pool of the spotlight. The audience of dust and emptiness would not see her now, but Rae felt watched nonetheless, as if every tree and stone outside leaned in to listen.

Rae turned toward her, newly whole in a way that tasted like danger and salvation braided together. The last scrim of her old life fell at her feet as the music of the theatre hummed underfoot. She was not unmade. She had been unwound and rewoven into someone truer, someone who could finally sing without hiding. The thought filled her with a trembling, bright courage that shone from her new eyes like a small, dangerous fire.

She lingered in front of the cracked mirror until the reflection was a person she could almost claim. The Fox reached up and placed a hand at the base of her skull, the touch steadying. She watched Rae as if appraising a newly forged blade. Her eyes were not unkind. They were hungry and approving and full of a fierce tenderness that made Rae dizzy.

A girl looked back, Rae, and she was devastating. Not fragile, not the sad pale thing Rae had feared, but sumptuous and assured in ways that made heat drum low in her belly. Hair, long and dark, tumbled over her shoulders in slick waves. Skin looked porcelain under the pale light, lit from within. Cheeks curved with a softness that made Rae want to touch them, to smooth them, to keep them safe. Her lips were full and pouty, a perfect kiss swollen as though they already knew how it felt to be kissed. The chest that rose beneath the torn edge of her shirt filled it with tender insistence. Hips flared in a slow, dangerous promise. Her backside rounded, a shock of life and movement, soft and eager. Everything about her sang of curves and warmth and a dangerous kind of glamour.

Rae put a hand to her mouth and laughed, a sound that trembled between hysteria and rapture. Horror and joy braided so tight she could not separate them. The boy she had been thinned to a memory. She felt the old name tug loose and fall away as if someone outside had finally unknotted it.

The Fox came up behind her without a sound, and her hands were warm on Rae's shoulders. The Red Fox smelled of cedar and something darker, something sea salt and wildflowers mixed in a way that made Rae's stomach flip.

“One last finishing touch, though.” The Fox said, voice low, indulgent.

Rae turned, breath tight in her throat. The Fox’s eyes glinted, and she laughed, a small bright sound that set Rae’s skin alight. She stepped close and her fingers found the base of Rae’s skull, threading through the long hair. For a heartbeat, Rae thought she would be crowned with jewels, or have a sigil traced on her brow, or hear some vanished name of power. Instead, the Fox’s hand drifted lower, her palm pressing against the small of Rae’s back, just above the hollow of her spine.

Heat bloomed beneath that touch, sharp and delicious. Rae gasped as something stirred deep within her bones, a pressure, a pull. The Fox smiled as though coaxing a secret free. Then, with a shiver that ran the length of her body, Rae felt it grow.

From the base of her spine unfurled a tail, dark fur to match her hair, white-tipped, alive with motion. It brushed against the back of her thighs as it lengthened, curling and swaying with a will of its own. Pleasure flared through her nerves at its every twitch, a new axis of sensation that made her knees weaken. The weight of it tugged at her hips, teaching her body to move differently, a new rhythm, a pendulum that matched her breath.

Rae clutched at the Fox’s robe, wide-eyed, as the tail swished experimentally, dragging across her skin in ways that made her shudder. It was hers, impossibly, and yet it felt as though it had always been waiting there, hidden, until the Fox had touched her and set it free.

“And ears,” the Fox said, as if the addition were the most ordinary of courtesies.

Her fingers slid upward, brushing Rae’s temples, then pressed lightly against her scalp. Heat bloomed where she touched, tingling, prickling, until Rae gasped and clutched at the Fox’s wrist. The sensation spread, pulling at her bones, her skin, until with a shiver something new pushed free.

Two velvet triangles unfurled from her head, dark-furred to match her hair, soft and perfect. They twitched instinctively, catching sound in ways her human ears never could. Dust motes falling through the air became thunderous whispers, the faint rustle of the curtains behind her was as clear as breath, and somewhere far away a coal cracked in the ashes of the fire.

The world sharpened. Every small sound took on meaning, alive with subtle detail. Rae’s breath caught as she realised she could hear the theatre itself, its timbers creaking, its hollow heart beating faintly in time with hers.

She turned back to the mirror. The reflection now was complete. A fox-girl, petite and lithe, all graceful movements and swaying hips and curving lines that made the rope of her old shame fall away like so much useless cloth. The tail winked at her in the glass, a flourish of black and white. Her breasts rose and settled with each breath, ample and startlingly real, the swell of them making her shirt strain even where it was torn. Her hips swayed almost of their own accord, a hip-sway that felt like an invitation and a declaration.

Rae's laugh this time was raw and bright, and the mirror took it and threw it back. She reached to touch a breast, and the contact sent a heat through her that startled and thrilled. She cupped the new curves. It moved soft under her fingers. She pressed her palms to her hips and felt the round of her butt, strong and yielding, and a small, intoxicating pride rose like a bubble in her chest.

The Red Fox watched her with rapt attention, hungry and satisfied at once.

“Pretty.” She murmured. “You are dangerous, songbird. You shine.”

Horror wrinkled Rae's mind like a bad dream she could not entirely shake. She saw, for a second, corridors of her old life closing like book covers, teachers’ pursed lips, her father’s sneer. She saw her mother’s silence and the sharp sting of names. She felt grief for the boy that had been, for the soft little child she had known and needed and now could not find. She thought, suddenly, of leaving, of returning to the old world and trying to fold this new self between the pages. But the image of herself in the mirror laughed like summer, and the sight of it stung with truth. She could not give that up.

“I can’t go back.” She whispered, and the new voice came out like silk.

“No.” The Fox said. No heat, no cruelty. Just the flat fact of it. “You cannot.”

“Does that bother you?” The Fox asked, as if asking whether a bird minded the sky.

Rae shook her head, helpless and whole.

“No.”

The Fox's smile was triumphant and tender at once. She circled Rae, hips moving slowly in a way that sent sparks along the length of her. The tail swished, small ripples of pleasure unfurling where it brushed Rae's thighs. The Fox reached out and ran a fingertip along the curve of Rae's cheek.

“There is one last thing, though.” She said. Her voice dropped, a silky shadow. “If you would come with me to my realm to stay, there is a final step. A pledge.”

Rae's throat tightened. The world outside the theatre hovered like a promise and a threat. The city, back beyond the trees, waited with its grey clean streets and its hard small rooms. The woman in the hut had offered shelter, a chance to let the change fade, to never sing again and fold herself back like a paper doll. The thought sickened Rae now like bitter tea.

“What is it?” She asked, voice small and hungry.

The Fox tilted her head, watching Rae with the slow, intimate interest of a predator.

“You must give yourself. Not only your body but your name, your claim. Tell me you are mine. Let me mark you. Let me claim you.”

Rae stood so still the boards creaked. She felt the tail wind itself into her new smallness and the ears prick with the tiniest quiver. She felt the girl in the mirror pressing against the glass to get out. She felt the ache for a place where she might be safe and sung to instead of mocked.

Her throat worked. She remembered the stage, the audience of ghosts, the mirror, the tears and the laughter. She remembered the way music unfurled inside her and could not be held.

She nodded slowly, once, then again. The motion was small and absolute.

“Yes.” She breathed. “Yes. I will.”

The Fox smiled as if she had been waiting for nothing else forever. She stepped into Rae then, hands warm and certain, fingers around her jaw, palms anchoring her. Her lips brushed Rae's in a promise, and in that kiss names fell away and new names rose, a mapping of herself that felt like home.


Six

The Fox’s hands framed Rae’s jaw, her lips still pressed close from the vow. The kiss had been tender at first, a sealing of promise, but now the Fox deepened it, feral, hungry, devouring. Her tongue swept Rae’s mouth, her teeth nipped her lips, and her tail coiled around Rae’s waist like a leash.

Rae moaned into the kiss, the sound high, breathless, unguarded. Her body leaned helplessly against the Fox, breasts crushed to her chest, thighs trembling. Her heart felt like it might crack her ribs.

The kiss broke only long enough for the Fox to breathe against her mouth, words little more than growls.

“You are mine now. My songbird. My mate.”

The words sank into Rae like claws, sharp and anchoring. She shivered, half-terrified, half-thrilled, her new tail flicking restlessly, ears twitching with every rush of her own pulse.

The Fox’s mouth returned, hungrier, rougher. Rae melted into it. She had never been kissed before the Fox, never known how it felt to give up air, to let someone else set the rhythm of breath. Her whole body ached with the newness of it, her lips swollen and tender, her lungs burning. She wanted more.

The Fox’s hands roamed, sliding down her back, cupping her hips, pulling her close. Her claws traced little arcs along Rae’s thighs through the torn fabric, threatening and teasing all at once. Each touch made Rae gasp. Sensation felt sharper than it ever had, every nerve alive, every inch of skin an instrument for the Fox to play.

She was no longer the boy who flinched from being touched. She was Rae, fox-girl, flushed and trembling in a goddess’s arms.

Desire coiled low in her belly. She had read about it, heard jokes in locker rooms, whispered confessions between girls at school she had never been included in. But now it was hers. Real. Fierce. Her thighs pressed together as slick warmth gathered between them, soaking through the ruined trousers.

The Fox’s tongue brushed her lower lip one last time before she pulled back. Rae’s chest heaved, her lips parted, her eyes glassy and wet.

The Fox looked at her with triumph and hunger, emerald eyes gleaming.

“You are wet for me already.”

Rae’s blush burned hot, shame and pride colliding. She dropped her gaze, tail twitching.

“I… I can’t help it.”

The Fox tilted her chin back up with a single claw.

“No. You cannot. You are made for this. Made for me.”

Rae shivered, caught between dread and delight. Her body agreed with the Fox, no matter how wild, how impossible it seemed. Her thighs were slick, her core pulsing. She had never felt so utterly claimed by her own flesh.

“Now.” The Fox said, her voice low as thunder rumbling over hills. “Kneel for me, little songbird. Kneel, and we shall begin.”

The words struck through Rae like a spell. Her legs gave way before thought could catch them, and she fell to her knees on the stage, her palms pressed flat to the boards, her breath coming fast. Her tail curled tight behind her, ears flicking with nervous delight.

The Fox towered over her, radiant in the spotlight. Slowly, deliberately, she untied the sash at her waist and let the robe slip from her shoulders. It fell in a rustle of fabric, pooling at her feet like spilt blood and shadow.

Rae gasped.

The Fox stood naked, her body more glorious than Rae had dared imagine. Her breasts were full and heavy, tipped with dusky nipples that tightened under the theatre’s chill. Her waist curved to lush hips, her thighs strong and pale. Every inch of her shone with sweat and light. She was the very image of sensual power, a goddess clothed only in her own beauty.

And between those thighs, thick and proud, a cock jutted, veined and flushed, rising from a nest of red curls.

Rae’s lips parted. Shock and awe flooded her in equal measure. She had not expected it, yet the sight of it made her thighs clench, her slickness pulse hotter. The Fox’s cock seemed inevitable, as natural as her tail and ears, as if this was always how divinity revealed itself, too much, too radiant, too full of contradictions to be contained by one shape.

The Fox laughed softly at Rae’s stunned expression, not unkind, but pleased. She stepped forward, and her cock swayed with the movement, heavy, commanding.

“Do you understand now, my songbird?” She purred. “I will claim you with every part of me. You will be mine in truth, not only in vow.”

Rae swallowed hard, her mouth dry, her whole body trembling. She looked up at the Fox, her goddess, her hunter, and for the first time in her life, she did not feel small for kneeling. She felt chosen. Desired. Remade.

Her voice shook, but it came clear.

“Yes. Please. Claim me.”

The Fox’s smile was wicked and soft all at once. She reached down, tangled her fingers in Rae’s long hair, and tugged gently until Rae’s mouth parted on a gasp.

“Good girl,” the Fox whispered.
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The Fox’s hand curled in Rae’s hair, guiding her forward until the swollen head of her cock pressed against her lips.

Rae froze for a heartbeat, chest rising and falling in quick bursts. She could feel the heat radiating from it, the slick bead of pre-cum smearing across her pout. Her whole body shivered. She had never touched anyone like this, never even been kissed before tonight, and now she was kneeling before a goddess, about to take her cock into her mouth.

Her lips parted in awe. She leaned in and kissed the tip, tentative, reverent. The taste bloomed on her tongue, salt, musk, something dark and animal, and her cunt clenched at once, slickness pooling between her thighs.

The Fox growled low, pleased, her tail lashing behind her.

Encouraged, Rae kissed again, lips soft, tongue darting to lap at the slit. The Fox hissed, a sharp intake of breath that thrilled Rae to her core. She pressed bolder kisses along the shaft, tracing it with her tongue, learning its weight and heat. It was heavy, veined, hot as iron fresh from the forge, and she wanted to please her, to worship this living proof of power and desire.

“My clever songbird.” The Fox murmured, voice ragged already.

Rae flushed scarlet. Her cunt pulsed, thighs sticky, just from the praise. She closed her eyes and licked up the length, tongue broad and wet, dragging from base to crown. Spit glistened along the shaft, and when she looked up, the Fox’s eyes were half-lidded, lips parted in hunger.

The sight made her dizzy. She had never been sexy. She had been mocked, shamed, ignored. But here, now, she was wanted. Desired. And it made her ache to give more.

She opened wider and took the head into her mouth.

The Fox’s growl deepened to a moan, the sound rolling through Rae’s bones. She sucked softly, cheeks hollowing, tongue swirling around the thick crown. Her lips sealed tight, wet and hot. The Fox’s hand flexed in her hair, not forcing, just holding, just reminding Rae that she was hers.

The taste was overwhelming, salt, musk, skin, need. Rae’s mouth watered, spit dripping down her chin as she worked, kissing, sucking, lapping greedily. Each movement earned another sound from her goddess, another growl, another low curse. Rae’s chest swelled with pride.

She pulled back, panting, spit stringing from her lips to the Fox’s cock. “

You’re… you’re so big.” She whispered, voice high, breathless. “So hard for me…”

The Fox chuckled, the sound dark and feral.

“Yes. For you, songbird. For your mouth, your throat, your soft, wet cunt. All of this cock is yours.”

Rae whimpered, thighs pressing together as slick dripped down her legs. The Fox fed her praise like fire, and Rae craved more. She leaned forward again, mouth opening wider, determined to take more. Inch by inch, she slid down, tongue pressed to the underside, throat tightening as the thick head pressed deeper.

Her eyes watered. She gagged softly, coughing, but she didn’t stop. She pulled back, gasping for air, then pushed forward again, slower, learning how to breathe around the stretch. Her jaw ached already, spit flooding, but she moaned around it, shameless.

The Fox stroked her hair, gentle for a heartbeat.

“Good girl. Learn me. Taste me. Make yourself mine.”

Rae’s heart soared. She bobbed her head, shallow strokes at first, sucking harder, tongue sliding along every ridge and vein. The sounds were obscene, wet, sloppy, desperate, but they only spurred her on. She wanted to be filthy, wanted to be debauched, wanted to be the Fox’s eager little slut.

Her lipstick-red lips ached. Had they always looked like this? So swollen, so perfect for sucking? They pulsed with pleasure, glistening as they stretched around the thick cock. Drool smeared her chin, dripped onto her chest. The Fox groaned above her, hips shifting, cock throbbing in her mouth.

And then the pace changed.

The Fox’s grip in her hair tightened, pulling her down harder. The thick length slid deeper, pressing against the back of Rae’s throat. She gagged, eyes wide, but the Fox didn’t stop. She began to thrust, shallow at first, then harder, rutting into Rae’s mouth with growing hunger.

Rae’s tears spilt, spit streamed down her chin, but her body burned with need. She clutched the Fox’s thighs for balance as her throat was claimed, fucked. Her moans vibrated along the shaft, sending shivers through them both.

“Yes…” The Fox snarled, her voice shaking. “Take it, songbird. Take my cock. Let me use that pretty mouth.”

Rae’s cunt pulsed harder, dripping onto the boards beneath her. She had never imagined she could want this, but her body screamed yes, more, yes. The shame, the fear, all of it burned away in the heat of being used, of being desired so ferociously. She gagged and moaned, tears streaming, tail twitching helplessly.

The Fox’s pace grew savage. She fucked Rae’s throat with feral hunger, pulling her down until her nose pressed to red curls, then letting her cough and gasp before driving deep again. The theatre echoed with wet, lewd sounds, slurps, gags, groans.

And Rae surrendered. She let go. She gave her throat, her mouth, her spit, everything to her goddess. She was a vessel, a toy, a lover, all at once. And she had never felt more alive.

With a final growl, the Fox shoved deep, cock pulsing, and came hot into Rae’s throat.

Cum flooded her mouth, thick, salty, endless. Rae choked, swallowed, gulped desperately, instinct taking over. She drank it down, moaning, desperate not to waste a drop. It spilt from the corners of her lips, smeared her chin, but she swallowed again and again until she was full, marked from the inside.

When the Fox pulled free, her cock glistened with spit and cum, still hard, still throbbing.

Rae collapsed back on her heels, gasping, chest heaving. Her lips were swollen, her chin wet, strands of spit clinging between her lips and the Fox’s cock. She looked wrecked, debauched, ruined, and she had never felt more wanted, more powerful.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then licked her lips, shuddering at the taste. Her cunt clenched hard, thighs soaked. She was trembling, overwhelmed, but she basked in it. She was sexy. She was desired. She was Rae.

The Fox looked down at her with a smirk, eyes blazing. She stroked Rae’s cheek with the back of her claws, tender even in triumph.

“Good girl.” She said, voice rough. “My perfect little songbird. You swallowed it all.”

Rae moaned softly, closing her eyes, pride and lust colliding in her chest.

The Fox’s cock twitched above her, slick and wet, still hard, still eager.

“Now…” She growled, tail lashing behind her. “Onto the final act. I want to breed you.”

[image: ]

The theatre was silent but for their breath, heavy and uneven, echoing through the rafters like a chant. The Fox stood above Rae, her eyes gleaming emerald fire, her body shining in the half-light, still slick with sweat and desire.

“Are you ready?” She asked, her voice low, thunder pressed into velvet.

Rae’s throat worked. Words felt too fragile for what surged inside her, so she let her body speak. She nodded, slow and deliberate, and the nod felt like a vow, like the moment a bird lifts its wings before it leaps.

She stripped the last of her clothing away, every shred falling like the husks of lies she had been forced to carry. Naked, trembling, she lowered herself onto all fours on the stage. Her long hair spilt forward, her new tail swished behind her, ears twitching with fevered anticipation. She arched her back and raised her hips, legs spread wide, offering herself shamelessly, body humming with heat.

“Claim me.” She whispered, voice shaking with urgency. “Please.”

The Fox smiled, and in her smile was both predator and lover. She circled Rae like a lioness circling prey, but there was tenderness in the way her hands brushed Rae’s skin, tracing the dip of her spine, the flare of her hips, the trembling swell of her breasts. Rae shuddered with every touch, her skin alive, her cunt dripping with need. She had never been wanted before, never felt beautiful, and now she was trembling under the gaze of a goddess who desired her enough to make the world shift.

The Fox lowered herself, the heat of her body pressing along Rae’s back, her breath hot at Rae’s ear. Her cock, slick and heavy, teased between Rae’s thighs, brushing against swollen folds, sliding through wetness without yet entering. Rae gasped, thighs quivering, tail flicking restlessly.

The Fox growled low, voice breaking with hunger.

“Mine now.”

Rae pressed back helplessly, desperate for more, her slick cunt opening in plea.

“Yes.” She cried. “Yours.”

The Fox did not take her all at once. She teased first, pressing the head of her cock against Rae’s slick folds, smearing wetness, circling the entrance of her cunt without entering. Rae whined, tail thrashing, ears flicking, every nerve begging.

“Say it.” The Fox growled.

“Yours…” Rae gasped, head bowed, hips trembling. “Please… please… take me.”

The Fox pushed, slow but merciless, sinking inside inch by inch. Rae’s body stretched around her, her cunt clutching at the thick length, taking her in with wet resistance that melted into wanton submission. Rae’s mouth fell open, a cry torn from her throat as the Fox filled her utterly, heat blooming inside her belly.

“Mine now.” The Fox snarled, hips pressing flush against Rae’s ass, cock buried to the hilt.

“Yes!” Rae sobbed, tail lashing, hips pressing back in greedy rhythm. “Yes… I’m yours!”

The Fox began to move. At first, the strokes were deep and deliberate, pulling almost all the way out before sliding back in, each thrust dragging a new moan from Rae’s throat. Her breasts swayed beneath her, heavy and aching, her cunt dripping with need, every nerve alight.

Then the rhythm changed.

The Fox’s growl deepened, and she began to rut into Rae, faster, harder, primal. The slap of flesh on flesh echoed through the ruined theatre like drumbeats in a ritual. Dust fell from the rafters, the boards groaned beneath them, the broken chandeliers swayed with the force. Rae’s body rocked forward with each thrust, her arms shaking, her hair spilling wild across the stage.

She was undone, unmade, remade. Each thrust shattered another mask, another memory of shame. Her father’s voice broke like glass, her classmates’ jeers burned away like straw. What filled the emptiness was not silence but pleasure, raw and holy. Her cunt wept around the thick cock, milking it, clutching at it, desperate never to let go.

“Good girl.” The Fox growled into her ear, biting the curve of her neck, sucking bruises into her skin. “My songbird. My mate. Take me.”

Rae cried out, sobbing with joy, pressing back into every thrust. She wanted to be ruined, wanted to be filled, wanted to be owned. She had run all her life from cages, but this claim was no cage. This was freedom, written into her bones through cock and claw and kiss.

The theatre seemed alive around them. Curtains stirred though no wind blew. The broken seats creaked with phantom weight, as if ghosts had gathered to witness. The air shimmered, golden motes dancing like candle flames. Their rhythm was more than fucking. It was mating, primal and mythic, a ritual older than words.

The Fox’s thrusts grew wilder, desperate, her growls feral. Rae’s body answered, slickness pouring down her thighs, her cunt convulsing, her voice raw with pleasure.

“Yes!” Rae screamed, no longer afraid to be heard. “Yes… goddess… fuck me… make me yours!”

The Fox roared, a sound half-animal, half-divine, and slammed into her one last time. Her cock pulsed hot, spilling into Rae’s womb, filling her with molten heat. Rae’s orgasm broke with it, her cunt clenching, fluttering, milking, her whole body convulsing in ecstasy. She sobbed and laughed at once, tail stiff, ears ringing with the sound of her own joy.

She was claimed. Bred. Marked.

The Fox’s climax poured into her like molten fire, thick and inexorable, heat blooming inside her womb until Rae cried out as though branded. It wasn’t just seed, it was a vow, a tether tying her soul to her goddess’s.

Her own orgasm split her apart. Pleasure tore through her like light breaking stained glass, sharp and dazzling, body convulsing around the cock buried in her. She sobbed, voice breaking on half-words, her cunt fluttering, milking, drawing every last drop deep inside. Her ears rang with her own cry, long and raw, as though the theatre itself echoed her joy.

When the final wave broke, she collapsed forward onto her hands, hair falling wild around her face, sweat beading her spine. She was trembling, gasping, drool streaking her chin, cunt clenching around fullness. The Fox bent low against her back, teeth grazing her shoulder in a possessive bite, tail coiling around her waist to hold her still as she pulsed inside her.

“Mine now.” The Fox growled into her skin. “All mine.”

Rae moaned, helpless, the words sinking through her like the deepest truth she had ever known.

“Yours,” she whispered, voice trembling silk. “I’m yours.”

They stayed locked together, joined, as time stretched. Rae’s body was still stretched wide, full, dripping around the thick length inside her. Her thighs quivered, her cunt still clenching softly, milking, desperate to keep the claim. She had never felt so raw, so ruined, so beautiful.

The Fox moved only slightly, small, shallow rolls of her hips that made Rae’s legs quake. Each shift forced more warmth to spill out of her, trickling hot down her thighs, evidence of her claiming, and Rae shuddered at the mess. She was marked, filled, debauched, and she gloried in it.

She let her cheek press to the boards, tail flicking weakly, her breasts heavy and slick beneath her. Her body ached but in the sweetest way, every nerve humming with satisfaction. She reached back instinctively, fingers brushing along the Fox’s thigh, a wordless plea not to leave her empty.

The Fox kissed the back of her neck, slow and soft, licking the sweat from her skin like nectar.

“My good girl.” She whispered. “You’ve taken me so well.”

Rae whimpered at the praise, heat flaring through her again, cunt fluttering around the cock still buried in her. She never wanted it gone, never wanted to be empty again.

Minutes passed, or hours, she could not tell. The world outside the stage had vanished. There was only her body, her goddess, the bond between them. Slowly, finally, the Fox withdrew. Rae gasped as the thick length slid from her, her cunt aching at the loss, clenching uselessly on emptiness. Hot seed spilt after it, slicking her thighs, proof of her ruin.

She collapsed fully onto her belly, panting, body limp. Her cunt still pulsed, wetness dripping from her in slow streams, soaking into the boards. Her tail twitched weakly, her ears flicked at the Fox’s low breathing.

The Fox turned Rae over and lifted her gently onto her lap. Rae straddled her thighs, spent and ruined, breasts heaving, sweat clinging to her skin. The Fox cupped her cheeks, kissed her mouth with tender ferocity, licking into her as if to taste the moans she had poured out. Rae melted, pliant, lips parting, tail curling around her lover’s hip.

“You are mine now.” The Fox whispered between kisses. “My mate. My songbird.”

“Yes.” Rae breathed, voice wrecked but steady. “Yes.”

The Fox’s hands roamed Rae’s body, cupping her breasts, stroking her hips, as though admiring the new shape of her. Rae whimpered, hips shifting against the strong thighs beneath her, cunt still messy, still leaking, still desperate despite being claimed.

She had never thought her body could be this beautiful, messy, sexual, adored. Her cheeks flushed as she looked down at herself, nipples swollen and wet, thighs streaked with cum. She was ruined and radiant. Sexy. Desired.

The Fox licked the tears from her cheeks, her tongue hot and soft.

“Look at you.” She murmured. “A perfect mess. All mine.”

Rae smiled through the haze, laughter bubbling up with her tears.

“Yours.” She said again, claiming the word, clutching it like treasure.

They stayed like that, tangled, Rae basking in her ruin, her submission, her joy, until the ruined theatre seemed to sigh around them. Dust motes shimmered like stars, the moonlight bent brighter.

Rae was claimed, marked, dripping with proof, and she was radiant in it. For the first time in her life, she was not ashamed of her body, she gloried in it, in its wetness, its ache, its beauty.

The Fox kissed her shoulder, her neck, her ear.

“Mine now. My songbird. My mate.”

Rae’s voice came soft, shaking with exhaustion and joy.

“Yes.”

The Fox rose slowly and helped Rae to her feet. Her thighs shook, her cunt dripping down her legs, but the Fox steadied her, strong and tender. Their eyes met, and Rae felt not just lust but devotion, the kind that could remake a world.

“There is a door.” The Fox said.

Rae followed her gaze to the back of the stage. The tattered curtains had parted, and beyond them was no broken wall but a doorway glowing with light. Beyond it lay golden woods, trees with leaves like coins, air that shimmered with song.

“Take my hand.” The Fox said, offering hers. “Come with me. No more lies.”

Rae took her hand. Her palm fit against the Fox’s, warm, certain. For a moment, fear flickered, the thought of the city, of fading back into silence. But then she thought of the music, of the mirror, of the body she now wore like a crown.

“Can I sing?” She asked, her voice fragile but steady.

The Fox smiled, soft and radiant.

“I would love it if you sang, songbird. I want to hear all the songs of your soul. Even the sad ones.”

Rae laughed, a laugh that was half sob, half hymn, and the sound felt like freedom.

Hand in hand, they stepped off and headed through the door.

The golden woods opened before them, a world waiting. Rae’s tail swished, her ears pricked, her voice rose tentative and bright. She sang a note, and the woods answered, carrying her music into forever.

She was Rae. She was songbird. She was fox-girl. She was mate.

And she was free.

THE END
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His Princess
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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
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A summer escape. A lifelong bond. A wish that changes everything.

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

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

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

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


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

What follows is a descent into mystery, and transformation.

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

A kiss that tastes like revelation… and ruin.

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

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

Softness isn’t a weakness.

Softness is the invitation.

The only question is… an invitation to what?


About the Author

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

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

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

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