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Note to readers: All characters depicted in this story are adults (18+). The narrative includes a ceremonial sexual encounter presented with literary and symbolic depth. While sensuality plays a central role, the explicit content is integrated with care and remains essential to the story’s emotional and thematic arc.
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Chapter One
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On the eve of her nineteenth birthday, Fiona’s world shrank to the cramped triangle of her attic bedroom: the desk, the bed, and the small glass window that captured the fading sky. She sat hunched over the desk, one knee drawn up beneath her chin and the poem—her poem—still only a row of blueblack scratches marching hopelessly across the page. The candlelight was unkind. It cast stark shadows over the slanted ceiling beams, making her hand appear spectral. Each quiver of her wrist was magnified as she pressed the quill with too much force, causing the ink to seep through the parchment... once more.

She watched the wet mark blossom, a tiny failure at the edge of the second line. With a sigh, she crumpled the page, her thumb already stained from the ink, and dropped it onto the heap beside her bare foot. The sheet—her sixth? Eighth?—still whispered as it fell, but there was no one to scold her for the mess.

Fiona sat back, rubbing her forehead. Her hair slipped forward, the color of brewed tea, and she tucked it behind her ear with the same nervous insistence she’d used all day. The ritual, she reminded herself, was supposed to be beautiful. The ceremony required elegance, or at least the appearance of it. The town had its standards, and so did the Stranger, whoever he might be. Even the attic—drafty, half-finished, always faintly smelling of dust and old beeswax—had transformed itself for the occasion. The candle stubs on her desk flickered valiantly, and overhead, lavender drooped from the crossbeams in dry, fragrant bundles, remnants of last summer’s pruning.

It should have been a pleasant setting for poetry. If she let her mind wander from the lines, she could almost trick herself into comfort: the hand-me-down quilt folded over her narrow bed, stitched in lopsided constellations by women she’d never met; the last tendrils of sunlight that slipped through her window, casting a warm glow across the pale wood floor, illuminating the townscape below, where rows of mossy roofs lay like sleeping animals. Even her own body was meant to be a comfort—she had been told, often and with increasing gravity, that she was fortunate to be tall, blessed with eyes green enough to hold mystery, and lucky to possess a smile that could illuminate the darkest room or disarm the most guarded heart.

But every time she reached for the poem, the words recoiled from her, as if the ink itself sensed her uncertainty.

She stared at the blank sheet before her. With a steadying breath, she dipped her quill into the well and began anew. Her hand moved with deliberate strokes, shaping letters that wove together in a tentative dance across the parchment. The candlelight flickered over her furrowed brow as she paused to read what she’d inscribed so far.

Her jaw tightened. She bit her lower lip until it burned. “Coward,” she whispered, and tore the sheet in two, letting it fall onto the pile.

The cold from the window sneaked in around the cracked pane, needling her bare feet and thighs. It could have kept her alert, but this evening, it only made her shiver, and she drew her other knee up as well, curling tighter around herself. She flexed her fingers, stretched her toes—anything to ward off the creeping sense that time was slipping away and she would fail. Maybe there was still a way to escape the whole ordeal: a minor fever, a fainting spell, a sudden and mysterious illness. She could imagine the drama—how her mother would hover with wet cloths and muttered prayers, how the ritual would be postponed and perhaps, in the grace of delay, she’d find the right words after all.

Yet that, too, was an act of cowardice. The responsibility of crafting the poem to present to the Stranger was hers alone, a duty laden with the burden of tradition.

The thought of the Stranger—his visage carved by distant winds and sun—made her grip the quill tighter. She had never laid eyes on him, but he was always a man from a land far beyond their hills, sometimes with skin marked by ink and sea. Fiona had spent years envisioning possible meetings, conjuring his presence in dreams, yet when faced with the poem, her creativity abandoned her.

She set the quill down and pressed the heel of her hands to her eyes, willing herself not to cry. The ritual poem was meant to be simple, her mother had said. “It’s only words,” she’d insisted—as if words were not the heaviest burden a person could carry...

But in Fiona’s mind, the poem was everything. It was a test, and failure meant more than embarrassment—it meant censure, and more than that, maybe even disappointment from the Stranger. Or worse: disappointment from herself.

She looked down at the latest failed page on the floor, read the three lines again. Maybe one was salvageable, but she doubted it.

Something creaked at the foot of the stairs, just audible above the pop and hiss of candle wax. Fiona’s heart jolted, her body responding to the old, deep fear of discovery. She looked at the door, half-expecting her mother to peer in, arms folded, ready to offer advice that would only remind Fiona how little she’d managed so far.

But the door stayed closed. Only the wind, perhaps.

She let her eyes travel to the window again. The moon barely showed itself, a shy presence in the late evening sky. Anticipation thickened the air, with shadows stretching long and deep across the land.

“The poem,” she told herself. “The poem.”

She set a fresh page before her and tried again. This time, her hand found steadiness—if only a little. She managed a first line, then paused, nibbling the end of the quill as if it might yield wisdom. Another drip of ink stained her thumb.

Fiona gripped the page, about to rip it again, but forced herself to pause. Maybe there was something in the imperfection—a way to make the Stranger believe she’d tried her best, even if it wasn’t enough. Maybe that, in itself, would be enough.

She set the page aside, hands trembling—not from cold this time, but from a strange mix of relief and dread. Her eyes flicked to the door again. The silence deepened, pressed in around her, but she did not move to break it.
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The knock was a gentle rebuke. Fiona blinked awake, and for a confused moment thought she had dreamed the sound. But then it came again—two short taps, followed by the slow creak of the attic door.

Claudine Bouchard entered as if she owned the room, which, in the manner of older girls and close kin, she did. Her dark dress looked more appropriate for a memorial than a birthday, but the fabric shifted with such confidence that it seemed almost alive, trailing behind her like a second, even more composed Claudine. She paused just inside the doorway, taking in the scattered heap of failed drafts, the half-burnt candles, the closed world of Fiona’s struggle.

“Well, still at it, then?” she asked, her voice smooth but edged with knowing humor.

Fiona scrambled upright, swiping at her hair. “I was just—thinking.”

Claudine’s smile was brief, a mere tightening at the corners of her mouth. She crossed the attic in three silent steps, her skirt swishing across the rough floorboards. Without asking, she stooped to pick up a crumpled sheet from the pile and smoothed it against her thigh. “You’ve gone through more pages than I did,” she observed, not quite approving but not critical either.

“Sorry,” Fiona muttered, watching Claudine’s hands—long, pale, and utterly steady.

Claudine perched on the edge of the bed; beneath her weight, the quilt flattened into submission. She looked at the parchment. “May I?”

Fiona nodded reluctantly—embarrassed by childish scrawls, marred further by inkblots—and watched as Claudine read silently, her lips moving slightly as though savoring each syllable aloud might make them sweeter somehow.

“It’s not awful,” Claudine said at last. “You have the right instincts. But you’re starting in the middle, and it feels like you’re chasing yourself in circles.”

Fiona exhaled, an unexpected relief. “I don’t know how to begin. I keep thinking of last year, how you made it sound so—final... from beginning to end.”

Claudine shrugged lightly, though warmth crept into the emerald depths of her gaze as they met Fiona’s green eyes head-on, unflinchingly. “That’s the trick. The Stranger likes beginnings and endings. He doesn’t care for the meandering bit in between.” Rising smoothly once more, she adjusted her already immaculate skirts, which hinted at secrets untold—yet shared openly among sisters-in-spirit tonight—as her growing belly pressed gently against the fabric.

“Try this,” she said, settling this time on the wobbly stool next to Fiona’s. Their knees brushed, and Fiona found herself oddly comforted by the contact. “Start with a direct address. You know, ‘To the one who walks unseen,’ or something less melodramatic, if that suits you better.” She shot Fiona a sidelong look. “Then, you tell him why you’re grateful. Not what you think he wants to hear, but what you actually mean. End with respect. If you can’t muster respect, fake it with dignity.”

Fiona laughed, a thin, nervous sound that surprised them both.

Claudine leaned in. “You’re better at this than you think. You just get stuck trying to be perfect.”

“It’s supposed to be perfect,” Fiona said, her voice barely audible. “I don’t want to embarrass the family.”

Claudine snorted, a burst of mischief. “Embarrassment is a tradition here. Last year, did you forget? Inès actually wept on stage—full tears.”

Fiona smiled, remembering. “She blamed the pollen.”

“Exactly,” said Claudine. “If you cry, blame the lavender.”

They sat together in silence, the hush of the attic now companionable rather than accusatory. Claudine picked up Fiona’s quill and twirled it between her fingers, then handed it over, inked tip first. “Show me,” she said. “Just start.”

Fiona hesitated. The words still felt like pebbles in her mouth, unformed and sharp-edged, but Claudine’s presence steadied her. She set the quill to a fresh page and tried to recall the advice. Direct address. Gratitude. Dignity. With a deep breath, she began.

The opening was tentative, but her hand did not shake as much as before. Claudine leaned over, glancing at the lines forming on the page. “That’s it. Don’t overthink. Let the Stranger meet you where you are.”

For the first time that evening, Fiona felt her breathing ease. She worked through three more lines, then looked up at Claudine, half-expecting correction—or disappointment.

But Claudine only nodded, her eyes bright in the candlelight. “See? You’re almost done.”

Fiona glanced at her draft. The poem was not what she’d imagined, but it was hers, unmistakably. She added a final line, then set the quill down, careful not to blot the wet ink.

Claudine studied the page, then, with a surprising gentleness, squeezed Fiona’s wrist. “You did better than I did last year. I mean it.”

Fiona didn’t quite believe her, but she let it stand. “Thank you,” she said, and meant it.

Claudine stood and, with the same authority as before, said, “Let your mother fret about the ceremony. The words are fine now.” Reaching into her pocket, she drew out a small bundle bound in green thread and placed it gently in Fiona’s palm. “For sleep,” she said. “If you can’t, just keep it under your pillow. It won’t do much, but it might help.” Then she paused at the door, turning back. “I’ll see you in the morning, then?”
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