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Important Notice:
Feminized in Hollow’s End is a gothic horror and suspense novel that explores dark and disturbing themes. It is set in an isolated rural town and delves into experiments that alter identity and personal autonomy.
This book contains elements that may not be suitable for all readers, including:
Adult content: Includes scenes involving psychological and physical manipulation of characters, loss of autonomy, and dehumanization.
Forced feminization/transformation themes: Explores non-consensual processes of physical and mental alteration of female characters, which may be unsettling to some readers.
Violence and psychological horror: Although it does not explicitly describe graphic violence, the narrative includes strong elements of psychological terror, oppression, and claustrophobia.
Sensitive topics: Covers themes of identity loss, despair, and violation of will.
Reader discretion is advised. If you’re looking for a narrative that challenges the boundaries of human morality, immerses you in an atmosphere of suspense and fear, and explores the dark consequences of unchecked ambition, this book is for you.
Prepare to step into the shadows of Hollow’s End.





Introduction: The Lament of Hollow’s End
Before the shadows of Blackthorn Hall stretched over the valley, before the name of Doctor Claire Voss inspired a silent terror, and long before her silver syringes promised a “perfection” that withered the soul, Hollow’s End was a forgotten whisper—but a peaceful one. Its blackened wooden houses clung to the earth not under the weight of macabre secrets, but from the simple passage of time and routine. The roads, then, were just muddy furrows that spoke of rain and tilling, not of furtive steps and broken promises.
In those days, distrust of outsiders was a local curiosity, not a prelude to tragedy. It was in this setting of apparent calm that a woman very different from her ambitious niece found her way. Valerie Voss, the Widow Voss, came to Hollow’s End dressed in mourning, yes, but with a heart as vibrant as the blooms she so loved. Unlike Claire, who would see only raw material in nature for her twisted ambition, Valerie was an amateur botanist, guided by a genuine curiosity and an innate desire to ease suffering.
It was she, with her delicate hands and compassionate spirit, who ventured into the deepest corners of the misty forest. She did not seek power, but knowledge; not domination, but understanding. And it was there that she found it: the Artemisia Lacrimosa, a flower as mysterious as the legends surrounding it. Valerie was the first to document its unusual effects, not with the intent to subjugate, but in the hope of helping, of alleviating pain and transforming for the better. Her laboratory was not a chamber of horrors but a sanctuary of curiosity, where little vials held promises of healing, not of obliteration.
Hollow’s End, then, was home to a warm-hearted woman who, without knowing it, would plant the seed of a transformation far greater than she ever imagined. But her legacy, her innocent discovery, would fall into hands that would twist it into a nightmare. This is the story of what Hollow’s End was before the cold ambition of Claire Voss took it under her iron fist, before the lament of the Artemisia Lacrimosa became the echo of the First Ladies of Blackthorn, and before the town’s innocence was lost forever in the shadows of a new and terrifying dawn.


Chapter I: The Botany of Forgetting

The village of Hollow’s End lay nestled between mountains, like a forgotten sigh lost in the mist. The blackened wooden houses leaned into each other, as if the weight of secrets had bent them over the years. The roads, once traversed by carts laden with harvest, were now muddy furrows where only crows dared to land.
The people of Hollow’s End carried the weight of the earth in their bones. Broad-backed men with narrow eyes, women with rough hands and rare laughter. They lived among whispers and crossed arms, fearing what lurked in the forest as much as what a stranger might bring. Reverend Crowe’s faith held them together, but fear kept them alive.
At the Wounded Crow tavern, where sour beer and smoky candles barely lit the weathered faces, they gathered at night. There, amid the smell of wet wool and stale tobacco, they whispered about her:
"The Widow Voss," they said, spitting the name as if it burned their tongues. "She locks herself up in that house with her little vials and books, as if a woman could understand what only God has written."
Valerie Voss had been among them barely two years, yet she was already an uncomfortable shadow. She had arrived in mourning, with trunks full of strange instruments and a fortune no one understood how she had earned. She didn’t attend Sunday mass, though she was sometimes seen walking with the reverend, speaking in hushed tones. He would frown, but never turned her away.
"They say in the city, women think they’re doctors," the blacksmith laughed, tightening his greasy apron. "But here the land doesn’t forgive nonsense. One day that woman will open the wrong book and the devil will close her eyes."
The others nodded, though none dared say anything to her face. Because Valerie, despite her gentle manners, had a gaze that chilled the blood: those pale eyes that seemed to see too much.
And as the wind whistled through the trees of the Black Swamp, carrying with it the rumor of weeping flowers, no one in Hollow’s End could imagine what that woman had begun to uncover...

Dawn in Hollow’s End was a pale slit between the mountains, but Valerie Voss had been awake for hours.
She made her way through the fog in her muddy boots and with her wicker basket, avoiding the glances of the woodcutters heading into the forest. She didn’t mind the cold biting her fingers through leather gloves, nor the villagers’ murmurs as she passed. There was something more important than the prejudices of a town forgotten by the world.
The Black Swamp was not named by accident. Its stagnant waters gleamed like oil in the early light, and the reeds swayed with a sound that almost resembled a moan. Valerie moved carefully, stepping where the roots protruded like the ribs of a corpse. And then, among the undergrowth, she saw it.
An impossible flower.
Its petals were translucent, like solidified tears, and at its center pulsed a drop of amber liquid, thick and viscous. Valerie held her breath. It wasn’t in any of her books, nor in the treatises her late husband had brought from Europe. It was something new.
With expert hands, she cut two stems with her silver knife (a gift from a past life) and wrapped them in damp moss. The flowers seemed to resist, as if their roots knew they were being torn from home.
Valerie’s house was not the ramshackle hut the villagers imagined. It stood at the edge of the forest, a miniature brick mansion with tall windows, and an attached greenhouse where fogged glass enclosed a green world.
Inside, the air smelled of damp earth and tincture of opium. The shelves overflowed with jars labeled in Latin, bronze microscopes, and stacks of books with worn spines. In the center, on an oak table, her journal lay open: pages filled with root diagrams, notes on medicinal properties, and in the margins, small butterfly sketches.
Valerie placed the freshly cut flowers in a porcelain dish and sat down. She spent hours comparing them with herbarium illustrations, but found no matches. Finally, with a tired smile, she wrote:
"October 16th, 1823. I have decided to name it Artemisia lacrimosa, for its amber tears and distant kinship with Artemisia vulgaris. The liquid it exudes is sticky to the touch, but not corrosive. Applied to the back of the hand, preliminary note: the skin appears smoother after an hour."
The following days were a whirlwind of meticulous experiments. Valerie tested the liquid on superficial cuts (they healed faster), on age spots (they faded), and one full moon night, on the wrinkles time had drawn beside her eyes.
When she looked in the mirror the next morning, she saw the difference.
It wasn’t magic. It was science. Her skin, once marked by years and cold, now had a youthful glow, as if time had taken a step back. Valerie chuckled softly, a laugh that ended in a sigh. What would her husband have given for this?
But then, a darker idea crossed her mind. If the liquid could firm the skin... what else could it reshape?
Closing the journal, she looked toward the village, where chimneys had begun to puff smoke.
No one in Hollow’s End suspected what she had discovered.
And it was better that way.


Chapter II: Seeds of Trust

Valerie’s greenhouse breathed.
Behind the misted glass panes, the Artemisia lacrimosa stood tall in its porcelain pot, its translucent petals glowing under the filtered sunlight. Valerie leaned over it with a magnifying lens, inspecting a fresh drop of amber liquid, and noted in her journal:
"October 17th, 1823. The specimen blooms, but only under conditions identical to the Black Swamp: acidic soil, constant humidity, and… something else. I tried soil from other places and the roots withered within hours. Hollow’s End is its only home."
She closed the book with a soft thump. She needed more supplies: alcohol to preserve samples, hypodermic needles (that controversial invention her husband had once described), and perhaps a new pair of gloves.

Hollow’s End smelled of fresh-baked bread and manure. Valerie walked with her head held high, ignoring the murmurs that bloomed like weeds in her wake.
"There goes the widow and her little vials," said the baker, pretending to adjust her apron.

It was then that Thomas Caldwell approached.
The young farmer—barely nineteen, arms strong from plowing, but with a smile that betrayed his youth—offered to carry her packages.
"It’s not right for a lady to carry so much," he said, taking the basket from her hands before she could protest.
Valerie studied him. She knew his story: orphaned, penniless, but with more than enough honesty.
"Thank you, Thomas," she replied, and noticed how the boy blushed at hearing his name from her lips.

As they walked, he spoke of sheep lost in the forest, of how the wolves howled closer each night. Valerie listened, but her attention drifted when the stern figure of Reverend Elias Crowe appeared.
"Mrs. Voss," greeted the clergyman, his voice meant to be cold, though it faltered slightly as he said her name.
"Elias," she smiled, handing him an envelope sealed with violet wax. "For your collection."
Thomas couldn’t help but notice the reverend’s fingers tremble as he took the letter, nor how his gaze lingered on Valerie even after she walked away.

At her doorstep, Thomas carefully set down the supplies.
"Need anything else, ma’am?" he asked, glancing toward the greenhouse. The flowers behind the glass seemed to be watching him too.
Valerie paid him with coins and a jar of honey from her pantry.
"You’re a good boy, Thomas," she said, and for a moment, her voice had the tone of someone speaking to a child they never had. "Be careful of those wolves on your way home."
He nodded, but as he walked away, one question burned in his mind: What was in that letter?

Meanwhile, Valerie returned to her laboratory. The lacrimosa continued to weep its golden liquid.
Soon, she would need an assistant to harvest more… and Thomas had strong hands and few questions.


Chapter III: The Weeping Swamp

The forest of Hollow’s End did not forgive the careless.
Thomas Caldwell knew this, but the weight of coins in his pouch—and the hunger that always whistled in his gut—had made him stay late at the tavern. Now, beneath a moon veiled by mist, every shadow twisted like a crouching beast.

The wolves arrived without a sound.
First came a glint of eyes between the trees. Then, the brushing of paws over dry leaves. Thomas felt their cold breath on his neck before he heard the first growl.
He ran.
His lungs burned, branches whipped his face, scratching like eager fingers. The howls chased him, driving him toward a place the entire village avoided: the Black Swamp.
“Get away!” he shouted, but the beasts didn’t stop until the edge of the stagnant water. There, they halted—ears flat, teeth bared.
As if something more terrible than they awaited him deeper in.

Thomas didn’t think.
He plunged into the swamp, sinking to his knees in muck. The Artemisia lacrimosa glowed around him, their petals dripping that amber liquid Valerie studied so fervently.
A treacherous root caught his foot.
He fell forward, and the world went dark.

Thomas’s wounds bled lightly: cuts on his arms, scratches on his neck, a gash in his side from a sharp branch. The lacrimosa, as if aware, bent their stems over him.
Golden droplets seeped into his wounds.
There was no pain. Not at first.
But when unconsciousness finally released him hours later, Thomas awoke with a burning beneath his skin. As if his bones were stretching, as if his blood sang a song he didn’t understand.

He dragged himself from the swamp, trembling. His shirt, once loose, now hung in tatters. And when he touched his face, he noticed something impossible:
His three-day beard was gone.

It was nearly dawn when he reached Valerie’s cottage.
She opened the door in her nightgown. At the sight of him, she turned pale.
“Thomas… What happened to you?”
He couldn’t explain that he no longer felt his rough hands, that his voice cracked in high tones, that something in his chest beat differently.

Valerie let him in. With expert fingers, she examined his wounds.
“This isn’t infection,” she murmured, glancing toward the greenhouse, where the lacrimosa still bloomed. “It’s… something else.”
Thomas saw the fear in her eyes.
And also, perhaps, fascination.


Chapter IV: The Flesh That Remembers

Rain beat against the greenhouse windows as Valerie watched Thomas sleep.
The young man lay in the guest bed, tucked up to his chin under a wool blanket. His breathing was shallow, punctuated by shivers. Three days had passed since his accident in the swamp, and each hour brought a new change.

Valerie had given him warm sage baths to reduce the fever, applied cold compresses to his forehead, even tried an infusion of willow bark for the pain.
Nothing worked.
But the fever wasn’t the most unsettling part.
It was the way his body was remaking itself.

On the third day, Valerie gently pulled back the blankets.
Thomas’s skin, once sun-worn and marked by the scars of labor, was now smooth as wet silk. His muscles, once defined by years of tilling the land, had softened and rounded beneath a new layer of fat. His hips, once narrow and angular, now curved impossibly.
Most alarming of all were his breasts.
Small, but unmistakable.

Valerie stifled a gasp.
It wasn’t an allergy. It wasn’t an infection.
It was the lacrimosa.
The amber liquid had rewritten his body like an author correcting a manuscript.

“Thomas,” Valerie whispered, helping him sit up. “I need you to try something.”
The young man could barely keep his eyes open. Pain consumed him—a slow fire that seemed to reshape his bones from within.
“What… what’s happening to me?” His voice was a thread, higher than she remembered.

Valerie didn’t answer.
Instead, she opened a cabinet and took out a corset of steel boning and thick linen. It had once been hers, saved as a memento from a time when she still dreamed of dances and gowns.
“This will give you support,” she explained, fastening it around his torso with steady hands. “Your body… is changing. It needs structure.”

Thomas didn’t resist.
The corset, though strange, eased the pressure in his back—as if his muscles finally understood how to settle.

Valerie wrote in her journal with a trembling hand:
“October 21st, 1823. The subject exhibits accelerated adipose redistribution in hips, thighs, and chest. The corset appears to mitigate musculoskeletal pain. Note: Does the amber liquid ‘read’ female biological memory and replicate it?”

That night, Thomas looked into a mirror for the first time since the accident.
The reflection staring back at him wasn’t his.
“Oh God,” he whispered, touching his sharpened face, his fuller lips.

Valerie found him crying silently, the tears slipping down cheeks he no longer recognized.
“I don’t know who I am,” he confessed.
She had no answer.
She only offered him a handkerchief—and a choice.
“We can try to reverse it.”


Chapter V: The Seams of the Soul

The corset held Thomas’s body in place, but nothing could contain the chaos in his mind.
Valerie watched him from the laboratory doorway as he—or was it she now?—stood before the hallway mirror, silk stockings covering legs made hypersensitive by skin that no longer felt familiar.

“I can’t go back like this,” Thomas murmured, tugging at the edge of the stocking as if he could tear it—and with it, everything that had happened—away. “The others…”
“They don’t have to know,” Valerie said, stepping closer and resting a hand on his shoulder. She felt him shudder under her touch, as though even physical contact no longer translated the same way. “But I need your help to understand what’s happening to you. So I can find a cure.”

Thomas closed his eyes. A single tear slid down his cheek, as soft now as the rest of his face.
“And if there’s no cure?”
The question hung in the air like candle smoke.

Valerie’s Journal
"October 25th, 1823. The subject has lost 100% of body hair. Voice has risen to an androgynous register, close to that of a young woman. Facial features are refining; the jawline is losing angular definition. The corset and stockings relieve physical pain but not psychological distress.
Note: Direct application of lacrimosa extract to affected areas accelerates changes. Would it be possible to reverse the process with an antidote derived from the same plant? Or… would that only make things worse?"

Valerie bit the end of her quill. In the corner, Thomas—Lillian, as she had begun to call him in her thoughts—rocked gently in the chair, hugging himself.
It was like watching a chrysalis fight its own cocoon.

“What are you doing?” Thomas asked as Valerie set a French grammar book on the table.
“Teaching you,” she replied, opening its pages. “If this is going to be… permanent, you’ll need tools. To survive.”
“Survive?” his voice was a thread of terror.
“The world is not kind to women, Lillian.”

The name slipped out before she could stop it. Valerie held her breath, expecting backlash, a denial.
But Thomas only lowered his gaze.
“Lillian,” he repeated, testing the name on his lips. “It sounds… pretty.”

That night, Valerie found Thomas—Lillian—standing before the bathroom mirror in one of her robes. The fabric hung loose at the shoulders but hugged tightly at the hips.
“I… like the corset,” she confessed without turning around. “It makes me feel safe. Like my body isn’t going to fall apart.”

Valerie didn’t know what to say. Instead, she handed her a small bottle of perfume.
“Lavender. To help you sleep.”
Lillian took it in hands that no longer trembled.


Chapter VI: The Broken Antidote

The fog wrapped around Valerie like a shroud as she returned to the cottage, her arms loaded with bundles of books and clothes. She had ordered simple yet elegant dresses, chosen with care for the slender figure that now occupied the second bedroom of her home.

Reverend Elias Crowe intercepted her on the path, his black cassock billowing like the wings of a raven.
“Mrs. Voss,” he said, in that grave voice that always seemed to carry a rebuke. “You’ve been… elusive these past weeks. The village whispers.”

Valerie shifted the parcels in her arms.
“I’ve taken on a new project, Reverend.”
He looked at the packages—the glimpse of fine fabric peeking from the paper.
“And your… assistant? He hasn’t been seen either.”

A chill ran through her. Did he know?
“Thomas is unwell,” she lied. “The weather doesn’t agree with him.”
The reverend didn’t smile.
“I’ll pray for him, then. There are ailments neither science nor faith can cure.”

Back at the cottage, Thomas—Lillian? Who was he now?—writhed in the sheets.
She dreamed of wolves. Of their teeth. Of amber liquid seeping into her veins like poisonous honey.

She woke screaming, soaked in sweat.
She rushed to the mirror.
The reflection staring back was that of a young woman, with shoulder-length brown hair, pink lips, and thick lashes. Only the eyes—green, frightened—still held something of Thomas.
“Valerie!” she cried, but the house was empty.

Then she saw the vials in the laboratory. One label read: “Antidote #7 — Possible reversal of side effects.”
She drank them all.

The pain was immediate.
A searing heat surged through her body, as if molten metal had been injected into her veins. She collapsed to her knees, gasping as the world spun violently.
She had to get out. Had to escape.

She ran into the night, aimless, thoughtless.
The lights of the Wounded Crow Tavern glowed like a beacon in the darkness.

The tavern fell silent when the door opened.
There she stood: a stranger with disheveled hair, wild eyes, dressed in a sweat-drenched nightgown that clung to her trembling body.

The men stared. First in shock. Then with hunger.
“Good evening, miss,” the blacksmith said, raising his mug. “You lost?”

Thomas—Lillian. She had to be Lillian now—opened her mouth to answer, but only a moan escaped. The antidote was burning her from the inside.

The blacksmith stepped closer, reeking of alcohol and labor.
“You shouldn’t be out alone at night, sweetheart.”

Then the door slammed open.
Valerie stood in the threshold, pale as death.
“My niece is unwell,” she said, her voice brooking no argument. “Come, Lillian.”

And Lillian, trembling, ran into her arms.


Chapter VII: The Name in the Flames

The cottage smelled of chamomile and burning wood as Valerie shut the door behind them, sealing off the outside world with a firm thud. Lillian collapsed into the nearest armchair, trembling like a leaf in the wind, her fingers clutching the robe Valerie had given her.

“Breathe,” Valerie whispered, kneeling before her and taking her hands. “No one will hurt you here.”
But Lillian wasn’t crying for the men in the tavern.
She wept for the fire still coursing through her veins, for the unfamiliar face the mirror had returned to her, for the name she no longer knew if she could claim.

Valerie led her to the bath, filling it with warm water and lavender oil. She washed Lillian’s hair with gentle motions, rinsing away the sweat and the fear.
“You shouldn’t have drunk those vials,” she murmured, not with anger, but with concern. “You could have hurt yourself.”
“I just wanted to be me again,” Lillian replied, staring at her hands, now delicate and pale beneath the water.

Valerie didn’t tell her that wasn’t possible anymore.
Instead, she handed her a new robe: soft blue wool, embroidered with tiny flowers at the collar.
“It’s yours,” she said simply.

By the fire, with the crackling of flames as their only witness, Lillian collapsed into Valerie’s arms, burying her face in her shoulder.
“Thank you,” she whispered, in a voice that was no longer Thomas’s, but not yet fully Lillian’s. “For everything.”

Valerie held her tightly, as if afraid she might vanish.
As if, by letting go, it would all turn out to be a dream.

Then Lillian asked, with the hesitance of someone touching a wound that isn’t theirs:
“Why did you call me Lillian?”

The flames painted shadows across Valerie’s face.
“That’s the name I would’ve given my daughter,” she confessed, gazing into the fire. “But my husband and I… we never could.”

A tear escaped down her cheek, tracing a shining path in the dark.
Lillian hugged her tighter.
“I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have asked.”

Valerie shook her head, wiping her face with a quick motion.
“No. I like hearing it from your lips.”

Valerie’s Journal
"October 30th, 1823. The subject—no, Lillian—has reached full morphological transformation. The antidotes failed because there was nothing left to reverse: the lacrimosa does not corrupt, it rewrites. I have decided to suspend all reversal attempts. Instead, I will document her adaptation.
Personal note: Today, she called me 'mother.' I didn’t correct her."

She closed the journal and looked at Lillian, asleep by the fire, wrapped in the blue robe.
The name was no longer a disguise.
It was a return.


Chapter VIII: Between Science and Delirium

Mornings in the cottage had taken on a new rhythm.
Valerie awoke at dawn, plunging into her books with the silent desperation of someone searching for answers where there were only more questions. Yellowed pages piled high on her desk, scrawled with frantic notes: “Possible hormonal growth inhibitors,” “Reversible effects of phytoestrogens.” But every experiment failed. Every vial labeled “antidote” only made Lillian more like the name that was no longer a lie.

Meanwhile, the afternoons belonged to lessons.
“Heels aren’t just elegance,” said Valerie, fastening the bow of a black patent leather shoe on Lillian’s foot. “They’re balance. Power. A woman who walks like this never goes unnoticed.”
Lillian, brow furrowed, took clumsy steps through the sitting room, gripping the furniture for support.
“I feel like a newborn deer,” she complained, though a spark of determination gleamed in her eyes.

Valerie taught her how to mix rice powder and carmine, how to style her hair into elegant waves, how to move her hands gracefully when pouring tea. Lessons no mother should ever have to explain—but Lillian soaked them up like a sponge.

“Why do you keep teaching me this if you want me to be Thomas again?” she asked one evening, as Valerie showed her how to fold a letter with elegance.

The question lingered in the air like incense smoke. Valerie didn’t answer.

While the cottage filled with shy laughter and new perfumes, Hollow’s End was falling apart.
The harvest had been poor that year. Livestock sickened without explanation. And Reverend Crowe, from his worm-eaten wooden pulpit, pointed an accusing finger.
“Calamity comes from outside! From those who defy the natural order!” His feverish eyes searched for Valerie in the congregation, but she no longer attended Mass. “God tests us with impure temptations!”

The villagers murmured. Some looked toward the road that led to the cottage.
“That widow and her… niece,” grumbled the blacksmith, spitting on the ground. “No one saw them arrive together. And what about that Caldwell boy? Anyone seen him?”

Fear is a poison swifter than any amber liquid.

Valerie’s Journal
“November 5th, 1823. I have failed. The transformation is irreversible. But Lillian is not Thomas in a dress—she is someone new. Today she made onion soup (used my mother’s recipe) without me asking. She blushed when I told her it was good. Sometimes I wonder if the lacrimosa didn’t just change her body… but her soul as well.
Note: The reverend sent a boy with a message. ‘The congregation misses you.’”


Chapter IX: The First Step Into the World

The entryway mirror reflected a woman Lillian still didn’t quite recognize.
She adjusted the straw hat —borrowed from Valerie— making sure it hid enough of her face without seeming suspicious. The dress, simple but well tailored, hugged her new curves with an elegance that still felt foreign to her.
“You don’t have to do this,” Valerie said, placing an empty basket in her hands with a tense expression. “We can wait until dark.”
But Lillian shook her head.
“I want to help. And… I need to know if I can pass as a normal woman.”
The word normal echoed between them, heavy as a stone. Valerie didn’t press further.
“Remember: head high, short steps. Don’t look them in the eyes, but don’t avert your gaze like you’re scared.”
Lillian nodded, took a deep breath, and opened the door.
The path was muddy from the previous night’s rain. Lillian slightly lifted the hem of her dress, just as Valerie had taught her, feeling the cold wind on her bare ankles. Every step was a reminder: You are no longer Thomas. You can’t walk like him anymore.
The first villagers who saw her paused. A woman spinning on her porch dropped her spindle. A child pointed, and his mother slapped his hand.
Lillian pressed the basket to her chest and kept walking.
At the grocer’s, the shopkeeper—a portly man with graying sideburns—looked her up and down before speaking.
“I don’t recognize you, miss. Are you new around here?”
“I’m… Mrs. Voss’s niece,” Lillian murmured, with that voice she no longer had to force to sound feminine.
The shopkeeper nodded, but his gaze lingered on her bare neck, on the soft hollow between her collarbones.
“Well, ‘niece,’ what brings you in today?”
As she picked out bread and a piece of smoked ham, Lillian felt more eyes on her. Some curious. Others, like the blacksmith’s who came in after her, greedy.
“Voss always had good taste,” the blacksmith murmured, low enough that only she could hear. “Though I wonder what else she’s hiding in that cabin.”
Lillian paid quickly and left without looking back.
Valerie was waiting on the porch, hands tangled in her apron.
“Are you alright?” she asked, taking the basket.
Lillian didn’t answer right away. She sank into the rocking chair, feeling the blisters the heels had left on her feet.
“It felt like everyone knew,” she whispered. “Like they saw Thomas under this dress.”
Valerie knelt before her, gently taking off her shoes.
“They don’t know anything. Men look at all women that way.”
“That’s even worse,” Lillian closed her eyes. “Thomas never understood what it was like to feel… vulnerable.”
Valerie stroked her hair, now long and soft.
“Welcome to the world, Lillian.”


Chapter X: The Gaze That Bloomed in Silence

The path to Gareth Whitlock’s store was covered in dry leaves that crunched beneath Valerie and Lillian’s steps. The air smelled of damp earth and the promise of rain.
Valerie carried her list of supplies: hypodermic needles, pure alcohol, a new leather-bound notebook. She needed more tools for her research, though she no longer knew if she was searching for a cure or simply for excuses to keep Lillian close.
Lillian, for her part, walked beside her with careful steps, as if still afraid the wind might throw her off balance. She wore a simple green linen dress, one of the ones Valerie had bought for her, and adjusted her shawl around her shoulders every few minutes.
“We shouldn’t take long,” murmured Valerie, watching the leaden sky. “The reverend’s out and about today.”
Lillian nodded, but her eyes shone with a curiosity Valerie hadn’t seen before.
The Whitlocks’ shop was an odd place in Hollow’s End: tidy, lit by large windows, and lined with shelves full of glass jars labeled in Latin. Gareth, a gray-bearded man with silver spectacles, stood behind the counter.
“Mrs. Voss,” he greeted with a nod. “I was beginning to think you’d abandoned me for a city merchant.”
“No one brings in the materials you do, Gareth,” Valerie replied, handing over her list.
While the adults talked, Lillian got distracted watching a terrarium where tiny ferns were growing.
That was when she saw him.
Daniel Whitlock was in the back room, carrying a box of books. Tall, dressed in a shirt with the sleeves rolled up, with that dark hair that seemed to rebel against the comb.
And then, their eyes met.
Daniel didn’t look away. He didn’t smile. He simply saw her, as if he already knew who she was. As if he had always known.
Lillian looked away immediately, feeling a strange warmth on her face.
“What’s wrong?” asked Valerie, noticing Lillian’s sudden silence. “You look distracted.”
“Nothing, it’s just…” Lillian fiddled with the edge of her shawl. “The merchant’s son. He looked at me.”
“Daniel?” Valerie raised an eyebrow. “And what’s so unusual about that?”
“I don’t know. It was… different.”
She went quiet, feeling her cheeks burn. Why was she blushing? She had never cared about anyone’s attention before.
Valerie glanced at her sideways. She knew that blush. She’d seen it in her own youth, in the girls whispering about boys at city dances.
It was the first time Lillian reacted like a woman to a man.
Valerie’s heart clenched.
“Don’t go to town alone again,” she said suddenly, with more firmness than she expected. “Especially not to that shop.”
Lillian blinked, surprised.
“Why not?”
“Because…” Valerie searched for an excuse that wasn’t because I’m afraid of losing you. “Because the reverend is watching. And I don’t want you being targeted.”
But in truth, she feared something more dangerous.
She feared that Daniel Whitlock, with his gray eyes and his books, would remind Lillian there was a world beyond the cabin, the corsets, and her fears.

Valerie’s Journal
November 12th, 1823. Lillian mentioned Daniel Whitlock today. She blushed. It’s an unexpected development. The plant has worked too well: it’s not only changed her body, but also her heart. Should I be glad? Or fear that he’ll pull her away from me?
Note: Forbidding the shop was a mistake. Now she’ll want to go even more. Damn human psychology.


Chapter XI: The Plague and the Encounter

The morning fog clung to Hollow’s End like a dying man to his last breath.
Valerie lay in bed, her face pale and covered in cold sweat. A strange fever consumed her, the result —she suspected— of having inhaled spores from some fungus while examining the blighted crops.
“I need fresh lacrimosa,” she murmured, leaning on Lillian to sip some peppermint tea. “Only the amber liquid can counter this toxin…”
Lillian shivered. The swamp. The flowers that had turned her into this. But Valerie was sick, and fear wasn’t an excuse.
“I’ll go,” she said, tightening the corset beneath her dress like it was armor.
Valerie tried to protest, but a coughing fit doubled her over.
“Don’t… don’t go alone…”
But Lillian was already walking out the door.

The town was unrecognizable. Crop leaves curled black, like burned hands, and the air reeked of rot. The few villagers venturing outside covered their mouths with cloths.
Lillian clutched the glass vial and entered the forest.

Every step toward the Black Swamp reminded her of the night Thomas had ceased to exist. The trees whispered, the roots seemed to try to snare her ankles. But this time there were no wolves. Only silence and fear.
She collected the amber liquid with trembling hands, avoiding her reflection in the stagnant water.

On the way back, a sudden storm unleashed its fury. The rain turned the path to mud, and Lillian slipped, falling to her knees. The vial rolled away, miraculously intact, but her dress was soaked in muck and her ankle throbbed with sharp pain.
“No!” she cried, crawling toward the vial. Valerie needed it.

Then, a gloved hand picked it up before she could reach it.
“Careful with this,” said a familiar voice. “It’s too valuable to leave in the mud.”
Daniel.

He was drenched, his dark leather jacket clinging to his shoulders, black hair dripping over his forehead. But his gray eyes were dry and alert.
“What are you doing here?” Lillian tried to stand, but the pain made her falter.
“I saw the storm and thought of the crops,” he replied, offering her the vial. “But it seems I’m the only fool out today.”
Lillian tried to hide the tremble in her hands as she took it.
“Thank you,” she murmured.

Daniel didn’t move.
“You can’t walk,” he observed. “Let me help you.”
Before she could protest, he lifted her in his arms with ease. Lillian stifled a gasp. No one had touched her like that since the transformation.

The contact was electric. The warmth of his body through wet clothes, the smell of leather and book ink.
“I can walk,” she lied, but didn’t resist.
Daniel smiled, as if he understood the battle within her.
“I know. But you don’t have to do it alone.”

They walked in silence, the rain masking the sound of their quickened breaths. Lillian noticed how his eyes lingered on her neck, on the curve of her waist beneath the corset. It wasn’t the gaze of someone judging —but admiring.
And then, something stirred in her chest.

Valerie was waiting at the door, wrapped in a blanket, her eyes bright with fever… and something else.
“What is he doing here?” she asked as Daniel gently set Lillian down on the armchair.
“He rescued me,” Lillian replied, avoiding her gaze. “I was about to fall.”
Daniel gave a slight bow.
“Just doing my duty, Mrs. Voss.”

Valerie didn’t believe him. But she couldn’t deny the intact vial Lillian handed her.
As she prepared the remedy, she heard Lillian laugh at something Daniel whispered. A laugh she had never shared with her.

That night, after Daniel left with a flimsy excuse (“My father is waiting”), Valerie wrote in her journal with a trembling hand:

“Lacrimosa doesn’t just transform bodies. It opens hearts. And that… that hurts more than any fever.”


Chapter XII: Days Among Flowers and Sighs

Valerie’s cabin smelled of chicken broth and eucalyptus tincture.
From her bed, Valerie watched as Lillian moved the jars with a deftness that no longer belonged to an apprentice, but to a helper. The fever had broken, but the weakness lingered, forcing her to delegate tasks she would once have never let go.
“Mrs. Cooper needs more ointment for her joints,” said Valerie, pointing to a glass jar. “And the blacksmith’s son… the one who coughs blood… give him this infusion each night.”
Lillian nodded, wrapping the jars in a linen cloth.
“Are you sure I should go?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.
Valerie sighed.
“Someone has to. And I…”
She didn’t finish the sentence. They both knew that, though Valerie no longer coughed, her body would take time to regain its strength.
And so, Lillian became Valerie’s eyes and hands in the village.

Hollow’s End was dying.
Houses were beginning to shut down, one by one. The men were heading to the northern mines, leaving behind women with hardened eyes and children who no longer played in the streets. Even the tavern was half empty, the sour smell of beer mixing with the dust of un-swept floors.

But in the midst of the decay, Daniel always found an excuse to appear.
“Your mother needs this,” he’d say, handing Lillian a jar of pure honey or a bundle of dried herbs. “It’s from our last shipment. There won’t be more.”
Their fingers would brush as he passed her the packages, and Lillian would feel a warmth rising from her neck to her cheeks.
“She’s not my mother,” she would correct softly, though it was getting harder to believe it herself.
Daniel would smile, as if he enjoyed her awkwardness.
“I know.”
And then he’d leave, her heart racing and her skin tingling.

Lillian delivered the medicines efficiently, but always lingered a little longer than necessary at the Whitlock shop.

She learned that Daniel:

Hated the sound of pendulum clocks (because it reminded him of his sick mother’s heartbeat).

Loved the smell of rain on old books.

Knew she had once been Thomas, but never said so.

One day, as he showed her how to mix roots for tea, their hands met over the mortar.
“You’re good at this,” he murmured, not letting go. “As if you’ve always been this.”
Lillian didn’t know how to respond. But that night, in front of the mirror, she no longer saw Thomas. She saw Lillian, with rosy lips and skilled hands —and for the first time, she didn’t want to change.

Valerie’s Journal
November 30th, 1823.
Lillian has taken my place in the village. The townspeople accept her, even if they whisper. Maybe because she gives them hope in the midst of the plague. Or maybe because, deep down, they always prefer a submissive woman to one who thinks.
Daniel Whitlock continues to circle her. Today I saw her smile in a way she’s never smiled at me.
I should be happy.
So why does it hurt?

The morning Valerie rose without dizziness, she found Lillian in the greenhouse, carefully watering the lacrimosas.
“Looks like you don’t need me anymore,” Valerie said, leaning in the doorway.
Lillian turned, surprised.
“Of course I need you,” she replied —but her eyes said something else.
That she was no longer a girl.
That she had learned to walk alone.

Valerie understood. And though it broke her heart, she knew it was right.


Chapter XIII: Dresses and Truths

The town of Hollow’s End swayed under a pale sun as Valerie and Lillian crossed the main square. The murmurs followed them like flies, but they no longer mattered. Valerie walked slowly but steadily, barely leaning on Lillian’s arm, who held her head high, as if the new dresses had given her a confidence she never had before.

Valerie had ordered three: one plum-colored wool for cold days, another of cotton patterned with small blue flowers, and a third, finer one, of lavender silk for special occasions.
“I don’t know when I’d ever wear something so fancy,” Lillian had murmured upon seeing it, caressing the fabric with fingers that no longer looked clumsy.
“When you want to impress someone,” Valerie had said with a wink, and Lillian had blushed to her ears.

But what truly made her flush was the lingerie: new corsets, embroidered petticoats, silk stockings that slid over her skin like caresses.
“This is… too much,” Lillian whispered, holding a cream lace chemise as if it were a living creature.
“It’s what women wear,” Valerie had answered. “And you are a woman.”

That night, by the fire, Valerie took a sip of chamomile tea and drew a deep breath.
“I’ve gone through all my books,” she said, staring into the flames. “Lacrimosa isn’t a poison, Lillian. It’s part of you now. Like your blood or your bones.”
Lillian stopped her embroidery (a pastime she’d picked up without realizing).
“I know,” she replied, without lifting her gaze. “I’ve known for a while.”

Valerie continued, choosing each word carefully:
“If I stop giving you the extract, some traits might… shift slightly toward the masculine. But you would never be Thomas again. And the pain would be unbearable.”

Silence stretched. Lillian placed the embroidery on the table.
“I don’t want to be Thomas again,” she said at last, in a voice so clear it surprised them both. “I was afraid to tell you. I thought… if there was no cure, you’d cast me out.”

Valerie let out a sound between a laugh and a sob.
“Silly girl,” she murmured, cupping Lillian’s face in her hands. “This will always be your home. Because you’ll always be… mine.”
She didn’t say “my daughter.” She didn’t need to.

The embrace that followed lasted as long as it took their tears to dry.

Valerie’s Journal
December 15th, 1823.
Today I told her the truth. And she already knew. Maybe she always did. Lacrimosa didn’t just transform her body; it gave her the courage to choose who she wanted to be.
Irony: I was looking for a cure, and she found freedom in the illness.
Note: Tomorrow I’ll begin teaching her advanced anatomy.
If she is to be a woman, she will be the brightest in England.


Chapter XIV: Butterflies in the Stomach

Morning arrived with a timid sun filtering through the cabin curtains. Valerie woke before Lillian, as always, and paused in the doorway of her room to watch her sleep.
The girl —for she was a girl now, no longer the frightened boy who had arrived months before— lay on her side, chestnut hair spread across the pillow like a silky veil. On the bedside table, next to an open botany book, sat a small bottle of lavender perfume Daniel had given her the week before.
Valerie smiled, though something in her chest tightened.
“My little one isn’t so little anymore,” she thought.

That afternoon, Lillian spent more time than usual in front of the dressing mirror.
She tried on three dresses before settling on a mauve muslin one that brought out the golden tone of her skin and made her eyes look larger. She curled the ends of her hair with hot tongs, just as Valerie had taught her, and applied a touch of carmine to her lips, then bit them slightly to blur the color.
“How do I look?” she asked, spinning around.

Valerie, seated in the rocker with a cup of tea, studied her with the eyes of an artist admiring her masterpiece.
“Beautiful,” she replied truthfully. “But you don’t need so much makeup. He already looks at you that way.”
Lillian blushed to the roots of her hair.
“It’s not for him!” she protested, though the smile she couldn’t contain gave her away.

Valerie stood and adjusted the ribbon at her neck.
“Liar,” she whispered fondly. “But that’s okay. We all like to shine for the ones who make us happy.”

The shop was emptier than usual. Gareth Whitlock, Daniel’s father, served a customer with a tired expression. The shelves, once packed with jars and books, now showed gaps like missing teeth.
Daniel, however, seemed to light up the corner where he was restocking supplies.
When he saw Lillian enter, his gray eyes gleamed like silver in the sun.

“Miss Voss,” he greeted, offering an exaggerated bow that made Lillian laugh. “What an honor.”

Valerie observed the exchange with a mix of nostalgia and resignation. She noticed how Daniel searched for any excuse to brush his fingers against Lillian’s when handing over a package, how he whispered comments only she could hear, how Lillian laughed with a freedom she never displayed in the cabin.
“This is how it should be,” Valerie thought. “Young, in love, alive.”

The walk back was filled with knowing silences. Lillian held the supply bundle against her chest like a treasure, and her eyes shone with a light Valerie knew all too well.
“Do you like him?” Valerie finally asked, breaking the silence.

Lillian didn’t pretend not to understand.
“Yes,” she admitted, staring at her shoes. “He’s… different. He makes me feel…”

She couldn’t find the words, but Valerie knew them.
“Seen.” “Wanted.” “Real.”
“You don’t have to explain,” said Valerie, taking her hand. “Just promise me you’ll be careful. Hearts are more fragile than bodies.”

Lillian nodded, squeezing her fingers.
“I will.”

Valerie’s Journal
December 20th, 1823.
Today I saw Lillian look at Daniel Whitlock the way my mother said women look at men: like the world ends in their eyes.
It’s terrifying.
It’s beautiful.
It’s right.
When did I stop being her savior and become the woman teaching her to fly away from me?
Note: Gareth told me they’re moving in spring. I haven’t told her. Not yet.


Chapter XV: The Poem and the First Kiss

Afternoon sunlight filtered through the lace curtains of the cabin when someone knocked on the door.
Valerie, seated by the fire in her armchair with an open anatomy book, looked up at the sound of timid knuckles against the wood. She knew who it was before she even opened the door.

Daniel stood on the threshold, a basket of apples in one hand and an old book in the other. His dark hair was tousled by the wind, and his shirt was buttoned too carefully —as if he’d dressed with intention.
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Voss,” he greeted with a polite nod. “My father sent me with these. They’re from our last southern shipment.”

Valerie looked at the apples —perfect and shining— then at Daniel, whose eyes kept drifting toward the interior of the cabin, searching for someone else.
“How kind,” she replied, taking the basket. “Lillian’s in the back garden. You can take her this book, if you like.”
She reached for the volume he held, offering it to him without hesitation. Daniel blinked, surprised by how easily Valerie was granting him access to her most precious treasure.
“Are you sure?”
Valerie smiled with an expression only a mother —or someone who had learned to be one— could understand.
“Just make sure to return her before sunset.”

Lillian was kneeling among the garden beds, pulling weeds with expert hands. The sun lit the back of her neck, where a few rebellious curls had slipped from her bun.
“Need help?”
Daniel’s voice made her jump. She turned, wiping her hands on her apron, and her cheeks flushed as she saw him there, book under his arm, eyes lit by a smile.
“I didn’t know you were coming today,” she said, standing and brushing the dirt from her skirt.
“I had the perfect excuse,” he replied, showing the book. “But really, I just wanted to see you.”

Lillian blushed deeper, but this time, she didn’t look away.

Daniel sat on the wooden bench beneath the apple tree, and Lillian joined him, careful not to let her skirts touch his trousers —not entirely.
“What book is it?” she asked, curious.
“Poems by John Keats,” he answered, opening the volume reverently. “I read you one last week, but this one… this one’s special.”

He turned to the marked page and began to read, his voice soft but steady, like a river flowing without hurry:
A thing of beauty is a joy forever:
Its loveliness increases; it will never
Pass into nothingness…

Lillian listened, spellbound, as the wind played with the fringe of her shawl. Every word from Daniel’s lips was a caress, every pause a shared heartbeat.
When he finished, the silence between them was warm and full.
“It’s beautiful,” Lillian whispered.
“So are you,” Daniel replied, without thinking.

The air thickened. Lillian lowered her gaze, nervous, feeling the weight of everything left unsaid.
“Daniel, I… I’m not sure. I used to be…”
He didn’t let her finish. With a gentle motion, he took her hand, tracing soft circles in her palm with his thumb.
“I know who you were. And I know who you are now. You’re Lillian. And you’re beautiful.”

Lillian looked up, her eyes shining with tears that refused to fall.
“Do you really like me? Like this… the way I am now?”

Daniel didn’t answer with words.
He leaned in, slowly, giving her the chance to pull away. But Lillian didn’t move.

When their lips met, it was as if the world stopped.
The kiss was tender, exploratory, like Daniel was learning the taste of her name. Lillian melted into him, feeling every part of her body respond to his touch.
The brush of silk stockings as she crossed her legs.
The pressure of the corset that reminded her of her new form.
The softness of her neckline under his trembling fingers.

She was a woman. And in that moment, held in Daniel’s arms, she couldn’t imagine being anything else.

When they pulled apart, Daniel caressed her cheek with his knuckles.
“Never doubt it,” he murmured. “You’re perfect.”

Lillian couldn’t help but smile, feeling a joy that filled her chest like sunlight fills the sky at dawn.

Valerie’s Journal
December 25th, 1823.
Today Lillian came home with flushed lips and sparkling eyes. She didn’t need to say a word.
I know what first love looks like.
It’s beautiful.
It hurts.
And there’s no plant in the world that can cure it.
Or maybe… maybe it shouldn’t.


Chapter XVI: The Crossroads

Night had fallen over the cabin like a heavy mantle.
The fire crackled in the hearth, casting dancing shadows across the wooden walls. Valerie sat in her armchair, flipping through the pages of a botany book, when she heard soft footsteps approaching.

Lillian appeared in the doorway, wrapped in her nightgown, hair loose, eyes shining with an emotion Valerie couldn’t immediately place.
“Can I talk to you?” Lillian asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Valerie closed the book slowly, feeling a knot form in her throat. There was something in Lillian’s tone, in the way she twisted her hands, that told her this wasn’t just another conversation.
“Of course, darling,” she said, motioning to the armchair across from her. “Sit down.”

Lillian obeyed, but didn’t settle in. She perched on the edge of the seat, as if ready to run at any moment.
“Daniel… is leaving,” she said at last, the words spilling out in a thread of sound. “His father’s found a place to reopen the shop. Far from here.”

Valerie wasn’t surprised. She had seen the village’s decline, the way the Whitlocks had struggled to keep their business afloat. But seeing the pain in Lillian’s eyes broke her heart.
“I’m sorry, my girl,” she murmured, knowing it wasn’t enough.

Lillian swallowed hard, her fingers clutching the fabric of her robe.
“He… he wants me to go with him.”

The silence that followed was so dense Valerie felt she could slice it with a knife.
“He wants to ask for my hand,” Lillian went on, finally meeting Valerie’s gaze. “He wants me to be his wife.”

Valerie couldn’t help but notice how Lillian’s hands trembled, how her breathing quickened. It wasn’t just sadness that filled her. It was fear. Confusion.
“And what do you want?” Valerie asked, keeping her voice steady despite the storm in her chest.

Lillian opened her mouth to respond—
But no sound came out.


Chapter XVII: Beneath the Stars of Hollow’s End

Summer had painted the fields around Hollow’s End in shades of gold, and the warm nights invited them to linger beneath the starry sky.
Lillian pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders as she walked beside Daniel along the path that skirted the forest. He carried a folded blanket under one arm and a weathered book in the other. Since that first kiss among the flowers in Valerie’s garden, they had met in secret whenever they could —by the creek, in the old abandoned mill, or simply on the cabin porch, sharing stories until the moon claimed the sky.

“Where are you taking me this time?” Lillian asked, feeling the brush of his fingers between hers.
Daniel smiled —that smile that lit up his silver-gray eyes like moonlight on water.
“To a place where we can see the stars without anyone finding us.”

He led her to a hill beyond the edge of town, where the grass was soft and the wind through the trees drowned out every other sound. He laid out the blanket and they sat, shoulder to shoulder, staring up at the sky dusted with stars.

“Keats wrote that the stars are ‘eternal fire,’” Daniel murmured, pointing to the Milky Way. “But to me they look more like flowers in an endless garden.”
Lillian laughed, resting her head on his shoulder.
“You always find a way to talk about flowers, don’t you?”
“Only when I’m with you,” he replied, brushing her cheek with the back of his fingers.

They spent hours like that, sharing verses, secrets, and silences that said more than words ever could. Until, suddenly, Daniel’s smile faded.
“Lillian… there’s something I have to tell you,” he whispered, taking her hands in his.
She felt the shift immediately. The air thickened, and her heart pounded against her ribs.
“My father’s decided we’re moving,” he confessed, eyes on their intertwined fingers. “The shop can’t hold on here any longer. There’s a village up north, near Blackthorn, where we can start again.”

Lillian’s world froze.
“When?” she managed to ask, though she already knew.
“Two weeks.”

The pain hit like a knife to the chest. Daniel must have seen it in her eyes, because he gripped her hands tighter.
“Come with me,” he pleaded, resting his forehead against hers. “I don’t want to leave you. I can’t.”

Lillian closed her eyes, feeling tears burn behind her lids.
“What about Valerie?”
“Ask her to come too. Or… or ask me to stay. Just say the word, and I’ll find a way.”

But they both knew it wasn’t that simple. Daniel was his father’s only support, and Valerie would never abandon her research —or the home that had become their world.
“I don’t know what to do,” Lillian admitted, trembling.

Daniel wiped away a tear with his thumb.
“You don’t have to decide now. But I want you to know one thing.” He tilted her chin gently, making her meet his gaze. “You are the most beautiful thing that’s ever happened to me. And if you let me go, I’ll carry you in my heart every day of my life.”

Lillian couldn’t resist. She leaned in and kissed him with a longing she hadn’t known she possessed. Daniel kissed her back with the same fire, wrapping her in his arms as if afraid the wind might carry her away.

Beneath the stars, between whispers and promises, Lillian forgot —just for a moment— that time was still moving forward.


Chapter XVIII: The Decision and the Goodbye

The cabin was silent, broken only by the crackling fire in the hearth.
Lillian’s words still hung in the air between them, heavy as the swamp’s mist.

Valerie watched her, studying every nuance in her expression. She saw the pain, the determination, and something more—something that made her own face grow warm.
“I can’t leave you,” Lillian repeated, squeezing Valerie’s hands in hers. “You’re my home. My family.”

Valerie felt something tear in her chest—and something else bloom. A sweet, aching relief.
“Oh, darling,” she whispered, brushing a hand against Lillian’s cheek. “My daughter.”

The word, spoken for the first time with full intention, made Lillian smile through her tears. But then she looked down, fingers nervously playing with the edge of her shawl.
“There’s something else I need to ask you,” she said, her voice so soft Valerie almost didn’t catch it. “Before Daniel leaves… I want to spend a night with him. To be… his woman. Completely.”

The air thickened. Valerie’s eyes widened, a flush rising up her neck. She wasn’t naïve—she’d seen the passion between them, the way Daniel looked at Lillian like she was the center of his universe. But hearing it said so plainly...
“Oh,” was all she managed.

Lillian looked up, both defiant and vulnerable.
“I don’t want to regret it. Not now… not when I finally feel like I own this body. Not when someone finally wants me exactly as I am.”

Valerie closed her eyes for a moment. She remembered her own youth—forbidden loves, missed chances. When she opened them again, her mind was made up.
“I have to travel to gather some supplies,” she said, trying to sound casual. “I could leave on Thursday. And return… at dawn.”

The look of gratitude Lillian gave her was worth more than a thousand words.

Daniel was waiting at the old mill, just as she had asked. His eyes lit up when he saw her enter, wearing the lavender silk gown Valerie had given her “for special occasions.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, taking her hands. “Have you really thought this through?”

Lillian nodded, stepping closer until their breaths mingled.
“I can’t go with you. But I can’t let you go without… without knowing what it feels like to love you completely.”

Daniel held his breath. Then, with a bow that would’ve been comical in any other moment, he swept her into his arms and carried her to the straw mattress covered in blankets he’d prepared.

That night, in whispers and caresses, Lillian discovered that womanhood wasn’t just in dresses or corsets—it was in the way Daniel adored her with his hands and lips, as though she were something precious. In how her body responded, forgetting entirely that it had ever been another.

When dawn painted the sky pink, they said goodbye with a kiss that tasted of tears and unspoken promises.


Chapter XIX: The Night of the Golden Butterflies

Valerie’s carriage disappeared down the dusty road as Lillian watched from the window, her hands gripping the edge of her apron. Her heart pounded so loudly she could almost hear it.
“You have the whole night,” Valerie had whispered as she said goodbye, adjusting her gloves with a smile that was half conspiratorial, half nervous. “Take care of yourself... and of him.”
Lillian hadn’t needed to hear more.
The cabin smelled of lavender and cinnamon when Lillian finished cleaning every corner. She lit beeswax candles—the expensive kind Valerie saved for special occasions—and filled the tub with hot water and essential oils.
She immersed herself slowly, letting the steam soften her skin, letting the scents envelop her like a second skin. Then, with trembling hands, she applied a drop of the precious amber lacrimosa liquid to her wrists, her neck, the hollow between her breasts.
“So he’ll always remember me like this,” she thought. “Beautiful. Confident. Woman.”
The dress she chose was mauve silk, with a neckline that exposed her collarbones and sleeves that fell like petals. The lingerie—a gift from Valerie months ago that she had never dared to wear—was black lace, so fine it looked like it had been spun by spiders.
When someone knocked on the door, she almost tripped over her own feet rushing to open it.
He was there, impeccable in a dark wool suit that smelled of lavender and fresh ink. He held a small bouquet of forget-me-nots—“So you won’t,” he said as he handed them to her—and a bottle of wine his father had saved since his youth.
“You look…” Daniel trailed off as he saw her, his eyes scanning her from head to toe. “My God, Lillian.”
She smiled, feeling the blush burn on her cheeks.
“Come in.”
The table was set with the good china—the one Valerie only used when the reverend came over (and only to annoy him). Lillian had prepared a lamb stew with herbs from the garden, freshly baked bread, and an apple tart she had learned to make by watching Valerie.
“I didn’t know you could cook like this,” Daniel murmured after the first bite, closing his eyes to savor it. “It’s incredible.”
“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me,” she replied, playing with the stem of her wine glass.
“I want to discover them all.”
The look they exchanged thickened the air between them.
When they finished dinner, they moved to the couch in front of the fireplace. Daniel poured more wine while Lillian arranged the logs so the flames would crackle strongly.
“I don’t want you to leave,” she whispered suddenly, resting her head on his shoulder. “But I don’t want you to stay just for me either.”
Daniel took her hand, tracing circles in her palm.
“I could write to you. Every week. And maybe, when your mother doesn’t need you so much anymore…”
“Shhh,” Lillian turned to him, placing a finger on his lips. “Let’s not talk about tomorrow tonight.”
Then she kissed him.
It was a slow, deep kiss, full of everything they didn’t dare say. Daniel responded with equal intensity, his hands finding the curve of her waist beneath the dress, caressing the silk as if it were the page of a sacred book.
When they broke apart, breathless, the flames painted their faces gold.
“Take me to bed,” Lillian said, looking into his eyes. “Make me yours, completely.”
Daniel didn’t need her to say it again.


Chapter XX: The Dance of the Golden Shadows

Daniel carried her down the hallway in his arms, his steps firm yet gentle, as if afraid to break the spell surrounding them. Lillian never took her eyes off his—those gray eyes glowing in the candlelight, deep as the sky before dawn.
The room was immaculate: clean sheets folded with care, rose petals scattered across the quilt (discreetly stolen from Valerie’s garden), and the scent of lavender and vanilla drifting in the air. Everything perfect. Everything prepared for this moment.
Carefully, Daniel laid her at the edge of the bed. Before he could speak, Lillian reached toward the vanity, where a small glass vial awaited.
“Just a little,” she whispered, uncorking the lacrimosa extract and dabbing a drop on her wrists. “So this night will be... unforgettable.”
The effect was almost immediate: a sweet warmth spread across her skin, flushing her chest, quickening her pulse. Daniel noticed—how could he not—and let out a muffled groan as he leaned in to capture her lips.
His hands were fire and curiosity.
One of Lillian’s hands clung to Daniel’s chest, feeling the wild beating beneath the linen shirt. The other hovered in the air, fingers slightly curled in a gesture so instinctively feminine it surprised even her.
Daniel was no less attentive: his palms traced the curve of Lillian’s waist, shaped by the corset, before sliding down to her thighs. The silk stockings crackled under his fingers, contrasting with the smoothness of the skin they concealed.
“Let me see more,” Daniel pleaded, pulling back just enough to remove his jacket and shirt.
Lillian held her breath.
Daniel’s shoulders were broader than she remembered, his torso marked by physical labor but lacking the roughness of the village men. When she reached out to touch him, she felt him shiver beneath her fingertips.
“You’re beautiful,” she murmured, and Daniel laughed—a low, desire-thick sound.
“You’re the beautiful one.”
Lillian turned on the bed, offering him her back.
“Help me,” she said, gesturing to the laces of her dress.
Daniel needed no further instruction. His fingers worked patiently, loosening each knot as though unraveling the secrets of her body. When the dress fell, revealing the black lace lingerie, Daniel gasped.
“My God…”
His lips first found the nape of Lillian’s neck, then the curve of her shoulders, while his hands moved down her ribs to her hips. She arched against him, feeling something firm and hot pressing against her through the thin fabric of her underwear.
Then she dared: turning around, she slid a hand between them, exploring the hardness pulsing beneath Daniel’s trousers. He growled, burying his face in her neck.
“I don’t know if I can wait,” he confessed, but Lillian was already slipping from the bed, kneeling in front of him.
What followed was a whirlwind of sensations:
Lillian’s mouth discovering every inch of Daniel, learning what sounds to draw from him.
His hands tangled in her hair, tugging just enough when she pushed him to the edge.
The moment Daniel lifted her and laid her on the bed, finally sliding the lingerie aside.
The brief pain, transformed into pleasure as their bodies found the perfect rhythm.
With her lips still burning and Daniel’s taste on her tongue, Lillian let herself be guided toward the pillows, feeling the mattress give beneath her. Daniel’s hands—so sure, so different from her own—traced her thighs with reverence, parting them gently as his body settled between them.
The first contact made her hold her breath: the tip of his erection, hot and wet, brushing that intimate part of her now pulsing with need. For a moment, fear flickered—could she really feel pleasure like this, in this transformed body?—but then Daniel looked at her, and in his eyes there was no doubt, only certainty.
“You’re perfect,” he murmured, and as he pushed inside, Lillian felt every fiber of her being adapt to him.
It wasn’t just the penetration that moved her, but the femininity blooming in every moan, in the way her hips arched instinctively to receive him, in how her silk stockings tangled with Daniel’s legs like vines. The corset was no longer a constraint but a reminder of every curve he adored; the lingerie, torn and soaked with sweat, a testament to her surrender.
And when pleasure exploded inside her, Lillian knew no plant, no elixir, could have made her feel as much a woman as this moment: desired, possessed, and above all, free in her own skin.


Chapter XXI: The Shadows of Hollow’s End

The Whitlocks’ wagon vanished on the horizon, dragging with it the last trace of light left in Lillian’s heart.
Valerie squeezed her hand in silence, but there were no words that could ease the emptiness Daniel left behind.
Autumn arrived with blasts of cold wind and dead leaves piling up on the thresholds of abandoned houses. Hollow’s End was dying—and with it, the patience of its inhabitants.
Lillian tried to stay busy—sorting herbs, helping Valerie with remedies, embroidering by the window—but every night, when she blew out the candles, her fingers instinctively searched for the letters Daniel had promised. None had arrived yet.
Valerie watched her with a mix of tenderness and worry.
“Winter delays the messengers,” she would say, handing her a cup of hot tea. “Don’t lose hope.”
Lillian nodded, but her eyes kept scanning the dusty road.
Without Daniel or his father, the Whitlocks’ shop closed its doors for good. What remained of the scientific supplies was looted, and the few men who still stayed in Hollow’s End began to look at Lillian with a mix of lust and resentment.
“Hey, Miss Voss,” the blacksmith called one afternoon, blocking her path outside the tavern. “Funny how your little friend left just when you needed him most, huh?”
His breath reeked of cheap alcohol. Lillian clutched her basket of remedies to her chest and stepped back.
“Leave her be, Eli,” growled a voice from inside. It was the tavern keeper, one of the few who still treated them with respect. “Or you’ll have to answer to me.”
But the warning wasn’t enough.
Every time Lillian went out alone, she felt eyes trailing her like wolves on the hunt.
One night, returning from delivering an infusion to old Mrs. Cooper, she heard footsteps behind her.
“What you got there, Lily?” a rough voice asked. It was Alden, the reverend’s illegitimate son, his eyes bloodshot and his hands black with coal dust.

Valerie’s Journal
October 15, 1824. Today Lillian came running home. Alden and his thugs chased her from town. It’s no longer safe for her to go out alone. Not for any of us.


Chapter XXII: Farewell to Hollow’s End

Dawn painted the sky in pale hues as Valerie locked the cottage door for the last time.
Lillian stood beside her, carrying a suitcase with her most precious belongings: a few garments, a small bundle of lacrimosa seeds carefully wrapped in cloth, and the book of poems Daniel had given her.
“Are you sure we haven’t forgotten anything?” Lillian asked, glancing back with nostalgia.
Valerie followed her gaze. The cottage, the greenhouse, the garden where her love for Daniel had blossomed. All of it would be left behind.
“Only things we don’t need anymore,” she replied, wrapping an arm around Lillian’s shoulders. “Come on, the carriage is waiting.”
Before leaving, they made one last stop at the village square.
“For Mrs. Cooper,” Lillian said, handing a jar of ointment for the joints to the elderly woman, who squeezed her hand with tearful eyes.
“For little Thomas,” Valerie gave a bag of peppermint candies to the blacksmith’s son—the only child who still greeted them with a smile.
Neither Reverend Crowe nor Alden showed up to say goodbye. Only the tavern keeper, the man who had once defended them, came forward.
“Take care,” he murmured, helping them into the carriage. “This town isn’t what it used to be.”
Lillian looked out the window as the carriage began to move. The empty houses, the abandoned fields, the silent tavern. Hollow’s End was now a shell of what it once was.
“Where are we going?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.
Valerie smiled, a mischievous gleam in her eyes.
“An old friend of mine, Dr. Elias Hart, runs a shop of books and remedies in Evergreen. It’s a small city, but welcoming. It has a library, a market…” She paused dramatically. “And a son your age. Very handsome, from what I hear.”
Lillian looked at her, surprised, then burst out laughing.
“Valerie! Seriously?”
“I’m just saying you might make a friend,” Valerie replied, mimicking the innocent tone she used when lying shamelessly. “If you feel like it, of course.”
Lillian leaned toward her, resting her head on her shoulder.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything.”
Valerie embraced her, gazing out the window as the road opened before them—toward an uncertain future, but one full of possibilities.

Valerie’s Journal
October 20, 1824. Today we left Hollow’s End behind. Lillian cried in silence as we passed the old mill. I cried on the inside, thinking of all we lost here. But also of what we gained: a daughter, a new life. Evergreen awaits us. And who knows—perhaps even a new love for her. The world is vast, and it’s time we explore it together.


Chapter XXIII: The Return of Cold Blood

The wind that swept through Hollow’s End no longer smelled of damp earth or freshly baked bread. Now it carried the stench of decay: rotting crops, dead animals in the fields, and the bitterness of a village consumed by its own misery.
The houses were shuttered, their windows boarded up. Only the Wounded Crow tavern remained open, though it no longer served beer—only cheap spirits that burned more than they comforted.
It was into this desolate landscape that Claire Voss made her entrance.
The carriage that brought her was a hulking mass of black wood and rusted iron, pulled by horses so skeletal they looked like ghosts. When the door opened, the few villagers bold enough to watch saw first the glove—black, immaculate—gripping the frame with long, pale fingers.
Claire descended with calculated movements, as if each step were an experiment in itself.
Her skin was white as freshly extinguished candle wax, and her black hair was pulled into a bun so tight it stretched her eyelids, giving her a permanently alert gaze. Her dress, also black, was not mourning attire—it was power: high collar, fitted sleeves, not a single crease out of place.
But the most unsettling part was her companions.
Two figures flanked her, dressed in rags that had once been servant uniforms. Their faces were masks of flesh without expression, eyes glassy, skin mottled with scars that shimmered with a sickly green hue. They didn’t speak. They didn’t blink. They followed Claire like obedient shadows.
“Where is Valerie Voss’s cottage?” Claire asked, her voice slicing the air like a scalpel.
No one answered—until the tavern keeper, braver (or drunker) than the rest, pointed toward the woods.
“Out there. But it’s abandoned.”
Claire smiled. It was like watching a spider spin its first thread.
“Perfect.”
The cottage was coated in dust and cobwebs, but intact. Claire walked through each room, her black gloves brushing the furniture as if extracting memories from the wood.
The greenhouse was dry, the plants dead. But in the lab, beneath a loose floorboard, she found what she was looking for:
Valerie’s journal.
The pages were filled with notes on Artemisa lacrimosa, diagrams of bodies in transition, and in the margins, small annotations that revealed more than Valerie had intended:
“Today, Lillian smiled without fear for the first time.”
Claire flipped through the pages eagerly, until she found a final entry:
“I’ve decided to suspend the research. Lacrimosa is not for playing God. It’s for understanding Him. And sometimes, understanding hurts more than ignorance.”
Claire snapped the book shut with a sharp thud.
“Fool,” she muttered. “You had the power to rewrite nature itself… and you threw it away.”
Then, on a forgotten shelf, she saw the vials.
Small, dusty—but filled with amber liquid that glowed even in the dim light.
Pure lacrimosa extract.
Claire held it up to the light, and for the first time in years, her eyes shimmered with something other than calculation.
It was hunger.

Claire’s Journal (First Entry)
November 15, 1827. Hollow’s End is a corpse. But from corpses, wonderful things are born. Aunt Valerie made a mistake: she loved her subject. I won’t have that weakness.
Note: Current servants are clumsy. I need better specimens. Stronger. More… moldable.


Chapter XXVI: Blackthorn Hall – The Birth of a Nightmare

The villagers of Hollow’s End no longer dared to look toward the forest.
Where once stood Valerie Voss’s modest cottage, now rose a dark, twisted structure—as if the forest itself had vomited up its most wicked roots to give it shape. Blackthorn Hall was not built; it was grafted.
Claire Voss oversaw every detail from the threshold, her black gloves stained with soil—and something more viscous. Behind her, her servants moved in silence, lurching like puppets with tangled strings.
“Higher,” Claire ordered, pointing to the rising walls of black stone. “I want it to be visible from the village.”
The servants obeyed, their muscles deformed by the raw amber liquid Claire had injected into them. They were men from the village, some who had vanished months ago.
In the basement, once Valerie’s lab, Claire distilled Artemisa lacrimosa essence in glass stills. The amber liquid bubbled—purified, concentrated… enhanced.
“Aunt Valerie only scraped the surface,” Claire murmured, watching a drop of the new compound dissolve a dead bird’s feather, transforming it into a crystalline structure. “But I will dig to the core.”
With silver syringes, she filled several labeled vials:
“Series A”: For physical transformation (compliant muscles, smooth skin, refined features).
“Series B”: For obedience (malleable mind, erased memories).
“Series C”: Her personal pride. A secret project.
The “volunteers” arrived deceived.
They were young women from nearby towns, lured by ads for maid positions in a “respectable household.” Claire welcomed them in the main hall, where the tea was always laced with a drop of Series A.
“It won’t hurt,” Claire lied, watching as the first candidate—a red-haired girl named Mara—lifted the cup to her lips. “It’s just… a change.”
The effects were swift.
Within hours, Mara was no longer Mara. Her skin paled, her hair darkened to jet black, her body reshaped into impossible proportions. By the time Claire injected Series B, she didn’t even remember her name.
“Welcome to Blackthorn, Number Seven,” Claire whispered, adjusting the corset of her new maid. “Now, go and prepare the next subject.”

Claire’s Journal
January 1, 1828. Blackthorn Hall is complete. The Ladies obey without question. The villagers fear even whispering my name. Aunt Valerie was afraid to play God. I am not. Because God is slow. And I… am in a hurry.


Afterword: The Echo of the Broken Bell
As the final words of this prequel fade, the reader is left standing on the threshold of a new and terrifying dawn for Hollow’s End. We have witnessed the birth of something monstrous in the depths of Blackthorn Hall—a place where compassion gave way to cruelty, and curiosity twisted into obsession. Claire’s journal entry, dated January 1st, 1828, is not an ending, but a chilling prologue: confirmation that darkness has taken root and is ready to bloom.

This prequel has served as a lament, a somber reminder of what Hollow’s End was before terror fully claimed it. We met Valerie Voss, the Widow who arrived not only with trunks of “strange instruments,” but with an inquisitive mind and a heart that sought beauty and solace in the properties of Artemisa lacrimosa. Her pursuit—driven by care and knowledge—stands in painful contrast to her niece’s cold ambition. Valerie represents the before, the uncorrupted innocence and potential that nonetheless sowed the seeds of its own undoing.

Then came the darkness, embodied in Claire. Her obsession with “perfection,” her ruthless desire to “play God,” and her utter disregard for the humanity of her “volunteers” have shown us the true face of the evil now looming. Mara, the red-haired girl who became “Number Seven,” is the silent, living proof of Claire’s arrogance—a transformation that encapsulates the loss of identity and the slavery that awaits those caught in Blackthorn Hall’s web.

The peace of Hollow’s End has been shattered, not by an external force, but by the manipulation of a brilliant and twisted mind. The villagers’ whispers about Widow Voss—once mere suspicion toward the unknown—will turn into tangible fear in the face of the “First Ladies” and Claire’s oppressive presence.

With Blackthorn Hall complete and the Ladies obeying without question, the stage is set. What comes next is the story of how Hollow’s End adapts—or succumbs—to the iron will of Claire Voss. This prequel is the broken bell that heralds an oncoming storm, a testament to the fine line between discovery and depravity, and a warning that the greatest horrors often spring from the noblest intentions, perverted by unchecked ambition.

The true nightmare is only beginning.
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