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Chapter One – The Night Joy Found a Stranger Under the Stars
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Joy had always thought the night sky was the only place quiet enough to hear themselves think.

Most evenings, when the world dimmed and the streetlights flickered on one by one like tired lanterns, Joy slipped out the back door of their apartment and climbed the narrow hill behind the building. It wasn’t much — just a patch of grass and a few crooked pines — but the view opened wide enough to catch the stars when the clouds behaved. Up there, no one asked questions. No one looked at them too closely. No one expected them to be anything other than a person sitting in the dark, staring up.

Which was exactly what Joy needed tonight.

They hugged their knees, breathing in the cool air. The day had been too bright, too loud, too filled with the sensation of eyes pressing on them. Someone at work had used the wrong name — not the wrong name exactly, just the one that felt like sand in Joy’s mouth. Someone else had made a joke Joy didn’t understand but felt somehow targeted by. Everything had stacked until Joy’s chest filled with a strange weight, like something trying to break through from the inside.

Up here, the weight eased. Usually.

Tonight, it didn’t.

Joy sighed, pressing their forehead against their knees. “I’m fine,” they whispered, though no one had asked.

A soft scraping sound broke the quiet.

Joy jerked upright. At the far edge of the hill, where the pines cast the grass into deeper darkness, someone knelt with their back turned. A figure — tall, slight, wrapped in a dark coat — was bent over something propped on their knees. For a wild moment Joy thought they were praying.

Then the figure shifted, and a pencil glinted in the moonlight.

Drawing.
Someone else was up here drawing.
Joy’s first reflex was to leave — retreat, vanish, avoid being perceived — but something about the stranger kept them still. Maybe it was the calmness in the way they sat, like they belonged to the night as much as any constellation. Or maybe it was the fact that Joy had never once encountered another person on this hill in the two years they’d claimed it as their sanctuary.

The stranger paused in their sketching, head lifting slightly.
“I didn’t mean to scare you,” they said without turning around. Their voice was soft, almost musical, like they were afraid to disturb the stars. “This spot looked empty. I didn’t realize someone else used it.”
Joy swallowed. “It’s... okay. I don’t own it.”

The stranger chuckled faintly and finally turned.

The first thing Joy noticed was their eyes — gentle, reflective, as if they held starlight inside them. Then the rest of their face came into focus: sharp cheekbones, soft mouth, hair just long enough to curl at the ends. They didn’t look startled. They looked... curious.

“Hi,” the stranger said. “I’m Francis.”

Joy hesitated. Giving their name always felt like stepping onto thin ice. But something in Francis’s gaze made the risk feel less sharp.

“I’m Joy.”

Francis’s smile warmed. “That’s a beautiful name.”

Joy didn’t know what to say to that, so they nodded awkwardly and stared down at the grass.

Francis didn’t push the moment. They turned back to their sketchbook, pencil moving delicately across the page. Joy watched them for a few seconds, then tried to look away and found they couldn’t.

The sound of the pencil was soothing — a whisper, a soft scratch — and Joy realized they weren’t being asked to talk, to explain, to perform. They were simply being allowed to exist.

After a few minutes, Francis tilted their sketchbook so Joy could see the faint outlines of a constellation, lines connecting stars Joy didn’t recognize.

“You’re drawing the sky?” Joy asked, surprised to hear their own voice.

“Mm,” Francis hummed. “Sort of. I’m drawing the stories I think might be hiding up there.”

Joy blinked. “Stories?”

Francis nodded, eyes returning to the page. “People used to make constellations based on the myths they needed. Courage, love, tragedy, transformation.” Their pencil outlined a small curve. “Sometimes the sky feels like a map of everything we’re too afraid to say out loud.”

Joy felt a pulse behind their ribs. “You... believe that?”

Francis’s lips twitched. “I believe people use the stars as mirrors. They tell the sky what they can’t tell themselves.”

Joy looked up, suddenly self-conscious under the wide sweep of the night. “What does this one say?” they asked, gesturing toward the drawing.

Francis hesitated — not out of secrecy, but out of care. “It’s new,” they said. “I think it’s about someone trying very hard to understand who they are. Someone who feels... suspended. Between places. Between selves.”

Joy’s breath snagged.

Francis didn’t look at them when they said it. They didn’t need to.

Joy exhaled slowly. “Is that really a constellation?”

“It is now,” Francis replied, meeting Joy’s gaze at last. “We get to decide these things.”

Silence stretched, but it wasn’t heavy. It wasn’t the kind that pressed on Joy’s lungs. It felt like the silence between waves.

“Do you always come up here?” Francis asked gently.

“Most nights,” Joy admitted. “It’s quiet. No one expects anything from me.” They paused. “What about you? I’ve never seen you here before.”

Francis shifted, tugging their coat closer around their body. “I travel from spot to spot. Different hills, parks, rooftops. I like collecting pieces of the sky from everywhere.” Their smile softened. “Tonight I guess I needed this hill.”

Joy nodded, watching the shadows play across Francis’s features. There was something unusual about them — or maybe not unusual, just beautifully unguarded. Joy couldn’t tell if Francis was masculine or feminine or somewhere entirely else, but the question didn’t feel necessary. Francis simply... was.

And Joy liked that more than they could articulate.

Francis resumed sketching, and Joy found themselves scooting a little closer, curiosity outweighing caution.

“Can I watch?”

Francis’s answering smile was bright enough to rival the stars. “I’d like that.”

For several minutes, they sat together in easy quiet. Francis’s hand moved with confidence, but also softness, as though touching the page too firmly might scare something away. Joy leaned forward slightly, entranced by the way the constellation took shape — not geometric and perfect, but organic, like it was growing.

“What do you see when you look at the sky?” Francis asked without looking up.

Joy startled. “Me?”

“Mm.” Francis’s pencil paused. “Everyone sees something different.”

Joy considered the question carefully. Most people expected an answer like peace or beauty or infinity. But the truth felt heavier, closer to bone.

“I see possibility,” Joy whispered. “And... distance. Like everything up there is so far away but still matters. More than I do.”

Francis turned to them, expression soft but sharp enough to catch Joy’s breath. “You matter,” they said quietly. “Even if you can’t feel it yet.”

Joy hadn’t expected the words. They hit like a meteor — sudden, bright, impossible to ignore.

They looked away, cheeks warming. “You don’t even know me.”

Francis nodded once, not arguing. “Not yet.”

Joy’s heart skipped. Not yet sounded like a door opening.

They didn’t speak for a long while after that. The night settled around them like a blanket, and the stars blinked in and out of thin clouds. Joy wrapped their arms around their knees again, but the tension inside them had shifted — loosened, melted, softened.

Finally Francis closed their sketchbook and stood, brushing grass from their coat. “I should go.”

Joy didn’t want the moment to end. “Will you come back?”
The words slipped out before they could stop them.
Francis tilted their head, as though studying the question’s shape. “Do you want me to?”

Joy hesitated — the old fear pressing at their throat, the fear of wanting too much, being too much.

“...yes.”

Francis’s smile returned, gentler this time. “Then I will.”

They turned to leave, pausing at the tree line. “Goodnight, Joy.”

Joy whispered it back, feeling the name settle inside them differently than it had all day. Softer. True, somehow.

When Francis disappeared down the hill, Joy lay back on the grass and stared up at the sky — the same sky as always, but it looked different tonight.

As if someone had added a new star.
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Chapter Two – Francis’s Secret Constellation Map 
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Joy didn’t expect to see Francis again so soon.

After last night, after the strange calm that followed them home and lingered through sleep, Joy assumed it had been a one-time crossing of paths — a quiet moment gifted by the universe and then taken back.

But the next evening, when Joy climbed the familiar hill and settled in their usual patch of grass, Francis was already there.

Sitting beneath the crooked pine.
Sketchbook open.
Starlight caught in their hair like silver dust.
They looked up the moment Joy approached, as though sensing them before they even made a sound.

“You came back,” Francis said, smiling softly.

Joy felt heat bloom under their skin. “So did you.”

Francis patted the grass beside them in invitation. Joy sat down slowly, careful not to seem too eager, though their heart thudded with a strange mix of nervousness and relief.

For a few moments, neither spoke. The sky was darker tonight, thick with stars sharp enough to cut the darkness. Francis’s pencil moved in gentle arcs across the page.

Joy watched, fascinated. “What are you drawing this time?”

“A story,” Francis murmured.

Joy blinked. “A story?”

Francis nodded, tapping the page lightly. “Every constellation I draw comes from someone’s story.” They paused, gaze lifting to the sky. “Things people tell me when they think no one else is listening.”

Joy’s breath caught. “People tell you things? Up here?”

Francis smiled, a little wistfully. “You’d be amazed how honest people become under a night sky. Something about it loosens whatever they’ve been holding too tightly.”

Joy looked away, feeling suddenly transparent.
Like Francis could already see something in them — something Joy had never dared to speak.
“Do you... record everything people say?” Joy asked cautiously.

“Not everything,” Francis said. “Just the pieces they give me permission to keep.”

Joy studied their face. “And the constellation from last night? The one about someone suspended between selves?”

Francis paused, pencil hovering above the sketchbook. “That one wasn’t from anyone else.” Their voice lowered, gentle. “It was just a feeling I had.”

Joy swallowed. “About me?”

Francis didn’t answer directly. Instead, they turned the sketchbook around again.

Tonight’s drawing was different — not one constellation, but many small ones, forming a map. Joy leaned closer, surprised at the intricacy. Tiny stars dotted the page, connected by fine lines, shaped into symbols Joy couldn’t name.

“It’s beautiful,” Joy said softly.

Francis exhaled, almost shyly. “It’s my secret map.”

Joy’s brows rose. “Secret?”

Francis nodded. “Every person I’ve ever met under the stars has a constellation. Not the ones from astronomy, but the ones from their stories.” They pointed to various parts of the drawing. “This one’s about a guy who told me he felt invisible until he started singing again. This one’s from a girl who used the sky to remember her grandmother. This one’s from someone who wanted to change their whole
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