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    For my wife— my reason for staying, my reason for beginning.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "It wasn't enough. It was what they had."
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Part One: The Knock

Chapter One: The Keeper
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Yarrow woke the way they always woke: slowly, and then all at once, and then slowly again, as if consciousness couldn't decide whether it wanted them.

The room around them was the same room it had been when they'd closed their eyes—a small chamber with walls that remembered being a study, bookshelves sagging under the weight of half-finished manuscripts, a window that looked out on nothing. But it was also not the same room. The chair by the cold fireplace had migrated three feet to the left. The rug had developed a new pattern, something floral and sad. The books had rearranged themselves by some logic Yarrow had never been able to parse—not alphabetical, not chronological, not by color or size or subject. By feeling, maybe. By the weight of their unfinished sentences.

The house did this. The house was always doing this—shifting, settling, dreaming its own strange dreams. Yarrow had stopped being unsettled by it centuries ago. Or yesterday. Or before the concept of yesterday had meaning.

They rose from the bed that had once been a boat, in a story about a girl who sailed to the edge of the world and never came back. The mattress still rocked sometimes, when the house remembered. Yarrow steadied themselves against the motion and reached for the robe hanging on the door—velvet, deep green, with gold embroidery that spelled out words in a language no one spoke anymore. It had belonged to a wizard, once. Or a king. Or a wizard-king, in one of those stories where the two were the same thing.

Their feet found the floor. Cold stone, then warm wood, then something that felt like moss but couldn't be. The house didn't know what it wanted to be this morning. The house rarely did.

Yarrow moved through the doorway and into the hall.
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THE CORRIDOR STRETCHED in both directions, longer than it had any right to be. Doors lined the walls—oak and iron and glass and bone, thresholds from a thousand different tales, doors that remembered being opened and closed and locked and broken down. Some were safe, leading to rooms Yarrow tended regularly, fragments that had stabilized into something like peace. Others were dangerous—not malevolent, but unstable, stories that hadn't finished dying, narratives still thrashing against their own dissolution.

Yarrow knew which was which. That was part of what they were for.

They turned left, toward the kitchen, trailing their fingers along the wallpaper as they walked. The paper was burgundy today, patterned with roses that hadn't decided whether they were blooming or wilting. Under Yarrow's touch—the woodcutter's hands, broad and calloused, built for gripping axe-handles and saving people who would never be saved—the roses shivered. Settled. Chose, for the moment, to bloom.

"Good morning," Yarrow murmured. Not to the roses. To the house itself, the vast and breathing thing that surrounded them, that had always surrounded them. "How are we today?"

The house didn't answer. It never answered, not in words. But Yarrow felt the response in the way the corridor shortened slightly, the way the light through the windows warmed by a degree. The house was tired. The house was always tired. But it was glad, in its alien way, that Yarrow was awake.

They had that in common, at least. The gladness. The way it felt to not be alone, even if the company was imperfect, even if the house couldn't speak and Yarrow couldn't leave and neither of them had chosen this but here they were, together, at the edge of everything.

It wasn't enough. It was what they had.
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THE KITCHEN WAS A KITCHEN the way a memory is a memory—approximate, impressionistic, more feeling than fact.

There was a stove that had never been lit. Cupboards that held dishes from a dozen different stories: chipped china from a tale about a girl who served a beast, silver platters from a narrative about a prince who couldn't taste his food, wooden bowls worn smooth by the hands of children who had been lost in the woods and found their way home and then been forgotten anyway, the finding as impermanent as the losing.

On the counter, in the center of the room, sat the apple.

Yarrow paused to look at it, as they did every morning. Or every time-that-felt-like-morning. The apple was red, perfectly red, red in the way that only poison could be. It gleamed with a light that had no source—the last remnant of a story about a girl and a queen and a sleep that was supposed to be broken by something, but the story had been forgotten before the breaking could happen. Now the apple just sat, waiting, perfect and terrible and forever.

Yarrow didn't touch it. They never touched it. Some things were meant to be witnessed, not handled.

They moved past the counter to the window above the basin. Outside—if outside was the word, if anything beyond the glass could be called outside—the grey pressed close. It had texture today, the grey. Layers and depths, like fog but thicker, like smoke but colder. Sometimes Yarrow thought they could see shapes in it. Other houses, maybe. Other edges. Other keepers, tending their own collections of the lost.

But probably not. Probably they were alone out here, the only solid thing in a sea of dissolved narratives, the only keeper at the only edge.

Probably.
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THEY ATE, BECAUSE THE body they had been given expected it.

Yarrow sat at a table that had once been grand, in a dining room that had once held feasts. Now it held only them—one chair pulled out, one plate set, one fork moving through motions that had become ritual. The bread was dense and dark, and it tasted of nothing, or of everything: a famine-story's hunger, a harvest-story's plenty, all the meals that had ever been imagined and then forgotten, compressed into something that was technically food.

They chewed. They swallowed. They did not taste.

Across the table, the other chairs sat empty. Seventeen of them, high-backed and waiting, their cushions still holding the impressions of guests who had never arrived. Yarrow had stopped setting extra places centuries ago. Or yesterday. The hope had hurt more than the absence.

After eating, they washed the single plate in water that came from a tap that hadn't existed yesterday. They dried their hands on a towel embroidered with someone's initials—J.A.R., in blue thread, the letters slightly uneven, clearly stitched by hand. Whose hands? What story? Yarrow didn't know. The house was full of remnants like this, pieces so small they'd lost all context, letters and images and sensations that had once belonged to something whole and now just were, floating free, attached to nothing.

The towel was soft against their skin. That small comfort, at least, was real.
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THE MORNING—OR THE time-that-was-morning—was for rounds.

Yarrow moved through the house methodically, their footsteps the only sound, checking on the stories that needed checking. The tower room, where a girl had once waited for rescue: the window was intact, the hair still coiled in the corner, the dust undisturbed. The girl herself was long gone—faded into the nothing, or absorbed into the house, or simply stopped, the way stories stopped when there was no one left to tell them. But the room remained. The waiting remained. Yarrow touched the windowsill gently and felt the echo of longing, old
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