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    For every woman still writing her own story— you are not finished. You get to decide how it ends.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "You don't get to cut out the bad parts and pretend they never happened. But you don't have to let them be the only parts either."
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Chapter One: The House That Shouldn't Stand
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The house had no business standing. It leaned into the dark like a woman tired of waiting—roof bowed, shutters hanging from single hinges, wood so black it seemed to swallow what little light wandered through the trees. The forest had grown around it and into it, roots splitting the foundation, branches pressing through windows like hands reaching for something warm. From the outside it was a warning. A place children would point to and dare each other to approach. A place where the path ended and the stories began.

She had built it that way on purpose.

Not the rot—that came with time—but the darkness, yes. The way it seemed to breathe wrong. The way it made travelers walk faster and pull their cloaks tighter and think of their mothers. She needed them to pass by. She needed to be forgotten the way her stories had been forgotten—slowly at first, then all at once, until even the forgetting was forgotten.

Inside was different.

Inside, the walls held worlds.

She had papered the front room in pages—handwritten, hand-worn, edges soft as skin from all her touching. A girl who turned into a river to escape a king. A queen who sewed her own shadow back on and used it to strangle the man who tried to take her throne. A mother who walked into the sea and came back as something the sea had made—salt-eyed and hungry and finally free. These were the stories no one told anymore. The ones where women didn't wait. The ones where the ugly thing was sometimes the right thing. The ones where the ending was a door and not a window.

She tended them the way others tended gardens.

Every morning—though morning meant nothing here, in the lidless dark beneath the canopy—she walked the rooms and touched the pages and listened. Some stories were quiet. Content. Sleeping in their jars like fireflies gone still. Others paced. Others wanted out. Others she had to sing to, low and tuneless, until they settled.

Her name—she had one once. She was certain of it. Something given to her before she was old enough to refuse it. But names were like light in this place. They didn't last. They wandered off. They got lost in the spaces between the trees and never found their way back.

The Keeper.

That was what she called herself now. And the stories called her nothing at all—which suited her fine. Stories don't need to name you to know you. They just need you to hold them—gently, gently—and never let them go out.

#
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SHE WAS NOT BORN WHOLE.

This she knew the way she knew the smell of rain before it fell—in her body, beneath language. She had been stitched. Not from cloth or thread but from tellings. A fragment of this story, a shard of that one. Someone had made her—long ago, in a time she couldn't reach no matter how far back she walked through her own memory—from all the women who had been left on the cutting room floor.

The girl who escaped but was never written down.

The mother whose ending was torn out and burned.

The crone who was supposed to die in the second act but somehow didn't—somehow kept walking—somehow found her way here, to this house, to this work.

She was their patchwork. Their afterlife. Their still-going.

And in return, she kept the others. The ones who hadn't been lucky enough to become her. The ones who existed only on paper now—fragile, fading, calling out in voices only she could hear.

Don't let me disappear.

Don't let them forget what I did.

I won. I won. Doesn't anyone remember that I won?

She remembered. She would always remember. That was the work. That was the house. That was the whole of her life in this place where light didn't reach but the stories—

The stories were enough.
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Chapter Two: The Woman Who Became a Key
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There was a room at the back of the house where she kept the smallest stories.

Not small in meaning—never that—but small in length. The ones that had been worn down to almost nothing. A paragraph. A handful of sentences. A single image that somehow held an entire life. These were the most fragile. The ones closest to disappearing. She visited them first each day—if day was what you could call it—and she stayed longest.

The room was narrow and warm. She had lined the walls with fabric the color of rust and old blood because the stories here needed softness. Needed holding. Glass jars sat on shelves that climbed to the ceiling—dozens of them—each one containing a folded piece of paper no bigger than a thumb. When she was very quiet she could hear them. Not words exactly. More like humming. More like the sound a candle makes in the moment before it goes out.

She reached for one now.

The jar was cold in her palm—strange, since the room was warm—and inside the paper had yellowed to the color of cream left too long in the sun. She unscrewed the lid. Unfolded the page. The writing was so small she had to bring it close to her face, close enough to smell the ink, close enough to feel the words against her lips as she read them aloud.

This was how you tended a story. You spoke it. You gave
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