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Mud on Silk

––––––––
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RAIN CAME CROSSWISE, needled by wind, turning the approach to Thornefast into a crease of river. Banners stuck to stone like tongues. Courtiers gathered beneath silk canopies along the outer walk and did what courtiers do best when a structure failed: they remarked on the weather.

Tamsin Reed measured the failing vine-arch with her eyes and the ache in her hands. The arch was a rib of living thorn trained over the gate centuries ago and meant to flex, not groan. It groaned now, root-lines shuddering, leaf-glass panes along the flanks coughing mist. The scent under the rain was vinegar and bruised nettle—blight and fear.

“Don’t touch it,” someone in plum brocade said, as though that might persuade gravity.

Tamsin set down her pack in the mud, stripped off her cloak, and pulled red thread and willow stakes from the outer pocket. “Then I’ll only talk to it,” she answered, sunlight in her voice despite the storm. The red thread clung wetly to her fingers. She kissed the blade of her knife—it was habit, not prayer—and slid the tip into seam and cambium where the arch’s weight had shifted.

The arch answered with a long creak that rose, curious. “There you are,” Tamsin murmured. “I’ve got you.”

She worked the emergency graft by feel more than sight—storm light strobing, mud licking her boots. Feed before prune. Redirect before cut. Truth before salve. The rules she trusted had nothing to do with courts. She opened a pocket in the sound wood above the tear, set a willow stake at an angle, and cross-lashed it with red thread, the knot sitting snug as a wedding band. A second stake took the strain from a twisting brace that had carried too much for too long.

“Has the Master of Petals been informed?” another voice asked, brittle with outrage.

Tamsin didn’t look up. She listened. Beneath her palms, the arch’s tremor evened into a steadier throb. Sap hummed. The scent of green apple peel—curiosity—cut through the vinegar sting. She breathed with it. “Two more ties and you can all stop pretending you aren’t scared,” she said, pitching her tone to calm and teasing in equal measure.

A ripple of offended raincoats passed along the canopy line, but no one left. The arch eased, enough that Tamsin risked the cut that would redirect a pocket of rot into an old dead knot just above a decorative finial. She winced when a thorn glanced her knuckle. Blood beaded, greened, and soaked. The living palace drank mortal blood differently—listening to it.

The courtiers began to applaud one heartbeat too early—a soft run of polite fingertips under silk—because the arch looked saved. But Tamsin felt the shifting still, the last hidden strain. “Quiet,” she said without looking back. “Listen.”

They didn’t, of course. The rain did. The rain hushed, a wash against stone. Tamsin pressed her ear to the wood. A groan somewhere beneath the groan. She slid her knife in one careful finger’s width and released a knot of pressure. The arch exhaled. She did, too. The vines settled on their posts like a tired animal easing into a sling.

“Who is that?” someone whispered. The question pinched the air, and the chandeliers inside the gate—bioluminescent pods in iron cages—flickered as though the palace had rolled its eyes.

“An itinerant kitchen gardener,” another replied, with the peculiar contempt of people who never grew anything they couldn’t wear.

“Greenbinder,” Tamsin corrected, finally straightening, mud to her knees. She tested the straps, checked the tie-points, and then—because she trusted her craft and distrusted display—she pressed two fingers to the braced rib and said, softly, “Is that better?”

The arch returned a small, satisfied creak. Bell-motes drifted down from the wet under-leaf in a scatter of dim chimes, barely audible under the rain. The little bells only formed when bonds were honest; some courts bought them by the basketful to string on mantels and pretend. In Thornefast, they grew where they would.

“You presume to speak to the gate,” the plum-brocade man said. His silk had escaped the mud. His pride hadn’t.

“Someone forgot to speak to it at all,” Tamsin said, tired now, the sunshine worn down to flint. She gestured with her chin at a line of brown rot where the training had been neglected for seasons. “When you lie to a living thing, it keeps the receipt.”

The crowd went sharp and quiet in the way of rooms where truth had just been named in public. The pods beyond the arch brightened a fraction. The man in plum opened his mouth to answer and closed it again, because something else had entered the walk, something that gathered the weather and the eyes of the room the way a cliff gathers a tide.

The king came without fanfare, flanked by two guards in thorn-worked harness. Eryx Thorne’s crown was not a circlet but a living bramble that rooted in his hair and along his scalp, small black thorns the size of a woman’s little finger burrowed just enough to hurt and never enough to kill. He had the look of a man who slept in armor and woke to find his armor had grown teeth.

He paused under the arch she had just steadied. The crown tightened, a bead of blood bright on his temple like a burst berry. The pods inside the gate dimmed on cue, as if swallowing their own breath.

“It holds,” Eryx said, rain flattening his hair, voice even. His gaze moved over the red thread and willow stakes, over Tamsin’s mud, over the courtiers’ silk. “Who answered the gate?”

“Tamsin Reed,” she said, wiping her knife on her sleeve to clean it before she sheathed it. “If you want the truth names to go with the rot, I have them. If you’d prefer I pretend—”

“Then we would be like any other court,” he said, and the crown tightened again at the lie he didn’t voice. A spasm crossed his jaw, brief and ugly. He didn’t touch the thorn. A king learned early not to look like he flinched.

The plum-brocade man found courage—of a sort—in proximity to a throne. “Your Majesty, this intruder has no standing. The Master of Petals should have been summoned.”

“The Master of Petals,” said another voice from the inner walk, dry as salt. Lady Vire approached with the kind of beauty that didn’t apologize to knives. Her white gloves were clean, her gaze precise. “Was in the bath. And now she is here.” Her attention took in the rescue with an appraiser’s caution. “Adequate,” she conceded. To Tamsin: “Who taught you to lash weight with willow?”

“Willow taught me,” Tamsin said. It wasn’t a joke. The rain broadcast a scent of green apple again, curious.

Vire’s mouth did a small, private thing that might have been respect. “What you’ve done will hold the day,” she said. “It will not hold the season.”

“It will if the hall stops lying to it,” Tamsin replied. “This,” she touched the rot seam, gentle as a hand on a fevered brow, “is the place where someone promised a repair and didn’t come back. The palace remembers.”

Pods brightened. The crown’s thorns eased a hair. Eryx’s eyes—forest dark, badly slept—narrowed. Rain coursed over his cheek and down the edge of a thorn track. “Name your standing,” he said to Tamsin. When she hesitated, he added, not unkindly, “Before the silk makes up a name for you.”

She could have said itinerant. She could have said kitchen gardener. She could have said hungry. “Greenbinder,” she answered. “I keep what’s living alive. The kitchens took me on this morning. If you require more pedigree, I have none to offer but the arch that hasn’t crushed your courtiers.”

“Useful,” Vire murmured, which was, in this court, the tenderest compliment.

Eryx’s gaze flicked to the throng, which had already begun to ferment the moment into a dozen storylines, none of them useful. He made a decision the way men make cuts: fast, because the wood won’t wait. “Tamsin Reed,” he said, voice pitched to reach the canopies, “keep Thornefast alive and my halls will shelter your people from the floodplain to the far kitchens. Tools, hands, and authority appropriate to the task. In return you’ll submit your methods to the Steward’s ledger.”

A murmur, shocked. Shelter was coin the court could measure.

Tamsin tasted mud, metal, mint. Her people. The floodplain crofts and the crawlers’ barge families and the women who kept the ovens hot when the wind came down wrong. The word shelter rang like a bell-mote in her chest. “On condition,” she said, because bargains without conditions are collars. “No lies in the workroom. No ceremonial pruning near nurseries without my say. And anyone who wants a garden cut has to sit there and listen to the plant tell me what it wants.”

The last earned a wave of disgust that moved like wind through silk. Eryx didn’t glance at them. “Agreed to the first two,” he said. His mouth twisted. “Explain the third.”

“It teaches patience,” Tamsin said. “And truth. Plants take their time, and they don’t flatter. If a lord can sit through a vine telling me it’s thirsty, he might manage a meeting without lying to your face.”

The pods blazed, just for a breath, as though laughter had entered the system without warning. Eryx’s eyes sharpened. The crown didn’t tighten.

Lady Vire rotated a white glove by the cuff. “You will submit your hours and your supply requests to me,” she said. It was not a question. “And you will bathe.”

Tamsin glanced down at herself: mud, thread ends, blood. “After I tend the nursery seam.”

The plum-brocade man sputtered. “She can’t simply—”

“Chamberlain Nettle,” Eryx said, and the name pinned the man to his own silk. “You will escort Greenbinder Reed to the warmworks and provide her with whatever she requires. If you obstruct, I’ll assign you to the blight rooms in boots without soles.”

The chamberlain’s smile produced no heat. “Majesty,” he said, bowing just enough to keep the crown from hissing. He turned that smile on Tamsin and made it kinder. “This way.”

Tamsin shouldered her pack. Before she followed, she set her palm against the arch once more. The wood’s grain ticked under her skin—two soft knocks. Request for silence. “I know,” she whispered. “We’ll make them quieter.” Her thumb brushed the red thread knot. The bell-motes stirred in the rain.

Eryx watched her like a man measuring a strange tool for weight and balance. “Reed,” he said, as she passed. She paused. He didn’t soften his voice. “No lies in the workroom,” he repeated, as if to bind himself to it.

“No lies in the workroom,” she said back. The lantern beside him brightened, verifying the vow in a tidy halo.

They moved inward. The outer walk bled rain to stone; the inner halls breathed. Leaf-glass panes ran with water in sheets. The perfume shifted from nettle and vinegar to steam and yeast and something sharp as mint. Kitchens ahead. Hesta Loom—Tamsin knew the name the way cooks know the names of other cooks who keep people alive—waited in the doorway with towels and a face already braced against court foolishness.

“You the one who made the silk shut up?” Hesta asked, to save time and affection for later.

“I tied their arch,” Tamsin said.

“Close enough,” Hesta said, and thumped a towel into Tamsin’s hands. “Warmworks are through here. You’ll want salve, and bread, in that order. Your hands look like you lost a fight with a hedgehog.”

“They look like I won a fight with rot,” Tamsin said, and finally, now that the arch wasn’t about to come down on anyone’s head, she let herself shake. The tremor came light at first, then bone-deep. Hesta caught her elbow without making a drama of it and steered her toward steam and light.

The palace listened. Floorboards softened underfoot, then firmed, adjusting their give to her weight. The walls sighed a breath like a bellows. In the grain she could hear it again, the low whalesong of the root network speaking in long vowels and unfamiliar grammar. She didn’t know the words yet. She knew the feeling: a thing carrying too much and forgetting how to ask to be helped.

“Share the weight,” the creak said, or she imagined it said. The scent of rain on stone—the palace’s forgiveness smell—threaded the warm air and lodged behind her eyes like a promise.

In the workroom—long table, hooks for tools, caged lanterns hung low—Eryx waited with a cloth in one hand and oil in the other. He had shed the wet and the guards but not the thorn. Up close the Diadem was worse, not less: little black hooks sunk at the hairline, the barest glisten of sap where thorn met skin.

“Sit,” he said. “We’ll set the rules now, while the silk is digesting the spectacle.”

Tamsin sat. Hesta put bread and salted butter under her hand. The first bite retaught her body that it was allowed to be warm. Eryx’s gaze tracked her hands as though they were evidence and balm both.

“No lies in the workroom,” he said again, softer this time. “That will include me.”

She nodded, mouth full. Swallowed. “Good. Then the first truth is that this—” she set the bread down and lifted a hand, palm up, to the edge of the crown “—isn’t sustainable. Not because you are weak. Because you aren’t a structure. You’re a man.”

Something like humor tried and failed to be born at his mouth. “There’s a decree somewhere that says otherwise,” he said. “Signed by a boy who believed he could be wall and roof and windbreak to a nation.”

“Boys write dangerous decrees,” Tamsin said. “Men revise them.” She picked up the oil, sniffed it, and nodded approval. “May I?”

He didn’t move his head. He moved his eyes. “You may.”

She folded the cloth, three neat squares, the way she always had. The first touch was to his hair, lifting it so the thorn didn’t pull more than it had to. The second was to the crown itself, oil along the base where the living bramble nested against skin. He breathed out on the third touch, slow and long, and she counted breaths with him. One. Two. Three. The pods above them brightened a shade. The crown did not tighten.

“Tell me when it hurts,” she said.

“It already hurts,” he said. “I will tell you when it stops.”

“Deal,” she said. “Second truth: someone lied about the nursery seam near the south annex. It’s buckling. If it goes, you’ll lose the balustrade choir first and then the gallery. Vire knows. The chamberlain knows. I don’t know who else.”

“Third truth,” he countered, surprising her: “I can’t remember the last time I slept without waking to bite my own jaw. You will see me at my worst. You have my leave to tell me when my worst is becoming everyone’s problem.”

Hesta, buttering bread for herself now because no one had perfected dignity on an empty stomach, snorted. “Majesty, with respect, your worst already is everyone’s problem.”

He inclined his head. The lantern warmed, acknowledging. “Then we start tonight,” he said to Tamsin. “The nursery seam.”

“Feed before prune,” she said. “Redirect before cut. Truth before salve.”

A bell-mote drifted between them and chimed, faint as a raindrop. The sound slid into the grain of the table and out along the walls, and the palace answered with a breath they could both feel.

“Share the weight,” the root-speech creaked again, unmistakable this time.

Eryx closed his eyes, just briefly, and let the words land. “We will,” he said. He opened them on Tamsin and did a rare thing for a king in his own seat. He asked. “Will you?”

She let the sunshine back into her voice, on purpose. “I just lashed your gate with red thread, Majesty. You can call that an answer.”

The lantern flared brighter, verifying. The crown didn’t bite. And somewhere in the nursery seam, the rot shifted, listening for the hands that had promised to come.
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First Blood

––––––––
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THE HIGH TABLE WAS a loop of leaf-glass and dark wood, set like a polished scar in the great hall. It breathed, barely—minute expansions and contractions as the palace adjusted to speech the way a body adjusts to weather. Music from the balustrade choir combed the room into order. The lights in their iron cages wore silk shades tonight, a concession to ceremony; the silk filtered the pods’ truth-glow to something flattering and vague.

Tamsin took her assigned place at the long side, two seats from the foot where Hesta Loom presided over the warm dishes like a general who had found better uses for knives. Lady Vire sat across, a white crescent of composure in a chair custom-carved to fit her back. Chamberlain Nettle’s plum brocade claimed the pivot seat near the king—close enough to whisper, far enough to deny whispering.

Eryx entered without crown pageantry and with the crown all the same. The bramble drank light: a black halo rooted in his scalp. A thin salve-shine marked where Tamsin had oiled thorns earlier; the skin there looked less angry. He wore the kind of black that made lesser silks look cheap. When he sat, the pods brightened—just a fraction—as if making room for him.

Hesta poured wine, then water, and set down a plate of bread that steamed in the cool of the hall. “Break first,” she said, as she always did. “Truth sits better on bread than on wine.”

No one reached. A lord at the end—blue lapel, too many rings—cleared his throat. “Majesty,” he said, and the pods dimmed in anticipation. “The floodplain crofts report losses. We must consider that shelter promises attract people who contribute little and demand much.”

“Shelter promises attract the living,” Hesta said, without looking at him. “The dead file fewer complaints.”

Murmurs. The choir’s hum dipped a hair.

Nettle smiled the way a man smiles when he is about to remove a splinter and would like to be thanked ahead of time. “Of course we will provide bread,” he said, and the lantern above him held steady. “It is only reasonable to ask for ledgered labor in return.” The word ledgered sat like a hook in his mouth.

Lady Vire folded a napkin with surgical accuracy. “We could trade shelter for public order. Starving people riot. Fed people sing.”

“Fed people work,” Nettle corrected, softer.

Eryx’s gaze ticked between them, taking the measure of what they chose to say and what they did not. The Diadem, which had been only a pressure at his temples, pricked. Tamsin could see it: the the way the skin tightened over bone, the small pulse at the notch of his jaw, the breath he didn’t take.

“Majesty,” said a woman in sea-green silk whose bracelets chimed when she gestured, “your new hire was seen rearranging training ties on the south annex. We can’t have kitchen gardeners—”

“Greenbinder,” Hesta said, loading a platter with roasted roots like a benediction.

“—making unapproved cuts,” sea-green finished, frost on the word.

Tamsin rolled the stem of her cup between fingers that still ached. “The annex will hold tonight,” she said. “It will not hold the week if the nursery seam isn’t fed.”

Sea-green smiled. “How charming. It speaks now?”

“The palace always spoke,” Tamsin said. “Your ear forgot.” She reached for bread, tore, and set half near Eryx’s plate without ceremony. “Eat. You’ll negotiate better if you aren’t trying not to faint.”

A few courtiers made choking sounds that might have been laughter in a braver room. The pods brightened a notch—truth appreciated the impertinence. Eryx didn’t flinch. He took the bread in his left hand and the knife in his right, and when he pressed the blade into crust the crown made a small mean decision and tightened.

It was nothing and it was everything: a bead of blood bright at his temple, swelling and sliding down in the polite time it took a lord to finish a sentence that had begun as a jest and ended as a slander.

“—besides which,” Blue Lapel said, smiling at his own wit, “it is not the first time a pretty mortal has found a place by the king’s chair.”

The laughter landed like a handprint. The pods dimmed, not for the insult, but for the lie that braided it—because it brushed past truth without touching it.

The Diadem struck. Not theatrical. Efficient. A spike along the hairline, quick as a snake, buried deep enough to take Eryx’s breath and put a line of pain through his eye. He blinked, which was how a king permitted himself to gasp.

Tamsin moved before anyone else did. Not a flourish. A reach and a cloth and her hand against the edge of the bramble where she could ease pressure without drawing another lash. “Breathe with me,” she said, calm enough that calm was the only reasonable response. “Four in, hold, four out.”

The choir’s hum steadied into a note she recognized—C minor, the seed-crown key if she had the arrogance to think ahead. She counted, and he let her. On the fourth exhale the pods brightened a hair. The crown’s pulse eased from blade to thorn. Blood ran along the line of his temple and paused at the hinge of his jaw.

“Majesty,” Nettle said, syrup to poison a fly, “perhaps we could adjourn—”

“We will not adjourn for a barb that drew blood only because it missed its target,” Eryx said, voice ironed. He didn’t look at Blue Lapel. He looked at Tamsin’s hand on his crown. “Does it help?”

“It helps you know I’m here,” she said. “The pain is honest. The cause is not.” She lifted the cloth and pressed where it would do the least harm, letting the palace drink her steadiness the way it had drunk her blood at the gate. “Tell the hall which statement today cost you this, and the lanterns will record it.”

He could have refused. Kings refuse by omission. He did not. He turned his head a fraction, which must have hurt, and said, “My guest suggested my hire is here for her face. That was a lie dressed as a joke.”

The lanterns along the High Table flared in a rippling wave, bright enough to make people shield their eyes. The hall tasted of mint and rain on stone. The choir slid up a half-step and then settled. Blue Lapel blanched, rings for once too heavy for his hands.

“Let the record note,” Nettle murmured, already writing, “that a lord misspoke—”

“Let the record note,” Eryx said, and his voice put a hook in the word note, “the name of the lie and the name of the liar.”

“Lord Barist,” Hesta supplied, at the speed of gossip. “He missespeaketh a lot.” She set a new platter down with emphasis bordering on love. “Also, the kitchen would like to say we don’t feed pretty faces any more than we feed ugly ones. We feed mouths. Your lordship may abstain if solidarity is too dear.”

Lord Barist reddened to the color of a boiled beet. “I meant only—”

“You meant to make a woman smaller,” Lady Vire said, not looking at him. “You missed.” Her eyes flicked to Tamsin. “You are bleeding on the stemware.”

Tamsin glanced down at her thumb where a thorn had scored earlier in the evening. The bruise had gone green. “So are other people,” she said, and didn’t apologize.

Eryx angled his head against the cloth, breath easing into pattern. He spoke low, for her and the lanterns and the root-speech that listened under all this theater. “You will not say sorry for truth in this hall,” he said. “Not to me. Not to any of them.”

Her mouth went bright with a smile that was half tired and half wicked. “Fuck ‘em,” she said under her breath, and the lantern nearest Hesta flared like a laugh.

“Language,” Vire said dryly.

“Adult language,” Tamsin answered. “Rated appropriately for the circumstances.”

The corner of Eryx’s mouth remembered humor and almost made it to the surface. “Steward-in-deed,” he said, echoing his earlier slip of a title. He looked down the table, past the cheap blue ring and the respectable sea-green, to where the hall widened toward watching faces. “We will feed the floodplain and ledger the work. We will do it without lying to ourselves about cost or about dignity. We will not balance our ledgers on the backs of those who cannot stand upright yet. If anyone would like to lie to me, we will continue this meeting in the Honesty Gardens.”

That got them. The Honesty Gardens had hard benches and no silk shades. No one could pretend the pods looked flattering there.

A murmur of compliance became real agreement under the pressure of the palace’s attention. People reached for bread. People reached for words that did not bite. Sea-green leaned across to Tamsin and said, with a different kind of frost, “You look tired.”

“I am,” Tamsin said. “The nursery seam will still be tired at dawn unless we feed it. You’re welcome to come listen.”

Sea-green blinked. “Listen to what?”

“Thorn,” Tamsin said. “It has a lot to say about your shoes.”

A sound that was almost laughter rolled the length of the table. The pods brightened to a level that made even the silk shades concede color. Eryx finished his bread and set the cloth down. The line of blood at his temple had dried in a tidy arc.

Hesta re-poured water like a general reviewing troops. “Drink. You’re pale,” she told the king, and then to the room, “Yes, you all are, too. Happens when you breathe wrong for a quarter hour.”

When the platters had done a round and the first brittle edge of the evening had dulled, Nettle stood with a ledger against his chest. Somehow he had found a vantage that made him a hinge again. “Orders, Majesty?” he asked, all deference.

“Tomorrow’s schedule,” Eryx said, and looked to Tamsin. “Nursery seam first.”

“Feed before prune,” she said, nodding. “Redirect before cut. Truth before salve.”

“Say the last part louder,” Hesta said, carrying plates like banners.

“Truth before salve,” Tamsin repeated, projecting. The choir hummed approval.

Nettle wrote that down as if it were his invention. “And the Glassmere envoy?”

“Will be received after we have eaten and slept,” Eryx said. He did not say if we have eaten and slept. The crown would hear the contingency and bite. “They may tour the honesty-gardens if they are eager for enlightenment.”

Nettle bowed. “I shall arrange benches with backs, then.”

“Arrange benches that do not lie about how comfortable they are,” Tamsin said. “Straight boards. No cushions. If they want comfort, they can tell a painful truth.”

Aeron of Glassmere, who had kept his counsel for the better part of the meal, lifted his cup slightly in Tamsin’s direction. His mouth said nothing. His eyes took notes. He looked less like a peacock tonight and more like a man who counted ships.

When the formalities let go, the hall’s breath loosened. People stood in twos and threes. Gossip adjusted its gait to the new facts. Hesta swept plates with the speed of a saint. Vire drifted by Tamsin’s shoulder and set down a small glass ampoule. Inside, a sliver of living green turned in its sleep.

“A scion,” Vire said. “For when you tire of humility.”

Tamsin didn’t reach for it. “That day didn’t come for the arch,” she said. “It won’t come for a cutting.”

Vire’s mouth almost smiled. “We’ll see.” She looked to Eryx. “Majesty.”

He was looking at Tamsin’s hand, which had not left the line of his jaw even when the pain ebbed. He looked at it and then up at her, and something like relief cracked his guard a hair. “Thank you,” he said. The lantern near his shoulder warmed at the uncomplicated truth. “For making it easier to be looked at while it hurt.”

“You bleed pretty,” she said, because she could not say more without falling into something she could not climb out of in front of an audience. “That helps.”

He barked a laugh that surprised even him. The crown did not tighten. The hall startled. Laughter made the pods bloom like a field seen from a high place.

When they left the High Table, the palace released a breath so large it sounded like a storm sliding off a roof. Outside, rain had spent itself; the stone steamed. The Processional Walk tasted of mint and apple peel. The leaf-glass above showed a sky combed clean.

In the workroom, with the door shut and the lanterns set lower, Tamsin washed her hands and then his skin. The salve smelled of comfrey and summer. He held still with the gift of someone who had learned to endure.

“No lies in the workroom,” he said, an oath’s echo.

“No lies in the workroom,” she returned. “Yours, mine. I’ll tell you when I’m scared. You’ll tell me when you’re tired of being brave.”

“I am already tired,” he said. “Of being brave in that way.”

“Good,” she said. “Then try a different way.” She set the oil aside and reached for bread Hesta had left. “Eat again. Sleep. Tomorrow we feed the seam.”

The floorboards under the table gave two slow knocks. The palace had impeccable timing.

“Share the weight,” the grain said.

He closed his eyes and nodded. “We will,” he said. “We will.”
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Rules of Growth

Morning found the palace unsarcastic. Rain had rinsed the city; fog clung low over the sap-wells and the terraced honesty gardens like a shawl. Thornefast breathed in long slow draws, leaf-glass panes sliding a hair on their thorn hinges to match the weather. Tamsin’s hands ached in a way that meant she had done something worth doing. She liked that ache. It felt like belonging’s first whisper.

Lady Vire’s messenger found her sanding the edge of a pruning knife with a whetstone and the last of Hesta’s morning bread in her mouth. The messenger had the posture of a man who’d been taught to stand straight by a rod, not by pride. “The Master of Petals requests your attendance,” he said, with the kind of gentleness courtiers use to hide a blade.

“Does she,” Tamsin said, looking at her hands. The thorn ink along her thumb had darkened to a pale green crescent. “Tell her I’m washing blood out of a king and mud out of a nursery seam today. She can have me between those.”

The messenger flinched at *blood out of a king*. “Between, then,” he said.

Vire awaited in a corridor Tamsin hadn’t walked yet—a long, clear throat of glass and branch called the Petal Promenade. The promenade was a gardener’s lie: so beautiful you could forget it required labor; so serene you could pretend it didn’t ache. Vire stood at the far end in a white coat cut like a petal sheath and the kind of boots that could step on throats without leaving a mark. A glass ampoule turned in her fingers; inside, a sliver of living green spun like a sleeping fish.

“You prefer honesty in your architecture,” Vire said by way of greeting, her gaze flicking to the whetstone sticking from Tamsin’s pocket.

“I prefer structures that don’t kill people,” Tamsin said. “Honesty is cheaper than funerals.”

“Funerals can be beautiful,” Vire said. “Beauty is not a waste. Pain is a currency. The question is who pays.” She nodded to the hall. “Walk with me. We begin the tour where beauty compels and end where truth offends.”

Tamsin fell in at her shoulder, studying the promenade the way a smith studies a hinge. The leaf-glass above them flexed, not much, but enough to tell any attentive eye that the palace accommodated stress with grace. “You did this?” she asked.

“I designed it,” Vire said, which was either the truth or a truth that fit in her mouth without scratching. “The palace built it.” She touched the glass with gloved fingers. The pods in the iron cages set into the branch ribs glowed a little at the contact. “Truth test,” she added lazily. “I save mine for court.”

They passed a seam where two older branches had been trained to turn their cambium to the hall’s light. The join was immaculate. “You’re talented,” Tamsin said. “And patient. And dangerous.”

Vire’s mouth tilted. “You say dangerous like a criticism.”

“I say it like a weather report.”

“You have the low birth’s advantage,” Vire said pleasantly. “You can claim a plain tongue and call it virtue.”

“I can claim a plain tongue and call it a tool,” Tamsin corrected. “Virtue is for sermons. Knives are for work.”

“On that,” Vire said, “we agree.” She held up the ampoule. The cutting inside twitched. “For you.”

Tamsin didn’t take it. “What is it?”

“An ancestor of the crown,” Vire said. “A scion taken from the Diadem the year a young king swore he could be wall and roof and windbreak. It is docile until fed. When fed, it remembers what it was asked to do.”

Tamsin heard the unspoken: *When fed, it obeys the hand that holds it.* “Strings?”

“Only the silk’s favorite ones,” Vire said. “Gratitude. Access. The admission that you owe someone other than yourself.”

“I owe almost everyone other than myself,” Tamsin said, thinking of the floodplain and its children and the women who bound dough with salt and patience. “What I don’t owe is obedience to someone who confuses pretty with good.”

“Pretty is a tool,” Vire said, with a shade of impatience. “As you say knives are. Beauty calms. It persuades. It keeps order without calling soldiers. It keeps lords from putting their hands where they don’t belong. If you want to keep the nursery standing while you teach courtiers to breathe, you will need beautiful rooms.”

“Then we will make rooms that are honest and beautiful,” Tamsin said. “And cost the least lives.”

Vire considered her for a long step. “You will be a scandal,” she said. “I like scandals that make sense.” She pressed the ampoule into Tamsin’s palm. Through glass, the cutting’s coolness kissed Tamsin’s skin. “Plant it when you stop being sentimental.”

“I won’t stop,” Tamsin said, closing her fingers without closing her mouth. “Sentiment is just the word people with hard boots use when a woman refuses to be cruel.”

“That’s the word people with soft hands use when they call fear compassion,” Vire said. “Come.”

They left the Petal Promenade for a seam of corridor that felt like the inside of a long animal. Here the palace’s breath was warm and damp, the walls softening and firming underfoot as pressure shifted. A moss hush-path muffled their steps. The scent was green apple and linen with a thread of hot iron running through, warning.

“Blight rooms,” Vire said, when the air edged vinegar. “Quarantine. We let lies accumulate here until there’s enough to excise without starving the rest of the structure.”

“Or we could prevent the accumulation,” Tamsin said. “Feed before prune. Redirect before cut. Truth before salve.”

“Your triad,” Vire said. “It will do until it doesn’t.”

“And when it doesn’t?”

“Then we cut,” Vire said. “Cleanly, beautifully, without drama. I do not favor mess.”

They stopped at a leaf-glass door. Behind it a little boy sat cross-legged on a bench with his chin in both hands and the patience of a child who has been told to be brave. His shoes didn’t reach the floor. His mother—no silk, no titles, a cook by her posture—sat beside him without touching him because someone had told her not to move the air.

“Truth pocket,” Vire said. She tapped the latch. “Watch.”

She opened the door. The pods in the ceiling dimmed first—a warning—and then brightened as the mother stood and spoke, very carefully, as though her words might cut. “I lied to the steward when I said the seam looked fine,” she said. “I didn’t look. I was late. My son wanted to see the choir.”

The pods pulsed. The air shifted to mint. The choir’s far hum did an approving thing. The boy’s shoulders dropped.

“You see?” Vire said. “Pain. Currency. Who pays? The mother pays truth. The son pays with patience. The steward pays with mercy. The room pays with light.”

“Everyone pays a little,” Tamsin said. “No one pays with a body.” She crouched so the boy’s eyes were level with hers and set the ampoule where he could see the green sliver turn. “Do you want to hear something alive talk?”

He nodded without trusting his voice.

She touched the glass with a fingernail. The cutting twitched again, a pleased cat of a movement. “It says it’s hungry and important,” she translated. “Like you.”

He smiled, brief and cautious, as if it might cost him. The pods brightened on that risky smile. The mother cried without sobbing. Vire stood as if she might leave before she was seen to be moved.

When they had shut the door again, Vire said, very mildly, “You will not leave things there. In the soft places.”

“I will not leave rot out of pity, if that’s what you mean,” Tamsin said. “I will leave tenderness where tenderness belongs. You don’t get to take my hands and make them into your hands.”

“No,” Vire said. “You are not my apprentice. You are a variable.” She sounded almost pleased. “This hall thrives on variables. Constancy bores it.”

“Constancy keeps children fed,” Tamsin said. “This is what we’ll do.” She took out the little notebook she kept pinned inside her coat and wrote with a stub of pencil, speaking as she wrote because that made the palace listen harder. “Rules: **Feed before prune**—no structural cuts without prior nutrient plan. **Redirect before cut**—find the pressure path and give it somewhere else to go. **Truth before salve**—no cosmetic fixes on lies. If we patch a lie, we grow a prettier lie, and then your crown eats the king.”

Vire’s face didn’t move at *your crown eats the king*. “You’ve been in the workroom,” she said.

“I have eyes,” Tamsin said, tucking the notebook away. “And hands. And a mouth that makes trouble.”

“Keep it,” Vire said, nodding at the ampoule. “You will be tempted to plant it the next time a room frightens you. When you do, remember: every fast solution generates interest. The debt comes due.”

“I prefer usury on lies,” Tamsin said. “Let the liars pay interest until they cough up the truth.”

Vire’s mouth did that private thing again that might have been laughter if it had been allowed out. “Hesta is waiting to show you the workers’ paths through the honesty gardens. Go. If anyone blocks you, say my name with the tone you used to say pain is a currency. I’m not sentimental either.”

“Understood,” Tamsin said. She lifted the ampoule in a little salute. “When I plant this, it’ll be because the structure asked for it, not because you or I want applause.”

Vire’s eyes flicked to the glass. “If you plant it and the pods flare for you,” she said, evenly, “I will applaud.”

“Don’t worry,” Tamsin said. “You won’t have to practice.”

––––––––
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THE HONESTY GARDENS stepped down the south terraces like amphitheaters for the shy. They were simple by design: stone benches, moss, low trees trained to give privacy without secrecy. Truth wanted boundaries more than it wanted an audience. Hesta stood at the top of the first terrace with a basket and a coil of red thread over one shoulder like a fisher with a good morning’s catch.

“Tour with the Knife Queen go well?” she asked, handing Tamsin an apple, crisp and tart.

“She’s not a queen,” Tamsin said, biting. “She’s a weather pattern.”

“Good,” Hesta said. “Then we’ll plant windbreaks.” She pointed with her chin to a path worn by feet who didn’t like to be seen. “Workers come through there when a foreman makes them swallow something crooked. We put a bench where you made your little rule sign and a lantern that brightens when someone finally says the thing out loud.”

“They’ll call it theatrics,” Tamsin said, approving the bench site, the drainage, the way the terrace carried sound up without magnifying it.

“They can call it a puppet show if the puppets behave better,” Hesta said. “What matters is the rooms stop tightening around the necks of people who can’t afford collars.”

They marked the first five “pockets”: a nook near the kitchens’ steam door where a confession could ride a cloud out of someone’s chest; a sunny bench where coin-lenders waited and might accidentally hear their own mothers; a shaded corner where two lovers could tell each other the truth without the roots reporting it to anyone but the moss. Tamsin ran red thread between stakes to indicate temporary paths while the palace learned the flow. Bell-motes collected on the line as if it were a street wired for lights.

At the fifth pocket, Eryx found them. He had a soldier’s gift for arriving without sounding like a soldier. The crown sat quieter than it had the night before. His eyes looked less hunted.

“You designed these in a day,” he said, as if the number of hours meant something to him.

“I designed them in an hour,” Tamsin said. “We’ve been listening for the other eight.”

He looked at the red thread, the baskets, the lanterns Hesta had bullied out of stores. He looked at Hesta like a man who valued survival more than protocol. “Kitchen hour on the council tomorrow,” he said. “Bring a roster.”

Hesta blinked. Twice. “Majesty,” she said, a little hoarse, then recovered and turned it into a list before anyone could make it into a favor. “We’ll need benches scraped smooth and lantern oil guaranteed and a guard whose job is to stand where he can be seen not standing where he can listen.”

“Done,” he said. The lantern above his shoulder brightened. The crown pricked once at the speed of his yes, then settled. He winced and didn’t mask it. “And the nursery seam?”

“Fed,” Tamsin said. “Pruned after lunch. Redirected before nightfall.”

He looked at the ampoule in her hand. “Gift?”

“A scion that remembers tyrants,” she said. “For when I run out of patience.”

“Do you?” he asked, like a man asking if winter ends.

“Only with people,” she said. “Not with plants.”

Something in him let go a millimeter. It made the air easier to breathe. “Lady Vire is an instrument,” he said. “If she cuts too deep, it is because I chose a song that required it.”

“Then choose better songs,” Tamsin said.

He swallowed a laugh as if it might offend the crown. The pods decided to be brave and brightened anyway. “I am trying,” he said, truthfully enough that the lanterns accepted it without demanding more. “What are your other rules?”

She lifted the notebook. “**No solo deep cuts near load-bearing roots. If the choir’s hum drops a half-step, abort.** **No cosmetic repairs over lies**. We fix the lie or we leave the scar showing so no one forgets.”

His mouth did that small honest thing again. “Scars have better memory than laws,” he said. “Put it in the ledger.” He glanced to Hesta. “And put that in the kitchen’s stories. It will travel faster that way.”

“It already has,” Hesta said.

A gust moved through the terraces, shaking water from leaves. It smelled of mint and rain on stone and green apple peel. The choir up along the balustrade found their pitch without thinking. The palace’s breath matched the courtyard’s. Tamsin felt the moment click into place like a well-seated joint. She pressed her free hand, the one without the ampoule, to the stone bench they’d just sited and said the truth aloud so the hall could metabolize it.

“We are going to keep this place alive without lying to it,” she said. “If that offends anyone, there are other courts.”

The lantern brightened, and the bench warmed under her palm. The root-speech creaked, long and low: approval.

Eryx stood very still, as men stand when movement will tear something they don’t want to tear. “I owe you thanks,” he said. “For saying it where I could hear it and pretend I had already believed it.”

“Pretend is a step toward practice,” Tamsin said. “Practice is a step toward truth.” She lifted the ampoule and looked at the little strip of green turning in its sleep. “This stays glassed. For now.”

“Good,” he said. “I don’t think I could bear a faster cure.” He touched the bench where her hand had been. “It is warm.”

“It likes to be used honestly,” she said. “Like anything living.”

He exhaled. The crown did not bite. For a heartbeat there was nothing in the garden but breath.

“After lunch,” she said briskly, because if she kept standing still she would do something foolish with the soft part of her heart. “We prune. Before dusk, we redirect. And tonight you sleep. Bread first. Water. No wine unless you can promise not to use it to apologize for being tired in the morning.”

“Bossy,” Hesta said, approving.

“Queenly,” Vire said from the top of the steps, and Tamsin couldn’t tell if it was a compliment or a warning.

“Working,” Tamsin said, which was the only thing she ever wanted to be accused of. She pocketed the ampoule and tied the red thread off on a willow stake. The knot sat neat as a vow.

Bell-motes drifted down as if some invisible hand had shaken a branch over them. A few chimed on the thread; a few landed in Hesta’s basket; one struck the crown and did not cut. The sound they made was small as a rain beginning.

“Share the weight,” the palace breathed.

“We are,” Tamsin said, and got back to work.
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Chapter 4 
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Whispers in Wood

––––––––
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THORNEFAST SLEPT BADLY. The palace had the manners to pretend otherwise—lanterns hooded, corridors breathing slow, kitchens banked to embers—but sleep is a kind of trust and trust has to be earned. The halls kept one eye open.

Tamsin kept both. She had left the workroom only when Hesta physically pried a cup from her hand and threatened to pour the rest down the king for efficiency. Now, after the nursery seam’s first feeding and a prudent prune, she walked the quiet hours with her tools slung low and a shawl over her hair to keep the breath-damp from teasing a chill into her bones.

The Processional Walk at night was a different creature. Day made it spectacle. Night made it a spine. The leaf-glass panes were black mirrors to a sky combed clear by rain. Lanterns threw thin halos on the floor and then thought better of it. The air was linen and mint and a ghost of iron—as if the palace had set a kettle of warnings to simmer and forgotten it.

She listened. Not like a thief. Like a mechanic who loves a machine. It wasn’t quiet, not if you learned where to set your ears. Water ticked in the capillary stairs. Somewhere a valve sighed. The choir slept but the balustrade strings hummed the breath of the room. Every structure has a voice if you teach your skull to be an instrument.

At the south arcade a draft lifted the hairs along her wrist. It smelled of green apple peel and nettle; curiosity wearing a bruise. She stopped. Ran her fingers along the wall and then lower, to the boards.

“May I?” she asked the floor, the way she asked any living thing. “Want me to listen?”

Two soft knocks. Consent.

She set her palm to the polished grain. The first sound that met her was distance: roots shouldered deep, well below her reach, speaking in a grammar of pressure and sap. Whale-long vowels. A low question that wanted a longer answer than a single woman could give.

“I can only count to four tonight,” she whispered. “But I can count as many times as you want.”

The floor flexed a hair under her hand—faint, like breath under a rib. She closed her eyes and breathed with it. Four in, hold, four out. The rhythm she’d given the king. The rhythm that made the crown pause, puzzled, as if kindness were a dialect it hadn’t been punished by before.

A shadow laid itself along the corridor ahead and then wasn’t a shadow. The boards rippled, a low wave passing under her knees as she eased to sit, until the ripple collected itself beside her into a knuckle of knotted grain that rose to the height of her shin and hesitated.

“Hello, Sable,” Tamsin said, though no one had told her the name. Names are a kind of lighting—sometimes you can see better with them, sometimes not. This one brightened the edges of the shape at once.

The knot leaned into her calf. The scent in the air shifted—rain on stone, the palace’s forgiveness, threaded with something like warm bakery. Hesta’s doing, on the wind.

“I’ve never had a palace say please,” Tamsin said. “You can say it again if it helps.”

The knot couldn’t speak like a mouth does, but the boards could talk pressure. A long rising creak: curiosity, welcome. A staccato crackle along the seam: blight pressure building somewhere above. Then—this surprised her—a hesitant, awkward tap against her boot. Like a hand that had not practiced asking.

“Share the weight,” she translated aloud, because truth before salve, and also because the palace listened harder when you said things it needed to hear where it could hear you say them.

The knot sank, satisfied. The corridor exhaled. From the nursery wing a soft vibration rolled back along the boards like a child kicking sleep’s covers off. Tamsin slid her tools out and set them beside her: the bone-handled knife, oiled cloth, red thread, willow stakes in a neat bundle, the ampoule Vire had pressed into her palm turned upside down in her pocket so she wouldn’t look at it when she was tired and mistake desperation for instruction.

“Tell me where,” she said. “I can’t lift the whole roof. I can move one rib if you point.”

Floorboards thudded once under her left hand. She crawled three paces and set her ear to the join. The hum was off, half a note low. The choir would fall through this seam when they rehearsed at dawn if the torque wasn’t vented.

“Got you,” she said.

She worked quick and quiet. No heroics. No solo deep cuts near a load-bearing root. She slid a willow stake against the swelling seam and kissed the blade of her knife because habit is steadier than faith. A shallow cut to open a pocket, a redirect channel nudged toward a dead gallery where the palace could store what it couldn’t metabolize tonight. Red thread to lash weight to stronger grain. Feed before prune. Redirect before—

“Who goes?”

The voice came over her shoulder with a silk’s birthright to be answered too quickly. The lanterns along the hall dimmed a hair the way eyes do when light is about to hurt.

Tamsin didn’t turn. She made the last knot neat as a vow and then sat back on her heels and looked at Chamberlain Nettle because not looking at him would have been another kind of lie and the boards already had enough of those.

“Insomniac,” she said. “Greenbinder. Same woman from breakfast. Different mud.”

He smiled with his eyes and not at all with his mouth. “The hour doesn’t become you,” he said. “Palaces have long memories. People who walk them at night tend to be in the stories that keep toddlers awake.”

“I like toddlers awake,” Tamsin said. “They tell the truth without rehearsals.” She touched the seam she’d just redirected. “This one will hold until morning if no one leans their full weight on a polished sentence between here and dawn.”

He tipped his head. The lantern beside him warmed and then cooled, undecided. “Your rules are bureaucratic poetry. Feed before prune. Redirect before cut. Truth before salve.” He said them the way men say love as though practicing being amused will one day make them brave. “Pretty. Soft at the center.”

“Soft isn’t the opposite of strong,” Tamsin said. “Pretty is a tool. I’m not the one who uses it to pad lies.”

“You think me a liar,” he said, pleasantly.

“I think you a ledger that writes itself first,” she said. “What do you want?”

“Stability,” Nettle said. “At any cost that is not borne by those to whom I am responsible.”

“Which is to say the cost is borne by those who don’t tip your chair,” she said, and smiled back with all her teeth. “Good. Then when I make you sit on a bench with honest edges you can call it solidarity.”

He folded his hands as if to pray and then did not. “We will be hosting Glassmere’s envoy at dawn for a private tour of the Petal Promenade,” he said. “In case your work requires—ah—quiet.”

“It requires honesty,” she said. “Promenade can host itself.”

A beat of silence. He should have gone. He didn’t. The knot of grain pressed a little into Tamsin’s ankle, impatient with small talk.

“Do you know what happens,” Nettle said, still mild, “when the Diadem senses a room where lies have germinated and rooted? It grows. Into him.”

“I’ve seen,” she said. “Do you know what happens when the hall stops lying for a day?”

He blinked.

“It loosens,” she said. “He breathes. He laughs.” The memory of the barked, startled sound in the dining hall lifted the corners of her own mouth. “You could help with that. You could make your ledgers honest enough that rooms stop trying to strangle him.”

“And then where would I store the chaos?” Nettle asked, almost kind. “On paper? I am not sentimental, Greenbinder. The palace listens to ledgered truth. It also respects a man who keeps knives sharp.”

“Keep yours sharp,” she said. “But keep them out of the nursery.”

He bowed the barest degree. “We will see which rooms survive your tenderness,” he said, and went the way men go when they think they have said the last necessary thing.

When his heels had stopped clicking against boards—thank the moss hush-path for that—Tamsin let her shoulders set back down. The pressure along the seam eased a notch. The choir, far above, rolled over in their sleep and hummed a kinder key.

“Sorry you have to endure diplomacy,” she told the knot. “I’ll teach him benches with honest edges one day. He doesn’t have to like them.”

The knot did a little bump. Approval. She smoothed her hands over the floor as if it were a fretful horse and fed a few drops of sap-oil into the redirect pocket so the wood wouldn’t rub itself raw before morning.

She stood. The night had moved. The hall’s breath came easier. A bell-mote drifted out from under the leaf-glass and settled on the red thread like an insect deciding to be a lantern. It chimed once in the key of habitual hope.

A second ripple announced Sable again, not at her ankle now but at her heel, urging. She followed. Past the seam she’d vented, past a set of shutters the palace closed against a sour wind, into a corridor that smelled of vinegar and glass. Leaf-light from the Petal Promenade gave the edges a soft geometry.

“Show me,” she said, because she had already started down the path of being the woman who keeps saying yes to a thing that hurts her and justifies it by telling the truth about the hurt.

Sable led her to a small door no taller than a child. It had not been there at supper. Palaces with old root-systems are not required to be reasonable. The latch was a living loop; the hinge hummed in a key her teeth could feel. Tamsin crouched and touched the loop; it leaned into her hand like a shy cat and opened.

Inside was an attic’s worth of forgotten things and one thing that did not belong: three shelves of glass vials, stoppered, each labeled in the same tidy hand that had written menus for the High Table; each labeled with a name, a date, and a word that made the back of her tongue go thick: *forgiveness*.

The room tasted of old sweetness. The lanterns here didn’t bother much. Their glow was housekeeping, not ceremony.

“Ah,” she said softly, because she understood at once what problem the room had been built to solve and what problems it had produced in solving it. “A mercy pantry.”

Sable tapped a board twice: be careful.

“Someone decided to bottle the aftermath of truth and dole it like medicine,” she said. “So they could plan for it.” She took a bottle and held it to the light. The liquid inside was the color of straw and the consistency of sorrow grown thin with handling. The label: *Taw H. / 2 Harvests ago / forgiveness for cutting the choir budget*.

“You can’t tax forgiveness,” she told the room. “You can’t ledger it. It’s not a commodity.” She set the bottle down with a care so obvious even glass could relax. “And you sure as saints can’t keep it here where only men with keys can find it when they’re in the mood to be merciful.”

The knot pressed behind her heel in agreement so forceful the shelf rattled. She steadied the glass with both palms and breathed until the little room stopped pretending to be a secret and turned into a confession.

“Who did this?” she asked. The boards did not give her Nettle’s name. The palace rarely snitched outright. But the scent in the air sharpened to hot iron at the word *ledger* and softened to mint at the word *kitchen*.

“Hesta will know,” she said. “Or she’ll know where to ask.” She closed the door and smoothed the loop flat with two strokes, the way you smooth a child’s cowlick before a picture. “We’ll open this pantry in the morning. We’ll pour forgiveness into the gardens and make the benches slick with it. We’ll waste it until the court learns it grows back faster when it’s not hoarded.”

The knot bumped her heel again. The hallway’s breath normalized. On the far side of the palace a valve stopped its worried ticking.

Tamsin rubbed her eyes hard enough to wake her and then harder, because she wanted the kind of wakefulness that lets you see when you are about to lie to yourself. It is easier to promise a palace than a person.

“All right,” she said into the grain. “You asked. I’m saying it where you can hold me to it.” She set the knife and the red thread on the floor between her knees like two halves of a vow and spoke close to the boards. “I will take as much of his pain as he’ll give me. I will not call it romance when it is duty or duty when it is love. I will feed this place before I prune it. I will redirect before I cut. I will not salve a lie to get through a night. I will share the weight. I will not leave you talking to yourself.”
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