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THE WATER OATH


THE WATER OATH

(Syl, before Jace)

The oasis kept its evening manners: palms combing the last light, water laid flat as a mirror that didn't gossip. I walked the lip with bowl and brush, setting two oiled dates where the stone welcomed them and wiping the rim the way you settle a child's hair. The bone chimes at the gate spoke in their dry little voices—wind, lizard, nothing worth writing down.

Then the wind changed its mouth and tasted like iron.

Riders. Too many. The sound came long before silhouettes broke the dune—a clatter I know better than names. Bright Lances, the proud ones; men who treat rules as theatrical props until they cut themselves on the edges.

I lifted my hand. The chimes answered in a tidy chord that meant law is awake.

"Stop at the lip," I called when they were close enough to have opinions. "No iron past the chimes. You drink as guests or leave as soldiers."

Their leader wore the sun-pink swagger I expected. He opened his mouth to teach me procedure, but a woman from the rear pushed forward with a bundle in her arms, her voice torn to fibers.

"Please. Child. Stung."

She held out a girl with dust on her lashes and the wrong color at her lips—a slick gray-green, the rot scorpion's gift. The small chest hitched too shallow. The wound on her calf had already gone glassy around the puncture, heat licking beneath like fire wanting to move inward and set the house to polite, thorough ruin.

The world made itself small and simple.

"Place her in the shade," I said. "You—spears down in the sand. You—tip your canteens in the bowl, keep half for later. If iron crosses my chimes, water leaves this place and does not return."

The leader raked his gaze over my pool as if it owed him biography. I held his eyes until he remembered thirst has no rank. To his credit, he raised a hand. Spears, knives, even belt buckles dropped into a shining, resentful heap at the lip. Men cupped water in hurried hands, swallowed too fast, choked, swallowed again.

I knelt by the child. Her pulse was a rabbit banging against slats. "Name?" I asked the mother.

"Dima."

"Dima," I said, because names are levers, "I'm going to cool your leg and make your breath walk instead of run. Don't be brave for me—be honest."

Her eyes rolled shallow to meet mine. Brave would have been easier.

I cleaned the puncture with basalt salt and water so thin it barely remembered being wet. The rot scorpion's sting isn't venom—it's insult, a heat that convinces flesh to uninvite itself. There is a brew that tells it to go home: night aloe sap, glass-bloom soot, bitter dune cumin rind, and a thread from the far sable fig's bark that tastes like apology.

I had enough for half a cure.

"Night aloe, glass soot," I told the water, measuring with my breath. "You bring the spice, I'll bring the hush."

The mother leaned to help at once, gloves off, palms offered. I pressed her hands flat to the child's belly. "Not hard. Not quick. Count with me. In—two—three. Out—two—three. Give her your rhythm until she remembers to steal it."

She did. Good arithmetic.

I poured a thread of Cool through my chest and let it climb into my fingers, the way you decant tea through cloth. The girl's breath obeyed from habit, not faith. Her calf's sheen dulled a shade. The remedy would work—if I could fetch the fig-bark.

The sable fig grows two groves west, in a basin that thinks it's the center of the year. Its custodian keeps ledger and law with a thorn in each hand. Walking would take a day. Dima had an hour.

"Matron," I said to the crown leaning over my pool, "I need consent."

Leaves on the crown turned the wrong way, listening. The shade cooled—how trees say speak then.

"Greenway Step. Sable fig bark. Permission at once. A child is heating where she should breathe."

A slow ripple ran through the water. The Matron's attention tasted like loam and unanimous vote. No. Not unkind—just law. No steps without a host-grove's consent. You know this.

"I do. Let me ask."

The crown's fronds pointed distant-west. My pool's edge cooled my shin like a question. I stood on the lip, touched two fingers to the chimes, and asked the air to carry me. The day was properly behaved; wind would pass the word.

I closed my eyes and sent the request along the glass line those of us with roots can feel: From Syl of the Oasis on the Spine Road to Keeper of Sable Fig in the Basin of Five Ribs: consent for one passage in mercy, dusk window, step and return.

Silence has flavors. This one tasted of oily pride. When the answer came, it came wrong—through bark rattle instead of proper chime. No travelers. No bends. The fig-keeper added a little lash of humor that might have been wit: Let the desert choose.

I showed my teeth to the water. "He would have me ask twice. Very well."

I called again, more pointedly. I tender exchange: three seasons of restrained flower at my water, shade given deeper instead of wider. Consent?

A whisper through thorn: Not enough.

The Bright Lances shifted beyond the gate. A few watched me the way men watch women who argue with nothing and win. I kept my hands visible, my voice even.

I will share my pollinators' routes, map the dates, and send runners to your fig in peak week, I offered. The Basin will count fruit in hundreds, not tens. Consent?

A pause. Bark loosened. You pay dear.

"Not dear enough," I said aloud, because no one learns unless you narrate the mathematics. "One more," I told the fig, eyes on Dima's breath. I will keep show-bloom shallow for a year—no festivals, no bragging—to deepen my roots and lend your basin my extra shade on the hottest days, by count of three anniversaries. I tasted my own mouth go dry. Consent now.

The fig relented the way elders do when they want thanks for common sense. Consent. Dusk window. One step.

"I heard you," I told him, though he had no ears out here.

I took the last oiled date from my bowl, split it with my thumb, and tucked the pits under the chime. The offering isn't for gods—it's for the laws we pretend aren't alive.

"Hold her," I told the mother. "Keep the breath count. If the leader speaks without unhooking his pride, tell him the pool remembers who obeyed. I'll return when the shadow has moved this much." I showed her with two fingers the length her thumb would travel across Dima's ribs.

Then I stepped where water touches stone and asked the world to make a reed of me.

The Greenway is not a tunnel—it's a permission that sits very still until you walk into it properly. I unbraided my attention from palms and pooled light, let it comb thin into glass thread and root hair. The pool slid past my ankles, then past my wrists without getting me wet. The chimes spoke once just to hear themselves. The dunes bent their backs like agreeing old men.

The first step always feels like swallowing your own name too fast. The second feels like an argument you win by becoming it.

The Basin reached for me as if the fig had finally remembered what doors are for. I arrived in the shallow trench at his feet, breath two sizes too small, fingers cold—the Toll asking its tithe. The sable fig's crown was handsome, shamefully aware of it.

"Your promise," he said with leaves. "Three seasons. Less show. Better root. I'll count."

"Count," I allowed, steadier than I felt. "Bark—arm's worth. I'll pay as we agreed."

He gave it grudgingly, which is to say correctly. The bark tasted like old arguments and better water. I laid my palm to his trunk and left a breath's worth of glass-bloom pollen as interest, set a pebble of thanks on the trench's lip, and let the world remember me a road.

Returning always hammers harder. I arrived at my own water with shaking knees and a ring of cold around my wrists, as if the pool had put me on layaway. The Bright Lances had learned to whisper. The leader had learned to keep his mouth from explaining anything until I asked it a question.

"He has much to say," the mother whispered, as if the man were a stray dog who would approach if not met with eye contact. "I didn't let him."

"You did well." It calmed her hand and therefore calmed Dima's breath.

I scraped fig bark into the mortar, added crushed cumin and soot. The aloe had wept an honest window while I was gone. I coaxed fire from a coal pocket in the bank—never a blaze, never a boast, just enough heat to loosen apology from wood. The brew went the color of wet stone under moonlight. When ready, it smelled like someone taking off a ring and choosing to sit still.

"This will say go back to the hurt," I told Dima, though she wouldn't remember. "You will decide to listen from boredom. That is good."

I pressed the bitter into the puncture and drew three small circles around it with the brush: one for vow—the part that says we mean this; one for due—the cost you agree to carry; one for hush—the silence you leave for healing to do its job. She jerked once at the taste in her blood, then sighed, the hitch easing, her chest learning it had permission to be larger than the fear inside it.

Halfway through the rhythm, I smelled the missing thing—desert milk, a drop of it, for the after-bite that likes to come at dawn. I had none. The fig had none either. The milk tree grows in the rib basin up-slope where stone remembers being hot for reasons that had nothing to do with weather. Their keeper is careful and knows what his carefulness is for.

"Matron," I said quietly to the crown. "I need one more step."

The leaves didn't move. The water didn't cool. Her attention pressed on my ribs until I felt the shape of my own stubbornness too closely.

"Two nights of Toll," I promised. "I will lie in the roots and let morning pass through me twice. I won't cheat. You have my word."

The pool's surface smoothed. The crown's fronds shifted a finger. I sent the request up-slope and received a polite yes so fast it shamed me for wasting time on better speeches.

When I returned with desert milk in a tightened leaf cup, my hands were colder than water. I didn't shake until the brew was done and the second circle painted. Dima slept. The skin around the wound had lost its glass—it looked like skin again, and then like progress.

The leader of the Bright Lances cleared his throat in a manner suggesting diplomacy. "We were chasing raiders," he said to the air near my ear. "They broke law first. We are owed—"

"Water," I supplied. "You were owed water. You've had some. When your men need more, they may come again with empty hands. When you hunt, go around my chimes. If you bring hurt into my pool, I decide whether to entertain it with anything other than a broom."

He bit a phrase in half that would have pleased him to say. The mother kept counting—quiet-wild bravery. A boy far back in the caravan watched me with his mouth slightly open, like a fish deciding to become mammal.

"You'll write this down," I told the leader. "So when your memory becomes convenient next week, your handwriting will embarrass you."

He laughed then—one honest bark, surprised out of him—and spread his hands without adding inches to his shoulders. "Write it yourself," he told his scribe, a man who had already begun.

Near midnight the Matron tilted her crown and sighed in a language I've learned not to over-translate. The child's breath had remembered to walk without a chaperone. The mother slept and snored once like a small, perfect goat. I sat with my back to the cool stone and stretched my hands toward nothing to encourage the blood to come home. It did, as grudgingly and correctly as the fig.

Dawn is when law comes to collect its ledger. The crown leaned and let the Matron stand in it the way a queen stands in a doorway to test whether you'll bow without being told the rules.

"You asked twice," she said. Not angry. Counted.

"I did," I admitted. "Once for a child. Once because the later pain wouldn't care whether I told a clever story about patience."

"You traded shade you hadn't saved yet." Leaves clicked opinion into arithmetic.

"I'll save it now," I said. "I will make the year less pretty and more honest. The basin will count because I chose to be dull."

"Censure," she said. A word like a stamp. "Formal. Noted." Then, with the mildness of someone who will never admit to favor in daylight: "A reed for each wrist."

Roots slid up through water with the gentle indecency of gifts. I held out my hands. She looped thin reed-rings around each wrist—cool, tough, smelling faintly of glass-bloom. "For breath when air pretends to be a wall," she said. "They remember the shape of path when wind forgets."

"I'll wear them stingily," I promised.

"Do," she said. "And when you must break a rule, break it into a better one."

The caravan left their silver in a bowl I keep for the purpose, trying to do it as if the bowl hadn't seen such things before. The leader nodded to my pool with an expression that could turn into manners if fed properly. The scribe tucked his notes like seeds. The small boy waved without committing the rudeness of names.

When the last hoofprints stopped pretending to be sounds, I lay down with my shoulders in shade and my feet in sun and let the Toll finish its count. It nibbled at my aura like river-carp, took enough to remind me I wasn't the exception, left enough to let me stand the next time someone came to the lip with trouble in their arms.

After noon, when the pool settled into its best face, I walked the rim again with bowl and brush. The rings lay cool on my skin. The chimes had forgiven me for negotiating on their behalf. I set two oiled dates, wiped the stone, and listened for what the world says when it thinks I'm no longer paying keen attention.

Far across the dunes something small and right happened. Not triumph—restraint. A hive's hum changed key. The feel of it walked along the glass thread to my bones and made a place there as if it already knew my name.

"Good," I told the water, who always wants the gossip. "We will meet the hand that chooses not to crush. Not yet. But soon."

The pool didn't answer. It didn't need to. It reflected my face—which is a kind of answer—and the reed crown bent over us both as if the wind had rehearsed this particular blessing all morning and was pleased to finally spend it.


GUEST-ROOT AT DUSK


GUEST-ROOT AT DUSK

(Syl, first visit to Jace)

The rumor reached me like pollen—carried by wind that didn't know it was doing a favor.

A team had gone into the hive and come out with the heart uncut. No smoke, no oil fires, no oaths that turn to knives when no one is looking. They left the queen alive and the brood-structure humming, then walked away like men who'd paid for the day with restraint instead of trophies.

I made my circuit—brush, bowl, dates; wiped the stone, straightened the chime—and pretended to be patient. The water pretended to believe me. All afternoon it laid itself flat as a mirror that doesn't gossip. At sundown it shivered once as if something far away had smiled with its whole weight.

I looked west along the spine road. The dunes made grammar of themselves. There—where the palms break like notes in the throat—an old oasis I hadn't visited since I was new and too proud. A Date-Matron kept it. She'd never liked me.

"Guest-Root," I told my crown. "I want to visit the place where that mercy happened."

The Matron tilted a frond in a way that means say the rest.

"I intend to meet whoever did it," I said. "I will not bring him through. I will not empty the bowl. I will leave the lip better than I found it. The window is short—dusk to full dark."

Silence. The kind where law clears its throat.

"Ask," the Matron said at last, and the leaves bent toward the west.

I sent the request along the glass line we keep, bark to reed to root. From Syl of Spine Road Oasis to Date-Matron of Old Palm: consent for one passage at dusk, sanctuary etiquette held, step and return.

The answer came back crisp and sweet as a slap. No travelers. No dusk games. People make rot in groves.

I set the brush on the bowl so I wouldn't snap the handle, and I did what I am good at. I priced the door.

I offer glass-bloom seed—rare, coaxed from my pool with patience, not greed. I'll map the pollinators' routes for your spring. My runners will fly your dates on the exact week the flowers open, not sooner, not late. Consent?

There was movement in the west—a palm crown thinking about knowing me. But the Date-Matron prided herself on making others earn verbs.

No. A sugary no is still a no.

All right.

Three seasons of water discipline at my oasis, I offered. Less show, deeper root. No festival blooms. The shade goes down, not out. I will count it on paper and give you the book. Consent?

A longer pause. Pride tastes like oil on the tongue when you name it. You will be dull for three years?

"I can be dull for three years," I muttered to my chimes, who rattled once like gossip failing to hold in laughter.

Then the Date-Matron sent a condition that tasted like candied lemon. You will sing. A grove that breaks rules must sing so the rule hears its new shape. Give me a song and I will let you step. One crossing. One return. Dusk.

"Done," I told wind and water and pride, and washed my hands until they stopped wanting to argue.

I set my offering—two oiled dates, a finger of water where the stone likes it, one reed ring warmed against my wrist. The Matron's crown leaned into the light so the hour could see me properly. I stood where water kisses rock and let the world make a reed of me.

The Step came like a door opening because I finally remembered to knock. Palms blurred. The smell of my pool backed out of my lungs to make room for someone else's memory of rain. I arrived at Old Palm's lip with my breath two sizes too small and my fingers cool from the Toll's first bite.

The Date-Matron was already waiting in her crown—a handsome thing trimmed within an inch of vanity. Her roots made the island in her pool shape itself like a throne.

"Sing," she said.

"Not pretty," I warned, and she smiled with all her leaves. That's the only thing dryads respect consistently: someone who knows the difference between beauty and obedience.

I sang hush first, because sanctuaries listen before they speak. The bone chimes on her gate leaned toward me like old men with better hearing than you'd expect. I sang due next, the small music of carrying your own weight on purpose. I ended with vow—not the marriage kind; the kind that turns doors from wood into verbs.

She let the last note hang until the pool tasted sincerity on it, then tipped her fronds a finger's width. Consent. Dusk window.

I bowed with my palms facing out. She did not bow—Date-Matrons never admit they've enjoyed anything.

"Two things," she added, because sweetness always wants one more condition. Do not flirt with my sons. Leave no iron on my rim.

"I don't carry iron," I said truthfully, and kept the rest to myself.

I stepped again—short—into a place that had decided to be kind to me just this once.

The waterline lay in blue hour light. The palms here were taller than mine, and badly trimmed—men had been trying for shape instead of listening for it. The pool smelled like patience anyway; water forgives all but theft. A pile of gear sat far back under a keel of rock, correctly ashamed of itself. Three bedrolls. A fourth folded tidy, which told me he was the sort who expects to be interrupted by disaster and lies down neatly anyway.

He was by the lip, bare forearms braced on his knees, knuckles resting against stone like he was trying to teach a wall the correct way to be a wall. When he turned his head at the chime's polite knock, I felt the rumor we'd received rearrange itself into person.

"Hello," I said.

He stood carefully. Men who stand quickly near pools get opinions they don't enjoy. He didn't reach for anything that would clang. He did not make his voice bigger to fill room that wasn't his.

"Hello," he answered. "We brought our own cups."

"You left your iron at the lip," I pointed out, not a question.

"It's rude to ask water to be brave when we won't," he said.

I smiled at that. "Sit," I said, and the pool made space for him the way a host makes room at a table without moving a chair.

He didn't ask my name right away. Points for that. Names carry obligations.

"They're sleeping?" I asked of the bedrolls.

"For real values of 'sleep,'" he said. "You know the kind where your spine keeps listening? That."

"I do." I sat where I always sit at first meetings—with my fingers curled toward the water so my hands can decide independently whether to be devotional or defensive.

He watched the pool watch me. "I'm Jace," he offered at last, soft as a spill, like a man setting a dish in your kitchen without checking whether you like the pattern.

"Syl," I said, because he'd earned it.

"You keep this place?" he asked. His eyes flicked to the chimes and the broom, to the reed wreath behind them, to the bowl. "It feels like someone asks it questions it wants to answer."

"That is what keeping is," I said. "Asking the same five questions in a thousand different ways until the answers start to behave."

He laughed under his breath. The sound didn't make any promises it wasn't ready to keep. I liked him unreasonably.

"We heard," I said, because silence can turn thin and holier-than-thou around men like him, and I don't like that flavor, "that you left a place better than you found it. That sort of rumor doesn't breed easily."

He looked at his hands. He didn't pretend the praise didn't belong to him, and he didn't grab it. "We were in its house," he said. "We borrowed a song. You don't break a thing just because you're stronger than it for a day."

The Date-Matron's price had started its slow pinch around my wrists again. The Toll is gentle early on, like a child tugging a sleeve to see if you're still yourself. I laid my palms in the water to steady the edges and made the pool think very hard about the breeze so my fingers could warm.

"You can drink," I told him, because men who tell the truth about mercy ought to be fed like anyone else. "Two sips. Then one. Then you wait. Your people too. If someone's belly gets greedy, I'll feed him pride instead of water and neither of us will enjoy it."

"Yes, ma'am," he said, the corner of his mouth betraying him into a grin that belonged to someone with a father who had made him stack wood the right way or not at all.

He drank correctly and made no noises about it. He set his cup just far enough from the lip that if he stumbled no one would drown for it. He warmed his hands over nothing in a way that told me he'd be good at winters I couldn't imagine. Then he touched the water with two fingers the way you touch a cat that may permit you and may not.

"You came a long way to watch your own pool be beautiful," he said, which—if you are counting the ways in which I was not ready for him—was unfair.

"Pools like being admired by strangers who've heard the right rumors," I said. "And there are politics. Date-Matrons prefer to be paid in proof."

He cocked his head. "That sounded like law and bribery got married."

"That is what stewardship is," I said. "The marriage of law to bribery. You do it every time you feed a hungry thing and call it leadership."

He made the hnh sound that means a person is having a thought without expecting applause. The water liked him for it. So did I.

"I can't invite you in," I said, not apologizing. "I can only meet you at the lip. That is the Charter. If you wade, I will be forced to behave as though you are an accident."

"I like not being an accident," he said. He set his hands on the stone where my hands were not quite. "This is very nice."

"It is," I agreed, and let us both look at the same ripple until we could tell the difference between admiration and appetite.

"You have people who listen to you," he said after a while. "The rustlers and the clerks. The men who would do it the quickest way and the women who remember why the slow way keeps the roof on."

"I do," I said. "And I have other people who would rather I asked you for your hero story and then sent you away, because they've been counting dead men longer than you've been practicing kindness. I disappoint all of them in small, measured ways. That is also stewardship."

"Measured," he repeated, tasting the word. "We need more of that."

The light pulled itself down around the palms and thought about sleeping. I felt the tether tug that says the window will close and the world will charge interest if you miss it. I did not want to go. I could have stayed and admired for free until dawn, but nothing is free, and the Date-Matron's yes had been balanced on a razor.

"I came to say good job," I offered, as if that were not extremely gauche, and felt my ears heat anyway. "And to tell you that if you keep doing it the way you did it this time, the desert will eventually start arranging itself to help you—just to see more of the trick."

He smiled properly then—teeth and all. It put his eyes in order. "We'll keep trying to be worth the help."

"Do that," I said. "And keep your iron at the lip."

The reed-rings woke a little against my skin, warmer now. The pool hummed the start of the note that means he'll be back and I decided not to scold it. He reached out—slow—palm up, for permission measured in inches.

I set my fingers in his. He didn't squeeze. He let the weight hang there like a question he could live with the wrong answer to if that was the answer. We put our hands in the water and watched the circles go outward until they became someone else's problem.

"Will we see you again?" he asked finally.

I wanted to say every day, every dusk, every hour that mercy stood a chance of becoming habit. What I said was, "I am root-bound. I am not a person who goes places. But I will be where I can be, when I can be, if the groves let me, and I will not tell you how much it cost."

"You don't owe me an account," he said.

"Good," I said, because I did not plan to give him one.

He lifted my hand to his lips. He didn't kiss it—he warmed it with his breath so the Toll would back off. Then he stepped away from the lip and let the night put a little dark between us the way respectable people do.

"I'll keep your rules," he said.

"I'll keep yours," I said. "No breaking what sings."

The chime at the gate woke the hour and my window shrank to a crack. I stepped backward into it with my eyes on him the whole time, because some people deserve to feel watched, and it is not wrong to make them feel good at it.

The Date-Matron was waiting with the ledger on her knee and sweetness in her mouth that would give a lesser woman cavities.

"Your song was adequate," she allowed.

"You'll get my book," I promised. "I'll send runners in the week you prefer. Less show. More root. Three years."

She preened. They always preen. "You showed your hands at the lip," she added, sly. "That is not in the Charter."

"I will add it," I said.

She tilted a frond toward my wrists. "Those rings are polite. Where did you steal them?"

"My Matron," I said. "They are for remembering paths no one has the nerve to keep in weather."

Her leaves clicked the way dryads do when they are pretending not to ask for something. "If they make other groves less anxious when you ask for a step, wear them visible."

"That is wisdom," I said, because flattery keeps the charter from turning brittle. "I'll behave with them."

The Matron at my pool opened the door like a woman willing to be wrong in my favor. I came home with my breath my own again and my fingers warmer, and I didn't bother pretending the empty space beside the waterline wasn't loud.

I did what there was to do: counted the dates, trimmed a frond that would snag a child's braid, mended the strap on the broom. At dawn, when the shade made a line across the lip that always looks like a bookmark to me, a group of people came and drank correctly, and a boy threw a stone and missed the water on purpose. I forgave him. The water forgave me for wanting things that make bad stories in the wrong mouths.

Far along the road, the same rumor I had followed returned to me changed again. The team had moved on, elbows in, iron where it belonged. The dunes laid their own small blessings across their footprints until even the Bright Lances would have to squint to find trouble.

I went to my crown and leaned into her. She smelled like work. She smelled like rules holding.

"You paid too much," the Matron said without malice.

"I paid exactly enough," I said. "I met a man who understands measuring. We will need each other to keep the roof on."

"Word?" she asked, curious as weather.

"Soon," I said, and the rings on my wrists warmed as if the world likes making promises before it knows how to keep them.


THE THORN CHARTER


THE THORN CHARTER

(Syl, forcing a door open)

The dunes changed their grammar the way a tired man changes his walk—longer backs, slick shoulders, glass freckles like old lightning learning to keep score. Nadiya would call it "sulking." Runners love that word. The ledge up-slope earns it: an escarpment that breathes heat at noon and holds grudges until dusk.

Rumor said men were laying for travelers near that sulk—picking the bad step and selling rescue. The Bright Lances call it policing when they're feeling pious. I call it rot in boots.

Jace's line would cut across that ledge by afternoon.

I made the circuit: bowl, brush, dates. Wiped the rim the way you settle a child's hair. Then I put my palm on the crown and asked the Matron for consent to cross through the thorn basin that sits like a clenched fist between here and the ledge. Not because I like thorns—because they sit where it's useful to stand.

Ask, the Matron said, the way elders say eat your greens.

I sent the request along the glass line: From Syl of the Spine Road Oasis to Keeper of the Thorn Basin at Knife-Rib: consent for one Greenway Step, mercy purpose, step and return, dusk window.

The answer came back with a laugh in it. No travelers. No mercy games. Humans are rot in boots.

Thorn-Queens practice rudeness the way other people practice harp.

I priced the door. Exchange—shade I've stored, a season's worth; pollinator routes; I'll send my runners at flowering week so your brambles set more fruit than grudges. Consent?

No. Sweat-sweet, perfumed no. Thorn-Queens like pretending law is perfume.

"Very well," I told my pool. "We'll try the other door."

Thorn basins are jealous of water. They salt their lips with brine taken under the table, then pretend water came begging. The Charter forbids brine tapping unless a basin signs the ledger and pays the salt-tax in seedlings. I stepped onto my rim where stone kisses water and asked the desert to carry me as a reed—not to the Queen's island, but to her intake.

The Step took me under the lip of a salt slit cut where sand forgot to keep watch. The brine chewed slow through a clay throat someone had lined with broken amphorae to keep it from collapsing. It smelled like secrets that ferment into fines.

I set a pebble in the flow, the way a clerk sets a finger on a page. Then I set my chime.

Witness chimes are not pretty. They ring in two directions at once: inward to the basin and outward to every crown within a runner's day. I braided mine to the intake and tapped it with the same two fingers I use for mercy. The sound walked the pipes and went up through the Queen's rootwork. It walked the dunes into my Matron's crown and three neighbors besides. The wind decided to be honest for a change.

The Queen arrived in a rustle. You can hear a Thorn-Queen before you see her—her leaves move like expensive skirts finding reasons to be offended. She came with two briar-wights in tow, knots of thorn-wound vine shaped into guards by someone who didn't trust her own law.

"Who puts common bells in my blood?" she demanded, which is exactly how you tell on yourself.

"Your intake is illegal," I said mildly. "You owe the Charter brine tithe and seed-labor. Your ledger is empty."

She didn't bother to pretend. "The Charter is for people who need friends. I have thorns."

"Illegal intake," I repeated, tapping the chime so the nearest crown could hear it again. "And refusal of a mercy crossing during a named ambush window. I'm holding a hearing at your rim."

"You're holding a fantasy," she said. The briar-wights flexed; their thorns clicked like bad teeth.

"Bring your crown," I said. "Don't bring your wights. Witness chimes don't like knives."

I stepped to her island without waiting for consent and took the Toll's nip to my wrists. She hates that more than anything—that I can arrive where her manners refuse to go. She fluffed. She fluffed for a long time.

Her crown sat like a throne in a pool that had learned to be nice despite its keeper. The island had a stone we call the lip-judge—a flat, sensible thing smack in the middle of a basin so it can't be "misplaced." I put my hand on it and named the hearing.

"Thorn basin at Knife-Rib," I said so the wind would carry, "is in violation: clandestine brine intake; tithe unpaid; seed-labor shirked. Keeper refuses consent for one mercy crossing during an active ambush window. I'm asking the Charter to wake its teeth."

She laughed. "Teeth? What will you do, Syl of the Spine Road? Put me on paper? Write me into manners?"

"Better," I said, and pointed at the shade.

"Shade embargo," I told her. "If the Matron agrees, every crown within two days will tilt away during peak heat. Your undergrowth will crisp. Your wights will sleep for the wrong reasons. Birds will choose easier perches. You will hear the word No from your own water."

That made her breathe with her mouth. Good.

"Or," I said, "you can pay your tithe, schedule seed-labor, and grant consent for one crossing. Tonight. I'll throw in replanting rites for your dead gaps and teach two of your sons to train vines that don't bite the hand that waters."

The briar-wights leaned without orders. Even thorns prefer not to starve.

"You go behind my back," she hissed. "You call neighbors into my house."

"We share air," I said. "There is no back. There is a roof and I am keeping it on."

My Matron's attention came down the line as light as dew and twice as heavy. Two neighbor crowns leaned their ears in. The Queen heard them without seeing them. Pride has good hearing when you name it.

She tried one last needle. "You want it for a man," she said, in the tone people use when they think they've identified the embarrassing secret. "Men cost more than shade."

"I want it for a team who puts iron where it belongs when they come to water," I said, not blushing. "I want your basin not to become a story someone has to fix with knives. I want to be allowed to pay for mercy with paperwork instead of collateral damage. Also, I want to finish this before the ledge convinces itself it's noon again."

She showed me her pretty teeth. "You threaten like law and you beg like weather."

"That is called stewardship," I said, for the second time in as many days. "Choose."

The wind did a small thing then—the harmless mischief of good gossip. A neighbor crown let one frond clap in the distance like polite applause. The Queen glared at a horizon that refused to be cowed.

"Consent," she said at last, as if the word cost her blood. "One crossing. One return. Tonight."

"Good," I said. "Ledger?"

She pointed with her chin, the rude way. Her scribe—a long-suffering thorn-sprite with ink under his nails—slid a flat of bark my direction. I wrote it down: clandestine intake discovered at Knife-Rib by witness chime; tithe due in seedlings; seed-labor scheduled next quarter; replanting rites to be taught by Syl; two sons apprenticed to stop biting guests. I drew the Charter's fan at the bottom—route, delay, quiet—and pressed my reed-ring into the wet ink so it would remember our shapes.

The Queen signed in a hand like scratches fighting. "If your man brings knives into my chime," she said, "I will braid him into a fence."

"If he does, I will hold the other end of the ribbon," I said. "We are agreed."

I stepped from the island to the basin's rim, then to the intake. I unbraided the witness chime, wiped its mouth, and planted a seedling in the slit so the pipe would spit the truth when "accidentally discovered" later by someone else. I don't need credit—I need compliance.

The Toll kept tugging at my wrists with cold fingers. I am not ashamed to admit I wanted to lie down and let the morning pass through me twice. I am also not ashamed to admit I didn't.

The Step from thorn to ledge is short and arrogant, the kind that tests whether you've remembered to pay a coin to the gods of geometry before you walk on their shining table. I paid and arrived a breath from the sulk, inside the ledge's hiss.

Ambush signs stink of impatience: wrong-footed prints in the glaze, a stone where it wants to slide, scuff marks written in the grammar of men who don't know dunes and think hunger is clever. I took a reed and wrote counter-grammar at the lip: three tiny fan marks chalkless in the sand—route, delay, quiet—so a runner's ear would hear them with her feet; the rest would think wind had combed the place pretty.

Someone had strung a trip-thread at shin height across a tight-bend. I unhooked it, spun it into a ring, and tied it to a scrub so it would tattle with a bright snap when pulled. Farther on, I leaned into the ledge's "no" with my shoulder until it remembered to be a "not yet," the way you teach a stubborn door the idea of hinge.

A Bright Lance scout crouched on the far rim, too proud to lie down. He held still with all his muscles, which is not how stillness works. He didn't see me—people rarely do until I decide to exist. I existed in his peripheral vision just long enough to be a rumor. He turned his head the wrong way. That was enough to make his body want to decide on a different plan.

Jace's party came into the ledge's eye a finger after. No fanfare. Elbows in. Iron where it belonged. Nadiya's run translated my fan-marks into math. Mira's steps put apology in ankles before pride thought to arrive. Elara's breath made the air behave like a road. Jace did not try to out-stare the ledge. He admitted his weight and the ledge chose to carry him.

The trip-thread snapped where I'd left it to tattle. Two rustlers who had thought themselves clever looked down at their own hands like they were shocked to find fingers. They fled by the long path, muttering oaths they could not spend.

None of that was heroics. It was maintenance done on time.

I did not step down to touch Jace's hand. I did not make a ripple. I let the sulk learn his name without him knowing mine was the primer.

When they were across and the ledge had remembered how to be a place instead of a test, I went back to the thorn basin to do the honest part: the paperwork.

The Queen waited with her briar-wights outside the lip on purpose, so the witness chime would hear her patience. Good. Teach yourself a trick once and you might keep it.

"Tithe schedule," I said, handing her scribe the bark strip with the seed counts I'd worked out on my rim. "Shade-lend ledger. Two mornings a week until rains. Your sons—" I pointed at two vine-boys who had been pretending to be part of the furniture—"report to my pool's north bench for the replanting rites. We'll teach you to braid a welcome that doesn't weaken the fence."

The Queen stared like that kind of welcome was more dangerous than any knife. She is not entirely wrong.

"File your violation with the Matron," I added, because her pride would never put her name on wrongdoing unless forced. "Make it neat. Clean hands. If you make me do it, I'll use large letters and a generous hand."

"You'll tell the others," she said.

"Neighbors already know," I said, which is softer than yes and more useful.

"You threaten like a well and a law," she said, almost curious now.

"Teeth and water," I corrected. "Both are for chewing. Both are for easing."

"I should hate you," she said.

"I prefer that to your indifference," I said, and left before she found a compliment and ruined her day.

My pool took me in like a bowl takes light at noon. The Toll finally collected—hands cold, voice thin, aura wrapped tight as a wet reed. I lay with my shoulders under the crown and my feet in the sun and let the morning pass through me twice, like I'd promised the Matron I would the last time I spent myself.

After, when my fingers remembered me, I walked the rim with the bowl and the brush. Two oiled dates. Wipe. Straighten the chime. I wrote the violation neatly on bark, pressed the reed-ring into ink, and carried it to the crown. The Matron stamped it with a single nod, which is how trees do paperwork.

Jace and his troublemakers walked past my reach an hour later. He did not look toward my pool. He did not know I had been in thorns for him, or that I'd made politics bite itself. He has his own ledger and I don't want to write in it unless he asks.

That night, the thorn basin tilted a fraction toward the sun at peak heat—just enough for the weeds to notice, just enough for a briar-wight to yawn at the wrong time. The Queen will call it weather. I will call it a lesson. Both can be true.

I stood at the lip and watched the water decide to keep being patient. I touched the reed-rings the Matron had put around my wrists and told them: You will behave stingily. You will be used for doors that won't open, not for avoiding the hallways.

The wind decided to be kind and didn't make me hear my own sentiment out loud. Somewhere past the ledge, laughter carried without the part where men try to impress each other by making noise. It brought joy with it and left it on my rim the way a good neighbor leaves fruit.

He will never know what it costs me to be where I need to be. Good. The Charter isn't a love letter. It's a roof. I'll keep it on.


REED-RINGS


Reed-Rings

(SYL, THE bargain)

Glass-bloom is a patient riddle. It looks like a flower until it remembers it is light wearing a stem. Touch the petals and they crackle; the dust sings in a key only prisms answer. We don't grow it at my oasis—too proud, too hungry for stories—but south of the salt lies a vale where the stuff climbs from sand like a hymn refusing to end.

I went because asking had grown insufficient.

The groves tired of my voice at their lips. Consent came late or sticky, phrased like favors instead of law. I could beg, bribe, threaten—but I wanted something to show at the gate that made other keepers decide yes before anyone had to pretend magnanimity. A passport, not a speech.

"Glass-bloom Vale," I told my Matron, palm on crown. "Not for shine. For utility."

The crown tipped one frond—say the price before you ask for the flower.

"I'll trade offerings, shade-lend, and seed-labor," I said. "If the spirit there proves reasonable. No trinkets. I want threads for breath—something that remembers path when wind forgets."

The leaves set their smallest teeth into light—skeptical, alive. Ask, she said, which is as far as trees go toward blessing.

The Step into the Vale needed no keeper's consent—no crown rules that bowl, only a spirit's appetite arranged by accident into etiquette. I set two oiled dates on my rim, a finger of water where stone likes it, and carried myself across the long thin of afternoon into quiet that polishes your teeth.

The Vale wasn't a pool but a low dish of white sand, beaten to glass by a century of tantrums and apologies. Stalks rose everywhere in slow arcs, crowned by petals that held light the way a throat holds breath when someone beloved walks through a door. Step wrong there, and you leave with your hem stitched to earth by invisible needles.

I stepped right. There's a gait for sacred gardens: heel honest, toes persuaded, ankles carrying apology before pride thinks to arrive. The glass underfoot hummed a yes I didn't spend. I set my bowl on a rock where nothing would catch fire for fun.

The spirit came like a breeze deciding to be a voice. Not a face—faces are a politeness our kind impose on things with no need. It gathered into a tall pane of air where sand flashed and cooled in a column, and the column flexed.

"We don't entertain root," it said, tone like a wet edge drying in shade.

"You entertain purpose," I said. "I've brought mine."

Light leaned. "You have titles?"

"Syl, Spine Road Oasis. Keeper. Steward. Acute nuisance. I want to commission work."

"Work," it repeated, amused. The petals along three stalks shifted to a new harmony and held it. "Root asking work of light. I will remember the audacity. What work?"

"Rings for the wrists," I said, showing my hands—palms out, no iron, nothing to clatter or pretend. "Not pretty. Not jewelry. Reed-rings braided from breath and memory. They'll sit quiet until a traveler faces air pretending to be a wall. Then they wake and tell the lane how to be a road."

"I could spin you something lovely," the spirit murmured, cutting a hair-thin ribbon from air and letting it flash to glass in a blink. It rang when it hit sand. "You ask for ugly and useful. Payment?"

"Seasonal offerings. Glass-bloom dust kept dry and sung to. Shade-lend counted. Water discipline at my pool for three years—less show, deeper root. I'll teach men to keep their iron at the lip of every grove I can reach. That protects your stalks."

It made the sound cane makes when you run a thumb along it. "Yes to the thought. No to the math. Your coin holds only if you never spend it."

I tried again. "Breath in a storm-flask. A vowel turned into a tether. I'll catch it clean and bring it. You can learn the shape of the weather we're tuning."

Something in it shivered—hungry—but it wasn't done being difficult. "I can take the wind by the throat," it said. "What I cannot steal is what lives inside breath."

"That's not coin," I said. "That's theft."

"Commission," it returned, perfectly pleased.

We looked at each other with the civility of two nuisances who have decided on diplomacy. I stepped closer to the column and put my fingers against the pane of air where heat made the world ripple. It pushed back like a cat, then allowed it because I hadn't flinched.

"What do you want," I asked, "that won't make me hate you?"

"Memory," it said, too fast. "A first love."

"No." The word left before the vowels were done being vowels. "You may be light. I am not."

It took the no with more interest than offense. "A story, then. The first rain you remember. Its taste. Its weight. The way it taught your body what the world feels like when it decides to be generous."

I closed my mouth because the mouth is a traitor. The scent of that day lives in me like a secret voice: iron at distance, stone turning slick, my crown brighter than it knew it could be, the line where shade learned it was a roof, not just absence of heat. Childhood memory is a pantry you don't let pests into. The urge to guard it rose like thorns under my tongue.

"No," I said again, softer. "You can have sugar but not teeth."

"Hmm," the spirit said, which is how clever things let you live with yourself while they inventory the other cabinets. "Not the entire rain, then. A sip. The taste of your first rain. You'll keep the shape. You'll lose the flavor. It's fair."

"It's expensive."

"You came for passport," it said, dismissing my drama with specialist kindness. "Expensive is useful's middle name."

We hung there, me breathing, it not, while the Vale hummed the part of day where lizards perform opinions without asking for applause. I tasted the memory in my mouth on purpose, because if I was going to give it, I'd pay with accurate coin.

"What else," I asked, to be cruel to myself, "would move you?"

"Utility," it said. "Not offerings you stack on a bench like excuses. I want infrastructure. Anchor me in a route no one has the nerve to keep—shade in the mouth of storm, a place where water in the air remembers to be a person. Plant me a sister where weather forgets itself."

A pocket-grove in the throat of wind. Hanging gardens teased from ribs. I saw the balcony in my mind—the one high on the Tower's flank, bone-pale rail, a soft place where palms could pretend to be birds for a while. I saw Jace there, elbows on parapet, ankles in danger, pretending not to stare at me like a man with a huge lesson inside him waiting for the correct room.

"You're asking me to sow on a wall," I said.

"Yes," it said simply. "If you cannot make my threads into kept paths, you are buying ribbon, not rings."

"Then I offer this," I said. "I will establish sanctum pockets along a storm route the world has decided we must keep—lee-bowls where breath learns not to brag. I will do the seed-work and the bribe-work and the law-work so that when my travelers fall out of luck, the ground will be there already pretending to be their friend. And I will give you a sip of my first rain—the taste, not the map."

The column brightened slightly; a stalk at my shoulder loosened like a hand unclenching. "We are close."

"And I keep my first love," I said. "That is not coin."

"I don't want a story anyone else could tell me," it said. "I want the skin of your own weather. The rain will do."

"Then the rings," I said.

It spun thread from air so fine it made my eyes think about crying. It pulled lines from the small space between heat and the thing heat has not yet convinced to leave. It braided that with a barely audible consonant the shafts will give you if you tune vanes long enough—turn, turn, almost there—and the braid held. It wove reed into the breath—actual reed, cut from a cousin of my river, softened, sung to, spat on, forgiven. The result was not pretty.

I was delighted.

"They do nothing alone," it cautioned. "They answer behavior. Set them on wrists that know how to notch weight into please and thank you. Wear them stingy. They will remember path where air forgets. They will not rescue pride."

"Good," I said. "I'm tired of rescuing it."

"Price," it reminded me, though some of the stroppy had gone from its tone.

"The taste," I said, and picked up the memory the way you pick up a cup you know you are about to drink the last of.

The first rain of my remembering came on a day the dunes forgot to pretend they were sand. The air went green at the edges. The lip of my pool breathed in so hard it shuddered. I was small enough to sleep under a bench and think it a palace. I woke to thunder deciding to be consensus. The crown bent just enough to let a single fat drop pat me in the middle of the forehead like a blessing that refuses to ask your name. I ran and yelled the way children do when truth finally bothers to visit—mouth open, tongue out for the science of it, the taste like cold iron taught manners.

I swallowed. The spirit took the flavor from me as neatly as a thorn removes a sliver. The shape remains. The film over the eyes remains. The taste is gone.

I did not look away when it left me. I do not weep in front of workmen.

"Anchors," the spirit said more softly. It set the finished reed-rings on my bowl—two loops of green and glass thread, matte outside, slick where breath could find them. "One for each wrist, because your kind uses two hands to be useful. Go promise the wall a garden. Go promise the door a bench."

"I will," I said. "But I won't bring you trinkets. I'll bring you maps. When we open a corridor through storm, I'll draw its ribs on bark and name its elbows. You will taste them with your threads."

"I will eat your punctuation," it said, brightening the air like a grin.

I slipped the rings on.

They are not comfortable. That is how you know you bought a tool and not a story. They sat cool and opinionated at the thin of my wrist, under the bit where you can feel your own pulse when you want to remember you are a person. The Vale listened to the way they changed my breath even before I used them. The glass at my toes forgot to be quite so glassy.

"Wary approval," my Matron said hours later, when I set the rings on her crown for inspection like a child brings contraband to an indulgent aunt. "You'll wear them visible when you go to other lips. If they make other groves quieter around your voice, they pay for themselves twice."

"They already have," I said, not mentioning the empty space in my mouth where rain used to live.

At dusk, I took them to the pool and tried them properly. I stood at the lip and misbehaved—just a little. I set my angle wrong and gave the wind a reason to wedge itself like a stubborn cousin, the kind that stays too long and won't own it. The rings woke with a mild, unshowy warmth. They didn't push. They reminded. The air thought of a lane, found it, and behaved as if it had invented it.

My breath kept insult from turning into accident. My wrists kept me from writing a new scar on the wheel of the bowl. The rings cooled at once, as if embarrassed to be seen doing the job.

Good. I like modest tools.

"I'll take a pair to the Date-Matron," I told the water, because bribery is just law with priorities, and a keeper who wants to say yes needs something to look at while saying it.

"Take one to the thorn," my Matron said, because she believes in being an equal-opportunity nuisance.

I laughed despite myself.

Later, alone, I tried to recall the first rain's taste. I remembered the shape of joy; I could not taste its face. I put my tongue to the pool and licked the water like a child to cheat, and the pool tolerated me because we keep each other's secrets. It was not the same.

"You were worth it," I told the empty, and the empty behaved like a promise instead of a loss.

That night, the wind rearranged the gossip of the dunes and brought me a voice I know now. Jace, somewhere along the spine road, said something small and true that made a room better without asking for credit. The rings warmed once, the way a cat's tail does when it walks past your ankle—an accidental blessing.

I didn't tell him later where the rings came from when I slid them onto the wrists of people who earn them. He doesn't ask for accounting and I don't give receipts. He felt the path wake under his hands and thought the world had decided to be kind. I let him.

When he stood on a balcony that isn't a balcony yet and looked into weather arranged into manners, I put my palm to the rail where his palm would be later. The rings sat quiet. They will speak when the corridor needs reminding that it's a road and not a dare.

It is expensive to carry options for other people. It is more expensive to regret not wanting to. I prefer interesting invoices to interesting eulogies.

In the morning I walked the rim with bowl and brush, set two oiled dates where the stone likes them, wiped the edge with the soft page of my hand. The water lay flat as a mirror that knows every story and repeats none. The rings waited like verbs at the base of my thumb. The first rain did not come when I called it. That is all right. I have bought a different kind of weather.


A GROVE BETWEEN STORMS


A Grove Between Storms

(Syl, making a sanctuary where none exists)

The "yes" reached me through the water. Not a word—shape. The dock lifted without hands; the corridor held; weather bent itself into a hallway and decided not to eat anyone who walked like they belonged. My pool shivered once as if a beloved had remembered the right door.

I made the circuit I always make when the world insists on being larger than my arms: bowl, brush, dates; wipe the rim the way you settle a child's hair; straighten the chime. Then I put my palm to the crown and asked the Matron to listen.

"They opened a road inside the storm," I said. "They'll need a place along it. Not at the door. Inside."

The crown tilted a frond a finger-width. Say the law before you say the plan.

"High Charter," I recited, like a student who still enjoys the sound of knowing things. "Storm houses must carry respite or lose the Matron's song."

The Tower is not a grove, the leaves answered, skeptical.

"It keeps weather," I said. "It keeps rooms. It keeps people from falling. That's close enough to house for the Charter to reach." I did not add: and I'm tired of watching Jace stand on rails with his humor turned to posture and nowhere reasonable to set his heart down for an hour.

Ask, the Matron said at last, and turned her fronds toward the east, where height thins the air and makes it think it's special.

There isn't a crown on the Tower. There is a vine.

It lives in a crack above the service aerie, where ribs make a private pocket and wind forgets to brag. It has been hoarding birds and breeze for a long time without asking questions about usefulness. Vines are like that when no one loves them into better behavior.

I could not step to the vine. We share no pact. I stepped to a stingy palm two dunes from the Tower's shadow, paid the keeper with pollinator routes and the promise of a sober book—water discipline for three seasons—then walked the last distance the slow way, because you should meet a neighbor sweating.

The Tower's weather-skin made a wall of moving manners. My reed-rings warmed, subtle, the way cats brush ankles when they want to remind you gravity exists. I breathed, set my heel with apology before pride, and stood on the narrow balcony across the gap from the vine's pocket. The chime-gate remembered my hands; it moved like a prayer taught to children.

The vine noticed me the way animals notice a person who doesn't flinch. It drew one tendril over the lip and let it dangle so I could see the little knives. Behind it, the pocket held its own shade—good, honest, unspent. A tangle of rootlets clutched a handful of dust that wasn't quite soil and had no intention of becoming it.

"You're pretty," the vine said, whispering with leaves that had never learned to be polite. "Go away."

"I'm useful," I said, and put my bowl where the stone liked it. "Let's talk about hosting."

It hissed, small and theatrical. "I host birds. I host breeze. People turn breeze into noise and birds into stories where they're the hero."

"You're not wrong," I said. "I'm not asking you to host people. I'm asking you to host law. A sister planted in your pocket. A sanctum that costs you a little patience and pays you back in root."

"Root is boring," it said.

"Root is what keeps you from falling when someone important finally leans on you."

"Nothing important leans here," it lied, looking past me at the corridor like a gossip staring at a wedding ring.

I put my hands on the rail, palms up, wrists visible so the vine could see the reed-rings plain. "These wake path where air pretends it is a wall," I said. "They don't rescue pride. They don't make ladders shorter. They teach lanes to remember they are roads."

The vine extended a tendril, curious as a cat, and looped me once, slow, the way a child tries string on a finger to see if it will cut. The rings warmed—not bright, not showy—remembering path. The loop slid off without tearing skin.

It tried again, sharper. The rings flared—not light; shape—and the tendril unlearned its plan to be a cuff.

"That's rude," the vine said, annoyed that something had refused to be furniture.

"So is strangling guests," I said evenly. "The Charter has teeth. I'd prefer to bring you seeds and water than call neighbors to tilt their shade away when the sun is busy."

"Threats," it sighed. "You're all threats and sermons."

"Stewardship," I corrected. "Law when we can, bribery when we must, and a broom to keep the lip honest."

It made a small, ugly noise that meant I had said please correctly. "What bribe," it demanded anyway, because bribery likes its own name said aloud.

"Shade-root," I said. "From my pool. Deep, disciplined. I'll graft it into your pocket so wind stops stealing your moisture out of spite. I'll show your tendrils how to look for water like accountants instead of singers. In return, you host a sister-grove: seed-water rite, a promise to be quiet when people sleep, and a rule that iron waits at the gate."

"Boring," it repeated, trying to taste the word like praise.

"Strong," I said, and hooked a thumb toward the corridor that breathed like a held-open throat. "If you host, I'll teach the dock to speak to you. When the disc rises, it will remember you and bring people who behave."

A long pause—the kind where a house decides whether you can put your feet on the table. The vine ran its small knives along the rail once, thinking about being offended, then stopped. It wanted. It was ashamed of wanting. It tried to give wanting up. It failed.

"What song," it asked abruptly.

"Turn," I said. "The consonant the choir plates give when you've tuned three vane triads on the same count."

"You'll sing it wrong," it said, interested now despite itself.

"I will sing it usefully," I said. "And I'll bring the thread from the mirror down the hall, so the outward spiral doesn't have to carry the whole conversation alone."

Behind my teeth, the Toll tapped its wooden spoon against the rim of my patience. I'd stepped twice today and the third step would ask for invoices I hadn't meant to pay before dusk. I kept my face indifferent. The vine is young, but it knows the smell of weakness and the taste of hurry.

"High Charter," I said, softer. "Storm houses must carry respite or lose the Matron's song. You can be the letter of that law or its spirit. If you refuse both, my Matron will ask three neighbors to tilt away at noon. Your birds will learn other songs."

It flinched in leaf, small. I had not named the Matron before. It had not occurred to the vine that its balcony lived under a roof.

"You will plant first," it said, sulking correctly now. "And you will water with your water, not mine. And you will promise to bring someone who puts iron where it belongs to admire me."

"I will," I said, because telling the truth had become a habit I did not resent lately. "Consent?"

Its tendrils made the smallest, grudging knot—the kind that unravels if you pull. I did not pull. I bowed with my palms up, because vines are vain and deserve to be fed in their own language once they agree to stop being disastrous.

The seed-water rite is older than my pool and younger than the Charter. I scraped a thumb of glass-bloom dust from the vial I'd promised the Vale I would keep dry and sung-to. I mixed it with a spoon of my own water and a chisel of sable fig bark. I added a pinch of cumin and the thin sweet milk from a rib-tree's cut. I sang hush until the nasty edge went out of the mix and the smell changed from medicine to home.

"Palm," I said to the vine, and it extended a leaf with feigned reluctance, like a queen pretending to be tired of favors. I painted the edge where birds land. I dabbed the seam where the knives grow and told them they were welcome after sanctuary, not during.

Then I put the bowl to the pocket's dust and poured slowly along a spiral the way your hand learns to write when it quits pretending it's a brain. Vow first, because seeds sit harder with a promise under them. Due next, because roots don't eat unless someone remembers to bring food. Hush last, because sleep makes everything hold.

The pocket drank. It didn't burp—good sign. It didn't smoke—excellent sign. It sighed the way sand sighs when the first tiny plants put their teeth down. I planted three shade-roots from my bench at home—cut the day before, kept honest in wet cloth. The roots curled like babies against the wall and began the slow, rude work of becoming necessary.

"When someone asks you to host, you will listen," I told the vine. "You will not beg to be thanked. You will be available."

It pretended to toss its knife-tips in the air and then did none of that. It stroked the new roots with a tendril and tried hard not to look happy.

"Test it," it said, sudden. "You Step in and then you Step back and then you return with a loud friend. If your wrists shake, I will laugh."

"You can laugh without being cruel," I said. The Toll tapped my pulse again; my rings felt cool and opinionated against the thin of my wrist. The smart move was to return to my pool and pay the Toll lying under my crown until afternoon. The necessary move was to test the route.

Consent from the vine isn't enough. A route has to decide to be a memory—your body's; the grove's. I put my hands on the rail, breathed the Warm Hand count, let the rings wake path around the part of air that had been thinking about being a wall.

Then I Stepped, answering the pocket with my whole name.

It took me the way a newly opened door takes a good neighbor—politely, with just enough friction to leave everyone's fingerprints comfortable. I arrived with my breath two sizes too small and a waver in my knees the vine clocked with indecent pleasure. Fine. It could have the laugh. I wanted the route.

I rested one beat and Stepped back to the stingy palm two dunes from the Tower, because if you don't test the round-trip now, the route will blame you later for being surprised. The Toll took a petty tax on my aura and promised the invoice by nightfall. I set my palm to the palm's crown—gave a chime of thanks—and Stepped again to the pocket, because the vine would make a story of it if I didn't.

"There," I said pleasantly, in a voice that did not betray the cold drawing lace on my wrists. "Your pocket holds. Your knives didn't scratch pride. We are neighbors now."

The corridor breathed along the flank of the Tower—a patient hum that puts knees in order. The disc rose to the aerie again for its own reasons. The door listened like a page waiting for a pen. I could have left it all at that and called myself a woman of principle. That's almost what I did.

He arrived smelling like effort turning into prudence.

The disc held at the threshold. Jace set his hand to the rail and the rail agreed to be held. The others moved like people who had decided that posture is a kind of love. He turned toward the pocket only after he'd asked the door a question with his wrist. His eyes found me like a rumor deciding to be fact.

"You keep finding good rooms," he said, voice too quiet to waste on the corridor. It felt, unfairly, like a hand on a warm bowl in winter.

"I make rooms remember they can be good," I said, and the vine, which is young and susceptible, preened.

I did not tell him how many groves I had offended this week on his behalf. I did not tell him who I had bribed. I did not tell him what cold hides in my fingers when the Toll collects. I showed him the bowl instead, set it where the stone likes it, and poured a finger of water in the groove so the pocket could learn manners.

"You can sleep here," I said, looking past him to the people who would use the room when he was doing something terrible and necessary with his shoulders. "No iron past the chime. Leave the lip better than you found it. If you snore, you do it quietly."

"Is there a Charter for snoring?" he asked, and I didn't let my mouth tell the truth about the place inside me where his jokes go to fix themselves.

"There is me," I said. "And I am worse than the Charter."

His hand found mine. Not grab, not squeeze—just permission offered without checking to see whether I needed it. We put our fingers into the bowl together and watched the circles go out until they hit the rail and rearranged themselves around the bolts.

"Thank you," he said, like a man who has decided not to quantify gratitude.

"You'll keep bringing your own cups," I said.

He smiled. The vine liked his smile more than it should; its knives lay down a hair. Good. Be fooled by the right things, little friend.

Mira appeared over his shoulder, cat-quiet, eyes glittering the way they do when she's about to call me handsome without moving her mouth. Elara set two dates on the lip and did not bow, which is the correct way to bow to another keeper. Nadiya leaned into the lee and tasted the quiet like arithmetic. The room held them as if it had been born to.

"Use it," I said, stepping back because sometimes generosity demands the dignity of distance. "Don't praise it while inside. Houses don't like hearing they've pleased you; they will get ideas."

He wanted to kiss me. I could see it in the way his mouth became a plan. I wanted him to. I also wanted him to remember he was in a room he had not paid for with anything but behavior. I put two fingers against his chest, which is a yes in our language followed by a later in mine, and watched him learn to be glad of that.

I left before the vine started trying to imitate our faces.

The Step home is never merely home. It is the stern aunt who lives down the lane waiting at her gate to ask you hard math. The Toll, which I had borrowed against twice, collected properly: voice thin, hands cold, aura wrapped tight as a wet reed. I lay with my shoulders under my crown and my feet in the sun and let the noon pass through me twice. I did not cheat. I do not cheat at this. If you try to trick the Toll, it becomes something else and it remembers your face.

When my fingers belonged to me again, I wrote the deed on bark. Pocket sanctum established: Tower flank, vine host, sister-grove planted. High Charter clause observed. Shade-root grafted. Mirror-thread pending. I pressed my ring into the ink; the mark looked like responsibility had burned a small, neat circle into the page.

That night, when the disc rose again and the corridor behaved like an adult in public, I felt the pocket hold their sleep. It changed the noise the Tower makes. There is a small sound, easy to miss—the sound rooms give off when they have learned what they are for.

The vine tried to bind my wrist the next dusk as a joke when I returned with a spool of thread and an extra coin for the chime gate. The rings warmed; the vine laughed and let go. We have an understanding now: I will bribe it until it knows how to love being useful; I will threaten it when it remembers being jealous.

He never knew the invoices. He warmed my hands with his breath when they were cold and thought he had invented kindness. I let him. Love is a good liar when it lies for the right reasons.

Before I slept, I went to the crown and leaned into her. She smelled like work and good gossip.

"You made a grove on a wall," she said, indulgent and disapproving in equal measures.

"I made a bench," I said, which is what shrines are when you take the perfume out of them. "Someone will come tired and leave kinder."

The Matron set one frond against my wrist where the rings live. Spend them stingy, she reminded me, the way I needed reminding even when I didn't.

"I will," I promised.

At the Tower, far above the dunes, a vine I had bullied into usefulness leaned a little away from the wind so it could listen to breathing. It will forget sometimes. I will remind it.

"Be kind when I'm not here," I whispered to the idea of it, to the pocket and the knives and the birds all at once.

The water pretended not to have heard me and then spent the rest of the night reflecting a sky that had decided to be generous.
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