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      For everyone who stayed when leaving would have been easier. This one is about choosing the harder, better thing.
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            SABOTAGE AT SUNRISE

          

          
            WREN

          

        

      

    

    
      I had four hours until the sun came up and turned the man I'd been sleeping with back into the wall of the bell-tower, so I knelt down and started breaking the best clock I'd ever built.

      It was not, I want to be clear, a decision I arrived at calmly. There was no method statement, no careful inventory in good white light with my tools laid out in their roll. There was a founding page shaking in one hand and a graver shaking in the other and a dead careful sentence going around in my skull like a strike train jumped off its count — drawn down into the stone entire, to sleep in the rock the full turn of a hundred years — and there was Corvus behind me, his enormous careful hand pressed flat to his own chest where the heart knocked, saying in a voice I'd never heard, hollow and far away, "I can feel it counting, Wren. It has not stopped. It is only — slower now. Between the blows. Counting toward the grey."

      And there was the grey. The first faint bruise of it, through the low platform door, in the east, where it would come up in four hours and finish the thing the strike had started.

      Most people, faced with the catastrophe of their lives, freeze, or weep, or pray. I am not built any of those ways. I have one trick, the worst possible trick to have at the top of a tower in the dark, because it doesn't know how to stop: I solve the problem in front of me. Show me a thing running wrong and I cannot do anything but get my hands into it and make it run right — and the awful thing, the thing I'd understood far too late with the page read, was that this whole catastrophe had been me making something run right. I'd finished the clock. I'd made it run, sweet and true, the late third blow and all. And the running was the disaster. The competence was the weapon. I had built the door I was about to lose him through, and I had built it beautifully.

      So I did the only thing left to a person whose one sure skill has just tried to murder the person she loves.

      I unbuilt it.

      "Talk to me," I said, and my voice came out flat and fast and not at all like the voice I'd used to read him stories in the curve of his wing. "How fast. Tell me how fast it's going down, how many blows between — I need a rate, Corvus, I can't fix what I can't measure, give me a rate."

      "I do not have your numbers." But he was already moving, folding himself down beside me at the dark heart of the mechanism, wings drawn tight, the amber eyes gone wide and fixed and terrible. "It is — like a weight falling. Slow at the top and then faster. It pulls toward the grey the way the weights pull toward the floor of the tower. I feel it reaching for me a little more with each blow."

      A weight falling. Of course it was. Gravity made into time, the whole secret of every clock ever made — a heavy thing that only wants to drop, and an escapement that teaches it patience, one tooth at a time. I'd freed the going train. I'd taken out the brake. And now centuries of stored want were falling toward the floor of the tower and dragging him with it, and the new throttle I'd machined over the safe nights and meshed home so proudly had only slowed the clock to its running speed — the speed that sounded the hour, the speed that armed the count. It hadn't restrained the binding. It had only made the clock keep good time while it killed him.

      So the new throttle had to go. The going train had to be jammed, fouled, thrown out of true, every clean sweet thing I'd spent weeks making — undone. I had to break the perfect mechanism back into the safe silence it had kept for twelve years, because a stopped clock could not count, and a clock that could not count could not draw him down. Théa had written it in her journal without understanding it: since the clock stopped, the figure has been still. As if when the clock stopped, something in the figure stopped too. The twelve-year armistice I'd come up the mountain to end. I had to put it back.

      "It's running because I made it run," I said, getting the graver into the gear train, finding the new throttle-piece by feel. "So I'm going to make it stop. Not stop-stop — I can't just seize it, if I seize it wrong the strike might finish its count on the way down, and you said it's still counting, I can't risk a finish — I have to throttle it. Detune it. Take it off its rate so the count can't complete. Hold the lamp."

      He held the lamp.

      He held it exactly where I needed it, the wordless choreography we'd built over three weeks working this same mechanism in this same gold light — except every other night the lamp had lit a thing I was fixing, and tonight it lit a thing I was wrecking on purpose, my own hands tearing out my own perfect repair with the same certainty I'd used to make it. The symmetry of it, the exact cruelty, was a thing I couldn't afford to feel yet, so I filed it hard, somewhere the cold couldn't reach, and worked.

      I took the new throttle out first. It fought me less than the old one had — I'd machined it true, it came free with the small sweet click of a mechanism released, the same click that had armed the whole disaster an hour ago, except now I prayed it meant the opposite. I had no page to tell me. I had the wear pattern and the physics and the thing Oswin had said about the brake. If you take it out, do not, even once, let the thing find out how fast it can go. I'd let it find out. Now I had to make it forget.

      "Slower?" I said. "Anything? When I pulled the throttle — did it change?"

      A pause. He went still, the listening stillness, the one that meant he was reading the weather off his own wings except the weather was inside him now. "Slower," he said, and there was the first thread of something other than horror in it, the faintest thread, and it nearly undid me. "The reaching. It slowed. Wren — it slowed."

      "Okay." I didn't let myself feel it. I got the graver back in, deeper, to the going train itself — the sweet free pivots I'd cleared of twelve years of dust, the trued pallets, the racked frame I'd shimmed back within tolerance over three nights of patient swearing. All of it. I had to detune all of it — not destroy it, I couldn't bear to destroy it and I couldn't risk a catastrophic seize, but throw it out of true, off its beat, into the limping wrong-running condition where a clock turns but cannot keep time, cannot complete a strike, cannot count anything but its own confusion. The worst-running mechanism in the world, made on purpose, by the best restorer the firm had on its books, with her own two hands, at four in the morning, to save a man made of stone.

      I drove a shim home where no shim belonged. I felt the frame go a degree wrong, the wheels lose their clean mesh, the going train begin to bind and stutter — and I felt, through the floor and the walls and the whole alive tower, the great straining want of the freed mechanism falter, catch, lose its rate. The escapement that had caught so clean an hour ago — tick, hold, release, the small perfect yes I'd given my life to making — began to slur. To hesitate. To run ragged. The most beautiful sound a clock makes, coming apart under my hands, on purpose, and it was the ugliest thing I'd ever done to a mechanism and the most necessary, and I did it the way I do everything, completely, with both hands, refusing to flee.

      "It's stopping," Corvus said. Low. Disbelieving. His hand still flat on his chest. "The count. It is — it cannot find the next blow. Wren. It cannot find the next blow."

      "Don't tell me yet." Because if I let myself believe it before it was true I'd lose my hands, and I needed my hands. I worked the strike train next — eased the hammer off its readiness, fouled the cue the going train fed it, made absolutely certain that whatever ragged half-life the mechanism limped into when I was done, the strike could never gather itself to count a full hour again. I un-restored the strike train I'd been hired to free, and I did it cleanly, reversibly, every piece set aside in its place and not destroyed, because some stubborn craftsperson part of me, even now, even in the wreck, would not let me do irreversible harm to a six-hundred-year-old mechanism — would not let me become the wrecker, even to save him. And I'd be grateful for that, more than I can say, because reversible was going to be the thin live wire we'd walk the whole winter: not cancelled, only stalled. Not safe. Only held.

      And then it was done.

      The clock went quiet.

      Not the silence of twelve years ago, the clean dead silence of a thing fully stopped. This was a worse silence and a better one, a limping silence — a mechanism turning just enough to be alive and never enough to count, the going train ticking ragged and lost somewhere in the dark, the escapement slurring its broken half-beat, a clock that would run forever and never once tell the time. A jammed count. A thing held an inch from completing, the avalanche caught with one stone gone loose at the top of the slope and the rest of the slope holding its breath.

      I sat back on my heels. My hands were shaking now that they'd stopped working, the way they always shake after, the cost arriving the second the job lets go of me. I looked at the dark heart of the mechanism, my perfect repair torn out and set in pieces beside it, and I waited, with my whole self, for Corvus to tell me whether it had worked or whether I'd just spent the last four hours of him fouling a clock while the count ran out underneath.

      "It stopped," he said.

      I turned around.

      He was crouched in the gold light with the lamp still in his hand, held exactly where I'd needed it, and his amber eyes were wide and wet and fixed on me, and his other hand was still pressed flat to his chest. "It stopped, Wren. There is nothing reaching for me. It is quiet. The clock is turning, I can feel it turning, it is alive — but it cannot find the count. You broke it. You broke it on purpose. You broke the best thing you have ever made to keep it from finding the next blow."

      "Is it holding." My voice came out cracked. "Corvus. The page said the next sunrise — it draws the watcher down at the next sunrise, and the grey's coming, I can see it, I have maybe three hours now, less — if the count's stalled but the sequence is still armed, does the sunrise still—"

      "I do not know." He set the lamp down, very carefully, and looked east through the low door at the bruise of grey, and I watched the count I'd just stalled get replaced in both of us by the older count, the nightly one, the dawn-wall that came whether the binding willed it or not. "The grey will take me. It always takes me, and you cannot stop it; do not even — Wren, do not even think it. But." He pressed his hand harder to his chest. "The hundred years is in the count, and the count is stalled. If the sequence needs the count complete to take me whole — and I think it does, I think that is the whole of what the brake was for — then the grey will take me the way it takes me every dawn. To stone. Until dusk. Not the other. Not the rock entire." His voice did a thing it had never done, broke clean in the middle. "I think you have bought us a dusk. I think — Wren, I think I will wake tonight."

      And I did the thing I hadn't let myself do through the whole of the worst night of my life — the reading of the page and the breaking of the clock and the cold flat fast competence of the save. I came apart. Not gracefully. I put both hands over my face and made a sound I'd never made, a wrecked animal sound, the relief and the terror and the four hours of held-back horror all coming up at once, and Corvus folded himself down around me and brought a wing over both of us against the cold and the coming grey, the way he had the first night, and held me while I shook.

      "You stayed," he said into my hair. "I told you to read it first. And you did not, and it nearly — it nearly took me forever. And then it ran out the count and you did not run, you did not freeze, you knelt down and broke your own work to stall it. I have watched a great many people meet a catastrophe. I have never once watched anyone meet it with a graver and a rate." A sound came out of him that was half a sob and half, impossibly, the dry note, the thing his wrong expressive mouth did at one corner, surfacing even now. "You are going to be the death of a great deal of very careful arrangement. The whole town spent ages making certain no one could ever do what you did tonight, and you undid it and re-did it backward inside of four hours, weeping. I do not know whether to be horrified or—"

      "Don't you dare make a joke."

      "I am making a joke," he agreed, gravely, "because the alternative is the other thing, and I am not ready for the other thing, and neither, I think, are you, and we have a grey coming up the eastern sky and I do not wish to spend the last hour of it on the other thing. Let me make the joke. It is the only gift I have left tonight."

      So I let him make the joke, and I laughed, and the laugh broke in the middle, the way it always does with us, the laugh and the grief in the same breath, the favorite blanket that also somehow catches fire.
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        * * *

      

      We had an hour. Maybe a little less.

      I should explain what an hour is, when you've just learned that the man you love almost went into the rock for a century and got pulled back by the width of four minutes and a jammed escapement. An hour is everything. We didn't waste it the way you'd think — we didn't fall on each other, there was no time and no heart in either of us for it, not tonight, the dawn too close and the horror too fresh. We did the thing that turned out to be more intimate than any of it: we made a plan.

      Because the thing wasn't over. That was what I made myself understand, sitting in the curve of his wing with my hands still shaking. I hadn't fixed it. I'd stalled it. The original brake was gone forever, taken out by my own hands and unfixable because I didn't understand what it had truly been, and all that stood between Corvus and a century of stone was a clock I'd deliberately fouled. And a jam is not a cancellation. A clock wants to run; that's the whole nature of it; and the cold part of my mind that doesn't lie was already telling me the truth I'd spend the winter not saying out loud: you have not saved him. You have only given him time. The count is sitting there waiting for the smallest thing to knock it loose — a settling of the frame, a hard frost, a board with bolts — and the next time it finds its rate, you will not have a graver in your hand at the exact right second.

      "It won't hold," I said. "I'm telling you that now, while we've got the hour, because we promised — no architecture of not-saying, no going cold, no going alone. I jammed it. That's not a fix, Corvus, that's a finger in a dam. The sequence is still armed. I bought us time, weeks, months if we're lucky, until something shakes it loose or I'm not here to break it the next time it tries. We have to find the real answer. The actual undoing. The page said or when the town shall take the watch upon itself — there's a release in there somewhere, every binding has terms, and terms can be read."

      "Wren." He stopped me, the way he'd stopped my hands on the throttle an hour ago, except this time I let him stop me. "Yes. I know. It will not hold. I can feel exactly what you are describing — the count, sitting there, waiting. It is the most frightening thing I have ever felt and I am not going to pretend I do not feel it." His amber eyes held mine in the failing lamplight. "But it is also dusk. It is also tonight. You read a release in the page. We will find it. Not now — now there is a grey coming and you have been awake for the worst night of your life and you are shaking, and I am about to turn to stone, and neither of us can read a six-hundred-year-old binding in the next forty minutes. But we will. Together. We stay in the room. We promised."

      "We stay in the room," I said, and it came out thick, and I meant it with everything I had.

      And then I said the thing I'd already decided, somewhere in the breaking of the clock, the thing that was the first real choice I'd made in my whole adult life and didn't fully understand yet was the choice. "I'm not leaving."

      He went still.

      "My contract's done," I said. "It was done the second that clock ran — the firm wanted demonstrated function, and it ran, for about a minute, the board heard it. Fulfilled contract. Finished job. The bus down the mountain at the next dawn, the morning I'd had marked in the back of my head since the day I got off the bus. And I'm not getting on it. I'm staying. I'll manufacture something — I'm very good at finding reasons, I just usually use the skill to leave instead of stay — but I'm not getting on that bus, Corvus, because the job's done and the man isn't safe and I broke the brake and only I know how to break the clock when it tries to count again. There is no version of this where I go down that mountain and leave a stalled sequence ticking over the head of the person I—"

      I stopped. We hadn't said it. Either of us. Not out loud, not the word, not even on the last whole night when he'd said you were worth it, you will always have been worth it. We'd circled it for weeks the way two people circle a thing too big to pick up.

      "—over the head of the person I love," I said. "There. I said it. I almost lost you forever an hour ago and I'm not doing the not-saying anymore. I love you. I'm staying. The job's done and I'm staying anyway, which I have never once done in my whole life, in any town, ever, and I'd like it on the record that the first time I ever finish a contract and don't leave, it's for a man who turns to stone every dawn and almost got drawn into the rock for a century. My taste is impeccable. Mabel's going to be insufferable."

      And Corvus — the courtly, rationing, pre-grieving creature who'd handed me the door the night I unpacked my bag and called it love — Corvus looked at me in the last of the lamplight with the grey coming up behind him, and he did not hand me the door. He did not do the cold kind thing, the wound dressed as a gift. He'd learned. We'd both learned, in the hardest possible way, that the door was the armor and not the truth.

      "Stay," he said. Just that. The thing I'd unpacked my bag to be asked and then been handed the door instead of. "Stay, Wren. I am done being brave at you about leaving. I want you to stay. I have wanted you to stay since the first night you slept against my shins and I have spent the whole time since being a coward about it in one direction or another, and I am finished. Stay. And we will read the page, and find the release, and break the clock every time it tries, and—" his voice went, for one word, all the way open "—and live. Whatever there is to live, inside the hours we have. Stay."

      "I'm staying," I said, and kissed him, once, brief and certain, a thing decided, the way I'd kissed him in the doorway the morning after the snow, except this time there was no door behind either of us. This time we'd both put both feet in the room.

      And then the grey came.

      He felt it first, the way he always did — the other count now, the nightly one, the one I couldn't stall and wouldn't have known how. "Go," he said, urgent, his arms tightening. "The grey — Wren, you have to—"

      "I'm staying for it."

      "You stayed for it last night and it broke you, I felt it break you, I will not—"

      "I'm staying for it." And I put my hand flat on his chest, on the place where an hour ago a sequence had been counting him down into the rock and now there was only the slow deep knock of a heart I'd nearly lost forever, and I held his amber eyes with mine and I did not look away. "You went into the stone alone every morning for longer than the town's had a name. You almost went into it forever tonight. I am never letting you go into it alone again, do you understand me, not the nightly one and not the other one and not any version of it ever — that's the whole of the staying, that's what the staying is. So hold still and let me mind you. Somebody minds, Corvus. I'm the one who minds."

      And he stopped arguing, because there wasn't time, and because we'd both stopped winning these arguments against each other a while ago, and the grey came up fast over the eastern dark, and I held his heart under my hand and his eyes with my eyes and I stayed for all of it — the warmth banking back toward the cold center, the grind running backward, the supple loosened body locking up around me joint by joint, the wing over us going heavy and dead, the breath catching and shortening and simply not taking the next one, the slow deep heart under my palm going slower, and slower, the knocks coming further apart, a clock running down — and I counted them, the way I count everything, except this time I counted them not into grief but into a fierce terrible promise, one more, one more, I'm here, I've got you, dusk is coming and I'll be right here when it does — and the last warm knock came, and I waited for the next, and there was no next, only cold grain under my palm, only the deep clean cold of the quarry flooding back.

      And his face, at the very last, the carved stone setting around the final thing he'd been — turned to me. The head come round. The amber gone out of the eyes into blind grey. The least monstrous face I'd ever seen, fixed for one more day, facing the woman who'd stayed.

      I stayed a while longer, in the cold stone circle of him, in the grey going to gold, the limping clock purring its ragged broken purr in the dark behind me and the founding page folded in my bag. I did not cry this time. I'd cried the relief out an hour ago. What I felt now was colder and harder and more useful: resolve. The bedrock, turned at last toward the right thing. It had held. It had bought us a dusk, and a dusk was a place to stand — and from a place to stand you can do the next thing. Don't leave. Find the release. Read the page properly, in good light, with Oswin, every word. Break the clock every time it tries. Keep him waking.

      I put my cold hand on his cold cheek, the asymmetry I'd loved since the first night, and I said, to the stone, the thing I'd say to the flesh again at dusk and every dusk I could:

      "I'll be here. I broke it. I'll keep breaking it. And I'm going to find out how to stop having to. Hold on. I'm staying."

      Then I got up, stiff and frozen, gathered my tools and the pieces of my perfect ruined throttle and the oilcloth page, and went down the spiral into the beautiful indifferent daylight he'd never see. And I did not go to my room to sleep, the way I had the morning before. I went down the mountain a little way, to the firm's number, and I made the first lie of my new staying life — the reason to stay — and it came out of me easy, the way reasons always come out of me easy, except every reason I'd ever found before had been a reason to go.

      "It ran," I told the man at the firm, "and the board heard it, demonstrated function, that's the contract met. But I have to flag a structural concern. Serious one. The fabric's more unstable than the surveys caught — there's movement in the frame, in the fixings, and starting the mechanism's loaded it in ways I don't like at all. I'd want to stay on. Ongoing structural assessment, the tower, the bell-chamber, the fixings — call it three months, through the worst of the winter, to monitor and stabilize. The board'll want it; Holt's been losing sleep over that tower for a year. I'll draft the method statement."

      A pause. "You want to stay in Aldervane," the man said, in the voice of someone who has known me a long time and never once known me to want to stay anywhere, "for three more months. In winter. On a structural-monitoring engagement. You."

      "Me," I said.

      "Huh," he said. "Town finally got into someone, did it."

      I looked up the high street, blue and bluer, the cathedral a dark shoulder, the tower over it with my limping clock inside it and my stone love on its edge, and the gold light coming up over all of it, and the green door round the corner where a woman had kept watch on a watcher for forty years, and the warm yellow square under the cathedral wall where a different woman kept a pot on for whoever was awake and never once asked why.

      "Yeah," I said. "It got into me. Draft's coming. I'll have the method statement to you by noon."

      And I hung up, and I stood in the cold beautiful daylight, the morning I was supposed to leave on, the bus I wasn't getting on, the contract finished and the staying just beginning — and underneath all of it, fierce and terrified and entirely new, the truest thing: I wasn't leaving. I'd finished the job, and I was staying anyway, and the staying felt less like stepping off a ledge than like setting something down in a place that had, somehow, while I wasn't watching, become mine.

      The clock limped on in the dark above me, holding its broken breath.

      I went to get breakfast at the Lantern, because I was, embarrassingly, ravenous, and because there was a woman down there who'd told me, weeks ago, whatever's coming, you won't carry it alone — this town's better than it knows at carrying things, you just have to let it, and I had a great deal coming, and I was tired, so tired, of carrying things alone.

      It was time, I thought, pushing into the cardamom warmth, to start letting somebody help.
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            PARTNERS IN THE DARK

          

          
            CORVUS

          

        

      

    

    
      He woke at dusk the way he always woke, from the edges in — the wind first and then the sound and then the long grinding hinge of stone remembering it could be flesh — and for the first time in his whole captivity, he woke afraid of a thing that was not the dawn.

      The dawn he had made his peace with, as much as a creature makes peace with the wall that ends every sentence of his existence. This was a newer fear, and it had a shape, and the shape was a count. He had felt it the night before reaching up out of the strike train into the deep stone place where he had never felt anything at all, counting, drawing him down — and then he had felt a woman with a graver and a rate kneel in the gold light and break her own finest work to stall it, and he had felt the count lose its place and falter and go quiet, held an inch from completing by nothing but her sabotage. He woke now and reached for it, the way you reach with your tongue for the place a tooth used to be, and it was still there. Stalled. Sitting. Armed and quiet, waiting, the way she'd told him it would wait. You have not saved him. You have only given him time.

      She had given him time. He turned that over as the fever-heat poured back into him and the wind found his wings, and he found, to his own surprise, that the gift of it outweighed the dread — that a creature who had been handed a hundred years of the rock and then pulled back by the width of four minutes could not, would not, spend the time he'd been given afraid. He had spent three centuries afraid in advance. He was done with that. She had taught him to be done with it, badly, late, the two of them taking turns being brave.

      And she was here.

      He felt her before he saw her — the iron of her tools singing its faint thread to the binding, and under it now the louder song of the stalled count, the woman and the wound she was holding shut, braided in his awareness. She was sitting against the cold wall of the mechanism room with her work-lamp burning and the oilcloth page open on her knees and a pencil between her teeth, and she had been there, he understood, since before the dark let him go — she had climbed up early, in the last grey, to be near the stone the way she'd stayed for the grey that morning. The thought of it, of her sitting vigil beside his cold blind body in the failing light because she could not bear to leave him alone in it, undid him more thoroughly than any heat ever had.

      "You're back," she said, around the pencil, not looking up, the way she said the hard true things. "I can always tell now. The room gets warmer. You run hot. I've been freezing for an hour waiting for you to come up to temperature and heat the place."

      "I am a furnace," he agreed, gravely. "You should have told the firm. Ongoing structural assessment, plus heating. They would have doubled your fee."

      She laughed, and took the pencil out of her teeth, and looked up at him, and the look on her face — relief, and want, and a fierce raw thing that had not been there before last night — caught him under the ribs where he kept what he didn't look at. She had nearly lost him. He had nearly been lost. And here they both were, alive in the dark, with the page on her knees and the count in his chest and a whole impossible winter ahead, and the want of her went through him like the first heat of dusk, sudden and total, a thing his body remembered before his mind agreed to it.

      "I read it," she said. "The page. Twenty times. I've got most of it mapped — the binding, the terms, the lock I tripped." She set the pencil down. "And I found the thing I was looking for. The release. It's in there, Corvus. Or when the town shall take the watch upon itself. There's a way out written right into the binding — every mechanism has its terms — and somewhere in this page there's the start of how to undo what I did. We're going to find it. I just—" her voice caught "—I needed you to wake up first, before I let myself believe any of it. I needed to feel the room get warm."

      He crossed to her. He did not weigh it or measure it the way he once would have; he simply crossed the cold floor and folded himself down in front of her, the wings drawn close, and took the page gently out of her lap and set it aside, and took her face in his two enormous careful hands, the claws folded away, and held the look of her — the insomniac shadows under her eyes gone to bruises now, a whole night without sleep, a whole night of breaking and reading and staying — and he said, low, "You did not sleep."

      "I'll sleep when—"

      "The work is never quite done," he finished, because he had learned her, because he had a whole taxonomy of her now, and her mouth did a small wrecked thing at having her own line said back to her. "Wren. You broke your finest work to keep me waking and then you sat against a cold wall all day reading a six-hundred-year-old binding twenty times so that I would not wake to a problem you had not already begun to solve. You have spent a full turn of the earth holding the worst thing that has ever happened to me, alone, with your hands, the way you hold everything. And now I am awake." He drew her in. "So let me hold some of it. For an hour. The page is not going anywhere and the count is stalled and the night is long. Let me hold some of it."

      And she came into him, all at once, the way she'd fallen asleep against his shins the first night, falling rather than drifting, and he brought his wings around her against the cold and she pressed her face into the warm grain of his throat and he felt her shake, once, the held cost of the day arriving the way it always arrived in her the moment she stopped working, and he held her through it, and did not say there, there, did not say any of the small useless things, only held her in the warm amber dark with the wings a roof over both of them, a creature made to guard finally given the one thing it had spent its whole long captivity aching to gather in and keep safe.
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        * * *

      

      The want did not go away while she shook. That was the thing he had learned about himself, that had embarrassed him at first and did not embarrass him now: that the tenderness and the heat were not separate gears in him, that holding her while she shook and wanting her were the same motion, the same warm rising — so that when the shaking eased and she lifted her face and looked at him with her bruised eyes and saw it, the want, plain in his face, because she read him the way she read mechanisms, by what they actually did — she did not look away from it. She leaned into it.

      "You want me," she said. Not a question. A craftsperson reading the wear. "Even now. Even after — God, Corvus, we almost lost everything last night, I broke the clock weeping, I stayed for the grey and held your heart till it stopped, and you wake up twelve hours later and you want me."

      "I want you," he agreed, and felt no shame in it, which was new, which she had given him. "I nearly went into the rock for a hundred years, Wren. I lay in the stone all this long blind day with the count sitting in me, unable to move or weep or change a single thing, and the one thread that stayed lit — the thing the binding cannot bind — was you. The warmth of you. The fact of you, down in the town, alive. So yes. I wake from nearly losing everything and the first thing the whole of me wants is the everything I nearly lost. I do not think that is strange. I think it is the least strange thing about me." The dry note, surfacing, even here. "I am a creature of very few wants, and I have learned, lately, to spend them recklessly."

      She kissed him for that. She came up off the cold floor and into his lap and kissed him, and there was nothing careful in it on either side, none of the first-time wonder of the snow, only the deep glad confidence of two people who knew each other now, body and grief and all — and under it, threaded through every press of her mouth, the rawness of the near-loss, the we almost didn't get this, which made the kiss not gentle but fierce, made her hands fist in the warm veining of his chest, made her press into him as if she could put herself somewhere the count couldn't reach.

      He had learned, since the snow, that her body told him the truth her words sometimes guarded — and her body was telling him now that she had been more frightened than she'd let herself show, that the cold flat competence of the save had been a tarp over a terror she was only now, in his arms, allowed to feel. So he answered the terror and not the want, first; he gathered her in slow, both arms, the whole warm enclosing weight of him around her, and let her feel how solid he was, how here, how alive — let the wing-fold come around them the way his instinct had wanted it the very first night, gather in and keep safe, the guardian's drive wrapping the one warm thing it had ever been given.

      "You're shaking again," he murmured against her hair.

      "I'm not done being scared," she said, into his throat, and he loved her so much in that moment for the plain truth of it that the loving was indistinguishable from the heat. "I held it all night. I'm allowed to shake about it now. Don't stop holding me."

      "I am not going to stop holding you," he said. "That is the whole of the new arrangement. I hold you, you hold me, neither of us holds it alone. We agreed."

      And then she lifted her face, and the terror had eased enough that the want came back up clean under it, and she pulled him down by the wing-joint she knew undid him, and the night turned, the way their nights turned, from holding into something hotter without any gear-change in either of them, the warmth and the heat the same texture, the cozy and the charged in the same breath.

      He undressed her slowly in the cold gold light, and the cold met the furnace of him and she gasped at the first of it, and he stilled, and she said, "Don't you dare," and laughed, and he laughed too, the low astonished rumble she'd taught him, and gathered her bare and cold against his bare and burning length until she stopped gasping and started sighing, warming through, a cold thing held against a banked fire until the cold went out of it. This was the part he had not known to want, the first time, and knew to want now, ravenously: the simple animal grace of being warm toward another warm thing, after centuries of running hot in the empty dark with no one to spend the heat on.

      She got her curious greedy hands into the work of him the way she got her hands into everything, and he let her, and he had stopped, since the snow, bracing for the flinch that never came. She knew the map of his heat now — banked hottest at the core, cooler at the hands, the day's stone surrendering him from the deep outward — and she pressed her whole self to his chest where the heat lived and laced her cold fingers with his careful claw-curved ones for the slower warming, both at once, greedy, and he watched her do it with a wonder that had not dulled with knowing.

      And she found, tonight, a thing the first nights hadn't shown her, because tonight he was loosening faster than he ever had — the near-loss had done something, or the staying had, or simply the long day of her thread lit in the stone — so the grind went out of him sooner, and under her hands the fine mineral tooth at the surface of his skin warmed and gentled until it was almost only skin, and the grey traceries of his veining ran rose-warm and raised, and she chased them with her mouth, following one from his collarbone down across the broad plane of his chest, and felt it throb under her tongue in time with his heart, and he heard her make the wondering helpless
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