She is so afraid that he will die that she cannot bear to watch his restless
hands stilled upon the fine sheets; instead she sits at his bedside and

wat ches the sunlight creep across the wall, abandoned tea cupped awkwardly
bet ween her palns. There are crickets singing in the garden, but beyond their
mld whirring music, the world is still, as if it too is holding its breath.

O perhaps she has nerely forgotten the quiet of this place. It has been so
many years since she came here last, preferring the convenience and lively
bustle of the city to her famly's isol ated peace, and she finds it

di sconcerting to be surrounded by so much sil ence, though she rarely lets
hersel f think why. She tries not to remenber the city; it is too painful to
thi nk that everything she once | oved has been destroyed by the Dauphims war.

As renedy to her snmothered grief, she savors the snmooth stones of the pale
villa, wal ks the gardens of the inner courtyard and hel ps her attendants sort
out the conplicated trousseau of half a hundred generations that has cone to
rest in her attic. In the evenings she can sit in the fading |ight, keeping
her hands busy with some necessary task or other, and watch the nest of
fledgling starlings in the apple orchard screamat the farmcats with

nei ghborly fury when the kittens draw too near them

It is easier to be practical than to think nuch about anything el se, because
while there are irises beneath her bedroom w ndow and lilies in the woods,
there is still a civil war on her doorstep and a nan who has destroyed hinsel f
lying in her second-best guest bedroom his face drawn tight with his sl eeping
pai n.

"It will be worse before it gets better," Glos warns her, the truism as
strange in his mouth as is the grimmess in his light eyes. He is her
physician, and like all of her people who have stayed, he is |oyal nore to her
than to the honor of her name or any ideal of king or country. They were

| overs once, long before he came to serve her, and the distance of that tine
makes her wonder if she has becone ol d.

She | ooks at him now wit hout expression, and he adds: "If it gets better." Hs
eyes are hard. She remenbers belatedly that he too loved the man who lies in
dream ng agony in the second-best guest bedroom and she is sorry.

But she doesn't believe him She isn't sure she can afford to believe him
They have | ost so nmuch already, and all that has been left to themare the
ancient faded linens in the attic and the bright birds in the garden; if they
cannot save him she thinks, perhaps these things too shall be destroyed when
the civil war comes to this place.

"I don't believe you," she tells Glos, and his smle is as hard as his eyes,
bitter and sel f-nocking, but he spends none of his violence on her, and his
voice is as nmild as ever.

"Then don't, my lady," he says sinply, and his gaze does not stray to the
doorway to the sickroom He hesitates. "I will |essen the | audanum tonight,"
he says at last. "It nust be done, but —it will be worse."

"I'"ll come," she assures him and goes to take refuge in her garden anpbng the
weeds she hasn't had the tine to pull

She is not sure if his screans are worse than his still ness.
There is no way to know if the war will come here, but she knows it is her

duty to make preparations as if it will; she hel ps her people to repair the
wal s until her hands are scraped raw with a new set of calluses. They are far



fromany significant territory, and for all the beauty of this place, it is
still only a rambling nountain valley, hidden between the cliffs and fed by
spring and rain, but there is always the chance sonmeone will remenber the nane
she used before they ever knew her.

They eat still-warm bread with goat cheese spread liberally across it, and
choose to save the sausages for winter, which is only common sense. |nstead
they slice tomatoes and cucunbers while the sol ermm bl ack-and-white kitten rubs
agai nst her ankles, his dignity apparently forgotten. Her el dest brother |oved
to steal garden vegetabl es when they were children, and she cannot eat here

wi t hout thinking of him

In the night, she sits beside the man she | oves and watches himfight sleep
with every lingering strength in his body; he barely speaks even to her, and
then only when he wakes from his ni ght mares.

"I dreant that ny hands were made of nmolten gold," he murmurs once, his chest
heaving with his gasping sobs; his face shines with tears in the light of her
candl e, and he flinches away fromthe touch of her hand on his face, | ooking
sick. "I dreant...."

"You're safe now," she whispers, stroking his dark hair back with a gentl eness
that surprises her. "There's no one to hurt you here."

She doesn't |l ook at his hands until he has fallen asleep again, his exhaustion
too strong for him and only then does she rest one hand lightly on his right
wist, well above the careful bandages.

H s hands are ruined; the left is burnt beyond repair, and Glos is stil
afraid he will have to cut it. She knows that he did it to hinself in the fire
that took his power fromhim and it frightens her when he cries out in his

sl eep with such angui sh that she cannot bear to touch him Laudanum or no,
there are no easy answers to his pain.

She finds in the attic a slender book bound in brown | eather, and opens it to
reveal pages covered with marvelous illustrations in colorful ink: dragons
over warm seas, banquets and nenageries, canels aboard flying ships and sniths
shoei ng horses; the paper is fine and dry beneath her fingers, and she brings
it downstairs with her al nost absently. On a whim she takes it to show him
and sits beside him tracing the shape of a sparrow s wing with the tip of her
little finger.

She stays for nmore than an hour, turning the pages for himwhen he tilts his
chin at the book, and | eaves only when duty forces her to. H s eyes are
overbright as he follows the trailing line of a willow, but he sits |eaning
agai nst the pillows, shaking slightly. It is not until after she |eaves that
she renenmbers his fondness for books and paper, for draw ngs and paint as well
as other stronger things. Perhaps she has only been cruel after all

But that night he asks her to read to him the request cones haltingly from
his lips, strange in a mouth that has said so little voluntarily, and she
brings an agi ng vol ume of peculiar foreign phil osophy for his approval.
Apparently it is good enough, because he settles back, his eyes closing so
that the lashes lie along his cheeks. She reads aloud for hours, trying not to
I et himcatch her watching the tension flow out of his body like very

| ethargic water, until at last she is sure he is asleep

It takes a long time, even though once he woul d have teased her nercilessly
for her horrible taste in literature; he has found phil osophy boring for as
| ong as she has known him and that is half of why she chose it. She is afraid



for him and he sleeps so little and eats even less. She sits by his bedside
long into the night, watching her candlelight flicker across the holl ows of
his gaunt face. If she is lucky, she falls asleep in the chair at his bedside,
with only the crooked pains of age and grief to greet her in the norning, but
as often as not, she awakens to m dnight and the sound of his ragged breathing
as he tries to keep from waki ng her

She is so tired, so often, now, there are not enough of themto pull in the
harvest, and |ikely not enough harvest either, and the sumrer is waning so

fast that she is very hard-pressed to think how they will survive the wi nter
If the soldiers do not conme, she thinks, then perhaps they will make it, and

she goes over the records again with her steward, searching for sonme slight
excess they can depend upon

It is such hard going that every other task is easy by conmparison, all the
gruel i ng physical work she I ends a hand to when she has a spare nonent made
nothing in the face of this last, nost brutal fact. She knows she cannot spare
the tine to go to him but equally she cannot | eave himalone with his

ni ght mares, and so she goes, and is worn thin wth exhaustion.

And now he sl eeps without dreanms, and even knowi ng that she is likely being
far too much the optim st, she cones back to himas soon as she can the next
day with a small green silk case of books and an expression he would cal

det erm ned. She needs him so badly, now, worse than she ever has; she needs
his strength and his courage and his wit, and she cannot ask himto spare
anything for her. He has so little for hinself.

To her surprise, his nmouth twitches upwards, alnpst a smle, and while he is
still so thin that his bones show cl ear through the bandages at his wists,
she is strangely reassured, and cannot quite keep the answering smle from her
face.

"I will be dammed before |I spend the rest of my life reading horrible
phi | osophy, " he whi spers. "Poetry, madam or at |east a play, for the | ove of
all things nmerry."

She brandi shes the green silk books at himw th nock ferocity, displaying the
gilt-lettered title. It is a set of nythol ogical poetry, rife with firebirds
and wi shes, precisely the sort of foolishness that he once | oved, and she is
rewarded for the trouble it took to find it by the ghost of a smile on his
face.

"Heat hen," she says, as fondly as she dares, and he | eans back into the
pillows and closes his eyes as she pages delicately through the first of the
thin vol unes, her voice | ow and easy, soothing himinto sleep

She comes back the next day, as soon as she can be spared fromdirecting the
defenses, and after that again, and together they nmake their way through al
the I ong sl ow poens of their history in the little time she cannot really
justify setting aside for him until at last they come to the tragic cycle of
the sorcerer Theine. Once upon a time, it was his favorite, and even she, who
has al ways hated poetry, could nearly tolerate it, but now she cannot hel p but
find it cruel

But as she starts to flip past, her fingers brushing lightly over the pages,
he frowns, and shakes his head.

"Pl ease,"” he says, his voice soft and harsh around the edges, and she knows
that he is afraid.



She starts slowy, pausing nore often than she needs to, to take a breath or
sip of water fromthe blue clay cup beside his bed, and every tinme she | ooks
in hope he has fallen asleep she finds himwatching her, his gaze unnervingly
still.

And now she's gone and | aid hi mdown,

H s body Iinp upon the green

H s strength of |linb has been and fl own;
The stars are hid behind her screen

He lies beneath a stormtorn beech

Hs mind grown dark with | oathsone lies,
And all his gift for song and speech
Has di ed before her gol den eyes.

Hs birds are slain, his naster's dead,
The school of w zards burnt and | ost.
H s brothers fromthe | and have fl ed
And left himhere, to face the frost.

She bi nds himnow wi th chains of |ight,
Wthin the shadowed sl eepl ess hill

To live so long as day flees night

And listen to the dead winds' wll.

She pauses then, and turns to gaze,
Upon this shattered sorcerer

Whose m nd was caught within her maze
Though once he sought to conquer her

"My lord," she whispers 'gainst his cheek
"I'n days when men may hear thy doom

Dost think they shall ny secrets seek?"
Her eyes are bright within the gl oom

She does not wait on his reply,
But opens her bright-feathered w ngs
And casts herself into the sky,
And as she goes away she sings.

They let the words drift away into the silence, and after a long time he stirs
in his bed, half-restless and hal f-thoughtful

"It isn't like that at all, you know," he nurnurs, and for a nonent there is a
shadow of bitter nockery in his voice. He | ooks at her so steadily she is
afraid. "I had thought that it would be like that, a queer dream of w nds and

stars, but poets," he says, the bitterness stronger now, "are liars all."
"I"'msorry," she says, and she does not think she has ever been so sorry in
her life. "I left you to die," she says, and cannot bring herself to go on

H s mouth quirks painfully, and he | ooks away.

"My staff burnt to dust and ashes in ny hands," he says, at last, as if he is
confessing to her, and his voice is colorless. "I felt nyself break, and then
there were shards of glass in ny heart and nothing in ny head but fire, and
the world was gone."

She touches the gilt lettering on the green silk lightly, with the tips of her
fingers, and cannot think of anything to say.



"Not hing mattered very nuch anynore,"” he says, quietly, his face terrible to
| ook at.

The next day she brings only | esser poetry.

The summrer is fading, and soon it will be gone entirely and the harvest will
have to be brought in. The apples on the trees are fat and tenpting, snooth
si des dappl ed pink and gold. The children collect themin baskets and eat

t hensel ves sick, and at night foxes chase each other drunkenly through the
garden, made bold by fermenting berries. The breath of autum touches
everything with bronze.

The pl oughman's daughters, sturdy dark girls with soletm faces, have adopted
himas their own, unafraid of his scars. They bring himhalf a hundred little
presents clasped in their chubby hands, bright-colored | eaves and scraps of

gol den silk and, once, the entire branch off an ash tree, sheared off in an
early storm It takes all three of themto carry it into his bedroom and even
so the wi de branches near the top get stuck in the doorframe. Even Harra, her
steward, has troubl e maintaining her stern expression while she scolds them
as she has to do it frombehind a screen of half-dead ash | eaves.

And even he sm | es.

But he is quiet still, so reserved that it is sometines hard to remenber his
presence at all, and nuch harder to remenber the young man she first net, a

wi zard as strident as ever his crows were. Sonetinmes she thinks that it would
be polite to ask the fate of his birds, but she is not sure even he knows. If
they were not destroyed by the w zard he fought, they may have starved by now,
or fled to some other wi zard's hand, perhaps even the one that ruined him She
has never been assured of the loyalty of birds.

Most days, now, he drags hinself frombed to sit in the chair beside his
wi ndow; his broken strength is returning slowy, but as yet he can do little
nmore than sit and sleep and watch her farmers struggling to get their wheat

in. And he | eaves bread crunbs on the sill every night, scattered as if it is
acci dent al
"I"'msorry," he whispers once, his eyes dark w th exhaustion, and for a

nmonent she cannot think what he neans. "l've returned to you so useless," he
says, his mouth twisting a little with a nerciless hunor.

She bends to kiss his cheek, cupping her hand about the back of his neck, as
reassuring as she can. "But you returned," she says, and he is silent.

Sonetinmes she dreans that she went back for himherself. In the dreans, she
steals a horse fromher peasants and rides as fast as she can to find him She
swi ngs down off her horse into an enpty field of grass, golden stal ks wavi ng
gently in the breeze as far as the eye can see, and walks for mles as the red
sun sets behind her. There is never anyone there.

In the evening, she brings himhoney and raspberries, and sits beside himto
wat ch the sun set beyond his window The light falls across the hills Iike
spilt wi ne, wakening dimcolors in the nountains, and she cl oses her eyes
agai nst its warnth.

"I thought it would come back," he says, after a long time, his voice gentle
and alnmost idle. Al but the last of the sun has disappeared behind the
mount ai ns, the land fading into the evening, and she turns to | ook at himand
finds himhard to see. There are no candles in his room but she thinks his



eyes are cl osed.

"It mght," she points out. Her hands clench tight around her w ne-cup unti

she is afraid she will break it, and she very carefully does not think of al
the history she knows which says that it will not. Broken w zards do not heal
"It won't," he says, quietly. Qut the wi ndow, the noon is rising noiselessly

behi nd the mountains, and it too is touched by the warnmh of autumm, its
| um nous shine turned harvest orange. "I've known that for a long tinme now, "
he adm ts, and she does not know what to say.

He hesitates in the face of her silence. "I wanted to die," he says after a
monent, so lightly that it is as if he is trying to dimnish his honesty by
flippancy. "I didn't think that | was the sort to —" But he stops again, and

does not go on

"Do you still?" she asks him quiet and grave despite her fear, and his face
i s suddenly shy. He | ooks at his hands.

"No," he says, and nearly sniles.

Early one nmorning while she is making bread with Harra, he comes linping to

t he door of the kitchen and | eans heavily against the wall, his good hand
curled around a rough staff which Glos got fromthe orchard for him H s face
is pale and drawn with even this short wal k, and she hurries to bring hima
stool, her arnms covered in flour to her el bows.

She watches himout of the corner of her eye as she works, and when it is tine
to take the bread out of the oven, she cuts off a thick slice —too early, of
course, and it crunbles into the napkin, a nmess of steam ng bread bits against
the blue of the linen

He picks at it while she and Harra clean, the color returning slowy to his
face, and when she brings himan apple and a slice of cheese, he eats these as
wel I, not speaking. Wien he nmoves as if to rise, she is beside himat once,

of fering an armand his staff. He nakes a face, nose winkling in disgust at
hi s own incapacitation

"Heroic of me," he says, very dry, but takes her arm and together they
stunbl e back to his bedroom She cannot stay; there are half a hundred
absolutely vital things she nust do today, and besides that she wants to check
on the irrigation that leapt its ditch three days ago and was beaten back only
with great effort, so she leaves himcurled in the seat beside the wi ndow wth
nost of the remai nder of the | oaf.

She returns nuch later to find the roomchilly: the wi ndow open, bread eaten

crunbs scattered across the sill. He'll be stiff later, she thinks; he has
fallen asleep in his arncthair, and she wakes himw th a touch, keeping her
hand on his shoulder. He is still prone to nightmares, and often wakes with

the edge of terror sharp in his face, but today there is only a great
weari ness.

First thing as he wakes, he glances to the window, his face still and nearly
afraid, but there is nothing there. He runs his hand through his hair, staring
out at the hills rolling up to the nountains beyond, and is silent for a |ong
tine.

"I ama fool," he says at last. "They will not come." She cannot disagree. Not
even the local sparrows will cone to him though they grow fat beggi ng crunbs
of f the children, and so she | ooks at him and cannot find anything to say. She



snmoot hes his hair back fromhis face, and ki sses his cheek before she nust
| eave him

One night he joins her outside on the patio for dinner, a little dazed by the
chatter of even half a dozen people but there nonetheless. It is nothing like
their old life, but it is alife, she thinks, and curls her hand possessively
around his el bow as she hel ps himback to his room For a nonent, she thinks

she sees a fleeting shadow, sharp-edged and quick, but the light of her |anp

shows not hi ng.

It's grown chilly, these past few nights, and the roomis tense with cold air
fromthe open wi ndow. She |eaves himsitting on the bed, hands useless in his
| ap, and crosses the roomto close it.

"Don't," he says, and she pauses. He | ooks up at her as she turns to him and
his eyes are clear and distant. "They cane to their fate only for |love of ne,"
he says, and hesitates, searching for words. "They may | eave ne for whatever
reason they must," he says at last, "but | will not lock themout, no matter
how unlikely their return.™

It's the | ongest speech she's heard fromhimin a very long tine, and she is
t aken aback; after a noment, she nods, and lets the wi ndow be, conming to sit
beside him She will have to bring himan extra bl anket, she thinks, but that
is scarcely a hardshi p.

"WIl you be all right?" she asks him and he shrugs, rubs his face with his
good hand and does not speak

They sit together in silence and wait for the sound of w ngs.



