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KA-BOOM

Major Jakory Greenwing—Jack to almost everyone—tucked the book of haikus into his waist pouch and readied himself for the next and seemingly most dangerous stage of his scouting mission: the return to base.

Ka-boom

The eighth battle of the Seven Valleys campaign was not going well. They were still on the sixth valley, and although they’d captured the fortress of Loe, the Imperial army had been unable to make further headway. The siege had been closing in when Jack and his men had been sent to scout forward, and after a fortnight in the field, it was evident that the besiegers were still holding strong.

Ka-boom

Fortunately it appeared that the besieged were also holding strong, or so Jack interpreted the constant booming. That was the enemy, breaking down their mountains instead of surrendering to the Empire at their gates.

Ka-boom

Jack admired the Valley folk for their resolve, though he was a loyal son of the Empire and well believed in its civilizing mission. These mountain bandit-lords had a special magic they used in better times for sculpting their icy and stony region into fortresses of great strength and stunning beauty.

Ka-boom

Now they were breaking down the fluted walls and the high ice arches, as they had been for weeks, determined to stop the Imperial army from pushing the Border out another mountain range.

Ka-boom

The Emperor wanted the rich farmlands on the other side of the mountains, and the magic the Valley folk brought too, to bolster the forces guarding the Empire from the unfriendly hosts of Faërie to the East and the rebels to the South.

Ka-boom

Jack snapped his leather vambraces onto his forearms, grabbed a dagger and a few packets of pemmican to stick in his pouch next to the book, and belted his sword over his dull brown cloak. He glanced at Vozi and Ngolo, the remains of his scouting party, and nodded at them to get ready while he examined the situation once more. Dropping to his stomach once he was past the screening trees, he wriggled his way to the edge of the bluff. 

Ka-boom

From here he could see the plumes of ice and rock dust that rose above the avalanches on the other side of the valley. The Valley folk were blocking the valley behind the Astandalans, and he cursed silently as he read the siege, laid out like a campaign table in the valley below him. 

Ka-boom

The deliberate avalanches had blocked the valleys behind them, leaving the vanguard—Jack’s company, the Sixth Division of the Seventh Army, under the command of General Benneret Halioren—trapped in the fortress of Loe with no escape and no means of communication, since the Valley folk hunted with falcons and had used theirs to take out all the messenger pigeons in the first week of the siege. Jack had heard two of the Valley commanders celebrating the fact, and that their ice and stone magic blocked Astandalan Schooled magic, here at the edge of the Empire.

Ka-boom

The company consisted of five hundred men, but more than half had died in taking the fortress, and the rest wouldn’t last much longer. The Valley folk were not numerous, but their magic was powerful and they knew their land. Jack was unhappily certain that the fortress did not hold enough food for a protracted siege.

Ka-boom

And then, incredibly, silence.

They had been listening to the booms for weeks now, and the silence rang eerily in their place. Ngolo crawled up beside Jack; Vozi, as he saw when he looked back at her, was kneeling to make sure the ashes were cold.

“Too quiet.”

Jack nodded shortly. The siege was well entrenched, the reason he’d decided to take a high cross-country route on his return, hoping successfully to evade capture by the Valley folk. Loe was a stout fortress of superb beauty, the lower walls blank for security but the upper portions and the interior a glorious work of art, all inlaid and carved stone in serpentine designs of sinuous dragons and endless waves, clouds, and mountains. Jack had studied nature poetry, but he wished for some skill at drawing beyond rough sketches to capture the beauty of the stone and the ice sculptures and the fierce falcon-hunters of the valleys.

The hunters filled the valley. They too were quiet. Too quiet, indeed. Jack fumbled for his spyglass. There was movement by the castle—no—surely not—

The massed Valley folk began a raucous chant accompanied by clashing swords on shields. He and Ngolo exchanged tense glances, and he fitted the spyglass to his eye again with nervous hands. 

No.

The main castle door opened, and the general and his chief staff were led out in chains, while above them the sun-in-glory banner of Astandalas was winched down.

***
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“DO THEY KNOW WE’RE behind them?”

Jack raised his head from the stream, beard dripping water down his front. “They will if you carry on like that.”

Vozi bit back her next comment and handed Jack a piece of dried goat instead. Jack nodded thanks and chewed on the tough meat while trying to assess the situation. They’d been tailing the prisoners for three hours now. The Valley folk had led their captives ever higher into the mountains, following a trail Jack was kicking himself for not having discovered on his scouting mission. It was clearly the way supplies and reinforcements had been getting down to the siege of Loe. The entrance had been exceptionally well hidden in the carved valley sides, but still, it had been his task to find it, and he had not.

Better not fail the rescue, then.

His was the only party of Astandalan soldiers this side of the siege. He could redeem himself by rescuing General Halioren and the remainder of the command staff. He was grimly sure they were the sole remainder, for his last sight of Loe had shown heads being placed above the ramparts of the fortress. 

The air up here was getting thin. He was worried that Vozi, especially, would faint if they went much higher, since she was from lowland Zunidh and this was her first time in the mountains. Ngolo was a Ystharian Highlander, so he was grinning at her discomfiture. Jack was even more worried about the stone speakers discovering them. 

They had discovered—at the cost of the other two soldiers in their patrol, two weeks ago—that the Valley stone speakers could trace their movements when they stood on stone. The only thing that seemed to block their magic was to be upon plant life, not easy to come by this high in the mountains. On that disastrous patrol, two had been standing on stone, and Ngolo, Vozi, and himself in the reeds beside a tarn. They’d all ducked down, and indeed Hans and Russhi had seemed better hidden behind their boulders than the three of them in the reeds, but when the Valley folk came they plucked out Hans and Russhi as easily as if they’d known exactly their hiding place, and ignored the reed bed entirely.

Jack had spent a long and wet night thinking through that sequence of events, before realizing that all the near misses had come when they had been in the rocks and moved off again just before the Valley folk arrived. He didn’t like the exposure of being above the tree line, and ducked down as soon as possible into the forests, and had at first attributed the close calls to being exposed to the falcon-hunters’ sharp sight. After the loss of Hans and Russhi he’d reassessed, and realized it was the stone speakers tracking them. 

The three of them had spent the next morning making rough boots and capes of the reeds, barbaric cloaks against barbarian magic. Jack had no magic of his own, nor did Vozi; Ngolo had a small gift at Schooled magic, good for things like setting up camp or forming mage-lights in the Empire, fairly useless at the edge of the Border if you weren’t one of the wizards weaving newly acquired land into the net of magic that would keep them in the Empire. 

Completely useless on this the other side of the Border, which was two valleys and six months back.

***
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THE LOËSSIE SEEMED more intent on haste than caution—or perhaps it was just that after two weeks Jack had learned the important thing about Valley magic, which was that stone spoke to stone, and water to water.

The phrase had about it the air of a proverb or a passcode, and it wasn’t until Ngolo was nearly caught, despite all their care, that Jack had figured it out. Ngolo had sat on a boulder for a rest and exclaimed in Shaian how tired he was. They’d been speaking Loëssie up until that point, just for practice, for Jack was barely swarthy enough to pass as a Lower Valleyite, and both Ngolo and Vozi were ethnic Shaians and far too dark-skinned to be anything but Imperial subjects, this side of Alinor. Still, wrapped in scarves against the cold they’d passed—or they had until that incautious word. It was only Jack’s too-cautious nature that made him hustle Ngolo and Vozi away from the site of the indiscretion immediately, and to hell with the needed rest. He’d been more surprised than they that they had gotten a dozen feet into cover when a stone shaman and his posse descended on the boulder.

“Stone speaks to stone,” the shaman had said, then another had added, “And water to water. Downstream!” And off they’d gone, missing the three Astandalans half-buried in pine needles not ten feet away.

It was a curious blind spot, relying on magic over sight, but Jack was grateful for the tiniest help. As Jack followed the prisoner train higher and higher into the mountains, there was precious little way to avoid stepping on either the stone or the water so attuned to the Valley folk. That was when he remembered the earlier usefulness of reed overshoes, used for silence when creeping around the second valley’s habitations, but effective too to mask the shamans’ magic. 

Or perhaps the Valley folk knew they were creeping along behind their prisoner train, and didn’t care in the slightest.

***
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THE SUN WAS BEHIND the mountains when the trail of footsteps abruptly stopped. 

Jack was considering the fact that the last saddle had taken them fully out of the lands claimed by the Empire and into the wild territory beyond when Vozi said, “Where did they go?”

She spoke in Loëssie, and it took Jack a moment to tease the meaning from the words. He withdrew his glance from the unfamiliar peaks around them to look at first Vozi’s worried face, then Ngolo’s stoic attempt not to show how uncomfortable the small mage felt outside the Borders of the Empire, and finally at the ground before them.

They’d stopped at the edge of a thicket to reconnoitre before venturing into the next clear space. The trail was clear up to the edge of the thickets, then disappeared onto a stone pavement. Jack would have assumed this the work of the stone shamans—and perhaps it was—if he hadn’t seen such a pavement of hexagonal blocks of basalt in a famous landmark near his homeland in Northwest Oriole. Still, stone speaks to stone, and he was wary indeed of stepping out into the expanse. Especially since the pavement made a little amphitheatre at the edge of a cliff.

“Come, lads, it’s an adventure,” Jack whispered, and at Ngolo’s sigh and Vozi’s shrug he grinned. They wormed their way off the visible path into a hollow of the junipers, and considered the situation.

Three Astandalan soldiers behind enemy lines, high up in the mountains with night coming on, and an entire Border of the Empire under threat. 

Jack pulled out some more dried goat from his pocket and chewed on it thoughtfully. 

The last hour had taken them along a series of scree slopes leading up a side canyon from the main valley. The canyon was still of considerable depth, but their last bit of path had brought them to the rocky cliff edging on an old avalanche fall. Up here there was no sign of the Valley’s magical architecture, unless the basalt pavement was indeed human work. A glacier filled the valley above them and sent cold air gusting down upon them, nearly a brisk wind as the light drained out of the valley. The broken stone of the avalanche was some sort of white stone, brilliant against the black basalt and holding the twilight, for which Jack was grateful. The Moon was gibbous and would rise an hour or so after sunset. They were on the right side of the mountains for her light to assist, if for nothing else.

The path wound between several large boulders and the juniper thicket growing up and around them. The pavement had a hundred-foot drop as one edge, and the curving face of a sheer cliff rising up to the mountain summit on the other. The debris from the avalanche formed a kind of bridge down into the canyon, much encrusted with ice in great icicle formations. 

Twenty people had, it appeared, vanished into the air.

There was no way down the scree—they would have heard any attempt—and no way up a thousand-foot perpendicular cliff face, either, even for a stone shaman. Jack gazed up and saw a black-horned face gazing down at them from what appeared to be the merest shadow of a ledge, some four hundred feet up. Well, perhaps a stone shaman could do it—or a shapeshifter who could become a mountain goat—but without ropes and substantial magic the command staff of the Fourth Division of the Seventh Army of Astandalas was hardly going to get up there, too.

They could have left the trail, Jack acknowledged reluctantly to himself, for they hadn’t actually seen their quarry for two hours, having had to drop back crossing the open scree slopes, but he didn’t think it very likely.

That left a major transportation spell of a type wholly unknown to the Empire or anything Jack had seen from the Valley folk so far, or some magic to do with either of the cliff faces or the avalanche fall and its ice.

Signalling Vozi to watch their rear and Ngolo their surroundings, and satisfying himself that the mountain goat had leaped to some equally improbable spot out of their direct sight, Jack eeled out of the junipers and crept around the base of the cliff to examine it as thoroughly as he could before the light failed entirely. He had standard-issue magical lights, but they were made from the Schooled magic of the Empire. He didn’t know how obvious Imperial magic was to uncanny vision, this side of the Border, but he was sure that manufactured lights were a bad idea to show on the exposed edge of a valley.

It was nightfall that aided him. Just as he came as close as he dared to the precipice itself, he saw a glimmering coming from where the icicles met the cliff face. He stopped, but lost the glimmer as soon as he moved his head. Edged slowly back and forth until at last he had it in sight again.

He marked the spot with his hat, and crawled back to meet his two subordinates.

“Take turns standing watch,” he murmured to them, “and be prepared to flee if I don’t return by sunrise.”

“Flee?” Ngolo objected.

Jack grinned. “Report back, I mean.” 

“That’s better,” his second replied, with insincere mollification. 

“Get to Arne and tell the Brigadier,” Jack added. He paused, then took out his book of haikus and handed it to Vozi to keep safe.

Ngolo and Vozi looked at him, smiles fading. Arne was fifty leagues away, all six valleys—plus the ones they had just followed—back across the edge of the Empire to the last of the supply depots coming from West Alinor. 

Vozi lifted her fist to her temple in the old salute. Ngolo followed suit more slowly, with a crisp parade-ground quality to the gesture despite the cramped position and rush-cloaks. “See you at sunrise, Major.”

When he reclaimed his hat, Jack positioned his feet carefully. He looked back at the junipers, and was relieved to see nothing. He turned his head back to the cliff face as slowly as he could manage, and saw nothing of the glimmer.

He took a deep breath, let it out halfway, and then slid his hands across the stone and under the lip of the ice.

“Stone speaks to stone, and water to water,” he whispered in Loëssie, and under his hand a latch clicked open.

***
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TO HIS EYES NOTHING changed. Or nothing except that his hands penetrated into the stone.

It was not some illusion of substance hiding a proper opening, nor a trick of architecture making a shadow of a fissure. He could feel his hand passing through the stone. 

If he had thought about it, he would probably have thought passing through stone would be like swimming through water. It wasn’t like that; it was like he was the water and the stone was the solid body swimming through him. It was quite the most unpleasant thing he’d ever felt. He pressed himself forward into the darkness, terrified that he would dissolve into some nothingness and be lost as a ghost in the mountains of the Valley folk, outside the Empire and never going home again. 

Water in shadow

Cherry blossoms in silver

Fish kisses Moon

And on the opposite page, the shadow-cut illustration of a golden fish arcing through black water, and pressed between the covers, the pale scented flowers from the cherry trees of Iolë when Jack took a too-brief leave to follow the poet along the narrow road to the north. 

Water in shadow ... he murmured to himself, the ball of his right foot firm on the ground.

Cherry blossoms in silver ... That was his left foot, as his right hand brushed along the cold slippery smoothness of the ice, and the stone grit ran through his blood like sorrow.

Fish kisses Moon ... He thought of his wife, smiling under a summer oak-tree at him, wearing the blue Traveller-style gown he loved best, dark hair released from its braids, rosy skin freckled from hours in the sunlight. She’s given him the book on their wedding-day, and he’d taken it with him to every campaign, on every visit home. Fish kisses Moon. The magic summer with his nine-year-old son before the Seventh Army had been sent to this Border, teaching young Jemis all the things Jack had wanted to learn from his own father, who had lived only for his horses. Fish kisses Moon. He would be owed a good long leave if he rescued the command staff. Perhaps he would even sell out and run his brother’s estate.

He opened his eyes, shuddering from his head to his feet, to see before him the amused face of a stone shaman.

“Good attempt,” the man said in execrable Shaian, and the guards bound him. 
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THEY STRIPPED JACK naked and left him tied and shivering in the corner of a cell next to the corpses of three of the people he had come to rescue. He shivered in reaction from the passage through the stone, from being caught, from exhaustion and hunger and cold and fear and grief for all his comrades and officers. Also he shivered in rage.

There had been sixteen Loëssie and five prisoners: General Halioren of the Fourth Division, the General’s Second Norcell, Halioren’s Aide-de-Camp Laranghi, and the two Sub-division Commanders, Colonels-Major Kitani and Ruz. Jack shivered next to the bodies of Kitani, Ruz, and Laranghi. Laranghi and Ruz appeared to have been tortured to death; he couldn’t tell from their respective positions what had happened to Colonel-Major Kitani, except that she had not died happily.

He shivered and wrapped his arms as best as he could around his knees, squatting awkwardly to keep from the cold stone. They had not been more than two hours behind the prisoner train when they left Loe. Perhaps that had extended to three when they were stymied by the cliff face.

In three hours the Loëssie had killed three of their possible hostages, leaving only the two highest-ranking. Why?

Jack rocked slowly back and forth on the balls of his feet. Ankles bound, wrists bound, in a bare stone cell with ice down one wall. He would not last long naked, especially since he was a nobody. There was little money in his family and no name except what he had won for himself. No one would pay a ransom for him, even if the Loëssie were in the mood for ransoms. They’d killed Laranghi, who came of a high family of Ysthar and bore the tattoos to prove it.

Surely the Loëssie would prefer a negotiated peace to the destruction of their people. No one courted elimination.

Then he thought of the endless booms as the Valley folk destroyed their sculptures and castles rather than let them fall into Imperial hands. Stone speaks to stone, and water to water. They built up their mountains, their dams and their valley walls—and when the time came they let them fall in avalanches and floods.

General Halioren and his Second, Lady Norcell, would not have an easy incarceration and a ransom to the Commander-General of the Seventh Army at Arne. They would be tortured for what they knew of the invasion plans, and then, no doubt, killed and displayed somewhere prominent as a warning to the Empire, after the Valley folk destroyed everything they thought made their valleys attractive to Astandalas. 

As Jack well knew, the Empire wanted the Valleys for their strategic position more than their magic or their resources, because of the fertile plains on the other side of the mountains and the buffer they provided against the restless hosts of Faërie to the east. But as he also knew, the Seventh Army was fighting on three fronts, for Faërie had attacked the Third and Fifth Divisions to the south as they tried to come round through the Middle Passes to the rear of the Valleys, and in the north the recently-conquered Surlevi had decided to take advantage of the unrest to their south to rise up in rebellion. The First Division had been considered enough for that purpose, but even as the campaign for the Seven Valleys had started to turn in favour of the Valleyites, the Surlevi had found a brilliant war leader and produced enough of a fight that Commander-General Itoh had called off the Fourth Division as well, leaving only the Second and the Sixth to deal with the Loëssie and what was supposed to be an easy finale to the campaign. 

The Second had been prevented from reinforcing the Fourth by the Loëssie’s destruction of the bridges in the fifth valley and the collapse of the pass to the sixth, leaving General Halioren’s division completely cut off from the rest of the Imperial Army. And now, Jack was grimly aware, due to some traitor in their midst, the Sixth Division consisted of General Halioren, Lady Norcell, Ngolo, Vozi, and Jack himself.

Five out of a force of five hundred, and he didn’t know anyone’s fate but his own. 

Jack looked bleakly at the corpses beside him. He’d reported to Kitani as his superior, learned from and liked her a great deal. She came from a lesser noble house in eastern Voonra, was a distant relative of the poet whose haikus Jack so loved. She had been trained initially as one of the dedicated priestess-warriors of the East Voonran goddess of merciful death. He wondered if she felt she had had a merciful death, or if her spirit would be unquiet and seeking revenge.

He would revenge her, he swore silently, her and Ruz and Laranghi, and all the rest of the Fourth Division. He would die in the attempt: there was no way he could return home from this side of the Border, with all that lay between him and Northwestern Oriole and his wife and his son and the summer willows. 

He was naked and alone and bound at the wrists and ankles, in a stone cave with ice down one wall, at the mercy of folk willing to destroy themselves rather than submit to the Empire. 

“Goddess of Merciful Death,” he said in Shaian, no longer afraid of being overheard, “your priestess died far from her family. Will you not assist me to set her spirit to rest? Give her vengeance if you could not grant her your own arrows of relief.” And then, because he was not a religious man, but he was a loyal son of the Empire, and once he had lain prostrate before his Emperor and discovered he could love him, he added: “Emperor of five worlds, we fight and die for you. Remember us, Sun of Astandalas, in our darkness.”

There was no answer from the goddess or the Emperor, but after a few more minutes of shivering Jack did notice that although Colonel-Major Kitani’s lacquered helmet was nowhere to be seen, her hair had not been torn from the elaborate braids she used to cushion her head.

Back when Jack was a captain hoping for promotion, and Colonel Kitani about to receive hers, he’d been assigned to stand-in as her aide for three weeks. That was when he’d learned about her relation to the poet, and that she was dedicated to the Goddess of Merciful Death.

He’d been helping her into her armour when she told him this. He’d asked what it meant, and she’d told him of her vocation, which was to see that there was always a way out of the cycle of suffering for those who asked. 

“What if you’re not armed?” he’d asked.

She’d laughed. “I am always armed.”

His hands were bound to his feet, so he could squat with his arms around his knees, but not straighten nor crawl. He rolled over to where his superior officer’s corpse lay. Then, weeping at the indignity, he scrabbled at the elaborate braids for the hidden pins anchoring them.

The hairpins, then the half-circle curve of a sicar, the sacred knife. The Goddess of Merciful Death was one name for the Moon, Kitani had told him. The knife was a crescent, the blade on the inner curve, the clasp demure silver beneath the sleek braids. 

Jack mouthed the knife free, spitting out cold hair and white breath. The air was cold, and when he brushed up against the Colonel-Major’s skin, as he unavoidably had to, he shuddered at how cold and clammy it was. Her eyes were staring out at whatever vision came with death, empty of her spirit and lacking any indication she’d seen her goddess.

He wedged the sicar between his feet, clumsy with the cold, nicking himself with its razor edge. The blood flowed very sluggishly out of what seemed very white skin, and he feared frostbite but was grateful not to bleed freely. He was very slow at slicing between the ropes in his hands, and waited, massaging them, until the painful tickle of returning blood subsided, before he tried to free his feet.

When at last he stood upright he felt as stiff as the corpses. 

His first act was to close their eyes and mutter a prayer over them, swearing vengeance that he felt they would care more to hear than any pious mumblings he could remember from childhood services to the Lady of the Green and White. And then, begging silently for their forgiveness, he pulled off what remained of their clothes, and every weapon he could find.

He was left with five hairpins, two of them with the gold bead that Colonel-Major Kitani had said meant poison, two with the silver that meant something else that he didn’t know, one with a jade bead of equally uncertain effect. The sicar, and a length of silk belt, and the sharp edge of a broken shell from Laranghi’s headdress. He couldn’t find the hollow tube that was meant to act as a blow-pipe for the hairpins, and instead stuck them carefully in a length of cloth which he rolled up into a tube he could stick safely into the silk belt, which she’d worn tripled and was therefore just barely long enough to reach around his own waist.

He shuffled to the door in his makeshift slippers, shivering still in the draped rags and tatters of three uniforms, sicar in one hand, shell in the other, the hairpins in their roll at his waist. He feared their coldness; but he was aware that if it came to it, they would provide a more merciful death for the remaining soldiers than the torture that awaited them otherwise. 

He could hear nothing, but that meant nothing. The door was locked, and he had no great skills at lock-picking. He hesitated, and realized that there was light in the cell.

He was used to Astandalan magic, which even for non-practitioners lit up rooms with a whistle or a word. It hadn’t surprised him to be in a windowless cell and be able to see: being in total darkness would have been more bewildering. Yet now that he thought of it, as he examined the door for any weakness, all his senses straining to hear footsteps or breathing, he realized his mistake.

There was no source of light in the cell, no lantern or enchanted stone. There were the three bodies and himself, and tatters of rope and cloth that he’d left on the floor, the unpleasant pile in one corner he’d also been forced to leave, and the stone walls, the stone door, and the ice sheet.

The ice was the source of the light, he realized. It was such a soft light it cast no shadows and suggested no origin, but as he stood against the opposite wall he could see that it was either glowing itself or providing a translucent medium for another source. 

Jack used the broken shell to chip off a piece of ice. The shell shattered; he felt foolish to have so wasted a weapon. In the shade of his hand the ice showed no glimmer, was an innocuous piece of ice, quickly beginning to melt into clear water. He was wary of ice, here in the mountain fastness, but he was also tremendously thirsty, and sucked down that piece and several more before a sudden headache suggested to him that ice was not the best remedy for a chilled body.

The thought made him glance at his former officers and shudder. He turned back to the sheet of ice. It did not seem to be glowing itself: that meant there was a light source on the other side: and hopefully that meant it was not very thick. 

He had nothing but himself or the other bodies to use as a battering ram. He immediately rejected the desecration involved in the latter, and instead girded himself up and thrust his shoulder into the ice. 

It made a curious thrum. He bit his lip, remembering again that stone speaks to stone, and water to water. Still, there seemed nothing for it: go forward to a near-certain death, or await a certain one. 

He wound his balled fist in a shred of cloth and struck sharply at the ice. This time it cracked into a spider web, each crack glowing brightly.

Possibly there were guards on the other side, watching this effort with the same amusement the stone shaman had shown watching him enter the tunnel. Jack arranged the sicar in his left hand, determined to take at least one more Valleyite with him, if that was all that he could manage, before he struck at the ice again with his right fist.

There were two guards around the corner, playing dice and ignoring the noises coming from their left. When he hurled himself through the opening he saw them as he went forward into another corridor. He landed hard, but was up and hidden behind the corner before they fully turned.

“What was that?” one asked.

The second sniffed. “Sounded like something breaking.”

An interminable pause. Jack held the sicar tightly, reaching with his bruised right hand for the first of the darts. Then the first one said, “They must’ve let the irketz on the dingos.”

Another pause. “Well, better leave them to it, then. Stone speaks to stone.”

“And water to water,” agreed the first. “Roll again?”

Jack waited, but they said nothing else. They couldn’t have been guarding him, he realized slowly, thoughts moving far too slowly in this cold thin air. The door to his cell had been in another hallway. So ... the general? Someone else? Something else?

Toss of dice, scent of burning. “Vorghin,” said the second guard. “Thought they’d never get done.”

“Wait,” said the first. “The ordoon haven’t started yet.”

Jack breathed on his hands. He was freezing. He looked around, shivering, trying not to panic. He was a trained soldier, for the Emperor’s sake. Experienced. An officer. No reason to panic.

There was a slow skittering noise behind him. He turned, heart thumping, to see a waist-thick serpent sliding towards him.

It was all frosted-green and dead-white, scales, eyes, tongue. Jack pressed himself back against the wall, sicar gripped tightly, weight resting as easily as he could contrive on his half-frozen feet. He swallowed down a deep revulsion. The serpent moved sinuously, slowly, body undulating side to side as it approached.

There was no way, Jack thought, that he could rely on the darts to work on the reptile. The sicar was wickedly sharp, but the serpent’s scales looked hard as stone. It was turning its head side to side as it came, livid tongue flicking out to taste the air. He would smell of death and dust and distant places, he thought. Was it venomous? Or was it a slow coiler, like the water snakes of the jungles of East Orkaty? He was far too weak to wrestle with a constrictor this size. One of his men had woken in the night to find himself encumbered with a boa constrictor. It had taken three of them to unwind the snake from around the man, and he’d borne the bruises for weeks.

The serpent paused when it came up to him, head turning so he could see its flat white eyes. He held his breath. The tongue flickered, tasting, judging.

Something touched his thigh, and he looked down to see that while he had been watching its head, the snake had stealthily brought up its body to coil around him.
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THE STRUGGLE WAS EERILY silent.

Jack had fought in more battles than he cared to count. They had all of them been noisy, even deafening. Weapons clashing, horses crashing, people screaming, all melding into a huge roar that echoed sometimes in his sleep. 

The serpent did not even hiss. Its scales made soft rustling sounds that his brain tried to make into words in Loëssie, in Shaian. 

His breath was short and shallow, grunts held back by willpower alone, trying desperately not to attract the notice of the inattentive guards.

His hand slipped down the icy scales. 

“Two fives,” came the voice down the corridor.

Jack lifted his arms up just in time to avoid being pinned by yet another loop of the monstrous creature.

Clatter. “Three and four split.”

Almost by accident he got his left hand in place as the serpent struck, catching it under the jaw, wishing for once he was left-handed. His muscles almost immediately started to quiver with strain. 

Constrictor snakes were usually not also venomous—but then again snakes, especially large snakes, did not usually inhabit ice caves most of the way up mountains.

“Six and two.”

He was starting to feel weak, and despite the chill he was beginning to sweat. In his right hand he held the sicar, its silvered blade delicate, thin, sharp.

“Two fours.”

Goddess of Merciful Death, he half-thought, half-prayed, let it be as sharp as Kitani claimed.

The serpent struck, coils tightening against his legs, making him tilt, throwing off his balance. He kept most of his attention on his thrusting elbow, on his left hand holding the neck, and as it struck against him he brought his right hand around, knife slicing up, no point to it to gouge eyes, just the half-moon curve to slide between sweaty hand and icy scales.

It slid between scales stretched apart by the creature’s own killing strike, between ball and hinge joint of jaw, and finally, his own arm’s failing strength assisted by his left hand relaxing, letting the serpent’s own momentum carry it onto his blade, the sicar slid between vertebra and skull.

Head and he fell together in a wild recoil of flailing loops. The sicar in his hand struck the stone floor and shattered like cheap glass.

“Two sixes,” said a guard. “Another go?”

***
[image: image]


HIS WEAPONS THUS REDUCED to two deathly hairpins and three of unknown effect, Jack wondered whether to be more cautious or more bold. He sat on the floor, the ground, gasping as quietly as he could manage, massaging the blood back into his legs. He would be all over bruises tomorrow.

He refused to think he would not see tomorrow.

In that spirit of defiance he pulled the headless neck of the serpent towards him. He gouged at the elastic skin with his fingernails until his thumb bled but he had one perfect opalescent scale as a prize. 

He would place it within his book of haikus, on the page with the illustration of high mountains against a starry sky. He murmured the haiku to himself, softly, roughly translating the Old Shaian.

Above the mountain

Infinite the lake of stars

A fire burns brightly

His son Jemis liked to see the little objects he brought home, the stories of where and how he had found them, why each was located where it was. Last time he was home he had begun teaching Jemis how to read the ideographs. 

Next time he would stay long enough to tell all the stories. 

Next time he would stay, period. 

His breath clouded the air before him, the cold seeping up through his rough garments. He realized he was sitting there in pooling blood, rubbing the scale over and over with his finger, his nine-year-old son laughing in his mind’s eye. 

He could not at first get up. He had to push himself over to the wall, use it to lever himself upright again. He was so cold. His fingers were numb. He flexed them, knuckles creaking. He would be fortunate indeed to—

No. He would get home. He would. He had to tell Jemis about the mountains, about the carved glaciers, about what it was like over the Border. He stuck the scale into the scrap of cloth with the remaining hairpins in it. 

He went the way the serpent had come from, lurching along the wall, trying to be quiet. Stone speaks to stone, and water to water ... But here they were, inside their fastness, where a monstrous ice serpent roamed at will ... He could not assume there would be no other guards. 

The corridor, the tunnel, curved, coiled its way into the mountain. It rose under his feet, sometimes in sharp inclines. One was so steep and so long he nearly couldn’t make it up, had to wedge himself against the wall and push himself laboriously up, an inch, two inches at a time.

Above the mountain, he gasped to himself, the words silent in his mind, imagining his son asking him about the scale.

Infinite—would Jemis know the word? He would be ten by the time Jack got home, a bright and brave lad, always asking questions, always eager to know, always determined to find out. 

Infinite the lake of stars. 

He would tell Jemis about the skies outside the Empire, where the nights were darker and the stars brighter. There were no good maps for Alinor outside the Empire, those strange lands where wild magic ran free and the people would rather destroy themselves and all their work than submit.

A fire burns brightly. 

Because home was always best. He would go home again.

He was still sitting exhausted at the top of the incline when someone came out of the wall beside him and tripped over his leg. 

“What the fjoyot—” the Valleyite cursed, turning, but by then some soldier’s instinct beyond thought had made Jack pull out one of the hairpins and stab the man in the face with it. 

He collapsed within two seconds, something snapping as he hit the ground. It was the hairpin, Jack saw when he gingerly turned him over. It had gone into the side of his nose, had broken off with only an unusable gold bead left outside his skull. Jack stared at it glumly. Whatever was on the hairpin was swift and lethal. The man’s skin was already going cold.

He was not a guard, was dressed in what Jack considered common Valleyite garb, rough brown clothing and leather boots. The only mercy—besides his death—was that he was not far off Jack’s size. Jack stripped him and put on the long tunic over his rags, shoved his feet into the boots. The relief from the cold was so strong tears started. 

“Don’t be an idiot, man,” a harsh voice came floating out of the wall. “The irketz is on guard. Get back in here. I need you to hold the prisoner down.”

That made him sound alone. Jack blinked hard, surveyed his remaining weapons. Four hairpins, one gold, two with a silver bead, and one with a green and white jade one. He had no idea what the jade bead signified, but in Fiellan they worshipped the Lady of the Green and White, and he hoped with a faint, embarrassed fervour, that she would protect him. He promised recklessly that he would be more pious, more generous, more—everything—if only he was granted more—time.

Officer’s fashions for the Fourth Division owed something to court fashions in Astandalas. Jack’s wavy hair was long enough to reach into a queue, messy though his braid was now. Remembering Kitani inserting the deadly hairpins into her coiled braids he swallowed, twisted his queue up clumsily, and with many inchoate prayers slid the jade hairpin into place, followed even more gingerly by the gold one. He could feel the cold steel against his skull.

He pushed himself to his feet using the wall again. Took one of the silver hairpins in each hand, took a deep breath.

“Come on, man,” the harsh voice said again, more closely this time. Another mutter, stomping footsteps, some curse Jack had not learned to decipher. He edged as silently as he could towards the source, centring his weight, cursing inwardly that his feet were starting to tingle as they warmed up.

“Idiot,” the hidden speaker said again, sighing with audible exasperation. “Never can work the passage—orlichan!” 

The stone face before him shimmered and thinned, revealing a silhouette like a figure emerging from mist. Jack waited until he saw hands emerge from the wall, then leaped forward, all his weight behind the silver hairpin, aiming for the throat. 

Whether skill or divine assistance or luck, he got the needle-point through jugular into brainstem, and the man was dead as they crashed down into the room behind the wall.

They fell against a table on which was spread-eagled the body of Lady Norcell. Jack stumbled upright, trying to brace himself in case there was someone else there.

There was a slow, rattling, bubbling noise. It was coming from the table.

Jack had seen many horrible things in battle, in the aftermath of battle. He was desperately glad that the Valleyite had fallen across the bottom half of Lady Norcell’s body. What he could see of her, head and shoulders, was bad enough.

The worst was that she was still alive.

The room was small, the floor bloody, the walls cold stone. The Valleyites were not sophisticated in their torture, used nothing but chisels and ropes. Jack looked at the silver hairpin in his hand, then reached up and carefully withdrew the gold one.

He went to her head, carefully keeping his eyes on hers. Her eyes were staring, her mouth open for the slow, rattling, bubbling breaths.

He said softly, “I will send you home, Lady Norcell.”

They had cut out her tongue; the blood was dribbling out of her mouth. She focused on him with one wild, desperate agony, and then with a supreme effort she moved her head, tilted it to the opposite direction from where he had come in, eyes frantic.

“That way?” he said.

She closed her eyes, the closest she could get to assent, then opened them. He hoped he would never see that expression again.

“May the Lady of the Green and White grant you peace in her garden,” he said. He did not know Lady Norcell well. She was from Lind, a country over from his own Rondé, but she was a noblewoman of high lineage and her life almost unknown to him. He reached over, brushed the hair from her face, and slid the golden pin into the side of her neck. “May the Goddess of Merciful Death take you home.”

She sighed out her last breath. He waited a moment, then reached to close her eyes. He could give her no burial, no cortege home, just release from pain on the far side of the Border.

There was something like an ice pick on the table beside her. There might have been more instruments somewhere in the bloody mess, but he had nothing to carry them with, and he was so weak with cold that he did not think he could move the Valleyite’s body to look—and he could not bear to further desecrate Lady Norcell’s remains.

The chamber appeared to be four stone walls with no doors. The ceiling was ice, luminescent as had been the wall of the room where he’d been imprisoned. He was not strong enough to break it from below. He went to the wall Lady Norcell had indicated, savagely grateful that her dying thought had been to help him. That strengthened his spine. He would not fail her, nor Kitani, nor Laranghi nor Ruz, all of whom had given him some final gift by their deaths. 

It took him several tries to get the word right, but finally he hit the right tone for orlichan, and the stone before him started to glimmer and waver and become passable under his hands.

He shuffled through, ice pick in his right hand, silver hairpin in his left, trying to keep his weight ready for anything.

He stopped so abruptly he nearly fell.

It was an atavistic reaction, as automatic and unwilled as any much-practiced thrust or parry or strike. Even before his eyes registered what he was seeing his body reacted.

Far above him the sky was that infinite lake of stars. He did not dare look below him for a fire. It would not be the fire of home. 

The stars were brighter this side of the Border, bigger, more luminous, more glorious. But below them the darkness was far more absolute, the shadows darker, deeper, dangerous. Back home anyone could go abroad at night without need to fear more than drunkard or madman. Out here ... out here the Dark Kings were still able to be summoned through shadow and blood and moonlight. 

Jack took three deep breaths. Behind him he could feel the stone solidifying, nudging him into the cold clear air. 

He stood on a tiny ledge, not even as wide as his feet. His arms were stretched across the face of the cliff-wall, hands clenching ice-pick and hairpin, face tingling in the cold, cold air. He had no idea where he was, the shapes of all the mountains against the stars unfamiliar and strange. He could not see any hint of moon glow to give him east or west. He did not recognize any of the stars. 

Lady Norcell had said to come this way. Why? 

She would not have sent him to suicide; of that he was certain. This was the way to rescue or revenge. Or both. 

He closed his eyes to stop the threatening vertigo. The stone behind him was cold, gritty against the palms of his hands, smelling of ice and dust. A faint breeze came from his left, frigid, dry, deathly.

He could hear nothing—

No. There was something on the wind. He pressed back against the wall (better to think that than cliff), dismissing the sound of his clothes catching on the stone, the too-loud movements of blood and heart. Listened to the faint, faint hint of something beyond wind.

It wavered on the edge of his ability to hear. The wind in pines? A distant cataract? Something wailing?

Then, very clearly, three words: “... city of roses ...”

They were in Shaian, not Loëssie. 

Someone was singing? 

Singing the anthem of Astandalas? 

Jack opened his eyes, because he daren’t lose his night vision. He turned his head slowly until his ear rested against the cliff face, his chin and growing beard rasping against the stone. Then slowly, not lifting his feet, he slid his left foot along. Brought up his right. Closed his left eye to keep grit from getting in. Slid along another few inches.

It took ... forever. Forever while the stars stayed where they were, while the wind blew delicately in his face, ice crystals stinging against his exposed skin, while he sweated and the sweat froze again. Forever while the singing faded in and out of hearing, the singer’s voice wavering with exhaustion and pain but never ceasing in the endless long repeated refrain of the anthem of Astandalas.

O let us sing of the golden city of roses

The city of golden roses

And the citizens of the city of roses

Who brought light to the darkness of worlds

The ledge curved eventually, bringing Jack around a bulging outcrop. He slowed even more as he came to the outermost part of the curve, not at all sure he was thinking clearly enough to respond to what he might find on its other side. The stone shaman laughing at him again? 

Stone speaks to stone, and water to water ...

Thinly, quaveringly, sounding a thousand years old, the voice started the anthem again from the beginning.

O let us sing of the city of roses

The golden city of roses

And the sun in our darkness

The lord of rising stars

No one was stopping him, Jack realized slowly. No one was thumping the prisoner, torturing him, beating him for his defiance. It might be a trap, but the voice was so thin—so nearly hopeless—that it was impossible to believe it was a Valleyite singing. 

Jack had once been sent on a scouting mission along some beach, somewhere. Seabirds were nesting in the dunes at the edge of the beach, the best guard system he had ever come across. Every strange motion caused the birds to react, the closest pretending to be injured, a decoy, so that the rest could mob the intruder.

If they knew he had escaped ... if they had found the dead serpent, the dead torturers ... 

He still had three weapons, and was he not Mad Jack Greenwing? Did he not have the luck?

Was there not a five-hundred foot drop to certain death below him?

He edged around the outcrop. 

Before him was a jumble of white, hurtfully brilliant in the starlight, the shadows suddenly as sharp-black as the illustrations in his book of haikus. He blinked, trying to clear his eyes, trying to focus. Below him was an avalanche chute, full of ice boulders and blocks of stone. His ledge, a thin line of shadow, snaked across the bowl where the stone and ice had fallen; above him, when he stopped to very carefully crane his neck to see, was the lip of an overhanging glacier. 

The singing was just louder here, echoing disharmoniously off ice and stone, its origin impossible to determine. Jack pressed himself against the outcrop, looking for sentries, enemies, traps. 

Looking for singer, rescue, revenge. 

His eyes adjusted slowly to the contrast between ice and stone, started to be able to make out differences in the shadows. The curving bowl, the strange dim light, the too-bright stars, the too-dark shadows—all of it made it so hard to judge where stone cast shadow or hid hollows or holes.

He waited, for inspiration, insight, something. 

—Kaboom.

The singer stopped; Jack thrust himself back even harder against the cliff face; the air seemed to hold its breath.

When he opened his eyes the world swam. He blinked hard, the cold steel chisel in his right hand, the hairpin in his left, the stone cold and rough even through tunic and rags and tatters. After a little he managed to clear his eyes enough to see that the air was full of ice crystals and dust motes, sending strange dim rainbows in unexpected directions. 

As far as he could tell, the avalanche had happened somewhere else. Close, close enough for the vibrations still to be thrumming through the stone, the air, the echoes, but far enough that only a trickle of snow and ice had fallen from the glacier lip. His eye traced the spill of brightness down the bowl, latching onto the oddly regular jag where it had gone over or around something that was otherwise invisible. 

The singer made a few false squawking noises, then, even more quaveringly than before, came the words: O let us sing of the golden city of roses ...

Yes, Jack thought, keep singing. The echoes had changed, were no longer bouncing the words around into meaninglessness, were occupied perhaps with the rumbling avalanche and aftershocks. He slid foot by foot along his ledge, all around the bowl, the cliff face always hard behind him, but always also he was aware that any moment it could dissolve like mist into a doorway by the stone shaman’s magic.

At last he reached the spill. The song was clearer here, if no louder, though clearer too was the fact that the singer was nearing his last energy. Stay strong, Jack prayed, for himself and for the singer. Stay alive. 

The ledge was covered with glinting, glittering fragments of ice and stone. Beyond them was another bulge, where the fracture that had created the ledge had met some outcropping of other stone, the black basalt of the other side of the mountain. It was powdered with ice crystals, beautiful in a way, reminding him of how the Emperor’s sister had worn diamonds and silver dust in her hair when he had gone to Astandalas to be given the benediction and reward for his role in the Battle of Orkaty.

The hexagonal basalt column stepped down and away from him. Down there, where the shadows had hid it, where it was outlined now by the snow crystals still dancing in the air, curling from the currents over the cliff face, down there was a narrow hole like a chimney. The singer tried to start singing again, squawked, and softly, ruefully, regretfully, in a familiar voice said, “Damn,” and coughed. 

General Halioren.

Jack was leading with his left side. He had to swing his right leg out over the abyss to switch, feeling all the uncertainty of his weight redistributing, praying that he would not fall here, so close to the goal. 

That time in Astandalas the Emperor, his beloved Emperor, the Lord of Rising Stars, the lord of ten thousand titles, had awarded him a great golden pectoral, the Heart of Glory, the highest honour that could be given to a soldier. 

He had held a Border, that time. He had held the Sun Banner outflying on the wind at the top of a cliff—he had been the first one up the cliff—General Halioren, who was a Colonel then, had been the second. They had defended the clifftop until their soldiers followed, until at last the units behind his caught up with them. They had not anticipated the enemy to be there, he and his patrol when they were sent out to claim the next ridge for Astandalas; but they had been, and Jack knew his duty to the Sun Banner, his comrades, his superiors, his Emperor.

And afterwards, when they were negotiating a parley, he had still been holding the Sun Banner when an enemy had ceased feigning death and leapt up to inflict it on Colonel Halioren. Jack had been the only one with anything like a weapon in his hand. He had spitted the enemy with the spearhead of the banner.

Face against the stone, he was able slowly, slowly, slowly to lower himself out over the abyss, sliding the ice pick along the rock face quietly, quietly, until it jammed into a crack, until his left knee was bent painfully tight, his calf pressing against his thigh, and his right foot still not touching anything.

The Emperor had told him that rarely had the Sun Banner been better honoured than in that moment.

Jack ignored the fire in his left leg, the hanging weight of his right, the uncertainty of the ice pick. Very slowly he slid his left hand along the rock until he came to his face, and then he tucked the silver hairpin awkwardly into his hair. Slid his now-empty hand down the stone, around his throbbing knee, until it gripped the ledge. Transferred his weight from his left foot to his hands, braced himself on stone and steel, pushed his foot off the ledge, scraped his shin all the way down the edge, bumped his knee again, for a sick moment was hanging over the abyss with nothing but his faltering strength to hold him, and then his right foot found the next ledge and he was for the moment safe.

Twice more he repeated this before he got to the hole. It was bigger than it had seemed from above, as the basalt columns had been farther apart. He could get his head, even his shoulders through. It was very dark inside, and the General had stopped singing. 

Could be he was tired, or despairing, or dead. 

Could be a guard had entered.

Could be he had heard Jack, and didn’t know what evil was coming next.

Jack lowered himself flat on his belly, head well away from the hole. He didn’t want to silhouette himself against the brilliant stars. He lay prone, feeling the cold winkling in—how was it there was anything that was not already numb?—listening, listening, listening. 

The General said: “Come in, then. I am prepared to die.”

He spoke in Shaian, his defiance there in his calm voice, thin though it was with exhaustion and cold and fear and pain. Never had Jack admired him more. He had been the one to order him up that cliff in Orkaty, and had been the second person up behind him.

“General,” he said very softly, “are you prepared to live?”
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FOLLOWING THE WHISPERED directions from the General he inched forward, legs spread wide, and lowered his head, shoulders, arms, torso into the hole. 

“I can stand,” the General said, something in his voice making it clear there were other things he could not, now, do. 

Jack opened his legs yet wider, his eyes unable to see anything in the hole. “General, can you reach for me—can you reach my hands?”

There was a soft shuffle, low-voiced cursing, and then beneath Jack’s groping hands was suddenly the wiry close-cropped hair of his commanding officer. The General made an appalled noise, hastily muffled.

“Take my hands,” Jack said again. The blood was rushing to his head, throbbing.

“I—they broke my hands—”

“Stay right there,” he said. He scrabbled back out into the air, sat upright with his back against the cliff, considered as the blood settled back into its proper circulation. The hole opened out on a kind of platform, an irregular circle about four feet across. 

The General was tall, but not any taller than Jack. Jack had been able to reach his head without being fully lowered—but he was tired, cold, hurt, and his stomach muscles not strong enough to do that again more than once. He had to get the General up. 

Go all the way in, and he could probably push the General up. Could he, then, get himself out? 

They broke my hands ...

Better that long step off the cliff than wait for what they had done to Lady Norcell, to Kitani, to Laranghi, to Ruz. 

He shifted position, his tunic catching on the rock behind him. He put his hand to release the fabric, felt a ridge running below the cloth. 

The rope belt ... Would it be strong enough? 

Perhaps not, but then again, Kitani had believed in the best quality for her equipment, and who knew what she had intended the thin silk rope for? 

He unwound it from the tatters, stuck the folded bit of cloth with one glimmering scale into the rats-nest of his hair, and ran the rope through his hands. Three and a half feet or so ... if that was what he had, then that was what he had.

He tied as good a knot as he could between the two ends, then twisted around so he was lying prone again. Inched forward, rope like a line of shadow. 

“General, sir,” he whispered, “loop this around your armpits, then raise your arms towards me.”

He dropped the rope down, felt the General tugging at it, whimpering a little, very softly. 

They broke my hands ...

Finally Jack felt the tension steady. He inched forward, obedient to the pressure, until he could loop his half of the rope around his own arms, braced on his elbows. 

Clenched his stomach, spread his legs wide for balance, braced his feet against the cliff edge, reached down—and down—past the misshapen hands—down forearms—following the straining line of rope—until his hands caught the General’s elbows.

“On three, jump as hard as you can,” he whispered. “Ready, sir?”

“In your own time, major.”

“One ... two ... and—”

General Halioren jumped, and Jack pulled, back screaming bloody murder, and he pulled some more and he shoved some more and at length he rolled until his back hit the stone and there, gasping and whimpering beside him, was his General.

They lay there recovering for too long. Another distant avalanche roused them, a series of small kaboom—boom—boom—just as he and Vozi and Ngolo had been hearing for so long as they came up to the castle of Loe and saw the banner going down. 

Jack pushed himself up to a sitting position. His eyes had re-adjusted to the faint light, and he could see for himself the mess of his General’s hands. The General was not old, precisely, but he was some decades older than Jack—albeit Jack’s thirty-five years currently felt like several hundred—and though his torture had not been as bloody as Lady Norcell’s, torture clearly there had been. He was not going to be able to manage much.

“We are men of Astandalas,” the General said, as if in response to his thought. “We hold the Sun.”

The motto of their division, the ones who were always in the vanguard, always first over the ridge, always the ones to plant the Sun Banner on the new territory. Jack smiled lopsidedly. 

He looked around, tracing out the thin shadowy line of his ledge (shuddering at the scree face above it, below it). His ledge finished at the eruption of basalt columns, where the mountain rock changed. Past the black rock was the sheer cliff where some of the rock piled below had fallen, white limestone jumbled with ice from the glacier.

It occurred to him then that it was a similar combination to where he had first entered the fastness.

For the first time he looked straight down, gripping the stone beside him tightly, praying vertigo would not strike. The concave scree slope went down a hundred and fifty feet or so to the lip of a hanging valley, and then fell straight down from there. He had been unable to see what lay below that lip from the ledge, the other side of the hanging valley, but from here he could see that the basalt columns stepped down sideways until they were buried under the avalanche debris.

Was the pavement where he had left Vozi and Ngolo down there?

He had seen a mountain goat traversing that cliff face. 

It must be three hundred feet straight down.

He looked at the General again. He had managed to sit up, back against the stone, hands cradled in his lap. He was almost naked, Jack realized suddenly. The General was ethnically Shaian, his dark brown skin disappearing in the shadows against the dark rock. Jack hastily took off the tunic he had taken from the Valleyite, held it for him. “Here, sir,” he said urgently, “you will freeze—”

He held the sleeves as the General carefully slid his hands in, one at a time, stuck his head through the neck; had to tug it down for him as well. “That’s b-better,” the General said. “Always—on your—t-toes. P-plans?”

Jack looked back at the ledge, and saw a shimmer dance along the rock face. 

“On my back,” he said hurriedly, taking back the rope, looping it numerous times around the General’s wrists and elbows until he held them together. “Over my neck, sir—”

The General complied, though he whimpered again as Jack inevitably banged his hands. “I’m sorry, sir, I must—”

“Don’t be an idiot, major.”

He grabbed the ice pick. No one had come through the cliff—yet—

Fear was a remarkable motivator. Even with the General’s added weight—which was nowhere near what it should have been—had the siege in the castle been so hard the command staff had been starving? It had been three weeks, surely they had had enough rations to last them that long—he swung his legs down over the basalt column, ice pick wedged into the joints of the columns. Some were not far down, and his feet reached easily. For some he had to use his arms to hold his whole weight and the General’s.

But he swung down, and over, and down, and over, until his feet crunched into snow.

He pushed back into the shadows between ice and cliff, looking everywhere for those hallucinatory glimmers, trying to breathe quietly, trying not to give away their location. The General was silent, not even whimpering—because he had fainted, Jack realized, twisting to look at his face. He would just have to pretend that it made it easier.

He waited as the sweat congealed again. Overhead the stars seemed to be dimmer, the shadows around him less defined. He could see no glimmers, hear nothing. Was the stone shaman watching, waiting, smiling? Or—or—?

He had the two hairpins, the ice pick, and he had the General.

He looked down. He was still a good two hundred feet above the pavement, an endless distance above the real valley. But he was almost sure that he could see the darker shadows of the juniper thicket, could imagine he could almost smell the resin. If he could get down there, off the stone, off the ice, they had a chance—just a chance—of getting away.

He had to hope the jumble of rocks and ice boulders was stable, that the mixture of elements somehow mixed the stone shaman’s magic. Stone speaks to stone, and water to water ... 

He would not give in. He had to take Jemis to see the Giant’s Bridge in the back country behind the Woods Noirell, in the strange hinterland of a country fully within the Empire but on the border between worlds. He and Olive would take Jemis, they would make a family picnic of it, they would go call on the old witch of the Woods, his mother-in-law, and then he would teach Jemis how to read the haiku about the bees ...

He would get home. He had to. His son was counting on him. He had promised Olive he would come home. She had said she would wait for him.

He settled the General’s weight on his shoulders again, and with protesting muscles and protesting mind he gripped the ice pick and started down the ice fall.

Sunlight in summer

The secret gift of flowers

Joy of winter night

The ice was cold, not slick but slippy, the loose snow almost worse. He put his foot through strange pockets of loose matter, scraping his legs, his arms, his body on rocks and jagged ice crystals. He had to stop frequently now to catch his breath, though each time he refused to let himself loosen his grip on the ice pick for fear he would never be able to grasp it again.

He did not want to articulate to himself his fear that he would reach the bottom and there waiting for him would be the stone shaman and his guards, smiling. 

He kept going. Refused to think of distances, of heights, of certain death and uncertain torture. Refused to think of hunger, and cold, and exhaustion, and cold, and thirst. Jab ice pick, slide foot down, slide hand down, other foot down, until something reached a hold, then repeat. Repeat. Repeat. Slide; catch yourself; rest. Repeat.

The light was changing, he thought stupidly. The stars were almost faint, the sky no longer impenetrably dark blue, the shadows no longer ones you could drown in, but blue, blue like the heart of a glacier in sunlight. Blue.

Dawn, he thought even more stupidly, resting his forehead against the ice, braced against the dead weight—no, sleeping weight—of the General against his throat. He moved his arm, sank the ice pick in, slid his weight over, and—

He threw himself against the cliff, unable to protect the General’s hands, unable to protect his own face, all his attention focussed on getting that ice pick jammed into something, keeping his grip on it. His feet caught on obtrusions, his flailing left hand, his knees, his groin, his chest—everything caught, nothing held. All around him the ice thundered.

His knee caught something hard with jarring force, just enough to stall out his plunge. Right hand jarred as the ice pick bounced, scraped, caught.

He shuddered against the rock, moisture sliding out of his eyes, his nose, his mouth. His hand was cramping. His knee was throbbing. The General was still out cold. His ankle was trembling. He had no idea whatsoever how far down the cliff he was. He shifted cautiously, trying to feel how sturdy his foothold was. 

A bird whistled shrilly. His body stopped as abruptly as at the top off the cliff, the noise hitting some deep chord of—training? Fear?

Please say it wasn’t one of the Valleyite falcons. 

He had never felt so cowardly as he did just that moment. He could not force himself to open his eyes, to turn his head, to face death like a soldier of Astandalas. He felt the water leaking from his eyes, the snot from his nose, blood or saliva from the corner of his lips where his muscles were becoming slack with exhaustion. 

You are no coward, he said to himself. You were given the Heart of Glory. In his reign the Emperor has presented five—five!—and you were given one.

But he could not move. He was frozen to the ice, supporting his weight and the General’s with his right hand in the ice pick, his chest and shoulders hunched over it, his left knee on some rock or ice block sticking out, his right foot straining at a weird angle on some other protuberance.

He could not move. 

He was sick within himself.

He was so afraid of falling the rest of the way—

Voices.

They took a long time to resolve into sense. His mind was jerky, still trying to convince himself to move, when he realized that the words were in Loëssie. He froze.

“I’m sure,” said one.

“Half the lorok went down into the valley.”

“We should still—” Something, that the speaker felt very stubborn about. 

“Umiaan,” said a third voice, with a note Jack recognized immediately as command. He tried to concentrate on listening, not on how his hand was almost not able to grip—

“Sir!” said the first, followed raggedly by the second.

“What are you doing?” 

“Looking for the escaped prisoner, sir,” said the first, with a tone Jack read as truculent. He knew the sort: doing his job, despite provocation from his partner, despite it being a stupid job ... 

“Leave it. The shaman’s finished the auguries. Orders are changed.”

“But what about the prisoner?”

“What about him?” the commander said. “He’s inside the holdfast, isn’t he? Let him wander the irketz tunnels until he dies. Unless he’s learned to walk through walls, he’ll not get out.”

“Tirok said he heard something on the outer wall—”

“Yeah, the lorok falling,” the second guard said, with a tone almost audibly eye-rolling. “Unless you think the dingo can fly?”

“Enough. We’re moving out at dawn. Something big is coming, we’re called to the front.”

“What? Really?”

“Unless you want to doubt the shaman’s augury from the blood of four dingos? He said the sign’s for sunset—”

“Sunset?” 

The voices were fading, moving away, through towards the wall, perhaps, the gate through stone—

“They call their emperor the sun,” the commander said, and he said something more, but the voice faded.

We hold the Sun, Jack swore. I will not let the Sun go down on my watch. 

The bird whistled twice, and Jack, his mind working again through its fog and frozen slowness, realized it was his scout patrol’s signal for safety. Once for danger, twice for safety.

He opened his eyes, turned his head. The shadows were grey-blue-violet, the ice glimmering palely. He was in a kind of a trough, where most of the ice and rubble had slid away. His knee was on a piece of rock sticking out of the ice. His foot was wedged into a crack between two ice boulders. One of the boulders was the edge of the trough.

On the other side of the boulder was a darker grey-black blur that his eyes took a long time to resolve into the basalt pavement, ten feet below him. 

He looked at his right hand, at the ice pick. It was so deeply embedded that he could not even make it wiggle. He moved his right foot. He got the sole of his foot—the sole of the stolen boot—against the one boulder. Took a deep breath. 

With almost the last piece of his strength he pushed off against the boulder. He got half-on the other side, and there, so close to safety, he could not—

Then, like a miracle, Vozi came running across the pavement, under the cliff, casting wary eyes at the place where the door was invisible in stone, in ice, in shadows. She did not say anything, just planted herself at the bottom of the cliff, reached up. Her eyes were so—proud—that Jack found some tiny piece of strength, and he hauled himself the rest of the way over the boulder, and he turned on his stomach, and with his arms shaking, his hands nearly falling off with cold and exhaustion, he lowered himself as slowly as he could until hands touched his legs, and then he felt sturdy strong Vozi take the General’s weight, and in a semi-controlled slide down the ice-fall he landed.

Vozi lifted the General’s bound hands over Jack’s head, picked up the General in a dead-man’s lift, and without a word hastened back across the juniper bushes. Jack stumbled over, tripping over his feet with tiredness and numbness, catching himself, then falling face first over Ngolo when he misjudged a step over a root.

***
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“GO,” HE SAID, THE ONE word he dared say. 

Vozi and Ngolo exchanged glances, looked like they wanted to protest, but though Jack was shaking, swaying as he forced himself back onto his feet, he was determined. Something big is coming. Sunset ...

Not while Jack could still draw breath, not while Jack could still fight. He did not have the Sun Banner in his hand, but he held the sun in heart, the Sun-on-Earth had given him the Heart of Glory, and he would not fail.

Ngolo nodded sharply. Vozi squatted, grunted softly as she shouldered the General. Ngolo ducked under Jack’s right arm, then started to move, at a pace that was more than walk but less than run. Jack stumbled, strained to see through the shadows, strained to listen, strained to think, to think, to think.

Sunset ...

No. No. It’s sunrise, sunrise. We hold the Sun. We hold the Sun. The Sun.

He gave himself over to Ngolo’s guidance, concentrated simply on moving forward, always moving forward, always forward. They were going mostly downhill, each small rise agony as his muscles had to change direction. His hands were throbbing. His right hand was aching, curled into a claw. His fingernails were throbbing. His boots were the wrong size. How could a blister hurt more than anything? 

They broke my hands ...

The thoughts chased themselves around his mind. Foot over foot. His eyes were chasing shadows, his head whirling with dizziness, exhaustion, hunger, thirst, cold. Foot over foot. Ngolo guiding him according to some plan Jack could not know.

His mind wandered. Foot over foot. 

O let us sing

O let us sing

Foot over foot.

Above the mountains

Infinite the lake of stars

A fire burns brightly

Foot over foot. 

A fire burns brightly

Burns brightly

brightly

“Here,” said Ngolo, stopping. “We can rest here.”

Jack sank to his knees, tilted over sideways, and was asleep before he touched the ground.
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Five
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HE WAS SHAKEN AWAKE far too soon. They were still in shadow, but the sun was shining on the upper peaks. Directly in front he could see a slope washed in perfect gold, all green grass until it rose up into gilt rock. He stared at it, tears pricking at its beauty.

“Sorry, sir,” Ngolo said, handing him the water can, a piece of goat meat. “There are soldiers behind us.”

Jack drank first, then chewed on the goat meat, tried to make his mouth work. Swallowed. Water. Swallowed. “Did you hear what they said, there at the end?”

“We were so worried they would see you—no.”

“They’re heading to the front. They said something big is coming.” Jack took a breath. “The General?”

“In the circumstances, call me Ben,” came a thin voice. “What’s the plan, major?”

Jack felt the tears welling at the sight of the General—Ben—sitting upright, being assisted by Vozi to drink. His hands—well, he was alive. He swallowed down his impulse to weep. It was exhaustion, and he could not afford to let it take him yet. “Sir—Ben—I—Vozi, where are we?”

“Ngolo?”

Ngolo took a deep breath. “I think—I think—that we’re at—last night we were reckoning our location—I think that slope over there is the Gate of Morning.”

Jack and the General—Ben—stared at the glowing green grass across the valley from them. 

“It’s so beautiful,” Ben said.

“Everything up here is beautiful,” Jack said. His mind started to focus, moving past his exhaustion, his pain, his aching body, throttling down his fear. The Gate of Morning—so called from the first time the Empire had tried to conquer these mountains, when the sun kept rising on the death, and the dead, and the dying. 

No Astandalan had seen the back side of the Gate. They had seen the front, the cliff face with the narrow dogleg stairs running down half a mile. The cliff was the watershed of a tarn; the tarn fed a stream, and the stream led down the valley to the Empire. Imperial forces had driven the Valleyites up the lower valleys, up the hills, up the mountains, and at the Gate of the Morning they had made their last stand. 

A hundred Valleyites had held the Gate. When their arrows ran out they had used stones, cannonballs of ice, anything and everything. So many people had died the river had run red for days. 

They had held the Gate until their reinforcements came from the back side of the mountains, until their shamans had done a work of joint magic such as had never otherwise been done by them, had closed the lower valley by breaking down the cliffs. The Empire had stopped at Bloodwater for a hundred and fifty years.

While Jack’s division had been sent up the Seven Valleys, the Eighth Division had focused on reopening the pass. 

He looked at the General. “Have they opened the pass into Bloodwater, sir?” 

“Ben. They were very close—I’m not sure that’s it wide enough for more than one man—”

“One would be enough.”

He squinted at the green slope of the Gate of the Morning, trying to make out details. The Gate was almost as defensible this side as it was on the other side, as if the makers had been as worried about enemies coming from the east as from the lowlands to the west. Well, perhaps there was a pass through to the rich plains on the other side of the mountains, or to Faërie, or to—

It didn’t matter. What mattered was that on this side he could see how the trail went up a precipitously steep slope in exposed doglegs, angling to where the crags of the mountain peak met the crags of a subsidiary summit. The gate was there. The crack was currently illuminated by the rising sun, the sun-in-glory. If only they could get up there before the Valleyites, they might be able to hold the pass. Most of them would be going the other way, down the Seven Valleys past Loe, but some of them would remember about the Gate of the Morning.

“We have to get there before they do,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Vozi put her arm over the General’s shoulder, and Jack, feeling refreshed from a few mouthfuls of goat meat and an hour of sleep, knowing his energy was deceptive, took the rear. 

They kept to cover as long as they could, down their slope, until they reached the bottom of the trail up the slope. They paused to reconnoitre at the last thicket of wind-twisted spruce. 

“Well?” said Ben, looking to Jack. “This is your patrol, major.”

Jack craned his neck back so he could see the whole length of the trail, the zig-zags of the narrow path up the grass. The sun was still shining, still illuminating every blade of grass, filling the high mountain air.

He looked back. There were glints in the thin forest behind them. They were still quite far—far enough?

“We’ll just have to go for it,” he said. “We have no other choice. The Valleyites are moving to the front; some of them will be coming this way. But we are soldiers of Astandalas, and we will hold the Sun.”

“As we have done before,” said the General. “Give the order, major.”

“Ngolo first. Ben. Vozi. Myself. Now—go.”

And up they went. Horribly exposed the whole way, waiting any moment to be struck in the back by an arrow, a falcon’s tearing claws, a javelin. Jack put his hands on his thighs, concentrating on pumping his legs up, down, up, down. Each time they came to a corner he dared not look down, dared not look back. 

Up, down, up, down.

Then, thinking it didn’t matter any longer, any more, that if he died with an arrow in his back he would die with the words of home on his lips, he started breathlessly to sing.

“O ... let us ... sing ...”

“O let ... us ... sing ...” The General took up the anthem, his voice breathy and thin, but without the night’s despair.

Vozi was next, her voice a clear soprano: “Of the golden city ...”

And then, in his untaught deep voice, Ngolo: “The city of golden roses.”

And the citizens of the city of roses

Who brought light to the darkness

The General stumbled, fell onto his elbows as he tried to keep his broken hands from hitting the ground. Vozi picked him up, and Jack made the mistake of looking back.

They were three-quarters of the way up the slope. Two more turns ahead of them until they reached the Gate. Through the thickets of the distant slope he thought he could see a glint of ice, or polished metal. 

“Go,” he said urgently. “Go.”

And up they went. This time the General started the verse, defiance in every line of his body, as he marched with parade-ground precision up the slope. 

O let us sing of the city of roses

The golden city of roses

And the sun in our darkness

The lord of rising stars

They got to the Gate. They stopped there, looking down into Bloodwater, the infamous valley. 

“I can see the bones,” Ngolo said, his voice sharp. “The ghosts—”

“Astandalas is on the other side of that rockfall,” the General said, pointing with his swollen hand at the far side of the valley. “Look, there is a gap—you can see the dust where they have been clearing it.”

Jack looked down each side of the crag. It had been superlatively well designed: from either side only one person could make the last approach at a time, up a steep and ungainly set of stairs set just a bit too far apart for easy climbing. The pass itself was smoothly floored with jointed wood, roofed and walled, with a jog in the middle so the two doorways were offset  from each other. No clear thoroughfare, no clear shot from one door to the next. 

Down the west side was Bloodwater. Down the east side was the beautiful green valley bathed in morning sunlight. Jack looked at the wider landscape. To the east, yes, indeed, there was a pass—a much lower and wider pass than any the Astandalans held—through the rest of the mountains. To the south, the narrow valley they had just traversed fed into what was probably one of the feeder valleys of Loe.

“Well done,” he said to Ngolo, sitting down to rest with them. “For realizing this was here.”

Ngolo passed him more goat meat and the water can. “Had to do something while you were inside the stone.”

Jack shuddered. He looked apologetically at the General. “The others were all dead by the time—except for Lady Norcell, and I—I had to give her the mercy cut.”

They were all silent. Vozi reached into her tunic, pulled out the tightly oilcloth-covered packet of his book of haikus. “Here you are, sir.”

Jack sat down where he could see the eastern approach. He scratched his head, was surprised to find his hand touching cold metal. He drew out the two remaining hairpins, the tiny tight wad of cloth that when he unwrapped it spilled one opalescent icy-blue scale into his hand.

“What’s that?” Vozi asked. 

Jack unwrapped the oilcloth, turned the pages with his stiff fingers until he found the shadow-cut illustration of the mountains. “It’s a scale,” he said, tucking the scale into the gutter where it would not slide too much. “There was a giant ice serpent in the fortress.”

“What did you kill it with?” Ben asked after a moment.

Jack smiled thinly, explained as briefly and dispassionately as he could how the rescue mission had gone, what he had learned. The General listened carefully, taking it all in, making connections. 

Vozi stood up to take a piss in some privacy, came back hastily. “Major—General, sir—they’re coming.”

It was too much to hope for that they would all go the other way. Jack didn’t bother to get up. He was considering. He met the General’s solemn eyes. 

He looked down at his book, at the haikus, running his fingers over the engraved cover. Looked briefly at what was written on the inner flyleaf, his wife’s dedication, his Olive’s promise that no matter where he went in service to the Emperor, no matter how long he was gone, she would wait for him.

He said, “Vozi, give me your sword. Then you had better start down.”

“What—major, no! No—you can’t—”

“Vozi,” he said intently, “don’t be a fool. The General is what’s left of command staff: he needs to get to headquarters and report. Ngolo is a wizard; you’ll need him to guard you magically, open the Border, and let the Eighth Division wizards know you’re Astandalans, not Valleyites. That leaves you and me—”

“I’ll stay—”

“I’m better at hand-to-hand fighting,” Jack said sharply. The General nodded, face grave. “You need to guard the others.”

“But sir ...”

“That is an order, Vozi.”  Vozi still looked mutinous. Jack swallowed. “It is—Vozi, it’s my duty as your officer to be first into battle, last out of it. Now: give me your sword. Go.”

The General said, “Would you like me to take your book to your family?”

Jack was flexing his hand on the wire-bound hilt of Vozi’s short-sword. He swung his arm, opening his shoulders, feeling some foolish ghost of strength come back to his hand. 

He took a deep breath. He turned to the General. “No thank you, sir.”

“I will write to them—”

“Thank you,” he said, and then he said, “Sir, it’s time for you to go.”

Vozi and Ngolo both said farewell in the Zuni style, gripping his upper arms in their hands, trying to blink away their tears. Jack wanted them to turn, wanted them to go, wanted them to get as far as they could. 

“I’ll hold it as long as I can,” he said. The General raised his swollen, broken hand in a salute.

“Heart of Glory. I will see you again, major, this side of the sun or t’other.”

Jack saluted with the sword, and with one more backward look they set off in single file down into Bloodwater. Down on the eastern side the Valleyites were splashing across the stream at the very bottom of the valley, starting up the trail. One after another, in a long silver and brown snake, out of the woods, onto the grass. The first of them had reached the lowermost dogleg on that side. They showed no evidence they knew an enemy was waiting for them. 

He had two hairpins and a sword and his book. Some goat meat and a water can that Vozi had left for him.

He set down the sword, knotted two of the larger tatters together to hold the book snug against his heart. Walked back to the western side of the Gate of Morning, saw his soldiers reach the first dogleg, Ngolo first, the General second, Vozi third. 

Looking around as he came back, saw suddenly the cache of stones left to the side of the western doorway.

He spent several minutes moving them all to the other door. The silver snake was a third of the way up the slope, still descending out of the woods, over the stream, hundreds of them—thousands of them—were they planning on overwhelming the Bloodwater pass and coming at the Empire that way?

He touched the book, pressed it to his heart. Thought again of his son, asking question after question, learning to read.

Walked back to the western side. They were a third of the way down. He could see the white bones in the tarn at the bottom of the cliff, the stream that had run red for days.

A hundred men had successfully defended this pass against the First Army of Astandalas until reinforcements came.

He had no reinforcements coming. The General would not try; he would order the pass closed behind him.

He had two hairpins, a sword, a pile of stones, his book of haikus, his heart. 

He took a deep breath. Set his back against the Empire. Set his face to the sunrise.

Above the mountain

Infinite the lake of stars

A fire burns brightly

Waited.
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Enjoyed the story? 

Stone Speaks to Stone is set just before the Fall of the Empire of Astandalas, in the latter days of Artorin Damara’s reign. Jack Greenwing’s fate is rather more complicated than the end of this story indicates, as we see from the beginning of the series about Jack’s son Jemis and his friend Mr. Dart, as they come into adulthood in the years after the Fall. Stargazy Pie is the first book of Greenwing & Dart, followed by Bee Sting Cake (2017) and Whiskeyjack (2018). 

You may also be interested in visiting the author’s website, www.victoriagoddard.ca, and signing up to receive news and new releases.
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