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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
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