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Lashlor Leaflin, the unofficial Wizard of Ends, as the king insisted on calling him, stopped his horse next to King Lanaran’s and stared up at the imposing Mountains of Eclador. The rift that had run along the mountain perimeter had vanished, along with Lashlor’s magical bridge, leaving no trace of their existence. Somehow, in the day’s fading sunlight, the mountain looked even more bleak and foreboding than it had the last time Lashlor had entered its confines. The mountain had been enchanted then, and had prevented them from leaving.

Lashlor shifted his lemonwood bow on his back – a gift from the King of Ends – and turned to look back at Rune. The raven-haired beauty – his ex-betrothed and a powerful sorceress – had been trapped in the mountains too, along with the Captain of the Guard, Captain Amkesh, and a handful of soldiers. The latter had only been trapped for a few days, but Rune had been trapped for almost two years, and her eventual freedom had rendered her mad – well, that and the fact that she had been raised from the dead. Lucky for her, Lashlor had been able to recover her right mind. She had been keen to join the rescue party to rescue the kidnapped King Axim Winguard of Storher, but... how would she handle returning to what had been her rocky prison only a short time ago?

Noticing his scrutiny, a dark expression crossed Rune’s sharp features and she muttered, “Is there a problem?”

“Just making sure you’re okay.”

“I have no intention of going mad again.”

It was as if she could read his mind. Lashlor shuddered.

“Wizard,” King Lanaran said. “Is the enchanted tail spell you cast on King Axim’s kreag still working?”

Lashlor nodded. “Yes, My King. As per the note King Axim sent, he is somewhere within these mountains. I can see the kreag’s trail clearly.”

The magical trail the kreag had left high above led deep into the mountains, eventually making a sharp downward turn and then leading straight down. Its turquoise and pink shimmer was clear to Lashlor, despite the fact that the mountainsides blocked out most of the sky.

King Lanaran nodded, his short black hair ruffled by the breeze. “So it worked.”

They had enchanted King Axim’s pet messenger kreag – a large bird of prey that could carry off a full-grown man if it wanted to – and had set it free, knowing it would return to its master and planning to follow it. However, Lashlor had never cast an enchanted tail spell before, so there had been a chance it would not work.

King Lanaran spurred his horse. “Let’s get on with it, then.”

Captain Amkesh caught up to them as they entered the canyon and fell in behind, next to Rune.

Amkesh said, “I still think we should send scouts ahead, My King. It could be a trick. Don’t forget there is someone out there who wants to kidnap you.”

The King of Ends sighed and turned his head to glance at his captain. “There is no need just yet. The scouts will be sent ahead when there is the potential to be surprised. As you can see...” He pointed ahead, at the long, straight path that held almost no vegetation – nothing behind which anyone could hide. “What exactly do you think could surprise us here?”

Lashlor cringed, wishing the king wouldn’t tempt fate.

Amkesh ran a hand through his ash blond hair and muttered, “You would be surprised.”

King Lanaran shook his head. “Yes, yes, I have heard about all the things you came across in these mountains – the nightmare locus and the disruption field. But you have travelled this path before, so we will be prepared this time.” He glanced at Lashlor and a vague smile twitched his lips. “And we will avoid sleeping anywhere near the nightmare locus, to prevent the Wizard of Ends from keeping us out of sleep.”

Lashlor almost smiled, remembering how he had insisted they should leave the area of the nightmare locus despite the fact that it had reduced their sleeping time by about two hours – just because loci gave him the creeps.

“Still,” Amkesh insisted, mirthless, “this could be a ploy just to get to you, My King. Someone wants to get to you, I believe, and it could just as easily be King Axim’s abductors as anyone else.”

“Either way,” the king said, “we will have to be alert. Whoever abducted King Axim will not be happy to see us.”

<><><>

The rescue party from the Kingdom of Ends rode for the rest of that day and well into the night, only stopping to water and rest the horses as needed. The soldiers set up camp far past the nightmare locus and, after a late supper of beef and vegetable stew, they settled down for the night.

Lashlor lay fully clothed on his back on a thick blanket in his tent, his hands behind his head, which rested on a rolled-up blanket. He was thankful that King Lanaran had seen fit to give him a private tent – most of the soldiers shared, four to a tent, and Lashlor was not in the mood to make idle chit-chat. A feeling of approaching doom had once again settled over him. He tried to tell himself it was only the memory of being trapped in these mountains that unsettled him, but that explanation, as logical as it was, felt wrong.

Perhaps it was his gift of foresight warning him of impending danger, but using that gift had never come easy to Lashlor, so he couldn’t be sure.

Raucous laughter came from the few soldiers still sitting around the fire outside. Lashlor hoped they weren’t drinking. There were forty soldiers in their party, plus two magic users, which should be plenty to deal with a bunch of bandits, but still... they were only guessing that King Axim’s abductors were bandits. They could be anyone, really. It was always better to be on the safe side, Lashlor thought.

He fidgeted with the small brown pouch attached to his belt. The herbs inside – jikalik – would be dried out by now. He had been tempted to spell them to remain fresh, but that would have meant using magic long-term for a trivial thing. It would be a bother, but he could collect more herbs. Once he was back in Ends, of course, since that was the only kingdom in which the red-leafed poisonous herb could be found.

It frustrated him that his personal quest was delayed, but insisting on completing that task first would have invited questions he was loath to answer.

<><><>

Narraki Dragonsbane, Queen of Ends, examined her reflection in the mirror, pleased with her appearance. Despite the exhaustion caused by being cursed, the dark rings under her eyes were barely noticeable with the make-up that Shohanna, her strawberry blonde maid-in-waiting, had applied earlier. Narraki’s black hair was as silky as ever, shining in the morning sunlight that streamed in through the open window, and her bright green eyes shone, giving her the appearance of being fully alert – which she wasn’t. How could she be, with the insomnia caused by her worry for her husband, King Lanaran Dragonsbane?

Lanaran had gone off to rescue a friend in need, however, and King Axim Winguard of Storher would not have hesitated to do likewise if Lanaran had been the one to be abducted. Still, Narraki wished Lanaran had just sent his soldiers, which was strange in a sense, since his willingness to lay down his life for his friends was one of the many things she loved about him. At least Lanaran had back-up on the way, since Axim’s soldiers would have received Lanaran’s message by now informing them that their king was in danger in the Mountains of Eclador.

Shohanna entered the royal bedchamber with clean linen and proceeded to change the bedding. Narraki studied the girl. She was seventeen years old, sentenced to be a servant for six months for the crime of stealing costume jewellery. Narraki had noticed how terrified Shohanna was and had taken pity on her and insisted she take over as her maid-in-waiting for the duration of her sentence – like most other petty criminals, the girl had chosen not to spend her sentence in the castle dungeons. Nervousness had made her clumsy for her first few days, but she had soon realised that the Queen of Ends was not going to treat her like a criminal, despite her sentence. It was a pity that most citizens of Ends reviled servants so much; there were times one could be too loyal to one’s kingdom, Narraki thought.

A knock came at the door and Narraki called, “Enter.”

A kitchen maid entered with breakfast – a silver tray holding fresh strawberries and cream, with a glass of goat’s milk to wash it down. She greeted the queen, placed the tray on the balcony table and left.

Narraki stared at it for a few moments. “I’m not very hungry. Why don’t you have it?”

Shohanna looked up, her eyes wide. “I-I couldn’t. It’s intended for the Queen of–”

“But the Queen of Ends does not want it. Or should it go to waste?”

Shohanna finished with the bed and fixed pale blue eyes on Narraki. “If you don’t eat, even the make-up won’t work tomorrow.” She looked down, blushing. “I’m sorry, My Queen. I didn’t mean–”

“I know.” Narraki sighed and went to sit at the table. She gazed over the balcony’s white marble walls at the luscious castle gardens and sighed again. “I’m just not very hungry. Worry does that to me.”

A few moments of silence passed, with Shohanna twiddling her thumbs, her eyes constantly darting between the floor and queen.

“Does it do that to you too? Take away your appetite?”

Shohanna’s eyes widened again, her expression revealing that she wasn’t used to being asked for her opinion. She shuffled her feet. “Sometimes, yes.”

Narraki nodded, and then looked down at her food, pushed back the plate and stood up. “I’m going to take a walk in the gardens. I would not object if you cleaned off the plate before you took it down to the kitchens. I would consider it a service – I would rather everyone not harass me about my lack of eating.” She gave Shohanna a conspiratorial wink.

As she turned to leave the room, the door burst open and Arku, the mousy haired, stick-thin royal messenger, flew across the room and skidded to a halt before her, panting and wild-eyed.

Narraki scowled. “What is the meaning of this? Do you have no respect for my privacy?”

“My Queen!” Arku gushed. “I apologise! But I bring news too urgent to worry with manners! As I speak, an army rides for Ends!”

Icy fingers of alarm squeezed Narraki’s chest. “An army? What army?”

“A united army, My Queen. King Lokar Ivydancer of Cinnadid and King Romlin Swocat of Taquessa have joined forces.”

Cold fear swept through the queen. “For what purpose?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.

“To seize the Kingdom of Ends, My Queen.”

Shohanna gasped.

Arku glanced out the balcony door, as if expecting to see the enemy army already entering the city.

“When will the army arrive?” Narraki asked.

“It will reach the castle shortly before sundown tomorrow, My Queen.”

Narraki clenched her teeth. “This is unacceptable! Why was I not notified sooner?”

“They were only spotted by a border patrol a mere hour ago, My Queen. Kealmonn thinks they used magic to hide themselves and it wore off.”

Kealmonn, the balding chief advisor, should have been the one to give Narraki the news. She knew he disliked dealing with a woman, but that was his problem; she would not tolerate insubordination at a time like this, when it seemed war was upon them – and with so little time to prepare.

She led the way to the war room, where she knew Kealmonn would be waiting. “Why now? Why attack us now, after so long? I thought they learnt their lesson the last time they tried to seize Ends.”

Arku said, “With King Lanaran and Captain Amkesh away indefinitely, and King Axim unavailable to order the soldiers of Storher to lend aid, they must believe Ends to be an easy target, ripe for the taking.”

“Then King Axim’s abductors only wanted him out of the way so that Ends will have no support.” Narraki began pacing, her hands clasped behind her back. “They must have known my husband would go after Axim. A devious plan.”

“Ends is defenceless, My Queen,” Arku said. “There is nothing we can do.”

Narraki’s jaw grew taut and she spun to face him. “We will see about that.”
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King Lanaran stopped his horse at a fork in the gloomy canyon and turned to the Wizard of Ends. “Which way?”

Lashlor studied the sky, a frown creasing his otherwise-smooth features.

“What’s wrong?” Lanaran asked.

Lashlor met his gaze. “If we are to follow the enchanted tail, we need to go left.”

Captain Amkesh said, “But left is blocked by a rockslide a little way in. I thought you said we still had some way to go?”

“We do.” Lashlor shrugged.

“That’s easy to explain,” Lanaran said. “Axim already knows what lays to the right. You told him about the cabin and valley, remember? He would have gone there eventually, but he wanted to know what else these mountains hold. His first choice would have been to find a way past the rockslide – into the unknown. To be the first to discover something.”

“That makes sense,” Lashlor agreed.

The party continued until it came to the rockslide. A neat hole at the bottom near the centre opened into a short tunnel that gave them a clear view of the path on the other side, which was as barren as the part on which they stood. As far as Lanaran knew, Axim had not had a magic user in his party, yet the hole looked too perfect and smooth to have been made otherwise – at least, not in so short a time. The wizard would know.

Lanaran gestured to the hole. “Magic?”

Lashlor nodded. “Powerful magic.”

Lanaran pondered. Whoever had abducted Axim might have created the tunnel in the rockslide. The horses wouldn’t fit through, so the group dismounted and Lanaran ordered five soldiers to remain with the horses, and then he and the others hastened through the tunnel. He had the insane feeling that the magical tunnel would close in on them at any moment. It was some consolation that the wizard didn’t seem concerned.

Past the tunnel, they followed the ever-narrowing canyon for half an hour until they reached a three-way fork. Lanaran looked at the wizard, who said, “Right.”

Myriad smaller trails soon appeared, opening into the canyon walls, a few wide and sandy, but most narrow and rocky. Lanaran was glad the wizard ignored the latter, most of which would have made for a rather unpleasant walk.

It was almost noon when they came across a wall of shimmering blue mist that blocked the way forward. Lashlor frowned at it, his eyes flickering back and forth across its length.

“What is it?” Lanaran asked.

“An attempt to dissuade anyone from passing through,” Lashlor said.

Rune sniggered. “A very bad attempt, if I don’t say so myself.”

Lanaran stared at her. “What do you mean?”

“She means it’s perfectly safe for us to walk through,” Lashlor said, “but it shouldn’t be.”

Rune added, “It’s designed to paralyse.”

Lanaran suppressed a shudder. “What makes you think it won’t?”

Rune snorted. “Whoever created that hole in the rockslide was quite impressive, but whoever created this is clearly an amateur – he or she forgot to add the final touch, so to speak. Now, all it will do is cool us and get us a bit wet.”

So there were at least two magic users among the kidnappers, of whom one was quite powerful.

“It’s not very thick,” Lashlor said. “Watch.”

The wizard took two paces into the mist, and then stopped and turned. “See? I’m already on the other side and no sign of paralysis setting in.”

Lanaran shook his head and sighed, still nervous. He didn’t know much about magic and was unused to relying solely on another for his protection. However, if he wanted to rescue King Axim, he had to go on.

Lanaran turned to face his men. “The wizard says it’s safe. Let’s go.”

They walked in near silence for the next hour. Although they were still at least half a day away from reaching Axim, his abductors might have posted scouts and it wouldn’t do to draw attention to themselves. He had sent word to Storher and requested a rescue party for their king; it was strange that they had not met up with the Storher party along the way, but the soldiers he had left at the rock fall would point them the right way. At least the Storher party would arrive in time to escort the King of Storher home, which would free Lanaran to ride for Ends without delay.

Lanaran wondered how his wife was doing. Queen Narraki would probably be worrying for his safety. He just hoped she had found some way to take her mind from it or she would be a nervous wreck by the time he returned, as she had been the only time he had been to war – against three kingdoms at once. If it had not been for King Axim’s timely aid, the war would have been lost.

A figure standing in the narrow canyon to his left caught his attention as he passed and he jolted to a stop.

It cannot be.

What was she doing here and, more importantly, how in all of damnation had she got here ahead of them?

<><><>

“If you say another word, I will have you confined to the dungeons until I deem fit to release you.” Queen Narraki glared at the chief advisor over the oval war table.

Not only had Kealmonn made it quite clear that ‘a woman couldn’t lead a war’, but he had poked holes in every idea she had come up with to defend the Kingdom of Ends. It wasn’t that her ideas were foolish either – most of the other seven advisors had agreed that her plans were solid, and so they should be, since King Lanaran had ordered the same during the last war. Huge caste iron pots of boiling oil set between the castle parapets, archers ready and waiting, and even assassins who would attempt to kill the enemy kings and their captains before their arrival in Ends. Narraki had also offered full pardon to all thieves and bandits who were in servitude as punishment, in return for looting the enemy army of as much food, weapons and other supplies as they could carry back to Ends – a hungry and inadequately equipped enemy was a weaker enemy. To sweeten the deal, the thieves and bandits could keep whatever they stole from the enemy army, and their sentences would be considered served in full.

One of the advisors, Ferona, a tall grey haired woman, offered, “It is not that he believes all you suggest to be foolhardy. It is that he does not believe it will make enough of a difference to save us. I am sorry, My Queen, but I, too, believe we must flee Ends before the united army arrives. We have too little time to prepare and no one to call on for aid. If the king was here–”

“The king is not here!” Narraki snapped. “And if he was, he would stay and fight! And where do you propose the thousands of citizens of Ends flee to, exactly? And what about all those living in the farmlands and forests? If that many people enter another kingdom simultaneously without prior arrangement, it will be assumed to be an act of war, and then what?”

Kealmonn said, “Your husband would take my advice and focus on somewhere to hide.”

She knew the words were intended to remind her that it was her husband who truly ruled the Land of Ends and she was merely his wife.

Narraki turned on the balding chief advisor, her tone scalding. “I do not believe you would dare give my husband such foolish advice. It is the advice of a coward, particularly since most of the Army of Ends is still here to defend us.” She beckoned to one of the guards at the door. “Take him to the dungeon.”

Ferona objected, “But My Queen, don’t you think–?”

“Would you like to join him?” Narraki asked. She turned a cold, hard gaze on the others. “Let this be a lesson to the rest of you. The fact that I am a woman does not make me weak or a fool, and I will not tolerate insubordination any more than my husband will.”

She waited while the guards removed a protesting Kealmonn from the room, and then ordered Ferona and another elderly advisor, Darton, to spread the word among the soldiers to prepare to defend the castle. She then ordered a third advisor, the young and ambitious blond Sitlar, to find some assassins, hire them and send them to assassinate high-ranking members of the enemy army.

When the door closed behind the three, Narraki turned to the remaining four advisors and the black-haired Nithon, Captain Amkesh’s commander. Commander Nithon was young, in his early twenties, but he had risen fast through the ranks and was the first man younger than twenty-four to reach the rank of commander, which was the position just below captain and the second-highest position in the Army of Ends.

Narraki addressed Nithon. “You are quite capable of creating a war plan, are you not?”

Nithon pursed his lips as if nervous, but nodded. “Yes, My Queen. However, I still have a lot to learn from Captai–”

“We have to hope you learnt enough and are smart enough to figure out the rest,” Narraki stated. “All our lives depend on it.”

He nodded again.

Narraki said, “I want you to gather every hunter and trapper in the kingdom and bring them to the main castle courtyard within the hour.”
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