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Prologue

(or, The Catch up)

In the vast darkness of the solar system, a hidden world known as Crett drifts. It moves silently along the same orbit as Earth, forever sharing its journey around the Sun. This strange arrangement was no accident – the Creators, uncertain where else to place their new world, set it opposite Earth and left it there.

Astronomers on both planets proudly claim their home is the third from the Sun, and neither is wrong. The truth, concealed by cosmic design, is that both worlds share the same celestial seat.  The Creators, at least, had the sense to place them on opposite sides of the Sun – Crett, created later, was either 6 months behind Earth or 6 months ahead. It didn’t really matter. What mattered was that neither should become aware of the other’s existence. The last thing the Creators needed was another Huge Thump in reality.

On Crett, evolution, following its own version of the Big Bang, unfolded with excruciating slowness – not dull or uneventful, but the kind of slow that hides menace in every shadow. Those who study its tangled history of life speak not of unnatural selection, but of something far stranger – disturbing, deliberate, and deeply confusing. Crett’s creatures and landscapes seem shaped by whimsy and accident alike, leaving even its biologists genuinely baffled.

It is a world both ancient and progressive, curiously bygone yet hauntingly familiar, as though time itself can’t quite decide which direction to flow. Crett features all the typical landmasses, including cold regions at the northern and southern ends, with a dotted white line dividing the northern and southern hemispheres. It offers a variety of landscapes, from lush green forests and sandy deserts to silver seas, and probably some bits they haven’t come across yet. It also has its highs and lows, with snow-capped mountains and undrained valleys.

In the legendary city of Kra-Pton, within the ancient land of Kermells Tong, stands the grand University of Havrapsor – the revered heart of wizardry and magical learning. For centuries, its towers have echoed with scholars’ chants and the hum of enchantments. Yet beneath its scholarly calm lies a turbulent history, marked by two fierce battles between Trinkel, the wise and steadfast Archchancellor, and Dennis, a dark and ambitious wizard with nice blonde hair who sought to seize the title for himself. Their clashes  left scars on the very stones of Havrapsor, a reminder that even in a place devoted to knowledge, power and ambition can ignite the fiercest of storms.

Dennis had summoned demons from the Parallel Dimension on both occasions, only to be driven back and, along with his demons, ultimately banished to the underground Parallel Dimension.

The second time he was defeated, he was exiled to the dreaded Frost Dimension – a place of endless ice and snow. For what felt like centuries, he plotted his return to the world above. At last, through cunning and sheer will, he found the portal that led him back to the surface. Unfortunately, his escape went awry, and he found himself aboard a ship bound for the so-called Boring Islands. Ironically, the name came from a weary cartographer who had run out of coloured inks. When it came time to chart these islands, all he had left were black and white, so he shaded them grey. And thus, through sheer  lack of imagination – and pigment – the Boring Islands were born. How Boring was that!

In his desperate bid to reclaim the title of Archchancellor of Havrapsor, Dennis had heard rumours of a large number of soldiers living on these Boring Islands. Convinced he’d found the solution  to his problems, he set sail immediately, dreaming of assembling a formidable army to march behind. But upon arrival, his hopes quickly vanished. The many soldiers turned out to be veterans – men long retired from the battlefields, their glory days long past. Most were in their sixties or seventies, with stiff joints, short tempers, and no patience whatsoever for foolish wizards. None wished to follow him, especially one whose military record was nothing but a string of disasters. To them, he was not a leader but a walking warning, and they made it crystal clear that no amount of pleading, bribery, or bluster would change their minds.

*
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The wizard Dennis had been stranded on the Boring Islands far longer than he had expected. Days had blurred into one another, each as dull as the last, until even the seagulls seemed to mock his predicament. Now he sat on a green-painted bench in the municipal park, elbows resting on his knees, chin in his hands, gazing gloomily towards the horizon.

He’d briefly considered stealing a small boat from the harbour, but after sober reflection, he dismissed the idea as foolish. He decided there were three very good reasons not to. First, he had absolutely no idea how to row or sail. Second, he didn’t know in which direction Kermells Tong lay. Third, he would need to pack so much food that there would be scarcely any room left for himself.

Of course, as a wizard, Dennis could conjure his meals with a click of his fingers, but he regarded it as a shameful waste of his magical talents. Magic, in his view, was meant for nobler purposes, such as summoning storms, bending time, or, at the very least, finding a way off this boring island. Yet here he was, stranded among boring people, in boring scenery, and even more boring thoughts, wondering whether boredom itself might be the most dangerous enchantment of all.

Then another idea struck him – he could quietly slip aboard the next ship to arrive. Its destination didn’t matter; all that mattered was that it took him north, away from pursuit, towards whatever lay beyond the horizon.

An elderly man approached, moving slowly, each step weighed down by years of memory and pain. With a faint grimace, he lowered himself onto an empty bench near where Dennis sat, lost in dull thoughts, watching the world drift by. Dennis recognised him at once –  Asha Kolm, the old soldier-sailor who often spoke of surviving countless battles on land and sea. Rising from his seat, Dennis strolled over. Asha glanced up, surprised but not unfriendly; he knew Dennis by sight, though they had never exchanged more than a nod.


‘What can I do for you?’ Asha asked, squinting to make out Dennis.

‘I’ve seen you about,’ said Dennis. ‘You look as if you were once a soldier.’

‘We’re all old soldiers here, sir.’

‘Surely you’re not that old, are you?’ said Dennis genially.

‘Cut the crap, sir. What do you want?’

Dennis ignored that and pressed on. ‘Do you ever know in advance when any ships are coming in?’ he asked, keeping his voice low in case anyone on the other side of the hedge might be eavesdropping and suspecting he was plotting something.

‘All you need to do is ask at the harbour master’s office – they’ll give you the names of every arriving ship. But don’t get your hopes up.  You won’t be boarding any of ‘em. Once you’ve reached here, matey, that’s it – the end of the line. There’s no going back, no ticket home.’

‘I just want to check in case anyone I know turns up and is looking for me,’ Dennis lied.

‘Why don’t you go and ask? I’d come with you, but it’s my favourite today – shepherd’s pie. So, I’m off to the mess hall.’ Asha managed to get back on his feet and walked arthritically back to the main street.

Dennis watched until the old man was out of sight, then turned and hurried towards Port Shelgar, the only entry and exit point on the Boring Islands.

He had been in the area for nearly two months, long enough to know its streets, shortcuts, and the rhythm of its days. Port Shelgar lay just beyond the park, its masts and rooftops visible through the thinning trees. But patience was not his strong suit. Instead of sticking to the designated paths, he glanced around to check no one was watching, then forced his way through the dense undergrowth, branches snapping at his coat. Emerging onto the street, he spotted a weathered sign pointing the way – Port Shelgar was just ahead.

At the harbour master’s office, he paused to take in the building. It was little more than an old garden shed, weather-beaten and faintly scented with salt and creosote, clearly repurposed long ago. A faded notice board was screwed to the wall beside the door, its rusty corners a testament to age. Pinned beneath a cracked sheet of dusty glass was the list of arrivals and departures for the next three months – a remarkably short list. In fact, there was only one ship listed, its pencilled entry looking almost shy to be there, alone. It was a cargo ship named the Golden Tide, a single-masted vessel with a crew of six or seven, though nobody seemed quite sure of the exact number, which suited Dennis’s needs. It was reputed to be relatively fast, though that depended on the wind, and the captain always liked to see the colour of money.

This was a problem for Dennis; he rarely carried any money. And this was one of those times. He ran his index finger along the list, searching for the day it was due to arrive. It was due within the next three days!

While he waited, his mind refused to settle. He kept turning over plan after plan, searching for a way to get aboard the Golden Tide. The ship was his only chance, and he knew it. Sooner or later, some of the crew would have to come ashore – to bring supplies, collect goods, or deliver whatever the Boring Islanders needed to keep their dull little world turning. That would be his moment.

If he could bribe one of them – or, better yet, subtly influence their thinking – he might secure passage. Hidden amongst the cargo, he could wait until the ship set sail. Once at sea, he would listen, learn a few nautical terms, and discreetly use his magic to carry out orders. With luck, no one would notice the extra hand on deck until it was far too late to turn back.

He’d stolen a small bag from one of the shops in town, his heart pounding as he hurried away before anyone noticed. Back in his cramped lodgings, he packed his few meagre belongings, then spent some of his last coins on a little food. As dusk fell, he made his way to the docks, where the air hung heavy with ozone. In a shadowed alley between two warehouses, he crouched low, clutching his stolen bag, and waited for the ship’s arrival.

He stayed hidden in the shadows, careful not to draw the attention of the local Watchmen. If they caught him, he’d be locked in a holding cell at the Watch House, left to rot until the ship had long since departed. Asha’s warning echoed in his mind – this was the end of  the line. But Dennis refused to accept it. He had plans and ambitions that stretched far beyond this grim little port, and he wasn’t about to let anyone – least of all the Watch – stand in his way.

He planned to return to Kra-Pton to reclaim the Archchancellorship he had once held. Although his ambitions soared and he envisioned a triumphant homecoming, a quiet voice within warned him that the reality awaiting him might fall far short of his expectations.

Once he had returned to what he liked to call ‘civilisation’, he became consumed by a single purpose – to find, or, if necessary,  raise another army he could follow into battle. He’d tried leading an army into battle, but on previous occasions it hadn’t worked out so well for him.

* * *

			


2

The ship that appeared on the horizon was not the trading vessel Dennis had expected. The sharp clang of alarm bells shattered the peace, echoing across the harbour as Watchmen hurried to the docks, weapons in hand, to respond to the alarm. Dennis squinted into the glare of the sun, his pulse quickening. The vessel’s black sails billowed like clouds, and as it drew nearer, his heart sank. It wasn’t the Golden Tide returning from distant ports – it was the Fortune Raider, a pirate ship notorious along other lands’ coasts, its tattered flag bearing the unmistakable skull and crossbones.

It had been a long, arduous voyage aboard a vessel with a troubled history, as if bearing the weight of every storm it had endured. Its captain, Stirling Chandler, was a small-time pirate with ambitions far beyond his abilities. Over time, it would emerge that Chandler had attempted to intercept the legendary Golden Tide. The encounter left his ship scarred but seaworthy, groaning through the waves like a wounded predator – battered yet unbroken, still perilous to anyone who dared cross its path.

The crew of the Golden Tide chose to avoid further pirate encounters and sailed further south, remaining there until any further danger had passed.

As Captain Chandler guided his battered vessel through the misty entrance to Port Shelgar, a disturbing feeling began to torment him. The harbour looked deceptively peaceful, its still waters mirroring the dull grey sky. He had never visited the Boring Islands before, and only now did he uncover their sinister secret – once ashore, no one ever leaves. Visitors are not welcomed but absorbed, quietly and eternally, into the beyond. Chandler’s hands tightened on the wheel as the harbourmaster’s signal flags rose. Too late, he realised this voyage might be his final command.

He had spent months sailing these waters, lying in wait for unsuspecting merchant ships to cross his path. Each successful raid brought him closer to Port Shelgar, where he would resupply, repair his vessel, and celebrate his spoils before setting course once more for the Old Kingdom and his home city, Timiro. Its bustling port was both his refuge and a reminder of the life he had chosen – a life balanced precariously between fortune and peril.

When the Fortune Raider docked at the pier, it was met by two dozen Watchmen. They knew they needed to deploy a strong force to arrest a band of pirates, and they weren’t taking any chances. Dennis watched from a doorway in the alley. As the pirates were marched past towards the Watch House, he seized his chance to join them.

They hadn’t gone far before Dennis asked the man beside him, Captain Chambers, as it turned out, ‘If I get you out of this, will you take me back to your ship and sail north?’

‘We need supplies, mister. Otherwise, we shan’t be sailing anywhere,’ replied Captain Chandler.

‘Let them lead us to the Watch House, and then I shall rescue you from there. Just do as I say,’ said Dennis.

Captain Chandler whispered Dennis’s plan to the rest of the crew, and they all nodded in understanding. At the Watch House, Dennis cast a hypnotic spell on the Watch Sergeant, who ordered his men to enter the building first, telling them the pirates would follow. When the last of the Watchmen had entered, Dennis pulled the door shut behind them and cast a spell on the locks, rendering them impossible to open.

‘Well,’ said Dennis, ‘I’ve done my bit. Now fetch your supplies and get me off this island.’

Stirling turned to his crew. ‘Well? What are you waiting for, lads? Let’s get a move on.’

Within an hour, the pirates had looted all useful supplies – barrels of salted meat, sacks of grain, and enough fresh water and rum to last four or five weeks, depending on the wind and their luck. When the last crate was brought aboard and the gangplank was pulled in, Dennis finally introduced himself. ‘My name is Dennis,’ he said, steadying his voice. ‘A few years ago, I served as Archchancellor of Havrapsor University. I left in search of adventure – or so I told myself. But I’ve had my fill of change. Now I plan to return, reclaim what was once mine, and remind them who truly commands  the halls of Havrapsor.’

‘You asked me to get you off this island, my friend,’ said Stirling, his voice carrying over the creak of the ship’s timbers. ‘I’ve kept that promise. I can’t say where this Havrapsor of yours lies, nor how close it may be to our course, but we’re bound for Timiro in the Old Kingdom. Once we make landfall, you’ll be free to find your own  way – wherever that may lead.’

Dennis heaved a long, exhausted sigh. There was no point arguing – he was, after all, entirely at the captain’s mercy. Resistance would only make matters worse. Accepting his fate, he decided to wait patiently. With several weeks ahead, he retreated to a small, cramped cabin below decks, keeping to himself and pondering. One morning, a cry echoed across the ship: ‘Land ho!’

*

After disembarking from the Fortune Raider, Dennis found himself wandering the streets of Timiro. He looked around for a fast-food vendor. After checking his meagre funds, he realised he might just afford a burger and a small portion of chips.

The meal was simple, just enough to satisfy his hunger, and he ate as he strolled along the quay. The air was thick with the scents of tar and smoke, and the rhythmic creak of mooring ropes kept pace with his slow stride. He let his gaze drift over the vessels moored alongside – merchant ships, fishing boats, and a few sleek craft built for speed rather than trade.

Now and then, he paused to listen, catching snippets of conversation – sailors boasting of distant ports, traders haggling over cargo, and dockhands grumbling about their wages. Then one voice drew his attention. A man was speaking about buying a ship, his tone low and urgent, and he mentioned his intended destination: Port Akerbyn.

That name stirred something in him. He knew it well – Port Akerbyn at the mouth of the river flowing down from Corin in the land of Kermells Tong, a place of ancient tales. He stepped back into the shadows, not to hide, but to listen more closely, his meal forgotten as curiosity took hold.

If he could slip aboard and into a cabin when it set sail, he would be ready to offer the man great wealth until the spell wore off and the riches turned to dust. All he needed was for the man to believe in him. ‘Did you say you were sailing to Port Akerbyn?’ he called out.

The man looked down at Dennis. ‘Yes, why do you ask?’

‘I’d like to join you. May I come aboard?’

Recognition suddenly dawned. ‘I know you,’ he said, eyes narrowing in surprise. ‘You’re the man who rescued Captain Chandler and his crew from the Boring Islands, aren’t you? But listen – I’m bound for Haverdown Landing first, not sailing straight to Port Akerbyn.’

‘I would be in your debt, sir,’ said Dennis as he stepped onto the gangplank.

A few days later, Dennis followed the last of the men down the gangplank and said farewell. He didn’t intend to stay with them any longer than necessary. He had traded his old leather overcoat for a decent-looking sword, which he planned to sell at the earliest opportunity. With the money, he would buy a new robe.

Next, he needed money. The few coins left in his pocket could barely buy a meal, let alone a bed for the night. Across the street, a tavern glowed with lamplight, its windows fogged by the warmth within. Laughter and the clatter of mugs drifted out whenever the door swung open. Curious, Dennis crossed the road and peered through the glass. Inside, several members of the ship’s crew were gathered around a long table with a wheel set into one end. The rest of the surface was covered in green baize, neatly painted with squares numbered from one to thirty-six, and a single rectangle marked with a zero. It was a gaming table, and from the coins piled beside it, luck seemed to favour someone. Dennis hesitated only a moment before pushing the door open and stepping inside.

When Dennis reached the gaming table, he found a few coins still jingling in his pocket after buying his new robe. The bright lights, the clatter of coins, and the low murmur of anticipation drew him in.  He studied the spinning wheel for a moment, quickly grasping the game’s rhythm. With quiet confidence, he placed a single coin on 6.

The croupier, a stern gentleman in a green visor, announced, ‘No more bets, please!’ and spun the wheel. The small ivory ball danced and rattled across the vibrant spinning segments. As it slowed, Dennis murmured a subtle incantation under his breath, a flicker of unseen energy guiding his will. The ball bounced once, twice – then dropped neatly into the slot marked 6.

A ripple of surprise spread across the table. Dennis allowed himself a faint smile, his fingers brushing the edge of his winnings as if it were perfectly ordinary. Magic, after all, was just another form of luck.

‘Number six!’ shouted the man wearing the green visor.

‘Over here,’ said Dennis, his grin widening as he scooped up his winnings – his own coin returned, plus thirty-six more gleaming beside it. He forced himself to stay calm, not wanting to attract attention. For the next two spins, he resisted the urge to cast the spell, letting chance take its course as the croupier droned, ‘Place your bets, please.’

When the moment felt right, Dennis slid twenty coins onto number eleven. The wheel spun, the spell whispered through his mind, and the ball clattered into place. Gasps rippled around the table.

Seven hundred and twenty-one coins spilled towards him. Dennis gathered them neatly, flicked one to the croupier, then strolled out into the night air. The streetlights shimmered on the damp cobblestones, and he allowed himself a quiet smile. Luck, he thought, was fine – but magic was better.

He hadn’t walked far when footsteps echoed behind him, swift and determined. A shiver ran through him as he turned. Two men – strangers, broad-shouldered and grim-faced – were drawing closer. Their pace quickened as his did. By the time he reached the end of the narrow alley, they lunged, pressing him against a cold brick wall.

‘Give us your money, mister,’ one of them muttered to him.

‘Yeah,’ said his accomplice. ‘Give us yer money.’

‘What money?’ said Dennis. ‘Do I look like I’ve got any money?’

‘Look, mister, we saw you pick up a load of money at the gaming table. The owner thinks you were cheating, and ‘e wants it back, see.’


‘I won that money fair and square,’ said Dennis, immediately realising he’d just declared he had none.

‘Then you won’t mind if we search you, will you?’

Dennis wasn’t about to let that happen. ‘Look,’ he said, forcing a grin, ‘how about one of these each?’ Before either man could answer, he flexed his fingers and hurled a flickering fireball towards them. The flames burst into shimmering loops of rope that coiled around their arms and chests, dragging them to the ground. Their curses followed him as he turned away, brushing ash from his sleeves. He needed a horse and cart – something sturdy enough to carry the heavy weight of the coins bulging in his pockets.

He walked along the narrow street, keeping his head down and his eyes fixed on the uneven cobbles. The fewer people he met, the better. Every passerby lingered too long, their glances sharp with curiosity, and he had no patience for it. The street seemed to stretch on endlessly until a familiar scent reached him – hay, leather, and the unmistakable aroma of horses. He followed it, relief flickering through him as he spotted a stable with a weathered sign advertising a small cart for sale. Perfect. A large cart would only attract attention, and attention was the last thing he needed. He lingered outside for a moment, mapping out the next few minutes in his mind.

Now came the unpleasant part: the horses. He despised them, and they, without fail, returned the sentiment. Something about him unsettled them – perhaps his scent or the way he looked at them. He would approach the stalls cautiously, aware of the restless shifting and snorting within. It would be easier if they didn’t sense his unease, and even easier if they didn’t try to bite him before he’d chosen one. He took a deep breath, steeling himself. All he needed was one that wouldn’t bolt, bite, or kick. That shouldn’t be too much to ask.

He went up to the stable door and knocked. ‘Anybody in?’ he called out. There had been the sound of hammering when he knocked, but it had stopped. He knocked again. ‘Anybody in?’

‘Just a moment,’ a voice called back. Dennis heard footsteps approaching the door. The door opened a crack. ‘Yes? What do you want?’


‘I see you have a cart for sale,’ said Dennis. ‘Would you also have a horse?’

‘How much money have you got?’ the man asked.

‘How much do you need?’ asked Dennis, careful not to ask, ‘How much do you want?’ Nevertheless, he expected the man to raise his prices.

The man studied him carefully. In his mind, he thought Dennis wasn’t short of a few coins. ‘I want ten for the horse and twenty-five for the cart. Can you afford them?’

‘Er, yes,’ said Dennis. ‘No problem.’

‘In that case, I want twenty for the horse and fifty for the cart.’

‘Your first offer is the only one I will accept,’ said Dennis. ‘Take it or leave it.’

The man reluctantly took the money.

‘What about the reins and harness?’ asked Dennis.

‘That’ll be another twenty-five.’

Dennis let out a weary sigh and handed over the money, though not without lingering irritation. The agreement was clear enough: the man would hitch the horses, hand Dennis the small box he’d spotted earlier, and hide it under the seat. Still, suspicion gnawed at him. If their paths ever crossed again, Dennis would make sure the fellow wasn’t in a position to take advantage. He paused, fixing the man with a hard stare. ‘One last thing before I go,’ he said.

‘What’s that?

‘Which way to Corin?’

Dennis tapped the horse into a steady trot and followed the winding road north, keeping the river close on his left. The day hung heavy and grey, the kind that dulled the world’s colours, but he didn’t mind. The peace suited him. Once he was far enough from the town – and certain no one was following him – he’d find a sheltered spot off the road to camp. Ahead, the land began to rise, the hills rolling towards the Corin Mountains. He had no wish to go that way yet. The memory of King Treadwell and his quarrelsome dwarfs still stung. Dennis glanced up at the thickening clouds and muttered, ‘I don’t like the look of that lot.’

* * *
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Within Corin Castle lay King Treadwell’s throne room. He had been informed that a wizard named Elvimonar was invading Corin’s eastern border, threatening all the towns and villages along the way. Eydith, a female wizard and one of only two on the planet Crett, was trying to persuade the king to recognise the gravity of the situation. But when overwhelmed, King Treadwell often lost focus and needed to be reminded of what had to be done.

Eydith had just reiterated her request for permission to use some of the king’s men to help her and her friends prevent a potential invasion of the king’s eastern border.

Some of the people from the villages of Anore and Shepstone had left for Corin, but they were leaderless and unguarded. Eydith was trying to persuade the king to send soldiers to meet them and escort them back to the city.

‘How many men?’ asked Treadwell for the third time.

‘Twenty should be enough, sire,’ Eydith replied. ‘I would remind you that my mother is among them. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to her.’ Eydith’s tone was threatening.

Treadwell sat, thinking. ‘All right. I can do that. Just twenty, you say?’

‘Yes, sire, and I require another fifty soldiers to accompany me in the fight against the orcs,’ she reminded him for the second time.

‘Hmm… fifty, that many, eh? Oh, yes. I remember now. You said, didn’t you? Thadax! Go fetch Sergeant Vitrolly! I’ve got a task for him, and don’t mention he’s going to fight orcs. I want to see the look on his face when I tell him.’

Thadax hurried to the throne room door, his mind racing. Who would greet and announce the king’s visitors while he was away? The duty could not be left unattended – not with so many important people coming and going. Then it struck him: Alf. Reliable Alf could manage for a short while. Thadax found him in the courtyard and explained what was required of him. Alf agreed readily enough, though he spun a tale about having to be somewhere else soon.


Thadax hurried down the narrow staircase to the barracks – little more than two drafty rooms in the tower’s damp basement. The air smelt of sweat and metal polish. In his cramped office, Sergeant Vitrolly sat with his feet up on a heavy, old-fashioned desk, methodically polishing his sword. Hearing footsteps, he looked up and, with a grin, said, ‘Thadax? Don’t see you down here very often. Come to enlist?’

‘What? No,’ said Thadax. ‘Nothing could be further from my mind. The king wants to see you in the throne room.’ Then he remembered what the king hadn’t said. ‘He said now, not when you’ve got a minute.’

Vitrolly wiped away the last traces of dried blood and fingerprints from his blade, admiring the cold gleam of steel for a moment before sliding it back into its scabbard. The movement was quick – perhaps too quick – and the scabbard caught his thumb beneath the guard. Pain flared white-hot, and tears welled unbidden. He drew a sharp breath, then inspected the damage: a swollen blood blister already darkening beneath the skin. Instinctively, he put his thumb in his mouth, but the sting only worsened. Metal polish had entered the wound. He straightened and forced himself to stay calm, refusing to show weakness in front of Thadax. Taking a deep breath, he nodded. ‘All right,’ he said softly. ‘Lead on.’

Thadax went to the door, held it open for Vitrolly to leave, then quietly closed it behind him and followed a few paces behind.

‘Do you know what he wants?’ Vitrolly asked.

‘What? Er, no,’ said Thadax, hoping his face didn’t give his lie away.

‘Ah, well,’ Vitrolly sighed. ‘I expect I’ll find out soon enough.’

A few minutes later, they stood before the door to the throne room. Thadax knocked on the polished wood, expecting Alf’s gruff voice to challenge him from within. Instead, the door creaked open on its own and stopped halfway. Frowning, Thadax exchanged a wary glance with Vitrolly, then strode forward, uninvited but undeterred. His boots echoed across the floor as he cleared his throat and announced, with formal precision, ‘Sergeant Vitrolly’s here.’


The king beckoned him forward with a measured gesture, his expression grave beneath the weight of his crown. Thadax followed a few paces behind, unwilling to miss a moment of what was clearly an important summons.

‘Ah, Sergeant Vitrolly,’ said King Treadwell, his voice echoing through the room. ‘I understand the orcs are advancing from Gaguam to the east. I want you to gather fifty of your finest soldiers and accompany Eydith to repel them. Any questions?’

The silence that followed was heavy. Vitrolly’s face remained unreadable – calm, disciplined, betraying neither fear nor eagerness. Treadwell frowned, unsettled by the man’s composure. ‘Well?’ the king pressed, his tone sharpening with impatience.

Vitrolly kept pondering – then, ‘What’s an orc?’

Treadwell thought, then whispered, ‘Do you know? I haven’t got a clue.’ He turned to Eydith and shrugged.

‘They look almost human,’ said Eydith. ‘They usually attack in large numbers. They seem wild and reckless, but they do know fear, if that’s any help, Sergeant.’

‘Large numbers, eh?’ mused Vitrolly. ‘Are you certain there’s no one else you can send, sire? I doubt my men are brave enough to face large numbers.’

‘Nope. Just you, Sergeant. The sailors are... er, Thadax! Find out where the sailors are,’ said Treadwell. ‘Then you, Sergeant, can gather your men and tell the sailors to sail you to Port Akerbyn.’

‘Yes, sire. And then what happens?’ asked Vitrolly, trying to mask his sarcasm with feigned interest.

Treadwell studied the map Eydith was showing him. ‘Er… when you reach Port Akerbyn, you should turn left. The best place to dock is Haverdown Landing. It’s right on the coast.’

‘Always a good spot for a dock, that. The coast. It saves a lot of messing about trying to drag a ship up the beach,’ said Vitrolly.

‘Sire?’ asked Eydith. ‘What about the people from Anore and Shepstone?’

‘Oh, yes. I’d forgotten about them. Who can we send to fetch them back if all my soldiers are at sea?’ Treadwell wondered.


‘Sire, you said you’d send twenty soldiers to escort them back,’ Eydith reminded him again.

‘No,’ said Treadwell. ‘I’ve changed my mind. If I send twenty men, I won’t have enough left to defend the castle.’

‘Why don’t you send a couple of your well-known secret agents?’ suggested Vitrolly.

‘Excellent idea,’ said Treadwell. ‘Can we spare two horses?’

‘Yes, sire,’ Vitrolly replied gloomily.

Treadwell looked at Eydith. ‘Is there anyone we recognise among those people?’

Eydith was beginning to despair of the king’s fish-like memory. ‘Yes, sire. Triona, my mother.’

He sat bolt upright. ‘Triona? Triona the witch?’ A dreamy look spread across his face.

‘Yes, sire.’

Treadwell surveyed the others in front of him. ‘Send five spies, then… Do we have five horses?’

‘Yes, sire,’ said Vitrolly. ‘We’ve got more if you want them.’

‘Let’s not be too hasty, Sergeant. Five will do for now.’

*

Thadax had returned, bringing Captain Spike Herndon with him – a man who immediately drew every eye in the room. He stood well over six feet tall, a height that made him tower over most in the dwarven lands, where even the tallest humans rarely reached such stature. His beard was neatly trimmed, glossy black, matching the hair on the sides of his head. The top, however, was concealed beneath a large black tricorn hat edged with gold braid. Two long feathers – perhaps from an exotic bird, or perhaps just a very unfortunate chicken – sprouted jauntily from the brim. His boots gleamed like polished coal, each adorned with a brass buckle that caught the light as he moved. Everything about him suggested a man who valued appearance as much as authority, and he carried himself with the easy confidence of someone used to command. But in the throne room, he had to duck to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling.

Vitrolly eyed him up and down from head to foot, then did so again, wondering where the king had found him.

Treadwell frowned at him. ‘Who the hell are you? Where’s Dognettle?’

‘You had me arrest him, sire, but he escaped with some of his men,’ Vitrolly said to him.

‘Did he take the Sea Dragon with him?’ Treadwell asked anxiously.

‘No, sire. She’s moored in the marshes south of the castle,’ Thadax replied.

‘Oh, that’s all right, then. Would one of you mind going down there and dragging it a bit closer?’ said Treadwell. ‘I don’t want Sergeant Vitrolly’s men to tire themselves out before they set sail.’

‘I’ll send someone now, sire,’ said Thadax, but he made no move. Then, as effortlessly as before, the king forgot what was going on around him.

Vitrolly glared at the feathers in Hendon’s hat, thinking they’d have to go. He hated that all the other officers in King Treadwell’s court were captains or above. He turned his gaze to the king. ‘Am  I likely to get a promotion out of this, sire?’

The king sat in silence for a moment, pondering Vitrolly’s question. ‘What are you now?’ he asked.

‘Sergeant, sire.’

‘What? I thought that was your name… All right. What would you like to be called?’

Vitrolly thought quickly; he hadn’t expected the king to throw that at him. Major, he thought. That’s higher than captain. I’ll outrank this fool, and I might even get a funny hat with three feathers. I’ll lay them flat, so they stick out the back. I don’t want this idiot thinking he’ll cut them off at the first opportunity. ‘I would like to be a Major, sire.’

‘A major what?’ asked Treadwell.

‘Just a Major, sire. That would put me in charge of all the captains. No point spreading the responsibility around, is there?’


‘No, I suppose not… oh, all right, but don’t upset anyone too much, and come back safely,’ said Treadwell.

Major Vitrolly, brimming with pride after his recent promotion, turned to face Captain Herndon. ‘Well, Captain, don’t just stand there – go and bring your ship closer to the castle. We’re not marching all the way down to Port Akerbyn, you know?’

* * *
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The spies were dispatched with all due haste, led by the man known as One-Eye. His real name was Jubnak – a name he despised with every fibre of his being. If fate ever brought him face-to-face with his father again, he planned to have a long, serious discussion about that particular act of cruelty. One-Eye, as he insisted on being called now, had recently been promoted to captain, a title he bore with a mix of pride, disbelief, and hatred. He now led his four comrades on a mission to a place none of them had ever heard of – Anore. Their usual tasks kept them near Corin Castle or the busy docks of Port Akerbyn, where they mainly cultivated informants, filed reports for the king, and spent long, well-funded evenings in taverns. Mostly, though, they drank.

Riding with One-Eye were four dwarfs: Greasy Spot, Loosley Speekin, Pitiron, and a grim fellow of questionable repute known as No-Name. His real name was Wargut Icechin – though no one ever knew it, for he feared it might be printed on a poster somewhere beneath the words...

WANTED – DEAD OR ALIVE.

Loosley Speekin had long been in charge of the royal spy network, though his fondness for absurd disguises often left King Treadwell exasperated. The king never quite knew whether he was speaking to his chief of intelligence or a wandering jester in a false beard. Eventually, Treadwell’s patience wore thin, and Loosley was quietly demoted. In his place, the king appointed Captain One-Eye – a man of reluctant competence. Although the promotion came with a handsome pay rise, One-Eye despised the responsibility, which robbed him of the precious hours he would have preferred to spend chasing ladies and indulging in his many other secret pastimes.

He led his men eastward, though the order was given with little more than that – no map, no clear destination, only a direction and a sense of urgency. He hoped to encounter the party travelling from Anore soon; the thought of straying too far from the castle, with orcs roaming the countryside, unsettled him.

Eydith and her companions journeyed northward, following the winding course of a silver river that led them deep into the shadowy heart of the Black Tree Forest. She chose this route deliberately, aiming to evade any of Elvimonar’s spies who might be tracking them and to avoid being sidetracked by reckless adventures that could divert her from her true goal – finding the wizard, Elvimonar.

*

With fifty exhausted men trudging behind him, Major Vitrolly took a certain satisfaction in leading the column. The rain had stopped hours earlier, but the road remained a swamp, and each boot sank into the churned brown mud. When he looked back, he saw the men at the rear struggling through six inches of mud left by those ahead. For a moment, he thought of reprimanding them for their clumsiness – then he smiled thinly. No, he decided, better to let them trample their filth across Captain Herndon’s spotless deck. That would be punishment enough.

Vitrolly wasn’t usually a vindictive man, but he occasionally made an exception, and today Captain Herndon was the target.

After another half-hour of trudging through the marshland mud and slime, Vitrolly and his men were making their way up the gangplank of the Sea Dragon. As the first man on deck, Major Vitrolly took in how clean everything was as he made his way to the Dragon’s figurehead at the bow, then turned and grinned smugly at the trail of muddy boot prints he’d left behind. What made him even more smug was that another fifty pairs of muddy boots followed him.

Major Vitrolly and his men had boarded the Sea Dragon.

‘Major!’ Captain Herndon yelled. ‘Your men will have to clear all that mud from my deck before we sail! Otherwise, when a wave washes over it, it will be slippery. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not lose any of my men overboard before we even reach Haverdown Landing!’


Reluctantly, Major Vitrolly conceded that this might, in fact, be true. He was not accustomed to life aboard any vessel – discipline and command came naturally to him, but the etiquette of being a passenger did not. He had never been a passenger on any ship, and the unfamiliarity irked him. Still, swallowing his pride, he ordered his men to tidy up after themselves – and, with a grimace, after himself as well.

Another point Captain Herndon raised was that it was his ship, and as long as Major Vitrolly and his soldiers were on board, he remained in command.

Vitrolly nodded and looked around the marsh. There was a slight jolt as the Sea Dragon’s clockwork engine engaged forward gear, and the vessel began to glide through the marsh towards Port Akerbyn.

* * *
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While Eydith and her companions pressed on through shaded forests and over windswept mountains, to the northeast, Major Vitrolly and his men endured a very different ordeal. As unwilling passengers aboard Captain Herndon’s ship, the Sea Dragon, they lurched and groaned across the restless Near Ocean, each wave testing their stomachs and tempers.

A couple of days out from Port Akerbyn, Captain Herndon drew Major Vitrolly aside. ‘Something on your mind?’ asked Vitrolly.

‘Not as much as on my deck, Major. Will you order your men  to throw up over the side, please?’ Herndon requested. Then added,  ‘I think the caulking in one or two places might need attention where they’re doing it, and I don’t want it seeping through the gaps. I reckon the galley might be under that bit as well.’

‘It’s not as if my men are actually eating anything, Captain,’ Vitrolly complained.

‘Why’s that, Major? Are they not hungry?’

‘Well… they are, but they don’t see the point; they only bring it all back up again,’ Vitrolly replied sadly.

‘You know… my men used to be like that. Then they realised that if they kept eating, eventually some of it would stay down.’ The captain had another thought. ‘The apothecaries sell pills to stop seasickness, you know.’

‘And you didn’t think to tell me that before we set sail?’ Vitrolly snorted.

‘Nope, they weren’t sick then,’ said Herdon. ‘I probably forgot when I saw the look on your face the moment the king ordered you to sail to Haverdown Landing. So, we’re almost even now.’

‘What? What else can you do? We’re bloody miles from anywhere!’ said Vitrolly.

‘I know, Major. I’ve got a few more days to think of something interesting.’

*


Just days later, the lookout called out, ‘Land ho!’

Captain Herndon suddenly awoke. ‘Put the brakes on, men!’ he yelled as he heard the Sea Dragon scrape against the dock’s edge. He ran up the ladder and peered over the rail, dreading what he might see. There was a deep gouge in the Sea Dragon’s planking, but it wasn’t holed, as far as he could tell. Thank goodness, he thought. I’ve got to get the ship repaired now, so I won’t be sending any of my crew to fight the orcs alongside Major Vitrolly.

Major Vitrolly stepped up beside Captain Herndon and looked over the rail. ‘I heard a scraping sound, Captain. Is everything all right?’

‘Just a gouge, Major. Should have it fixed in a couple of weeks.’

‘What? I can’t wait that long,’ spluttered Vitrolly. ‘I need your men to back me up when we fight the orcs and save Corin from being overrun by the buggers.’

‘Sorry, Major,’ said Herndon with a smirk. ‘No can do, but we’ll wait here for you in case you get lucky and manage to return, if you’d like.’

Vitrolly reflected on Captain Herndon’s remark from a few days earlier, and it seemed to show every sign of being a truly fair retaliation. ‘You do realise we could all be killed in this campaign, don’t you?’

‘It had crossed my mind, Major. That’s why I said, in case you get lucky. Anyway, your men are far too agile to be killed. I’ve seen them practising to see how fast they can run when your back’s turned,’ said Herndon, still smirking. ‘I think the sooner you get ashore, the sooner you’ll meet up with Eydith and her party and get this mess sorted out; then the sooner we can all go home.’ Captain Herndon walked away to find the ship’s carpenter. He then turned back to Major Vitrolly. ‘Oh, are you still here? Lower the gangplank, men! The Major and his men are disembarking!’

Vitrolly turned sharply on his heel and descended the narrow ladder into the depths of the Sea Dragon. ‘I won’t be long – I left my sword down there,’ he said, though the lie came easily. The lantern light flickered across his face as he disappeared below deck, leaving Herndon staring after him, a puzzled frown on his face. When Vitrolly returned a few moments later, he met Herndon’s questioning gaze with a shrug that offered no explanation. Vitrolly’s patience had worn thin. ‘On your feet!’ he barked, his voice edged with restrained anger. ‘Form up – columns of two. We’re heading into Haverdown Landing for supplies. Move quickly and keep your eyes peeled.’

‘Anything in particular you fancy, Major?’ asked a young soldier, Simon Tanner. He had only recently been promoted to Corporal, though the news had yet to reach anyone beyond himself. The pride of his new rank lingered in his voice, tempered by the respectful caution of a young soldier addressing an elder rather than an authority figure.

‘Not bothered, son. As long as it doesn’t go off in the next couple of days.’

‘Yes, sir. Right, sir.’ Corporal Tanner extended his hand.

‘Yes? What is it? What do you want?’

‘Money, sir.’

‘Didn’t you bring any with you?’ Vitrolly growled.

‘Yes, but I’m not paying for your supplies, Major.’

Vitrolly huffed loudly, the sound half frustration, half resignation. With a theatrical flourish, he plunged a grubby hand into the depths of his coat pocket and rummaged until his fingers closed on a couple of round, metallic objects. When he drew them out, two copper coins lay in his palm, their surfaces so encrusted with a green coating that they looked as though they’d been dredged from the bottom of the harbour rather than carried in a man’s pocket. In fact, it was quite possible they had just seen daylight for the first time in years.

He extended them towards Tanner with an overly generous look. Tanner stared at the coins, his expression shifting from disbelief to disgust. Slowly, he shook his head, his lips curling into a faint sneer, and held out his hand as if to accept them. Vitrolly, encouraged, leaned forward to drop the coins into his palm. But at the last moment, Tanner spread his fingers wide, letting them slip through.

They clinked once on the wooden jetty, rolled the short distance to the edge, then, with a couple of gentle plops, sank into the muddy water below.

Vitrolly froze, staring after them in horror. ‘Oh, no,’ he muttered under his breath. Those coins had been his secret weapon, his little trick for years. Whenever someone asked him for money, he’d offer those same mouldy coppers, knowing full well no one would accept them. They’d refuse, embarrassed or disgusted, and end up paying for whatever he wanted. It was a perfect ruse – cheap, clever, and reliable.

Now, though, his treasured props had vanished, swallowed by the dock’s murky depths. He let out a heavy sigh, his shoulders sagging. He’d have to find new coins – equally worthless and suitably revolting – and let them develop a fine mouldy patina. Until then, he thought gloomily, he’d have to pay his own way – a notion that offended him almost as much as losing the coins themselves.

Vitrolly slipped his hand into his pocket again and drew out a silver coin. ‘Here. Bring me all the change.’

The young corporal allowed himself a secret smile as he slipped the coin from Vitrolly into his pocket and made his way to the large general store – the one that seemed to sell everything imaginable. Shopping had never been one of his strong suits; he approached it with the same stiff precision he used on parade. Marching briskly down the aisles, he picked out a few items that might last a couple of days, paid the cashier, and strode out again, relieved to have survived the ordeal.

*

‘Is that it?’ asked Vitrolly, staring at the meagre pile of packages in the bag.

‘Yes, sir. You still owe me sixpence.’

‘What? Where did you go?’

‘That big store that sells everything. I think it’s called a supermarket.’

‘Did you read the instructions on the boxes, Corporal?’ asked Vitrolly.

‘No, Major. I didn’t see the point; it’s all going on the campfire tonight anyway.’

Vitrolly let out a long sigh. ‘All right, son. Get back in line. We’re moving out.’

* * *
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