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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Every cloud has a silver lining’.

      There are two things that have made this book possible with such a quick (for me) turn-around; my retirement, and the current Covid19 lockdown in Melbourne.

      Other than my random multi-day runs - which I finished in March 2020 - I don’t get out all that much, so many hours have been spent typing, deleting and typing (repeat ad nauseam) to finish. Have no doubt, there has been many an hour with little progress made when I hit a dead-spot and nothing comes to mind.

      I am what is known ‘in the trade’ as ‘pantser’; other than having a very broad idea of what the end of the book is like, I really don’t know what will appear on the page. (I’ve even had to change a bit of the storyline because those dastardly characters go off and do something unexpected).

      While this book was being edited, I have been working on Ripples in Time - Book 3. At the the point of writing these words, I am 65k words in - and recovering from one of those dreaded dead-spots.

      I’d like to thank you for purchasing this book - feeding my habit - and I hope it meets your high expectations.

      

      
        
        Please consider leaving a Review

      

        

      
        Help other readers find this epic fantasy series by leaving a review on your favourite blog or website. Even simple ones like a star-rating really help with a book – and an author’s – success.
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            A NEW ASSIGNMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Enthralled by the blades flashing between three jugglers, the market patrons paid little attention to the cloaked figure weaving through the crowd. The marvellous abilities of the performers from Tesak had spread throughout the city and the plaza was packed.

      Try as she might, there was very little chance Leonie could remain indoors for long. She’d have to make doubly-sure to avoid any clerics, regardless of which temple they belonged to. Leonie’s high spirits to be outside reflected in the ease with which pouches came into her possession.

      To continue the impression of her death, Leonie obscured her feline features by wearing a hooded, dark-green cloak. It was long enough to hide her tail while the hood covered her ears. Oversized clothing concealed her arms and legs while allowing deft fingers when required.

      A pair of glins’ool, their long avian necks craning here and there, proved little challenge. Leonie nimbly passed, plucking a small pouch from beneath a wing along the way. Her keen nose picked up a musky scent from another individual, reminding her of Feiron. The eyes of illios were cosmetic; it could be studying her for all she knew. She casually moved on. Pickpocketing a shapechanger made for a short vocation, and sometimes a shorter life. She wondered how Feiron’s enrolment into the Guild of Investigators was going.

      

      Emerging from the crowd, she flicked a small part of her recent wealth into the performers’ basket. The gold coin glittered as it spun in the torchlight before it clinked with others.

      “Thank you,” the nearest juggler said in his light Tesakian accent. “Glad you enjoyed the show.” He neatly snatched a whirling blade from the air, tossing it back to one of his companions. His voice reminded her of Philbert. Can’t wait to see them again next week. She was keen to immerse herself in the sensation of flying with the wyverns again.

      Continuing on her way, two street urchins chased each other around the market place, their mayhem knocking over a barrel here, or stepping on someone’s toes there. When they got closer, the boy ducked behind Leonie, using her bulk to stop the other from tagging him.

      “Evening Helen, Sam.” She smiled. “One day these stallholders will put a stop to your antics. It’s bad for their business.”

      “Well,” Sam replied, leaping around her as Helen lunged at him. “They have ta catch us first!”

      “Good evenin’, Leonie,” Helen panted, watching Sam intently. She pretended to make another lunge to the right. Sam leapt away, getting tagged when Helen swiftly sidestepped to the left. “Got you! Hah!” She burst with childish glee.

      “Now Sam,” Leonie admonished gently. “Learn to watch the foot placement.”

      “How can I watch where ’er feet are if I’m s’posed to be watchin’ ’er eyes?” he whined.

      “You’ll learn with experience. Take it all in. Use your peripheral vision.”

      “But I don’t ’av perifal vision!” he wailed. “I want slit-eyes, like yours.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s beyond me to give. I can only advise you on how to use your round-eyes better.” She tousled his black hair.

      “More like he’ll get dizzy and trip over his own feet!” Helen called as Sam chased her again. She dodged through the crowd and doubled-back. “By the way,” she added, “Jade wants ta see ya.”

      Leonie nodded at the message, noticing the guards beyond the young girl’s view. “There’s a new stall on the west side,” she continued, “with wonderful scarves all the way from Lyhosa. Best you go that way.” She pointed, indicating the approaching guards, angry merchants in their wake. She tossed both youngsters a silver piece. “Now, be off with you both.”

      The two youngsters sprinted off giggling, dodging through the crowded market place. A couple of stray dogs, sensing a chance to play, yapped excitedly in their wake.

      Keen to find out what Jade wanted, Leonie angled away from the guards, stooping slightly to blend more with the crowd. It better not be a surprise farewell party.

      Her path took her close to the Opsyss temple. Bamboo scaffolding surrounded it. Three nights ago, five Woorin fanatics tried to save a half-rrell sacrifice. Sadly, she wasn’t able to save Pasha, her long-lost childhood friend.

      The attack resulted in the death of many clerics from both sides and caused massive damage to the temple. Her use of the Jart’lekk blade had diverted any suspicion of the death of Alen, one of the temple’s priests. Now the Deathers were hunting assassins; the Flamers thought her dead, putting her in the clear.

      Always on the alert for unwanted scrutiny, she took a circuitous route towards Jade’s office, the warm evening air another reason for a crowded market. Stallholders called out, and the tumult of hundreds of people wandering the plaza soon faded. She found the sounds of the evening along the waterfront much more relaxing, the creaking of mooring lines as the ships gently rocked with the swell, and the gulls cawing from their perches high up in the rigging. All this quickly faded to silence with the twists and turns of the narrow back streets of the Web, her padded paws soundless on the boardwalk.

      Leonie was so engrossed in her thoughts, she almost walked past Jade’s office. She ducked down the lane and concentrated. It would be bad enough to be late, let alone having to admit to getting lost. She gave a coded knock on the wooden panel and stepped into the dim interior where Ro, Jade’s bodyguard, kept watch. Waving a greeting, she bounded up the stairs, knocking and opening Jade’s door at the same time. No party. Good.

      The new additions to the décor made her wince. The table and chairs were inlaid with silver in a style fashionable about one hundred and fifty years ago. Too ornate for her tastes.

      “These are nice,” Leonie said, choosing one to sit in.

      “Liar.” Her boss didn’t look up.

      Rich tapestries covered the walls, illustrating a variety of scenes from different countries. One showed Plenari, the capital city of Tesak, located in a forest of giant trees. That was a place she’d like to see with her own eyes, and again she considered her pending departure.

      Jade glanced up. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine.” Leonie tried to get comfortable in the chair and failed.

      “Ready for your trip?” Jade asked.

      “I’ve got my gear together, and a bit more travelling money from this evening’s takings.” She placed a pawful of gold coins in a bowl. “And here’s the Taker percentage.”

      One of Jade’s eyebrows raised. “Do I need to count it?”

      “No point. I didn’t.” Leonie grinned.

      “Seriously though, after the run-in with Dianah and Brendon … their news can’t have been good to hear.”

      Leonie paced the room. Her efforts to gain information about her heritage led to frustration. The answers received during her encounter with Dianah and Brendon created more questions. “Not much I can do about it. Being created as part of an experiment, and not having any real parents is a shock, but … I have to move on.”

      “And you’re happy with that?” Jade asked.

      “Of course not. They deserved their deaths and I’m glad I was the one to do it. That will have to be enough.” Leonie realised she was clenching the carpet with her claws. “I’ve got to be practical. I am what they created – unique. I’ll have to learn to live with that.”

      “And this trip?”

      “Too many memories here and no telling what those temples are going to do next. Best for all if I move on. As I recall you saying a short while ago, ‘There’s a whole world out there.’ May as well go see it while I can.” She changed the subject. “You wanted to see me?”

      Jade hesitated. “I’ve recently accepted a difficult task. I don’t want to give it to you, but it’s short notice and under the circumstances, you’re the best available.” Jade stood up with a grimace and hobbled around the table with a walking stick.

      “What happened?” Leonie asked, surprised.

      “I tripped on the stairs. I’d rather not talk about it.” She waved her hand in dismissal. “But clearly, I’m unable to do it. I was hoping you might consider it before you leave.”

      Leonie suppressed a smile at Jade’s reddening cheeks. “I don’t know. My boss says I should keep my head down. You know, stay out of trouble⁠—”

      “Pfft. When did you ever listen?”

      “True. Okay then, I’ll do this last job, since you’re getting too old.”

      “Be nice.” Jade stopped by an open window overlooking the eastern sector of the Web to peer out. “There’s a ship in harbour, the Tearful Revenge.” She pointed as Leonie came closer. “See it? Blue and white flags. From Ghalena. It’s by itself out along the mooring points of Central Canal, though there are still vacant berths along the docks. I’m thinking someone doesn’t want any visitors. It also means there’ll be a degree of water travel involved.” She turned to look at her feline friend. “You’re aware of the risks this involves?” Jade continued at her nod. “I’m told there’s a particular item on board, a black crystal formed into a sphere the size of a small ball.” She made an ‘O’ with her finger and thumb.

      “It’s called the Nightsky Orb,” Jade continued, “and inlaid with a lot of small but high-quality gems, each one flawless in every regard. The client requires this as soon as possible and is prepared to pay very handsomely if this could be done by tomorrow. Needless to say, anything else you might happen to come across is a bonus. No need to worry about any Taker percentage for this job.”

      “Hss, it doesn’t leave me much time to come up with a decent plan. Why the rush?”

      “He has to leave town tomorrow night, and the ship’s leaving in a day or so.”

      Leonie shrugged. “It’ll have to be something simple.” Hearing a noise beyond the human audio range, Leonie turned to face the door. “Do you know anything about the ship? How many guards and crew?” She waited to see who entered.

      “The client informs me—” Jade stopped when the door opened.

      Netoha walked in carrying a tray of refreshments consisting of wedges of cheese, slices of meat and a pitcher of ale. Leonie went to the table, moving the scrolls to the side as Ro’s wife set the tray down. She thought the plainswoman was looking rosier than usual.

      “I reckon there’s something someone didn’t tell me? When are you due, Nettie?”

      “First week in autumn.” Netoha beamed.

      “Ah.” Jade joined them. “We’ve been so busy of late I forgot you didn’t know.”

      Leonie embraced Nettie with a smile. “At least it’ll be a bit cooler for you. I know how you hate this southern heat.” She noticed Jade waiting. “You better take good care of her, big boy,” she called to Ro, standing by the door. Leonie reached out and clawed a small slice of meat.

      ‘Leaving them to their work, Netoha nodded to them both and took her husband by the arm.

      “The client informs me they’ve been at sea for a few weeks.” Jade hobbled back to her chair. “The crew are keen to go ashore, so there will most likely be minimal men remaining onboard. The item we’re after is under lock and key in the captain’s cabin. I’ve got a rough sketch of the vessel’s layout here somewhere.” Shuffling through the scrolls, she handed Leonie a scrap of paper.

      “And how accurate is this?” Leonie continued eating, studying the crude hand-drawn map.

      “Our contact was a recent passenger.” Jade shrugged, mumbling around a mouthful of cheese. “The only other thing he can tell us is the ship-master, Jorak, dislikes anything magical. Some sailor superstition I suppose. Which is good for you, there should be no magical traps to deal with. Ironically, he does have a device that warns him of magic – so you can’t go there with your ring or harness.”

      Leonie rolled the sketch and slipped it in her belt under her blouse. “Fair enough. I shouldn’t need them for this; the harness is only good for up and down anyway.” She grabbed another slice of meat. “If that’s all, I better check out the area and come up with an idea on how to pull this job off.” With a wave she headed for the door.

      Jade called to her. “Get back in one piece and watch out for yourself.”

      “You worry too much. This place won’t fall to pieces without me.”
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            THE NIGHTSKY ORB

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving Jade’s office, Leonie went home to drop off the ring and since the streets still had a bit of activity, she decided to stretch while waiting for a later hour. When the time came, she wound her way through the back lanes in higher spirits than at any time in the past week.

      Despite her flippant jokes, she felt good to do this favour for Jade who had looked after her for years. It was also a relief to get back to some serious crime. Plus, this last job might gain her a bit more travelling money; she wanted to be able to pay her way and not be reliant on anyone. Feiron was an old friend, but Phil may not appreciate having a thief working in his company. She had decided recently to change her ways. After this last job.

      Continuing west, she started following the Bridgeway, almost deserted now that it was night. The road zigzagged across the waterways, weaving in among the warehouses and various businesses of the busy port. From the southeast sector of Dockside and crossing three major islands, the path would finish up on Old Monastery Road at the palace’s outer gates. But, to get to the mooring area used by the Tearful Revenge near Reed Island, she left the main road and turned north. Some of the connecting bridges were higher and more elaborate than others. Those spanning major waterways reached over a hundred feet in height, allowing access to the larger ships.

      Leaving Dockside, Leonie crossed over at Upbridge to Diamond Island before skipping across another bridge to Long Island. From here, a small group of islets were strung together by wooden walkways known locally as ‘floats’ simply because they were too insignificant to be called anything else. This area was favoured by fishermen and they regularly lined up along the railings during the day.

      It was along these floats, the only links between Reed and Marsh Islands, that Leonie got her best view of the mooring points Jade had mentioned. They were a fair distance from the shore, but still out of the main shipping lanes of the wide Central Canal.

      Out across the water at its assigned mooring post sat the ship, its blue and white pennants flapping lazily in the evening breeze. She was not a large ship when compared to the three- and four-masted leviathans that pulled in, but looked majestic with the ornate residences of Emerald Island as a backdrop.

      Leonie leant on the weather-beaten railings and began to examine the area closely to come up with a plan. Her jobs required stealth and agility and, when she could help it, allowed her to remain dry. She was not skilled in the handling of boats and was not a particularly good swimmer. The few dealings she had had with deep water almost ended with her drowning. Long ago she decided swimming in croc-infested waters wasn’t conducive to her good health and long life. And salt water had disastrous effects on her fur.

      While considering all these things, Leonie eyed the lone fisherman along the walkway. Idle banter might relax her mind and even get some pertinent information to use. Fishermen had little else to do except talk. Or drink.

      She sauntered over. Yammering gulls flew up in a cloud, screeching and squawking before finally settling back down after she passed. Leonie spent a good deal of time with the old angler, who turned out to be a fount of knowledge about the workings of the harbour. As he spoke, she spotted some of the Revenge’s crew heading into town in the ship’s rowboat. She said goodbye to the old man and thanked him for his time with half a silver. Expedient use of the floats allowed her to shadow the crew.

      At the Broken Mast, a tavern in the centre of Long Island, the crew settled in for serious drinking and wenching. A few gold coins and a brief message from Leonie to a serving girl ensured a longer and entertaining stay for them. She didn’t want them on the ship during her visit. The loosening of the mooring lines of their rowboat would create another delay to their return. That simple task accomplished, she moved on to search for more information.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on her haunches in the shadow of a boatshed on the islet of Reed, Leonie set to work. Beside her were a pair of empty wineskins, two coils of rope and a barrel of a foul-smelling concoction. An old pearl diver swore the stuff was a deterrent to the hungriest of predators. Leonie hoped his advanced years, and the fact he still had all limbs intact, was positive proof of its claimed effectiveness.

      The angler she’d spoken to earlier had given her an idea of the workings of the harbour. Shocked someone could live there and not know of these things, he took great delight in sharing his knowledge. Hearing all about currents and tides, Leonie learnt that they were somehow affected by the moons. Who was she to argue? Since the moons were so close together this time of year, the tides would be stronger and higher. In a few days, there’d be an eclipse, bringing a much larger tide, he’d added.

      This corresponded with what she overheard about a festival the temples were organising. I know one temple that won’t be celebrating.

      Leonie spent quite a while along the floats and small jetties searching for this specific site. If the current did as the angler said, then from here it should carry her towards the ship.

      Waiting for the tide to turn completely, she inflated the wineskins before making her move. After checking the area for activity, she carried her gear to the end of the short, rickety pier. Putting the small barrel down on its side, she worked the stopper loose with her dagger, allowing the noxious fluid to run into the water. A slick established itself along the channel. She tied one end of the rope to a pylon, making sure the knot was tight so it would not come loose when she hauled herself back, then tied the two lengths together then unravelled the coil to prevent tangling. Joining the two wineskins with a small length of cord, she placed them on the very edge of the jetty, within easy reach.

      Leonie took off her outer clothing to keep her limbs free and smeared the foul-smelling stuff all over. Her nose wrinkled. “This’d better be worth it,” she muttered to the night. “I’ll have to bathe every day for a week!”

      She tried to move as quickly as possible. If it was up to her, tonight wouldn’t have been the night to do this job. Any job. The twin moons, Luminor and Luxor, were up and both were full, giving everything a silvery sheen. Hindrance to her work or not, she had to admit the twin moons were beautiful. Now that she was aware of their movements and significance in such things as tides, she couldn’t recall ever seeing them so close before. In her line of work, the darker the better – a shadow among shadows.

      Tying the rope end around her waist, she hesitated before lowering herself into the water. Jade had been right about her hating the water, but even hating was an improvement. A few weeks ago, Leonie utterly loathed it. Contemplating such an activity as this would have been an absurdity if not for Styx and the mental training he’d started coaching her through.

      Carefully descending the ladder, Leonie avoided any splashing. The water was cold. She shivered as it wormed its way through her fur. Reaching up, she grabbed the bladders and slung them over her shoulder. After catching her breath and adapting to the cold, she descended the last few rungs. Hanging on to the ladder with one arm, the tide slowly pulled at her body. The cold made her shiver momentarily. Placing the wineskins under her arms, she finally let go of the woodwork. Panic threatened when she realised the only thing between her and sinking to the bottom were these small bladders.

      Leaving the work to the incoming tide, she paddled occasionally to keep in line with the Revenge’s silhouette and, she hoped, within the stream of the deterrent. Halfway to the ship, something brushed against her leg. Her heart leapt to her throat; her head throbbed and her blood pulsed. Was that a croc?

      She kicked hard. Something struck her leg again, this time wrapping around her ankle. Terror ripped through her as she tried to escape. Leonie thrashed in the water. Trying to contain her fear, she bent over to dig her claws in to remove it. Then she recognised the rough texture.

      Rope! Convinced her beating heart could be heard across the water, she kept still and tried to slow her breathing. A light flickered in front of her. One of the guards held a lantern up high, but a moment later he lowered it and turned to his companion. No alarm was raised.

      Leonie carefully untangled the line from her leg and proceeded with even more caution, noting the bladders weren’t holding her as she had expected. She was sure she’d filled and plugged them earlier.

      The bubbling was not something she wanted to hear. In her panic, she had pierced the bladders with her claws. Soon all she would be holding would be useless pieces of old goatskin. Putting the renewed shaking of her body down to the coldness of the water, she looked behind to gauge the distance travelled from the pier. The ship was closer.

      Drifting towards the stern, she noted the current would take her to one side of the ship. The two guards on the stern and the pair on the bow left a couple more unaccounted for, assuming Jade’s informant was correct.

      It seemed an eternity before Leonie floated close enough to the ship. With minimal splashing she managed to get hold of the rudder. Gripping it with her foot-claws, she removed the now flaccid wineskins and began untying the rope from around her waist. It was harder than she expected. The water-soaked rope had swollen, causing the knot to tighten.

      Once undone, she securely wrapped it around the rudder a few turns and proceeded to climb up the back of the ship using all claws to ensure good purchase. When she was a few feet up she paused to shake excess water from her fur before continuing. She brought the ship’s plans to mind as she reached the first set of windows, which would be the captain’s quarters. Leonie set to work, blinking away the occasional drop of water running into her eyes.

      Selecting which window she would enter was first on the agenda. A brief look at the hinges of both windows indicated which one was used most frequently. The other had salt encrusted in the crevices. Examining the used window carefully, she worked out it was locked but not trapped. A simple latch mechanism secured it shut, so commonplace, that only a few seconds with the appropriate lock-pick opened it. Using minimum force so it wouldn’t snap open she slipped her dagger carefully between the woodwork and slid the latch up.

      Leonie was in the process of opening the window when the sound of dripping water reached her ears. Closely hugging the side of the ship, she tentatively looked up. One of the guards had chosen this time and place to relieve himself.

      If he wets me, I’ll make him a damn eunuch!

      When the sailor finished, she silently climbed through the window and sat on the sill, wiping the seawater off her face and paws with the pathetic excuse for curtains. She surveyed the cabin. It was about five paces deep and seven wide. In the opposite wall was a door with brass hooks for coats. There was also a cupboard with shelving above. Below her, in front of the windows, was a sea chest made from exotic dark wood and bound with metal straps.

      Immediately to her left was a large desk with scrolls of various sizes scattered over or stacked untidily on the shelves above. The one parchment currently open showed the delta, with all its sandbars, depths and no-go areas of the aquatic voriens.

      To her right was a large bunk, complete with the occupants of the cabin, presumably the captain and his companion. Both were snoring. On the floor, between the bunk and the chest were flasks and goblets. Maybe they’re drunk. This was turning out even better.

      Leonie hopped off the sill, wary of creaking floorboards, and padded across the floor to the door to listen. She heard faint talking from the corridor beyond, the conversation of bored sailors: who did what to whom, how they did it, and how many times. That accounted for the last two of the six guards. Beside the doorjamb was a doorstop, which she put to use. Just in case.

      Moving directly to the large sea chest, the three large locks she saw meant serious business. She unrolled her favourite fish-skin pouch – purloined from a visiting vorien merchant years ago – selected the required tool and began to work.

      It was difficult at first but by the time she got to the third lock, the locks became easier to pick. Pausing now and then, she listened for any hint of alarm. There were faint scuffs of the guards above and other ship noises; groaning woodwork, ropes creaking with wind and wave action, but nothing as yet to cause concern. She would’ve loved to take one of the locks completely apart to examine their inner workings; however, now wasn’t the time.

      The chest contained clothing. Delving deeper revealed a scimitar in an ornate scabbard; a weapon she’d heard was favoured in the southern islands. There were also a couple of pouches containing a large number of foreign silver and gold coins and low-quality gems, but nothing resembling the crystal Jade described. The wealth in her paws was enough to make the average thief reasonably happy if the right contacts could be found. She didn’t consider herself average but took it all the same. ‘If you want to get anywhere in this world,’ Jade had said from the earliest time, ‘you’ll have to help yourself, especially as a half-breed.’ With nothing else of interest in the chest, no false bottoms or hidden niches, Leonie replaced everything exactly as she found it. As the lid closed, she heard a faint rattle. Turning her head and leaning closer, she opened and closed the lid. Again, the rattle came, though muffled.

      Hearing a faint murmur from the bed, she tensed. Belatedly, she realised the snoring had stopped. The bulky figure of the captain moved. Leonie heard a brief whispering, followed by a definite female rebuke. The captain rolled over in a huff. He was now facing Leonie. If he opens his eyes, he’ll see me for sure. Bracing herself for a dive through the narrow window if need be, she heard the guards outside sniggering.

      “Quiet vermin or youse be swimming ashore!” the captain sleepily called out.

      Silence followed.

      Leonie paused. Her whiskers quivered; her arms strained at the task of holding the heavy lid half-closed. It seemed an interminable time before she heard snoring again. She waited a few heartbeats more before finally closing the lid to begin an inspection.

      Concealed within the grain of the wood and the metal straps was a small compartment. Selecting another tool, she undid the screws retaining the metal binding, but not before applying spittle to the metal to prevent any squeaking. Prying open the panel revealed a long metallic box snugly fitting within the hollow. Short work with a smaller lock-pick resulted in a faint click. The inside of the box was lined with velvet and contained a small leather pouch, a necklace of surpassing beauty and something resembling a large marble. It appeared to be black glass with a myriad of small gems embedded within its surface. It was smooth, and extremely cold to touch, very much like a small block of ice she saw once at the Portside markets, only black as night.

      Leonie had to marvel at the craftsmanship. This had to be the item in question. She turned to the bed briefly to check on the sleeping couple before continuing. The leather pouch held a dozen fire-gems, amber in colour, with their own internal sparkling light source, and a gold chain interlace necklace forming a web design, with various sizes of sapphires radiating from the centre surrounding the largest sapphire she’d ever seen. She slipped all the jewels into her pouch, replaced the metallic box into the hollow and reattached the bindings. She even took the time to re-lock the three locks to delay any detection of the loss.

      Her pouch, now securely tied to her waist belt, contained enough riches to satisfy her immediate needs. As she was about to exit the cabin, she remembered the doorstop. Leonie retraced her steps across the floor, bent down and pulled out the stop, replacing it where she found it.

      “Good night and sweet dreams,” she whispered to the slumbering pair as she passed.

      Continued snoring was the only response.

      Ducking her head out to check the guards above weren’t about to give her a warm, tingling sensation down her spine, she slipped out, securing the window.

      Slistorf! Leonie looked down in dismay. The rope had unwound itself from the rudder and was now adrift with the current.

      Staying onboard was not an option and nothing back in the cabin could be utilised to help. She didn’t relish braving the dark waters of the canal, but there was nothing else for it. The rope was still close enough for her to get to, but her floundering swimming could alert the guards.

      Having come to a decision, she still hesitated, hanging onto the window ledge. Splashing could alert something far worse. The guards were one thing; crocs were another. She couldn’t see the slick of repellent any more. Is there enough of it still on me to deter their hunger?

      Deciding to climb down to the water and paddle to the rope, the scream from inside the cabin inspired a hasty change of plan. The whore must’ve woken. “Flaming Slistorf’s balls!” Leonie cursed under her breath leaping into the night. Her accuracy, if not grace, brought her to the trailing edge of the rope. Gripping it with all her strength, she coughed salty water, all the while quelling the panic.

      Swearing and yelling from the ship was a sure sign she’d been heard. Leonie didn’t dare look back for fear of losing her resolve. Going against the flow, she started the long haul back to the jetty. The water splashed her face and trickled into her eyes, making her blink. The water also seemed choppier than earlier. Wonder if that means there’s a storm brewing? She looked at the dark sky. A splash behind her made her cringe. Daggers? Arrows? She doubled her efforts to pull herself out of range, kicking her legs since stealth wasn’t a requirement anymore.

      Within a few moments the splashing was farther behind. With a sense of relief, Leonie decided the time was right to look over her shoulder. There were five guards on the rear of the ship. By the lantern light in the cabin, she could see a couple more figures with their heads out of the window.

      The good captain and his bed partner, no doubt. “Ha.” She allowed herself a smile. Not the best of exits, but under the circumstances, she had what she came after and got away with it.

      A jerk of the rope swamped her momentarily, causing her to gag on salt water again. When she surfaced spluttering, she saw a group of men on the jetty. From the glinting of mail by the moonlight, she took them for guards from the local precinct. Two were pulling in her rope; the others were armed with short swords and spears, waiting.

      Maybe, she decided, this wasn’t such a good plan.

      Her mind raced. Panic almost consumed her. The blackness of despair roamed the edges of her consciousness, threatening to rise like the swell of a spring tide. She cursed herself. Concentrate. Everything her mind focused on seemed to have some watery analogy. Her options were clearly; hang on and be captured, locked up in a filthy prison; or escape – meaning, let go and rely on instincts, luck and the tide.

      “A fireball would be handy right now,” she muttered. With a big breath, she released her end. Instincts and luck beat being captured by guards anytime. The incoming tide caught hold, gradually sweeping her back towards the ship. Lying face up, she tried desperately to stay calm and slowed her breathing. She tried to block out all other distractions, but every splash sent her imagination reeling.

      She briefly contemplated the idea of going underwater as she drifted within range of the Tearful Revenge. A keen-eyed sailor called out, spotting her. So much for luck. She heard a loud splash close by and hoped that if it were arrows, their poor eyesight would be enough to save her. Leonie tensed when something landed across her body.

      A cheer rose from the ship.

      She wiped salty water from her eyes and looked down. A thin rope trailed from the ship to her right. They pulled, dragging it across her ribs and chest. Surely, they’re not trying to snag me with a lasso? As she reached down to fling off the annoying line, the rope went taut as they pulled. Leonie became painfully aware of their tactics.

      Grappling hook! A barbed point had caught her in the ribs. As they pulled again, she rolled in the same direction. Swift reflexes prevented the hook piercing her body, but pain still coursed along her side. Her twisting hadn’t been enough. The hook tore her fur and skin but snagged on her belt. All tonight’s troubles would be for nothing if she lost the pouch. She struggled to release the hook. Undoing the belt would have been easier but the risk of losing the pouch was too high. She choked on seawater again as she grew weary with the effort, not to mention her mental fatigue in staving off the panic. Her situation rapidly deteriorated.

      The guards on the pier would have treated her like a common thief. These sailors would be less forgiving. She hated so much to fail and, while she still had breath, resolved within herself that these men would not best her. At all cost, she must not lose the pouch.

      Unable to paddle towards the shore, she was slowly hauled closer to the ship. She tried to rest and conserve her waning energy, waiting for a chance to turn the tables. Too soon, the ship’s bulk loomed over her, the curve of the hull partially obscuring the crew.

      Expecting to be dragged out of the water like a fish, she hung onto the rope grimly.

      But they paused. She looked up uncertainly. They were pointing and laughing. Pointing at something else. Something else in the water!

      Not me? A chill coursed up her spine. Her hackles rose. The very fibre of her body screamed out. CROC! With a surge of energy, she climbed the rope.

      The guards laughed. They released the slack, dumping her.

      Another fit of coughing and spluttering assailed her as she went under.

      “Now!” one of the guards yelled as a sudden splashing started nearby.

      Feeling as if her arms were being pulled out of their sockets, Leonie was tugged out of the water. A gaping maw full of teeth erupted from the dark waters, snapping shut as the huge, scaled bulk flashed past.

      The water drowned the sound of their laughter as she was once again unceremoniously dumped back in. Leonie had learnt finally to shut her mouth, but her body and mind couldn’t take any more. When she surfaced, a scream ripped from her lungs.

      This sent the guards chortling loudly.

      These bastards deserve to die! All she could think about was getting even. Her mind raced. Leonie frantically scanned the water around her. Where is it? How soon before the croc turns? How soon will it take to get back? She had to survive. She wanted to live and wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of screaming again.

      With the last dunking, her belt had now become free of the hook. The rope was slack. An impossible idea came into her head. It was so ridiculous it didn’t even bear thinking about. No planning. No time, just doing. Her luck had failed her, now it was instinct’s turn.

      Glancing up for an instant to see where the guards were looking, Leonie saw one of the sailors pointing. Quickly pulling in the slack, she paddled closer to the ship and climbed, digging her claws into the wood, ignoring the cuts from the barnacles. There would be only seconds left and she needed to time this precisely or lose a limb.

      It all came down to timing.

      She spotted movement. Moments before she heard the sailor call out again, she tossed the hook at the croc. Its reaction was blinding as wild reflexes took over. Jaws snapped open and shut on the hook just as the sailors heaved.

      They were expecting Leonie’s slight weight, not the bulk of this massive creature. Leonie clung on as the turbulence from the thrashing creature threatened to dislodge her from the algae-covered hull.

      Screams were cut off by two quick splashes. A heartbeat of shocked silence followed. Two of the crew had been pulled off-balance and were now thrashing in terror.

      Men could scream as loud, she thought sadly.

      Within moments, more lines were thrown down. One sailor was a few feet from the nearest line. As he reached it, the waters rose around him. There was a terrible frothing, which quickly turned darker in the moonlight. When the water subsided, he was gone.

      Calling encouragement, the guards redoubled their efforts to saving their remaining comrade. They dropped other stuff over the side, nets for him to climb, or objects to either keep him afloat or distract the croc. He latched onto a rope and the crew immediately started hauling him in.

      Looking over her shoulder, Leonie saw him. His face was pale with shock, his eyes looked sunken and his lips were a dark hue. He can’t be much older than me. Knowing exactly what was going through his head this instant, she couldn’t bring herself to hate him; a flash of conscience and regret.

      Their eyes locked. No curses now. No abuse, only a mute stare as he was pulled higher. Leonie wondered if he could see her at all, as he seemed so petrified with fear. She still had to contemplate what her next move would be. Her situation had not greatly improved. If she climbed up, having been responsible for the death of a crewmate, no quarter would be shown by the remainder of the crew. She would have more chance of survival in the water than on deck.

      The water erupted again very close to her position.

      Leonie gripped the hull tighter, recalling the old pearl diver mentioning a time when he’d seen a croc leap out of the water. She wouldn’t have believed it was possible; that something so huge could do it. Now she believed.

      She wished she’d remained ignorant.

      Jaws closed around the sailor’s waist, and he too disappeared into the foaming water, his gurgling shriek cut off as he was dragged below.

      Knocked off her precarious hold by the deluge of water, Leonie found herself flailing around in terror. Her mind screamed, telling her to keep still; that her splashing would only indicate her presence. With great resolve, she willed herself to keep still. Her frantic movements quelled, but not her dread.

      Her eyes were wide. A primordial sound escaped her clenched teeth. For the first time she could recall, she was in mortal fear, awaiting the inevitable. Nothing more could be done. When she had the presence of mind to look around, the ship was much farther away, the waters much calmer.

      Leonie awkwardly turned circles, barely able to keep her head above water while scanning the water around her, wondering when the croc would come. Floating nearby was one of the many items the crew had thrown to help the unfortunate shipmates.

      She wrapped her arms around the empty barrel, clasping it to her like the most valuable treasure. Tears of relief mixed with the seawater dripping into her eyes. She found it difficult to keep her eyes open. The water, the cold, sapped her energy. As the current slowly dragged at her, she waited for some sign of the crocodile. Maybe the repellent worked after all.

      

      Not knowing how long she’d been in the water Leonie gradually became aware of her surroundings. She couldn’t remember when she had closed her eyes. The Tearful Revenge, now lit up with more lanterns, was quite a distance away but no movement could be seen on deck.

      The distant jetty where she started tonight’s little foray was now abandoned. Are the guards still looking for me along the shore? Or do they too consider me a corpse? Right now, that wasn’t her concern. Her body was numb from the cold water, fatigue and shock.

      She heard soft lapping. Turning, she saw it came from wavelets hitting a nearby float. The first real hope of survival gave her strength and she risked the splashing to reach it. The rough planks of the float were less than a foot above the water level, but it took every ounce of energy to drag herself out of the water to lie gasping on the weathered wood. Even the threat of the guards finding her couldn’t motivate her to move at this point. She had survived almost certain death several times tonight and the prospect of lodgings in the local cells would be luxury in comparison.

      What am I thinking? She berated herself for such thoughts. Maybe she was going mad. With little care for dignity, she crawled off the float until the shadows of a small boatshed obscured her presence. She needed time to determine where she was.

      Leonie was surprised at how little the moons had moved. Checking her belt, she was amazed to find the pouch still tied securely, though torn. She sighed with relief, seeing the orb and the gems were still there. All she had on were her leggings and a tight-fitting undershirt, now torn and bloodied. Heading back to the pier to collect her clothes wasn’t an option. Only when her teeth began chattering and she shivered did she realise how chilled she’d become. In an effort to get warm, she moved, looking for something to dry herself. Some items of washing left out overnight on a balcony served her purpose, though it was a struggle to get up there. She dropped them over the railing before climbing down. Once on the ground, she donned the oversized shirt and baggy leggings, tucked her tail down a leg, and moved on, wrapping the old cloak around her to retain some warmth.

      Always mindful of the obelisks dotting the city and their link back to the Watchers in the palace, she had to take a circuitous route back to Jade’s office. She encountered two patrols as they crossed paths. The guards stopped to talk and take swigs from a shared wineskin. Leonie stayed well-hidden between stacks of barrels beside a warehouse until they moved on. There was a brief mention of tonight’s theft and search, but little else was useful.

      Testament to her weariness, she dozed. Awaking with a start in utter confusion, it took a few minutes for her wits to return. The moons had moved quite a bit and a hint of dawn kissed the horizon. While she cursed herself, she had to admit she felt much better, though her side had stiffened. Now that the area was much quieter it was time to get back to her old stamping ground, the Web. Movement would cause pain, but pain meant life, and she needed to get the blood circulating.
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      Leonie sank deeper into the shadows as another patrol approached. This was the third lot tonight, making Leonie think they were still looking for her. It was not going to be easy. Fortunately, clouds rolled in and she was far more relaxed than before when she had to cross the open spaces of the footbridges.

      Almost home. The Web, the name given to the backstreets of Dockside, was where she’d spent all of her life since her mother’s death. It didn’t look like much, but when it was all you had, you learnt to appreciate it.

      Only when the patrol’s banter faded did she continue to navigate through the waterfront area. Another shadow among many, she paused occasionally to listen for approaching patrols. She heard a muffled scream from an alleyway ahead.

      Leonie considered ignoring it; she was in no condition to get into more trouble. It didn’t pay to be too curious around these parts, but it was in her nature. She wouldn’t be in the position she was in today if she ignored everything seen or heard. It’s on your way, she convinced herself. Just a quick look. She crept to the corner of the building for a better view.

      About ten paces away two men were assaulting a young girl, her clothing mostly ripped. The girl struggled frantically, but when she screamed again, the man undoing his belt struck her, knocking her head back.

      “Hold her, Lews!” he hissed fiercely at the man standing behind her.

      The scene brought to mind the trauma of her childhood. Circumstances would have been much different if it wasn’t for Jade’s help, but Jade wasn’t here now. Tonight, it’s up to me.

      Overwhelming rage took hold. With fury in her every movement, she silently sped forwards, wondering how best to deal with them. Claw marks would bring too much attention on every rrell in the city. She glanced at the detritus scattered around her. Spying the leg of a broken bar stool, she scooped it up without breaking stride.

      Lews, holding the girl’s arms, looked around. As he spun he tried to shout a warning but failed when the right side of his face met the length of wood with force. The other attacker reeled back in surprise at seeing Lews topple sideways. He staggered back while reaching for his sword. Tripping over the uneven ground, his cry cut short when his head hit the flagstones with a wet smack. The sword clattered loudly on the cobblestones.

      The insignia of Zander’s Royal Guard glinted in a stray shaft of moonlight on the dead man’s tunic.

      “Slistorf!” she hissed. “That’s all I need.” She was relieved he hadn’t had the time to drop his pants.

      The young girl swayed on her feet. Leonie barely caught her and lowered her to the ground.

      When she was able to sit up, she saw the bodies of the guards. Tears ran down her face.

      Gently placing a paw on the girl’s shoulder, Leonie tried to comfort her; asking her name and where she was from, to no avail. Looking at the state of the girl, Leonie was glad she intervened, almost ashamed at her earlier hesitation.

      “Sussah,” the girl mumbled between her sobs.

      “Leonie.” As Leonie nodded to Sussah, she heard the faint sound of boots and saw the bobbing light of a lantern coming up the lane.

      “There’s a patrol heading our way.” She glanced at the figures lying at their feet. “This could be difficult to explain. Hurry!”

      Sussah’s eyes remained unfocused. With little sense of urgency in her actions, the girl slowly pulled the ruined clothing up over her shoulders. It was torn open at the front. Leonie used her belt in an attempt to tie it closed, leaving nothing to secure her pouch to. I’ll have to carry it. By this stage it became obvious both wouldn’t escape the patrol.

      The young girl was in a stupor or dazed by the punch. Grabbing her by the arm, Leonie pulled her to a shadowed area between a heap of refuse and the wall. When Leonie tried to get her to lie down Sussah began to struggle.

      “Listen to me girl!” she hissed. “I’m trying to help you. Look at yourself!”

      The thin, damp dress clung to Sussah’s comely figure, leaving little to the imagination.

      “Do you think these guards will treat you any differently from the first two if they see you like this? Or do you like whoring in alleys?”

      Leonie’s cheek stung as the young girl’s hand whipped up and slapped her. “Good! That’s better.” Leonie rubbed her face. “Glad to know you’re still with me. Sorry I said it. Now, lie down here. I’ll hide you under some rubbish and lead them off. When they’re gone, get home as quickly as you can. Okay? Here, take this.” She handed her the old cloak.

      Sussah nodded. “Why are you doing this?” she mumbled from under the trash.

      Leonie hesitated before replying. “Because I could. Because no one else would.” Glancing over her shoulder, she could see the approaching guards clearly. At the same time, one of them set up a cry of alarm, alerting the others of her presence.

      “Slistorf’s Balls!” Leonie hissed. “One of them must be a rrell to see so clearly. Keep absolutely quiet and still.” She grabbed her pouch and bolted. With a rrell in pursuit, she was going to have to work hard to escape. But true to her words, she slowed down to hurl abuse, thereby ensuring all the guards were after her. She ran down the lane.

      After a few minutes, Leonie cast a look behind her. They were now well away from where Sussah was hiding, but the rrell was faster and had closed the distance.

      That bastard’s going to be a real pain. She increased her pace. It had been a long night and considering the ordeals she’d experienced these last weeks, she was tiring quickly. Ahead was an area she knew like the back of her paw. If she got that far with enough of a lead, it would be easy to lose them. Just in case, she considered a back-up plan.

      Dodging trash, she fumbled at the drawstrings of the pouch and managed to extract the black orb that was the focus of the night’s activities. Leonie snapped the fine chain and popped the orb in her mouth. Her mouth was dry as she tried to swallow. She nearly choked at the size of it but managed to get it down only because of its smoothness.

      Racing around a corner, she put on a burst of speed. The next corner led to a warren of warehouses and alleys where she’d be safe. If need be she’d drop the pouch in plain sight of the pursuers. With luck, they’d be more interested in lining their pockets than chasing her. She could always get more gems.

      Halfway down the street she started labouring. Her breath came in ragged gasps. She kept pushing, concentrating on the next corner and putting one paw in front of the other.

      A little bit further, she told herself. Turn left, then we’ll see how good that cat really is–

      She screamed in agony as a crossbow bolt embedded itself into her thigh. She stumbled, crashing into the wall of the warehouse. She dropped the pouch when she flung her arms out to keep from falling, her claws raking the wood. Determined to escape, she turned her mind back to the girl trying to block the pain.

      Hoping that this was worth the effort.

      Step.

      Did Sussah get away?

      Step. Paw on the corner.

      THUD.

      A bolt protruded from the wall where her head had been seconds before. Close enough for her whiskers to brush along its shaft.

      “Next one’ll split your whiskers, bitch!” a young voice breathed heavily behind her.

      Leonie stopped edging along the wall, very slowly turning around to face her attacker.

      The rrell guard approached, his tail twitching as he reloaded. The crossbow glowed faintly. Leonie knew there was no way out of this. Other guards caught up, lungs rasping, leaving little swirls of fog in the cool air. The rrell guard was breathing hard also, but his crossbow didn’t waver.

      Soon there were four of them gathered around in an arc with their bows out. Their leader finally caught up to them, his chest heaving with the exertion. It was obvious from his sway he was intoxicated.

      “Well done, Phellicks,” he said. “Pin the murderin’ scum t’ the wall,” he ordered. “Then we can see ’ow many ways we can skin a cat. The rats can ’av wha’s left.”

      The young rrell altered his aim casually and fired without hesitation.

      Leonie’s right paw slammed back, pinned to the wall. A dark metal shaft protruded from her palm. Her scream cut through the night.

      “Bastard!” she hissed through the pain. She locked her knees so she wouldn’t collapse. Not in front of this lot. The agony was almost unbearable, threatening to engulf her in darkness.

      Some of the guards shifted uncomfortably, but Phellicks casually reloaded.

      “Don’t insult true-bloods. She is half-breed trash,” he said.

      Leonie glared at him venomously.

      “Hah. Still got a spark in ’er,” the leader barked, slapping the young rrell on the shoulder causing his crossbow to misfire and splinter the wall beside Leonie’s left arm. “Come on Phellicks.” He waved his sword towards her. “I don’t wan ’er ta give me a back-scratch. Get tha’ other paw pinned down.”

      The sound of approaching horses reached her ears.

      The guards turned as one.

      “WHAT’S GOING ON HERE?” A voice boomed from down the street. “And put that sword away you fool,” it added. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

      There was only one voice like that in the city. A voice every member of the Royal Guard knew and feared. Captain Levan Macreedy and a small troop of his horsemen made their way along the cobbled lane.

      “Cap’n,” the slovenly leader croaked, trying to sheath his sword and salute at the same time. “I didn’t know you was around.”

      The captain ignored him and rode through a gap between the guards. The gap widened quickly at the sound of gnashing teeth. His war-horse had the reputation for biting anything it could reach and enjoying it.

      The remainder of the mounted troops waited patiently behind him.

      Levan looked at the now slumped figure of the female half-rrell surrounded by the spilt gemstones and coins. “Get that woman down!” he ordered two of the nervous guards. They jumped to obey, more so to get away from the temperamental war-horse’s teeth. While one took Leonie’s weight, the other carefully worked the bolt out of the wall and her paw.

      “It’s a bit early for target practice, is it not corporal?” Levan addressed the rrell guardsman. “I’m well aware of your background, boy.” He leant low in the saddle. “Don’t think for a moment your mother’s influence will have any effect on how I treat you. That would be your second mistake this morning.” Then added in a soft, ominous tone. “Do I make myself clear?”

      Even the war-horse seemed to be regarding the young rrell, awaiting a reply.

      “Yes, Captain.”

      The patrol leader, in an attempt to regain some control of the situation, brought himself up to his full height and tried to explain. “We was patrolling the south-east sector of Dockside when we heard a scream. As we went t’ investigate, we seen that female half-breed run off. It was then that we come across the bodies of Lews and Oren. With the help of Phellicks’ night-vision, we was able to stop the murdering wench from escaping lawful custody. Sir,” he added belatedly.

      “That’s astounding, Sergeant Regor.” A semblance of a smile cracked the captain’s stern visage. “You actually managed to say all that without slurring.”

      The sergeant quickly wiped the smile off his face. Before he could respond, his captain continued. “We also rode past the area in question, and can you guess what we found? We found a waif in a ripped and bloodied dress wandering about. She was terrified to see us but managed to tell us two guards attacked her. This woman here,” he said pointing to Leonie, now being lowered to the ground, “had apparently saved her from being raped. Considering Oren’s state of dress – or undress – I tend to believe her. Lews is unconscious; not dead. You’d know that if you weren’t a drunken disgrace. I’ll be requiring a full report from you by first light, Regor, to explain your and your men’s actions before I decide on the matter. For now, take her into custody for suspected theft, and see to her injuries. However, be aware that I’ve noted her current wounds. Pray to your deity there are no more.”

      He then turned his icy-blue eyes back to Phellicks and continued. “I would very strongly suggest you keep your well-known abhorrence for half-breeds in check.” His voice dropped to a low rumble. “There have been a number of strange mutilations recently. If I find that you’ve had anything to do with them, I’ll personally make the remainder of your life a living hell.” He turned his mount, ordering one of his men to gather the scattered gems for evidence. The mounted troops methodically turned as their leader rode past them. The trooper collecting the pouch quickly caught up.

      Phellicks sauntered over to the slumped figure and bent over her. “Well men, I suppose we should do what the good captain says.”

      “Wot you doing now, cat?” Regor asked, watching the rrell.

      “Collecting my property.” Phellicks turned with the remaining bolt in his paws, glistening red in the moonlight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            THE TROUBLE WITH BARDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Niaarin Grigorid, Second Mage of Delta, was not happy. For the past four weeks her sleep had been broken by visions of a strange landscape. The scene was the same as that damn tapestry in her rooms. Lord Zander gave it to her when she had become a member of the palace retinue. “A reward for your rapid rise in the Arts”, her mentor, Kormal, had said when she received it.

      “More than likely he couldn’t stand it. Too much of a reminder of the disgraced Lord Brendon,” she muttered to herself. Woken by another headache, she lay there breathing slowly to begin yet another session of deep meditation. The pounding in her head resolved itself into a soft, persistent knocking on the doors to her chambers.

      “Yes.” She grimaced, her head throbbing again at the effort to speak. “What is it?”

      The ornate doors opened. The chamberlain stepped into the room, seemingly unsure of himself as he dithered in the doorway briefly before moving in at her insistent wave. As the man approached, he seemed to look everywhere but at her.

      The spacious room was elegantly furnished with inlaid furniture, imported rugs covered the mosaic-tiled floor. The full-length windows, silk curtains billowing in the morning breeze, opened onto a large balcony full of exotic ferns making it feel a bit more like home.

      “M’lady, your breakfast is being served on the balcony as I speak, and the day’s agenda awaits your perusal, as per orders.”

      “Orders?” she murmured in confusion. “What orders?”

      “First Mage Kormal, m’lady. As Second Mage you now replace him and his tasks. For the interim, you are Lord Zander’s representative in his absence. There is an unscheduled judicial hearing to attend today.”

      “Yes, yes. Very good, I’ll be there.” She waved the chamberlain away distantly.

      “I shall await you in the reception, m’lady.” He bowed, leaving the room quickly.

      With a curse, she extracted herself from the tangle of sheets and reached for her robe. Glimpsing herself in the mirror as she stretched, she realised why the chamberlain seemed so disturbed. She’d have to sleep with clothes on next time.
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      Tipp nul Chor Tukk hurried down Sailmaker Lane towards the docks. He’d overslept and now had to contend with the busy streets of Diamond Island. A feeling of inexplicable apprehension had come over him of late, making him somewhat short-tempered, which was totally out of character. In his angst, his feathers were constantly ruffled. He hoped he wasn’t coming down with swamp fever. This hustle and bustle did not help matters. Quickly stepping sideways, he managed to avoid having his feet trodden on by an oaf overburdened with goods.

      “The drawbacks for avians on the ground,” he nattered to himself, “is that suitable footwear cannot be found.” Again, he was forced to jump to one side as filthy street children ran out of a nearby alley. When they saw him, they bobbed up and down trying to mimic his gait before dodging a cart being pulled by a di’anth, disappearing up another side street, chortling and carrying on as children do.

      Close to him he heard people snigger among themselves. Only then did he become aware of the origins of their mirth. In his efforts to dodge the urchins he had stepped into the fresh droppings of the slowly departing di’anth. With deeply furrowed brows he continued on his way, shaking his foot occasionally.

      “For bards I detect little respect!” he angrily clucked. Four weeks ago, he’d been sent to this city-in-a-swamp, leaving his cosy roost in the wonderful city of Reenat. Two weeks by dusty road followed by two useless weeks here trying to research bloody hroltahg prophecy. It had taken a week of bathing and preening to get the road dust out.

      Hardly anyone here knew about the hroltahgs, let alone having any knowledge of their foretelling.

      “These riddles are dribble!” Tipp snapped his beak in frustration. Two elderly human ladies gaped at him for a second, then hastily moved off. He noticed others glancing his way, no doubt curious as to what he was on about. Doing what any mild-mannered bard would do in this situation, Tipp made a bow to the people on the street, whirling his bright cape with a flourish.

      “Just rehearsing for my next play; I hope you all have a pleasant day.” Again, he strode on. Key phrases of these prophecies had been going through his head for over a month. They were always in the back of his mind, cropping up at the most inopportune times. It was sending him positively crazy. The council in Reenat had attempted to analyse as many translations as they could find. The chosen phrases appeared to be the most sensible. On this basis, they sent the bards to their assigned regions. Because of some vague references to ‘heat’ and ‘water’ in isolated phrases, he’d been sent here.

      And for what? To look for some female warrior with a story of power, bad timing and moonlight. He truly had no idea where to start.

      But it was his nature and duty to be diligent in his task. He attended every bar, tavern, inn, hostel and brothel – some more than once – to no avail. The woman he sought was nowhere to be found. All he seemed to have accomplished was to get hangovers and moult. He only hoped his fellow bards sent to the other localities had better luck. Too bad the current administrator had banned hroltahgs from his city-state several decades ago. Otherwise, Tipp reflected, he could have consulted one and been on his merry way back to his well-appointed nest.

      Perhaps a rollo representative could be persuaded to visit? The thought moved to the back of his mind as a quick survey of his surrounds showed he was nearing his destination. Tipp was passing a herbalist’s shop on the corner of Sailmaker Lane when a dark barrel of a man burst out of an alley and barged into him. Unable to use his wings effectively because of his cape the bard fell in a heap.

      Tipp had had enough. He was about to unleash a torrent of abuse on this oaf when he recognised Captain Jorak, master of the vessel on which he was currently booked.

      “Ah, good captain,” he clucked. “Please allow me the chance to amend my stance.”

      “Morning bard,” the ship-master cut in. “Must be off to the plaza garrison to collect some gear that were stole last night. Gooday.” The captain dipped his hat and quickly strode off in the direction of the Grand Plaza leaving the bird with beak agape.

      Tipp managed to get to his feet with some decorum and briskly followed in the captain’s wake. The long legs and rapid stride of the glins’ool closed the distance quickly.

      “Sorry to hear of the loss of your gear,” he chirped, taking position beside the short mariner. “I wanted to know before we go if the arrangements I asked were complete?”

      “No worries ’bout it, matey,” the captain replied. “Your quarters ’av been modified t’ your needs.” He doffed his hat to a comely lady as she passed. “That contraption tha’ we’s made up, is it what youse really wants?”

      “Unusual as it may seem to be, for a glins’ool to travel by sea; not by air, so fair and free. These specifications have a great relation with the comfort pertaining to my high station.”

      “Uh-huh.” The captain nodded his balding head as he eyed some well-endowed ladies leaning out of an upper-floor window, then turned to look at the bard quizzically. “Why do you do that?”

      “What did I do?” Tipp asked, confused, craning his long neck around him to see some tell-tale sign of feathers falling out, or worse.

      “Why do youse speak tha’ way?”

      “Oh,” Tipp clucked. “How absurd for a bard who is a bird, to speak in a way without rhyming the words. It is our way; my forte.” He ruffled his wings. “It’s in my nature to do thus – and my job description, do not fuss.” The bard bowed briefly to the claps from passers-by.

      Captain Jorak kept walking with a bemused look on his face. “This’s going ta be a long trip,” he muttered to himself.

      Tipp pretended not to hear. “May I inquire as to what was taken? Was the culprit apprehended, or is his capture forsaken?”

      “The thief took jewellery and stuff tha’ I was to bringing for a client in Reenat – some sage or astrol’ger, and yeah, the thief were caught,” he explained. “We’s nearly had her ourselves. Thought a croc took her. Lost two of me crew too. I went n’ tol’ the city-watch. Quick-as-a-wink they tells me tha’ they nabbed ’er this mornin’.”

      Tipp listened to all this. And to think he comments on my speech!

      As they walked and
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