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	Charleston, South Carolina

   
      
      FOLLY BEACH
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	Next winter

      The bay waters rolled in gentle swells, almost silent, deep blue colour fading to black. Norman Felson looped a bowline hitch
         around a small stanchion near the helm of his thirty-six-foot sloop, the Offshore Maid, and attached the opposite end to the tiller, fixing the helm to free his hands because a spanker line had come loose aft.
         He hauled it in, then hustled back to the bridge as soon as he had the errant sheet reset. He was still uncomfortable sailing
         the sloop on his own, and didn’t like to be away from the helm for more than a few seconds. He looked forward to sunrise;
         he worried less in daylight.
      

      Kay, his wife, was working in their small cabin; he smelled the aroma of fresh coffee mixing with the cool breeze drifting
         down from the Chesapeake. Save for the distant glow of channel markers and moonlight glimmering in a kaleidoscope of geometric
         glints flashing from wave to wave, the bay was dark. Felson navigated north and east using his GPS satellite computer, heading
         towards the Charleston Harbour lighthouse before turning into the Atlantic and setting course for Nags Head. He liked to imagine
         himself a sailor from a previous age; he’d often try to stay his course using compass and the stars alone – though he was
         rarely successful. He silently cursed his Coast Guard navigation instructor for encouraging him to rely so heavily on satellite
         technology.
      

      He checked again to be sure he had programmed the correct coordinates into his navigation computer before calling to Kay,
         ‘Is the coffee ready?’
      

      ‘Just about,’ she replied, ‘I’ll be up in a minute.’

      Felson took a bite from a blueberry jelly doughnut coated with uncooperative powdered sugar and realised he was actually quite happy to live in this age. Certain the doughnut was the finest
         invention of the last millennium, he found himself imagining with a shudder what Francis Drake might have eaten for breakfast
         as he prepared to battle the Spanish Armada in 1588: drytack biscuits infested with weevils. Drawing out a dollop of jelly
         with his finger, he grimaced; the old captain’s fare could never have been as exquisitely simple and delicious as the doughnuts
         Felson bought, still warm, for $2.99 a dozen.
      

      Kay appeared from below. She smiled as she handed him a steaming mug bearing an embossed logo from the Fairfield Gazette, the paper that had carried his first story more than forty years earlier. Now he was the editor, and proud of it.
      

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, taking a sip. Kay didn’t answer; she stared out into the inky darkness as the undulating waves, unbroken
         by even the smallest of whitecaps, rocked the Offshore Maid in gentle rhythm. Her hair was pulled back with a length of black velvet ribbon; her cardigan was unbuttoned despite the
         chilly pre-dawn wind.
      

      ‘Honey?’ Felson bent over to recheck their heading on the compass mounted above the helm. ‘Kay, are you—?’

      He turned to find his wife standing directly behind him and jumped. ‘Jesus, you scared me … what—?’ His words were choked
         off as Kay took him firmly by the throat. With almost inconceivable strength she began to squeeze the life from him. Felson
         tried to prise her fingers from his neck. He felt his hand, coated with bloody pus, come away from her wrist, and, for a second,
         he was concerned for her. Why was she bleeding? But confusion was soon supplanted by terror: Kay was not relaxing her grip.
      

      Panic struck. Norman Felson began to struggle furiously, kicking and writhing in his wife’s unfeasibly forceful grasp. He
         felt his nose begin to bleed as capillaries burst and heard himself gagging phlegm against the collapsed walls of his windpipe.
         As consciousness closed in, Felson watched his wife draw back her free hand. A tiny fist illuminated only by light from the
         sloop’s galley came forward with lightning speed to slam into his chest, tearing sinews and shattering bones.
      

      Kay Felson wiped her bloody hand on the folds of her skirt and tossed her husband’s body back against the transom like a load
         of soiled laundry. A thin trickle of blood ran across the deck and out a scupper into the bay as the elderly woman gripped the
         helm and brought the Offshore Maid about.
      

      With a cry of alarm, arms flailing, Steven Taylor broke the surface of the water. The sting in his eyes and briny taste in
         his throat confirmed his first suspicion. ‘The ocean, Christ, I’m in the ocean,’ he shouted, then coughed and began treading
         water. Thankfully, it was not too cold, and by the dim light of dawn he could see land, a beach, about a quarter-mile to the
         west. His sodden boots and woollen clothing weighed heavily on him, but he was glad to have them. He set his jaw for the difficult
         swim to shore.
      

      Kicking towards the beach, Steven’s thoughts were churning. Would his credit cards still work? If not, he’d have to steal
         a wallet. He needed a flight, quickly. He had no idea where he was, or how far it was to Denver; Steven prayed he would come
         ashore, find an airport and be in Colorado by late afternoon. They would be expecting him between 5.00 and 5.15. After that,
         at least the immediate pressure would be off, and Steven would have twelve hours more to get home.
      

      Fifteen minutes later, the sun had risen further in the morning sky and Steven recognised that he was on the east coast –
         he wasn’t certain which east coast, but he was hoping against hope that it was the United States. He had no passport to ensure safe passage home
         from a foreign country. He could claim he had lost it, or that it had been stolen, but he did not have the luxury of time
         to argue with the clerical staff at an American Consular Office in some foreign city. As Steven approached the beach, his
         concerns were alleviated somewhat by the sight of a dimly lit sign above a closed concession stand: Bratwurst.
      

      He laughed to himself. ‘Well, unless they put in an ocean off the east coast of Germany, I’m back home … off course by eighteen
         hundred miles, but home nevertheless.’ If this were Florida, Hilton Head or, even better, New Jersey, there would be an airport
         close by. Judging from the temperature of the water he guessed he was south of the Chesapeake; although chilly, he hadn’t
         succumbed to hypothermia – at this time of year, northern waters would be much too cold: he would have frozen by now.
      

      As he waded ashore, his feet leaving the only imperfections in the trowel-perfect sand, he noticed someone lying on the beach. It was too early for tourists: this was someone who had been
         there all night. Shaking water from his clothing, he quickly covered the distance to the sleeping form.
      

      ‘Hey, wake up.’ Steven nudged the stranger lightly by the shoulder. He was a young man, probably in his mid-twenties, dressed
         in a rumpled suit and ruined tie; he smelled of stale beer and vomit. ‘C’mon, wake up,’ Steven repeated emphatically.
      

      ‘What? Christ, what time is it?’

      ‘It’s 5.15,’ Steven said, though he had no real idea – he had traded his watch for a horse in Rona months ago.

      ‘Are you a cop?’ the young man asked, still half asleep.

      ‘No. Listen, I have one quick question. Where are we?’

      ‘What? Leave me alone. Jesus!’

      ‘Tell me where we are.’ Steven was slightly amused: this young professional would soon wake to a painful hangover.

      ‘Folly Beach, South Carolina. Now shove off, asshole.’ The groggy drunk rolled back onto the sand. As he did, Steven noticed
         a set of keys lying near a pack of cigarettes, a lighter and nine empty beer bottles.
      

      He waited a minute, counting the man’s steady breaths, before he silently stole the keys and the lighter. Running up the gentle
         slope to the parking lot, he hesitated a moment and turned to look once more at the sunrise. The light had brightened the
         waterfront, bringing a sense of hope and renewal. The still form of the sleeping drunk seemed out of place, ink spilled on
         an impressionist landscape.
      

      Steven did not consider the incongruity long. He was home. Now he had twelve hours to get back. ‘Charleston Airport,’ he said
         as he hurried towards the lone car parked beside the beach.
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      The Bank

      
   
      
      
ESTRAD, RONA
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      981 Twinmoons Ago

      
      ‘I am aware they were flying Ronan colours, my dear Detria,’ Markon Grayslip, Prince of Rona, told his irritated cousin calmly.
         ‘I assure you, when they attack my ships, they fly the colours of Praga or Falkan, or some other territory. It’s the ruse
         they employ to get closer to our ships. Your captains really should know better.’ As soon as the words were out of his mouth
         he regretted it.
      

      
      Detria Sommerson’s face reddened with fury. ‘My captains? Your captains should be out there ridding us of this threat. Your father wanted sovereignty of that unholy pile of rocks he called
         an island, and I was happy to give it to him. I know you didn’t ask for it, but now it’s yours and you had better police it.’
         Beads of sweat lined the dusty edge of her enormous wig and drew rivulets of diluted white powder down her forehead. Markon
         did not wish to upset her any more.
      

      
      He tried a different tack. ‘How many soldiers did you lose?’

      
      She calmed slightly and admitted, ‘As luck would have it, we didn’t lose any. My flagship was able to run off those hideous
         ruffians. However, that’s not the point—’ she made an adjustment to one of the many layers of her dress. ‘The point is that
         damage was done to one of my ships, and you did not provide an escort to safely see me and my family across the Ravenian Sea.’
      

      
      ‘Hold on for a moment, please, Aunt Detria—’ She was always called Aunt although she was actually his cousin; now Markon hoped
         that reminding her of their family connection would soften her somewhat. ‘I offered you an escort, which you turned down last
         Twinmoon. How many ships did you bring?’
      

      
      ‘As a matter of fact, I brought three.’

      
      Markon nearly laughed out loud. ‘Three? Great lords, why? Is it not just you, Ravena and Anis? What could you possibly need
         with three ships?’
      

      
      ‘Not that it is any of your concern … Nephew.’ She may be the family matriarch still, but Markon remained impassive. He did
         not take orders from her. ‘I needed three ships for my carriage, my horses, my palace escort, and—’ she paused, reddening
         slightly, then continued, ‘my clothing.’
      

      
      Fighting to hold back a smile, Prince Markon II of Rona asked, ‘And which ship was damaged, my dearest Aunt?’

      
      Detria gave up the fight, bursting out, ‘My rutting clothing ship, damn your insolence! And I want everything replaced – today.’

      
      Seizing the opportunity to be gracious, Markon agreed, ‘Of course Aunt Detria, please let one of my palace aides know what
         was lost and I will have the finest tailors in Estrad here this afternoon to re-outfit your entire retinue. And I will also
         dispatch a force to hunt down these pirates and send word to you when it is accomplished.’ Grinning a little devilishly, he
         added, ‘It is lovely to see you again, Aunt Detria. You know you were my father’s favourite cousin.’
      

      
      ‘Do not try to sweet talk me, Nephew. I’m angry. I’m angry at having to drag myself over here to listen to this reunification proposal
         of yours. I’m angry at the soggy climate in this lowland swamp you call a nation, and I am very sceptical of this representative
         government you propose.’ She tried to stare him down, but Markon would not allow this, not in his own audience chamber. She
         went on, ‘You’re going to have to do a great deal of convincing over the next ten days, Markon, a great deal.’
      

      
      With that parting salvo, Aunt Detria Sommerson, Ruling Princess of all Praga, turned on her heel and stormed out.

      
      Climbing the grand staircase to his royal apartment, Markon found Danae, his wife, waiting for him on the landing.

      
      ‘Well, she sounds upset,’ said Danae, taking his hand.

      
      ‘You have no idea,’ he said. ‘I think one of these days she’s going to drop dead carrying on like that.’ A large stained-glass
         window above the landing illuminated the staircase and lit his wife’s face. She had aged well; he believed her the most beautiful
         woman in Rona. ‘I need her for this to work, though,’ he said contemplatively. ‘I need all of them, and I have only ten days.’
      

      
      Markon’s cousins, the rulers of Praga, Falkan and Malakasia, had all travelled to Rona to hear his reunification proposal.
         The nations were independent of each other, and their political and economic relations had been strained for the past three
         generations. A brutal war between his grandfather, his great-uncle and his great-aunt had ended in an unstable peace agreement
         many Twinmoons earlier, but border raids, pirates and inflated tariffs were pushing the Eldarni nations close to conflict
         once again. Secret alliances had been formed, armies quietly levied and outfitted.
      

      
      Markon was working desperately to stop the downward spiral into armed conflict; his proposal would bring representative government
         to the known lands and, hopefully, restore a true peace to Eldarn. The visionary prince was frustrated that his cousins had
         agreed to be his guests for just ten days; that left a great deal of planning and negotiating to complete in a very short
         time. Still, he was determined.
      

      
      He squeezed his wife’s hand and turned to climb the remaining stairs. ‘We begin tonight,’ he said quietly. ‘Prepared or not,
         we begin tonight.’
      

      
      From his apartment Markon looked out across the palace grounds. Normally a haven for quiet contemplation, today there were
         hundreds of people who had come to witness history, to sell their goods and services, or just to enjoy the fair-like atmosphere
         of the political summit. Although his royal cousins were housed in various wings of Riverend Palace, their escorts camped
         on the grounds between the palace and the Estrad River, together with those who had come to sell, to entertain or just to
         gawp. Markon had offered each a team of squires to act as servants or valets during the summit, but – like Aunt Detria’s naval
         escort – he had been turned down: his cousins mistrusted him. Looking now across the sea of multi-coloured banners, tents
         and pedlars’ carts, he knew he was doing the right thing. Markon imagined the great nation of Eldarn reborn, reconstructed
         into five equal nation-states, where all citizens could enjoy freedom, equity and an opportunity to build a meaningful life.
         He just had to talk his cousins into the idea. The Ronan prince believed they shared enough fundamental values to bring this vision to life. No one person should rule absolutely. Markon was certain that absolute
         power had been the damning variable in his great-grandfather’s life: he was killed because he had wielded unchecked power;
         his scions had been fighting for the shattered vestiges of that power for three generations. It had to stop.
      

      
      ‘Danae,’ he called over his shoulder, ‘would you have someone send for Tenner?’

      
      ‘Of course, dear,’ she said, gesturing to a pageboy down the hallway. She spoke quietly to the boy, who walked quickly off
         to find Tenner, the prince’s personal physician, and closest advisor.
      

      
      Danae came up behind her husband and ran her hands under his arms and across his chest. He was still in good physical shape
         for a man nearly four hundred and twenty-five Twinmoons old, his chest and arms kept strong with continued riding and exercise.
         He had put on some weight above his belt, though, and Danae grabbed him playfully.
      

      
      ‘I’m not the man you once married,’ he told her quietly. ‘What do you suppose happened to him?’

      
      ‘I’d say he was a bit older, much wiser—’ Markon smiled at that, ‘—and about to bring lasting peace to the known world.’ She
         wrapped her arms more tightly around him, burying her face in his back.
      

      
      ‘I hope you’re right, my darling,’ he said, sighing a little.

      
      ‘I hope you’re right, too, my darling,’ a third voice interrupted: Tenner Wynne, the only man in Rona who would dare to enter
         the royal apartments without announcing himself. ‘You’ve been wrong so many times. I guess I can’t blame you, though: your
         losing streak started when you chose the wrong husband.’ Tenner was cousin to Prince Markon, the first-born son of Remond
         II of Falkan. When his father died, Tenner, a medical student at the time, abdicated the Falkan crown to his sister, Anaria:
         he believed he would make a below-average politician but a superior doctor.
      

      
      Now, many Twinmoons later his prophecy was realised as he was responsible for training most of the physicians practising in
         Rona.
      

      
      Tenner’s friendship with Markon had begun when the two were just boys; it had grown stronger over the Twinmoons that he had
         lived and taught in the Ronan capital. He was a brilliant surgeon and diagnostician, but he was also respected as the prince’s primary advisor.
      

      
      ‘Tenner, I’m convinced your parents had you out of wedlock,’ Markon grinned. ‘And have you, in your decrepitude, forgotten
         how to knock?’
      

      
      ‘I would remind his Highness that I am younger than him, and that the door was already open.’ Tenner bowed with false obsequiousness.
         ‘You two really must learn to be more discreet.’
      

      
      ‘Ha! You’re just jealous.’ Markon turned back towards the window. ‘Now, tell me where he is.’

      
      ‘If by ‘‘he’’ you mean your son,’ Tenner said, ‘I believe “he” is hunting in the southern forest. He’ll be back sometime later
         today.’
      

      
      ‘He ought to be here.’ Danae was anxious; she feared yet another argument between her husband and her son. At one hundred
         and seventy-three Twinmoons, the young man had grown independent, and Markon found many of his son’s decisions disagreeable.
      

      
      ‘Oh, he’ll be here,’ Tenner said. ‘He knows how important this is to you. I believe he wants to make something of an entrance
         this afternoon – there are, after all, numerous young and attractive women on hand.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Markon mused. ‘I noticed we haven’t seen the Larion contingent yet. Any word from our friends in Gorsk?’

      
      ‘Nothing, but I can dispatch a rider north along the Merchants’ Highway to find out why they’re late if you want.’ Tenner
         didn’t need to say that he was also worried that no one had yet arrived from the northern nation; they had been expected in
         Rona two days earlier. Detria and the Pragan envoy had been delayed by raiders on the Ravenian Sea; he had no idea what could
         be delaying the Larion Senate, which was comprised entirely of peaceful scholars who travelled with little or no money. Raiding
         parties invariably allowed Larion convoys to pass freely, waiting for more lucrative prey.
      

      
      Markon felt a familiar sense of fatigue: things had not been going according to plan. He was afraid of the news riders might
         bring back, but he agreed with Tenner: they had to investigate. ‘I suppose you’d better. Will we see you later this evening
         for dinner?’
      

      
      ‘Of course – would I miss one of the most important evenings in the past six hundred Twinmoons? Peace in our lifetime, and all that?’ Tenner had more confidence in the prince than Markon
         had in himself. ‘I think it’s probably rare, your Highness, for anyone to be aware that their finest day lies before them.’
         Danae smiled, nodding agreement as Tenner continued, ‘We spend so much time looking forward or reflecting back; today we get
         to focus on today and recognise that this is the most important thing any of us will ever do.’
      

      
      ‘Trust me; I’ve thought of little else.’ Markon clamped a hand on his friend’s shoulder and squeezed it firmly. ‘I’m glad
         you’ll be there with Danae and me. Would you send word when our son returns?’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Tenner said as he turned and left the couple alone in their chambers.

      
      The heir to the Ronan throne tethered his horse to a low-hanging tree branch and carefully untied a longbow from his saddle.
         Danmark Grayslip was tall and powerfully built. He pulled his shoulder-length hair into a ponytail, tied it quickly with a
         thin leather strap and tucked it down beneath his collar, then surveyed the forest, searching for any signs of game: fresh
         tracks, broken branches or disturbed leaves. Danmark guessed there would be rabbits, a gansel or maybe even a wild pig near
         the deep eddy that marked the Estrad River’s final turn as it wound its way to the sea.
      

      
      Stepping carefully towards the edge of a steep slope that ran to the riverbank, he was able to see much of the great bend
         in the river. A small group of wild hogs were gathered at the base of the slope, rooting for truffles in the mud under a misshapen
         maple tree. Danmark thought of fresh pork for the reunification feast as he slithered along the ridge on his stomach. He needed
         to get clear of several small trees to have an open shot down the hill. At this range he thought he could kill two, if they
         didn’t panic and run off right away.
      

      
      Excited that he had found an easy target so early in the day, the young prince imagined his triumphant ride through Estrad
         with a boar or two lashed to his saddle. Hundreds of guests, visitors and merchants, had journeyed to the city to hear his
         father’s vision for peace. He would ride slowly, stately, to give them all the opportunity to witness his return from the
         hunt. Danmark had his choice of Ronan women; they were all vying for his hand, and not just for his inheritance – the olive-skinned,
         dark-eyed young man was considered very handsome. Following his impromptu parade, he would select a companion for the evening
         from the many lovely foreigners visiting Riverend Palace, he thought smugly. Imagining the evening’s entertainment aroused
         him, and the future Prince of Rona had to fight a desire to rush the job.
      

      
      Danmark froze: one of the hogs had stopped digging and turned to look at him. He watched as the small boar began climbing
         the slope. Smiling at his luck, he was already rehearsing the story of how he killed the ferocious animal with just his hunting
         knife. He peered down the hill again; there it was, still staring at him and still climbing. He nocked an arrow and moved
         onto his knees, into firing position, as the pig came slowly but deliberately towards him. Then something strange happened.
         The hog stopped its relentless climb, gave the young prince a vacuous look, then collapsed as if rendered completely senseless:
         a child’s stuffed toy discarded in the woods.
      

      
      Danmark watched it for a moment, shrugged bemusedly, and prepared to fire downhill at one of the larger pigs still digging
         for truffles.
      

      
      The ache began as a distant burning sensation in his left wrist. At first the prince ignored it, preparing to fire his bow,
         but before he could release the first shaft, pain lanced along his forearm. As Danmark dropped his longbow the arrow glanced
         harmlessly off a nearby tree and fell into the river. Tearing off his left glove, the young man discovered an open wound forming
         rapidly on the back of his wrist. It was an ugly sore, dripping with strangely coloured pus and dark blood.
      

      
      ‘What in all the Eastlands—’ He had no time to complete his thought. He was going blind, the forest colours fading from green
         and gold through blurry grey to black. Covering his eyes, Danmark gave a surprised cry and struggled to regain his feet.
      

      
      As he stood, he realised he could see nothing and his hearing was fading as well. ‘What sort of demon virus is this?’ he screamed,
         but he could barely hear his own cries. He wiped his palms over and over his eyes, as if to massage sight back in.
      

      
      Now in total darkness, Danmark tried to make his way back to his horse, hoping that the beast might find its own way back to the stables at Riverend Palace, or at least into the village. His head swam, his equilibrium disturbed by the rapid
         hearing loss. Crying out once again as he lost his footing, he fell backwards down the slope, hitting rocks and trees as he
         rolled. Danmark was overcome by fear; he tried screaming for help, but could not tell if he made any sound.
      

      
      His heart raced: he was dying. He could feel it; the burning, the blindness and the deafness had come on too quickly for this
         to be anything other than death.
      

      
      Suddenly everything stopped. As Danmark stared into the endless midnight, brightly coloured shapes and forms drifted through
         his mind, playfully moving about inside his head. For a moment his loss of sight and sound was forgotten; he was distracted
         by the hauntingly beautiful rainbow of colours. He found he could make them sing or play music; he could hear it resonating
         behind his eyes. Giggling, he reached out to touch them with his good hand, and discovered that when he commanded, they obeyed.
         The Ronan prince joyfully organised shapes and shades into a series of moving pictures, a magical parade through his blindness.
         They called to him, and he answered, in a language he never knew he could understand, but which he could now speak fluently.
      

      
      On the slope above, Danmark’s horse stood idly by as the prince waved one hand back and forth through the air above his head.
         With one leg resting lazily in the gently flowing waters of the Estrad River, the young man grunted, cried out and laughed
         in a succession of unintelligible noises, but he made no move to rise from where he had fallen.
      

      
      ‘Marek, take a long look at Anis will you?’ Helmat Barstag elbowed his cousin in the ribs. ‘Lords, but she is put together
         nicely.’ The future prince of Falkan stared unabashedly at Anis Ferlasa’s breasts, displayed prominently thanks to the laced
         and embroidered bodice she had chosen for the evening’s state dinner. He reached for his wine goblet.
      

      
      ‘She’s your cousin,’ Marek Whitward commented dryly. ‘It’s indecent.’

      
      ‘Distant cousin, my friend, and tell me you wouldn’t love a chance at her if you could get one.’ Helmat eyed Marek suspiciously. ‘You do get involved with women from time to time, don’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I do, Helmat. It’s just that I try to limit my relationships with women who aren’t relatives … however distant.’
         The young prince of Malakasia lowered his voice when he saw his father scowling at him from across the table. He added, in
         a whisper, ‘I do admit she is beautiful.’
      

      
      ‘Beautiful? She’s more than beautiful.’ Helmat’s voice rose. ‘She makes me want to forget myself and take her right here on
         the table.’
      

      
      ‘I’m certain your mother would appreciate that,’ Marek remarked sarcastically, looking pointedly at Princess Anaria, seated
         at the head of their table. He liked his cousin; he felt disconcerted and somewhat guilty at how pleased he was Helmat would
         one day rule Falkan now that Harkan, Helmat’s older brother, had been lost at sea seven Twinmoons earlier. Harkan had been
         distant, serious, and brooding, the very antithesis of the witty and fun-loving Helmat. Marek had dreaded the Twinmoons he
         and Harkan would have worked together as Eldarni heads of state.
      

      
      Now that Helmat was the prince-in-waiting to Falkan, Marek looked forward to their collaborations: he would have an ally in
         the Eastlands when he took his family’s ancestral throne in Malakasia.
      

      
      But Harkan’s tragic accident, in a storm off the Falkan coast, had broken Princess Anaria’s heart. Now she wore only black,
         in public mourning for her elder son. In the wake of his brother’s death, Helmat was not sure he would be ready to take control
         when his mother died: his life and education so far had been preparing him to play a secondary role in governing Falkan. Marek
         was pleased to see his cousin finally warming to the notion that he would eventually oversee the most powerful economy in
         Eldarn.
      

      
      The beautiful Anis Ferlasa, the object of Helmat’s desire, was seated with Ravena, her mother, and her grandmother, Detria
         Sommerson, Princess of Praga. Calculating the difference in their ages, Marek guessed Anis was now about one hundred and fifty
         Twinmoons. The Malakasian prince flushed as he recalled the girl he had known and teased mercilessly as a child: tall, gangly,
         with pale skin, pin-straight hair and high cheekbones. Stealing a glance at her over Helmat’s shoulder, Marek marvelled at how lovely she had grown in the seventy Twinmoons since he had last
         seen her. He felt his temperature rise, and dabbed at his brow with a brocaded napkin before loosening his collar.
      

      
      Helmat, not as subtle as his Malakasian cousin, had turned in his chair to gain an unobstructed view of Anis across the grand
         dining hall.
      

      
      Noticing their stares, Anis smiled devilishly at the two princes and mouthed the words meet me later.
      

      
      ‘Did you see that?’ Helmat blurted, too loudly. He immediately sat up, ramrod-straight, as Princess Anaria cast him a cold
         look, her slate-grey eyes staring him down knowingly from the far end of the banquet table. Whispering excitedly, Helmat nudged
         his cousin. ‘Did you see that, Marek? I tell you, my friend, we are set for tonight.’ Nearly bursting with anticipation, Helmat
         quickly downed a third goblet of wine to brace himself for the long dinner ahead.
      

      
      Riverend’s grand dining hall was festooned with fine linen, colourful silk banners and hundreds of freshly cut flowers. A
         bellamir quintet provided music from an alcove, and dozens of torches brightened the scene with dancing firelight. Warm night
         air mixed with the faint aroma of woodsmoke to give the chamber a feeling of home, despite the fact that nearly two hundred
         people filled the long tables: the royal families and honoured kinsmen and courtiers.
      

      
      Servants hustled to deliver wine and ale around the room; the diners were still awaiting the opening course as Prince Markon
         II and Princess Danae had not yet joined their guests for the evening’s ceremony. Many of the revellers were beginning to
         get restless in the stifling heat: the fashionable layers of ornately stitched clothing were causing great discomfort. Several
         of the elder cousins began grumbling their discontent.
      

      
      Marek took a long draught from his tankard. ‘I’ve heard a rumour that young Danmark hasn’t returned from a hunting trip. His
         father’s furious.’
      

      
      Helmat tore his gaze away from Anis’s ample bodice and looked around: the Larion representatives had not arrived either. ‘Things
         don’t seem to be going very smoothly for Markon,’ he whispered. ‘Danmark’s missing and no one from Gorsk has bothered to show
         up.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not surprised about the Larion brothers,’ Helmat answered. ‘They can only lose in this proposal. They’ve been entirely
         autonomous for thousands of Twinmoons. Now Markon plans to include them in a decision-making body made up of members from
         across the known world. Their convenient self-appeasement programme is about to get shattered.’
      

      
      ‘I thought they were peaceful,’ Marek said, surprised.

      
      ‘They are. There’s no question about that.’ Helmat reached for a loaf of bread, but another withering glare from Anaria made
         him think twice. ‘But their tendency to be self-righteous will only hurt them when they have to deal with all of us. They
         won’t be able to just sit back, secure in their belief that they know everything, and make decisions for themselves alone
         any more. They’re being thrown into a much larger pot.’
      

      
      ‘Why wouldn’t they show up for this, though?’ the young Malakasian asked.

      
      ‘That gets me, too,’ his cousin answered. ‘They aren’t powerful enough to ignore Markon if we all decide to adopt his plan.
         They have no army, no weapons—’
      

      
      ‘They have magic, though,’ Marek interrupted.

      
      ‘They do, but you’re right, they’re peace-loving. They’d be overrun before they finished arguing about whether or not to use
         it.’ Helmat sighed, looking hungrily towards the palace kitchens. ‘I’ll be rutting drunk if they don’t hurry this dinner along,
         and poor Cousin Anis will find only a shell of my former self at her disposal later this evening.’ Helmat nudged his cousin
         playfully. ‘You know, if we—’
      

      
      Helmat was interrupted as the music modulated from a stately dance in a minor key to a sweeping fanfare. Prince Markon II
         and Princess Danae of Rona entered the grand dining hall to join their guests. Markon looked calm but determined; his wife
         was a vision of elegance, striking in a flowing ivory gown brocaded in silver. Before taking his seat, Markon waved the crowd
         silent. He asked their forgiveness for his tardy arrival, and encouraged them all to enjoy dinner.
      

      
      Helmat and Marek ate and drank with abandon: fresh venison, pork tenderloin, roasted gansel and enormous beefsteaks streamed
         in unending supply from the palace kitchens. Finally, when Marek was convinced he could eat nothing more, the tables were
         cleared and trays of elaborate decorated pastries were presented. Marek’s parents, Prince Draven and Princess Mernam, tucked into the delicacies, but he could not manage another
         morsel.
      

      
      ‘Lords, but I am stuffed to bursting,’ Marek commented to no one in particular.

      
      ‘Try one of the pink ones, dear.’ His mother wiped puffy cream from the corner of her mouth. ‘They’re quite light.’

      
      ‘Maybe later,’ he answered, loosening the belt around his tunic.

      
      ‘I’m having a brief meeting with Prince Markon in his audience chamber,’ his father said from across the table. ‘I’d like
         you to join us.’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Marek said, trying to hide his disappointment at missing his evening rendezvous with Anis.

      
      Helmat looked askance. ‘You can’t seriously tell me you’re going to miss Anis for a meeting with Markon about politics,’ he said through a mouthful of cream-filled pastry.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Helmat, duty calls – but I’ll expect full disclosure in the morning.’

      
      ‘Outstanding,’ his cousin replied, all of a sudden re-energised. ‘I’ll meet you for breakfast.’

      
      The thought of yet more food made Marek wince. He was about to comment on the impending tryst when Markon rose to address
         his guests.
      

      
      ‘Good evening one and all,’ he started. ‘I am so very pleased you were able to join us here at Riverend, to discuss a proposal
         of monumental importance to all our people of Eldarn.’ He paused, looking around the room, then continued, ‘It is wonderful
         to have you all as our guests: I trust the accommodations and food are to your satisfaction.’ At that, a smattering of applause
         ran through the room, like so many children in hard-soled shoes. ‘Danae and I are excited to have our family, the descendants
         of King Remond Grayslip, here on hand to witness this summit, this recognition of critical common values that will guide us
         into a new era of peace.’
      

      
      Markon paused again for effect.

      
      Looking across the Pragan table at her daughter Ravena, Princess Detria frowned. She doubted her Ronan cousin was blessed
         with the leadership necessary to see his vision realised. Ravena shrugged and turned her gaze back to Markon.
      

      
      ‘I have been—’ Markon stopped his speech and looked down at the floor in consternation, as if trying to recall a line from
         a poem memorised too long ago. ‘I have been—’ Again the prince paused and, flushed from the heat in the dining hall, absentmindedly
         wiped his brow. ‘I have been able to work with—’
      

      
      Tenner stood and approached the prince nervously. Princess Danae took her husband’s hand in a show of support. Reaching Markon’s
         side, Tenner handed his friend a goblet of wine. Markon reached for it, managed a partial smile and raised his head to continue.
         His face was pale and damp with beads of sweat. He blinked several times in rapid succession as if to clear his vision, and
         took a long sip from Tenner’s wine goblet before clearing his throat.
      

      
      Marek wasn’t sure if he heard Princess Danae scream first, or if he saw Prince Markon collapse to the stone floor. The room
         erupted with the concerned cries of family and friends. Scores of people rose to aid the fallen prince and Marek’s view was
         blocked until he jostled into position near the head table. He watched as Markon, looking horribly lifeless, was carried from
         the grand dining hall to his royal apartment, attended by his wife and physician.
      

      
      Marek’s father stood up purposefully. ‘Come,’ Prince Draven commanded his son, ‘let’s see if we can help.’ He was already
         moving towards the exit; Marek looked over at Helmat before rising to follow.
      

      
      Later that evening, Helmat lay beneath Anis. Her exquisite body glistened with perspiration as she breathed heavily down into
         his face. Her warm breath smelled of stale wine, but Helmat found it the perfect aphrodisiac.
      

      
      ‘Lords, my dear cousin, but we must do that again, immediately,’ he told her, already beginning to feel his body respond to
         his desire. They had taken each other furiously, without care or compassion, both fighting a selfish battle for physical pleasure.
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, my dear cousin …’ She leaned into him, her breasts brushing against the sides of his face. ‘But first I need a drink.’

      
      Helmat watched as Anis rose and walked to the armoire against the far wall of his suite. She poured two goblets of dark red
         wine, drank one nearly dry, refilled it and drank again.
      

      
      Helmat smiled. ‘That’s my girl. You know that’s from my family vineyard.’
      

      
      ‘It’s good,’ she answered, ‘much better than the horse-piss we ferment in Praga.’

      
      Helmat stared at her in the flickering candlelight, excited at the thought of taking her all over again. ‘You have perhaps
         the most perfectly formed backside of any woman walking the known lands,’ he said softly. ‘Do you know that? It’s perfect.
         And trust me, I know; I’ve examined plenty of backsides in my time.’
      

      
      Anis said nothing, but turned and slowly approached Helmat’s bed. In one hand she carried the wine bottle. ‘Oh, that’s better,’
         Helmat said, laughing, ‘bring the whole bottle. It cuts down on all those unnecessary trips back and forth. We don’t want
         the sheets getting cold, do we?’
      

      
      Anis didn’t return his smile. It was only then that Helmat noticed the small wound forming on her hand.

      
      ‘Rutting whores! What is that?’ he asked, sitting up and reaching for the bedside candle. ‘Come here and let me see – it looks like it might be infected.’
         Suddenly concerned, he sobered somewhat and repeated, ‘Come here. Let me look at that for you.’
      

      
      Moving with unexpected speed, Anis shattered the bottle against the headboard and drove a broken shard of thick Ronan glass
         deep into Helmat’s neck. Blood spurted from the wound as her cousin choked out a guttural plea for mercy. His eyes bulging
         in terror, Helmat reached for her. In his last moments he ran his fingers over those perfect breasts he had been lusting after
         all evening. Wine mixed with blood: a sanguine vintage that soaked the bedding as Anis Ferlasa of Praga, naked and spattered
         in red, stared for a moment at the twitching corpse of her fallen cousin and lover before collapsing to the floor herself.
      

   
      
      EMPIRE GULCH, COLORADO

      [image: image]

      
      September 1870

      
      Henry Milken, the mine foreman, carried four broken shovels as lightly as an armload of firewood and tossed them into the
         wagon. A cramped muscle in his back ached momentarily, and his right knee reminded him it was still before dawn on the western
         slope of Horseshoe Mountain. Milken could see the sun’s earliest rays cresting the rocky ridge above Weston Pass and illuminating
         the mountain’s peak with a golden edge. The darkness spilling westward below made the valley look like an artist’s unfinished
         painting. It was his favourite time of day, and he rarely missed an opportunity to watch as the dawn’s distant glow heralded
         the new morning in Empire Gulch.
      

      
      Milken looked at the flue vents that jutted like silent sentries above the whitewashed plank workroom adjacent to the men’s
         barracks. They had been active in the past several weeks, exhaling great clouds of acrid black smoke. Nothing billowed from
         them this morning, but Milken could still detect the faint, dank aroma of burning quicksilver. He breathed in the fresh, cold
         air.
      

      
      Henry Milken missed sluice-mining. It might not yield all the precious metals and stones he and his men were able to glean
         from a rich vein deep in the mountain, but the work was cleaner. Water danced through the sluice boxes, dropping irregular
         bits of gold or silver into small mercury reservoirs: at least there a miner could walk about upright, enjoy a smoke from
         time to time and feel the sun on his shoulders. He grinned as he remembered working in the valley; he’d been young then. Streams
         crisscrossed the valley floor like an intricate Roman highway system; Milken had once built himself a sluice box nearly three hundred yards long.
      

      
      These days Milken was certainly richer, but sometimes he felt as though he went from the stifling closeness of the lode shaft
         to the foul stench of the refinery stoves without drawing one clean breath.
      

      
      But now it was Sunday morning. Milken, Lester McGovern and William Higgins had stayed behind when the other mine workers rode
         into Oro City for their Saturday night off. Whiskey and whores were Saturday night staples, but Milken knew he would see his
         entire crew this morning at Pastor Merrill’s church service. Horace Tabor, who owned the Silver Shadow Mine, expected every
         one of his employees to be in church on Sunday mornings. Milken grinned to himself at the thought of his men grumbling as
         they dragged themselves from warm beds and the warm arms of the whores to make it to Mr Tabor’s barn by 7.30 – there was no
         church building in Oro City yet, the barn served Pastor Merrill well for the time being. He arrived a few minutes early each
         week to construct a quick altar out of two hay bales and a length of old lumber. It did not look like much, but the pastor
         didn’t appear to mind.
      

      
      The Silver Shadow Mine shut down after supper on Saturday as usual, and within fifteen minutes the men had washed, loaded
         up in one of the wagons and disappeared down the gulch. Milken, McGovern and Higgins remained behind, ostensibly to pack up
         and transport certain pieces of equipment that needed repair. In reality, the three men were to act as escort for a large
         deposit of silver going to Horace Tabor’s bank in Oro City. Milken calculated the day’s deposits would exceed $17,000, a sum
         unmatched for a week’s work in the mining industry to date. Tabor owned a mine that regularly produced $50,000 a month, but
         this would establish an all-time record for a week’s haul.
      

      
      Milken had sent word to Harvey Smithson, the bank president, that he would be bringing the silver for assay and deposit at
         seven o’clock this morning. Tabor owned or managed a number of mines in the Arkansas River Valley and on the eastern slope
         of the Mosquito Mountain Range; he was well aware that such a large deposit always ran the risk of ambush – bandits, raiders,
         or even a gang of desperate miners. Milken trusted most of his men, but such a cache of silver coming down the gulch unguarded might motivate even his truest employees to turn.
      

      
      So none of the men ever knew when Milken was making a deposit at the bank. Sometimes he would leave in the middle of the night,
         or during lunch break – he never went at the same time or on the same day of the week.
      

      
      Most of the miners had a small stash of gold or silver hidden away to supplement their salary. Milken overlooked these minor
         transgressions; by turning a blind eye when they squirrelled a little away now and then, he had never been forced to address
         a major theft in his five years as foreman of Silver Shadow. He knocked on the wagon superstitiously.
      

      
      Eight bags of silver were placed carefully under the driver’s seat. Milken would drive, with Lester McGovern in the back,
         his rifle loaded and ready. William Higgins was to ride alongside the wagon on one of Tabor’s horses. McGovern and Higgins
         earned extra each month to accompany the deposit runs. Higgins was deadly with a handgun – few men actually owned one, and
         even fewer could use firearms accurately. Lester McGovern was along for protection: at nearly seven feet tall, he was the
         largest – and strongest – man Milken had ever met. He weighed over three hundred and fifty pounds, very little of which was
         excess fat. The barrel-chested giant had been hardened by his years of mining – Lester McGovern was the region’s best mucker,
         hauling dirt and rocks from the veins so the men could get to the precious metals below. Of all the tasks, mucking was the
         worst by a furlong; it was a hard, dirty job, but McGovern handled it with ease.
      

      
      Milken was never worried that McGovern would shoot anyone with the rifle he carried; he feared for the man McGovern struck
         with the rifle in close combat, for that man would surely be killed instantly.
      

      
      Sunlight spilled further over the upper ridge of Horseshoe Mountain as the last of the boxes were tied down. The distant peaks
         across the valley were illuminated in dim pink and muted orange though the valley floor remained dark still. Then Milken saw
         the rider, a lone horseman approaching up the trail. Squinting in an attempt to improve his vision, Milken thought he could
         see dark blue trousers. Shit. Another soldier wandering west to seek his fortune in the mines: another beginner who didn’t
         stand a chance working at this altitude or under these conditions, another loner who’d probably lost his family or his mind fighting Americans for America. Winter was fast approaching;
         he didn’t need this. Milken silently cursed the hiring executives at the home office in town. If he had a dollar for every
         grey-leg and blue-leg beginner they had sent him to train since the end of that cursed war, he wouldn’t still be working for
         Tabor.
      

      
      ‘Lester, Billy, get out here.’ Milken spat his last mouthful of coffee into the dirt beneath the wagon. ‘We got a new digger
         comin’ up the trail. It looks like we’ll have comp’ny on our way down.’ Higgins emerged from the entrance to the Silver Shadow
         barracks carrying a pack and a three-quarter-bit axe with a crack in the handle. He loaded both into the wagon.
      

      
      ‘Four banjos broken this week?’ Higgins asked, examining the shovels Milken had stored in the wagon bed.

      
      ‘Yup, the damned things can’t keep up with McGovern,’ Milken replied, laughing.

      
      Looking down the side of Horseshoe Mountain, Higgins motioned towards the lone horseman. ‘How do you know he’s a greenie?’

      
      ‘It’s a quarter to six on a Sunday morning and he’s ridin’ up the gulch. He’s gotta be a greenie. No digger we know would be doin’ that.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you pick up most of ’em down in town?’ Higgins asked.

      
      ‘Most of the time I find them stinkin’ drunk at the saloon. Half of them don’t have a pot to piss in, and they know the weeks
         up here are long, so they blow whatever’s left of the scrip they got on ’em before makin’ the trip up this hill.’ Henry Milken
         had not taken his eyes off the horseman climbing the trail into the miners’ camp.
      

      
      ‘Look at that; he’s got his own horse,’ Higgins observed.

      
      ‘Yup, and blue pants, another Union boy.’

      
      ‘He must be from one of them rich Boston families to be all the way out here on his own horse.’ Few of the miners owned horses;
         many couldn’t ride and those who could more often used the horses stabled in Oro City for use in and around Tabor’s mining
         operations. William Higgins rode well, but he had not owned a horse since he began mining ten years earlier. When he borrowed
         a mount, Higgins wore his spurs, spurs he stole when he was honourably discharged from the US Cavalry. He was proud of his
         part in the bloody campaigns aiming to make the territory safe for pioneers and homesteaders. Wearing his spurs, even for
         the few hours it took to ride down the gulch and back, helped him remember his glory days.
      

      
      ‘He probably come out on the train and bought it in Denver, Idaho Springs, or someplace,’ Milken said, almost to himself,
         and then to Higgins added, ‘Well, get McGovern. We gotta move on down there quick this morning. Church in less than two hours,
         and we still gotta see Mr Smithson.’
      

      
      Higgins re-entered the mine barracks, calling out, ‘Lester, c’mon now, git that giant self of yours out here. We gotta get
         movin’ right quick.’
      

      
      McGovern’s deep bass sounded like an out-of-tune cello: ‘I’m comin’.’

      
      The rider came slowly towards the barracks. He looked directly at Henry Milken, but said nothing as the foreman approached,
         his hand extended.
      

      
      ‘Good mornin’. I’m sorry to say you made the trip all the way up here for nothin’. We gotta be in town in two hours. Did they
         not tell you that Mr Tabor wants us all in church every Sunday?’
      

      
      The horseman offered no reply, nor did he shake Milken’s hand.

      
      Milken tried again. ‘I’m Henry Milken. I’m the foreman here at the Silver Shadow. There’s a bit of coffee left; it tastes
         like old socks, but you’re welcome to a swig before we head out.’ He paused a moment and then, growing irritated, asked, ‘What’s
         your name, son?’
      

      
      Still without a word, the stranger grabbed Milken’s outstretched arm and pulled it forward roughly; with his free hand, the
         horseman delivered a blow that split the foreman’s skull and killed him instantly. His body hung limp in the stranger’s grasp,
         twitching, until the horseman threw it carelessly to one side. It lay still in the heavy mountain mud.
      

      
      Three shots rang out in rapid succession and bullet wounds opened in the horseman’s neck and chest. Without flinching, the
         stranger dismounted and strode slowly to the wagon, where he removed the axe Higgins had stowed moments before. Higgins fired
         again, this time hitting the stranger in the face and temple. The bullets tore through the horseman’s skull, blowing a large
         piece of his cheekbone and a section of the back of his head away. Oddly, the injuries bled very little.
      

      
      The stranger came on, unhindered; stunned, Higgins dropped his pistol, knelt down in the mud near the wagon and waited for
         the horseman to strike him dead with the axe. He felt himself lose control of his bowels and found it odd that he didn’t care.
         He tried desperately to remember the things that had been most important to him – his mother, his wife, the daughter back
         in St Louis – but he could not organise his thoughts coherently.
      

      
      Higgins knew he had only a few seconds to live. He made a final plea to God, and waited for the end – but the expected blow
         didn’t come. When Higgins risked a glance up, he saw Lester McGovern’s massive arms wrapped around the stranger from behind.
         McGovern held the man in the air and squeezed the breath from his lungs. The axe, forgotten, lay at their feet.
      

      
      ‘Kill him, McGovern! Crush the bastard,’ Higgins yelled, feeling hope for a moment, but the huge man’s strength did not seem
         to be affecting the silent stranger. The horseman gripped McGovern’s right forearm and began to squeeze. The burly miner screamed
         and Higgins heard both bones in McGovern’s forearm snap.
      

      
      Desperate to live, McGovern held on with one arm, but the horseman was not slowed. Having freed himself from the giant’s powerful
         grip, the stranger methodically placed his hands on either side of McGovern’s head, anchored a foot against the big man’s
         chest and began pulling. Higgins watched in horror, unable to move, as McGovern struggled to scream. One arm hung limp, but
         he clawed at the horseman’s face with the other, pushing one of his huge fingers into the bullet wound in the killer’s temple.
         It had no palpable effect: the stranger was unstoppable.
      

      
      William Higgins watched the tear begin on the left side of Lester McGovern’s neck. The big man’s breathing came in short,
         sickening bursts; he couldn’t say a word. The horseman continued to pull and in a fluid motion ripped McGovern’s head from
         his shoulders and tossed it into the back of the wagon. McGovern’s enormous body fell forward in a shower of blood and lay
         still.
      

      
      The man reached down to retrieve the axe and walked slowly to where William Higgins still knelt in fear. Blood dripped from
         the killer’s hands. Higgins vomited, cried and begged for his life. Again, the expected blow never came.
      

      
      ‘You’ve ruined this,’ the horseman said as he probed the bullet wounds in his chest and face with a crimson finger. Higgins
         coughed twice, tried to catch his breath, and remembered the final bullet in his pistol. With his last measure of reason,
         Higgins reached for the gun and raised it to his own temple, but he was not quick enough, or strong enough in his resolve.
         That moment’s hesitation as he tried one last time to picture his daughter’s face cost him a painless escape. The horseman
         grabbed Higgins’s wrist and forced his shot wide of the mark. His gun was empty, but William Higgins was still alive.
      

      
      He felt a burning sensation; a perfectly round wound opened on the back of his hand. Then Higgins screamed.

      
      Gabriel O’Reilly opened the front door of the Bank of Idaho Springs just before 7.00 a.m. He lit the oil lamps and stoked
         the boxy cast-iron stove in the corner, smiling to himself when he saw a few hot coals left over from the evening before.
         He enjoyed mornings when he did not have to re-light the stove: it gave him a few extra minutes to brew coffee. It also meant
         the bank had not grown too cold overnight. In early October, days in the canyon remained warm, but the temperature often fell
         below freezing at night.
      

      
      This morning his thigh ached: snow would be coming over the pass in the next day or two. His thigh was the best weather forecaster
         he knew, better than any almanac. O’Reilly had taken a Confederate rifle slug in the thigh at Bull Run; the Rebs called it
         Manassas. It had been a clean shot, and he’d got to a field hospital in Centerville before it got infected. Many of his fellow
         soldiers had not been so lucky. He knew he would never have made it to the western frontier if he’d lost his leg; now all
         he suffered were a slight limp and a mild ache with changes in temperature. He’d been luckier than most.
      

      
      Bull Run had been early in the war, 1861, and at the age of twenty-two his tenure as a soldier was over. He could have gone
         back to the fighting, but a chance meeting with Lawrence Chapman during his convalescence had changed his future. Chapman,
         a wealthy businessman from Virginia, told him about a gold strike in Colorado; when O’Reilly had asked if he planned to open a mining company, Chapman had laughed and told him, ‘No, son, a bank. I don’t own any clothes suitable for mining.’
      

      
      O’Reilly had worked in his hometown mercantile before enlisting in the army. Chapman offered him a job on the spot if he were
         willing to pack up and move west right away.
      

      
      ‘Time is wasting, my boy,’ Chapman told him. ‘All that gold is just lying around waiting for someone to provide a safe place
         to deposit or perhaps even invest a nugget or two.’
      

      
      ‘I appreciate the offer, Mr Chapman,’ O’Reilly said, ‘but I’ve another stretch to do for the army.’

      
      ‘You just rest here young man, and I’ll take care of that,’ Chapman said.

      
      Two days later, Gabriel O’Reilly had an honourable discharge from the Army of Northeastern Virginia.

      
      Before the war, O’Reilly had thought men who avoided conflict were cowards. After half a day at Bull Run he had seen enough
         killing to last a lifetime, and he had taken a bullet himself. That had been enough to convince him that getting out as soon
         as possible was not the bravest, but perhaps the wisest decision he could make. Six months later found him in Idaho Springs,
         Colorado, building a company and maintaining expense ledgers for Mr Chapman. Although there had been rumblings of both Union
         and Confederate support here in the mountains, and many men had travelled back east to enlist, for O’Reilly, the war was a
         distant memory.
      

      
      That was nine years ago; now the Virginian owned a saloon, a local hotel, a mercantile exchange carrying goods shipped in
         each week from Denver, and the Bank of Idaho Springs. Two weeks earlier, he had named O’Reilly bank manager and handed over
         daily operations to him.
      

      
      Chapman himself now spent much of his time in Denver, where a number of wealthy mining widows helped to keep the bachelor’s
         social schedule full. He had shaken O’Reilly’s hand, congratulated him on his years of hard work, and presented him with a
         gold belt buckle with BIS embossed in raised letters.
      

      
      This morning O’Reilly absentmindedly polished the buckle as he waited for his coffee to brew. The drawer was unlocked and
         the scales tared; after he poured himself a cup of coffee he would unlock the safe.
      

      
      Yesterday’s newspaper rested on the counter above his cash drawer; he looked over the pages as he sipped from the steaming mug and awaited the day’s first customer. An ongoing investigation
         in Oro City had yielded no further evidence in the grisly murder of three men near the Silver Shadow Mine. Henry Milken, Lester
         McGovern and an unknown man had been found dead two weeks earlier. Though it was not uncommon for quarrels over claims to
         end in a miner’s death, the mysterious and horrible nature of these deaths made it plain that this had not been a run-of-the-mill
         argument. Milken’s skull had been crushed, but no obvious weapon was found at the scene. The unknown man had been shot five
         times, but his body must have been transported to the murder site because there was so little blood on his clothing or the
         ground where he lay. The grisliest death was that of Lester McGovern, whose head had been forcibly torn from his body – and
         was missing.
      

      
      There was another death report, this time the discovery of a young girl’s body less than a mile south of the mine on Weston
         Pass Road. Her age was estimated at eight or nine years, and her clothing – a light cotton dress – suggested she had come
         from a warmer climate. She had not been wearing shoes, and apart from an open wound on her wrist, her body showed no signs
         of foul play.
      

      
      News of the deaths had quickly travelled throughout the Front Range mining towns; the newspaper reported that miners across
         the state had seen large, man-like monsters capable of ripping body parts asunder and drinking victims’ blood directly from
         their veins. An artist’s rendering of one such creature appeared on page five: a hairy version of a large man with strangely
         human features, especially around the eyes, which conveyed a sense of homicidal madness.
      

      
      O’Reilly laughed at the absurdity: superstitious people would latch on to anything outlandish when confronted with a situation
         they were unable to explain. The real explanation was most likely simple: a robbery, even though Horace Tabor’s ownership
         of those mines was unquestioned and only the most ignorant of claim jumpers would attempt a takeover in that valley. Miners
         working the Silver Shadow told investigators they had hauled a large quantity of silver that week, but none was found at the
         site.
      

      
      O’Reilly’s reading was interrupted by the sound of the door opening; a cool breeze elbowed its way through the lobby. Snow was certainly coming. He peered through the thin vertical bars
         of the teller window: a man, probably a miner, carrying two bulky, grey canvas bags in each hand.
      

      
      The bank manager hadn’t heard of any large strikes in Empire or Georgetown in the past weeks; such news here in the Springs
         always reached him within a day. He watched with anticipation as the man hefted his bags onto the thickly varnished pine counter.
         ‘There’s more,’ he said quietly, and turned back towards the street, returning a moment later with four more bags. These he
         placed carefully on the floor.
      

      
      ‘Looks like y’all had a big strike,’ O’Reilly mused aloud. ‘I hadn’t heard anything around town. Which shaft did you bring
         this out of?’ The miner remained silent, but O’Reilly was not really surprised. There were hundreds of mines between Idaho
         Springs and Georgetown alone, and most of the men refused to discuss the location of their strikes for fear claim jumpers
         or bandits would track them back to their camps. O’Reilly didn’t press the issue.
      

      
      ‘Well, anyway,’ he said, looking over at the door, ‘where’s the rest of your team?’

      
      ‘I’m alone.’

      
      ‘Alone? They sent you down here alone? Which company do you work for? Do they have an account here? I mean, I can weigh this,
         but until it’s refined I can’t even give you credit unless you’re willing to come way down off the New York price per ounce.
         Your company’s probably got credit, though. What’s the name on the account?’
      

      
      ‘I’m alone. There is no account. I wish to open one today.’ The miner indicated the bags and said, ‘This is already refined.’

      
      O’Reilly was silent for a moment, then he laughed. ‘Millie put you up to this? Or was it Jake? I know I had a few too many
         in there Thursday, but this is just too much.’ The bank manager made his way through the door adjoining the lobby and quickly
         crossed the floor to where the miner stood silently, surrounded by his eight large bags. They looked filled near to bursting.
      

      
      He reached for one, then thought twice. ‘Do you mind?’

      
      ‘Go ahead,’ the miner replied, removing a glove from his right hand. His left remained sheathed in worn leather.

      
      O’Reilly untied the cord holding one of the bags closed and felt his heart race. ‘Sheezus.’ It was silver, an enormous cache of silver. The refined ore still looked dirty, and he could
         smell the vestiges of burned quicksilver, but he knew that there must be twenty thousand dollars’-worth of the ore right here
         in his lobby.
      

      
      His speech took on a more businesslike tone. ‘You’re alone, and you rode into town with eight bags of refined silver? You
         wear a holster but no handgun, and no one is with you to make certain you don’t run off with their hard-earned strike? And
         you tell me again you don’t work for a mining company? You just want to start up an account.’
      

      
      The man stared at O’Reilly impassively.

      
      ‘Are you planning to just stand here while I spend the rest of the day and evening assaying this load?’

      
      The man repeated, ‘I’m alone, and I’d like to start an account.’

      
      ‘Well—’ O’Reilly looked again at the bags and nodded. ‘Okay. It’ll take me a goodly while to get this together, and there
         are a few forms I need you to fill out. If you can’t write, I can talk you through them, and you can make your mark. But either
         way, we’ll get this done. And I swear I’ll be straight with you, if you want to deposit this rather than just have an assay,
         I’ll give you a good price against the New York standard. New York was in the paper a couple weeks ago at 132 cents per ounce.
         With this much silver, I can give you—’ O’Reilly furiously calculated how much the bank could make selling this at or near
         the New York price. ‘I can give you 122 cents an ounce. Now that’s right fair. You can head on over to Millie’s or wherever
         and ask any of the silver men here in town, and they’ll tell you that’s fair. It’s a bit more than I’m used to moving through
         here—’ which was a lie. It was the largest cache of precious metal O’Reilly had ever seen in one place. ‘But I’ll get you
         a good price, and you’re going to be a very rich man.’
      

      
      ‘I need a safe deposit box as well,’ the miner added quietly. He had not moved since placing the last four bags on the lobby
         floor. He stared, grim-faced, across the counter, waiting for O’Reilly to tell him what to do.
      

      
      ‘Well, we got those, too, but they’re a bit extra, two dollars a month.’

      
      ‘Take it out of the account.’

      
      ‘Yessir, we can do that. It’s just another form that allows me to take that money out on the first of each month. You don’t
         ever have to think about it, and I’m sure it’ll be the end of my lifetime before a two-dollar charge would drain this deposit to
         any noticeable degree.’ He went to pick up the first four bags, but they were much too heavy.
      

      
      ‘Christ! Oh, excuse me, but my, these are heavy,’ he gasped as he half-lifted, half-dragged the bags one by one through the
         door to the rear of the building. He suggested, ‘Why don’t you run out and get something to eat, and when you get back I’ll
         have the forms together, and I can give you an idea how much you have here. I can’t believe you carried these in alone. You
         must be a strong one. Me, I’ve never been in a mine. I don’t own any clothes suitable for mining.’ He chuckled, remembering
         how Chapman had hooked him with that same phrase.
      

      
      ‘I’ll complete the papers now, and I need a safe deposit box.’

      
      O’Reilly was getting aggravated with his decidedly odd customer: the man carried hundreds of pounds of silver into the bank
         as if it weighed nothing, but didn’t offer to help carry it to the scales in the back. He was doing his best to be accommodating,
         but the miner shrugged off all his attempts to be helpful or friendly.
      

      
      Then the bank manager thought again of the huge quantity of ore and swallowed his ill-humour. ‘All right, I’ll get the papers
         for you, and begging your pardon, but can you write, or should we go through them together?’
      

      
      ‘Bring me the papers. I’ll write them here now,’ was the toneless reply.

      
      ‘Sorry about that, but we have a lot come in here who can’t fill out the papers. But of course whoever you work for would
         send someone who had some schooling down with such a large haul.’ He had to work for a company; no one man could mine, refine
         and haul this much silver from any of the mines in the canyon without a team of at least twenty men.
      

      
      O’Reilly produced the account and safe deposit box forms and returned to weighing the silver and calculating its net worth.
         Most miners or mine company representatives insisted on watching the weighing and checking the calculations themselves, but
         this fellow hadn’t asked, so O’Reilly didn’t offer. Let the odd bird catch hell from his foreman tonight, he thought as he struggled to lift another bag onto the pine table against the back wall of his office. He could skim quite
         a bit off the top of this weigh-in, and perhaps pocket a large sum for himself, but he would have trouble selling anything he stole. All the buyers who made the trip
         west from Denver knew he had never been in a mine in his life – and that Chapman paid him in cash. O’Reilly put the thought
         out of his mind.
      

      
      It was several hours before he took a break. His fingers were sore from separating and washing the dirt and charred mercury
         from the silver before weighing it, and his lower back ached from repeated trips to the pump on the corner for more water.
         It was growing colder outside, and he could see snow flying among the rocky peaks above the canyon. It was snowing hard above
         ten thousand feet; he figured the storm would be upon them by late afternoon.
      

      
      He had finished the first four bags and already the lone miner was worth over $10,000, even at 122 cents per ounce. It was
         nearly pure silver, among the best he had ever seen. O’Reilly would easily bring in 132 cents per ounce, or perhaps more if
         he could find a buyer willing to speculate on high-grade metals. Pouring another cup of coffee, he went back to the lobby
         and added a log to the fire; again he felt the pain of the coming storm in his thigh. The skies had turned grey and swirls
         of dead aspen leaves blew up against the side of the building in small tornadoes that lost their gumption after only a few
         seconds.
      

      
      The miner had left without a word, but all the papers had been filled out in the fine-lined script of a well-educated person
         and left in the teller window on top of the now forgotten newspaper. O’Reilly read through them as he warmed himself near
         the lobby stove.
      

      
      The miner’s name was William Higgins. There was no next of kin listed as a beneficiary of the account, and the only address
         given was one in Oro City. O’Reilly stopped. That couldn’t be right. Higgins had to come from this side of the pass. Oro City
         was two passes southwest of Idaho Springs. Neither the stage nor the train travelled that route, and by now the snows would
         have closed even the horse trails until next April. There was no way one man could have driven a team of horses and a wagon
         loaded with nearly a thousand pounds of silver across those mountain passes in late September. Claim jumpers and raiders would
         have killed him several times over had they suspected what he was carrying. Perhaps he lived in Oro City but worked the mines
         near Georgetown, Empire or any of the small encampments along Clear Creek Canyon. Nodding contemplatively over his coffee, O’Reilly
         decided that was the only answer, and went about setting up Mr Higgins’s new accounts.
      

      
      It was after 4.00 p.m. when William Higgins returned to the Bank of Idaho Springs. He stood silently in the lobby; had it
         not been for the cold breeze that blew in when he opened the door, O’Reilly would not have known he was back. It was snowing
         hard and the miner had a light dusting of flakes scattered across his hat and shoulders.
      

      
      ‘Well, Mr Higgins, you are a wealthy man. I’m about finished and it appears you have—’

      
      ‘I need the key to the safe deposit box now,’ Higgins interrupted. He carried two items: a metal cylinder about fifteen inches
         long and a small wooden box that looked as though it had been carved from rosewood or mahogany, nothing like the scrub oak,
         pine or aspen that grew in the area. O’Reilly had seen a rosewood cutlery box in Lawrence Chapman’s Alexandria home ten years
         earlier; he remembered the darkly coloured wood and tight grain pattern.
      

      
      O’Reilly also noticed, for the first time, that Higgins wore spurs on his boots. He thought again what an odd customer this
         miner was: wearing spurs to drive a wagon?
      

      
      ‘Uh, yessir, well, on that issue we have a small problem. You see the deposit boxes are basically drawers in the top level
         of our safe. Each has its own key, and we keep one copy here while you take the other copy with you. When I checked after
         lunch, we only have one drawer left, and I’m sorry to say, there’s only one key for that drawer here. I’m not certain what
         happened to the other copy, but I’d guess the last customer lost it somewhere.’
      

      
      ‘That’s fine. Bring me the key.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s the thing. I need to keep the last copy of the key here; so you won’t actually be able to take a key with you
         tonight. Do you still want the box?’
      

      
      ‘I do.’

      
      O’Reilly opened the door to the lobby, allowing Higgins to enter the area behind the counter near the bank’s safe. He indicated
         a row of drawers inside, each adorned with a slim brass plate, and pointed to the one engraved 17C in short block letters.
         Handing Higgins the key, he excused himself.
      

      
      ‘I’ll give you some privacy. If you have trouble with the lock, give a holler and I’ll come help you out.’ As O’Reilly left
         the safe, Higgins quickly unlocked the drawer, placed the two items inside and re-locked it with a sense of finality.
      

      
      The rack of keys from which O’Reilly had taken this one hung on the wall behind the teller’s window. The miner stealthily
         took a key from the hook numbered 12B and secreted the key marked 17C into his vest pocket. ‘I’m finished here now,’ he called.
      

      
      O’Reilly came hurriedly out from his office. He quite failed to realise he was returning the wrong key to the rack.

      
      ‘I’m about through here as well, sir. I have the account established. Here is your account number, and you have a current
         balance of $17,802. You brought in approximately nine hundred and twelve pounds of refined silver, Mr Higgins.’ O’Reilly watched
         the miner for his reaction: that was an enormous amount of money; when the man failed to respond, he went on cautiously, ‘If
         you don’t mind my asking, sir, how did you manage it? How did you get it all here by yourself, across those passes – or do
         you live in Oro City and work the mines here in the canyon?’
      

      
      Seconds passed in silence. Setting his jaw, O’Reilly continued with business. ‘On the first of each month, we will draw two
         dollars from the account to cover the rent on your safe deposit drawer. Now, can I get you any cash this evening?’
      

      
      ‘No. I’ll be back when I need cash,’ Higgins said, and his spurs sounded with a rhythmic chime as he turned, left the bank
         and walked into the coming darkness.
      

      
      The bank manager sat alone in his rented room above Millie’s Tavern. He had money saved, but he was alone. This way he had
         Millie and Jake Harmon to provide pleasant company in the evening. Women were numerous in Idaho Springs, but most made their
         living as prostitutes, several right here at Millie’s. O’Reilly had not fallen in love with a woman since he moved from out
         east; unless and until he did, he felt no need to build himself a home.
      

      
      He generally dined downstairs in the bar, but this evening he had asked Millie to bring a plate to his room so he could finish
         reading the paper before going to sleep. As he reviewed the news, he came across the linotype of the malevolent beast that
         was supposedly stalking the mines of Oro City.
      

      
      Oro City. O’Reilly paused, his hand frozen above a smudged listing of Denver’s upcoming social events. There had been something about Oro City. Quickly he turned back to the story of the killings in Empire Gulch two weeks earlier. A large cache of silver
         had disappeared. Could Higgins have made it all the way to Idaho Springs in two weeks? Perhaps he was not alone. He had worn
         spurs today; O’Reilly had seen them. He must have ridden, and had a partner, or partners, driving the wagon. And he’d been
         too quiet. He had not talked like most mine workers did when they finally had some time in town – especially those with a
         large deposit, they always liked to pass the time while he washed and weighed their strike. Jesus, was Higgins that killer?
         He slowly ran his finger across the raised letters of his new belt buckle. Refined silver. Why keep it in Colorado? Why not
         head for California, Santa Fe or Kansas City? Why try to sell it here, where it would be under suspicion? And what was in
         that safe deposit box?
      

      
      Checking his watch, he saw it was already 10.15 p.m. Late. The silver was locked up and the key to the deposit box was hanging
         safely on the rack near his office. O’Reilly decided he would contact the sheriff in the morning; tomorrow was time enough
         to get to the bottom of these strange events. He rubbed his aching thigh and looked out of the window at the falling snow.
         Tomorrow he could deal with William Higgins.
      

      
      Just after midnight, Millie Harmon carried whiskey shots to a group of miners squashed around the table. One of them made
         a joke and she forced herself to laugh, though she did not find the young man particularly funny. He tried to engage her in
         conversation but she excused herself to get back to the kitchen. As she turned, she saw Gabriel O’Reilly, still in his suit,
         heading out the front door.
      

      
      ‘Gabe,’ she called, but he didn’t answer. Millie hustled to the door and pushed it open. The snow was coming down hard now;
         over a foot had fallen in the past three hours, and the gusting wind made the night time seem as though it had a nefarious
         purpose. Without thinking, she pulled her shawl more closely around her shoulders. O’Reilly was already halfway across the
         street.
      

      
      ‘Gabe,’ she called, louder this time, but again he ignored her. Light from the fireplace illuminated snowdrifts through the
         tavern windows. Millie could see that O’Reilly was wearing gloves, but had no coat or hat. ‘You ought to have a coat on, young
         man,’ she yelled after him. ‘I’ll not be playing nursemaid to one so ignorant as to be out walking out on a night like this.’
      

      
      Gabriel O’Reilly didn’t acknowledge her as he disappeared into the darkness. Funny, Millie thought as she turned back into
         the smoky heat of the room, but O’Reilly’s pronounced limp appeared to have been cured.
      

   
      
      RIVEREND PALACE

      [image: image]

      
      980 Twinmoons Ago

      
      Tenner Wynne rested his eyes, leaning his head back against the velvet-lined padding of his desk chair. ‘Just a short rest,’
         he promised the empty room. ‘I’ll get back to work in just a few moments.’ It was the middle of the night and he had just
         come from Prince Danmark’s royal apartment on the upper floor of the palace. A barge captain had found the prince wandering
         along the Estrad River two days after the Grayslip family summit last Twinmoon. Danmark had been struck blind and deaf and
         driven mad – by what or whom, no one knew. Tenner guessed it had happened on the same day Danmark’s father had been felled
         while addressing his guests in the palace dining hall. Markon’s death was believed to have been caused by a virus, although
         no one, not even the royal physician, had seen its like before. His son’s state of health was another matter entirely.
      

      
      Danmark Grayslip – now Prince Danmark III – had been found stumbling along the river’s edge, babbling unintelligibly and waving
         at invisible demons. He was an unkempt, insane version of his former self, and Tenner could prescribe nothing to bring the
         young prince relief.
      

      
      Princess Danae had not left her chambers since her husband’s funeral rites. There had been no royal ceremony, no gathering
         of the Ronan people to bid farewell to their visionary leader. With rumours of imminent war coursing through the Eastlands,
         Tenner felt a state funeral would be too obvious a target for terrorists hoping to capitalise on any perceived weakness in
         the royal family.
      

      
      He had paid the barge captain well to remain silent about Danmark’s condition, but the new monarch’s failure to surface at
         any time over the last sixty days hadn’t helped. Danae did nothing but sit in her room, her hands folded in her lap, staring
         out of her window across the palace grounds towards the sea. She was eating barely enough to keep herself alive; at this rate
         she would soon fall into a coma. Tenner feared she had given up; she might even take her own life. He posted a guard outside
         her rooms, but Danae had forbidden anyone from entering.
      

      
      The physician knew he could not remain in Rona much longer. Political stability in Falkan was weakening as well, and he, by
         default, was now Falkan’s prince. Helmat, his nephew, had been found dead with Anis Ferlasa, the Pragan heir, and it was pretty
         clear to those who found them that Anis had murdered her cousin after an incestuous sexual act and then fallen prey to the
         same virus that had claimed Markon earlier that evening. The discovery brought additional tension to the already shaky peace
         between Falkan and Praga. Helmat’s mother, Princess Anaria, had committed suicide three days after arriving back in Orindale.
         She had grieved when Harkan had been killed at sea, but the loss of Helmat as well was too great for Tenner’s sister to bear.
         Now Tenner was left with the Falkan crown, a charge he had never wanted.
      

      
      He wept silently as he thought of Anaria. If he had gone home with her rather than staying at Riverend to attend to the crisis
         in Rona she might have found the resilience to hold on, maybe even to take up the reins of government again. Instead he had
         allowed her to ride north with her dead son in a coffin. She had been a good leader; better, she had been a wonderful mother
         to his nephews. Tenner realised he had never told her that.
      

      
      How far had she travelled, alone in her royal coach, before deciding to end her life? Had she crossed the border? Had she
         seen the Blackstones one last time? Or perhaps she kept the carriage curtains closed for the entire trip. Tenner hoped Anaria
         had made her decision quickly; he could not bear to think that his sister had spent days contemplating her suicide, days when
         he could have been with her – when he should have been with her. He would never know.
      

      
      Tenner had not returned to Falkan for Anaria’s funeral; his current responsibilities in Rona were far too pressing. He planned
         to leave within a few days. Then he would make peace with his sister and beg forgiveness from her departed spirit.
      

      
      *

      
      Some days after the tragic deaths of Princes Markon and Helmat and Princess Anis, Tenner had received word of a massacre at
         Sandcliff Palace in Gorsk. The details were sketchy, but it appeared there were few – if any – Larion Senators left alive.
         He had dispatched riders to gather more comprehensive information, but even the swiftest Ronan horsemen would take many days
         to reach Gorsk. The entire political structure of Praga and the Eastlands was in ruins. The descendants of King Remond I,
         rulers of four Eldani nations, had been killed off; all that remained of Eldarn’s royal family were the Whitwards: Prince
         Draven, his wife Mernam and their son Marek in Malakasia.
      

      
      Mistrust was rampant. Border raids had been reported between Rona and Falkan, and several Pragan trade ships had been taken
         by Falkan battle cruisers on the Ravenian Sea. War was coming, and there were few leaders left to arbitrate in the pending
         conflict. These circumstances would have been unthinkable a Twinmoon ago; they were why he had elected to stay in Rona until
         tonight. He had to ensure the continuity of Danmark’s family line before the prince succumbed further to his madness.
      

      
      Tenner needed a commoner so no one would expect her to be carrying Rona’s heir. A daughter of one of Rona’s wealthy families
         would never do; her pregnancy would arouse too much suspicion. But he’d been lucky: he had found Regona Carvic, a beautiful
         sepia-skinned serving girl from Rona’s South Coast. He had taken the time to tell her how very important her task was, that
         she would be the mother of the next Ronan prince, but though obviously intelligent, the young woman was still frightened.
         He could hardly blame her: there was no way he’d been able to conceal the prince’s condition. When he revealed the madness
         that made it impossible for Danmark III to choose his own wife, the girl began to cry, ‘Please, Doctor Tenner, please don’t
         make me do this.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t make you do it, dear,’ he had told her calmly, ‘but I need you to help me. We all need you to help us.’

      
      ‘Is he violent?’ she asked, still shaking.

      
      ‘No. There’s no danger. He’ll be very gentle,’ Tenner assured her, a little unconvinced himself. He repeated, quietly, ‘Regona,
         my dear, this is for the sake of Rona. We need you.’
      

      
      Regona wiped the tears away and nodded her agreement; she couldn’t bring herself to speak.

      
      Tenner had chosen Regona less for her undoubted beauty than for her intelligence. She was remarkably gifted; unlike most of
         the menial labourers in Estrad, who could neither read nor write, even the common tongue, Regona could do both and, even better,
         showed an affinity for creative and engaging education. During her infrequent avens away from the kitchens, she told stories,
         taught writing and made up maths games for the palace children. The offspring of servants and gentry alike regularly begged
         permission to work with the doe-eyed scullery-maid rather than their classroom teachers. Regona Carvic was special, and Tenner
         was delighted that she had agreed to participate in his monumental undertaking. He could have ordered her to bear Rona’s heir,
         but Regona’s decision not only to conceive, but also to love and care for the infant, would ensure the child’s welfare.
      

      
      As they walked together up the grand staircase to the royal residence, Tenner said, ‘I know you would rather not have it happen
         this way. I know this is a terrible thing to ask of you: it violates one of your most basic freedoms.’ She tried to appear
         brave, forcing a smile at the older man as he continued, ‘However, if Danmark dies, Rona’s future will be desperately uncertain.’
         Tenner felt his heart breaking as Regona gave his arm a reassuring squeeze.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be all right,’ she said calmly. She had made her choice and would give herself willingly to the creature – no, the man, her prince – waiting upstairs.
      

      
      Tenner, still guilty, hugged her briefly. ‘You are astonishingly brave, Regona, and I am very proud to know you.’

      
      The first time she entered Danmark’s chamber, Regona was trembling, her self-assurance draining away. But the prince was not
         as scary as she had imagined and after their initial coupling, the girl was no longer frightened. He was physically capable
         of intercourse with her, but apart from a loud, sickening cry with each climax, she did not believe the young monarch knew
         what was happening.
      

      
      Every other evening for the next thirty days Tenner led Regona to Danmark’s chambers; now, a Moon later, he was confident
         she carried Danmark’s child. He arranged comfortable accommodation for her away from the palace in Estrad. There was too much
         unrest, too many political machinations and assassination plots, even imminent all-out war; it would not be safe for the child to be born in the palace. Seeing a servant, even one with Regona’s talents, being singled out for attention
         by one of the world’s most powerful and influential men would arouse suspicion. No matter how many precautions he took, servants
         and guards could be bribed. Eventually word would leak out that the South Coast scullery-maid was carrying a Grayslip, King
         Remond’s descendant.
      

      
      Tenner intended eventually to return from Falkan to share the education of the child. He had remained at Riverend Palace to
         see his self-appointed task – the continuation of the Ronan line – completed. It might have cost him his sister, but now it
         was done, and he could go home to attend to the rising unrest in Falkan.
      

      
      Shaking thoughts of Anaria from his mind, Tenner wrote several lines on a sheet of parchment. Re-reading his notes, he wiped
         an errant tear from his face and nodded once to himself, grimly determined. He rose, crossed to the fireplace and pulled back
         and forth on a protruding stone until it came free from the wall. Placing it on the floor near his feet, he folded the parchment
         into quarters and secreted it in the gap. Groaning a little as he bent down to retrieve the stone, Tenner pushed it back into
         place until the parchment was completely hidden from view. If you didn’t know, it was impossible to see which stone had moved.
      

      
      A knock on his chamber door woke the doctor from his reverie and he stepped away from the hearth. ‘Yes?’

      
      A palace servant entered carrying a tray with a goblet of wine and a small loaf of bread, still warm from the kitchen.

      
      ‘I thought you might fancy something, sir.’ The young man, seeing the physician upset, spoke quickly, shuffling and staring
         at his feet. ‘I mean, I saw you were still awake, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you. That was thoughtful of you,’ said Tenner, suddenly conscious that he hadn’t eaten in a while. ‘Would you have
         some fruit left in the kitchen?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir. We got some lovely peaches in this morning, sir. Right off the ship and into the scullery,’ the man replied. ‘I’ll
         get some at once,’ he said and hurried from the room.
      

      
      When he returned, just a short while later, the young servant knocked quietly and, hearing no sound from within, risked opening
         the door slightly, calling to the doctor as he did, ‘I got three of the best for you, sir.’ When no answer came, he pushed the door open and stood in the entryway.
      

      
      The dim glow from two candles and a low fire burning in the fireplace cast a half-light across the doctor’s chamber and illuminated
         Tenner, who had his back to the door. The doctor was on the opposite side of the room, tearing violently at a large tapestry
         hanging on the wall of his study.
      

      
      ‘Can I help you, sir?’ the boy asked, stepping forward.

      
      ‘Get out.’ Tenner’s voice had changed.

      
      ‘It just seems like you’re struggling with that, sir.’ The servant took another step forward.

      
      ‘Get out, now,’ the doctor commanded harshly as the tapestry came loose from the wall and fell across his shoulder. The young
         servant retreated, failing to notice the doctor igniting the corner of the enormous fabric roll in the fireplace. As flames
         quickly engulfed the cloth, Tenner threw the burning tapestry towards a shelf of books and watched impassively as they caught
         fire; he appeared oblivious to the tongues of flame licking their way along one of his sleeves. As he stood in the centre
         of his room, the fire spread rapidly to the floorboards and ceiling supports. Without uttering a sound, the physician, Falkan’s
         ruling prince, was consumed by fire on the floor of his study.
      

      
      Outside Riverend Palace a lone rider sat astride a dark horse under the sparse dogwood trees growing along the edge of the
         palace’s neatly manicured grounds. Cloaked in heavy robes, the figure watched as flames spread through the upper floors. Beside
         him a young couple waited quietly. The man tried to look brave, holding his chin high and his eyes fixed on the fiery devastation.
         The young woman could not disguise her own nervousness. Wringing a lace kerchief in her hands, she glanced repeatedly over
         her shoulder into the forest behind them.
      

      
      Men and women ran from the building, some screaming for help as they worked to extinguish the blaze. The horseman’s attention
         was diverted from those fleeing the palace to an upper-level apartment in which a well-dressed man, coughing and waving violently
         at the smoke billowing around him threw open the casement of a stained-glass window. One of the windows shattered against
         the outer wall of the palace and slammed back into place, hitting the man in the forearm and lacerating him deeply. The screaming victim appeared not to notice as he babbled, frightened: the rider could not understand a word. Seeing
         no rescue in sight, the horseman raised one hand towards the broken window and whispered, ‘Rest now, Prince Danmark.’
      

      
      A sudden change came over the trapped madman. As flames leapt up behind him, Prince Danmark III, monarch of Rona, ran a bloody
         hand through his hair, pulling the wild, unkempt strands from his pallid face. For just a moment his eyes seemed to focus
         on the Estrad River in the distance and he appeared to see clearly once again. He took a long, deep breath and stood tall,
         then he jumped from his window, awkwardly turning in the air until he crashed headlong through the burning roof of the livery
         below.
      

      
      Turning to the couple, the horseman said, ‘Come. We haven’t much time.’

      
      The young woman moved towards him as she pleaded, ‘Sir, won’t you come with us? I would feel so much—’

      
      ‘Don’t touch me,’ the rider commanded, then softened and added, ‘You will be fine, but we must go now.’

      
      Prince Draven’s body lay in state in the Malakasian capital city of Pellia as thousands of citizens paraded slowly by his
         ornate, etched-glass coffin in the Whitward family tomb, paying last respects to their ruler.
      

      
      Draven had collapsed suddenly several days earlier while riding north along the Welstar River. His attendants had rushed the
         elderly man to the palace doctors, but they had been too late: though the most skilful healers in Malakasia had worked through
         the night, the prince died at dawn. His body showed no sign of violence or disease, save for a small injury to his left hand.
         The doctors guessed that Draven had been killed by the same dreadful virus that had taken the Ronan Prince Markon’s life.
      

      
      Draven’s body was conveyed in the royal barge from Welstar Palace, then carried from the river in a sombre procession to the
         city centre. His corpse would lie in state for ten full days, time enough for mourners to make their way to Pellia and bid
         farewell to the fallen leader.
      

      
      Many brought gifts, final offerings for their prince: loaves of bread, fruits, tanned hides and wool tunics were left on the
         casket to ensure Draven’s passage into the eternal care of Eldarn’s Northern Forest gods.
      

      
      Marek Whitward, Draven’s heir and now Prince Marek, ignored the rumours of unrest and kept silent vigil, standing at his father’s
         side and staring into the distance, day after day. Dressed in black boots, black leggings and a black tunic with the family’s
         golden crest on his breast, Draven’s only son looked far too young to take on the challenges he would face in the coming Twinmoons.
         Sometimes he could not help himself, weeping silently, though it was inappropriate for the Malakasian people to see their
         new leader shedding tears in public. Across the city, concerned people, commoners, merchants and gentry alike, described what
         a heart-wrenching experience it had been for them to witness Marek waiting with his father’s body, as if he could reanimate
         the fallen prince by sheer will alone.
      

      
      On the sixth day, as Marek arrived to continue his lonely watch over the casket, he seemed a little different. Rather than
         staring straight ahead, as he had previously, Marek watched the parade of mourners filing past the elaborate floral arrangement
         ringing Prince Draven’s coffin. Rumours flew about the village square: the young prince had made sexually inappropriate comments
         to numerous women in the procession, and had even taken a loaf of bread from the top of his father’s coffin and begun eating
         it. He no longer wore the gold family crest, but he had added black leather gloves to his already dark wardrobe. On the morning
         of the seventh day, the prince did not appear at his father’s side at all.
      

   
      
      SUMNER LAKE, COLORADO

      [image: image]

      
      July 1979

      
      Michael Wilson checked the flow of air from his regulator and pulled bulky flippers onto his feet. He waited, but Tim Stafford
         wasn’t ready yet. ‘C’mon Tim, hurry up,’ he said impatiently as he dangled his feet from the dock. It was hot in the mountains
         today, but the water would be cold in Sumner Lake; it always was. He was glad to have a full wetsuit. Tim wore a wetsuit as
         well, but unlike Michael, the younger boy did not wear a hood – he said it made his mask flood. Michael always wished he could
         bear the cold like Tim could, but he couldn’t stand the icy temperature against his skin. Although still in middle school,
         the two boys had been diving since the previous summer when both decided to give up riding the bench week after week at soccer
         games. Their mothers sat together on the beach near the dock, reading and gossiping.
      

      
      The lake was one of their favourite dive sites. It was stream-fed and crystal-clear for much of the summer, so a diver could
         see further than fifty feet, even in the deepest areas, and there were plenty of sites to visit along the bottom. Back in
         the 1960s a small plane had crashed and had never been recovered from the lake’s floor. Michael and Tim didn’t know if anyone
         had been killed, but it was great fun to visit the broken sections of the aircraft. There were several rock outcroppings that
         were excellent places to find and dislodge lost fishing lures, and periodically they would come across a camera, a pocketknife
         and other cool items accidentally dropped in the water.
      

      
      The best part about diving in Sumner Lake was the mining equipment that littered the bottom. The lake, created as a reservoir
         for Denver-area homes, covered an area mined by gold and silver prospectors more than a hundred years earlier. Michael’s teacher had told him there were flooded mine shafts too,
         but the boys hadn’t found any yet – secretly, Michael was glad: he knew fearless Tim would dive headlong into the flooded
         shafts, while he would be plagued by thoughts of iridescent spirits, ungainly, crippled fish and thick tangles of slippery
         weeds that would cling to his ankles and hold him prisoner inside the inky darkness for ever.
      

      
      Scattered across the lake bottom were the remains of miners’ shacks and pieces of abandoned equipment, most far too large
         for the boys ever to haul to the surface. Sometimes they would find a hand tool, a lost boot or some silverware left behind
         when the mines were flooded. Along with their visits to the aeroplane and their search for lost fishing lures, the boys combed
         the lake floor in search of mining artefacts. Mr Meyers, the old man who owned the antique store around the corner from Tim’s
         house, paid them a few dollars for anything of value they brought to his shop.
      

      
      ‘Just push the clamp down and you’re done,’ Michael directed impatiently. Tim, who was small and not very strong, struggled
         with the clamp attaching his scuba tank to the buoyancy compensator. ‘Let me help you,’ he said finally, pulling his feet
         from the water and struggling to stand.
      

      
      ‘I can do it,’ Tim grunted as he pushed hard to close the clamp around the tank. ‘See? Let’s go.’

      
      ‘Okay, where should we head?’ Tim had virtually memorised the lake floor.

      
      ‘Forty feet for sixty minutes,’ Tim suggested. ‘We’ll swim over near the big rocks where those guys are fishing and then cover
         the flats to the plane. We can head back this way when we hit five hundred pounds.’
      

      
      ‘That’s cool. Maybe we’ll find some lures or something.’ Michael spat into his mask to mitigate fogging, then, holding the
         mask and tank, he rolled from the dock into the water. He tucked his face down onto his chest as he felt the icy water rush
         into his wetsuit between his hood and the back of his jacket. That was always the worst moment, until his body temperature
         warmed the thin layer of water between his skin and the neoprene; in just a few seconds he felt quite comfortable, despite
         the cold. He looked up when he heard a splash and watched as Tim leapt feet-first into the lake, then adjusted his facemask and kicked towards the bottom.
      

      
      Fifty minutes later, Michael motioned to Tim: five minutes before they needed to head back to the dock. Tim was playing outside
         the fuselage of the aeroplane, pretending to pilot it like a submarine through the depths of Sumner Lake. They had found two
         fishing lures and seventy-five cents near the rock outcropping about a hundred yards west of the aeroplane; Tim was thrilled
         with their discovery and Michael could hear him yelling, even through his regulator. Their find had been followed by a long
         swim to the crash site across the area Tim called ‘the flats’, a stretch of barren ground with nothing but sand, rocks and
         a few plants dotting the brown expanse. Tim waved once and headed out across the flats towards the dock. He was the faster
         swimmer; Michael put his head down and kicked as hard as he could to keep up.
      

      
      They were halfway across when something caught Michael’s eye. It looked like a starfish half-buried in the sand, glinting
         momentarily in the sun. Michael stopped and waited for the sand to settle before he reached for the small star-shaped object.
         It resisted his initial tug and Michael realised the buried item was larger than it first looked. As he pulled harder, the
         strangely shaped metal object came free in a cloud of silt. He raised his find to his facemask: a spur. He shouted for Tim,
         but his friend was already out of range. As he polished the edge with his thumb, Michael could make out the letters ‘US’ etched
         gracefully onto the side near where the spur attached to a boot heel.
      

      
      This was a great find, the best treasure the two divers had ever pulled from Sumner Lake. The letters carved into the metal
         meant it must have come from a soldier or a cavalry rider. Michael could barely contain himself as he continued searching
         the sandy bottom, hoping to uncover more – Mr Meyers would surely give them at least five dollars for the single spur, but
         if he found its mate they’d be worth much more. He checked his pressure gauge, and saw he had only two hundred PSI left in
         his tank. Looking around, he made a mental note of the spot: he and Tim would come back the following weekend.
      

      
      Michael was running his hand through the sand one last time when he saw the key. It didn’t look like an ordinary key: it was
         long and flat, with two differently shaped teeth protruding from both sides of one end. It had the letters BIS etched into one side, the number 17C carved into the other. This would be one
         for Mr Meyers’ key jar, the huge glass jar the old man claimed his great-grandfather had used for making pickles in Austria
         in the 1800s. Today it held hundreds of keys, many of them fitting antique locks, like those in the cabinets and wooden chests
         for sale in Mr Meyers’ shop. Others were thrown into the jar in exchange for a wish. ‘They are the keys to the known world,’
         Mr Meyers told all who asked. ‘If you make a wish when you drop one in, it will always come true.’ Michael was too old to
         believe such fairy stories, but Tim loved to drop keys into the enormous jar.
      

      
      Michael slipped his latest find inside his wetsuit, gripped the spur like a recovered national treasure and swam hurriedly
         to the dock.
      

   
      
      IDAHO SPRINGS, COLORADO
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      Last Fall

      
      Steven Taylor walked slowly across Miner Street to the entrance of the First National Bank of Idaho Springs. Steven had few
         physical characteristics that would make a passer-by take more than a cursory glance in his direction. Slightly shorter than
         average, he was green-eyed, with a shock of unruly brown hair. He was pale, more from genetics than any aversion to sunlight;
         rather than tanning he slid gradually from the cold ivory he sported in winter to the alternating blotchy pinks and deep sunburned
         reds of summer.
      

      
      His face was a battlefield between worry wrinkles creasing his forehead and laugh lines tugging at the corners of his close-set
         eyes and surprisingly delicate mouth. He was attractive to the few women who knew him well, more for his wit than his physique,
         though, as an avid weekend sportsman, he was in good physical condition – and this despite his poor eating habits. Steven’s
         clothes appeared to have been borrowed from two people: one a thickset man with low, slat-sided hips and the other a lean
         athlete with a penchant for overworking his arms, shoulders and upper body.
      

      
      It was 7.45 a.m. as Steven fished in his coat pocket for keys to the front door. He’d been holding a pile of files in one
         hand and a cup of coffee in the other and was forced to put the paper cup in his mouth, gripping the edge firmly with his
         teeth as he dug through the pockets of his wool blazer. Looking up towards the mountains above Clear Creek Canyon he could
         see the yellow leaves of the intermittent aspens, now fully changed from their spring green. They dotted the hillsides among
         the hegemonic green expanse of the Ponderosa pines. Autumn came early to the canyon. The coming winter would be another long one. I’ve got to get out of here, he thought, then laughed at himself: I think that every morning.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Steven,’ Mrs Winter called. She was sweeping the sidewalk in front of her pastry shop next door and stopped to offer
         a quick wave.
      

      
      ‘Good morning,’ he answered, his voice muffled by the cup, and burned his upper lip in the attempt. ‘Ouch, damnit.’ Steven
         dropped the coffee cup onto the sidewalk, splashing his shoes.
      

      
      ‘How’s Mark this morning?’ Mrs Winter asked, ignoring the coffee accident.

      
      ‘He’s fine, Mrs W,’ Steven answered. ‘He’s teaching the Stamp Act today … was up late last night working on some way to make
         it a bit more palatable for the kids.’ Mark Jenkins was Steven’s roommate; he taught US and world history at Idaho Springs
         High School.
      

      
      ‘Oh, that’s exciting: one of the causes of the Revolutionary War. Tell him I said keep up the good work.’ Mrs Winter had known
         Steven since he was a boy, when his family moved to Idaho Springs. Her pastry shop was one of many local businesses kept afloat
         by tourists stopping for gas off the interstate. Not many people visited Idaho Springs for more than a few hours; the local
         LATGO and Sidney mines did not draw many from the masses who rushed by on their way to the ski resorts of Breckenridge, Vail
         or Aspen.
      

      
      Steven had started working in the bank after completing his MBA at the University of Denver. He was a bright, successful graduate
         student, and he’d been headhunted by a number of investment firms from San Francisco, New York and Chicago – but he had procrastinated
         too long and lost out on several lucrative positions. He put it down to fate and bad luck and climbed back up Clear Creek
         Canyon to take the assistant bank manager’s job for a year; he planned to accept the next decent offer that came his way.
         That was three years ago. Now he couldn’t remember why he had hesitated to accept the jobs when they had been offered. He
         didn’t love the bank business or investment fields, certainly not the way Mark loved teaching. He studied business because
         he knew it would pay well, but it didn’t inspire him to study further, or to explore the nuances of financial theory in action.
         Actually, he could remember very little that inspired him that much – so he wasn’t really surprised when he found himself still here, still home, after three
         years. Steven never actively sought inspiration; he expected it to come one day, in a great metaphysical epiphany. He would
         wake one morning and find his calling waiting for him with the morning paper. It hadn’t shown up yet, and here he was, as
         usual, opening the bank at 8.00 a.m., although this time with no coffee and stained shoes.
      

      
      To make matters worse, today was going to be especially dismal. His boss, the estimable Howard Griffin, had directed him to
         oversee a complete audit of all open account files – some going back as far as the bank’s original customers in the 1860s.
         Steven had started the job the previous day; he anticipated a great deal of tedious secretarial work with little reward.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got leadership potential, Steven. I want to see you taking on more projects like this in the future,’ the bank manager
         had told him with enthusiasm.
      

      
      But Steven was finding the assignment was disillusioning him even further, increasing his distaste for a career in finance.

      
      ‘Who could be inspired by this?’ he said to himself as he switched on the lights and crossed the lobby floor to the aged pine window and counter top.
      

      
      Pushing the stack of files through his window, he re-crossed the lobby and switched on the illumination for the display case
         hanging on the opposite wall. It held grainy photographs showing mine workers, and some hand tools found in the LATGO mines
         on the northern wall of Clear Creek Canyon, as well as the original ownership papers for the bank, a photo of Lawrence Chapman,
         the founder, and several pages of accounting ledgers from the original books. Steven rarely considered the items, but he was
         glad customers had something to look at while they waited in line.
      

      
      The condition of his shoes this morning made him pause and consider one photo, of Lawrence Chapman and a bank employee. The
         man wore a uniform with awkward-looking boots, a frilly white shirt, suspenders and a large belt buckle with the letters BIS
         clearly visible on the front.
      

      
      ‘Well, my shoes may be wet and smell of cappuccino, but at least I’m not wearing that get-up,’ Steven said, wandering towards
         his office.
      

      
      Checking his e-mail, Steven found a message from Jeffrey Simmons, the doctoral student in Denver who shared Steven’s only
         real passion, abstract mathematics concepts.
      

      
      ‘You work in a bank, dress like a philosophy professor from the ’50s, and you love abstract maths. I’m surprised you don’t
         have to beat the women away with a slide rule,’ Mark would tease him.
      

      
      Even though his roommate couldn’t appreciate the beauty of calculus or the genius of a good algorithm, Steven liked Mark immensely;
         the two had shared an apartment ever since Steven had returned to Idaho Springs. To Steven, Mark Jenkins was the perfect history
         teacher: he possessed an enormous body of knowledge and had a razor-sharp wit. He thought Mark was the most knowledgeable
         and quick-thinking person he knew – not that he would ever admit that to Mark.
      

      
      Jeff Simmons, on the other hand, fully understood the joy of a complex equation: the mathematician often sent Steven problems
         to consider and solve in an infuriatingly uncomfortable deductive paradigm. This morning’s message was no exception. It read:
         ‘You use them both every day but probably have never considered why the numbers on your cellular telephone and your calculator
         are organised differently.’ Steven was about to pull a calculator from his desk drawer when he heard the bell above the lobby
         door chime as someone entered the bank.
      

      
      ‘Stevie?’ Howard Griffin, at only 8.10 a.m.? He was early this morning, which meant he hadn’t taken time to exercise on his
         Stairmaster before leaving for work. Steven smiled at the irony of anyone owning a stair machine while living in Idaho Springs:
         the entire city was constructed on an incline at 7,500 feet above sea level, with mountains on either side of Clear Creek
         Canyon rising to over 12,000 feet. He liked to think Griffin had lost some sort of bet with the Devil and had to climb his
         eternal stairway, a corpulent, baby-boom Sisyphus, rather than just go outside for a walk each morning, but he knew better.
         Griffin had moved to Boulder from New Jersey in the 1960s. When he discovered the decade would not last for ever, he enrolled
         in the University of Colorado, completed his degree and moved to Idaho Springs to become manager of the small town’s bank.
      

      
      Now, at fifty-five, Griffin was bald and had a burgeoning paunch that he battled every morning as he climbed Colorado’s highest
         peak, the Mount Griffin Stairmaster. His commitment to exercise was admirable, but he had a weakness that regularly bested his determination to regain the thinness of his youth:
         Howard Griffin loved beer, and most afternoons would find him propping up the bar at Owen’s Pub on Miner Street. Steven sometimes
         accompanied him, and Mark would join them for a few beers or the occasional dinner.
      

      
      ‘Stevie?’ the bank manager called again, and Steven moved into the lobby to greet his boss.

      
      ‘Good morning, Howard. How are you?’

      
      ‘Never mind that. I’m fine, thanks, but never mind that,’ Griffin often thought faster than he could speak. ‘Myrna called
         last night and can’t be in today. She’s sick or something. So I’ve had to come and cover. How’s the audit coming?’
      

      
      ‘It’s fine. I have all the active accounts pulled. There are thousands of them, by the way. I’ll get through many of the oldest
         today, because most of those haven’t had much in the way of transactions since they were opened. They’ve made enough interest
         to cover the monthly fees, so the cash just sits there.’
      

      
      ‘Great. Stay on it. I’ll work the window and we can check in over lunch later. How’s Owen’s for you?’

      
      ‘That’ll be fine, Howard. I’ll appreciate the break.’ Steven returned to his office, retrieved the keys to the basement and
         braced himself for a long, tedious morning.
      

      
      ‘Take a look at these.’ Steven had brought several pages of notes to lunch. ‘We have twenty-nine accounts that haven’t had
         a single transaction in the past twenty-five years. Most of them are forgotten accounts, people who have died. Thankfully,
         I have information on next of kin from the original applications. But eight of them appear to be accounts for single men killed
         in the Second World War, and, get this, five accounts date back to the late 1800s – one of which had one deposit and no additional
         transactions.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not surprised,’ Griffin said between long draws on an enormous draught beer. ‘It was probably some miner who went back
         to work and got himself killed, got his claim jumped or something. It was a rough time back then. But those assets are among
         the reasons this bank survived the depression – those and the molybdenum mines.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not the worst of it, Howard,’ Steven interrupted. ‘This account had only one deposit, but it was a deposit of more than $17,000. That was nine hundred pounds of refined silver. The bank made a bundle on the silver sale alone, because they screwed the guy for over ten cents an ounce
         off the market price.’ Steven paused to take a bite of a thick Reuben sandwich. Continuing with his mouth full, he added,
         ‘This is the part that doesn’t make sense. What mining company sends a guy in with nine hundred pounds of silver, lets him
         take a loss of ten cents an ounce, and then never comes back for the cash? To top it off, he wasn’t even from the Springs.
         This guy was from Oro City. I don’t even know where that is.’
      

      
      ‘Was, Stevie, was. Oro City was Leadville, but they changed the name in 1877. You’re right, though, something’s crooked. There
         were banks in Oro City then, so what was this guy doing over here?’ Griffin finished his beer and motioned for Gerry, the
         bartender, to draw him another. ‘You want one more?’
      

      
      ‘Jeez, no, Howard. It’s only 12.20; I have to go back to work.’

      
      ‘Well, I often question my own behaviour, but I’m still having one more before we go. Anyway, this account, what’s the big
         deal? Some miner hits it big – huge – drops off most of his haul at the bank, takes a handful of silver with him to the pub,
         flashes it around, drinks too much hooch and gets himself killed. It happened all the time, I would guess.’ Griffin rubbed
         a French fry around his plate, sopping up hamburger grease.
      

      
      ‘The big deal, Howard, is that a $17,000 deposit made in our bank in October of 1870 is now worth more than 6.3 million dollars.
         It’s just sitting there, and the guy didn’t list any family or next of kin. So I can’t call anyone to say their ship has just
         come in and docked here in the Rocky Mountain foothills.’ He was about to continue when he was distracted for a moment by
         an attractive young woman who entered the pub and joined a group of friends in a booth near the back. He shook his head wryly
         and turned back to his boss. ‘Anyway, the thing I have to ask you is that this guy, this William Higgins, well, he—’
      

      
      As Steven lost track of his question, Griffin interrupted, ‘Go say something to her. You don’t get out enough. She’s a pretty
         girl and you aren’t getting any younger. How old are you now, twenty-seven? Twenty-eight? Soon you’ll be old and ugly like
         me, and I’ll be fried and eaten before I see you get old and ugly like me.’
      

      
      ‘No, maybe another time.’ Steven paused. He hadn’t been seriously involved with a woman since university. He dated from time
         to time, but had never found anyone he felt was the right match for him. He grinned at his boss. ‘Well, anyway, this guy had
         a safe deposit box, number 17C, in the old safe. I was thinking, if we looked in his drawer, we might find some clue as to
         who his family is or was and we could let them know this account exists.’
      

      
      ‘No way.’

      
      ‘Why not? It may be the only way to get this resolved.’

      
      ‘No. It’s bank policy. They put it in there. They pay the rent on the drawer. We leave it alone until they get back.’

      
      ‘Yeah, I understand, but think about this for a minute. What do you put into a safe deposit box?’ Steven asked rhetorically.
         ‘Something you expect to retrieve in your lifetime. You certainly don’t put anything in there that you don’t plan on your
         grandchildren or even your great-grandchildren ever having. This guy meant to come back for this stuff, whatever it is. Anything
         we don’t plan on retrieving for a hundred and thirty-five years, we throw in the trash. We don’t ensure its safety in a bank.’
      

      
      ‘No way. They put it in there in good faith. We take the $12.95 a month from his account. The drawer stays locked in good
         faith. It’s good business practice, Stevie. Our customers have to trust us.’
      

      
      ‘Trust us? This guy is deader than disco, and if he has any family they might want to know that they’re worth a fortune in
         accumulated interest.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry.’ Griffin finished the last of his beer, a light foam moustache outlining his upper lip. ‘I don’t write the policies,’
         he said wryly, ‘but I will buy lunch.’
      

      
      Dusk came early to Idaho Springs as the sun disappeared behind the mountain peaks lining the west end of Clear Creek Canyon.
         It was 5.15 p.m., and already Steven could see its last rays shining in tapered rectangles across the floor. He switched on
         his desk lamp and took one last look through William Higgins’s account ledger. Monthly deductions for rent of the safe deposit
         box were the only noted transactions since the day Higgins opened the account in October, 1870. Although fees for the deposit
         box had increased over time, the compounded interest was more than enough to cover the cost. It was a forgotten account, the fees deducted as a matter of course without anyone checking to see
         if Higgins or his heirs had ever done business with the bank again. Steven looked up from his desk. A doorway led through
         to Griffin’s office and beyond that to the bank lobby. On the far wall, a collection of safe deposit keys, more museum artefacts
         than tools, hung on a small rack. There were three rows of twenty drawers in the old safe, though only forty-seven keys remained.
         Thirteen had been lost in the years since Lawrence Chapman brought the Bowles and Michaelson safe from Washington, D.C. in
         the 1860s, and twelve of those drawers now sat empty.
      

      
      The safe had come from an English steamship that had piled up on a muddy shoal several miles downriver from Chapman’s Alexandria
         home. Chapman, ever the entrepreneur, had bought salvage rights, stripped the ship to the beam supports and sold much of her
         rigging to a local shipwright. He hadn’t been able to part with the old safe, however, so he arranged to bring it along as
         he worked his way west to open the first Bank of Idaho Springs.
      

      
      As Steven stood examining the remaining keys he wondered about William Higgins. Had he met Lawrence Chapman that day in 1870?
         Had Chapman been the one to convince the miner to deposit his silver rather than taking it to the assay office? And what was
         in that safe deposit box? Steven, angry at Griffin’s intransigence, was certain it held information that would lead to Higgins’s
         family; he was determined to see it opened.
      

      
      An empty hook hung from the rack under 17C. Steven thought for a moment about picking the lock – it surely couldn’t be that
         difficult – but he would have to do it quickly, because Griffin would see him disappear into the safe on the security screens
         in his office. He could claim to be cleaning the inside of the safe, dusting or sweeping it out. Yes, that was it; that was
         his ticket in. He would just have to find time to study the locking device first. He could stay late one night, slip in, open
         the drawer and be out before Griffin was any wiser. It would work. He just needed a bit of time to—
      

      
      Steven caught himself. ‘My God, Steven, what are you thinking?’ He ran a hand across his brow and felt beads of perspiration
         emerging from above his hairline. ‘Let this go. You’re going to be the only overqualified, maths-loving MBA ever to get fired from an assistant manager’s position at a small town
         bank.’
      

      
      He pursed his lips, reached out and turned the hook marked 17C one hundred and eighty degrees and said, ‘There, now nothing
         would hang from it, anyway.’ Steven donned his jacket, grabbed his briefcase and left the bank thinking about telephones and
         calculators. William Higgins’s account was safe, and his deposit box would remain locked in good faith.
      

   
      
      THE FORBIDDEN FOREST
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      Last Twinmoon

      
      Garec Haile stalked the deer from downwind. He had tethered his mare, Renna, near a pool in the Estrad River, two hundred
         paces south of the meadow. Despite the thickness of the underbrush, he made little sound and the deer continued feeding peacefully
         among the tall grasses growing along the edge of the field. He had already nocked an arrow, but his chances of making a shot
         from this position were slim. He needed to get closer without spooking the animal: another ten or fifteen paces would be enough.
         Garec was lean and tall, and had to work to stay low enough, avoiding the sharp brambles. His strong legs and lower back,
         toughened by Twinmoons of hard riding, helped him hug the ground as he noiselessly approached his unsuspecting target.
      

      
      The morning sunlight illuminated most of the meadow, but Garec’s copse remained dark. A few moments more and he would have
         a clear shot. He was still some forty paces from the edge of the meadow, but that range meant a certain kill for the skilled
         bowman. He practised often, far more than Sallax or even Versen: that’s how he had earned his nickname, the Bringer of Death
         – with avens and avens of practice. Few bowmen in Eldarn could match the young archer for speed and accuracy. A breeze blew
         from behind the deer and he was reminded the southern Twinmoon was coming soon. Far in the distance he imagined he could hear
         the sound of huge waves crashing into the Ronan coast.
      

      
      Garec grinned, despite his efforts to remain still. He was in his element: Sallax would eat his words tonight when Garec served
         up fresh venison tenderloin. Sallax was convinced no hunter could penetrate the forbidden forest south of the river and actually bring out a deer without being captured by Malagon’s forces, but Garec had been crossing into the forest for much
         of his life: he knew he could.
      

      
      He had considered everything as he planned for this morning’s hunt, even memorising the patrol schedule along the north bank
         of the river. He was sure the Malakasian soldiers knew Ronan locals regularly made their way into the forbidden region; periodically
         they hanged a poacher as an example, but a lot of the occupation officers frequently looked the other way. This morning’s
         problem was not getting into the forest, but getting out with a large deer strapped across Renna’s back. Garec reckoned if
         he could cross below the cliffs at Danae’s Eddy, he could be back at the tavern by the midday aven. He stretched out long
         under a low-hanging branch and for a moment lost sight of the deer. As he rose on the other side, he found his quarry and
         took aim along the shaft of the arrow. He drew a slow, shallow breath and steadied for the kill. He could not afford to be
         tracking a wounded deer all over the forbidden forest; this had to be a clean shot.
      

      
      The attack was sudden, and came from three sides. Grettans! Garec gasped and dropped face-first onto the ground in the thicket.
         Grettans this far south, that was impossible! He fought the urge to turn and run back the way he had come, and silently promised himself he would never again approach
         any quarry except from downwind. The closest grettan had been crouching in the underbrush just a few paces away: if Garec
         had approached from the southern side of the field, he would be dead already. Now he had to get back to Renna – he prayed
         to all the gods of the Northern Forest she was still alive. There was no way he could outrun a grettan, even over the few
         hundred paces back to his horse.
      

      
      Garec stole a quick look towards the meadow where several of the beasts were tearing into the deer’s corpse. As large as farm
         horses, grettans had powerful legs, enormous paws spiked with deadly claws and huge mouths with razor-sharp fangs, perfect
         for gripping their prey while they tore away strips of flesh with their forelegs. Their dense fur was black. Small ears jutted
         from their large heads, and their broad faces had horse-like nostrils and small black eyes set wide apart. Grettans rippled
         with thick muscle: they had few predators in the wild.
      

      
      Garec counted eight of the beasts in and around the meadow, the largest of which was a bull looming over the deer carcase.
         The unfortunate animal was stripped clean in a matter of moments; bloody, steaming entrails had been cast about the thicket.
      

      
      How could he possibly have missed grettan tracks – had he been too busy planning his escape from the forest? Forcing the questions
         from his mind, Garec focused on the problem at hand. He had to remain calm while he made his way, as silently as possible,
         back to Renna. She was fast: they had a good chance of escape if he could actually get to her.
      

      
      He painstakingly backed out of the thicket, careful not to break any dry branches or rustle the early autumn leaves already
         strewn beneath his feet. He was sweating hard despite the cool morning breeze and the stinging sweat irritated his eyes. His
         legs and lower back tightened, near to cramping, and he was forced to stop for several moments, awkwardly tucked beneath the
         branches of a wild raspberry bush, while he waited for his muscles to relax. It was fear. He knew it. He took several deep
         breaths and willed his heart to stop pounding and to fall back into place somewhere beneath his throat. Rutting whores: grettans
         here? What in all demonpissing nightmares were they doing here?
      

      
      Garec was soon free of the thicket and forced himself to walk, not run, through the forest towards the river. Ahead he could
         see Renna still tethered near the shallow pool, her nostrils flaring: she sensed the grettans nearby. Impatient with Garec’s
         tediously slow return, she pawed nervously at the ground.
      

      
      ‘Easy girl, easy,’ Garec soothed. ‘We’re going to be fine.’ He was less than twenty paces from her when Renna let out a sharp
         whinny. The young hunter felt his blood freeze. A demon scream echoed from the meadow, followed by the sound of the grettan
         pack crashing through the underbrush.
      

      
      ‘Rutting dogs,’ he yelled, sprinting the last few paces and leaping into the saddle, ‘let’s go, Rennie, let’s get out of here.’

      
      Danae’s Eddy was a short distance east, near a lazy bend in the Estrad River. The cliffs there might provide an escape, if
         only Renna could outrun the grettan pack for a few moments.
      

      
      Garec had only seen grettans once before, on a hunting trip to northern Falkan; he’d never tried to outrun one. He knew they
         were fast: there were stories of the largest grettans easily chasing down horses on the Falkan plains. Renna was galloping flat out now, and it took all Garec’s concentration to help guide her
         along the riverbank. The sun was fully out, but the heavy morning dew had yet to dry from ferns and tree limbs along the trail
         and Garec’s boots and leggings were soaking wet. Looking down at his soggy legs, Garec suddenly had an idea – if they could
         make it to Danae’s Eddy before Renna was hamstrung.
      

      
      The fastest grettans were close on her heels now; Garec could hear their hungry snarling behind the thud of the mare’s hooves.
         Praying Renna could keep up her pace without his guiding hand, he turned halfway in the saddle and fired an arrow at a large
         bull that was snapping viciously at her flanks. It struck the beast in the neck, but didn’t appear to slow him at all. Garec
         nocked and fired again, and again pierced the large bull’s throat – but even with two arrows in its neck, the enormous creature
         was still making up ground against the tiring horse.
      

      
      It was a heroic flight as Renna pounded through the brush, but Garec could feel her slowing beneath him. A smaller grettan
         came up fast and, leaping, managed to get a paw onto Renna’s hindquarter. The horse screamed a desperate whinny but maintained
         her stride, though blood was flowing from her torn hide. Garec briefly felt rage eclipse his terror. He looked ahead, hoping
         to spot any low-hanging branches, but, seeing none, he stood in the stirrups, turned nearly all the way around and fired at
         the smaller grettan. The arrow took the snarling monster in the head just above one eye. Garec spared a moment to thank the
         gods he had brought his longbow rather than the smaller forest bow, otherwise he’d never have got through the animal’s thick
         skull. The arrow sank deep in the grettan’s head and stopped it dead in mid-stride. Four of the slower grettans abruptly gave
         up the pursuit when they saw one of their own collapse; the coterie of fangs and claws fell upon the still-twitching corpse
         and began tearing away large pieces of its flesh. Scratching and clawing at one another with blood-soaked paws, the cannibal
         beasts vied for position over the mangled carcase of their fallen brother.
      

      
      There were still two grettans continuing the pursuit, and Garec began to despair of reaching the cliffs.

      
      Then he saw them through the trees, perhaps two hundred paces out.

      
      The mossy rocks would still be wet with morning dew, and there was a razor-thin dirt trail leading across the expansive outcropping that narrowed into thin switchbacks leading down
         to the deepest part of the river. The huge bull with the arrows in its throat swiped at Renna and managed to tear one of Garec’s
         saddlebags from the mare’s back. Two rabbits and a ring-necked pheasant fell to the trail and the last of the smaller grettans
         stopped to enjoy a less animated meal, but the injured bull continued after the fleeing mare.
      

      
      When Renna burst from the treeline atop the cliffs, the grettan was running astride her, timing its leap onto the horse’s
         neck. Garec pulled a hunting knife from his belt, hoping to ram it as far into the animal’s chest as possible when the inevitable
         attack came. Seeing the trail at last, he focused his concentration on guiding Renna along it while the grettan paced them
         on the damp rocks.
      

      
      It worked. The creature lost its footing for a moment, time enough for Renna to gain those critical few paces on the drooling
         beast. Stealing another quick look back, Garec saw that the bull had started down the dirt trail leading towards the cliffs.
         There would be no time to take the precipitously terraced switchbacks down to the river; the turns were too steep.
      

      
      ‘We’re going to have to jump for it, Rennie,’ Garec shouted to the mare, who seemed to understand. She lowered her head and,
         with her last strength, ran without slowing off the edge of the cliffs. The grettan, close behind, also leaped into the morning
         air.
      

      
      Danae’s Eddy had been formed by several large rocks below the surface on the north bank of the Estrad. Right at the point
         where the river made a lazy turn south, the submerged formation forced the water’s flow back on itself and carved a deep pool
         from bank to bank.
      

      
      In the vivid morning sunlight Garec could see the rocks, a russet blur beneath the surface, and feared for a moment that Renna’s
         momentum would carry them too far and they would land on that inhospitable bed – but as they began to fall, he realised they
         would barely clear the rocks and trees on the south bank beneath them. He flailed his arms and legs in an effort to get off
         Renna and as far from the mare as possible before they hit the water; he was still pulling at imaginary lifelines when they
         did. Although the fall was not great, the impact was powerful enough to force the air from his lungs as he plunged deep beneath the surface.
      

      
      Gasping for breath, Garec clawed for the north bank. He could see Renna well ahead of him; by the way she was moving it looked
         as if she had come through the fall unscathed. He was not as certain about himself. His ribs hurt and he could already tell
         he’d damaged his right knee.
      

      
      ‘Relax,’ Garec told himself, in an effort to calm down, ‘you’ll be fine. Just relax.’ The hunter allowed the current to carry
         him a short distance downstream while he caught his breath; when he looked back, he could see the grettan struggling onto
         the south bank and up the cliff trail, the twin arrows askew in the monster’s neck. The bull stopped several times to face
         the river and scream, an unholy cry that chilled Garec, even though he knew that thanks to the grace of the gods of the Northern
         Forest, they had made it out of harm’s way.
      

      
      Renna had clambered out of the river and was trotting along the bank, anticipating where he would come ashore; she gave him
         a knowing toss of her head as she sidled gracefully towards the water. Favouring his ribs and sore knee, Garec began swimming
         for the distant bank.
      

      
      The almor waited silently on the south bank of the Estrad River. It had observed the young man’s flight through the forest,
         and the small herd of unshapely black beasts that pursued him; now it watched as the snarling, frothing creatures returned.
         Several stopped to drink from the shallow pool while others went back to the bloody remains of the fallen deer. The almor’s
         hunger was maddening. It had been summoned early that day by a bold and powerful force, and its mission was clear. The hunt
         would soon begin, but first it needed to feed, to replenish its energy and to gather knowledge of the surrounding forest.
      

      
      The largest of the beasts, the great bull that had nearly captured and killed the young man, struggled to the pool for a drink.
         Two of the man’s projectile weapons were lodged in the animal’s throat and it would soon fall from loss of blood. Several
         of the other creatures waited nearby, ready to attack the large male as soon as they were certain death was imminent. The
         almor did not wait for them. Stepping into the river, it shimmered for a moment, then melted away. An instant later, the bull grettan stiffened sharply, as if struck by a seizure, and then collapsed on the muddy riverbank. While the others
         prepared to leap on their fallen leader, the grettan’s eyes sank back in its skull, its coat turned a light shade of grey
         and its great mass expanded slightly before shrivelling down to an ashen shell. The grettan was gone, sucked completely dry
         in a matter moments by the starving almor. Garec’s arrows, a skeleton and a wrinkled, leathery putrefying husk were all that
         remained of the great beast.
      

   
      
      THE FIRST NATIONAL BANK OF IDAHO SPRINGS

      [image: image]

      
      ‘I don’t get why it has to be a square unit,’ Myrna said as the door closed behind the only customer to visit the bank that
         morning. ‘I mean, wouldn’t they have measured the area of a circle in circular units? Isn’t a circle a perfect shape?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but it isn’t the right shape for area, and the Egyptians knew that,’ Steven answered from his office. ‘Anyone who dealt
         with the area of regular and irregularly shaped polygons had to come to the conclusion that area would best be measured in
         units that could accommodate the angles inherent in their buildings, towns, fields, or whatever.’ He outlined the corner of
         his leather desk blotter with a fingertip. ‘So they decided on a square, because circular units don’t interlock, nor do they
         fit into corners. Squares were easy to conceptualise and, having four equal sides, they were easier to use.’ He paused for
         a moment, considering what he had said, and went on, ‘At least I think that’s the way it worked out.’
      

      
      Steven had received another maths quandary that morning from Jeff Simmons and had shared it with Myrna Kessler, his colleague;
         it was one way to pass time at work. He had already figured out an answer, but teased Myrna as she struggled to piece hers
         together. Myrna was a self-proclaimed ‘mathsophobe’ – she was going to study liberal arts or humanities once she’d saved enough
         money for college. She’d graduated from Idaho Springs High School three years earlier, but her parents weren’t able to help
         finance a degree.
      

      
      The bank manager refused to play along with Steven and Myrna unless the problems dealt with compound interest or real estate
         speculation. ‘I had a maths concepts class for a year in high school,’ Griffin told them, ‘and I still don’t know what the hell that class was about. Derivatives – what the hell’s a derivative
         when it’s at home?’
      

      
      ‘We’ll tackle that one tomorrow, Howard,’ Steven promised. ‘Today we’re dealing with the Ancient Egyptians.’

      
      Steven read the e-mailed problem aloud to Myrna: ‘Ancient Egyptian architects established the height of the pyramids using
         the diameter of a circle whose area equalled that of the square footprint at the pyramid’s base. How did they calculate the
         diameter’s length?’
      

      
      ‘You know, all this maths problem stuff makes you look like a geek,’ she said. ‘You need to find another hobby.’

      
      ‘He is a geek, and he’s found the perfect geek hobby. Leave him alone.’ Griffin’s voice resounded from somewhere inside his office.
      

      
      ‘I am not a geek,’ Steven defended himself. ‘All right, I might be a bit of a geek, but it’s certainly not maths’ fault. If
         I’m a geek, I’ve done it to myself. At least I’ll be a noble geek.’
      

      
      ‘And this problem is boring. I like the last one about the phone and the calculator. I haven’t been able to figure it out,
         though.’ Myrna went silent as the front door of the bank opened and a customer approached her window.
      

      
      ‘Neither have I,’ Steven answered to himself. He hadn’t thought much about that question in the weeks since its arrival; it
         was more difficult than it appeared at first. He pushed a few buttons on his telephone keypad, but was interrupted when Griffin
         poked his head into the office.
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you heading into Denver tonight?’

      
      ‘Yeah, I’m hoping to get out of here a bit early this afternoon so I can make it to South Broadway before the antique shops
         close. Why?’
      

      
      ‘Mike Thompson at First American Trust has an extra ticket to the game Sunday. Could you stop on your way down and get it
         for me?’ Griffin was no great football aficionado, but any excuse to drink beer while eating grilled bratwurst would bring
         out the fan in his boss.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, sure. Just call and tell him I’m coming.’ Steven grimaced: he never enjoyed the drive into Denver. The opportunity
         to appreciate the picturesque foothills and long sloping vistas was invariably ruined by interminable traffic. If he left by 2.00 p.m., he would have a couple of hours to shop for his sister Catherine, who had just agreed to marry the man
         she had been dating for the past two years. The wedding was scheduled for mid-December, and Steven planned to buy her a late-engagement,
         early-wedding present. As a child, his sister had loved the antique china cabinet their mother had in the family dining room.
         It was mahogany, with thin glass panes set in an elaborate woodworked pattern on double doors. South Broadway Avenue was lined
         with antique stores and Steven had seen an advert for a going-out-of-business sale at an old family shop, Meyers Antiques.
         One way or another, he was sure he would find something just perfect for Catherine.
      

      
      He missed his sister. They spoke frequently on the telephone and she teased him when he forwarded maths problems to her by
         e-mail, but he wished they saw each other more often. When they were children he had always been busy with friends, athletics
         and all those other world-shatteringly vital teenage things he couldn’t even remember now. He’d rarely found time for her,
         despite the fact that she had idolised him. When he reflected on their childhood, fifteen years later, he felt that was his
         greatest failure, that he had not taken the time to be a good older brother to her. Kenny, the man she was marrying, was a
         technology specialist and computer programmer. Steven had met him only once, during the Christmas holiday at Catherine’s home
         in Sacramento – Christmas in humid, eighty-five-degree weather, ironic but fun nevertheless. When he’d got back to Idaho Springs,
         he’d erected a Christmas tree in his living room to enjoy the holiday in a snowy setting, even if it was a week late.
      

      
      He wanted his gift to show that he had paid attention to things that were important to her when they were young, even if it came a score of years too late; he hoped
         she would realise how much she had always meant to him. So he had to find the perfect cabinet.
      

      
      Steven collected the papers for a small-business loan application and placed them in a manila folder. He walked to the lobby
         and handed the folder to Myrna, who quickly put away sketches she had been working on and opened a magazine resting on the
         counter. ‘Were those circles I saw drawn on that sheet of paper?’ Steven asked, grinning.
      

      
      ‘No. Well, okay, yes, but I’m not working on it any more,’ she said, then changed the subject pointedly. ‘What’s this?’
      

      
      ‘This is the Thistle loan application. It’s all approved. Would you put it in the computer for me and send out the letter
         once Howard signs it?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘I am not your secretary, Steven Taylor,’ she answered, trying to sound offended and failing. Steven liked Myrna. He often found himself
         taking time to tell her the things he wished he’d said to Catherine through the years. She was an attractive twenty-one-year-old
         with short, raven-black hair, light skin and blue eyes. She had been a member of Mark’s world history class three years earlier
         and Steven knew he would always think of her as one of Mark’s former students, even though he often heard her planning evenings
         out with friends or trips to the resorts for après ski parties.
      

      
      Myrna’s father had to give up work after being injured in a car accident, and she’d taken on a number of part-time jobs around
         town to help her mother make their mortgage payments. Finances had been tight for several years, but last winter her mother
         had been promoted to assistant manager at the local supermarket, and her father had landed a job helping out in the cafeteria
         at the hospital. Myrna’s dream was to attend college, and Mark had been helping her with scholarship applications; if all
         went well, she would attend the University of Colorado the following fall.
      

      
      ‘I know, I know,’ Steven responded, ‘I was just hoping you’d help me get out of here early today so I can get my sister a
         wedding present.’
      

      
      ‘Well, in that case, I’ll help you. Also, I’m bored. It’s been dead out here today.’ She cast him a coquettish grin.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ he said as he turned towards Griffin’s office, ‘okay, I’m off. Howard, I’ll drop the ticket by tonight if I’m not
         too late, or tomorrow morning after breakfast. Myrna, behave yourself tonight. Stay away from the Ja¨germeister. That stuff
         will kill you.’ He grinned back at her and pulled an arm through one sleeve of his tweed jacket.
      

      
      ‘How would you know, Steven? You’re never out – when was the last time you had a shot of Ja¨ger – or anything?’

      
      ‘It may be the only German Schnapps I know, but if you really want to drink like a fat, balding German banker, that stuff is your free pass. Behave yourself anyway.’
      

      
      Myrna watched through the front window as Steven waited to cross the street. She’d had a crush on him three years ago, but
         now she looked on him more as a protective older brother than a potential catch. He looked over his shoulder, shook his head
         in amusement and hopped back up the stairs.
      

      
      Myrna looked at him expectantly. ‘What?’

      
      ‘It’s a square built on eighty-nine per cent of the circle’s diameter. The Egyptians had it all worked out long before they
         ever heard of pi. See you Monday.’
      

   
      
      GREENTREE TAVERN AND BOARDING HOUSE
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      Garec Haile rode hard through the village towards Greentree Tavern. He had taken a few moments near Danae’s Eddy to clean
         the claw wounds on Renna’s hindquarter, but the injury needed stitches. Garec thought Sallax had some herbal concoction to
         help the mare sleep while Brynne stitched her up; for now, the bleeding had slowed enough for Renna to carry him back to Estrad.
         He hurried to spread the word that there were grettans in the southern forest. Careening into Greentree Square, Garec suddenly
         reined Renna to a slow walk, a spray of mud about her feet marking the abrupt change in tempo. There were nearly a dozen Malakasian
         soldiers tethering their mounts to a hitching post in front of the tavern, their black and gold uniforms unmistakable. Some
         remained outside, encouraging interested passers-by to continue on with their business, while others entered the tavern through
         the front and rear doors. The platoon would have been no match for an organised group of Estrad villagers, but the Eastlands
         and Praga had been under Malakasian occupation for so long – several generations now – that few would even think of spontaneously
         taking up arms against Prince Malagon’s forces.
      

      
      Fighting his fear, Garec rode to the mercantile exchange across the square from the tavern owned by Sallax and Brynne Farro
         and hitched Renna there, not wanting to lose her to the Malakasians should trouble arise. Lashing his bow and hunting knife
         to his saddle, he limped across the common and attempted to enter the building. ‘Hold there, son,’ a burly sergeant called,
         ‘we won’t be long.’ The soldier was an older man; he looked like he’d been hardened by many Twinmoons’ service in Malagon’s
         army. He stood a full head taller than the other soldiers and corded muscle bulged in unlikely places.
      

      
      ‘I’m unarmed,’ he replied. ‘I have friends inside.’

      
      ‘I said hold here, boy,’ the sergeant directed. ‘If your friends are smart, they’ll have no trouble this morning.’ Garec watched
         as one of the soldiers moved to block the front entrance. These men were more heavily armed than the Malakasian patrols that
         regularly crisscrossed town and covered the north bank of the river. Something was wrong.
      

      
      ‘You don’t look like normal patrolmen,’ he ventured, ‘is something wrong?’

      
      ‘Mind your business, boy,’ the sergeant told him sharply, then softened and admitted, ‘Actually, you’re right. We’re looking
         for a group of raiders who took a caravan last night along the Merchants’ Highway north of here.’ He fingered a short dagger
         in his belt. ‘You wouldn’t know anything about it, would you, boy?’
      

      
      ‘Uh, no sir,’ Garec began, ‘I haven’t—’ He was cut short by the sounds of a struggle erupting inside the tavern and started
         to move towards the door, but before he could enter, he was seized roughly by the guard posted near the entrance and felt
         a strong blow to his head. Stunned, his vision blurring and his head swimming, Garec fell backwards and managed to sit heavily
         on the wooden stoop.
      

      
      ‘Now, you’re lucky, boy,’ the sergeant told him calmly. ‘I could have you killed for that, but you caught me in a good mood
         today. You stay smart and stay put, because you come at one of my men again and I’ll run you through, armed or not.’ Garec
         did not believe he could stand if he wanted to, never mind fight. Through the ringing in his head, he listened for sounds
         from the tavern but heard nothing. Soon thereafter, the remaining Malakasian soldiers emerged, mounted their horses and prepared
         to ride away. Among them was a young lieutenant who gave several sharp orders, then scowled at Garec before waving his platoon
         northwards out of town.
      

      
      Garec tried to shake off the queasy feeling and struggled to his feet.

      
      ‘Have a good morning, young man,’ the old sergeant said and cuffed him once, hard, before riding away.

      
      The scene in the tavern was not as bad as Garec had feared; he remembered much worse from any number of Twinmoon celebrations. One well-dressed patron he recognised, Jerond Ohera, lay unconscious near the front windows; others helped to
         right tables that had been overturned during the search. Sallax and Brynne Farro were behind the bar; thankfully, both appeared
         unhurt. Versen Bier, a woodsman and Garec’s close friend, was kneeling to help Jerond. Garec knew all the remaining customers
         except one, a travelling merchant from the look of his boots, silk tunic and brocaded wool cloak.
      

      
      ‘So what was that about?’ Garec asked as he made his way to the bar.

      
      ‘Lords, what happened to you?’ Brynne asked, hurrying around to help him to a seat. She took his face in her hands and began
         cleaning the blood from his temple with her apron.
      

      
      Sallax answered Garec’s question. ‘They said they were looking for three men, part of a group who raided a caravan along the
         Merchants’ Highway last night. Apparently three were killed, but three managed to escape.’
      

      
      Looking up into Brynne’s eyes, Garec could see her concern. He whispered so only she could hear, ‘I’m sure it wasn’t him.’

      
      A tear began forming at the corner of one eye and she quickly wiped it away on her sleeve.

      
      Garec leaned forward to ask Sallax, ‘Why search here? Why this place?’

      
      ‘They’re after something else. This stinks. You saw them. They rode right out of town, no other stops, no other questions.
         I don’t buy it.’
      

      
      ‘And why’d they get after Jerond?’ Garec asked, motioning towards the unconscious man lying nearby.

      
      ‘Ah, he’d had a few already this morning,’ Sallax answered, ‘and some left in him from Mika’s Twinmoon celebration night.
         He ran his mouth off about Malagon’s virility and that rutting lieutenant had at him with the flat of his sword.’
      

      
      Brynne interrupted, ‘We need Gilmour back here now.’

      
      Garec nodded in agreement, then turned to the woodsman, who had sat down beside him. ‘Verse, you’ll not believe this, but
         I ran into a pack of grettans in the—’ He caught himself and glanced at the stranger sitting near the fireplace. He lowered
         his voice and continued, ‘They were in the forest near the river this morning, eight of them.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense, Garec,’ the woodsman replied with an amused chuckle. ‘Were you at the beer last night too? They’ve never been seen south of the Blackstones before, and it was a rutting
         feat they ever made it that far.’
      

      
      ‘Well, they’re out there now. Take a look at Rennie’s hindquarter if you need proof. We barely made it out with our hides
         intact.’ Garec shuddered and went on, ‘I killed one with a miracle shot, and one chased us right into the river. Lords’ luck
         for us they don’t swim well.’
      

      
      ‘Swim?’ Versen teased, ‘you had to swim away? Some Bringer of Death you turned out to be, huh?’

      
      ‘What do they look like?’ Brynne asked.

      
      ‘Like the unholy marriage of a mountain lion, a horse and a bear,’ Versen replied. ‘And they’re big, bigger than most horses.
         If they’re really about, we’ll have to let people know to be careful of their livestock, get them in at night and all.’
      

      
      The well-dressed merchant stood and walked towards the bar. He was handsome, somewhat older than the small group of friends,
         and Brynne tried to avoid staring at him as he approached. Placing a few coins in front of Sallax, he commented, ‘I saw a
         group of them eat a farm wagon in Falkan once. They were so hungry – or so angry – I think they had it half-finished before
         they realised it wasn’t edible.’
      

      
      He paused, then added to Brynne, ‘Sorry about the mess here this morning. Thanks again for that breakfast. I loved the local
         beer as well, my dear. Good day all.’ Brynne blushed and stole another glance at the good-looking stranger.
      

      
      ‘Do come again. We’ll try to provide a touch less violence next time,’ she said as he walked towards the front door. Before
         exiting he righted an overturned chair, gave a last smile to Brynne, then left without looking back.
      

      
      ‘Who’s he?’ Garec asked, watching through the window as he crossed Greentree Square.

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ Sallax answered, ‘he came in late last night. We stabled his horse out back. Big saddlebags. He must be peddling
         something in the city.’
      

      
      Few travelling merchants came through Estrad any more. Prince Marek had closed the port and the southern forest five generations
         earlier and Estrad’s shipping activity had trickled away, unlike the other port towns around Rona. The rumour was that the
         prince had closed ports in Praga and the Eastlands because his navy was not extensive enough to patrol all the shipping lanes around the southeast peninsula – although some
         believed Marek just wanted to put a stranglehold on Rona because King Remond had chosen the southern nation as his home and
         established Estrad Village as the seat of the Eldarni monarchy. Marek’s Malakasian homeland lay far to the north and west,
         and shutting down Ronan trade helped shift loyalty to the new Eldarni capital in Pellia.
      

      
      Today Malakasia was the only nation with a navy; even so, Estrad’s port had never been reopened. The lack of seagoing commerce
         had become a way of life.
      

      
      Holding a compress to his swollen temple, Garec thought of the occupation army; he had a sense of foreboding. Something terrible
         was coming, and his anxiety grew as he pictured Gilmour out along the Merchants’ Highway. He was the one who had convinced
         them to build a partisan force, to start raiding caravans and amassing arms: to fight for control of their homeland. He was
         the one with the knowledge of Malakasian politics and Malagon’s armies. He was also the one who would know why the Greentree
         Tavern had been singled out this morning by a heavily armed platoon of Malakasian soldiers.
      

      
      Garec looked out the window across Greentree Square: Renna was still tethered safely to the post in front of the mercantile
         exchange. With a quiet word of goodbye he rose to retrieve her. As he left the tavern, he felt a cool breeze blowing in from
         the coast. The southern Twinmoon was coming, and with it, strong winds and high tides.
      

      
      Without thinking, he pulled his vest tight and felt a sudden sharp pain in his ribs. He had told Brynne he was certain Gilmour
         was not among the highwaymen killed last night. As he stepped out to cross the square, Garec hoped that was true.
      

      
      North of the village, the Malakasian platoon made camp in a glade near the river. Their horses rested, cropping the grass,
         while the smell of hickory smoke and frying meat wafted through the camp. Oddly juxtaposed with the idyllic setting were the
         rigid and broken forms of six dead men, three in the bed of an open wagon, arrows protruding from their bodies, three others
         hanging from the limbs of a large oak tree on the edge of the glade, their necks neatly broken. The hanging bodies were motionless
         save for the gentle rocking of the great tree by the wind from the south.
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