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Sian
 
    
 
   Sian [“Shee-ahn”] is a small province to the west of Wirran; a wild, beautiful place known for its magnificent forests and timbers, its swift fish-filled rivers and cold deep lakes and the proverbial stubbornness of its foresters. It’s almost entirely encircled by high mountains: south and west are the Caterpillar Mountains with the Break between them and the Sleeping Dogs to the east. The Break is one of only two entries for commerce and trade, the other being the smaller Gap in the west. Across the northern border are the Granite Mountains, fearsomely high and steep in places, with perhaps a few dangerous passes through them that are known only to the hunters and trackers of the foresters. The Sleeping Dogs are so named because they’re generally considered to be best left alone, but if anyone was mad or desperate enough to try to cross them, there’s only one place to do it: the Dogleg Pass. It starts off easily enough on the Siannen side as the trail runs through deep-sided gullies lined with lovely tree ferns and tall trees, but it quickly becomes steeper, narrower and more dangerous and it certainly lives up to its Siannen reputation of being as crooked as a dog’s hind leg as it climbs upwards.
 
   The track loses itself and nearly everyone else somewhere in the middle of a confusing jumble of deadend canyons and sheer drops; but, if one knows where they’re going or has a very good guide, one will eventually reach the Fangs. 
 
   Two mighty crags, they are, at almost the highest part of the Sleeping Dogs. Up here the wind blows cold and hard even in the height of summer and the Fangs are always crowned by ice and snow. From mid to late autumn until sometimes surprisingly late in spring the way is simply impassable.
 
   The southern Fang has been split for several hundred feet from its apex by some ancient cataclysm and it’s prone to quietly drop bits of itself on unwary travellers. The northern Fang is so steep the sides are almost sheer, and the Pass winds between the two, as crooked as ever, until it runs around the side of the north Fang as a windswept, horribly exposed track for a distance of nearly a quarter of a mile. From here, the view along the spine of the Sleeping Dogs is magnificent, but most folk are too worried about the sheer thousand-foot drop below them to notice it.
 
   The foresters called this bit the Breath Stealer, or the Scream. After this, anything is a relief, but the Wirran side is just as narrow, steep and dangerous in parts as the Siannen, perilous to the inexperienced and unwary for most of its length.
 
   It’s widely believed that even the mountain goats avoid the place and that only madmen and Siannen foresters ever go there. Some folk find it hard to tell the difference between the two, but to be fair, few madmen do actually make the crossing.
 
   **********
 
   The Siannen foresters are a tall, handsome, well-built race, generous and hospitable to others whether they’re Siannens or not. They’re hardworking, honest and plain speaking to a fault. Most tend to be dark-haired with blue or brown eyes, but a few northern clans are redheaded; not the sandy or carroty type of red, but a beautiful true auburn, and a few forester families have the mottled green-brown eyes that are so rare elsewhere in Yaarl.
 
   Inevitably over the years some have drifted away from the hard life of the foresters, moved to the slightly gentler southern and western parts of Sian and built small cities and towns, like Siovan and Sinter, both near the Break. Even there, they’re never too far from trees, for first and foremost Sian is known for its trees. They’re everywhere… little copses of eucalypts, open forests of oak and ash, dense stands of lovely cedars and spruce and mighty marblebarks. And then there are the fabled Forest Giants, said to be the tallest and biggest trees in Yaarl, that grow only in certain isolated parts of north-eastern Sian and nowhere else. The forests are alive with birds and creatures great and small. It’s said the forester-born pine and die away from them; certainly it’s unusual for a forester to leave his beloved forests, and they rarely stay away for long.
 
   **********
 
   No Siannen forester, male or female, has short hair and it’s only ever trimmed to keep it tidy, never to cut it short. It’s considered to be a mark of respect and love for the forests and of course this doesn’t alter whether a Siannen is in Sian, Wirran, the grasslands of Nessun or the Great Sandy Desert. A woman’s hairstyle is variable, but all men and lads over twelve wear the traditional braid. Some braids are deceptively simple, some very complex, but nevertheless they contain a lot of information about their wearer, to those who know how to interpret them.  There’s no deep, dark secret to it, but it is complicated.
 
   Each clan has a particular pattern to the braiding, then each family of that clan has their own variation, and each individual has their own variation again. Some clans have a single long plait down the back, some two or three, and a couple of clans have dozens of tiny plaits, beginning with them woven closely against the head. The exact pattern of this weave differs from clan to clan. Then, some families braid all the tiny plaits into a single one, some braid perhaps six or seven of the little plaits into one and repeat it over the head, and some leave the whole lot loose. Needless to say, this style of braid takes hours of work and that’s probably why more clans don’t do it.
 
   An example may serve to illustrate it best.
 
    
 
   All male members of the Ghost Cedar clan who are older than twelve have their hair braided closely to their heads in a pattern of straight lines running from the brow to the back of the head. The hair is then braided into dozens of tiny plaits. If these plaits are left loose, the man is of the Binnen family. If there are red and green threads woven in as well, they are of the family of Albe d’Jass. And if the man has four silver beads woven into one of the front plaits, then he’s Josef d’Albe d’Jass a’Binnen del’Tarn, the fourth son of old Albe.
 
   Rowan’s braid, a single six-stranded braid at the back, is of the Forest Giant clan.
 
   The two plaits woven against his head at the sides indicate his kin, the Quint family, the absence of coloured threads indicates he’s specifically of Rhys d’Rhuary’s family, and the two plain silver beads at the end of the braid show that he’s the second-born son. The fact that one of these silver beads is joined to a golden one shows that he’s a twin and he now has two woven gold and silver beads for his wife and their baby son. 
 
   Rowan’s name would be Rowan d’Rhys d’Rhuary a’Quint del’Quist if he ever felt like giving the full title, and indeed that is as it is on his Guard papers; but most foresters don’t bother to add their family name into their use-name, simply because they feel that anyone who has any business knowing will already know from their braid, and others can ask. And it makes for less confusion amongst outsiders, who already seem to find the Siannen system difficult enough without adding to it. 
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



“… a big black grumpy cow…”
 
    
 
   “Gran, Gran! There’s a… there’s a big cow out here!” Rose cried as she ran down the long central passageway of the house. She didn’t like the way that cows tried to nibble on her hair and slobber on her face. 
 
   Dana turned and smiled at the little lass, so like her mother Rhianna at that age that it nearly broke her heart. Dana’s beautiful daughter was dead these last ten months and she was helping to take care of Rose and her brother.  They were twins, nearly four, and they were beautiful children by any standards. Strong, healthy and long-limbed, they were very alike: both had their mother’s lovely auburn hair and pale skin and the unusual dark-lashed hazel eyes of their father, Rhys.
 
   “A big cow, lovie? What’s it doing here?” she said as she gave Rose a hug.
 
   “I don’t know, Gran,” the little lass replied unhappily, “But it’s a horrible big black grumpy cow. I don’t like it.”
 
   A big black grumpy cow? Bloody Hells… one of their neighbours had a huge black bull, a magnificent creature of uncertain temperament. If he hadn’t been such a superb animal whose progeny were just as good as himself, but better natured, he’d have been a docile work ox or beef stew long before now. But what would he be doing here?
 
   “Where’s Rowan and Glyn sweetheart?” Dana tried to keep calm. Normally the twins and their friend Glyn were inseparable and she knew they’d been kicking a ball around earlier.
 
   Rose frowned, annoyed with her brother.
 
   “Rowan’s out there patting the big black cow, but he told me and Glyn to go away because we didn’t like it. So Glyn went home.” She looked up at Dana, puzzled. “It’s got a big sort of ring thing in its nose, Gran. Our cows haven’t. Why has it got a…?”
 
   Dana ran down the passage and stopped dead at the front door. It seemed the bull had decided to come and pay a neighbourly visit to Rhys’s two milking cows. It stood near the paddock, huge and magnificent, right beside a little auburn-haired lad.
 
   “Rowan…” she whispered, reaching for the bow behind the front door. She didn’t think she could kill the huge creature with a single shot though.
 
   “Don’t hurt him, Gran. He’s not hurting anything, truly. He hasn’t even been in the garden,” Rowan said anxiously as she stepped from the house, bow in hand. He reached up and patted the bull’s mighty shoulder. It slobbered in his hair and lowered its head.  He ruffled the curls on its brow, fascinated, and then tickled its ears. The bull sighed happily.
 
   Suddenly it raised its head and stared back down the way it had come. Coming along as quickly as they could was a very worried, very breathless group of men armed with pitchforks and ropes and a couple of dogs that were almost as fierce and unpredictable as the bull itself. The bull snorted and stamped a hoof.
 
   “Be careful, Grumpy!” Rowan said severely, “You nearly trod on my foot then. You should be more careful, you great big silly thing.”
 
   The bull turned its great head to him again and looked very embarrassed. There was simply no other word for the expression on its face. Dana would have laughed if she hadn’t been so terrified. The bull carefully rubbed the side of its face against Rowan’s shoulder. He braced himself and grabbed the bull’s horn so that he wouldn’t fall over and he was about to tell Grumpy off again when he heard the men.
 
   They stood open-mouthed as the little boy patted the massive bull. Their dogs trotted up to him with silly doggy grins on their faces and licked his hand. 
 
   “Hello, dogs. What are you doing here?” Rowan said as he stroked them with one hand and the bull with the other.
 
   The men looked at each other, stunned. Many of the Forest Giant clan seemed to have a way with horses and of course they’d heard the rumours about this little lad of Rhys’s, but… they pulled themselves together. 
 
   “Dana, what the hell are we going to do? Can you get young Rowan away safely?” one of them called softly as they spread out and grasped their pitchforks more tightly.
 
   She hoped so. He was a good little lad, obedient usually, but he could be stubborn like his father. Well, like all foresters really; it was simply born into them.
 
   “Rowan, love,” she called as calmly as she could, “Leave him and the dogs now and come over here please, sweetheart. Carefully now, and then the men will take them all home where they should be.” She desperately wanted to scream but she didn’t want to frighten boy or bull.
 
   Rowan nodded reluctantly and gave Grumpy and the dogs a last pat each.
 
   “All right, Gran,” he said and started to walk towards her when he saw the raised pitchforks he’d been too busy to notice before. His eyes widened.
 
   “Don’t stick him with those!” he protested in horror, “Gran, they’re going to stick poor Grumpy with those big sharp things! But he hasn’t done anything… don’t let them hurt him! ” He stepped back in front of the bull protectively. “Gran, don’t let them stick him with those! I’ll take him home, like I take Glyn’s Gran’s goats home.” He turned to the bull and patted him again. “Come on, I’ll take you home, Grumpy. Come with me… I won’t let them hurt you. Come on, dogs.” He walked towards the circle of gaping men, Grumpy walking carefully beside him and the dogs at his heels. The bull snorted at the men and moved its great horned head just… so… and they parted before him.
 
   “Where does he live, Sir?” Rowan asked one of them.
 
   “Er… down there, Rowan lad, and then ‘tis the house with the red gate. In the… er, in the yard at the back with the high fence,” the man pointed the way, his eyes wide as one of the dogs curled its lip at him suggestively and Grumpy gave him a very dirty look that said he’d better not be thinking of laying that finger on Rowan or he’d be sorry. “We’ll… um… we’ll come with you and help with the gate, laddie. ‘Tis heavy…” he added quickly.
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Rowan said politely and set off, the bull beside him slobbering as it nibbled gently at his hair and the dogs racing ahead to collect the stick he’d thrown for them.
 
   “Great Bloody Gods,” one of the men said devoutly.
 
   “’Tis true then,” said another as he started back home at a discreet distance behind boy and bull. “I can’t bloody believe it, but ‘tis true…the little lad is truly a Whisperer…”
 
   He’s a Whisperer all right, Dana thought, or I’m a damned Forest Giant. She remembered the first time she’d seen him sitting laughing in the middle of the paddock surrounded by huge work horses, a couple of cows and a sow with fifteen piglets; she’d nearly fainted. He’d been nine months old.
 
   “’Tis all right, Ma,” Rhianna had smiled at her, “They won’t hurt him. They never do.”
 
   She’d stared at her daughter, sitting serenely on a log in the sun with Rose on her lap.
 
   “What the hell do you mean ‘they never bloody do’? What’s he… how the hell did he get out there?” she was wondering just how she was going to get through all those damned beasts and rescue her precious little grandson without stampeding them.
 
   “Don’t fret, Ma. He’s all right, I promise you. Do you seriously think I’d be sitting here on my backside if he wasn’t?” Rhianna smiled at her again.
 
   “Rhianna! Don’t be bloody daft! What do you mean?”
 
   “Ma, Rhys and I think … you won’t believe me, Ma, we can’t really believe it ourselves, but… but we think little Rowan’s a Whisperer,” Rhianna said softly, “He’s crawled out there now, that’s how he got there. I… I turned away for a minute to tend to Rose and he was gone. He’s so damned quick… but ever since he was a tiny, tiny baby, Rhys and I would bring him and Rose out to see the horses,” she shook her head as if puzzled, “We didn’t even have to call them. They’d all trot up and nuzzle at Rowan’s little hands or his toes. They’ve never hurt him and he’s never been frightened of any of them. Rose isn’t always sure about them, but Rowan’s always loved them. One day Rhys took him up to the other end of the paddock, I don’t know why now, and the horses all went too. And ‘twas the same if I took him and left Rhys and Rose here. We’ve tried it with Tilly and Griff carrying him too, and ‘tis the same. ‘Tisn’t me or Rhys or Griff or anyone else they want to see, we might as well be stumps,” she looked at her little boy as he pulled himself up on the long silky hairs on the legs of one of the workhorses. The foresters kept their workhorses on a communal basis; each family tended a few and they were taken into the forest as a big herd when needed. 
 
   The horse lowered its head and watched curiously as the little lad almost stood, then plonked back down onto his backside. It snuffled carefully at his thick dark red hair as he tried again. This time he managed to stand, swaying unsteadily as he patted the horse’s velvety muzzle before he landed on his backside again. He frowned and reached for the feathers again; he wanted to stand up and pat the horse and he was going to.
 
   Dana had shaken her head in wonderment then, and she did so again now. Nothing had changed, she thought. Rowan was always surrounded by dogs and cats and the Gods only knew what else. The animals would follow Rose too of course, because the twins were inseparable, and Tilly’s grandson Glyn with them, but it was Rowan they’d bring sticks or balls back for, or bring their tiny kittens for him to see. And in the case of her neighbour Tilly’s damned goats, bring themselves down the road for the sheer pleasure of following Rowan back home to plot their next escape. They didn’t even mind if he rode them. Eating Dana’s garden was just a bonus for them.
 
   But cats and dogs and goats were one thing, and enormous bulls like Grumpy were another. I love you dearly Rowan, my little lad, she thought, but you’ll be the bloody death of me yet.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



 1. “…he wants to join the Guard.”
 
    
 
   The Captain of the Guard at the small garrison of Den Sorl wasn’t happy. It had all started, he thought, when his wife had told him that her mother was going to extend her visit for another week, maybe two. Then it’d been oats – bloody horse feed! – for breakfast. And he’d found his favourite horse was lame. Nothing too serious wrong, luckily, but still… And THEN he’d received a dispatch from the cursed Commandant about some nonsense or other. Thank the Gods the stupid man was safely tucked up in Den Siddon, a good week’s trek from here at the rate the Commandant moved. Of course the troopers could do it a lot quicker than that, he mused.
 
   If it weren’t for the fact the Commandant was permanently stationed there in Den Siddon, Captain Telli Carlson thought it wouldn’t be a bad posting really. A big garrison, and a lot of responsibility, but the troops there were the best in Wirran; and the place itself was in the mountains and quite beautiful. He knew the present Captain of the Guard well, as it happened, Captain Johan. Like practically all Wirran garrisons, Den Siddon carried on the tradition of using a man’s formal title in formal situations and in front of outsiders, and his rank and first name among themselves. Thus Captain Johan Bendtsen was simply Captain Johan to his troopers in the barracks and his colleagues elsewhere. It certainly didn’t imply any lack of respect or discipline.
 
   Telli and Johan had been recruits together. Johan always said it was best to just salute and “Aye, Sir” a lot to the Commandant when he poked his nose in where it wasn’t wanted, which he did a lot, and then go ahead and do things the way they should be done anyway. It seemed the Commandant never noticed the difference. Too busy with his Soirees and Balls apparently. According to Johan the worst part of that was always having to dance with all the fine ladies and the raddled old hags at the Commandant’s entertainments – apparently there wasn’t always a lot of difference between them. Telli smiled to himself. Johan had always been too handsome for his own good.
 
   At least there wasn’t that problem in his little backwater of Den Sorl. He was “lucky” to see the Commandant once a year, and he’d be doing well to find enough fine ladies to stock a Ball. He knew a few raddled old hags though.
 
   Telli sighed as he read the Commandant’s latest effort again. All very well to say that recruitment was down, but he couldn’t just go out and drag the lads in off the street. And there was hell to pay if the lads weren’t old enough, they had to be near as dammit sixteen. They just weren’t strong enough before then, and most of them were so unfit it was a real struggle for everyone for the first few months anyway. He’d wondered sometimes if they shouldn’t be taking younger lads, not being so tough on them for a bit, and then get them into the harder training, rather than just tossing them to the wolves… er, instructors and drill sergeants. This latest lot, now… his head started to ache and his mood worsened.
 
   “Come!” he barked at a knock on his door.
 
   Sergeant Blacken lumbered in, looking a little nervous. Blacken, nervous? The man was as tough as nails and supposedly ate little children for breakfast.
 
   “What is it, Sergeant?”
 
   “Er… sorry to interrupt you, Sir, but…”
 
   “Well? Out with it, man!” 
 
   “Sir, I’ve got a fellow here with his son. Wants to join the Guard, Sir. The son, I mean, Sir,” Blacken managed.
 
   “So? Sign him up then. He’s got two arms and two legs and only one head, hasn’t he? What’s the problem?” Telli really wasn’t in the mood for this.
 
   “Well, Sir, he’s only fourteen…”
 
   Captain Telli shook his head.
 
   “Sorry, Sergeant, but you know the rules. You don’t need to bother me with this. Send him away for a couple of years.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Er, the thing is, Sir…”
 
   “The thing is, he’s fourteen, Blacken. Send him away.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.” Blacken looked uncomfortable, but he ploughed on. “But, but… well, they’ve come from Sian, Sir. They’re foresters… he looks a likely lad, Sir, strong, fit…” Blacken’s deep voice trailed away.
 
   Captain Telli looked at his sergeant closely. It wasn’t like him to question orders. And he was a damned good judge of character too. But a lad of fourteen? Dammit. Why today? Then again, it was just one more aggravation in a day that seemed full of them.
 
   “Did you say they’re foresters?” he said.
 
   “Aye, sir.”
 
   The oddness of it piqued his interest. The foresters of Sian were fine people, but he didn’t think he’d ever heard of one wanting to be a Guard. Usually it was the forest and nothing else with them. Oh, they might be woodcutters or charcoal burners or hunters or whatever, but not Guardsmen. No, it was unheard of. And it certainly wasn’t because they were cowards. It was said that they’d fought in the last great war a few generations ago; they’d been fine warriors too. But there’d been only a few small skirmishes and scuffles since then, thank the Gods, and the foresters had shown no sign of wanting to become Guardsmen again. Until today, it seemed. How very odd, he thought again.
 
   “Oh, send them in then, Blacken, but don’t get their hopes up.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. As you say, Sir” Blacken saluted with right fist to heart in the proper way and almost scurried out, if a man of his size could be said to scurry.
 
   This day is getting worse and definitely getting bloody odder as it goes on, thought Telli, rubbing his aching forehead.
 
   **********
 
   Captain Telli looked at the two men standing before him. Well, one man really – and a damned big one at that, he had to be over six and a half feet tall, like many foresters – and a tallish lad of perhaps fourteen or so standing straight and still beside him. They weren’t all that alike physically, but yet they were unmistakably father and son. They’d walked in side by side, with the same cat-like grace and economy of movement and both were strong, well balanced and light-footed, with a watchful calm about them. 
 
   “Good day to you Sir, and thank you for seeing us,” the man said in excellent Wirran coupled with the soft lilting accent of the neighbouring province of Sian. He was a broadshouldered, heavily muscled man with thick brown hair tied back in the traditional braid of the foresters of Sian. He and the lad were dressed in leather trousers and clean but well-worn woollen shirts and both carried a gleaming, very businesslike and wickedly sharp looking axe on their back.
 
   “My name is Rhys d’Rhuary del’Quist, and this one here is my son, Rowan,” the man continued, “He wants to join the Guard.”
 
   Straight to the point, thought the Captain approvingly. The Siannen foresters were known for being honest and forthright. He studied the lad with interest.
 
   The boy stood straight and as tall as he could beside his father. He had a lot of growing to do before he’d reach his father’s stature, Telli thought, and maybe he never would, but only a forester could imagine he was small. He was a slim, tallish lad, but Telli could see that he was well muscled, with a strong body and good arms and shoulders. His hair was a dark auburn, tied back in a similar braid to his father’s, and he had his father’s mottled green-brown eyes too, the colour the Captain’s wife would call hazel. It wasn’t a common colour in Yaarl. The father was handsome, but the lad’s face was quite beautiful.
 
   “How old are you, lad?” the Captain asked him.
 
   “Fourteen last month, Sir,” the boy replied politely. His Wirran was just as good as his father’s, his accent equally beguiling.
 
   “Fourteen? We don’t take recruits under fifteen, and really we prefer the lads to be sixteen,” Telli said.
 
   “Ah, yes, I thought that might be the way of it, Sir, but young Rowan’s so damned set on the idea of joining the Guard that nothing would do but that we come and see you now. He would have come by himself if I hadn’t managed to convince him it’d be better if I came with him.” Rhys said, looking down at his son with a mixture of affection and exasperation.
 
   Rowan looked straight ahead at the Captain, disappointment written all over him, but not close to giving up just yet. He squared his shoulders a little more and looked the Captain straight in the eye.
 
   “Sir, I’m strong, and I’m fit, and I’m a hard worker. I’m used to working with the older men in the forest and none of them has ever complained that I can’t keep up with them,” he said politely but firmly, as softly spoken as his father .
 
   “Can you read and write, lad?” 
 
   Father and son looked shocked to think that this Wirran might believe that he couldn’t, but their inherent good manners saved them.
 
   “Yes, Sir, of course. Ma Bigbum… er, er, your pardon, Sir, Mater Bigginum as I meant to say, Sir… she, she taught me and all the youngsters at home, Sir,” the lad managed.
 
   Rhys smiled at his son’s slip. He’d called the old teacher that when he was a lad himself.
 
   “Rowan can read and write in Siannen, Wirran, Bettran, and of course in Common. He can speak a couple of other tongues well enough to be understood too, and he’s been trying to learn Trollish from some of the local forest trolls, but of course ‘tis hard going,” he said, “I believe you’ll find most foresters can do the same, Sir. We seem to have an ear for language.” And we’re not the bloody savages a lot of you Wirrans seem to think, he thought to himself.
 
   Telli nodded thoughtfully, hoping his surprise hadn’t shown. Quite a few recruits struggled to even write their own names. Of course they’d learn, and damned quickly too.
 
   “And can you ride a horse, lad?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, I can ride anything. Sorry, Sir, I didn’t mean to brag, but ‘tis the truth.” Rowan looked up at his father for a moment. Rhys winked at his son and they grinned at each other as if at a shared memory, then both were serious again.
 
   “Can you handle a sword?” Telli asked, intrigued by this young fellow but already knowing what the answer would be.
 
   “No, Sir,” the lad answered sadly. “I’ve never even held a sword.” He brightened though. “But I’m good with an axe and a bow and a knife, and I’m not bad with a quarterstaff. And I’ve been out with our hunters since I was six.”
 
   Captain Telli raised a quizzical eyebrow at Rhys.
 
   “’Tis true, Sir, “ the big man replied, “At first I think they were only humouring the lad, but now he’s as good a hunter and tracker as any of them. Better than most. But ‘tis the Guard he wants, Sir, and as you say, he’s too young. I’m sorry we’ve wasted your time.” He put a hand on his son’s shoulder and started to turn away.
 
   “Wait… wait a moment. You’ve come all the way from Sian, through that cursed Dogleg Pass I imagine, and now you’re going back?” the Captain was appalled. He looked at Rhys and Rowan a bit more closely. He’d wager a month’s pay that they’d come that way and it wouldn’t have been the first time for either of them.
 
   It was widely believed that even mountain goats avoided the Dogleg Pass and that only madmen and the proverbially stubborn Siannen foresters ever went there.                    
 
   Telli knew that wasn’t quite so though, because he’d been through the Pass himself years ago. It had been stunning, with the long chain of the Sleeping Dogs running endlessly away from the windswept rocky precipice that was the Pass where it ran around the flank of the northern Fang. He’d seen plenty of mountain goats, or perhaps they were really sheep, with their long curly horns and wicked yellow eyes and oddly luxurious silky coats. No, surely no sheep had ever looked like these fierce splendid creatures.  He’d never forget the exhilarating wildness, majesty and danger of it, but he’d made the trip home via the southern Break.            
 
   “Well, yes Sir, ‘tis quickest through the Pass,” Rhys replied reasonably, “And Rowan’s too young yet, as you say and the Sergeant said and I said it too, but he was too damned stubborn to listen.”
 
   Telli watched Rowan’s face. The lad stood with his father, desperately disappointed but trying hard not to show it. He said nothing but he had to know that he must go back to his home again. The Captain wondered how many arguments there’d been in that forester household and how in the Nether Hells the boy had managed to convince his father that somehow he might be accepted by the Guard, even though he knew he was simply too young. Probably the father thought the only way he could finally convince his stubborn son that his dream was just not possible yet was to let him try, and fail, Telli thought. It was a hard way to learn a lesson, but sometimes it was the only way. And he’d managed to get past Sergeant Blacken too. Dammit! Why couldn’t the young fellow have waited another year? He’d have gladly taken him then. He thought some more. There was something that had been nagging at him, he realised.
 
   “Why did you come all that way, lad, when there are Guard garrisons in Sian? There must have been something closer to your home than here.” he said. 
 
   “Yes, Sir, there are… they’re not called ‘Den’, like they are here, but they’re Guard posts all the same,” Rowan said, “But… well, the truth is the training’s said to be better in Wirran, Sir.” He simply stated it as a fact, with no hint of guile, just as any forester would. Foresters rarely lied and they were simply no good at it at all.
 
   He was right, Captain Telli thought. Wirran men nearly always did the best in the Trials and Tournaments and things. Odd that this lad might know that. He looked at him again. He did look a likely lad, he thought: quick, strong, not afraid of hard work and as honest and forthright as any forester ever born. Dammit! He was starting to sound like Blacken! The lad was still only fourteen. 
 
   “Are you right or left handed, lad?” Telli asked this purely to test out a private theory. Nearly all Siannens and folk of Siannen blood that he’d met had the very useful ability to use either hand with equal ease. He could do it himself and his grandmother had been Siannen. Not a forester though.
 
   The young fellow looked at him, puzzled. He glanced up at his father, who shrugged and shook his head; he was just as baffled as his son.
 
   “Er, well… either, Sir,” Rowan said slowly. He looked at his callused long-fingered hands and thought about it a bit more. “I just use them both, like Pa and my sister and… well, like everybody, sir. Everyone except the local priests and the saddlers…”
 
   Oh, why not ask, Telli thought. It doesn’t matter if it’s just sheer idle curiosity.
 
   “Indulge me, lad… are they Siannens too?”
 
   Father and son were completely confused by now. They looked at each other again and obviously decided to, yes, simply indulge this madman. Their good manners stayed intact though. Truly, they were a credit to their upbringing, Telli thought.
 
   “No Sir,” Rowan said, “The priests are from, umm… Loren, two of them are, and I think the new one’s Giannese. He might be Crellian, from the south, perhaps. And the harness makers are Thallassians, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, lad,” Telli said, pleased to have his theory confirmed again.
 
   “Come, Rowan, we can’t waste any more of the Captain’s time now,” the father’s deep voice said. He sounded disappointed for his headstrong son.
 
   “No, Pa, I suppose we can’t,” the lad said sadly. “Thank you for seeing us, Sir,” he added politely as he started to turn away. He still stood straight and tall, but his shoulders had slumped a little.
 
   “Wait a moment…” Telli said again. He picked up his own scabbarded sword and looked at it critically. It would probably be too long and too heavy for this lad, but still… somehow he doubted the boy would do himself a mischief with it. Telli tossed it to him without warning. Rowan looked startled but he didn’t flinch. He caught the sword easily in his left hand and looked down at the silver-chased scabbard in wonder.
 
   “May I, Sir?” he asked hopefully.
 
   Telli smiled at him and nodded.
 
   Rowan drew the sword carefully, frowning in concentration as he felt the heft and balance of it. He tossed it to his other hand and repeated the exercise, twisting his wrist carefully as he adjusted his grip. He tried a two-handed grip, discarded it, and tossed the sword from hand to hand a few times as Telli watched him in fascination. The lad’s concentration was absolute and he might as well have been the only one in the room for all the attention he paid to his father and Telli as he finally found a grip that suited him. He made a few experimental swings with the sword, shifting his stance without thinking about it. Of course the strokes were unpolished, but they weren’t wild or uncontrolled and the lad was perfectly balanced, his grip on the hilt strong and sure and relaxed. This was a youngster used to swinging an axe for hours on end in the forest after all; he wasn’t big, but he was strong.
 
   Gods, thought Telli; this lad is a natural swordsman if ever I’ve seen one. And truly with either hand too. And barely fourteen years old, he reminded himself. 
 
   “Just wait outside for a moment, please Rowan. I want to speak with your father,” he said finally.
 
   Rhys looked Telli in the eye as the door closed behind his son. He knew damned well what this Captain was thinking, it had been written all over his face, and it looked like he might be right too. But he knew that Telli was still fretted about Rowan’s age. Time for him to say his piece, he thought unhappily.
 
   “Sir, Rowan’s a good lad,” he began, “He’s honest and respectful and good at taking orders from the other men in the forest. He’s a hard worker; he works as hard as any man there, like all of our lads, and he’s strong and fit and can turn his hand to almost anything. He’s wonderful with our beasts, and he’s damned good with a bow and a knife too. Of course he’s no angel, far from it, but what lad is? And he truly is an obedient lad, though you might be thinking otherwise…” Rhys smiled a bit sadly to himself and continued.
 
   “He’s too much like me in some ways. He looks a lot like his mother, but he’s as tough and as stubborn as a team of mules, just like me… Truly, I don’t want him to join the Guard, but in the long run it’s his life to live, not mine. And the forest and his family will still be there when he comes back to us.” Rhys believed his son would return to the forest eventually, but only if they didn’t mess it up now. He looked squarely at Telli again.
 
   “But, the truth of it is… if I was to really put my foot down over this, well… it’d go one of two ways. He could stay in the forest to please me, and be unhappy. Oh, he truly loves the forest and he’d try to make the best of it, but he wouldn’t be happy in his life… Or else he’d simply leave the forest, leave his home and family and he wouldn’t be happy that way either…” And neither would I, he thought. Rhys loved his obstinate, exasperating son very much.
 
   “I know he’s too young and he knows he’s too young, but… he really is a good lad, Sir. He’s not a big lad, never will be I don’t think, but… well, it’s not an easy life in the forest and he’s strong and fit and tough as I said. He can look after himself, believe me, he can hold his own with all the other lads, though they’re a lot bigger than him, and I truly think he could take anything that you might throw at him.”  
 
   Telli was impressed by the honest way Rhys had spoken. Obviously his main concern was that his son should be contented in his life, and without burning his bridges behind him. He thought a bit more. Truly, he hadn’t had to do so much thinking for quite a while. The lad was only fourteen after all, but Telli doubted he’d ever seen a more capable looking young fellow. Maybe… Finally he decided.
 
   “Well, Rhys, let me just put to you a little idea I’ve had in my mind for a while… but from what you say we won’t need to be going a bit easier on young Rowan.”
 
   “No, Sir, you won’t. And truly, he won’t thank you if you do.”
 
   Rowan looked up as his father opened the door and beckoned him in, his face unreadable. He went back into the Captain’s little office and stood straight and still before him again.
 
   “Rowan, your father and I have been talking…” Telli bit back a smile as the boy’s face fell. “Suppose we tried you for, I don’t know, six or eight weeks? If you’re struggling to keep up with the other lads, then you could come back next year when you’ve grown a bit more…”
 
   Telli’s reward was there in the way the lad’s face lit up and his headache was finally improving too, he realised. Perhaps his day was too. And what the Commandant didn’t know about wouldn’t keep him awake at night, he thought virtuously.
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Rowan said simply, “I won’t let you down.”
 
   **********
 
   He took the axe from his back and turned to his father.
 
   “Will you look after this for me please, Pa? I don’t think I’ll be able to use it much here, but could you keep it safe for when I come home?” he asked softly. 
 
   There was something more to this than met the eye, Telli realised, as Rhys took the axe and put it on his back beside his own axe and said formally, “Yes, my son, I shall keep it safe for you. It will be sharp and ready for you when you have need of it.”
 
   Rowan smiled as if relieved and then he hugged Rhys tightly.
 
   “Thank you, Pa,” he said, “I truly will come back to the forest when I’m ready, I promise.”
 
   Rhys nodded and smiled down at him. The mere fact that he was the guardian of Rowan’s axe told him all he needed to know. Rowan might be away from the trees for a while, perhaps a long while, but he’d always return to them.
 
   “I know you will, laddie, else I couldn’t bear to leave you here. Are you truly sure this is what you want? You know you can still come back home with me now,” he said gently.
 
   “Yes, Pa. I’m sure,” Rowan said, swallowing the lump in his throat, “And be… be careful going back over the Scream, Pa. Let the mare go first and give the lead…”
 
   “I will, and you be careful too, my brave lad. I’ll be looking out for you when they give you leave… we all will, “ Rhys swallowed hard too and bent to kiss Rowan’s cheek.
 
   “Thank you, Captain,” he said as he straightened, “You’ve got a good lad here. Take care of him.”
 
   Telli nodded as he shook Rhys’s big, callused hand.
 
   “We will. I think he’ll do you proud.”
 
   “Of course he will. He always does.” Rhys smiled at him and Rowan and turned away.
 
   “Are you all right, Rowan?” Telli asked quietly as Rhys rode out of the Gate, leading Rowan’s horse. Obviously the lad’s father wasn’t expecting him to give up any time soon. Perhaps the business with the boy’s axe had something to do with that.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Yes, Sir. I’m… I’m all right, Sir,” he said, “The forest will wait for me.”
 
   “So it will. It’ll still be there for you when you go back.” Telli looked at him. He was a mature lad in spite of his youthful face, he thought, and he’d handled the parting well. “Come with me, then. I’ll take you to Sergeant Coll, who’s in charge of the recruits.”
 
   **********
 
   Sergeant Coll was surprised, to say the least, when Telli presented him with a new recruit. The others had started nearly six weeks ago and this lad… Coll looked out the window at him where he stood straight and tall, looking at a couple of troop horses tied there while the two men talked inside the office… his handsome face looked so young. And he was a Siannen forester.
 
   “How old’s this lad, Sir?” he muttered.
 
   “Fourteen.”
 
   “Four… fourteen, Sir?” Coll was aghast.              
 
   Telli nodded.
 
   “Aye. But look at him. Forget how young his face looks, he can’t help that; look at his shoulders and his arms. Look at how strong and fit he is. Look at the damned calluses on his hands, he’s used to hard work. He can wield an axe in the forest all bloody day and he can keep up with the foresters’ hunters. Could any of those other louts we’ve taken on do that? Could you? I bloody couldn’t, that’s for sure and I couldn’t have twenty years ago either,” Telli said, “Anyway, I promised him and his Pa that he could start now, and if he’s not coping in six weeks or so…” he shrugged, “Well, he can always come back to us when he’s a bit older.”
 
   “From Sian?”
 
   “Aye, why not? He’s come here from Sian now, hasn’t he?”
 
   “But the other lads are six weeks ahead of him…”
 
   Telli shrugged again.
 
   “They had to wait till the Dogleg Pass was clear. The lad can ride, he can track, he can use a bow and a knife and an axe, he’s physically very fit… I truly don’t think it’ll matter.”
 
   Coll looked out of his window again. Rowan was stroking the troop horses as they snuffled happily at his hands. The lad was obviously used to horses, had ridden here from Sian over the cursed Dogleg Pass after all, and how the foresters actually managed to do that was nobody’s business. He certainly looked fit and strong. Coll and Telli had talked about recruiting younger lads, but he hadn’t thought of taking just the one. He sighed, hating what he was about to say, but knowing that he had to say it.
 
   “You know the others will give him a bloody hard time, with his pretty face and his long hair and him being so much younger than them? Just being Siannen would be enough, without all of that. I heard that idiot Mano going on about foresters the other day. ‘Savages’ he called them. ‘Hardly more than beasts’. I nearly thumped him. Mind you, I doubt he’s ever seen a forester, much less met one.”
 
   Well, he’s in for a surprise with this lad, Telli thought. All the same, he’d made it very clear to both Rowan and his father that there’d likely be problems at first. They’d been surprised, but unconcerned. He nodded slowly.
 
   “His Pa says he can look out for himself,” he said.
 
   “Aye, well… he’ll need to. A couple of the lads are nearly seventeen and they’re full of themselves. I’ll try and look out for him, but I’m not always going to be there…” Coll said.
 
   Telli nodded again.
 
   “Aye, I know… he and his Pa know too.”
 
   “Well, I suppose he can always come back in a year or two, as you say,” Coll said, “Rowan, you say his name is?”
 
   “Aye. Rowan d’Rhys d’Rhuary a’Quint del’Quist.” Telli smiled. “I don’t think he uses all of it.”
 
   “These bloody Siannen names!” Coll laughed. He strode to the door and went outside to the lad waiting patiently there. “Come with me, young Red. I’ll show you where things are and then I’ll introduce you to the other layabouts.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



2.“I’m damned glad this young fellow’s going to be on our side!”
 
    
 
   Sword Master Hibbon Harrelson came into Telli’s office in response to his summons. He was a wiry, strongly muscled man in his mid-forties, not tall, with greying light brown hair and shrewd brown eyes. He saluted as he came in and then he made himself comfortable in the visitors’ chair.
 
   “Comfy there, are you?” Telli asked with a grin.
 
   “Aye, thanks, I am. This is much better than that other old bugger,” Hibbon laughed, “I was on my way to see you when I got the summons.”
 
   “Oh aye? And what did you want to see me about?”
 
   “It can wait. More importantly, Telli, what did you want to see ME about? Have I been a naughty boy again?”
 
   Telli laughed at his old friend and mentor.
 
   “Not that I’m aware of.” He became more serious. “No, I took on a new recruit today. A young lad from Sian… I’d like you to have a look at him…”
 
   “Ah.” Hibbon looked at him, his face inscrutable. “Now it’s funny you should say that, laddie. This Siannen you’ve taken on, and so long after all the others, I might add… he’s not by any chance a very young looking forester lad who’s damned nearly as tall as I am, and who walks like a bloody great hunting cat, is he? Looks strong and fit and very bloody capable? Face like an angel?  Hmm?”
 
   Telli laughed again and poured Hibbon a drink.
 
   “I can’t put anything past you, can I? Aye, that’s him. Young Rowan del’Quist.”
 
   “How old is he, Telli? He must be older than he looks, but even so I’m damned sure he’s not sixteen yet. Is he?”
 
   Telli shook his head.
 
   “No, he’s fourteen.”
 
   Hibbon raised his eyebrows at that, a reaction equivalent to another man’s shocked gasp.
 
   “Fourteen.”
 
   “Aye,” Telli said quietly, “I just thought he was too good to send all the way back to Sian. I think he’ll hold his own with the other lads even though they’ve got a start on him.”
 
   “And I suppose he came through that cursed Dogleg Pass? Must be barely thawed. The lad’s not a runaway, is he?”
 
   “No… he and his Pa would have come sooner, but they had to wait until the Pass was clear. Well, clear enough, anyway. There’d still be ice and snow up there of course.”
 
   “Daft buggers, these foresters. Good folk though. Dunno when I’ve last heard of one joining the Wirran Guard…” Hibbon said thoughtfully. “So, what do you want me to take a look at him for? You’ve already taken him on, you said.”
 
   “Aye, I have. Well, officially he’s on trial for six weeks or so, and if he can’t keep up with the other lads he can come back next year when he’s grown a bit, got a bit stronger. Between you and me, I don’t think he’ll be leaving anytime soon.” 
 
   Hibbon smiled.
 
   “He might need to be a bit stronger, you think? Gods, man, I saw that lad walking past with Coll and he’s probably already stronger than the rest of the new recruits put together. He’s not a heavy lad, doesn’t carry any excess weight, but he’s certainly not small to anyone but a forester. He’ll have been working in the forest with the men for a couple of years, and if he can keep up with them he can keep up with anyone here. I’ll wager he’s damned good with an axe and probably a bow and a knife too.”
 
   Telli nodded.
 
   “Aye, his Pa said he’d been out with the hunters since he was six. Says he’s bloody good with any tool or weapon that they use. He’d never held a sword though, until I tossed him mine…”
 
   Hibbon raised his eyebrows again.
 
   “Well, he wasn’t limping, so he didn’t cut his foot off,” he said dryly, “I didn’t notice if he still had all his fingers.”
 
   “You daft bugger! Hibbon, he… he caught it like he’d been doing it all his life. No hesitation at all. And he can use either hand too, like me. No, better than me, I think. He tossed the blade from hand to hand… his Pa says he’s always done that with an unfamiliar tool or weapon to get the balance of it, and dammit, he settled on a good grip too. Strong but relaxed.”
 
   “Did he wield it like an axe?”
 
   “No. No, he didn’t. Hibbon, I… I know you’ll think I’m daft, but I think he’s going to be something special.” Telli shook his head slowly, still astonished at what he’d seen. “He held that damned sabre like he was born to do it. His stance, his balance, was perfect.”
 
   Hibbon looked at him carefully, surprised. Telli wasn’t one to get excited over nothing, he knew, and he was a good judge of a lad’s potential. If he thought this young Siannen was going to be something out of the ordinary, he was probably right.
 
   “Ah. Then I’d better have a look at him, Telli,” Hibbon said. He’d trained both Telli and Johan for the last Champions’ Trophy, the most important and most prestigious competition for swordsmen in all of Yaarl. Telli had done very, very well, finishing in the Round of Four; Johan had won it and was the reigning Champion. Hibbon himself had been runner-up in the Trophy before that, held ten years prior. What he didn’t know about swordsmanship and the training of swordsmen wasn’t worth knowing.
 
   “Well…? Are you going to come too, laddie?” he said casually as he headed for the door.
 
   “What, now? You’re going now?”
 
   “Aye, why not? No time like the present. There’s an hour or so before supper, and it’ll help the boy work up an appetite. Mind you, I’ve never heard that foresters need any help in that department. Do you think Coll will still be showing him around?”
 
   “Aye, probably. They should be through with the stables and on the way to the barracks. Maybe we can head them off,” Telli laughed.
 
   In the event, they’d caught up with Sergeant Coll and his new recruit as they left the stables. It seemed there’d been a bit of a delay there for some reason. Well, it didn’t matter. Hibbon introduced himself and asked Rowan to come to the salle with him.
 
   “Yes, Sir. Of course, Sir,” the lad replied with a good attempt at a salute.
 
   Telli and Coll went with them to the indoor training circles, wondering just what Hibbon might have in mind. He was an exacting taskmaster, hard but fair, with an unerring instinct and little use for those who were wasting his time.
 
   **********
 
   Hibbon looked at the lad standing straight and tall before him. Hmm… Not a fidgeter, thank the Gods, he thought. Long-limbed, strong and fit… he looks like he’s ready for anything. Well, he probably is. It’s not an easy life in the forest and it’s not an easy thing for a forester to leave there. Not a usual thing either. At least this lad wasn’t a runaway, but there’d have been some interesting discussions at home, he was sure.
 
   “Show me your hands please, laddie,” he said.
 
   “My…? Yes, Sir,” Rowan replied, wondering why the man would be interested in his hands, of all things. He had two of them, didn’t he?
 
   Hibbon nodded thoughtfully and tried not to laugh at the puzzled look on the boy’s face. Hmm. Smallish hands, but long-fingered, strong and well shaped. A few scars and scrapes, but clean. Well callused too. This lad was used to hard work, and he wouldn’t be complaining about a few blisters. Good.
 
   “And now your knife please,” he said.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Rowan replied, handing it over hilt first.
 
   It was a good, well-balanced hunting knife: heavy bladed, very sharp and with a tree carved into its bone hilt. That wasn’t all it was, Hibbon realised as he looked at it more carefully.
 
   “This is a dwarven knife.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “And how do you come to have a dwarven knife?”
 
   The lad’s remarkable eyes widened, surprised.
 
   “I… ‘Twas given to me by my Pa, Sir, when I turned twelve,” he managed, “’Twas made by Master Smith Jeldaron of the g’Farrien clan, Sir. He and his family are blacksmiths at home.”
 
   “Ah.” A good, useful gift for a lad just become a man in the eyes of his clan. “It’s a fine knife, lad. I think your Master Smith Jeldaron is used to making more than just horseshoes and nails.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. He makes axes and knives and… and, er, lots of things, Sir.”
              “Does he, indeed? Now, I’m sure you know how to use this, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Your pardon, Sir, I… I’m still getting my tongue around saying ‘aye, Sir’.”
 
   Hibbon smiled at him.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, you’ll get used to it. Now… see that post over there?” he indicated the one he meant, “There’s a knothole halfway up. See it? Good. See how close you can throw the knife to it.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   It wasn’t really a throwing knife, but Rowan balanced it carefully and threw it as best he could.
 
   Hibbon pulled the knife from the top of the knothole without a word and went back to Rowan.
 
   “Captain Telli says you can use either hand. Show me.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Again the knife thudded into the post, a fraction away from its first position. Telli and Coll looked at each other in surprise, knowing only too well that some of the new recruits would have missed the post by a foot or more and those who managed to hit it would probably not have their knives stay in the post. Knife practice could be… interesting at times. They said nothing as Hibbon retrieved the knife and handed it back to Rowan.
 
   “Good,” he said thoughtfully, “Well, Rowan, I think you should keep this knife of yours. It’s a damned sight better than anything we’d be giving you.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “Now, I’d like you to warm up a bit. Don’t want you pulling a muscle before you’ve even started. Do the men do anything to warm themselves up a bit before they start work in the forest?”
 
   Rowan looked puzzled for a moment and then his face cleared.
 
   “Oh… yes, Sir,” he said, “They sort of stretch and… do you mind if I take my shirt off, Sir? ‘Tisn’t so easy to exercise in a shirt, and these woollen ones get too hot and prickly.”
 
   Hibbon smiled slightly and nodded.
 
   “You’re right there, lad. Away you go.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   Rowan slipped his shirt off and stretched himself carefully in a way that was obviously a habit to him. Then without thinking about it he turned a series of neat backflips and somersaults as he always did to limber up a bit more.
 
   Good Gods, Hibbon thought. He tried not to stare as the lad flowed through his warmup routine. He mightn’t be big by forester standards, but his strong lean body was broad shouldered and well muscled and his clan tattoo, a magnificent tree of some sort, covered most of the left side of his chest over his heart. His chest was hairless as yet, but Hibbon knew that adult foresters had very little body hair and their tattoos were always clearly visible. Mind you, their braids were always long and thick, and they could grow a good beard if they had a mind to. Odd how different folk could be in small ways like that. Hibbon pulled his attention back to Rowan’s tattoo. It truly was a splendid thing, he thought, wondering idly just what sort of tree it might be.
 
   Of course tattoos weren’t unusual in the Guard, and Hibbon himself had several, but it’d be virtually unheard of for a fourteen-year-old Wirran lad to have one, and certainly not one like that. Physically, this lad was going to wipe the floor with the other recruits, flabby, useless idlers that some of them were. Hibbon glanced quickly at Telli and Coll and knew they were thinking the same thing.
 
   “Do all foresters warm up like that, lad?” he asked curiously. He couldn’t imagine such big men casually turning handsprings like that, but certainly the few he’d met had been lithe and active in spite of their size.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Yes, Sir, mostly. Some of the older men don’t do the backflips and things so much, but all the rest of us do, Sir. They say it keeps you supple, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, well, they’re right too. And which clan is that, lad?” Hibbon said, deciding to indulge his nosiness. He didn’t think the young fellow would mind: if you had a tattoo like that, you’d surely expect some curiosity about it.
 
   “Forest Giant, Sir,” Rowan said softly, looking down at his tattoo for a moment, “We’re mainly in the north-east of Sian, as the trees themselves are.”
 
   “I’d thought you might be from the north, with hair like that.”
 
   Rowan glanced at the long auburn braid that had slipped over his shoulder.
 
   “My Ma was from a northern clan, Sir, and she had red hair like this. Pa always says that I look a lot more like her kin than his. They’re a lot smaller too, Sir.”
 
   “I think you’ll find that you won’t be small beside the Wirran lads, Rowan. They might be heavier, but you’ll be taller than most and stronger too, I’d imagine, when you’ve finished growing,” Hibbon said judiciously. He thought the boy might make it to six foot two or three or so, and though Wirrans certainly weren’t small, there weren’t too many taller than that, even in the Guard.
 
    “I hope so, Sir.” That’d be an unexpected bonus, but he was used to holding his own with his much larger friends and kin.
 
   “Now,” Hibbon said, “You’ve not held a sword before, I believe?”
 
   “Only the Captain’s sword, Sir, earlier today.”
 
   Hibbon smiled to himself at the lad’s utter honesty. He went to a bin nearby and came back with two wooden practice swords.
 
   “Here you go, lad,” he said, tossing one to Rowan without warning.
 
   As he had with Telli’s sabre, Rowan caught it with no trouble at all.
 
   “What do you think of that?” Hibbon asked quietly, watching in fascination as the boy threw it from hand to hand and settled on a good left-handed grip.
 
   “’Tisn’t very well balanced, Sir. ‘Tis too heavy at the tip,” Rowan replied. His eyes widened and he blushed as he realised what he’d said, and he hastened to make amends. “Er… your pardon, Sir. I meant no offence.”
 
   “There’s no offence, lad. I asked for your opinion and you gave it, that’s all,” Hibbon glanced at Telli and Coll for a moment and smiled slightly. “Try this one.”
 
   He swapped swords with Rowan and realised that, yes, the one the boy had had was indeed a bit tip-heavy. How fascinating, he thought. “What about that one, then?”
 
   Rowan frowned thoughtfully as he felt for the balance of the wooden sword.
 
   “’Tis better, Sir, but a bit… clumsy, Sir,” he said.
 
   Hibbon nodded.
 
   “Aye, they are. Saves folk cutting off their fingers and things though. Now. Do as I do.” Hibbon stepped through the basic moves of swordplay, surprised to see that Rowan could follow him quite well. “Are you a dancer, lad?” he asked.
 
   Rowan’s eyes widened again.
 
   “A… a dancer, Sir?” Gods, these Wirrans ask some strange things, he thought.
 
   “Aye,” Hibbon said, “You know… can you manage to dance with the lasses at Year’s Turn and not stomp all over their feet? More or less finish at the same time as the music?”
 
   “Oh… yes, Sir. My Gran and my sister would box my ears if I stood on their toes, Sir. Any of the lasses at home would… ‘tis a great aid to learning, Gran says.”
 
   Hibbon heard muffled snorts of laughter from Telli and Coll and had to try hard not to chuckle himself, but the new recruit was so polite and trying so hard to do the right thing that it didn’t seem fair to. He smiled at the lad and saw him relax a little.
 
   “My old Gran was a bit like that too. Now, Rowan… I want to try something here. I want you to imagine that you’re wandering along, minding your own business. Don’t ask me why, but you’ve left your axe at home and your sister is with you… and now I jump out of the bushes at you, like this, waving a sword at you. What would you do?”
 
   He could see that Rowan had subtly altered his stance and his grip on the sword without thinking about it and his other hand had gone to the knife at his hip.
 
   “I’d ask you what you thought you were doing, Sir, and if you kept coming with your sword like that, threatening Rose, I’d throw my knife at you,” Rowan said with barely a hesitation.
 
   Dear Gods, Hibbon thought. He’d probably do me a nasty mischief with the cursed thing too, if his excellent efforts at the post were anything to go by. This lad certainly doesn’t mess about, but then you probably couldn’t in the deep forests.
 
   “Ah. But you miss me with it, and you’ve got your own trusty sword right there in your hand. And I’m getting closer to your sister too.”
 
   Rowan stared at him in amazement. Nobody’d attack a woman in the forests. Their life wouldn’t be worth living when the clans caught up with them, as they certainly would.
 
   “She’d probably throw a knife at you too, Sir, but if she missed I’d tell her to run…” he glanced at the practice sword in his hand, then looked Hibbon in the eye, “I’d be wishing I had my axe, Sir, instead of this thing, but…” he stepped forward and faced the Sword Master, sword at the ready as he’d just been shown.
 
   Hibbon nodded thoughtfully, noting the lad’s excellent balance and businesslike demeanour. If he was nervous, he wasn’t showing it.
 
   “You wouldn’t run too?” he said softly.
 
   “No, Sir. I can run faster than Rose… that’s my sister, Sir… so you might be able to catch her too. No, I’d try and fight you, Sir, or at least slow you down so she could get away.”
 
   “Then do it.”
 
   Rowan stared at him again, wished devoutly for an axe, and then hefted the sword in his hand and did as bidden.
 
   Naturally the Sword Master fended him off with little trouble, but all the same Hibbon was surprised at the youngster’s strength and courage and sheer raw talent with the blade. And he was light-footed, beautifully balanced and very fast. In short, he saw even more than Telli had seen.
 
   “You’ve done well, lad. Very well,” he said slowly. He’d been astonished when, after being disarmed, Rowan had dived to pick up the fallen sword, somersaulted to his feet and kept on fighting. Amazing, truly amazing. He was such a polite, quietly spoken lad, but he had a true fighter’s instincts and he looked like he’d never give up. Well, foresters were well known as being stubborn buggers. “You said you’d be wishing you had your axe…”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Um… aye, Sir, I mean. I’d do better with an axe, Sir.”
 
   Hibbon knew that would be no more than the simple truth. He went to a different bin, came back with two wooden practice axes and tossed one to Rowan. The look on the lad’s face as he caught the clumsy weapon and tossed it from hand to hand as it seemed he always did, spoke volumes.
 
   “Now, what do you think of that, laddie?”
 
   Rowan shook his head slightly. He’d prayed for an axe and he’d got this… thing.
 
   “I… I don’t think I could say anything polite, Sir, with all respect. ‘Tisn’t anything like my axe,” he said softly.
 
   “Ah. I forgot for a moment you’d be used to a bloody good axe. Never mind. Now, this time I’ve leapt out of the bushes at you armed with an axe. And there you are with your own… er… trusty axe in your hand. I’m sorry to say that I’ve still got evil designs on your poor sister, so…?”
 
   “I’d stop you, Sir, or do my damnedest to.” Rowan was more confident with an axe in his hand, even a horrible one like this.
 
   “Good lad. Away you go.”
 
   This time Hibbon found he had much more of a handful to contend with. Even with a clumsy practice axe, the Siannen lad was strong and sure with his blows and stunningly fast. The Sword Master prevailed in the end, but it was a surprisingly close-fought thing. Telli and Coll watched in amazement.
 
   “Bloody Hells, lad. Who taught you to fight like that?” Telli asked in astonishment.
 
   Rowan looked surprised at the other’s surprise.
 
   “Pa taught me how to use an axe, Sir. And of course Griff and some of the other men out in the forest taught me a bit more,” he said, “But we… all of us are taught how to dance with an axe, Sir, the lasses too. Some of my kin would probably disown me if I was hopeless, Sir.”
 
   “I don’t think there’s much fear of them doing that, laddie,” Telli replied. 
 
   And it’s no wonder that Sian has never been taken by force if all foresters can ‘dance with an axe’ like that, he thought. Lucky they’re such a peaceful folk, really – they’d be bloody unstoppable if provoked. And I shouldn’t think there’d be anyone daft enough to try and attack their womenfolk if they can use an axe like young Rowan can. No wonder he looked so surprised when Hibbon suggested it.
 
   Sword Master Hibbon was even more fascinated by the sheer talent and promise this young lad was showing. He was starting to wonder if perhaps Telli might have underestimated him.
 
   “Rowan, when you say ‘dance with the axe’, do you mean a sort of exercise regime with it? A series of movements and exercises like the sword ones that I started to show you?” he asked.
 
   “Um… sort of, Sir, I suppose. I hadn’t thought of it like that, but… yes, I suppose it is in some ways,” Rowan said slowly.
 
   “Show me,” Hibbon said softly, “You’re not too tired yet, are you?”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow in surprise that Hibbon might think he was so feeble and unfit that he’d worn himself out already, but he answered politely, “No, Sir, I’m not tired yet. We work a lot harder than this in the forest, Sir. A lot longer, too.”
 
   “Aye, I’m sure you do. Your Pa said you can keep up with the older men all day.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Well, all of us can except for the youngsters just starting out in the trees, they sometimes struggle a bit and need looking after. But after a few months we can more or less hold our own, Sir. If we can’t, we’ll be moved to something else for a while until we grow a bit bigger and stronger, Sir.”
 
   Hibbon nodded thoughtfully. He doubted this young fellow would have been moved on anywhere where things were easier, though he’d be considered small by forester standards. The foresters’ hunters were the fittest and toughest men he’d ever heard of and Rowan ran regularly with them. Oh, the other recruits were in for an interesting time if they decided to push this lad around, as they undoubtedly would. He was very quiet and very polite, but Hibbon didn’t think he’d put up with any nonsense and he certainly had the physical prowess to back himself.  The Sword Master couldn’t help smiling at the thought of some of those useless, arrogant lumps of lads being put back in their boxes by this young Siannen.
 
   “Show me how you dance with the axe, laddie,” he said.
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Rowan flowed through a comprehensive drill with the practice axe. He was very light on his feet and very fast too, and his balance was perfect as the axe flew from hand to hand. His speed and grace and absolute concentration on the job in hand were extraordinary.
 
   “Bloody Hells, Captain,” Coll muttered, “I’m damned glad this young fellow’s going to be on our side!”
 
   “Aye, Coll. And this is really only a training drill, too, remember. I’m sure if he was pushed he could do even better.”
 
   “Great Beldar’s britches. And he’s what? Fourteen? What will he be like in a couple of years with a damned decent weapon in his hand?”
 
   “I wish he’d brought his axe, so we might see,” Hibbon said very softly.
 
   Telli thought for a moment of the oddly formal way that Rowan had handed his axe to his father for safekeeping while he was away from the forests. Strange, he thought, but there’s a hell of a lot that the foresters keep to themselves. His Siannen Gran had always said they were a close-mouthed lot. He could barely believe that he’d actually recruited one, and such a promising one at that.
 
   “Aye… well, we’d better let him go and get organised, I suppose,” he said. 
 
   He turned to Rowan. The lad had worked up a bit of a sweat, but he was breathing easily and he looked like he still had plenty of strength in reserve. For a moment Telli wished he’d seen Rowan dance with his own axe: he thought it would have been well worth watching.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan,” he said thoughtfully, “Off you go with Sergeant Coll to the barracks now, get cleaned up a bit and meet the other lads before supper.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir,” Rowan said. He picked up his shirt and put it back on, then headed off with Sergeant Coll.
 
   **********
 
   “Well?” Telli said softly as his new recruit left the salle.
 
   Hibbon raised an eyebrow at him and laughed.
 
   “You know damned well what I’m going to say to you, you crafty bugger. But I’ll say it anyway… That lad is going to do very, very well, Telli. I don’t know when I’ve ever seen such sheer raw talent with a blade, and as for the axe…! Shame we didn’t have time to try him out with a bow, but if he’s been running with the forester hunters, he’s got to be good with one; very damned good,” he put the practice weapons back in their bins, thinking for a moment of how the lad had picked up on the tip-heavy sword. How very interesting that was. “The lad’s strong, he’s very fast and he’s very damned fit and well balanced. And did you see, he never hesitated to take me on… not foolhardy, but he didn’t mess about and he didn’t swing the blade like he was swatting flies. He’s going to make the rest of the young lads sit up and take notice. I hope they won’t give him too hard a time, with his pretty face and his long hair, but truly I think he’ll be able to look after himself all right.” Hibbon laughed again. “He’ll have had to hold his own against the other lads at home and they’d all be a lot bigger than him, I’m thinking.  They’re not bullies, the foresters… more like gentle giants, most of them, but by the Gods I wouldn’t like to take any of them on.”
 
   Telli thought about Rowan’s father, Rhys. A softly spoken, beautifully mannered man, he was huge and heavily muscled, but as lightfooted and as well balanced as his son and he had an air of quiet competence about him. No, he wouldn’t like to take him on either, and certainly not if his axe was anywhere handy. Rowan’s efforts with the practice axe had been astonishing, and he was only fourteen when all was said and done. Rhys would probably be devastating if pushed. And it was said the foresters knew some very effective unarmed combat techniques too. No, it didn’t bear thinking about. He said as much and Hibbon grinned at him.
 
   “Just as well they’re such peaceful folk, I’ve often thought. Now, I assume young Rowan can ride? Unless he walked here from Sian?” he said.
 
   Telli laughed.
 
   “Hardly. No, his Pa says the boy can ride anything, and he was perfectly happy talking to a couple of troop horses while I was in Coll’s office. He seems to have a bit of a way with them…”
 
   “Did his Pa happen to say if he’s got any faults?” Hibbon knew that a forester would be honest and straightforward about such things.
 
   “Funny you should say that. Rhys said the lad’s main fault is that he’s bloody stubborn…”
 
   “Gods! Isn’t every forester ever born bloody stubborn!”
 
   “Aye, well, Rhys did say it was a bit like the pot calling the pan a cooking implement,” Telli chuckled again. He’d liked the big forester a lot. “Oh, and he said Rowan can be feisty.”
 
   “Truly? He seems like such a quiet, polite lad,” Hibbon said, “Respectful.”
 
   “Aye, he is too, but it seems he’s got a fiery temper if he’s not careful. He’s learnt to control it, and it takes a lot to upset him; he certainly doesn’t fly off the handle over nothing. Seems he’s not a lad to go looking for a fight, but he won’t back away from one either, if he’s pushed.”
 
   Hibbon nodded. That had been apparent when he’d tested Rowan, and it was a good trait in a Guardsman. Brave, but sensible.
 
   “Young Rowan promised his Pa that he’d not start any fights, and he’d not go out of his way to be fighting, but of course he’s entitled to defend himself,” Telli finished with a smile.
 
   Hibbon nodded.
 
   “Aye, of course he is. I think the recruits are in for an interesting time with this lad. Truly, I think we all are…” 
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



3. “…No better than half-civilised savages at best.”
 
    
 
   Rowan had found it strange sleeping in the barracks with the eleven other new recruits. He’d always had his own little room at home, the one that overlooked the paddock at the side of the house. He was a light sleeper too, always had been, and the assorted snorings and snufflings of the recruits often woke him up during the night. A couple of times he’d been tempted to hold a pillow over the face of a particularly loud offender. Not long enough to harm him of course, but so he’d learn not to bloody snort like that.
 
   His sheer delight at being accepted by the Guard was quickly tempered by the realisation that he was by far the youngest lad there; most of the boys were sixteen and they made sure that he knew it. He’d simply smiled at them, thinking happily that when they were old men in their thirties he’d still only be in his twenties.
 
   Some of the lads mocked him for his soft lilting Siannen accent, but he ignored that too, which of course only annoyed them more. He had a good ear for language, as his father had said, and he was quite a good mimic, but he saw no reason to suddenly start speaking like a Wirran. A Siannen accent was good enough for his father and his kin, and it was good enough for him.
 
   Physically, he was as tall as any of them, and taller than quite a few; while he wasn’t as heavily built as most of them, he was fit and well muscled and deceptively strong. Fitter and stronger than any of them, as they found out to their cost. And utterly fearless. He was used to the hard and often dangerous life of a forester after all, and he’d been surprised at just how soft and unfit the Wirran lads were.  He certainly didn’t go looking for trouble, but he wouldn’t run away from it either.
 
   He’d been in a few scuffles through no fault of his own and at one on one, or even two on one, he acquitted himself well against the older boys. A few times it was three on one and he suffered a couple of black eyes and bloody noses, but his attackers didn’t get off scot-free either. Finally it all sorted itself out as he earned the respect of the older lads. Or it did until it was time for him to rebraid his long hair.
 
   He got up very early, well before breakfast, washed his hair and brushed it nearly dry. He’d done the narrow braids woven close to the sides of his head and was about to start on the six-strand braid at the back. It’d taken him a surprisingly short time to do the job, but of course he’d had a bit of practice at it.
 
   “Mano, look… it’s doing its bloody hair,” one of the recruits whispered sleepily to his friend.
 
   Rowan’s hearing was as acute as any other forester’s and of course he heard this clearly. He decided to take no notice.
 
   “Aye, Terril, why don’t we go and give him a hand, eh?” Mano replied.
 
   “Why not? We could just sort of shorten it a bit, it’d be less work for him…”
 
   Rowan heard their footsteps on the floorboards, knew they were too close for him to do much before they got to him. He carefully fingered the hunting knife at his hip, but hoped he wouldn’t have to use it. He thought the Guard would probably frown on that sort of thing. His lapse in concentration almost cost him dearly as the older boys grabbed his arms and bent them painfully behind his back.
 
   “Now we’ll give our pretty little lassie a nice haircut, like all the rest of us have got. It’s not right he can have his hair long like that,” Terril sneered, staring at the glossy auburn hair that fell below Rowan’s waist, “It’s bloody girl’s hair, not fit for a man.”
 
   “Don’t touch it. Just bloody leave me be,” Rowan said, trying hard to keep his fiery temper under control. Bullying was simply not tolerated by the foresters and he saw no reason why it should be any different here.
 
   “Not going to touch it, little lassie. We’re going to cut it for you, make you look like a proper damned Guardsman even if you don’t bloody sound like one,” Mano sniggered.
 
   A third lad, Beorl, joined them. He grabbed the arm that Mano held and twisted it a bit more. Rowan bit his lip as he tried not to cry out.
 
   “Now, here we are…” Mano waved a knife in front of Rowan’s face.
 
   “No! No, don’t cut it! Please! ‘Tis a sign of respect for the forest. You mustn’t cut it!” Rowan said desperately as he tried to get free.
 
   “A sign of respect for the forest, eh? Have you ever heard such nonsense in all your lives, lads? What do you say?” Mano’s knife flashed as he waved it closer to Rowan’s head.
 
   “Cut it! Cut it! Cut it!” his two friends chanted.
 
   “You heard them, little forester. Cut it, it is…” Mano stepped closer, a big smile on his face. 
 
   Rowan had joined the Guard nearly six weeks after everyone else, so friendships and alliances had already been made. He was a quiet polite lad, but no shrinking violet and he was very good at everything he’d tried so far. He hadn’t bragged at all, but yes, of course he was pleased that he could manage to do everything at least as well as, and in most cases better than, the older and more experienced lads who’d started before him. What the other lads didn’t know was that he’d been out with his clan’s hunters and trackers since he was six, and they’d taught him a lot. Certainly he knew quite a few things that the Wirrans didn’t. Perhaps the most important was that if you were going to do something, then get on with it and do it. Don’t natter on about it and don’t leave the job half done. And of course their other teachings were useful too.
 
   As Mano reached for the long fall of his hair, Rowan twisted his body… so… kneed Beorl hard in the groin, elbowed Terril solidly in the ear and turned to face his last tormenter. His fragile grasp on his fiery temper had evaporated as Mano had grabbed his hair and waved the knife dangerously close to it. For now, he didn’t care what the Guard might frown on.
 
   “If you cut my hair, it’ll be the last thing you ever cut,” he said, his soft lilting voice sounding oddly menacing.
 
   Mano stared in shock at his two friends whimpering on the floor. Gods, this lad was quick and strong, and he didn’t mess about either. All the same, Mano felt he still had the upper hand here.
 
   “Well, little laddie, I’ve still got a big handful of your hair like this… it’s bloody long, isn’t it? But not for much longer… see this nice big knife in my other hand? Now keep still, or I’ll cut it off right at your scalp. I might anyway, while I’m at it,” he sneered.
 
   Rowan did indeed become very still. Suddenly he smiled, a charming smile that lit his handsome young face.
 
   “I think you’ll find you need a hand that still works properly to do that, Mano,” he said very softly.
 
   Mano stared at him and then down at his own hand.
 
   Rowan held a very sharp hunting knife to the centre of his hand and it was rock-steady. He was exerting just enough pressure to dent the skin. A fraction more and he’d draw blood… like that. Mano yelped and dropped his own knife, letting go of Rowan’s hair as he felt the pain of the shallow cut just below his knuckles.
 
   “You… you forester bastard!” he hissed.
 
   Rowan smiled at him again.
 
   “Half right, Mano. Forester, certainly, and proud of it, but my parents were wed. Can you say the same?” he said calmly, though his eyes burned with anger, “Oh, and I’d advise you very strongly not to try that again. If you do, I’ll cut your hand off.”
 
   Mano looked at him in horror. He couldn’t… he wouldn’t actually… would he? These damned foresters were no better than half-civilised savages at best, Mano’s mother had always said, and it looked like she was right.
 
   **********
 
   They did try again, once, as a salve to their wounded pride. They waited until Rowan was asleep, sound asleep, and this time there were four of them. Mano, Terril, a still tender and somewhat reluctant Beorl, and another lad, Pim. Pim was a very big lad of almost seventeen and he knew he had a physical advantage over the much younger Siannen. Yes, the lad was surprisingly strong and well muscled, but after all, he was still only barely fourteen. 
 
   “I’ll hold him this time,” Pim whispered, “He won’t get away.”
 
   “He’s bloody quick,” Terril said, “Very bloody quick.”
 
   He’s got damned good hearing as well, Rowan thought, his light sleep disturbed by their whispers as much as by their big shuffling feet. With his left hand he reached over to the knife on the little chest beside his bed and put it under his pillow. He put the apple he’d saved for his horse in a convenient place and left his right hand laying languidly on the grey blanket that covered him.
 
   As Pim reached down to grab Rowan’s arm and force it behind him again, he found his own hand gripped by a smaller, surprisingly strong and callused one. He stared in horror as the tip of a knife scratched a neat bloody line across his wrist. 
 
   “Now, I’ll only have to bring the knife down just here, like this… and…” without looking, Rowan crashed the heavy hunting knife onto the apple on his bedside chest. It fell neatly into two almost equal pieces. Rowan didn’t think his horse would mind. “Now, what’s it to be? Your hand, or maybe just a couple of fingers if I happen to change my mind, or are you going to stop this bloody nonsense? I promise you, I won’t let you cut my hair. And if you should somehow manage to do it anyway, you will regret it more than you ever thought possible. ‘Tis as simple as that. So, ‘tis time to call a truce. I don’t want to hurt you, but I certainly will if you try to cut my braid,” he said very softly.
 
   The Wirran lads gaped at him. His young face was very serious and very determined. There was no doubt he meant exactly what he said, no matter what the consequences might be.
 
   “You’re a bloody lunatic!” Pim almost squeaked, his eyes flickering between the apple and the bloodied line on his wrist.
 
   “No, I’m a forester and we don’t take kindly to folk trying to cut our hair,” Rowan said quietly, “I told Mano that, and now I’m telling you. You really should try and remember it.”
 
   “You shouldn’t even be in the Wirran Guard, you… you Siannen bastard! You should have stayed in your cursed bloody forests!” Beorl sneered from his place behind the others.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Maybe. Maybe not. But here I am, so get used to it,” he said. His voice was as quiet as always, but his eyes were fiery. He’d had more than enough of this.
 
   “They’ll throw you out the Gate if they know what you’ve done to Pim…” Terril muttered viciously.
 
   Rowan shrugged again.
 
   “They won’t have to. I’ll walk out the Gate myself if they say I must cut my hair. But they haven’t said that and they won’t,” he said, “And as for Pim… what the hell was a great big lump like him doing grabbing a poor, innocent, pretty young lad like me in the middle of the bloody night? What was I supposed to do?”
 
   Pim stared at Rowan and blanched. He was a very handsome young fellow and the recruits had made much of it. ‘Pretty’ was the least of what they’d called him.
 
   “But I… I didn’t… I wouldn’t…” he gabbled desperately.
 
   Rowan raised a mocking eyebrow at him.
 
   “You bastard!” Pim shouted and leapt for him, his own knife in his hand.
 
   Rowan sidestepped neatly and elbowed Pim hard in the midriff, driving up between his ribs and forcing the air out of his lungs. He said something in Siannen that would have upset Pim even further if he’d but understood. He looked down at the big lad flopping on the floor like a stranded fish, gasping and wheezing for air, glanced at his shocked cronies and said very quietly, “Enough of this. Go away and find someone else to bully, because I’ll not put up with it. Just bloody leave me be. Now, I need my beauty sleep and you lot need it even more. Here’s Pim’s knife. Just go away.”
 
   Most of the other recruits had woken with all of the commotion and they sat up in their narrow iron beds as Pim got shakily to his feet and slunk away with his friends.
 
   “Leave him alone, you bloody bullies,” somebody said in the darkness, “You’re damned lucky it’s Sergeant Athon on duty tonight and he’s as deaf as a post.”
 
   There were several ‘ayes’ and a ‘whatever you got, you deserved, Pim. Now shut up about it.’
 
   “Just leave the lad be and let us all get some damned sleep!” another muttered.
 
   Rowan smiled to himself as he made himself comfortable again. Gods, this cursed bed is awful, he thought, but maybe these idiots might have finally learned a lesson tonight. And that lesson is that only a complete fool tries to belittle a forester’s braid, much less cut it. He had no words for those who tried it twice. Nothing polite anyway. His braid represented his love and respect for the forest and it represented his family and his clan… his home. Nothing would ever change that, and certainly not some ignorant overweight Wirrans with the manners of a gnat. He’d still keep his knife by the bed of course. Rowan turned over carefully and went back to sleep.
 
   **********
 
   The Horsemaster of the Guard garrison at Den Sorl watched the newest batch of recruits as they trotted their mounts bareback in a big circle around him. Just as well these troop horses are patient and well used to learner riders, he thought, but of course this wouldn’t stop any of them from unceremoniously dumping the lads if they had a mind to. The Captain of the garrison came over to him, easily avoiding a shambling bay horse with a rider who had curly blonde hair and all the grace of a sack of turnips.
 
   “Ye Gods, Trav,” said the Captain, “This lot seems worse than the last.” He watched the bouncing, bumping lads with a jaundiced eye.
 
   “Aye, some of them certainly are. Never seen a horse in their lives, I think…” the Horsemaster replied, his attention on one particular lad who’d drawn the short straw today and had the aptly-named Devil as his mount. They wouldn’t normally use Devil with the recruits, but some of the quieter horses seemed to have been unfit one way or another lately, and the half-broken colts in the yards outside simply weren’t suitable. And of course the older recruits were out training with the troopers in the field. None of the experienced troopers were keen on riding Devil either, so there he’d been, standing deceptively quietly in the stable, one of the few truly sound horses left apart from the Captain and Horsemaster’s own stallions, when the newest batch of lads were almost all mounted. And so they’d drawn straws to decide who got to ride Devil –or rather who didn’t get to ride him. 
 
   “What do you think about young Red over there?” he asked curiously. 
 
   There was something about this young fellow. He was a quiet, obedient lad, well-mannered, and he worked hard, but… Trav thought about the way every horse in the place came to the front of its box to watch the forester lad walk through the stable. Coll said the same thing had happened when he’d shown Rowan around on his first day here. It was strange. He’d asked Rowan about it and the boy had shrugged and said, “They always do that, Sir… always have, as long as I can remember…” Trav had thought he’d been about to say something else, but one of the other recruits had needed help and the moment had gone.
 
   Captain Telli followed the line of the Horsemaster’s gaze to where a slim lad with dark red hair neatly tied back in the traditional braid of the foresters of the neighbouring province of Sian was sitting easily on the back of a big black stallion.
 
   “Ah, yes, I know that lad. I believe the other lads gave him a hard time because he’s younger than them, and he speaks differently, and of course he’s got that long braid. Well, I’m not about to tell any forester, not even a young fellow like that, that he must cut off his hair. I’d as soon tell a dwarf he must shave his beard. So long as his hair’s neat and tidy – and it is - it simply doesn’t matter, and if it doesn’t matter to me, why the hell should it matter to the boys? They’re idiots, some of them, truly. But you know what boys can be like… The poor lad has had a couple of black eyes and bloody noses, but he’s not said a word about it.” Telli grinned suddenly. “Some of the others have walked into doors lately too, I’ve noticed. Anyway, it all seems to have sorted itself out now… as his father said, that young man is a lot tougher than he looks, he can look out for himself. He’s used to hard work too, not like some of these other louts… Hmm… he rides well, doesn’t he…” his voice trailed away as he suddenly looked very hard at the big black horse trotting so calmly along, lifting its great hooves high with each long elegant stride.
 
   “Hang on a minute… isn’t that Devil he’s riding?” he said in disbelief.
 
   “Mmm… I think we might have to rename him Lamb after this,” Trav laughed. “I’ve never seen anything like it. You know as well as I do that Devil’s unseated everyone in this entire garrison at one time or another. And I do mean everyone!” he laughed again. “But not this lad. Oh, Devil tried a half-hearted buck or two, just for the look of the thing I think, but… well, you can see for yourself…”
 
   They watched the red-haired lad more closely as the Horsemaster told the recruits to canter. Several lads including the one with the curly blonde hair promptly fell off onto their backsides and most of the rest grabbed a handful of their horse’s mane and looked very worried. Devil smoothly changed gait, arched his neck and pricked his ears, and generally showed them all what a magnificent specimen of horseflesh he truly was. Good troop horses were hard to come by, and when Devil was feeling cooperative he was a very good troop horse indeed, and so the garrison put up with his… little foibles.
 
   Something small and hairy and noisy raced across the parade ground and in among the horses. The dog that belonged to the baker’s wife had tried to chase one of the stable cats again, and ended up being chased himself. Again. It wasn’t a very clever dog. Now it thought it might try its luck at chasing horses.
 
   The Horsemaster swore fluently as all the horses reared and bucked. They weren’t really frightened, he knew, just bored with trotting and cantering in circles and fed up with dreadful riders thumping up and down on their bare backs and pulling at their mouths. They were all ready for some mischief. Recruits fell to the ground with yelps of pain and shock and some choice curses of their own.
 
   Devil stood straight up on his hind legs, but his young rider stuck to him like a burr, leaning well forward to force the horse down. The big black horse bucked energetically with no success at all, and then aimed a vicious kick at the silly yapping dog that had caused all the fuss. Devil quite liked the stable cats, but he really didn’t like dogs at all. He particularly didn’t like this one that often yapped and barked its way through the stables before Tabby or Ginge clawed its nose for it and saw it off the premises. Somehow, the kick didn’t connect, but it was close enough to ruffle the dog’s scruffy fur and teach it a lesson about never going near horses again. Devil backed the lesson up with a quick snap of his teeth that would have shortened the dog’s ratty tail by half if he’d really been trying.
 
   “Everyone all right? Nobody hurt?” the Horsemaster called to the lads carefully picking themselves up amongst the melee of loose horses.
 
   There was a mingled chorus of “Aye, Sir” and “No, Sir”.
 
   Trav sighed to himself as he caught stray horses. He hoped the only damage done was to the lads’ pride; if that was all, it wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing. He brightened a little.
 
   “Well, old friend, you asked me what I thought about young Red,” Captain Telli said quietly. They both looked over to where the lad still sat on Devil’s broad back, with five or six riderless horses clustered around him. All the horses were standing calmly, which was more than could be said for any of those the Captain or the Horsemaster held. “I think he’s a damned good horseman, but you already know that. There’s something else, isn’t there?”
 
   “Aye…there is.” Telli looked his friend in the eye and said carefully, “I’m wondering if perhaps he’s a Horse Master… and I don’t mean the sort that just teaches the new recruits how to ride, like I do.” There, he’d said it. Mind you, he thought this lad would be teaching more than his fair share of recruits, and damned soon if he had anything to do with it.
 
   Telli was staring at him like he’d just grown another head. 
 
   “You mean what the Siannens call a Horse Whisperer?  They’re a… a fantasy, surely!” Telli stared at his friend. He seemed very serious about it.
 
   “No, not a fantasy… very rare, though. I did actually meet one years ago, he was a dwarf, and it was incredible what he could do with a horse, any horse.” Trav looked across at Devil, still standing placidly amid the chaos of swearing lads milling about trying to find their horses and get themselves remounted. Perhaps the stallion looked a bit surprised to find himself standing and not galloping about riderless like a couple of his stablemates still were, but standing he was. “Look at him. That’s bloody Devil he’s sitting on, not a child’s pony.”
 
   Telli stared at his newest recruit in amazement. No, surely he couldn’t be…
 
   “And you think he’s a… a Horse Master? Trav, he can’t be! He’s only a boy. He rides well, but…”
 
   “I don’t think his age matters; I think it’s born into them. And it’s not just the way he rides. He’d be a bloody good rider no matter what else he is or isn’t. His balance is wonderful and his hands are superb. No, it’s… it’s as if he truly understands horses… ah, maybe I am daft…” Trav shook his head slowly as he watched Rowan slide to the ground, give a couple of lads a leg-up onto their horses and then vault lightly onto Devil’s back again. The boy leaned forward and tickled Devil’s ears and the stallion sighed happily. “Devil hates folk around his ears,” Trav continued softly, “He’s a bugger to get a bridle on usually. Look at him, the great soppy fool of a horse.”
 
   “Rowan’s Pa did say he was wonderful with their beasts…” Telli said slowly, “But it’s a hell of a leap from that, and having good balance and good hands to being a… a Horse Master of that sort…”
 
   “Come out to the paddocks with us after the class. See what happens. And then I’d like you to think about having him help me teach the other lads to bloody ride. Starting very soon, if that’s all right with you, Telli. I truly don’t think there’ll be much I can teach him about horses. And maybe he can help young Fess too, the Gods know that I can’t. Truly, time’s running out for that lad… a Guardsman’s no damned use if he can’t ride, no matter how good he is at everything else.” 
 
   “No, he’s not,” Telli said as he watched the curly-haired lad pick himself up yet again.
 
   He glanced at Rowan sitting happily on Devil’s bare back and shook his head, intrigued. Trav wasn’t one to imagine things or get excited over nothing.
 
   “All right, Trav. I’ll meet you out there,” he said.
 
   **********
 
   “Rowan, lad, I need to talk to you after the class,” Trav smiled at the lad’s worried face, “It’s all right, don’t fret yourself. You’re not in any trouble… it’s just that I can’t talk to you about it here, with everyone listening. We’ll go out to the yards.”
 
   “Yes, Sir… er… your pardon, aye, Sir.” Rowan said warily. He didn’t think he’d done anything wrong lately, but still…
 
   He was even more worried when they got out to the yards and he saw the Captain already there, watching the colts playing games and galloping madly. The young horses took one look at them and their stallions and bolted to the farthest end of the paddock. Trav smiled to himself as they dismounted.
 
   “Can you go and bring those colts back to us, please, Rowan?”
 
   “Yes, Sir… dammit. Your pardon, Sir. Aye, Sir, I meant to say. Do you want me to ride them or lead them on foot, Sir?”
 
   “Any way you like, Rowan. No, wait, take Devil…”
 
   Telli stared at him as Rowan remounted, leaned down and opened the gate and took Devil through. There were perhaps a couple of dozen young horses in the yards. Most of them were ratbags of horses: only partly trained and difficult to ride, difficult to get to lead even, sometimes. And from Devil…? Impossible. Devil refused to cooperate with leading the colts and there was no way to make him cooperate. He’d buck and play up and generally turn the whole exercise into a complete waste of time. And he gave the young horses silly ideas about what was acceptable behaviour.
 
   Telli had expected Rowan to try and round the young horses up and herd them back, but no. He stopped Devil in the middle of the paddock and whistled softly. The horses pricked their ears and trotted up to him, jostling against each other as they vied for his attention. Surely Devil would kick at them or try to bite them at the very least, Telli thought, but again no. The stallion tossed its head and snorted but it settled quickly as Rowan stroked its neck. Then he simply patted as many of the colts and fillies as he could reach, turned Devil and trotted back to Trav and Telli. Trav laughed at Telli’s astounded face.
 
   “You see?” he said softly as the horses followed Rowan back to the fence, trotting perfectly happily beside and behind him and then standing to watch him carefully as he went back through the gate.
 
   Telli’s stallion, Beam, leaned its head forward and snuffled at Rowan’s shoulder when he stood beside them again. Rowan fended the horse off and patted its nose absently. Suddenly he realised what he was doing.
 
   “Your pardon, Captain,” he said quickly, “I… I shouldn’t have touched him.”
 
   “That’s all right, lad,” Telli said, “I’m just a bit surprised he’d let you. He can be a bit grumpy sometimes.”
 
   The stallion could be very grumpy indeed and it particularly didn’t like recruits for some reason. Never had.
 
   “Horses… um… they like me, Sir,” Rowan said as he fended off Beam’s insistent muzzle.
 
   “Aye, I can see that…” Telli looked at Trav and raised an eyebrow. Will you ask him, or shall I?
 
   Trav nodded slightly.
 
   “Rowan, lad, has anyone ever said to you that you’re a… what do they call it in Sian, now… a Whisperer? A Horse Whisperer?”
 
   Rowan’s eyes widened warily.
 
   “Yes, Sir. That’s what they call me at home. Whisperer,” he said very softly.
 
   **********
 
   Great bloody Gods, I was right, Trav thought, stunned. He and Telli stared at each other in shock, and then he looked down at Rowan’s anxious face.
 
   “It’s all right, laddie, don’t look so worried,” he said kindly, “Don’t fret yourself.”
 
   “No, Sir,” Rowan said, but he still looked very tense.
 
   “Rowan… here in Wirran we’d call you a Horse Master, and there’s not so many of them around. Not real ones anyway. I’ve only ever met one, years ago… but it’s a wonderful thing,” Trav said.
 
   “I suppose so, Sir, but…”
 
   “But…?” Trav wondered how the lad could possibly doubt it.
 
   “’Tis just something I’ve always been able to do, Sir, as long as I can remember. Pa would send me out to get the workhorses because he knew they’d follow me and not mess about. But I… I don’t know how I do it…” They might as well ask him how it was his hair was red.
 
   “How old were you when you started to bring the horses in at home like that, lad?”
 
   “Three or four, Sir. But they… they’ve always followed me around, Sir, even when I was only a tiny lad, barely walking.”
 
   Telli glanced quickly at Trav, wondered if his own face looked as astonished, and asked softly, “You’ve got a sister, Rowan, haven’t you?” 
 
   “Aye, Sir. Rose. She’s my twin.”
 
   “Your twin?” Telli had a sudden thought, “Can she do this with the horses too?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Sir. She’s good with them, like a lot of our clan are, but… tisn’t the same,” he struggled to explain it, “If they had a choice between her and me, they’d… well, they’d always come to me, Sir.”
 
   “Ah. Well, Trav, you weren’t so daft after all, it seems,” Telli turned back to Rowan. He still seemed very concerned about this.
 
   “Rowan, laddie, what’s the problem? As Trav said, it’s a wonderful thing,” he said.
 
   “Sir, the… the other lads won’t think so. They won’t understand. They…” Rowan shook his head unhappily, “Sir, you both looked at me just now like I’ve got two heads… they’ll probably tie me to a stake and bloody burn me …”
 
   “Ah. Well, we can’t have that, can we, Trav?”
 
   “Bloody Hells, no! Well, we won’t tell them if you’d rather we didn’t, Rowan. Simple. It’s none of their damned business anyway, and what they don’t know won’t hurt them,” Trav smiled at Rowan.
 
   Rowan smiled back at him, relieved.
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I truly think it’d be best not to,” he said, “They already think I’m strange enough without that as well.”
 
   “Don’t worry about them, Rowan,” Telli said, “You’re doing well. We’ve all been pleasantly surprised at how well you’ve done.” Flabbergasted, in most cases.
 
   “Have you, Sir?”
 
   “Aye. Now, I know we’ll get a straight answer from you, and that’s just what we want to hear. Trav…?”
 
   Trav nodded and turned back to Rowan.
 
   “Rowan, lad, have you learnt anything from the riding classes that you didn’t already know?” he asked quietly.
 
   Rowan stared from Captain to Horsemaster in consternation, his innate honesty warring with his excellent manners.
 
   “A… um, a straight answer, you said, Sir?” he said doubtfully. Wirrans weren’t too happy with those, in his experience.
 
   Both men smiled at him again.
 
   “Aye, a good straight, honest, forester’s answer,” Trav said, trying not to laugh, “Out with it!”
 
    “Yes, Sir… er, aye, Sir,” Rowan took a deep breath, “Then no, Sir, with respect. I’ve not learnt anything new, I’m sorry to say… your way of doing things isn’t a lot different to the way we do things at home. Horses are horses, Sir, whether they’re troop horses or working beasts.”
 
   “Aye, I thought that might be the way of it,” Trav nodded, “Now, another straight answer, please. You’ve seen some of the lads struggling in the classes?”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Bloody awful, some of them are.”
 
   Trav’s lips twitched as he tried very hard not to laugh at Rowan’s bluntness. He didn’t dare look at Telli just now.
 
   “Aye, they are too,” he agreed, “Now, do you think they’re beyond help?”
 
   “No, Sir,” Rowan said immediately.
 
   “No?” That was a surprise.
 
   “No, Sir. They just… with respect, Sir, they… they need more of your time, Sir. There’s too many of them for that, I know, but…” he faltered.
 
   Gods, this lad truly does say what he thinks, Trav thought. Well, they’d told him to do just that after all. It wasn’t the lad’s fault if his listeners were shocked or unhappy with the result. And it was the truth, after all.
 
   “Aye, there are too many,” Trav said thoughtfully, “But Captain Telli and I think we might have come up with an answer to the problem. Now, Rowan lad, I have to tell you that after today you won’t be attending the riding classes as you do now…”
 
   Rowan stared at him in shock. 
 
   “No, Sir? But… but why…?” he managed. You said you wanted a straight answer, he thought, and that’s what I bloody gave you. A damned lot of good it’s done me. He tried hard to hide his disappointment.
 
   “Don’t fret, laddie, don’t fret. You’ll still be with the horses. Captain Telli and I think you’ll be better helping me to teach the other lads to ride.”
 
   Rowan stared at him again.
 
   “Me, Sir?”
 
   Trav nodded.
 
   “Aye, why not?” he said quietly, “You ride as well as anyone I’ve ever seen and you know as much about horses as I do.” And the horses are much calmer and better behaved when you’re around too, he thought, and that must make it easier for those lads that’re struggling.
 
   “But… but, Sir, I… they…”
 
   Trav raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   Rowan pulled himself together and saluted quickly.
 
   “Aye, Sir. By your command, Sir,” he said, but he sounded dubious about it.
 
   “Is there a problem, Rowan?” Telli asked him.
 
   “Aye, Captain, there is. The lads, they… they won’t listen to me, Sir.”
 
   Telli smiled at him.
 
   “They will if they know what’s good for them,” he said gently.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



4. “I don’t know why they keep him.”
 
    
 
   It happened that the curly-haired lad, Fess, drew the short straw for Devil the very next day. He looked at the big black stallion apprehensively. How the hell did I end up with him, he thought, horrified. I can’t stay on the other horses most of the time, let alone this one… The recruits were to meet Horsemaster Trav in the Parade Ground today, or he’d surely have given Devil to somebody else. The horse pushed the lad aside with its nose and snuffled at something behind him.
 
   “I’ll take him if you like. You can have the mare, she’s fairly quiet,” a soft voice said.
 
   Fess spun around.
 
   “You!” he said in amazement.
 
   “Yes, me. Who else around here speaks properly?” Rowan said, trying not to laugh at the other lad’s surprise. Did none of these Wirrans have decent hearing? It wasn’t as if he’d tried to creep up on him. He stroked the stallion’s nose absently.
 
   “Properly!” Fess fumed for a moment. A soft lilting Siannen accent most certainly wasn’t ‘proper’, though he had to admit the newcomer’s Wirran was excellent otherwise. “And why would you want to ride bloody Devil?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I don’t, particularly, although he is a fine horse. But at least I can ride him, whereas you’ll only last… well, with all respect, not very long, I’m sorry to say. ‘Tis up to you. You can have the mare if you like,” he smiled suddenly, “At least she won’t throw you off as far or as hard as Devil will.” 
 
   Bloody Hells, this lad is blunt, Fess thought, stunned. He wasn’t the first Wirran to think that and he certainly wouldn’t be the last.
 
   “No, I suppose not,” he managed, “But why would you care?”
 
   “Well, again, I don’t particularly,” Rowan shrugged again, “But I don’t enjoy seeing you fall off on your backside all the time either, and ‘tisn’t necessary. At least let me help you harness him, or you’ll be here all bloody day.” 
 
   Fess looked around hurriedly. All the other recruits had gone: there was only him and Rowan left. A bay mare was saddled and standing quietly and Devil was… well, Devil was standing quietly too as the new lad stroked the stallion’s face and tickled its ears, but Fess knew that the wretched creature wouldn’t be for long. Horsemaster Trav did allow extra time to saddle Devil, but he should be almost done by now.
 
   “No thanks, I’m all right,” he said.
 
   “Have it your way then.” Rowan turned and called softly to the mare and she pricked her ears and came to him. He wasn’t about to tell the other lad what had been decided out at the horseyards. No, that was the Horsemaster’s job, not his. Fess stared at him for a moment and then turned his attention back to Devil.
 
   “Open your mouth, you bugger,” he muttered savagely as he tried to put the bridle on. Devil tossed his head and stamped a hoof dangerously close to Fess’s toes. “Dammit! Put your bloody head down, damn you! I can’t reach… oh, Gods! Great bloody Gods!” Devil snapped his teeth together not far from Fess’s ear.
 
   “Hush. Let me help you…” Rowan said calmly, “Come here, Devil, and bloody behave yourself.”
 
   “I… I thought you’d gone,” Fess said shakily. That had been too damned close to his precious ear.
 
   “Did you? No, I was tightening the mare’s girth,” Rowan tickled Devil’s ears again as the stallion rubbed its head against his chest. “Can you swallow your cursed Wirran pride enough to let me help you now? Just give me the damned bridle.”
 
   “That bloody horse nearly bit me!”
 
   “Mmm… I saw him…” Rowan thought Devil hadn’t been trying very hard. He casually opened the stallion’s mouth, peered inside for a moment, saw nothing amiss and slipped the bridle on. “There you go, Devil. Good lad.” He turned to Fess. “Are you going to spend all bloody day in here gawking at me, or are you going to throw that saddle on the horse so we can go to the Parade Ground?”
 
   “How did you do that…?”
 
   Rowan looked at him quizzically.
 
   “I opened his mouth, put the bit in, put the other part up over his ears, did up the buckle  and… the job’s done,” he said. Fess might as well have asked how he breathed.
 
   “But…”
 
   “The saddle?”
 
   Devil stood like a rock as Rowan held him. Fess quickly put the saddle on and tightened the girth.
 
   “Tighter.”
 
   “What? I’m already cutting the bugger in half,” Fess protested.
 
   Rowan shook his head, stepped forward and kneed Devil in the ribs. The stallion exhaled noisily and looked at him in a reproachful kind of way as he tightened the girth properly.
 
   “Er… thank you. Thank you for helping me,” Fess said, chastened.
 
   “’Tis no trouble. Now, shall we go?” Rowan swung up onto the mare’s back with enviable ease.
 
   “Aye.” Fess put his left foot in the stirrup and found himself hopping frantically as Devil sidled away. The horse turned its head and snapped again; Fess recoiled and landed hard on his backside. Red-faced, he looked up, knowing that the Siannen lad would be laughing himself silly.
 
   He wasn’t, though. He was standing beside him holding out a hand to help him up.
 
   “Up you get. You’re lucky he didn’t drag you… are you all right apart from a sore backside?” he asked quietly. And bloody wounded pride, he thought to himself. These Wirrans are such proud buggers sometimes.
 
   “Aye, I think so…” Fess sighed unhappily, “This cursed horse is impossible. I don’t know why they keep him.”
 
   “Because he’s the best horse in the stables. He’s a bit feisty though… and too clever for his own good.”
 
   “The best…? How can you say that? He bites, he kicks, he’s bloody impossible to ride…”
 
   “No he’s not. You’ve seen me ride him.”
 
   He had, too. The horse had looked magnificent.
 
   “Aye, well, you’re the only one of us who bloody can,” Fess muttered.
 
   “I can’t help that…” Rowan shrugged, “And I did say he’s feisty. Look, will you please let me take him now? There’s no damned shame in falling off, but there’s not much point in keeping on doing it either.”
 
   Fess was sorely tempted. But surely if this Siannen could ride Devil so easily, he could at least… He put his foot in the stirrup again and found himself hopping around again. He sighed as Rowan helped him up from the cobbles a second time.
 
   “What’s the matter with me?” he muttered miserably.
 
   “Well, you’re a bloody awful rider, and that’s the truth of it,” Rowan said, as blunt as every forester ever born, “Maybe I can help you, if you’ll let me…”
 
   “Why would you want to?” Fess asked as Rowan legged him up onto the bay mare and then swung easily into Devil’s saddle himself. 
 
   Rowan looked at him carefully.
 
   “Because the horses deserve better, and because you need help and I think I can help you. And, well, you seem to be good at all the other things but you don’t begrudge me being good at things too, not like some of those other buggers,” he said simply. And because I need a friend here and I’d like it to be you, he thought. “But you can’t ride worth a damn. What good is a Guardsman who can’t bloody ride?” he added flatly, unconsciously echoing Horsemaster Trav, “Just swallow your damned Wirran pride and let me help you before they show you out the Gate.”
 
   Fess’s eyes widened in horror. Rowan was the first Siannen forester he’d ever met, he’d never even seen one before he’d caught a glimpse of Rhys riding out of the garrison, but of course it was common knowledge that they were a very plain-spoken folk, and their stubbornness was proverbial. And now Rowan had just said what nobody else had or would. Fess had been worrying about it for a while; he’d seen the way Horsemaster Trav and Sergeant Coll had been looking at him and shaking their heads. He remembered guiltily that he’d tried to give Rowan a black eye one day for no real reason except that he was young, new and Siannen. Fess had unexpectedly found himself on his backside nursing a bloody nose and he’d learnt respect for the quiet young newcomer. He took a deep breath and held out his hand again.
 
   “Thanks, Red. You’re right, I truly do need some bloody help. Let’s start again,” he said, “My name’s Fess Aaronson. I’m sorry I tried to punch you.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him and shook his hand.
 
   “Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist at your service. Apology accepted. But it wouldn’t have been the first black eye I’ve ever had, and if some of these idiots here have their way it won’t be the last. Oh, and I’m sorry I bloodied your nose too. Um, Fess… do you think you might call me ‘Rowan’? We used to have a dog called Red, and…” he shrugged.
 
   “Aye, ‘Rowan’ it is, then. But why don’t you…?”
 
   “If I told the others that, I’d only get more of their nonsense. No, ‘tis easier to ignore it. Maybe they’ll get tired of it,” Rowan said, without much hope of it ever happening.
 
   **********
 
   “Rowan, what did you say to Pim the other night? After you’d… you’d disarmed him and um, put him on the ground?” Fess wanted to know. It sounded incredible put like that and he’d like to know how the much younger and smaller lad had managed to do it too. And Rowan had a surprisingly good vocabulary of odd words. Fess wasn’t the only one who didn’t always know what he was on about, but he was one of the few recruits who didn’t try to belittle the youngster. Those who did got little enough joy of it anyway. Rowan wasn’t the sort of lad who started fights, but he certainly knew how to finish them.
 
   “Hmm? Oh, I just said…” he rattled off something in soft, musical Siannen and laughed, “It means more or less ‘may your arms wither and drop off and the fleas of a thousand rabid dogs infest your scrotum, you fraggin useless Wirran bastard’.”
 
   Fess stared at him in silence for a moment, amazed that such an angelic-looking young fellow could come up with such a fiendishly horrible and, he had to admit, admirably apt and comical thought. He could ignore the slur on Wirrans under the circumstances. But surely he hadn’t said… had he? The word Fess thought he’d heard would have earned him a good beating from the very stern aunt who’d raised him after he was orphaned at nine. Mind you, it seemed almost mandatory in the Guard. His carefully nurtured ears were still getting over the delicious shock of the truth of ‘swearing like a trooper’.
 
   “Er, Rowan…” he asked carefully, “Did you say… er… ‘frackin’ just then?”
 
   Rowan looked at his anxious face and managed not to laugh.
 
   “Certainly not!” his air of innocence would have convinced the sternest judge, “’Fraggin’ was what I said.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “’Tis a perfectly good Siannen word that means frackin, fricken, feckin, fookin, or freekin, or flippen, foopin, ferkin, or framminen, or friggen, fargin, hargin or humpen, or plain old fuckin and effin, or anything else that folk might come up with to describe the same thing. You know, sex.”
 
   Fess’s eyes became even wider at the younger lad’s casual explanation. Not even Mano could swear like that, and in fact Fess didn’t know the half of it. The foresters had an… unconventional and creative approach to swearing.
 
   Rowan smiled at him and took pity on him.
 
   “Fess, lad, ‘tis just a word, like any other word I might use. The filthiness of it is in people’s minds.” Even his Gran said that a word that described something so beautiful and natural couldn’t be so very wrong. You might as well say ‘sky’ and ‘tree’ were wrong. Mind you, she also said that using it too often showed a poor vocabulary and laziness, and she certainly didn’t encourage either of those. Rowan smiled to himself. He missed his family a lot, though he tried not to show it. “Now if I was to say…. Um, something like…” The sheer blasphemy and sacrilege of the suggestion he made for the Gods’ private recreation was breathtaking, “… then you might have cause to be shocked, but that wasn’t what I said, was it?”
 
   “Er… er, no… no, it wasn’t…” Fess wasn’t even sure if what he’d just heard was physically possible. Probably entertaining to watch though, he thought rather guiltily.
 
   “My Pa always says, if you’re going to swear, then you should learn to do it properly, in the appropriate place and time, and with a good variety of words so as to not be boring. As many languages as you can manage is a good thing too, so that you can either upset everyone within earshot or not, as the situation demands. And of course you don’t do it in front of your Ma or your Gran or your sister or any ladies, even though they can probably swear just as well as you can yourself.” Rowan smiled at Fess happily. It was always good to help with someone’s education, and he thought he’d just done his bit. Mind you, he expected the Guard to broaden his own learning in more ways than the obvious, if Sergeant Coll’s vocabulary when a horse had nearly trampled him in its hurry to be patted by Rowan had been anything to go by. New words learnt were never wasted.
 
   “Would you really have cut Pim’s hand off the other night?” Fess wanted to know as they finally headed off to the Parade Ground.
 
   Rowan smiled his charming smile again. 
 
   “Probably not. I was pretty angry, but not quite that angry.”
 
   Fess stared at him. He hadn’t seen much in the darkness of the barracks, but he’d heard most of it. He was sorry now that he hadn’t tried to help a bit, but Rowan had seemed to have the situation under control by the time Fess had woken up properly and realised what was happening.
 
   “You didn’t sound angry. You weren’t shouting or anything… you sounded really calm…” he said slowly.
 
   “It doesn’t mean that I wasn’t very bloody annoyed though. We… we don’t shout in the forest, unless it’s an emergency of course. There’s no need to.”
 
   “You don’t shout at all? That’s… um…”
 
   “Strange? Maybe. ‘Tis just our way. I’m sure some folk probably do at times, but my family…? No. Well, not unless I’m at the top of a tree and I need to tell Pa something and I can’t be bothered climbing down again,” Rowan smiled again.
 
   “I saw your Pa going out the Gate…” Fess said thoughtfully.
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “Aye. He’s the first forester I’ve ever seen. Gods, he’s a big man.”
 
   At well over six and a half feet tall, broadshouldered and heavily muscled, Rhys was the biggest man Fess had ever seen. His own Pa had been six feet two, but Rhys would dwarf him.
 
   “Mmm, I suppose so,” Rowan said slowly, “Most foresters are more or less his size, except for some of the northern clans.”
 
   “Bloody Hells, they’re not bigger, are they?”
 
   “No,” Rowan laughed, “My Ma was from a northern clan and Pa always says I look more like her clan than his, apart from my eyes. Most of my northern kin are redheads like me and most of them are only six feet or so tall and not as heavily built as Pa.” He shrugged. “I’ll probably be the same… maybe a bit taller, with a bit of luck.”
 
   Fess nodded. Rowan was nearly as tall as he was himself, and taller than several of the other recruits in spite of his age.
 
   “I’ve never seen red hair like that. Redheaded Wirrans are mostly carrot-tops, or that sort of dirty, sandy red colour.”
 
   Rowan glanced at the glossy deep auburn braid that had slipped over his shoulder.
 
   “Gods! Imagine if I was a carrot-top. I’d never hear the bloody end of it from Mano and his stupid friends. And I’d probably choke myself trying not to lose my temper.”
 
   “Rowan… what would you have done if they had cut off your braid?”
 
   Rowan bit his lip as he slowly shook his head. He looked at Fess very soberly.
 
   “I truly don’t know, Fess,” he said softly, “I still can’t believe anyone would even want to… why would they…?” He shook his head again and took a deep breath. “ No, I don’t know, and I truly hope that I never have to find out.”
 
   **********
 
   The lads trotted their horses into the Parade Ground side by side, just as Trav was thinking perhaps he should go and see if they were all right. They apologised for their tardiness and moved off to join the others.  Trav laughed to himself as he heard Rowan say very softly, “Don’t try and stand on your toes, Fess. You’re not bloody dancing. Keep your damned heels down, lad… like when you squash a big spider.”
 
   He doubted the forester lad had ever squashed a spider in his life, would probably no more do so than fly in the air, but Fess nodded in sudden understanding. Good, Trav thought, maybe he really can help you. Now to introduce his new assistant to the other lads. It was obvious that Rowan had said nothing to them, but then it was equally obvious that he wasn’t a braggart either.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



5. “There’s no taking it back…”
 
    
 
   [some two and a half years have passed]
 
    
 
   Rowan received the summons to Captain Telli’s office as he came out of the infirmary. He sighed to himself, straightened his jacket as best he could and headed off. He knew what it was about, and really, it’d been his own fault. He was certainly no saint, and he had a fiery temper if he wasn’t careful, but all the same he did his best not to show his irritation with folk.  He’d had his arguments and disagreements with the other recruits, but he hadn’t lost his temper until now … and this time the provocation had simply been too great. And truly, he’d do exactly the same again in the same circumstances. 
 
   Rowan was almost halfway through his third and final recruit year by now: a Cadet, as they were known at that stage. Still only sixteen, he was of an age with most of the first-year recruits and looked younger in the face, but he was taller, stronger and fitter than any of them, and though some had initially found it difficult to accept that he was in fact a Cadet they’d quickly learned the respect that was expected of them. Rowan had proved to be an outstanding recruit and he’d undoubtedly be an outstanding Guardsman when he was promoted to Trooper in a few more months, just a week before his seventeenth birthday. Telli’s boldness in recruiting him had been more than vindicated.
 
   Sergeant Blacken smiled at him as he came through the door.
 
   “Cheer up, laddie! It might never happen!” he said as he saw Rowan’s unhappy face. The lad was usually sunny-natured, he knew, and he wondered what he was so upset about.
 
   “It already has, Sergeant.”
 
   “Can’t be that bad. Captain’s in a good mood. In you go, lad, he’s not going to bloody bite you,” Blacken said.
 
   No? Rowan thought. I wouldn’t bet on it.
 
   Telli greeted him cordially, much to Rowan’s surprise.
 
   “A good day to you too, Sir,” he said carefully.
 
   “Well, Rowan lad, I’ve got some good news for you…” Telli said cheerfully.
 
   “Good news, Sir?” No, surely the poor man had gone daft.
 
   “Aye, of course,” Telli looked at him more closely, “What’s wrong, Rowan? You look like you think I’m going to chew your head off.”
 
   “I certainly thought you were going to, Sir. Aren’t you?”
 
   Telli frowned at him thoughtfully. Why the hell would he be thinking that, he wondered. He put his pleasure at the news he’d been about to impart aside and thought a bit more. Ah. Of course. He knew what the problem was.
 
   “Are you thinking about Bon Cherrelson, Rowan?”
 
   “Aye, Sir. I thought you would be too, Sir,” Rowan replied, bewildered and thinking he must be missing something.
 
   “Aye, I am, but not insofar as you come into it. Horsemaster Trav has already said his piece to you, hasn’t he?”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   “And you’ll start the extra stable work when your hands are better. How are they, by the way?”
 
   Rowan looked down at his bandaged hands and tried to get a metaphorical grip on things. Maybe he’d gone daft himself, he thought. Maybe it was something to do with the potions and things the healer had given him as he’d dug the firethorn shards out of his hands.
 
   “They’re… they’re bloody sore, Sir, to be truthful, but… but I don’t understand, Sir…”
 
   “Well, we’ll need to look after them, Rowan. Don’t want anything going wrong now,” Telli smiled at him, “What don’t you understand, lad?”
 
   “Sir, I…” he shook his head slowly, “You know what happened today with Bon, Sir. I know I shouldn’t have done it, but… truly, Sir, I’d do it again in the same circumstances…”
 
   “Aye, well… we all would, Rowan. Lieutenant Trav’s dealt with it, as you said, and that’s the end of it as far as you’re concerned. After your hands heal, and everything, of course,” Telli said firmly, “I’m still thinking about what we’ll do with Bon, but that’s not your problem.”
 
   “No, Sir. I… I’m sorry, Sir, but I thought…”
 
   “Then you thought wrong, laddie. Don’t fret yourself. Now sit down, please. As I was about to say, I’ve got some good news for you.”
 
   **********
 
   Horsemaster Trav had come into the Common Room that afternoon, shaking with laughter. It took him some time to collect himself long enough to tell the others what was so damned funny.
 
   He’d been concerned about the lameness of his own stallion that morning and so, as he had so often before, Rowan took the first-year recruits for their riding class. They could all ride quite well by now, but of course they still needed practice. A little after they’d been due back, the group had returned to the stables, very subdued indeed. Rowan was stony-faced, leading two horses; he was shirtless too, his shirt soaking wet and draped over the back of the bay mare walking worriedly beside him. Trav took a quick head count: two lads seemed to be missing.
 
   “Rowan, what’s going on? Where are the other lads?” he asked, puzzled.
 
   “Sir, they… they’re all right, or will be. Can I speak with you privately please Sir, when I’ve seen to the horses?” Rowan said softly.
 
   Surprised, Trav looked up at him. At first glance the lad appeared as calm as always, but Trav realised that his eyes were burning with fury, and his hands were shaking.  
 
   “Aye, Rowan, of course. Are you all right, lad?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Sir, I’m not.”
 
   Trav turned to the recruits who were fussing about with their own horses.
 
   “Come on, you lot. Finish up with your horses and go. Now!” he barked.
 
   “Aye Sir!” came the chorus as the recruits finished in record time, saluted quickly, and all but scuttled out of the stables.
 
   “Now, Rowan, what’s wrong?” Trav said quietly.
 
   Rowan took a deep breath and looked him in the eye.
 
   “Sir, I… I’m ashamed to say that I’ve done something that I shouldn’t have… something very wrong, Sir. I think you need to put me on a charge …”
 
   Trav stared at him in amazement.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Sir, I…” Rowan shook his head, stunned at the enormity of what he’d done, but still very angry. Too angry to really make sense of it all.
 
   “Calm down, laddie. Sit down on this hay bale, take your time and settle down, and then tell me what’s happened,” Trav said, wondering what the hell could upset this normally even-tempered, unflappable young fellow like this. For all of his rumoured feistiness, the officers of the garrison hadn’t seen or heard of him losing his composure, and certainly not like this.
 
   Rowan took another deep breath and a firmer grip on his temper.
 
   “Sir, I’ve just thrown Bon Cherrelson in the river,” he said flatly, “Twice, Sir. I… I know I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry I’ve let you down, Sir.”
 
   Trav stared at him again. Bon Cherrelson was seventeen, a big sullen lad who’d found it difficult to accept authority in general, and the authority of a Cadet younger than himself in particular. Coll and Trav had a private wager about how long he’d last in the Guard.
 
   “You threw him in the river…?”
 
   Rowan suddenly looked very young.
 
   “Aye, Sir. Twice, Sir,” he said sadly.
 
   Trav quickly bit back a smile.
 
   “Start at the start, Rowan, and tell me all of it,” he said.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Rowan said. He thought for a moment. “I took the lads for their class and I thought we’d go down by the river for a bit…”
 
   Trav nodded. They often did this; the horses liked it and so did the recruits.
 
   “And we got down there, and Chinook was fishing by the bridge, so I went downstream a bit further so we wouldn’t scare the fish …” Chinook was the local Bridge troll. Rowan often went fishing with him when he had some free time and he usually came back to the garrison hoarse-voiced from his efforts to learn Trollish. “… And… we unsaddled the horses and rode them in the river a bit, just slowly and not too deep, and then we did some bareback exercises, and…”
 
   Nothing too drastic so far, Trav thought. Rowan was a mature lad and a good leader in spite of his youth and he rarely had a problem with the other lads. If he did, he sorted it out himself. Even loud-mouthed Bon Cherrelson had quickly learnt to show respect.
 
   “And then what?” he prompted.
 
   “We… we resaddled the horses, remounted, and started to come back here, Sir. Young Tim Ollenson was riding Sheba and…” Rowan shook his head again slowly, “You know what a quiet old thing she is, Sir. But she went mad, totally crazy. She… she screamed and reared and bucked and she fought like a wild thing… truly, I didn’t think she had it in her, Sir. Poor Timmy didn’t stand a chance. He flew off and he’s broken his arm, Sir. I… I left the other lads there and I took him to the healer…”
 
   “Is he all right?” Trav was appalled.
 
   Rowan nodded unhappily as he thought about it.
 
   The injured lad had sat up, gaped at the jagged end of bone that protruded from just above his left elbow and promptly fainted. Several other recruits had looked like doing the same and a couple were vomiting noisily in a nearby bush. Rowan told them all to sit down before they fell down and to clean themselves up when they felt better while he got on with it. He’d commandeered several belts and immobilised Tim’s injured arm as best he could, then put the unconscious lad up in front of him on his own horse and galloped to the healers.
 
   Tim had come around just as they’d got there, said several words that Rowan was surprised he knew, and fainted again. Rowan thought it had probably been for the best in his case, but to his mind the rest of the recruits had just proved themselves to be utterly useless in a crisis.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” he said carefully, “Well, the healer says he will be, with a bit of luck. ‘Tis a nasty break though, Sir.”
 
   “And it was Sheba threw him?” That was as unfathomable as everything else.
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   “But what has that got to do with Bon Cherrelson?”
 
   “Sir, I… I went back to the river when I came out of the infirmary… And I looked at Sheba…” Rowan’s eyes suddenly blazed again as he tried hard not to lose his temper for the second time in a day. He’d hurried back to his little troop, wondering if he’d judged them too harshly: most were his own age or older, though they seemed younger to him. His opinion worsened when he saw that they hadn’t even caught the mare to see why the usually placid creature had reacted as she had.
 
    “Sir, there were bloody firethorns under her saddle… I got out as many as I could, but… but I couldn’t get them all, you know how they break off. And Bon was laughing so damned hard I thought he’d burst…”
 
   **********
 
   Bon had suddenly found himself hauled out of his saddle by a very angry Rowan.
 
   “Did you do this, Bon? Did you put these cursed firethorns under Sheba’s saddle, you bloody idiot?” Rowan demanded.
 
   “Aye, I did. What of it? Tim’s always bragging about what a good rider he is. Seems he’s not so good after all,” Bon replied with a sneer, knowing that he shouldn’t speak to a Cadet like that, but unable to help himself. “He couldn’t even stay on sleepy old Sheba!”
 
   “And you think that’s funny?”
 
   “Aye. Don’t you?” Bon blustered. 
 
   Rowan was suddenly very still. He stared at Bon, then at the bloody gouges the firethorns had left in the mare’s back, and he thought about the lad with the nasty break just above his elbow. He turned back to Bon and said very quietly, “No, Bon. I truly don’t,” and then moving very quickly he picked the other lad up bodily and threw him into the river.
 
   The other recruits gaped as Bon landed with a huge splash, to emerge sputtering and gasping for air.
 
   “You can’t do that to me…!” Bon shouted as he stumbled to the bank.
 
   Rowan was outwardly calm, but he was furious. Usually his temper was kept under tight control, but not now.
 
   “No?” he said, sounding surprised that Bon might think that. Just bloody watch me, he thought. He ducked under the first punch that Bon threw at him, avoided the next two as well, then picked the other lad up again with no apparent trouble at all and threw him back into the river. A bit deeper this time.
 
   As Bon floundered, Rowan took off his shirt, soaked it in the cold river water and put it on the mare’s back to ease the pain a little for her. She was standing quietly now, but the poor creature was trembling. He knew there’d be bits of thorn that he hadn’t been able to get out, and they’d be hurting like hell as their name suggested.  He heard footsteps behind him and spun very quickly to face whoever it was. They’d be lucky not to end up in the river too.
 
   “Gently, Rowan lad, gently. Don’t toss me in too. That other lad’s already frightening the fish enough,” a soft deep voice said as heavy, friendly, six-fingered hands clasped his shoulders.
 
   Rowan stared up into the concerned face of a troll.
 
   “Chinook… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten away your supper…”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, laddie. But you need to calm down now.”
 
   “Aye, I know. I know you’re right, Chinook. But poor Tim’s broken his arm because of that bastard, and… just have a look at the mare’s back.”
 
   The troll winced as he looked at the horse’s wounds.
 
   “Poor beastie, she’ll need a poultice, I think. Keep that wet shirt on it for now and take her back to the stables, Rowan, and all these lads with you,” he said softly.
 
   Rowan nodded, pulling himself together as best he could.
 
   “Aye, I’d better do that. Thank you, Chinook.” He looked at the recruits, still gaping at him, and at Bon standing dripping in the shallows of the river. “You can walk back to barracks, Bon, and stay there. And you can carry Sheba’s saddle too. Be careful of the firethorns. Come on, the rest of you. Stop bloody gawking like you’ve never seen a dangerous fool dealt with before and let’s go.”
 
   **********
 
   Trav frowned as Rowan finished the story. He lifted the wet shirt from the mare’s back, saw Rowan had found numbweed somewhere, bruised the leaves and put that on too. What a sensible lad he is, he thought. He couldn’t blame him for losing his temper over something like this.
 
   “Let me see Sheba’s back… Beldar’s baggy bloody britches! Damned firethorns of all things… that bastard Bon! Where is he now?”
 
   “I told him to go back to the barracks and stay there, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, good. I’ll deal with him after I’ve seen young Tim. But first we’ll do what we can for Sheba. I’ll need you to keep her calm, Rowan.”
 
   “Aye, Sir… but, Sir, I… I shouldn’t have…”
 
   Trav calmed his own temper.
 
   “Ah… no, I suppose not,” he said with a sigh, “Rowan, I have to ask you this: did you hit Bon?”
 
   “Hit him? Of course not, Sir! I… I just picked him up and…” his voice trailed away.
 
   Trav nodded, relieved.
 
   “Good. Now, you’re not hearing me say this, Rowan lad, but I’d have been tempted to do the same. Still, I suppose we can’t have it… hmm, twice in the river… four weeks mucking out the stables for you, laddie. And no more throwing lads in the river.” Trav knew that Telli’d be very upset if Rowan had hurt his shoulders lifting that great lump Bon. He had big plans for him.
 
   “Aye, Sir. Er… no, Sir,” Rowan managed. “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   Trav suddenly had another thought.
 
   “Show me your hands, please, Rowan.”
 
   “My hands, Sir?”
 
   “Aye. You picked the firethorns out of the mare’s back with your bare hands, didn’t you?”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   Rowan held out his hands obediently. Even though they were well callused, the firethorns had pierced the skin in quite a few places and the fingers of both hands were bleeding and already looked inflamed and a bit swollen. They had to be hurting a lot, Trav knew, even after handling numbweed, but Rowan had been too worried about Tim and Sheba, and too angry, to notice.
 
   “Off to the healer with you, laddie, after you’ve kept Sheba nice and quiet for me. And no working in the stables until they’ve healed. Someone else can saddle and take care of your horse for you.”
 
   Rowan’s face fell.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” he said unhappily.
 
   **********
 
   The rest of the men in the Mess were appalled at the incident, at what Bon had done, but they laughed at Trav’s solution.
 
   “And you punished Rowan by putting him to work in the stables?” Coll chuckled.
 
   He’d never heard anything funnier. Rowan was a Horse Master, after all. He was probably more upset that he couldn’t do it until his hands healed up.
 
   “Aye,” Trav said, “It seemed appropriate under the circumstances.”
 
   They laughed again.
 
   “And what about that useless bugger Bon?” somebody else wanted to know. He’d have done more than give him a little swim in the river.
 
   Trav shrugged. “Telli’s thinking about it. Young Tim broke his arm, after all, and it’s a bad break too, poor lad. And the other recruits said that Bon tried to punch Rowan a couple of times too. He missed him of course, luckily for him, but still… I had to pass it on to Telli.”
 
   The others nodded, serious now. Recruits shouldn’t be punching Cadets or anyone else, and Rowan was his superior, even if Bon didn’t like it… Mind you, he’d been damned lucky young Rowan hadn’t flattened him. Nobody would have blamed him if he had.
 
   **********
 
   “… As I was about to say, I’ve got some good news for you.”
 
   But Rowan hadn’t been happy when Telli told him he’d be representing Den Sorl in the Silver Spurs competition…
 
    
 
   The Silver Spurs is a coveted honour, awarded to the best Cadet in Wirran and judged over the entire three years of his training. His own garrison assesses him for the first two years and if he proves to be good enough, he finds himself nominated for the Silver Spurs halfway through his final year of training, his Cadet year.
 
   It’s a very demanding assessment involving all aspects of a Guardsman’s training and it’s conducted over several weeks at different sites, but naturally the emphasis is on weapons skills and horsemanship. The assessors are chosen from various garrisons and there is no posting of scores during the assessments; unless the lads are brutally honest with themselves they have no real idea of where they stand until the final phase, when their numbers are abruptly reduced to twelve.
 
    
 
   “But… but, Sir… with respect, Sir, I…” Rowan said hesitantly.
 
   “Is there a problem, Rowan?” Telli asked, surprised at the lad’s reluctance. “I thought you’d be proud to represent Den Sorl.”
 
   “Aye, Sir, I am. I’m truly honoured, Sir, but… well, there’s Bon, and…and you know that I’m a Whisperer, Sir. ‘Tisn’t fair to the other lads in the competition,” he said, “You could send Fess, Sir. He’d do well.”
 
   Telli looked at him carefully. He shouldn’t be surprised, he thought; Rowan was such an honourable lad… and Trav and Coll had warned him that he’d probably say this. But he was a talented young fellow and he’d worked hard. Very hard. He’d earned the respect of the entire garrison. And he’d earned this chance. He wasn’t going to lose it because some bastard had put firethorn under a mare’s saddle.
 
   “Rowan lad, don’t fret about Bon. He was damned lucky that’s all you did to him, truly. That’s over with. And as for sending Fess to the Spurs… well, he’s a bloody good Guardsman, and he would do well, but he’s not as good as you.” Telli stifled a smile as Rowan blushed and shook his head. “The Whispering business doesn’t help you to wield a sabre, or shoot an arrow, or throw a spear, does it?”
 
   “No, Sir. But…”
 
   “It doesn’t help you be stronger and fitter than all the other lads even though they’re older, and it doesn’t help you run them into the ground at training, does it? Does it help you to know how to manage a troop properly, or put up a tent without it falling on your head, or clean your horse’s harness well, or… or do bloody paperwork and write a good clear report?” Telli was getting into the spirit of the thing now. “Does it help you to give orders, or take orders, or throw a knife or a javelin or that damned great lump Henry over your shoulder when you’re wrestling?” 
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Sir. It doesn’t do any of that,” he said quietly, “But it does help me to manage a horse better than the others, Sir.”
 
   Telli sighed. Rowan was a fine lad, but he was bloody stubborn just as his father had said.
 
   “Aye, well, that’s true. But you’d be a damned good rider anyway, Rowan. You’ve got wonderful hands and beautiful balance,” he said, “Anyway, the Spurs isn’t only about riding. It’s an important part of it, I grant you, but all the rest of it’s important too. There’ll be lads there whose families have been in the Guard for five generations, and others who’ve been wielding a sword since they were old enough to hold one. Should they not be there too?”
 
   “Of course they should, Sir, if they’re the best in their garrison…” Rowan’s voice trailed away as he realised what he’d said. Dammit, he thought.
 
   Telli pounced, but carefully. Carefully. This lad didn’t hide his light under a bushel, but he didn’t brag or show off either. He simply did his best and his best was very, very good.
 
   “Aye… and Rowan lad, you’re the best in our garrison. I know you don’t like to blow your own trumpet or make a fuss, but you know it and I know it. The whole bloody garrison knows it, laddie.” He smiled at Rowan. “We don’t often have someone good enough to go to the Spurs, a little garrison out in the Woopsies like us. Haven’t had for years… and between you and me, Rowan, Fess is bloody good and he’d do very well, he’d probably be in the top half a dozen. But I honestly don’t think he’d win it. You will.” 
 
   “But… but what would I do with the damned things even if I did win them, Sir? I don’t wear spurs,” Rowan said, still unhappy about it but fast resigning himself to the situation. It wasn’t as if he really had a choice after all. If Captain Telli wanted him to go, not Fess, then he’d be the one going.
 
   Telli laughed.
 
   “You do with your dress uniform, laddie, even if you don’t actually use them.” He became more serious. “Rowan, I wouldn’t enter you in it if I didn’t think you should be there. For any reason.”   
 
   Rowan sighed.
 
   “No, Sir. I suppose not. But… Sir, I think we have to tell the assessors and the other lads about the Whispering. ‘Tisn’t right not to.”
 
   Telli looked at Rowan very carefully.
 
   “Are you sure, Rowan? You know they’ll…”
 
   “They’ll look at me like I’ve got two heads. Aye, Sir, I know,” Rowan said unhappily, “But… it just doesn’t seem right, Sir…”
 
   “And what will you do if the assessors say you can’t go in the competition, laddie?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Then I won’t go in it, Sir.”
 
   Telli thought about what Rowan had said. He truly was such an honourable lad. Good for him, he thought. He nodded slowly.
 
   “All right, Rowan, if you’re absolutely certain about it. There’s no taking it back once everyone knows.”
 
   “I know, Sir. But maybe once they’ve got used to the idea, they’ll see I’m really no different to anyone else. Folk at home don’t treat me any differently, Sir, and Fess doesn’t,” Rowan said.
 
   “You’ve told Fess?” Telli was surprised, but when he considered it a bit more, no. The two lads were close friends and Rowan had taken Fess home to Sian with him when they had leave. Fess had come back full of the wonders of the Dogleg Pass and the great forests of Sian, so much so that Rowan had had to tell him to shut up or he wouldn’t take him again. The dreadful thought of spending his next leave with his miserable old aunt instead of running free in Sian had silenced Fess immediately.
 
   “He’s my friend, Sir. Of course I’ve told him,” Rowan said, puzzled to think that Telli might think otherwise.
 
   “Well, Rowan, as I say, if you’re absolutely certain about it, I’ll write to the other Captains and the assessors and the Commandant. That should cover everyone,” Telli said, “And then we’ll see what they’ve got to say for themselves and with luck you’ll still get your chance at the Spurs.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Thank you. When is it, Sir?” Rowan asked.
 
   “It starts in about six weeks. There’ll be time to let them know, don’t worry. There’s several assessments, trials, over seven or eight weeks. It’s not a public sort of thing and even we Captains aren’t welcome in case we influence the damned outcome somehow. There’ll only be the assessors from various garrisons, the Cadets of course, and a member of each competing garrison to give the lads some moral support. Lieutenant Trav and Sword Master Hibbon will be going from here as assessors and Sergeant Coll will be there to keep an eye on you.” Telli smiled at him again. “At the end of it all the Commandant winkles himself out of Den Siddon and presents the Spurs at the winner’s own garrison.”
 
   And that’s probably why nobody from the Woopsies ever wins it, he thought savagely. Well, Rowan was just the lad to change that, Whisperer or not. For a moment he wondered if the Commandant would even remember the way to Den Sorl. In the almost three years that Rowan had been here, the old bugger had only visited once. It had happened that Rowan’s group had been out training in the field at the time, so Telli had been spared the inevitable earbashing he was going to get when the Commandant finally realised just how young the lad was. It’d be worth it though, when Rowan won the Spurs. Telli truly believed that he could and would.
 
   Rowan nodded as he thought about it. He’d heard about the Spurs competition of course, but as nobody from Den Sorl had ever won it and the big garrisons seemed to have a monopoly on it, he hadn’t worried himself about it. Besides, he thought the Whispering would rule him out of it. He’d simply kept working as hard as he always did. But if he was to go in it and if he should happen to win, he’d want to share it with his friends and those at the garrison who’d supported him and helped to train him, not a bunch of strangers.
 
   “Where is it held, Sir?” he asked.
 
   “Various places… Weapons stuff in… um, I think it’s Den Ree this time. I’ll have to check. Riding’s usually done around Frissender. And the physical training trials are in the foothills of the Eagle’s Nest Mountains… ha! They should hold them here in the Sleeping Dogs. Then they’d see what real mountains are!”
 
   Rowan smiled.
 
   “Aye, they would too. Will it be near Den Siddon, Sir? I’ve never been there,” he asked hopefully. The Wirran lads never stopped talking about the biggest and most important garrison in the province and he’d like to see it for himself.
 
   Telli shook his head.
 
   “No, sorry, Rowan. It’s on the other side from Den Siddon. Never mind, I’m sure you’ll get there one day.”
 
   “Maybe, Sir.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that now, lad. You’ll have to get together with Horsemaster Trav and decide which horse you’ll take. You can have whichever one you like, of course.”
 
   “I’ll take Devil, Sir. I know he can be a bugger of a horse, but he’s the best one we’ve got,” Rowan said with a grin.
 
   Telli laughed again.
 
   “Aye, he is too. We wouldn’t put up with him otherwise. Mind you, he’s a lot better than he used to be. He hardly kicks or bites at all now.” And never when Rowan was nearby.
 
   “No, Sir. Still, the Horsemaster always says a good troop horse should have a bit of spirit.”
 
   Telli nodded and laughed to himself. That’s as may be, he thought, but I haven’t seen Trav riding that bloody Devil too damned often.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



6. “A forester, you say? My, my. Fancy that!”
 
    
 
   There’d been a lot of excitement and more than a bit of scepticism when Telli’s despatches were delivered. A Horse Whisperer! Surely they were only myths, weren’t they? Children’s tales! But what if it were true? Telli Carlson wasn’t the sort of man to imagine something like that, and if he had, he wouldn’t broadcast it unless he was utterly certain. And what did it mean for the Spurs competition? There was a lot of prestige associated with winning the Spurs, and it could certainly impact on a man’s career in the Guard. Should this… Whisperer… be allowed to enter, or not? 
 
   Then again, as Telli had pointed out to Rowan, the Spurs were judged on much more than horsemanship. Nobody could see how a talent with horses could possibly influence all of the other aspects of a Guardsman’s training. And of course this lad was from Den Sorl, some sniggered. Let him have his chance, and good luck to him. It was decided that Rowan could enter the competition, with the proviso that he’d be judged more severely in the horsemanship and riding sections. The Captains and assessors were looking forward to finding out just what the lad might be able to do. Most were cautiously sceptical, but the Commandant was openly scornful of the whole idea of Horse Whisperers or Masters or whatever one might decide to call a lad who merely happened to be good with horses.
 
   **********
 
   The panel of assessors for the first, physical fitness, phase of the test were shocked when they saw Rowan’s youthful face and long braid.
 
   “What the hell’s Telli playing at?” the Den Bissen man demanded. “Why’s he sent us this… this babe-in-arms? They’ll slaughter him! And isn’t this the lad who’s supposed to be a Horse Master?”
 
   Coll frowned at him.
 
   “Aye, he is the lad who’s a Horse Master. But he can’t help it if he looks young, can he? His papers are all in order; he’s a Cadet like all the lads here. Everyone agreed he could go in the damned Spurs. Don’t worry about young Red, he’ll give the others a run for their money,” he said firmly.
 
   “Young! Just how old is he? AND he’s a Siannen forester!”
 
   “Really? A forester, you say? My, my. Fancy that,” Coll’s voice dripped with sarcasm, “Anyway, he’s nearly seventeen,” he added, straightfaced. Rowan’s birthday was in five months’ time, and he’d be a Trooper by then, just as all these other young fellows would be.
 
   Thorle, from Den Triss, spoke up for his friend Coll. They’d been recruits together. “Well, the lad’s not big as foresters go, but he’s certainly not the smallest lad here, and he looks bloody strong and fit enough. Anyway, he’s here now and I for one don’t want to be doing all the cursed paperwork to disqualify him when he’s done nothing wrong. Telli let us know about the Whispering business, and I say we should still let the lad have a go. It’ll sort itself out in the assessments. The Gods know there’s enough of them.” And that wily old fox Telli Carlson wouldn’t have sent him here if he didn’t think the lad had a damned good chance, he knew. He certainly wouldn’t have sent him here to embarrass himself or his garrison.
 
   The other assessors thought about it. Thorle’s words made sense, and the thought of the inevitable paperwork decided it. The young fellow from Den Sorl could take his place among the other Cadets and good luck to him. 
 
   Coll winked at Thorle. “Put your money on him, laddie,” he muttered, “I have.”
 
   The first test, like the last one to be held in nearly two months’ time after an exhaustive series of challenges, was an obstacle course; unlike that other one, this was done on foot and it was a proper race. Finishing positions were important.
 
   Rowan was very fast and he had endless stamina too, as the other Cadets found out when he simply ran them ragged. He swarmed up ropes and down trees, and he did the same thing in reverse; he crawled under wires and through tunnels, and swam through waterholes and the fast-flowing river; he sneezed and cursed his way through a long steep valley filled with magnificent wildflowers; and he ran up and over timber barricades, and skipped lightly over the log further down the river that gave everyone else pause and tipped quite a few into the water. He scampered up a tall tower that reminded him of the fire towers at home and rappelled down the outside; he did pushups and chinups and lifted weights and carried loads when required; he set up a campsite with a neat circle of stones for a firepit, a sturdy tent and a small trench for a latrine – a detail quite a few others forgot or didn’t bother with - then quickly made a surprisingly windproof shelter of a few well-placed branches that would protect his firepit and himself if he didn’t have a tent with him.
 
   He vaulted over fallen logs and skirted patches of brambles without breaking stride; and he crossed the river again, hand over hand on the rope slung across it this time. He ran up and down hills and through mud; he slid down a steep gully on his backside, splashed through the little creek at the bottom and climbed the rocks on the other side, and he found his way through the maze with no trouble at all. He had a wonderful time, remembering how he and Glyn and Griff had done much the same sort of thing at home. Finally he loped up to the finish line almost ten minutes ahead of his nearest rival and dunked his head in a bucket of water. 
 
   “Well done, laddie!” Coll laughed as Rowan’s head emerged from the bucket, “That’s kicked their backsides for them!”
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Rowan said happily, “And maybe now they’ll stop looking down on Den Sorl as well.” He didn’t like the way his little garrison always seemed to be the butt of jokes. “I could have done without the bloody sneezeweed, though.”
 
   “Don’t worry about all the ignorant buggers, Red. They’ll learn better manners by the end of all this,” Coll laughed again. Sneezeweed indeed. That was the Crimson Mountain Rose, a rare and prized and very beautiful plant that only grew in this part of Wirran. Still, sneezeweed aside, he’d known Rowan would do well. Nobody from Den Sorl had ever won the Silver Spurs, it was generally a Cadet from the bigger garrisons who took the honours, but after today’s effort he thought Rowan might just wipe the floor with the lot of them.
 
   **********
 
   “Bloody Hells, Hibbon! It’s just as well that lad of yours does look so damned young in the face,” Lieutenant Jacob of Den Siddon said.
 
   Sword Master Hibbon looked at him in surprise. As far as he could see, Rowan’s youthful face had done nothing but make folk think he shouldn’t be in the competition.
 
   “What makes you think that?” he asked dubiously.
 
   “We’d be thinking you had a bloody ring-in otherwise!” Jacob laughed, “Young Red doesn’t mess about, does he? He has to be damned nearly Open-class with the sabre. Mind you, I think he’ll get too big to do really well in competition later on. You know as well as I do there are very, very few top-class swordsmen over six foot and most are a good bit less than that.”
 
   Hibbon smiled and nodded slowly as they watched Rowan dancing around the competition circle with a Cadet from Den Marat. It was obvious that he wasn’t there just to make up the numbers. He was very focussed and very fast and he was very, very good. He made it look so easy that nobody was surprised when the other lad’s sword clanged to the ground in an embarrassingly short time. 
 
   “Mm… maybe. He’s bloody fast and strong now though. Runs all of us ragged back at Den Sorl. It must be the good training he gets out there in the Woopsies,” Hibbon said modestly, “He’s damned good with a bow, too. With anything, really.”
 
   Jacob laughed. Sword Master Hibbon had been at Den Siddon until the Commandant had rubbed him up the wrong way once too often and he’d applied for a transfer to, of all places, Den Sorl. If there was one thing that Hibbon was very, very good at, it was training swordsmen. The proof of it was in front of them, quietly going about his business and seeing off all comers.
 
   “Well, at least our lad Horst managed to hurl the spear and the javelin further than young Red did,” Jacob remarked.
 
   Hibbon nodded again. The Cadet from Den Siddon, a big solid lad of nineteen, had indeed done that and good luck to him.
 
   “Aye, he throws well. Got the shoulders for it,” Hibbon said absently, watching Rowan pick up the Den Marat lad’s sword, return it to him, and shake his hand. The two Cadets left the circle together and headed off to clean up and have a drink of water. There was nothing wrong with Rowan’s shoulders either, but he wasn’t as massively built as Horst and never would be. He’d be taller when he finished growing, though. Nobody but a forester could possibly think Rowan was small, Hibbon thought with a grin, and if he’d taken after his Pa’s side of the family he’d be making Horst look like a stripling.
 
   **********
 
   The assessors for the parts of the competition that involved horses were keen to see exactly what this outstanding young fellow from Den Sorl might be able to do, but reluctant to expose him to any unnecessary danger. Finally Trav managed to convince them that he really wouldn’t be hurt by any horse and they sent him to get two particular horses: Bast, the stallion that Lieutenant Jagger of Den Escher rode, and Sten, the mount of Lieutenant Jasper of Den Mohr. Both were evil-tempered bays that could probably give lessons to Devil and both despised the other for reasons best known to themselves. 
 
   Rowan walked to the nearer end of the horse lines where Sten was picketed on his own. He patted the stallion’s neck and stroked its muzzle as it snuffled at him.
 
   “Hello, Sten,” he said quietly, “I’ll be back for you in a couple of minutes. Be good, now.”
 
   Then he walked the length of the horse lines, with every horse turning to watch him. He patted a couple absently as he went past and finally got right to the end, where Bast was also picketed by himself. The stallion watched him carefully as he came closer.
 
   “Hello, Bast,” Rowan murmured calmly, “It seems like you and Sten and I are the performing dogs today. Let’s show them what fine horses you both really are…” he allowed the stallion to sniff his hands, then patted its nose and led it back towards the assessors. Bast walked happily beside him, but baulked and snorted fiercely as they got closer to Sten.
 
   “Hush, daft horse,” Rowan said, stroking its nose again gently, “You’re all right. And you, Sten, don’t put your ears back like that, please. There’s nothing for you two to be fighting over…” he reached for Sten’s rope and stood for a minute patting Sten with one hand and Bast with the other. Then he turned and walked back to the assessors, the stallions walking calmly on either side of him.
 
   The assessors stared, then turned to Trav in amazement.
 
   “I can’t believe those stallions haven’t tried to kill each other,” Jasper said, wide-eyed.
 
   “Told you,” Trav laughed.
 
   “And I can’t believe that lad’s still got all of his fingers, Trav. We’d better count them,” Sergeant Callan of Den Bolt said with a grin, “Let’s see him ride.”
 
   Trav nodded and called to Rowan, “Ride Bast for us please, Rowan. Circles and things will do. I’ll hold Sten for you.”
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Rowan said. He patted Bast’s neck, then leapt onto the stallion’s bare back. The horse snorted once, then strode forward to trot a flawless circle and figure-of-eight. Rowan stopped him foursquare, as he’d do in any riding test, then rode an equally flawless series of exercises at the canter. 
 
   “Great bloody Gods,” Jagger said softly, “I can’t handle the bugger that well myself, and certainly not with no saddle or bridle. He’d have thrown me long before this. Mind you, the lad’s got beautiful hands and a fine seat. I don’t suppose the Horse Master business has anything to do with that, has it?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so. I believe young Rowan would be a fine rider no matter what else he might be,” Trav smiled again as Rowan brought the stallion back to the gaping assessors, “And now Sten, please, Rowan.” 
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Rowan said again. He dismounted from Bast and handed the stallion over to Trav, then patted Sten again and vaulted onto the bay’s back and repeated the exercises.
 
   “Great Beldar,” Jasper whispered as Sten seemed to almost dance through the exercises, “That damned horse doesn’t do that when I’m riding him… he hates doing circle work.”
 
   Trav smiled at the stunned faces of his colleagues.
 
    “So, will you let Rowan continue, or will you disqualify him?” he asked.
 
   “Well, for what it’s worth, I think he should be allowed to continue,” Callan said slowly, “They let Sword Masters go in competitions, even the Champion’s Trophy, so why should we ban this lad?”
 
   The assessors thought about it. 
 
   “Aye, you’re right, Callan,” Lieutenant Garth of Den Schoss said, “Besides, this young fellow’s kicked the other lads’ backsides in everything else, it wouldn’t be right not to give him his chance now.”
 
   “Aye, that’s what I think too. He’s simply done too well not to let him finish, and truly, I want to see what else he can do,” Jagger said with a smile. He turned to Rowan, sitting quietly on Sten’s back, “Thanks, lad. You can keep going in the competition, but we’ll have to judge you a bit harder than the others. You can put the horses away again now, thanks.”
 
   Rowan saluted him.
 
   “Aye, Sir. Thank you, Sir,” he said, feeling very much like the performing dog that he’d suggested to Bast.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



7. “… a man has to look out for his fellow troopers.”
 
    
 
   The testing of weapons prowess, both on foot and on horseback, was over and unusually there was a clear leader in the assessors’ eyes. Horsemaster Trav smiled happily to himself as he joined the half a dozen men who’d be assessing the Cadets’ horsemanship. There are some very, very good lads here, he thought, but Rowan would have to fall in a bucket and drown for any of them to best him on a horse, no matter how harshly he might be judged.
 
   Den Sorl had been the butt of a lot of good-natured and not so good-natured ribbing over the years, but this young fellow was making folk sit up and take notice and Trav wouldn’t have been human if he hadn’t been pleased to see the dismay on the faces of Lieutenant Denis of Den Ree, Sergeant Will of Den Tissot and Lieutenant Gerrit of Den Siddon as their own excellent candidates had been bested over the last few weeks. Wait until you see what Rowan and Devil can do to them, he thought happily. The stallion’s attitude had improved a lot since Rowan had taken him in hand, but he could still be a handful for even the best riders. Trav thought the other Cadets would be in trouble when it came time for each recruit to ride all the other horses. Mind you, even the best-behaved troop horse would soon get fed up with a succession of nervous strangers.
 
   “That lad’s not using the curb,” Denis said disapprovingly.
 
   Trav sighed. It wasn’t forbidden, was it? He spoke up.
 
   “The horse has got a damned double bridle, like all the others. Rowan’s entitled to use it as he likes. It’s how he manages the horse that matters.”
 
   “Aye, well… I doubt he’ll have enough control over that stallion when it comes to the circle work, if he’s not going to use the curb,” Denis sniffed.
 
   Trav shrugged.
 
   “We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?”
 
   **********
 
   The Cadets had ridden singly and in formation and Devil had behaved beautifully. Now it was time for the lads to ride each other’s horses. Rowan walked calmly up to each horse, patted it, mounted it, and rode it superbly, just as he had with Bast. Devil stood deceptively quietly as the other lads approached him. Those who managed to get on his back quickly found out why he was named as he was and though a couple of lads did last for more than a minute or so, Devil refused to settle for them and the stallion won the battle. A few poor lads found themselves with one foot in the stirrup, hopping furiously on the other as Devil pranced away from them. They were probably relieved when they lost their balance and landed on their backsides, no matter how embarrassing it was for them.
 
   You’re not the first lads he’s done that to, Trav thought wryly, and you won’t be the last. At least nobody had been dragged and Devil hadn’t bitten or kicked anyone. He really had improved a lot, but he was still very feisty. Still, a Guardsman had to be able to ride anything.
 
   The assessor from Den Ree frowned, upset as his own garrison’s candidate picked himself up from the dirt.
 
   “That bloody horse is unrideable!” he snapped.
 
   “No, he’s not,” Trav said quietly, “You saw our lad ride him, and ride him damned well too. I ride him myself sometimes. He’s feisty, I grant you, but he’s not the only horse that’s given the lads trouble.”
 
   It was true. The horses were spirited, as good troop horses are, and though they were well trained, quite a few had taken exception to being ridden by a succession of unfamiliar Cadets. But Rowan had ridden them all with no fuss and no trouble at all, even the fiery grey mare that had snapped and kicked at several poor lads and bucked off a few more.
 
   He’d walked calmly up to her, just as he had to every other horse there, patted her and swung easily onto her back. He calmed her as she sidled and fretted and then he trotted and cantered her in neat circles as was required. The mare pricked her ears, arched her neck and carried her tail like a banner as she showed that she was just as good as any stallion from the Woopsies, even if she was also equally as temperamental. And she followed up by bucking her next two riders off just as Devil did the same.
 
   Lieutenant Denis frowned even more. Unfortunately he’d missed seeing Rowan with Bast and Sten. He was still very sceptical about the Horse Master business, didn’t believe it was really possible no matter what the others said, and he didn’t like being proved wrong. 
 
   “You there, lad,” he shouted, “Aye, the lad there with the red hair, from, er… Den Sorl. Catch that bloody horse of yours, unsaddle it, and ride it bareback!”
 
   “Aye, Sir.” Rowan saluted him, gave the bay mare he was riding back to its rightful rider and turned away to carry out the order. Devil was cantering in happy freedom on the other side of the forty or so Cadets. Dammit, Rowan thought. I’m not going to bloody chase you around. He whistled softly. Every horse in the field pricked its ears and tried to pull away from their riders and come to him and Devil stopped in his tracks. The stallion trotted back to him and rubbed its nose against his chest as if in apology.
 
   “Stop it, you daft bugger. You’ll slobber on my jacket,” Rowan muttered, “You’ve got me in enough damned trouble. And you’d been so good too.” He tickled Devil’s ears quickly, then unsaddled the horse and vaulted onto its back. 
 
   Rowan was pleased that everyone knew about the Whispering now. He’d certainly had more than his share of folk looking at him like he had two heads, and a lot who simply hadn’t believed him until they’d watched him with the horses, but as far as he was concerned, they could believe or not believe as they chose. His friends accepted him and so did his garrison, and that was all that mattered.
 
   “What exactly do you want me to do with him, Sir?” he asked the assessor as Devil gave a good impression of being a statue.
 
   Denis glared at him.
 
   “Just ride the bloody thing. Circles, figures-of-eight, at trot and canter. I’ll tell you when to stop.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   Devil trotted in a big circle, then a neat figure-of-eight and a smaller circle, lifting his hooves high. Rowan stopped him and he stood for a moment, beautifully straight and square, and then he set off again at a collected canter. He did the exercise again, changing lead at the crossover point of the figure-of-eight as was expected, and stopping four-square again before setting off for a third time at a faster but still perfectly controlled canter. He completed the set, stopped as before, and started again, this time in a beautiful extended trot.
 
   “Are you going to keep the poor lad doing this all bloody day?” Trav demanded with a snarl.
 
   Denis jumped slightly. He’d been mesmerised by the display this young rider and his magnificent, temperamental stallion were producing. He felt something akin to awe stirring within him… this lad truly was a Horse Master, just as Captain Telli had said. Incredible.
 
   “What! Oh… er… no. No, of course not,” he shook his head and raised his voice a little, “That’s enough, Cadet. Thank you.”
 
   Rowan stopped Devil four-square in front of him.
 
   “Thank you, Sir. Shall I saddle him again, Sir?”
 
   “Aye, lad.”
 
   Denis thought he might as well. After a couple of hour’s break the next phase of the test was for all of the lads to ride all of the horses bareback, but nobody but Rowan had been able to ride Devil with a saddle, so they’d have no hope without one. And barring a complete disaster in tomorrow’s cross-country trial, which he thought extremely unlikely, he already knew who the winner of the Spurs was. No, he might as well ride back in comfort. The lads remounted their horses and headed to the horse lines, Mess tent and lunch.
 
   **********
 
   The final phase of the assessment was probably the most important of the lot. It was a fairly long ride across unfamiliar and very rough country filled with unexpected obstacles, to deliver a despatch satchel at the end. The Cadets were given a map to study for a short time, but otherwise it was done by memory. There was no set course, but the riders had to pass a number of checkpoints; failure to do this meant disqualification. A rider could choose, for instance, not to take the initially inviting track through an enormous brambly thicket, but it was quite a long way around and the checkpoint was just on the other side of the thicket.
 
   This test wasn’t a race, it didn’t matter who finished first, but the lads had to complete the course within a given time if they were to escape penalties and it wasn’t an overly generous time either. There were a lot of obstacles to negotiate and it wasn’t unknown for some of the lads to either get lost en route, or lose their despatch bags somewhere: often among the brambles or at one or other of the creeks that criss-crossed the course.
 
   Rowan studied the map carefully, trying to see the best way around as he plotted a course in his mind.
 
   “All right, lads. That’s enough of that,” Horsemaster John Borleson of Den Ahlen said with a grin as he and Trav of Den Sorl gathered up the maps, “Ten minutes to start time. Go and get your horses.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.” The final twelve Cadets left in the assessment saluted and hurried off to the horse lines.
 
   **********
 
   They stood in a rough line for the start. Quite a few of the horses were playing up, affected by the excitement and nervousness of their young riders. Rowan sat a little apart on Devil, stroking the stallion’s glossy black neck and talking quietly to him. Devil stood like a rock and so did the horses nearest him, much to their riders’ relief. John smiled to himself. Like all of the assessors, even the most sceptical, he’d accepted the evidence of his own eyes and was now fascinated to see just what Rowan could do without thinking about it. He hadn’t been disappointed yet.
 
   “Good luck to all of you, lads. Now, take care and remember it’s not a race. The idea is to get to the other end in one piece, with your despatch bag and all your tokens. And your horse as well, if at all possible. Everyone ready?” John said. He knew the lads would take off like bats out of hell and he took a couple of steps back.
 
   “Aye, Sir!” 
 
   John smiled at Trav, at the other end of the line. 
 
   “Then, GO!” 
 
   Trav blew a few notes on the bugle to announce the start and John hastily stepped back a bit further as several horses reared in excitement. Sure enough, as always happened, the Cadets had set off at a hell of a pace. No, that red-haired lad of Trav’s with the very feisty black stallion hadn’t. He wasn’t dawdling by any means, but he was letting his horse settle and get balanced and he was travelling at a sustainable pace. 
 
   A couple of horses baulked at the big pine log that was the first obstacle, and one lad remembered too late that he should have tightened his horse’s girth a bit more, but the rest of the horses and riders sailed over it and headed off in various directions to navigate their way around the demanding course by memory.
 
    “Well, that’s our bit done, Trav,” John laughed, “Now we can go up to the finish to watch them, see how your young Whisperer goes. Should get a good view from up there.” The finish was on the top of a very steep hill. A narrow trail snaked up one end of it and then there was a clear run of about half a mile along the crest of the hill to the final marshall, who’d take delivery of the all-important despatch bag.
 
   “Aye, we should. Hang on a minute, I just want to see which way young Rowan’s going to go…” Trav nodded to himself as Rowan and Devil cantered into a good-sized patch of thick forest.
 
   “He won’t get lost in there, will he?” John said, concerned, “Lads often do. They follow the animal trails and end up going around in circles. It can take ages for them to come out again.”    
 
   Trav laughed.
 
   “Ha! Haven’t you heard that foresters never get lost? And not just in forests either. No, we haven’t managed to lose Rowan yet, and we’ve tried a couple of times. Just in fun, of course, but he got back to barracks before the rest of us did.”
 
   John raised an eyebrow in surprise
 
   “Gods, you wouldn’t want to lose him, would you? That lad’s outstanding, and he’d still be outstanding if he wasn’t a Whisperer. He’s been kicking the other lads’ backsides in nearly everything for weeks, and he’s taught them some humility too.” John smiled at Trav again, “He only has to collect all his tokens and get himself to the finish and he’s won the Silver Spurs. He’d probably bloody win it even if he lost his horse and had to go around the checkpoints on foot and didn’t finish until midnight.”
 
   Trav nodded. He was proud of Rowan’s efforts. The lad had wiped the floor with the others in fencing and archery, run them ragged in the fitness trials, and he’d shown them how a horse should be ridden too. He’d been worried when Telli had told him that Rowan wanted his strange gift, the ‘Whispering’ as he called it, to be known now: he didn’t want the lad to be treated like some sort of freak; but the brave young fellow had been right. After initial shock and awe when they realised that the claim was really true, folk had accepted it as the wonderful thing that it was. Accepted also that there was a lot more to Rowan than that.
 
   “No, we certainly don’t want to lose him. It’ll be a sad day when he’s transferred on. That lad is going to make folk sit up and take notice of little Den Sorl, even if we are out in the Woopsies.” Trav laughed suddenly. “Mind you, he’ll never use the damned Spurs; he only wears spurs with his dress uniform because he must. He never uses them otherwise.”
 
   John laughed. His own garrison of Den Ahlen wasn’t very big either, and while it wasn’t as far out in the backblocks as Den Sorl, it wasn’t exactly in the central hub of things either. His Cadet had done well, but hadn’t made the final twelve. He was pleased to see Rowan doing so well.
 
   “No, I noticed that. Anyway, good for him, and good for Den Sorl too. It’s about time somebody other than Den Siddon or Den Ree or Den Tissot won this. Now, let’s go so that we can watch him kick their backsides a bit more!”
 
   “Aye, let’s.”
 
   **********
 
   John and Trav watched happily from their vantage point on the hill as Rowan left the last checkpoint and headed for the finish. He’d made good time without overtaxing his horse as some of the others had done, and he hadn’t had to backtrack to any checkpoints either.
 
   “Gods, that damned horse can jump,” John said as Devil soared over the big fallen pine that was the last obstacle apart from the final hill itself.
 
   “Aye. He can be a bugger of a horse, but he’s the best one we’ve got. We wouldn’t keep him otherwise,” Trav smiled.
 
   John suddenly grabbed his arm.
 
   “Trav, what the hell’s your lad doing? Why’s he stopping? Surely the horse isn’t lame, is it?” he said.
 
   Trav frowned, concerned.
 
   “I hope not, but Rowan’ll keep going even if he has to crawl on his hands and knees and carry the horse himself…” he tried to see more clearly, “I think he’s gone back to that lad that fell…”
 
   They’d seen a big bay horse come a nasty cropper there and a healer was on his way down the hill to see why the lad riding it hadn’t got up and kept going. Really, the young fellow should have gone around rather than jump the log as his horse was tiring fast, but he’d probably thought he’d save some time.
 
   “Daft lad,” John muttered, “He should keep going. He’s nearly finished.”
 
   “Aye, maybe…” Trav said softly, “But he won’t. He’ll want to be sure that other lad and his horse are all right. He doesn’t know there’s a healer on his way.”
 
   “No, of course he doesn’t,” John said, unhappy with himself as he realised what he’d said, “He’s right to stop, even though those other lads didn’t. I shouldn’t have said otherwise… a man has to look out for his fellow troopers.”
 
   They watched Rowan tear a long strip from his shirt and bind the other Cadet’s ankle. He helped the injured lad to his feet as the healer galloped up to them. The healer slid from his horse, spoke to the lads, and bent down to check the injured ankle. 
 
   That young fellow will have to come back with the healer now, John thought. What a pity; he’d done so well up till then, apart from that slight error of judgement. Pity he’d have to be disqualified like that, but of course that was the rule… and the other lad had lost quite a bit of time, too. His horse was fast and still strong, but it was a good way down to the winding track up the hill and there couldn’t be that much time left now.  He stared as the Den Sorl lad legged the other fellow up onto the black stallion’s back, leapt aboard himself, grabbed something… the despatch bag? from the bay’s saddle and urged the stallion into a ground-covering canter. The horse bore its double burden easily.
 
   “Well, we did say he should look after his fellow trooper…” Trav said with a grin, “The other lad seems a bit dubious about Devil though.”
 
   “Aye, he does, doesn’t he? I can’t think why. And where the hell are they going now…?”
 
   **********
 
   The remaining assessors sat on their horses at the top of the hill to watch the final, cross-country, phase of the assessment for the Silver Spurs. They had little doubt about the winner, but still this was an important test for the lads.
 
   The Cadets set off in a ragged line as the notes of the bugle sounded.
 
   All of the horses were keen to run, some a bit too keen. Rowan was happy to let them lead off; he and Devil sailed over the first big log that had upset a couple of the horses ahead of them and headed for the trees to the left. He loved riding cross-country like this and they did quite a bit of it at Den Sorl. Out in the Woopsies as they were, nearly everything was cross-country, and it’d been the same at home in Sian. He knew that Devil was game for anything, knew too that the horse wanted to go faster, but he didn’t want the stallion to run itself into the ground as some of the others undoubtedly would. He ducked under the branches and wove through the trees, jumped a little creek and soon found himself in open country again. He gave the stallion a bit more rein and it lengthened its stride and galloped past a horse that had already parted company with its rider.
 
   At the first checkpoint the marshall gave Rowan a token to put in the despatch bag, marked him off his list, and smiled at him as he sent him on his way. Some of the Cadets were lacking a bit in the manners department, he’d noticed, but not this young fellow. Good luck to him.
 
   Devil cleared several more obstacles with no trouble at all and Rowan could see the huge thicket that awaited them ahead. It seemed that quite a few lads had converged on it at the same time. Some were still mounted, a couple were leading their horses, and inevitably someone was picking himself up off the ground.
 
   Rowan cantered Devil up to the thicket and stopped a little way back from it. The trail couldn’t be wide and comfortable like that all the way through, judging by the very vulgar profanity he could hear coming from the centre. No, it looked most uninspiring, he thought. The country on either side was rough and broken and it was a long way around, unless… He thought about the map he’d studied, turned aside and urged Devil on.
 
   “Come on, laddie, we’re not going in there to be scratched and bloody prickled. Nobody said we couldn’t go around it, did they? ‘Tis a bit further though, Devil lad, so you’ll get your chance to run,” he said with a laugh. 
 
   The stallion pricked its ears and picked up the pace as they skirted the brambles and things that were giving the others so much trouble. He slid down a bank on his haunches, splashed into a surprisingly deep waterhole, swam when he had to, and galloped on, headed for the checkpoint.
 
   “Gods, that lad can ride well,” the assessor from Den Mellar said from his vantage point on the top of the hill, “He’s bloody fearless. That damned bank is steep.”
 
   “Aye, and he’s the only one with enough brains to go around those cursed brambles,” the fellow from Den Bissen laughed. The Whispering, unbelievable as it was, surely hadn’t given the lad courage and a good dose of common sense.
 
   “Ah, look, a couple of the others are following him,” another man said, fascinated by the trial. It was the first time he’d officiated and he hoped he’d be asked again. “Oh dear. Not doing so well down that bank though.” He winced as a Cadet went over his horse’s head and landed in the water with a resounding splash. The horses behind baulked as they saw him splashing about.
 
   Meanwhile Rowan and Devil galloped serenely on, perfectly happy as they made their way around the checkpoints. Devil was fast and he could jump like a stag and run all day when he wanted to. He wanted to today, with Rowan riding him. He flew over another huge log, galloped down another hill, hopped over the creek and then slowed to trot sedately along a zigzag track through sticky mud. At the end of this Rowan slid from the saddle and cleaned the mud from Devil’s hooves so he wouldn’t slip, then he led the horse through a pile of boulders where the footing was steep and rocky and treacherous.
 
   The Den Mellar man nodded to himself. A good sensible lad, this one, he thought, and he’s giving his horse a bit of a breather at the same time. Mind you, that damned stallion can probably run like that all day. A magnificent looking beast, and that young fellow can do anything with it, but it had been more than a handful for the other Cadets. Some of the other horses had been feisty too, of course, the best troop horses were; they’d thrown off their share of riders too, but not like this big black thing. And the lad was riding it in a simple snaffle today. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but… well, the Lieutenant from Den Mellar didn’t think he’d like to try it. He wouldn’t like to try getting the horse – any horse- through those rocks either. The Horse Master business was fascinating, even if it was completely incomprehensible. The young fellow himself couldn’t explain it.
 
   Rowan had come to the end of the rocks and found himself more or less where he’d thought he would. He paused for a moment to plot his course to the finish and he patted Devil happily as the horse snuffled at his hands.
 
   “Good boy, Devil. You’ve done well. Ha! We’ve both done bloody well, we’ve got plenty of time and only one token to get, and we’ve still got our despatch bag too.” He swung up into the saddle again. “Come on, laddie. Let’s finish this.”
 
   He headed straight for the last checkpoint. Devil sailed over the creek again. How many bloody times have we crossed that today, Rowan wondered absently. It didn’t matter; Devil was still strong and as brave as ever. They jumped over a low palisade, then up onto a broad grassy bank and down the other side, splashed through deeper water and cantered up to the checkpoint. The two men there smiled at him as he halted Devil and saluted smartly.
 
   “Cadet Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of Den Sorl, Sirs. A good day to you,” he said politely, as he had at all the other checkpoints he’d passed.
 
   “And to you, laddie,” one of them said.
 
   “You’re doing well, Cadet,” the second man said, “You’re nearly there. Have you still got your despatches?”
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Rowan replied, patting the small satchel he’d strapped snugly to his chest.
 
   “Good lad. Here’s your token. Off you go then.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   Rowan urged Devil on and the stallion leapt forward and stretched out willingly to gallop the last mile or so. They passed several Cadets who hadn’t paced their horses well and who found themselves travelling at a slow trot at best.
 
   “Two more jumps, Devil, then up that damned big steep hill, and we’re there. Good lad,” Rowan said softly as the stallion gathered itself and sailed over a solid looking fence. It strode to the next obstacle, another big pine log that it cleared with contemptuous ease, and headed for the hill. Out of the corner of his eye Rowan saw something that wasn’t right and he turned Devil around. A Cadet was sitting on the ground cursing vigorously as he pulled off one of his boots, and a little further away a weary bay gelding stood, head down, favouring a foreleg.
 
   “Are you all right?” Rowan called as he cantered back. He saw the boar of Den Tissot on the other lad’s chest.
 
   “No, truly, I’m bloody not all right at all,” the Cadet said morosely as he stared at his foot, “Rags and I took a hell of a fall at that last bloody great log and I’ve hurt my ankle. I can’t stand on it. Serves me right, I suppose, I should have gone around the cursed thing…”
 
   “Bloody hells. Let me see.”
 
   “No, no. You have to keep going or you’ll lose too much time.”
 
   “So I’ll lose a bit of time. It doesn’t matter,” Rowan shrugged, “Now, let me see it. Perhaps I can help. And did you say your horse is called Rags?” At the other lad’s nod, he called the horse’s name softly. The bay raised its head, pricked its ears, and limped carefully to Rowan.
 
   “Good lad, Rags, I’ll look at you in a moment,” Rowan said, stroking the horse’s nose and then kneeling beside the young fellow on the ground. He was a couple of years older than Rowan of course, and a bit taller. 
 
   “You’re the… the Whisperer. You’re the one they call Red,” the other Cadet said as he took in Rowan’s long auburn braid and the sleeping dog emblazoned on his chest. He’d never even heard of Den Sorl until this young lad had shown them all how to be a Guardsman and he’d never believed in Horse Masters or bloody Whisperers either.
 
   Rowan smiled as he carefully looked at the other lad’s ankle.
 
   “Aye, I am, but my name’s Rowan. Hmm… ‘tisn’t broken, I don’t think, but it looks like you’ve wrenched it pretty badly. ‘Tis already swollen and you’re going to have a hell of a bruise.” He tore a long strip from the bottom of his shirt and bound the offending ankle as best he could.
 
   “Dammit. Oh, my name’s Cade, and I thank you,” the other lad said, “But you must keep going. They’ll send someone out to find those of us who don’t get back. Eventually.”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at that, and shook his head slightly, but he said nothing as he checked the bay gelding’s foreleg.
 
   “Rags has got a bit of a cut here, and that shoe’s loose. He’s had a bad fright, poor horse, and he’s tired and sore and feeling sorry for himself, but he’ll be all right with a good rest. You shouldn’t ride him now, though.” He thought for a moment. “Do you think you can stand if I help you, Cade?”
 
   Cade stared at him.
 
   “Maybe…” he said doubtfully, ‘But…”
 
   “Good. Up you come then.” Rowan hauled Cade to his feet and helped him get his balance. “Now, up you get onto Devil, he can carry us both. I’ll give you a leg-up.”
 
   Cade’s eyes widened further.
 
   “Isn’t that the bloody horse that nobody could ride? I’m not getting on him. Besides, you need to get going…”
 
   “Cade, I’m not going to just leave you here, so get used to the idea. And you just saw me riding him; I’ve been riding him all bloody day. You’ll be fine and he’ll be fine…” he turned his head suddenly as he heard hoofbeats coming towards him from the wrong direction, “Ah, here comes your rescuer now, I think, unless one of the other lads is totally lost.”
 
   “Are you all right, lads?” the healer said, sliding down from his horse.
 
   “”Aye, I am, Sir, but Cade here’s hurt his ankle and Rags is lame,” Rowan replied.
 
   “Rags? Oh… the horse… don’t worry, Cade. You can come back with me,” the healer said kindly as he quickly checked the bandaged ankle. The other young fellow had done a good job, he thought.
 
   Cade nodded gloomily. It’d mean that he’d be disqualified of course. And he’d come so close to finishing…
 
   “No!” Rowan said quickly. “Er, your pardon, Sir, but Devil can carry us both. He’s still got plenty left.”
 
   Cade looked at Devil warily as the stallion put its ears back and bared its teeth. 
 
     Rowan laughed, patted the horse’s nose, and said softly, “Surely a Den Tissot man’s not afraid of a horse?”
 
   Cade drew himself up as best he could without overbalancing.
 
   “Of course not! But…” 
 
   “Do you want to finish or not? Good. Stop bloody messing about then. Ready? Here’s your boot too, you’ll need that later.”
 
   Before he quite knew what was happening, Cade found himself up on Devil’s back with Rowan in front of him. The stallion sidled unhappily, snorting and tossing its head, but it didn’t buck and it settled as Rowan stroked its neck.
 
   “Have you got your despatch bag, Cade?” the healer said, trying not to laugh at the lad’s worried face, “It’d be a shame to leave it behind now, when you’re so close to the finish.”
 
   “Aye, it’s here… no, dammit! It’s tied to Rags’ saddle.”
 
   “That’s all right, I’ll get it,” Rowan said. He called Rags to him again, leaned over and untied the satchel and handed it back to Cade. “Tie it on your belt. Then if you fall off and I don’t happen to notice, you’ll still have it,” he added helpfully.
 
   Cade stared at him again, but did as he suggested. He realised he’d just seen some of the fabled Whispering, not that Rowan had actually done anything other than simply call Rags’ name. The horse could be a bugger to catch though, and it wouldn’t come to him just now. Bloody strange, he thought, but handy too.
 
   “Thanks Rowan, but how did you…?” he said.
 
   Rowan shrugged. He wasn’t about to try and explain it now. He couldn’t, anyway.
 
   “Horses like me,” he said casually. It was the truth, after all. “Now, hold on tight, Devil might still decide to buck. I don’t think he will, but he’s got a mind of his own…”
 
   “I’ll take your horse back, Cade. Don’t worry, he’ll be all right,” the healer smiled at them as the two Cadets sorted themselves out and retrieved the despatch bag from the bay’s saddle. He quickly grabbed the horse’s reins as it tried to follow them. “Good luck, lads.” He hoped they hadn’t lost too much time.
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” they said, saluted, and then Rowan urged the stallion into a good strong canter. 
 
   Cade relaxed a bit as Devil settled into its stride, but he was still worried. 
 
   “Rowan… you’ve lost too much time, you’ll lose points,” he said.
 
   “Let me worry about that, Cade. I think we’ll just have to use the shortcut…”
 
   “What! What bloody shortcut?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “You’ll see…”
 
   **********
 
   The last marshall was most surprised to see the big black stallion trot up the steep side of the hill, not far from where he stood at the finish line. It was carrying one lad and another was running beside it. He wondered who they were for a moment, and then he saw the runner’s long braid of hair swinging behind him with each long easy stride. He nodded thoughtfully. The lad leapt aboard at the top of the hill and they trotted the last hundred yards or so towards the finish, the horse carrying its double burden well. They’d undoubtedly saved a lot of time by coming up that way, rather than the much longer and much easier way, but it wasn’t usual. But then it wasn’t usual for two lads to come in together like that either. 
 
   Rowan halted Devil at the finish point and patted the stallion’s neck.
 
   “Good lad, Devil, thank you,” he murmured and then he turned to the final official and saluted.
 
   “Good day to you, Sir,” he said, “Cadet Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of Den Sorl and… er… Cadet Cade from, um, Den Tissot reporting, Sir. We have despatches for you.”
 
   “Cadet Cade Pendtsen, Sir, Den Tissot,” Cade spoke up quickly as he saluted. 
 
   The marshall, Lieutenant Harle of Den Mellar, stared at them both in amazement and then pulled himself together. He tried not to laugh as the Den Tissot lad almost handed over a boot instead of the despatch satchel. A boot, he thought. What the hell…?
 
   “Thank you, lads. You’re cutting it a bit fine, but you’re still under the time limit. The bugle hasn’t blown yet. Probably just as well you came up the, er, short way. Well done,” he said, “You can put your horse over there…”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Thank you,” Rowan said, “Is there a healers’ tent up here somewhere, Sir, please?”
 
   “A healers’ tent?” Harle took in the sight of Cade’s bandaged ankle and realised what’d happened. It explained the boot too. “Aye, of course there is. Just over there, lad…”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   Harle shook his head in disbelief as Devil carried the lads to the healers’ tent and stood quietly while Rowan helped Cade inside.
 
   “But… but what about Rags?” Cade asked plaintively.
 
   “Don’t worry, Cade, I’ll look after Devil, and then I’ll find your Horsemaster and tell him what’s happened. If I can’t find him, I’ll take care of Rags myself when the healer brings him in,” Rowan said.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan. You didn’t have to stop and help me, but you did… I’m truly grateful I could finish the course. It means a lot to me. Thank you…” Cade said slowly.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “’Tis all right, Cade. I couldn’t just leave you there, hurt like that, could I?”
 
   Cade shrugged.
 
   “Others did, Rowan. Three others went past me…”
 
   “Then they and their garrisons are shamed by it.”
 
   The notes of the bugle rang out, marking the end of the allotted time for the course. Anyone finishing after this, and there’d be several, would be penalised.
 
   “Bloody Hells! We really did cut it fine!” Cade exclaimed in horror.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Aye, we did! But we got here in time. They wouldn’t have given us extra points for getting in ten minutes earlier, would they?”
 
   “No, I suppose not.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan led Devil over to the other horses, unsaddled him and rubbed him down, then walked him up and down as he cooled off. Sergeant Will of Den Tissot found him as he walked Devil and they spoke together; then Rowan gave the horse some water, making sure it didn’t drink too much too quickly, had a drink himself and plunged his head in the bucket for a moment. Finally he patted Devil again and went to join the rest of the Cadets who were watching the last of their fellows out on the course. A couple of them had got hopelessly lost and would be rescued by Sergeant Coll and some of the other men and two more were walking tiredly towards the hill, leading their exhausted horses. Another was making his weary way up the switchback track and would finish soon.
 
   “Why didn’t you give your horse to the ostler?” one of them asked curiously.
 
   Rowan stared at him in surprise.
 
   “We don’t have ostlers at Den Sorl,” was all he said. It was true, but it would have made no difference if they did.
 
   Horsemaster Trav came over to him and said quietly, “Well done, Rowan. I’m proud of you, and proud of that bugger Devil as well.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I’m proud of him too. There were some damned big jumps and things out there, but he never hesitated.”
 
   Trav smiled back at him. That damned horse would probably turn handsprings if you asked him to, he thought. Even so, he knew that that had little to do with Rowan’s good showing today; it hadn’t helped him not to get lost, or navigate around the course so sensibly, or helped him to pace his horse and himself so well. And it certainly hadn’t helped him decide to help that other lad. No, Rowan had won the Spurs on his own merits, and today’s excellent effort had only confirmed what the assessors had already known.
 
   He couldn’t wait to get back to Den Sorl with the news. The entire garrison would be thrilled and proud of their quiet young Cadet. Of course Rowan would be pleased and proud too, but Trav knew there was no chance this success would go to the lad’s head. And he couldn’t wait for the Commandant to present the Spurs to Rowan… would he have apoplexy when he finally saw Rowan, saw how young he was, and a forester into the bargain, or maybe he’d be so upset he couldn’t speak? That’d be a blessing, anyway: the Commandant’s boring, long-winded speeches were legendary. Maybe he’d be so angry he’d drop the damned Spurs… someone would be sure to run a clandestine book on it, he thought happily.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



 8. “… there could well be a bloody problem!”     
 
    
 
   The Commandant clattered through the gates of Den Sorl at the head of an honour guard of fifteen troopers, quickly returning the salute of the men lined up to greet him. He was a relatively short, stocky man with thin, greying sandy coloured hair, cold pale blue eyes and an irritatingly nasal voice. He was a man who seldom saw the good in anyone or anything and he was universally unpopular with the men under his command.
 
   Great Bloody Hells, here at last, he thought to himself. He wasn’t used to spending so much time in the saddle now and this little garrison near the Sleeping Dogs was almost the most far-flung in all of Wirran. And at least there were a few towns and things to provide a comfortable night’s sleep on the way to other garrisons that were more than a few days’ travel from Den Siddon, but out this way… And he didn’t like the Captain here either. Telli Carlson was a damned good trooper and really he should be at Den Siddon as Johan’s 2i/c, but no. He’d turned his back on that for this bloody little place out in the Woopsies.
 
   Still, the Commandant was looking forward to meeting the lad who’d won the Silver Spurs. How anyone from a Godsforsaken place like Den Sorl had managed to do it was anyone’s guess, but by all reports the young fellow was simply outstanding. And he’d bloody better be, the Commandant thought sourly as he dismounted stiffly. He still didn’t accept that Rowan might really be a Horse Master. That simply wasn’t possible.
 
   “Good day to you, Sir, and welcome to Den Sorl,” Telli said as he saluted smartly, “Did you have a good trip?”
 
   He knew damned well that the Commandant’s backside would be hurting and his disposition would be sour. The man was always a grumpy old bastard and he’d be even worse after a week or more on the road.
 
   “No, I didn’t, Captain. Thank you for asking,” came the reply, just as Telli had expected, “If you’ll have someone show me to my quarters, I’ll speak with you later.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Cadet Fess, will you show the Commandant to the guest quarters, please?”
 
   “Aye, Sir.” A tall, handsome young man stepped forward, his golden curls gleaming in the sun. He saluted smartly. “Welcome to Den Sorl, Sir. Would you like to come this way?”
 
   “Aye. Lead on.” The Commandant stumped off.
 
   You miserable old bugger, Telli thought.
 
   **********
 
   A couple of hours later, the Commandant went to Telli’s office.
 
   “So, Telli, your lad won the Spurs,” he said. He was feeling a bit better after a rest and a couple of glasses of very good wine. “How the hell did you manage that? How many Cadets have you got here?”
 
   “Five, Sir.” The natural attrition rate of recruits was high, and so were the standards of the Wirran Guard. Those that made it through the rigorous training were good, very good.
 
   “Only five? Bloody lucky to find anyone good enough to go into the Spurs in just a handful like that,” the Commandant said judiciously as he poured himself some more wine.
 
   “Aye, Sir. We’ve not had anyone suitable for quite a while, but actually we could have had two this year. That lad Fess, who took you to your quarters, is very good too. In any other year I’d have sent him…” Telli paused for a moment, “… But the lad that won it, young Rowan, is simply outstanding.”
 
   “Mmm… all the reports I’ve seen agree with you. ‘Exceptional’, most of them say. Apparently he ran everyone ragged in the cross-country; kicked their backsides with the sabre too. And he did an outstanding job with the horses… could ride anything, they said. So… tell me about him…and I don’t want to hear any of this nonsense that he’s a bloody Horse Master, no matter how well he rides.”
 
   Telli nodded cautiously. Let the old fool believe what he likes, he thought, anyone who saw him at the Spurs is in no bloody doubt. He knew he was in for a hell of a tonguelashing and he knew it’d be soon.
 
   “Well… he’s just a very talented young fellow,” he said, “He’s a natural athlete, which helps of course, and he makes things look easy… but he works very hard, and it shows. He’s… he’s strong and fit, bloody wonderful with a bow or a blade, any weapon really, and he truly is probably the best horseman I’ve seen for a hell of a long time.”
 
   “Really?” The Commandant raised his eyebrows in surprise. “You truly believe he’s a… a Horse Master, don’t you?”
 
   “Aye, Sir. I do. He’s been helping our Horsemaster with the other recruits for quite a while, and it’s… truly remarkable what he can do. But the best part of it all is that he’s not an arrogant lad, like some. He’s a quiet young fellow, softly spoken, beautiful manners. Popular with everyone. We’ll be sorry when he’s transferred on…”
 
   “A quiet young fellow, you say? Popular? How does he go with command, discipline?”
 
   “No problems at all, Sir. He knows how to give commands and take commands, how to manage his men,” Telli said, “He can be a bit, er, blunt spoken, maybe, but he’s truly an asset to the Wirran Guard, Sir.”
 
   “Then I suppose it’s time I met this young paragon, Horse Master or not,” the Commandant decided, “Send for him, Telli.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   Telli braced himself as he went to his office door. The Commandant was in an expansive mood now, but he knew that wouldn’t last.
 
   “Sergeant Blacken, could you find Rowan, please, and ask him to come to my office? The Commandant would like to meet him.”
 
   Blacken raised an eyebrow, but said nothing other than, “Aye, Sir.” He saluted and hurried off.
 
   A few minutes later the Commandant saw Blacken and a young man coming across the Parade Ground with the sun at their backs. He couldn’t make out any details, but the lad was obviously an athlete. Tall and broadshouldered, well built but not heavy, he walked like a great hunting cat beside the lumbering Sergeant. They disappeared under the verandah and a few moments later there was a knock at the door.
 
   Telli braced himself a bit further. Oh, but it’d be worth it, he thought. And with a bit of luck the bloody Commandant will choke himself.
 
   “Come in,” he said as he opened the door himself.
 
   Rowan stepped through the door and saluted.
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” he said, “Did you want to see me, Sir?’
 
   “Aye, Rowan, I did. The Commandant would like to meet you…”
 
   Rowan turned to the man seated at Telli’s desk, bowed his head slightly and saluted again.
 
   “Cadet Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist, Sir,” he said politely, as he raised his head, “’Tis an honour to meet you.”
 
   The Commandant’s eyes widened at the soft Siannen accent and they widened further at the long auburn braid that swung behind the Cadet as he moved his head. Finally he took in the lad’s handsome face. His very young-looking face.
 
   “Great Bloody Gods!” the Commandant breathed, “You can’t be the lad who won the Spurs!”
 
   Rowan looked very surprised at the man’s reaction, as well he might, but he managed to keep his voice neutral and respectful.
 
   “Aye, Sir. Is there a problem, Sir?”
 
   The Commandant glared at him.
 
   “A problem? Aye, there could well be a bloody problem, lad!” the Commandant snapped. “Explain yourself!”
 
   “I… I don’t know what to say to you, Sir,” Rowan managed, his eyes wide, “I don’t know what I’ve done to cause you offence…”
 
   The Commandant stared angrily at him again and then turned to Telli.
 
   “I don’t appreciate practical jokes, Captain, as you well know.”
 
   “Sir, this truly is the lad who won the Spurs. He won it through sheer talent and bloody hard work,” Telli said, furious at the Commandant’s attitude.
 
   “Permission to speak freely, Sir?” Rowan said quietly as the Commandant fumed in silence. At Telli’s quick nod, he continued, “Commandant, I’m sorry if you feel I’m not a worthy winner of the Spurs.” For a moment his eyes blazed, but his voice was calm and courteous, “All I can tell you, Sir, is that the assessors felt that I was the best Cadet there. And with all possible respect, Sir, and at the risk of sounding arrogant, they were right. I was the best of them.”
 
   The Commandant gaped at him. 
 
   “Why, you…!” 
 
   “He has my permission to speak freely, Sir,” Telli reminded him quickly, trying hard not to show his joy at Rowan’s startling, wonderful blend of excellent manners, complete respect and devastating bluntness.
 
   “So you think you were the best of them, lad?” the Commandant snarled.
 
   Rowan stood straight and tall, his head high. He didn’t understand the Commandant’s problem, but he’d certainly give him an honest answer.
 
   “Again with respect, Sir, it doesn’t matter what I think. ‘Tis the assessors who made the decisions, Sir, not me. But since you ask me, Commandant, aye, I do believe I was. And by a good way in most things, Sir.”
 
   The Commandant glared at him again. By all the reports he’d read, the lad was right, dammit. And he’d spoken respectfully and courteously too. But by Beldar’s britches, he was bloody blunt at the same time. A typical damned forester. And just exactly what was a forester, and a damned young-looking one at that, doing in the Wirran Guard? He turned to Telli again, ready to give him a hell of a dressing-down.
 
   “So, Captain, what the hell do you…” he began.
 
   Telli quickly turned to Rowan, still standing straight and tall. The poor lad looked confused and upset by the Commandant’s hostility, but there was a dangerous light in his eyes too. He certainly didn’t need to hear the coming tirade.
 
   “Dismissed, Rowan,” he said, adding softly so that only Rowan heard him, “Don’t fret yourself, laddie. It’ll be all right.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Thank you, Sir. A good day to you, Captain, and to you, Commandant.” Polite and correct to the end, Rowan saluted, turned neatly and strode out, closing the door behind him.
 
   “Are you all right, laddie?” Blacken asked him quickly.
 
   “Aye… I think so… but…”
 
   “The whole bloody garrison can hear the old bastard, Rowan, and I’m sure he’ll have a hell of a lot more to say to the Captain too. Come on lad, down to the stables with you. You’ve still got to spruce Devil up for the presentation tomorrow,” Blacken said kindly.
 
   Rowan looked up at him.
 
   “There probably won’t be one…”
 
   “Course there will.” He took Rowan’s arm and steered him towards the stables.
 
   **********
 
   The Commandant had worked up a good head of steam and he let Telli know at great length and in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t happy.
 
   Finally Telli managed to get a word in. He knew that Rowan had been the best Cadet in the competition by quite a way, no matter how old he was, and it wasn’t right that he should be treated like this.
 
   “But, Sir, with respect…” he said, “It’s not Rowan’s fault that I accepted him into the Guard, Sir, and he can’t help looking so young. It’s certainly not his fault that he’s exceptional either. He earned the Spurs, Sir, and he was a good long way in front of the other lads, by all reports.”
 
   The Commandant glared at him again. He knew he couldn’t disqualify Rowan or overturn the result of the competition, but there was still something he could do.
 
   “This Cadet will be promoted to Trooper in a couple of months,” he said coldly, “How old will he be then, Captain?”
 
   “Seventeen, Sir.” Near enough anyway, Telli thought. He’d only be a week or so from his seventeenth birthday.
 
   “Still only seventeen! Bloody Hells! Too young, Captain, too bloody young. He’s to stay here at Den Sorl until he’s eighteen. He’ll be a Trooper, as he’s finished his training and he’s just proved that he’s too damned good not to promote, but he’ll be ineligible for transfer until then,” the Commandant said loudly and firmly.
 
   “Aye, Sir. By your command, Sir,” Telli saluted and bit back a smile. Now he and Sword Master Hibbon might have a chance to pursue a ridiculous idea that they’d had.
 
   All the same, Telli was furious as he watched the Commandant stalk out of his office. How bloody dare he, he thought. Rowan’s clearly the best Cadet in Wirran and that cursed man has the damned gall to suggest he shouldn’t have won because he’s too young.
 
   “Stables, Sir,” Blacken said as he came back from wherever it was that he’d discreetly disappeared to. Wherever it had been, he couldn’t have missed hearing the bloody Commandant: the whole damned garrison must have heard him. It’s not the way to do it, Telli thought savagely. Fair enough, tell someone off, but not so the entire world hears every word you say. He headed off for the stables.
 
   **********
 
   The garrison had chosen a unique way to honour their Silver Spurs winner. It’d take a bit of work, but it would be well worth it. Even more so, now.
 
   “Trav, is Rowan in here?” he asked quietly as the Horsemaster hurried up to him. There were a lot of folk in the stables, as he’d expected. He was surprised and pleased to see most of the honour guard from Den Siddon there too.
 
   “Aye. He’s been helping the lads out… I think he’s down there with Fess and Devil now. Telli, what happened with the old bastard? Blacken said he was shouting like a mad man. He didn’t… he hasn’t threatened to disqualify Rowan, has he? He can’t do it…”
 
   Telli shook his head.
 
   “No, no, it’s all right, Trav. As you say, he can’t do it. He wanted to, though.” Telli forced his rage down again. “The bloody miserable old bugger! You’d think he’d be pleased for the lad and proud of him like we are here, but no… he couldn’t get past him being so young… and between you and me, Rowan’s being a forester didn’t go down well either. No, he had to content himself with tearing strips off me, the useless old… Oh, and Rowan won’t be eligible for transfer from here until he’s eighteen.”
 
   “Eighteen! But… but what about his promotion to Trooper? He can’t knock that back!” Trav was nearly as angry as Telli at the thought of such an injustice. “How the hell can he not promote the best Cadet in Wirran? Anyway, it’s the Promotions Board that decides that, not him.”
 
   Telli shook his head again.
 
   “Sorry, Trav, that’s not what I meant. The bloody Commandant’s got me rattled. No, Rowan will be promoted to Trooper as he should be, but he’s to stay here at Den Sorl until he’s eighteen.”
 
   Trav frowned as he thought it through. He smiled suddenly.
 
   “So we’ll have him for an extra year,” he said happily, “That’s wonderful, and he’ll be pleased too, I think.”
 
   “Aye, he will. He’s a good lad, and truly, I don’t want him to leave. I know he must, eventually, and I know the garrisons will be lining up to get him too, but…” Telli sighed, “Trav, I need to talk to him about it all.”
 
   Trav nodded.
 
   “Aye, it’s only fair to. The poor lad’s wondering what the hell he’s done wrong.”
 
   “He’s done nothing wrong… I’ll go and talk to him.”
 
   Fess saluted and made himself scarce as Telli made his way down to them. Trav was already moving everyone else out of the stables so they could have a bit of privacy.
 
   “Hello, Sir,” Rowan said as he saluted. He looked pale and troubled.
 
   “Hello, Rowan lad,” Telli said softly, “Are you all right?”
 
   “Aye, Sir. I’m all right, I think, but…” he shook his head, still disturbed by what had happened. 
 
   “I’m truly sorry that happened, Rowan. But it seems the Commandant’s not happy about you winning the Spurs…”
 
   “Aye, I worked that out, Sir. But… why? I don’t understand… what have I done wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, laddie. You’ve done nothing wrong. It seems he’s upset about your age…”
 
   Rowan stared at him in amazement.
 
   “My age? But what’s that got to do with it, Sir? I’ve always held my own against the other lads, even if they are older, and I certainly don’t expect special treatment. It’s never been a problem…”
 
   Telli sighed softly.
 
   “No… and it shouldn’t be a damned problem now either. Rowan lad, I shouldn’t say this to you, but… well, the Commandant has some bloody stupid ideas sometimes.”
 
   “Apparently, Sir.” Rowan looked him in the eye. “And does he have a problem with foresters in general, Sir, or just with me in particular?”
 
   Gods, this lad is so bloody blunt, Telli thought, and he doesn’t miss a thing. For a moment he didn’t know what to say, but he could only tell the truth as Rowan would himself.
 
   “I truly don’t know, Rowan,” he said, “Are you really all right, laddie?”
 
   Rowan nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye, Sir, I think so. Surprised, I suppose. Disappointed… I was going to refuse the Spurs, Sir, but… Lieutenant Trav and Sergeant Blacken and Sergeant Coll said that I shouldn’t. They said I won them fair and square…”
 
   “Rowan lad, don’t refuse them…”
 
   “… And I thought about it…” Rowan continued softly, as if Telli hadn’t spoken, “And I thought, I can refuse the Spurs, or return them or whatever it is I’d have to do, but if the Commandant wants to give the Spurs to one of the other lads… well, ‘tisn’t right, Sir. They’d know they didn’t really win them. I did. Horsemaster Trav and Sword Master Hibbon both said I’d won it clearly, Sir… And they’re right,” his eyes blazed for a moment as he got his thoughts in order, “I’ve done nothing bloody wrong. I’m a Cadet, the same as every other lad that was there and I’m sorry if it sounds arrogant, Sir, but… I truly was better than any of them… I truly did bloody beat them, Sir, and if the Commandant can’t accept that a forester has done better than the Wirran lads and beaten them at their own game, then… with respect, Sir, that’s his problem.”
 
   It was a long speech for such a quiet lad. Telli looked at him carefully.
 
   “Aye, Rowan, it is. I have to tell you, laddie, he wanted to disqualify you, but he couldn’t. He simply can’t. You’ve done nothing wrong. And you’ve certainly done nothing to deserve what he’s doing. You won the bloody Spurs whether he likes it or not, and there’s not a damned thing he can do about it.” 
 
   Rowan nodded slowly and took a deep breath.
 
   “I was going to refuse the Spurs, but I’m not now…” he said, “I’d be proud to accept them from you, Sir, but… truly, I think the Commandant should present them to me, the same as he would if I was a Wirran from Den Siddon or Den Ree. Maybe he doesn’t like it, but that’s his problem too, Sir. Not mine. I’ve done nothing bloody wrong.”
 
   Telli smiled at him. Rhys had said that young Rowan was tough and could take anything the Guard might throw at him. He’d been right.
 
   “No, you haven’t. And I’d be proud to present the Spurs to you. But truly, I believe you’re right in what you say. The Commandant needs to do his job, and with bloody good grace too. Now, don’t worry, laddie, the whole garrison is behind you on this.”
 
   “And will I still be promoted, Sir?”
 
   “Rowan lad, not even the bloody Commandant’s stupid enough to not promote the best Cadet in Wirran. It’s not up to him, anyway,” Telli smiled as the lad relaxed a little, “But you won’t be eligible for transfer until you’re eighteen. The Commandant says you must stay here at Den Sorl until then.”
 
   Rowan’s face cleared.
 
   “That’s no hardship, Sir. I’d be honoured to stay here.”
 
   “Rowan lad, the honour is ours. We’ve never had a Silver Spurs winner here at Den Sorl, and now we have. And a Horse Master too. The whole garrison is proud of you, laddie. We know how hard you’ve worked and we know that you deserve this. Full Parade tomorrow.” And I hope the bloody Commandant chokes, Telli thought fiercely.
 
   “Full Parade, Sir? Then I’ll have to get the lads to come back so we get everyone done.”
 
   Telli smiled again and looked around the stable. Quite a few of the horses already had their manes plaited for the presentation, with their forelocks braided and a single thick neat braid running along their necks: the six-strand braid of the Forest Giant clan of Sian, Rowan’s clan.
 
   “Aye, Rowan,” he said, “They won’t have gone far. I’ll send them all back in.”
 
   He strode off to have further, private, words with the Commandant. Something about duty and respect, he thought.
 
   **********
 
   The next day, despite the conversation with Telli, the Commandant found himself impressed by the presentation of the little garrison: Immaculate dress uniform and horses beautifully presented, their harness gleaming, their coats glossy and their manes intricately braided. Yes, most impressive, he thought. And his own Den Siddon men had made an effort too. They’d braided their own horses’ manes in the same way, even done his mare as well. The Commandant patted her neck for a moment. An odd braid, he thought, trying to work it out and giving up. But it looked well, very well.
 
   He forced down a renewed surge of anger as the young Cadet walked his stallion forward in the centre of an honour guard of his four fellow Cadets. Gods, he sits that damned horse well, the Commandant thought grumpily. All the troopers did, of course, but there was something about this young fellow. Could he truly be a Horse Master? No, it simply wasn’t possible. The honour guard stopped and Rowan and Devil came on alone, stopping four-square in front of the Commandant. Rowan saluted smartly and the Commandant began his speech.
 
   It was much less long-winded than everyone had expected, but nobody minded that. The Commandant had congratulated Rowan on his achievement, congratulated the garrison as well, which must have almost choked him, and that was all that mattered. Rowan, of all people, wasn’t interested in hearing empty platitudes.
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I’m honoured to accept the Spurs from your hand,” Rowan said. Only his excellent reflexes had saved the day when the Commandant had almost dropped them. He gave the man a sunny smile, hoping that the old bastard wasn’t a mind reader. “I’d like to thank the officers and men of Den Sorl too, Sir. This is their award as much as it is mine.” He saluted again and backed Devil neatly into place among the other Cadets.
 
   The men of the garrison cheered him loudly. Red Rowan! They shouted. Red Rowan!
 
   He looked surprised for a moment.
 
   “What did you think they’d call you, you daft bugger?” Fess muttered as they returned to their place in the ranks.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



9. The Champions’ Trophy
 
    
 
   [nearly a year and a half has passed]
 
    
 
   The Champions’ Trophy is a competition for the best of the best, not limited to Guardsmen or Wirrans, though it seems to most often be won by someone who is one or the other – often both- of those. Still, it is open to anyone who proves themselves worthy. In some years, a few women have taken their place in the event and most have done well, though no woman has ever got past the Round of Eight. The format is fairly simple. Once every ten years one hundred and twenty-eight contestants from all over Yaarl gather for a contest in swordsmanship that runs over two weeks. As it was originally a military competition the weapon of choice is the sabre.
 
   The competition is held in the town or garrison from which the reigning Champion comes. He is invited back to the competition, but all others must prove their ability by winning various Tournaments, Trials and Trophies. The Rounds consist of matches of three rounds of seven minutes each between two swordsmen, the winner being the best-of three, who then proceeds to the next Round. The loser of course is eliminated. The final Round is of five rounds of ten minutes each. It takes a combination of skill, courage, discipline, stamina and sheer hard work to be successful. At this time, there had never been a dual Champion in the tournament’s five hundred year history. Some had come close, but none had ever managed to actually achieve it.
 
    Just to be in the competition itself is an achievement, and any swordsman would be proud to reach the Round of Sixteen, much less actually win the Trophy. The prize for the Champion is a blade made specifically for him by the g’Hakken clan of dwarves, a blade said to be worth more than its weight in diamonds and gold if one could merely buy one, and the honour associated with winning is immense.
 
   **********
 
   In the Round of Sixteen, Captain Johan Bendtsen of Den Siddon defeated his opponent fairly easily to progress to the next Round. Nobody was particularly surprised at this, after all Johan was the defending Champion and it was widely believed that he’d be the first man to win the Trophy twice. True, it had never been done in the Trophy’s five hundred year history, but really, this would probably be the year that finally saw it happen. At thirty-five, Johan was as strong and fit as he’d ever been and just as good with a sabre too; he was proving to be more than a handful for his opponents so far.
 
   He shook hands with his opponent and turned to see an old friend waiting to congratulate him.
 
   “Telli Carlson! You old rogue! What are you doing here?” he said as he hugged his friend.
 
   “Well, I’m partly here to see you again, Johan. Good win, by the way,” Telli grinned, “And I’m partly here to see how our lad goes too.”
 
   “Your lad? You’ve got someone in the Championship and he’s still going? He’s doing well, then. Den Sorl’s come into its own with that young fellow winning the Spurs… what? …Nearly two years ago? 
 
   “Aye, it would be getting on for that long now, I suppose. Mind you, I think most of the folk here have forgotten about Den Sorl by now. They stare at the dog as if it’s going to bloody bite them.” He looked down at his garrison’s emblem of a sleeping dog on his chest and shrugged.
 
   “The world’s full of ignorant buggers, Telli. But I wish I’d been able to see some of the Spurs. It’s daft they won’t let any of the Captains go and watch,” Johan shook his handsome head,  “Gerrit said the lad was outstanding. Looked very young, he said, but a mature lad and truly exceptional. And truly a Horse Master too. Incredible, just incredible. But Gods, the bloody Commandant was ropeable when he got back to Den Siddon. He ranted and whinged and carried on about it for ages.”
 
   Telli grimaced. The Commandant had indeed been most upset about Rowan’s age when he’d finally found out about it, and he’d let Telli know in no uncertain terms, at great length and at considerable volume.
 
   “Aye, the useless old bastard. He said Rowan shouldn’t have won because he was too young,” Telli said, irritated all over again as he thought about it, “Have you ever heard such nonsense?”
 
   “What did the lad’s age matter? He was a Cadet and he beat them all, fair and square. And Gerrit said he had them beaten before he got anywhere near a horse. Good luck to him,” Johan smiled at him, “And you’ve managed to find somebody for the Trophy now? But who…? I haven’t had a chance to see many of the other matches yet.”
 
   Telli smiled back at him, his good humour restored.
 
   “No? Then you should come and see this one. Our lad’s going to be your next opponent… and if he can get past you, my friend, he’ll be the next Champion.”
 
   “Who’s he up against today?”
 
   “A Sergeant Harrol…”
 
   “Harrol? Bisset Harrol of Crell?” At Telli’s nod, Johan shook his head. “He’s a damned good swordsman, is Harrol. An arrogant bugger, sneers a lot, but very good with a blade. And you think your lad might beat him?”
 
   “‘Will’ beat him, Johan, ‘will’ beat him,” Telli laughed. “Well, that’s what the men all say, and they’ve put their money where their mouths are too. Our lad is very good…”
 
   “What does Hibbon say?” Johan knew the Sword Master was nobody’s fool. He’d trained Johan to win the last Trophy and he’d damn nearly won it himself twenty years ago.
 
   “Hibbon’s put his money on him too, I believe,” Telli said casually.
 
   “Then you’re right, I’d better go and have a look at him. I’ve heard some sort of vague rumblings about a young lad from the Woopsies doing well, but I didn’t realise he was one of yours, Telli,” Johan said as they joined what had to be most of the garrison from the little backwater of Den Sorl. Oddly, there was a contingent of Siannen foresters there too. What the hell were they doing here, he wondered. He’d never seen foresters at any of the Tournaments and things before.
 
   “Aye, he’s ours all right. And ignore the stories you’ll have heard that he’s only got so far because his opponent had an off day,” Telli replied.
 
   Johan nodded.
 
   “I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t be in the Tournament at all, let alone the Round of Sixteen, if he wasn’t worthy… Good Gods, Telli! He’s a Siannen forester! You didn’t tell me he’s a… a forester …” his voice trailed away as he saw a handsome, well muscled young man kiss a lovely redhaired forester lass and an older lady and then stride into the circle to stand straight and tall without fidgeting. The young fellow was completely unfazed by the calls of the rapidly growing crowd of onlookers as the referee droned through the rules of the contest. He can’t be the same lad, Johan thought, he simply can’t be. But then, how many foresters did Telli have tucked away in Den Sorl?
 
   Sergeant Harrol looked the lad up and down, sneered at his youth, and thought that this round shouldn’t take too long. He was right too. In a shockingly short time he found himself disarmed, with the Siannen lad holding a sabre to his chest in a rock-steady hand and nothing he, Harrol, could do about it. The second round of the match took slightly longer, but the result was the same and the great hope of Crell found himself bundled out of the Champions’ Trophy by a young trooper from a Wirran garrison in the back of beyond that most people hadn’t heard of. Neither Harrol, nor anyone in the crowd who wasn’t either Siannen or from Den Sorl, could believe it. Johan was as shocked as everyone else.
 
   “Gods, Telli, I’ve never seen anyone so fast and agile, especially a tall lad like that. Where the hell did you get this young fellow from? He can’t be the same lad who won the Spurs…” he shook his head slowly as Telli raised an eyebrow and grinned at him, “No… Is that truly the lad the old boy was in such a lather about? But how old is he? He only looks about… No, he can’t be…”
 
   The lad’s strong physique and sheer stamina belied his youthful face.
 
   Telli laughed at his friend’s bewilderment.
 
   “Aye, this is Rowan, the lad who upset the cursed Commandant with the Spurs. He looks younger than he is, poor lad. Even so, he’s only just eighteen… but you can see by his muscles and his strength that he’s worked damned hard for this. Well, you know how hard it is if anyone does. Amazing, isn’t he?”
 
   Johan still couldn’t believe what his eyes had shown him. He knew the Crellian sergeant to be a very good swordsman: fast, fit and strong, but he’d been made to look second-rate… no, third-rate… by this young Siannen. A Siannen, and a forester at that. He simply couldn’t believe it.
 
   “Truly amazing. I’m… well, I’m not sure what I am… stunned, I think. I really thought Harrol would wipe the floor with him when I saw how young he is,” Johan laughed happily, “But it was your lad that did the wiping. Gods! I’ve never seen or heard of such a one-sided bout in the Round of Sixteen. And you say I face him next?”
 
   “Aye, Johan. But I’m sure that won’t be as one-sided as this was,” Telli grinned at him. “I truly think whoever wins your bout will go on and win the Trophy. In fact I think I might have to have a small wager on both of you for the Championship, now, before they cut the odds. No offence meant to you or your kin, as young Rowan would say.”
 
   “None taken.” Johan smiled again. “I still can’t believe how fast and strong that lad is… And what about this business of being a Horse Master? And what in the Nether Hells is a Siannen forester doing in the Wirran Guard?” 
 
   “Ah, well… there’s a bit of a story there, with joining the Guard. Come and I’ll introduce you to young Rowan and his family and I’ll tell you the story later… Oh, and as for the other, I can’t explain it and neither can Rowan. All I can tell you is the lad’s probably even better with a horse than he is with a blade.”
 
   Johan stared at Telli as if he’d gone mad.
 
   “Truly?”
 
   “Oh, aye. He can do anything with a horse; even the feistiest stallion is like a little lamb around him. ’Tis strange, I know. But all the same, he hates mounted swordplay. He’s damned good at it, mind you, but he hates it. He worries about the horses… Didn’t your assessor tell you? Anyway, come and meet his family. The lads from the garrison have sort of adopted them. They’re fine folk and I think you’ll get on well with his father, Rhys.”
 
   Johan looked at him questioningly.
 
   “Aye, he’s a good man, is Rhys. He’s a woodcutter and you know, he truly didn’t want young Rowan to join the Guard… but still he came with him all the way through the Dogleg Pass to Wirran because they believed the training was better here… the lad was only fourteen…” Telli grinned at his friend’s surprise. “He’d never held a sword in his life, and I tossed him mine… it came to his hand like it belonged there. Truly, he’s a natural swordsman. And of course he was strong and fit from working in the forest… and, well, only a forester could possibly think he’s a small lad. I simply thought he was too good to send all that way home again, and damn me, I was right. He kicked their backsides in the Spurs and he’s just done it again now…” He looked across at the happy group of Siannens and Guardsmen. “It’s funny, you know, Rowan and his father don’t look much alike apart from their eyes, but truly, when you get to know them a bit, they seem as alike as two peas in a pod.”
 
   “Which one’s his father?”
 
   “Guess!”
 
   Johan looked across at the Siannens. A lovely young red-haired lass was hugging Rowan as the men crowded around them. They all seemed to be very big men, most of them at least six and a half feet tall and built like the proverbial brick privy. A couple of redheads were perhaps a handspan shorter and less heavily built, like Rowan, but no. Ah, there he was. A very big man, dark-haired and heavily muscled, but not as loud as his kinsmen, and he moved with the same effortless, oddly feline grace the young swordsman had. He slipped through the others and stood next to Rowan with one hand on his shoulder.
 
   “That one,” Johan said.
 
   “Aye, that’s him. That’s Rhys. I thought you’d see it. Now come and meet him.”
 
   **********
 
   In the Round of Eight the surprise packet of the Tournament, the lad from the little Wirran garrison that hardly anyone had heard of, faced the defending Champion, Captain Johan Bendtsen of Den Siddon, considered by many to be likely to become the first Dual Champion ever. 
 
   Most of the big crowd of onlookers thought the young Siannen would be overawed and overcome by nervousness in this match, but he’d shown no sign of tension at all. His unusually coloured eyes had sparkled with excitement as he bowed formally to his opponent and then his concentration on the job in hand had been total. 
 
   The two were surprisingly evenly matched, the Captain’s experience offset by the youngster’s blinding speed and sheer courage. They’d danced back and forth in the circle for several minutes when the lad’s foot slipped and Johan’s sabre tore down his right forearm. The crowd had gasped in horror, and Rowan muttered something that caused the watching Siannens to gawp at him and then laugh quietly among themselves. They wouldn’t explain what it meant to anyone else, just laughed again. Rowan simply tossed his sabre to his left hand, quite prepared to fight on. The referee and judges had other ideas though, and awarded the first round to Johan.
 
   Unwilling to take a potion that might impair his reflexes for the next round, Rowan sat white-faced, biting his lip as the healer stitched the gash that ran from his elbow almost to his wrist, but he stood ready to continue when the next round was called. There was a spirited argument between the referee, who thought he should stop the match, and Rowan’s second, Sword Master Hibbon of Den Sorl, who disagreed strongly. Johan looked at the tall, determined lad standing facing him and stepped around the argument in the centre of the circle.
 
   “Are you really sure you’re all right, lad?” he said quietly to Rowan, “I’m truly sorry that happened, you’re a damned good swordsman, but there’s no shame in retiring when you’re hurt… and you know I can’t go easy on you …”
 
   Rowan saluted him carefully with his bandaged arm and looked him in the eye.
 
   “Aye, Sir, I’m fine,” he said, “It looks worse than it is. It’s a bit bloody and it hurts a bit, but it’s not that deep and there’s nothing wrong with my other arm. And truly, Sir, if I thought you’d be going easier on me, I’d withdraw right now.”
 
   They smiled at each other and Johan turned to those behind him who were still arguing. The three judges had weighed into the dispute now, two for and one against continuing the match, and the Den Sorl troopers were loudly supporting their lad.
 
   “When you’re ready, we’d like to continue this match, please,” he said.
 
   And so the match had continued. Certainly there was nothing wrong with Rowan’s other arm and it was an enthralling contest, later voted as easily the best in the entire tournament. At the finish of the third round, it was the young Siannen who would continue to the Round of Four. Captain Johan was the first to congratulate him. 
 
   “It’s a long time since anyone’s done that to me, lad. You’ve beaten me from one down, and you’ve run me bloody ragged and disarmed me into the bargain,” Johan said, laughing as Rowan tried to apologise to him for doing it, “Don’t be daft. Don’t apologise for kicking my backside like that. You deserved to win.”
 
   He laughed again as he saw the contingent of joyful Siannens standing on the sidelines among most of the garrison of Den Sorl.                                     
 
   He watched Rowan run off to his family and kinsmen, as excited now as any other lad would be. Truly a remarkable young man, he thought. And a hell of a good swordsman. I might just have a small wager on him for the final… I’ll probably get good odds on him if I’m quick about it. Everyone here except his kin and his garrison seem to think he’s only made it this far on sheer good luck and all of his opponents being unaccountably hopeless. More fools them.
 
   He hurried off to the bookmakers and stood in line to place his bet. The only ones who seemed to have any confidence in the young Siannen who’d just soundly beaten the reigning Champion were some cheerful Den Sorl men and himself. How amazing, he thought, but he was delighted with the odds on offer and wagered quite a bit more than he’d intended. He went to clean himself up, still thinking about his opponent. Hmm… he’d do well at Den Siddon, very well indeed, but perhaps not just yet. Let him get experience in a lot of different garrisons and then he’d see… he doubted his opinion would change though.
 
   Someone bumped into him. Johan was about to blister their ears for them when he realised it was Telli Carlson. 
 
   “Sorry, Johan,” Telli said with a grin, “Didn’t mean to knock you over!”
 
   “Telli, you clumsy bugger. I damned nearly fell into the bucket of water.”
 
   “Well, we can’t have that… but Johan, I’m truly sorry young Rowan’s beaten you, only…” he tried not to grin again.  
 
   “…Only you’ve just cleaned up the bookmakers again!” Johan finished for him. “Well, it’s no disgrace to be beaten by a swordsman like that, no matter how young he is, and I don’t think I’ll be the last one he beats in this tournament either. But how old did you tell me he is?” Johan was finding it hard to reconcile such a youthful face with such a prodigious talent.
 
   Telli looked a little abashed.
 
   “Ah, well… He’s eighteen, just, and he’s a second-year Trooper. The Commandant couldn’t forbid his promotion after the Spurs, but he had to stay with us until he turned eighteen. Ha! That was no damned hardship for any of us. You’re not planning on stealing him from me, are you?” He knew very well that his friend was thinking just that. “I know he’s ready for another posting, but I’d thought…”
 
   “Telli, I’d take him in a heartbeat! Any Captain would. But no, not just yet I don’t think. It’s better for him to get experience in as many places as he can…” He looked at his friend again. “Telli, I just can’t believe how bloody good he is. I’ve faced some excellent swordsmen in my time, and I thought I was doing all right today too, but he was just… so fast, so well balanced, and totally fearless …it was incredible. I’m sorry I cut him though. Truly, I didn’t think he should have come out for the second round, but he said he was fine… And then, damn me, he uses his bloody left hand just as well as the right one. I couldn’t believe it. He was just… astounding.”
 
   Telli nodded, his face serious for a moment.
 
   “Aye, he’s that all right. Nobody in the garrison can beat him now, even Sword Master Hibbon barely holds his own. And I’ve lost count of the number of times he’s thrashed me.” Telli laughed. “He always apologises for it though. They’re polite folk, these Siannens.”
 
   “Ha! He apologised to me too after the match. He’s a fine lad. How old was the youngest man to win this, Telli? Do you know?” Johan knew that Telli was interested in history, especially the history of the Champions’ Trophy, and he was no slouch with a blade either. He’d finished in the Round of Four himself, ten years ago.
 
   “Twenty-one. About seventy years ago. A lad from Den Shallar, Yole Abbeson.”
 
   “Truly? Well, I think that might change in the next few days. I’ve… er… just had a small wager on him in the Final…”
 
   “Good. You’ll get better odds now than when he wins his Round of Four bout. It’s funny how people still seem to think he shouldn’t be here, isn’t it?” Telli laughed at the stupidity of people who couldn’t see what was right under their noses. “They’re all idiots, truly. I know he makes it look easy, but he’s truly worked damned hard for this. If I hear anyone else say that he only won because so-and-so had an off day, I’ll punch them in the nose. Still, I think it only makes him more determined to do well. He’d have been happy to just win his first one or two matches, but with everyone saying he shouldn’t be here and he’s too young, too inexperienced, well… he’s a stubborn young bugger.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



10. “…we can’t be calling the new Champion by a dog’s name, can we?”
 
    
 
   The final of the Champions’ Trophy drew a very big crowd of spectators, as it always did. Rowan kissed his sister and his Gran, smiled at his father and friends, and strode into the circle. He noticed a small contingent of dwarves at the front of the crowd, the same ones that had been watching the matches of the Round of Four so closely. The tallest of them winked at him encouragingly and wished him luck, making Rowan smile for a moment. Then he tossed his long auburn braid back over his shoulder and stood impassively waiting for his opponent to stop playing his silly games and get his backside into the circle. 
 
   He’d never thought that he’d actually get this far, would have been happy to win a single match, and certainly nobody but his family and garrison had imagined that he’d do so well, but oddly it had been all of the doubters who’d made him more determined to succeed. He’d shown them that he deserved his place in the competition, he thought, and he’d proved to them that a Siannen forester… er, Guardsman, from a tiny Wirran garrison near the Sleeping Dogs mountains was as good as any of them in spite of his youth and inexperience. Better than most of them, in fact, he thought happily. And where was this cursed man who was supposed to be about to thrash him and put him back in his box? Did he think he could keep everyone waiting all damned day? He’d have to start doing something to keep warm if the idiot didn’t hurry up.
 
   The Bettran referee was thinking the same thing.
 
   “Move about a bit, lad. Don’t get cold while his magnificence combs his hair. That’s how injuries happen,” he said quietly to Rowan.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Rowan replied. He smiled, his eyes sparkling with mischief as he turned a couple of backflips in place followed by a series of neat somersaults and cartwheels and tumbles. He hoped the referee wouldn’t be offended, but it would keep his muscles warm and truly, everyone was taking themselves too seriously. Yes, it was the Final of the Champions’ Trophy and he respected that, but at the end of the day the forest would keep growing and the sun, moons and stars would still follow their well-worn tracks.
 
   Paul Williton, the referee, was careful to keep a straight face but he badly wanted to applaud the lad as his friends and family were. He’d been a very good swordsman himself, had Paul, until he’d injured his shoulder badly. He wished he’d had the Siannen lad’s very handy talent of being able to use both hands equally well, but unfortunately no. All the same, he certainly knew a damned good swordsman when he saw one, and that was him gracefully turning front and back flips and walking about on his hands over there.
 
   Of course Paul was strictly impartial in this bout, but he truly thought the lad would win today. He’d refereed a couple of his early bouts, privately been as sceptical as everyone else, and been astounded by the lad’s sheer ability. And the young Siannen had a good temperament too, Paul thought; unflappable and respectful in spite of the mutterings he could hear in the crowd behind him – after all, what was he supposed to do, seize up while this other fellow tried to unsettle him? And best of all, like most Siannens, the young man had no arrogance at all… unlike his damned opponent. What the hell did he think he was doing, keeping them all hanging about like this? Ah, here he was at last, the conceited bugger. All right, my lad, he thought. I’ll have you. If it wasn’t the Final I’d have ruled you a no-show.
 
   Goff Halvorssen swaggered into the circle. He was a lieutenant from Den Ree, a typical Wirran: tall, well built, with cropped blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. He was a handsome man who unfortunately was well aware of the fact, and he was very confident of winning the Trophy today. He scowled and gritted his teeth as he submitted to the referee’s spirited dressing down, then made a perfunctory apology to him and the judges and looked down his nose at the Siannen lad now standing straight and still opposite him. So this was the young fellow there’d been such a fuss about, Goff thought with a sneer. A good-looking lad, with his dark auburn hair and his strange mottled green-brown eyes; good broad shoulders and a strong lean body, a left-hander too, which could be tricky; but so young, and from a garrison that nobody’d ever heard of before now. He looked at the sleeping dog emblazoned on the other’s chest and sneered again as he touched the famous emblem of his own garrison, the rose. No, the Trophy was as good as his.
 
   Two rounds later, panting for breath, he was looking at his young opponent in a very different light. Goff knew that he’d have to do something very special indeed to somehow salvage anything at all from this best-of-five-rounds match. The young Siannen was astoundingly fast, very strong and fit in spite of the gashed arm he’d suffered a few days ago and totally fearless into the bargain. 
 
   Less than five minutes later, the crowd acknowledged the new Champion with stunned silence for a few seconds. Then the cheering and applause broke out. Delighted Siannens, Den Sorl men and those who knew anything about swordplay mobbed Rowan as he shook hands with Goff and the referee and the judges before leaving the circle.   
 
   Rowan finally got away from the crowd of wellwishers who’d descended on him and stood apart with his true supporters: his family, kinsmen and the men from his garrison. They talked and laughed quietly among themselves as they waited for the formal speeches to begin. There seemed to be a bit of a delay as the dignitaries were still assembling and getting over their shock; certainly nobody looked to be in any hurry to get on with it. 
 
   Rowan’s Gran suddenly looked at him closely and frowned.
 
   “Rowan, you ratbag. You can’t go up there looking like that. Go and make yourself a bit presentable, laddie,” she said quickly
 
   Rowan looked surprised for a moment, then he looked down at himself. No, perhaps his sweaty competition singlet and breeches underneath his uniform jacket wouldn’t do, he thought.
 
   “Sorry, Gran. You’re right. I’d better get a move on, I suppose… it’s just…”
 
    “They won’t bite you, you daft bugger. Go!” Rhys laughed at him, “Glyn, go with him, please, and hurry him up a bit.”
 
    “You go too, Fess, and give him a bit of a hand and don’t let him get sidetracked,” Telli spoke up. “You’re the Champion now, Rowan lad, they can’t start without you.”
 
   And they haven’t got very damned far, even with me, Rowan thought unhappily as he sat quietly on the ground behind the platform holding the judges and dignitaries while he waited for them to finish their interminable droning so he could get his speech over and done with. He’d washed quickly, dressed in his uniform, presented himself, and… waited. For the first time in the tournament he looked and felt nervous as he polished a silver button with his sleeve. He’d been all right when Glyn and Fess had been with him to keep him company, but an officious little man had sent them off and left him here alone. He heard a very slight sound behind him. He flowed to his feet and turned in one smooth graceful movement to face whoever it was coming up to him. A dwarf stood smiling up at him, the same one that Rowan had noticed watching his last two matches very closely indeed, the one who’d wished him luck.
 
   He was tall as dwarfs go, almost five feet tall, with laughing dark eyes and dark shaggy hair. He was clad in comfortable leathers not unlike a Siannen forester’s garb and like all males of his race he was strongly built and sported an intricately plaited beard. Rowan knew that the plaiting indicated the dwarf’s clan and family in much the same way as Siannen braiding did, but he’d never seen this particular weave before.
 
   “You foresters have got sharp hearing, lad. Nearly as good as us dwarfs, or a troll,” the dwarf said in a soft deep voice. He looked at Rowan’s anxious face and tense body and thought he was damned lucky not to have been met by the lad’s sabre. “Don’t worry, lad, you’ll be all right,” he said kindly, “But they’ll be waffling on for a bit longer yet, I fear. Well done, by the way. I’ve been watching you in the circle… you move very well and you’ve got beautiful balance. You’re damned fast too. You won the lads and me quite a tidy sum.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I’m glad you did so well out of it,” Rowan said politely, “I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist, of the Forest Giant clan and, er, Den Sorl garrison, Sir.” He looked up at the large gentleman holding forth on the stage and sighed. “Gods, I wish they’d just get on with it.”
 
   He held out his callused swordsman’s hand. The dwarf took it in his own equally callused one and shook it cheerfully.
 
   “I be Findarel, son of Geldarel, Master Smith of the g’Hakken, lad. Pleased to make your acquaintance. We’ll be getting to know each other well in the next few weeks, while I’m making you a decent sabre to replace that thing you’ve been wielding. Wielding it very well, mind you, but still…”
 
   Rowan tried not to stare at him in shock. A g’Hakken dwarf.  No wonder he hadn’t recognised the plaiting of his beard. The g’Hakken were a reclusive people, quietly working away to produce superb and astoundingly beautiful swords and other weapons for those they considered worthy to receive them and other, merely splendid swords for those who were not. Rowan hoped he hadn’t offended him; the g’Hakken were known to be generally prickly and difficult with other races and they were said to be sticklers for the social niceties. This one seemed friendly enough though.
 
   “Master Findarel, I… I’m honoured to meet you, Sir,” he said in careful Dwarven, “But it shames me that I don’t know the proper way to address you…”
 
   Findarel’s eyes widened at Rowan’s cautious, correct Dwar. Few other races bothered to learn it, and those who did were generally hopeless at it. This lad’s accent was good and his phrasing almost perfect.
 
   “You speak the Dwarven Tongue?” he said in amazement.
 
   “Aye, Sir… but only a little, I’m sorry to say. There were a couple of families of the g’Farrien clan at home, blacksmiths they were, but they spoke Siannen much better than I ever learned to speak Dwar. I don’t know much more than this, to be truthful,” Rowan thought for a moment, “I’d be… um… struggling to say much more in it. Anything that’s polite, anyway.”
 
   Findarel grinned at him. He liked this tall, quiet young man, so unlike other Trophy winners he’d known who’d been full of themselves and completely insufferable, with the exception of that fellow Johan who’d won last time. He’d particularly enjoyed the lad’s unorthodox warmup that had shocked so many of the crowd of onlookers. Good for him, he thought. He’s only a young fellow after all and it wasn’t right that the other arrogant bugger kept him waiting for so long. And of course Rowan had done him the honour of addressing him in his own tongue too.
 
   “Just call me Finn, lad. And I’ll call you Rowan, if that’s all right with you.”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, Sir, of course. ’Tis my name, after all, though most in the garrison call me ‘Red’. But to be truthful, I do prefer my own name to that. It reminds me of a dog we once had. It was a good dog, but…”   
 
   Finn grinned at him again.
 
   “Well, we can’t be calling the new Champion by a dog’s name, can we?”
 
   Finn watched in fascination as the enormity of Rowan’s win finally sank in. He looked stunned and almost overwhelmed for a moment, but he pulled himself together surprisingly quickly.
 
   “No, Sir, I suppose not. But I doubt it’ll stop them. I’ve found it’s best to just ignore them, else I’d be spending all my time arguing about it.” 
 
   “You’re a wise lad. Now, just remember one thing…it’s Finn, not Sir.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Sorry… Finn,” Rowan said with a smile, which quickly faded as he heard his name called from the stage. His nervousness came back to taunt him again.
 
   Finn pushed him gently in the direction of the platform.
 
   “Off you go, Rowan lad. Don’t worry about a bunch of old windbags like that. They wouldn’t know which end of a sabre to hold on to. And you’re the Champion now. I’m sure you won’t let it go to your head, but don’t forget it either, lad. Just say your bit and leave it at that, and if they don’t like it… well… too bad. Oh, and I’d like you to introduce me to your kin later, if you would. I assume they’re those big tall buggers with the braids that I saw standing about like damned great trees themselves?”
 
   “Aye, Finn. That’s them, the big tall buggers with the braids.” Rowan grinned at him, feeling better with his new friend’s support. “I’d be honoured to introduce you to them,” he said and ran up the steps to the platform and waiting dignitaries.
 
   He’d barely started his speech though, when a raucous voice from the crowd shouted, “Speak up lad! Stop bloody mumbling! We can’t hear a damned thing down here!”
 
   Rowan stared at him, his eyes fiery with outrage at the interruption. He certainly didn’t mumble, but he was quietly spoken as many Siannens are. He’d been brought up properly too: he’d never interrupt the Champion or anyone else and this ignorant bugger shouldn’t do it either. He frowned for a moment, remembering what Finn had said. ‘… You’re the Champion now, and if they don’t like it, too bad…’ Well, up to him to set the bastard straight then.
 
   “Well, Sir,” he said, his beautiful Siannen manners not letting him down, “Perhaps if you weren’t making quite so much noise yourself, you might find it easier to hear me. Or perhaps you’d prefer to come up here and make the speech yourself?  You’re very welcome to do that, Sir, right after you get past me and my sabre.”  
 
   “Aye, you bloody loudmouth! Shut up and let the lad speak!” another, deeper voice with the same beguiling Siannen accent said quietly, but with unmistakeable menace.
 
   Two very large young Siannens suddenly appeared on either side of the heckler. They both gave him a charming smile and then one of them picked him up with no effort at all and followed his friend as the crowd parted in front of them. He plonked the hapless heckler down in the front row and put a friendly, heavily muscled arm around his shoulders.
 
   “Away you go, Rowan lad. I’m pretty sure he can hear you now,” Rowan’s friend Glyn said happily.
 
   On the other side of the very chastened heckler, Rowan’s cousin Griff beamed at him. He was Rhys’ sister-son, four years older than Rowan, and he’d lived with the family since he’d been orphaned at ten. He and Rowan were more like brothers than cousins.
 
   Rowan grinned at them and said his piece, speaking as quietly and clearly as he always did. There were no more complaints from the audience, and in fact they found that they could hear him perfectly well in the complete silence that surrounded them. He thanked his father and his family for their patience and understanding; he thanked his Captain, Sword Master and all of his garrison for their faith in him and their time and effort in training him and he thanked the g’Hakken dwarves for the sabre they would make for him and hoped he would be worthy of it. Finally he thanked the organisers, judges, referees and his other opponents. It was probably the shortest and most sincere speech in the trophy’s five hundred year history.
 
   And then Rowan shook hands with the dignitaries and strode off the platform to rousing cheers. The spectators had taken this quiet, brilliantly talented young man into their hearts, finally realising what a truly worthy Champion he was, and amazed that they’d somehow not noticed it before.
 
   “You did well, Rowan lad. You were right to stand up to that silly bastard, and you handled it exactly right. Mind you, I did think for a moment that you were going to go down there and flatten him. Truly, it would have livened things up a bit, though those two forester lads did a good enough job,” Finn said with a laugh as he came towards him. “Now, let’s go and meet all those tall buggers that are your kin.”
 
   “They are tall buggers, Finn. Here in Wirran I’m considered tall, but at home they think I need to grow a bit more,” Rowan said a little wistfully.
 
   “I promise you they won’t be thinking that now, Rowan.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



11. “… as if he was just a very tall dwarf.”
 
    
 
   Rowan spent several months living with the g’Hakken while Finn and his son crafted a magnificent sabre for him. He’d been surprised that they hadn’t started straight away, but Finn’s son Dandarel – or Dann, as he insisted Rowan call him – assured him that they had in fact started.
 
   “Truly, Dann?” Rowan said sceptically. “So why exactly are you and I sitting here fishing? And Finn’s over there asleep?”
 
   Dann laughed at him. He was very like his father, with the same merry eyes and ready smile. Indeed, Rowan had found that the g’Hakkens’ reputation for disliking outsiders was completely unfounded. The youngsters had been understandably wary of the young giant who’d suddenly appeared in their midst riding a huge pony, but they’d quickly got over their shyness and now Finn and Dann often found themselves chasing them away so Rowan might get a bit of peace.
 
     “Well, to be truthful, I can’t speak for him… but as for me, I’m watching how you move, how you walk and run and move your arms and bend and turn… how you hold onto things…” he said.
 
   “But why…?” Rowan began. Suddenly he remembered the fascinated groups of dwarves who’d watched his every move as he’d flowed effortlessly through his daily sabre drill and he thought he understood. “Is it so you can somehow craft the blade to suit me better?”
 
   “Aye, Rowan,” Finn’s deep voice came from the willow tree behind them, “We have to see how you do things, how your body does things, so we can get the balance of the blade perfect. That’s why we were watching you so closely at the competition. But it’s not just how you use a sabre, it’s the whole balance of you. That’s why we’ll have you here with us for longer than you might think necessary, so we can get it all just right… Not that you’re not welcome to stay with us as long as you like, of course!” he added hastily. And it was true. 
 
   Other Champions had been dealt with as quickly as possible, but Rowan had fitted into the life of the dwarven clan as if he was just a very tall dwarf. He could speak passable Dwar, and his grasp of it was improving rapidly. Some of the younger dwarves were starting to speak the Common Tongue with a Siannen accent, which amused everyone and many were taking the chance to learn Siannen as well. One way and another, Rowan was being kept busy.
 
   “Truly, Finn, I wish I could stay here with you longer. When I go back to Den Sorl they’ll have a new posting for me.”
 
   “Do you know where it’ll be?” Dann asked him curiously. Like his father, he liked this young Siannen very much. He was a quiet, unassuming lad, beautifully mannered, good-natured and witty, patient with the youngsters and with an effortless charm about him. At just eighteen he still had a bit of growing left to do, but even so he was over six feet tall and living with the dwarfs couldn’t be comfortable for him. He’d never complained though, not even when he’d inevitably hit his head on doorways and occasional roof beams. After a couple of nights he’d politely asked Finn if anyone would be offended if he slept on the floor or outside in the barn. Finn had stared up at his worried face, then looked at his long legs, and laughed.
 
   Rowan shrugged as he thought about what Dann had asked him.
 
   “I’ve got no idea, Dann. Somewhere where there’s not too many arrogant buggers, I hope,” he said.
 
   “Are there a lot of them in the Guard?” Finn wanted to know.
 
   “There’s a few, certainly. Usually they’re the ones who’ve got the least to be arrogant about,” Rowan said.   
 
   Finn looked at him more closely. Truly this lad was wise beyond his years.
 
   “Rowan, lad,” he began slowly, “You know there’ll be lots of stupid buggers out to prove they’re better than you because you’re young and you’re the Champion…”
 
   “Aye, Finn. But they had their chance at the Trophy.” Rowan shrugged again. “I’ve got better things to do than fight every silly bugger with a blade who wants to show that he would have beaten me if only he hadn’t been hopeless. Sorry. That makes me sound arrogant too.”
 
   “No, lad. ‘Sensible’ is what it makes you sound. Now, when you and young Dann have finished loafing about down here, I’ve got a little job for you both.” Finn laughed as his son groaned.
 
   “Is it by any chance chopping up that damned great pile of logs outside our back door?” Dann asked plaintively. It really wasn’t his favourite job.
 
   Rowan brightened though. He was a forester after all, even if he’d been away from the forests for four years. He’d never thought he’d miss something as mundane as chopping firewood, but he had. Besides, it was good exercise and he liked to be active.
 
   “Truly? Good, let’s go and do it now, Dann. The bloody fish aren’t biting well anyway, we’ve only caught a few.”                      
 
   As others had before them, the dwarves watched in fascination as Rowan carefully tossed the heavy dwarven axe from hand to hand, experimenting with the heft and balance of it before settling on a grip and setting to work. He quickly settled into a regular easy rhythm that he could keep up for hours if need be. Finn and Dann watched his relaxed stance and the smooth play of his strong lean muscles, surprised at his strength and endurance.
 
   “Is there nothing you can’t do, Rowan?” Dann said in wonder.
 
   “You silly bugger, Dann,” Finn said, “He’s a forester, when all’s said and done. Always will be. He could chop wood in his sleep and he’s probably chopped up more piles of logs than you’ve had hot meals. But don’t let him do the whole lot, go and help him.” 
 
   “I’m all right, truly,” Rowan said, “I’ll tell you if I’m not, but I quite like chopping wood, it’s relaxing. I’m not keen on chopping trees down, mind you, but logs…? Anyway, you said you wanted to see how I do different things. Now’s your chance. But there’s those couple of fish to gut, Dann.” Rowan laughed happily, the regular rise and fall of the axe never faltering as the neat pile of firewood grew steadily higher.
 
   **********
 
   The younger dwarfs were taking Rowan out to see their animals, and he’d promised to help them milk the goats. He’d had quite a lot of practice at it as a lad; Glyn’s Gran had goats and he’d often gone over to help out. He thought it better not to mention that he’d ridden his fair share of them too.
 
   The g’Hakken kept their beasts on a communal basis, much as the foresters did. It worked well for them and spread the associated chores around a bit. Rowan checked on his troop mare that looked like a giant among a fine herd of ponies, and he carefully fended off a couple of well grown foals that wanted him to stay and play with them for a bit longer, then he inspected the ducks and chickens. Next were the saddlebacked pigs that leaned happily against his legs as he patted them and scratched their broad backs. He looked down at Finn’s grandson, Owendarel. 
 
   “Where are these goats then, Owen? Don’t tell me they’ve got out. My friend’s Gran’s goats were always doing that and they’d end up in our garden eating their cursed heads off,” he said with a grin.
 
   Owen laughed.
 
   “No, I don’t think they have today, but they often do. They’re over this way.”
 
   “Finn, love,” his wife Anna said to him quietly as they watched Rowan helping to milk the goats, “That lad’s a Whisperer, or I’m a donkey’s daughter.”
 
   Finn stared at her as if she really had suddenly grown long ears and a tail.
 
   “He can’t be! What makes you think that? He just said he was used to beasts…”
 
   Anna nodded.
 
   “Aye, and he obviously is, but just watch him with them for a while,” she said.
 
   Finn raised an eyebrow, but found himself a more comfortable log to sit on and did as he was bid.
 
   Rowan sat on the ground as he milked the goat the youngsters had called Butter. Odd name, but maybe he’d heard it wrong, he thought as he absently patted the goat and pushed her head away as she tried to nibble on his braid. He heard muffled giggles behind him and thought that he probably did look rather comical, with his long legs under the goat’s plump body and his head against her side. They were smallish goats and he’d found the dwarfs’ milking stool to be fiendishly uncomfortable, so he’d alternated between sitting on his heels and this odd but surprisingly comfortable position. All the same, he thought he might make a raised milking platform like Glyn’s Gran had, if he was going to be milking goats regularly. He was a lot taller now than when he’d last done it.
 
   He squirted some milk into the waiting mouths of the three grey cats and four brown and white dogs that were sitting beside him and the young dwarfs laughed happily again; then he finished the job and patted Butter again as she daintily stepped over his legs and trotted away a few steps.
 
   A little dwarf lass tapped him on the shoulder and pointed at the last goat. It was a lop-eared, defiant looking creature that seemed to have the children bluffed as it made short charges at them.
 
   “Can’t you catch her?” he asked in his much-improved Dwar.
 
   The little lass shook her head sadly.
 
   “That’s Rush,” she said, “She doesn’t like us.”
 
   “Never mind, Karina, I’ll milk her for you.”
 
   He walked over to Rush, knelt down and held his hand out to her and stroked her all over before resuming his very unorthodox goat milking position.
 
   “Take Rowan over to see Nipper and Boots when he finishes there,” Finn called to the youngsters.
 
   “Aye, Papa,” a little lad answered dubiously.
 
   “Who are Nipper and Boots?” Rowan asked as he finished with Rush and sent her on her way with a pat on the rump.
 
   “They’re the stallions,” one of the children piped up.
 
   “Stallions? I haven’t seen them,” he’d spent quite some time with the clan’s ponies, but there hadn’t been a stallion, “Where are they?”
 
   “Over here…” Owen said, leading the way but clutching tightly to Rowan’s hand.
 
   Rowan smiled at him as he found himself and a procession of dogs, cats and children headed for two good-sized yards, with solid well made fences about five feet high. He peered into the first to see a handsome bay pony stallion with the elegant proportions of a small horse staring back at him.
 
   “Which one’s this?” he asked quietly.
 
   “That’s… that’s Nipper,” Owen said, standing well back. The rest of the youngsters were hanging back a bit further.
 
   “He’s a fine pony, Owen lad. Is it all right if I go in with him?”
 
   Before the lad could answer Finn came up behind them.
 
   “Of course you can, Rowan. Just be careful, he’s a bit, er, feisty.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “All stallions are feisty, Finn,” he said, “I’ve never known one that wasn’t full of himself, and ponies often seem to be even more so. But I can run, and I can scale the fence if he’s not happy.” He thought he could probably jump it if he really needed to, but he doubted that’d be necessary.
 
   “Aye, so you can. You’re certainly fast enough.”
 
   Rowan climbed the fence easily and dropped into the stallion’s yard. The pony snorted at him and reared.
 
   “Silly creature,” Rowan said softly, “Come over here, Nipper, my lovely lad, and let me have a good look at you…”
 
   By the time Finn and Owen had swarmed up the fence Nipper was standing quietly as Rowan stroked his glossy neck.
 
   “Hush, Owen lad. Don’t say a word,” Finn said quickly as the youngster started to open his mouth.
 
   “But… but, Papa…”
 
   “Hush, lad. Just watch. Just watch Rowan and remember this. And don’t ever do it yourself.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Papa. I won’t be doing that, I promise,” Owen said as Rowan casually opened Nipper’s mouth and looked inside as if he was thinking of buying him.              
 
   “Nipper’s a fine pony, Finn,” Rowan said as he came back over the fence a few minutes later, “Now, is Boots over there?”
 
   Boots turned out to be a shaggy thickset piebald with wicked blue eyes, probably a sire of working beasts rather than riding ponies, Rowan thought. The pony glared through his long forelock as Rowan landed lightly in his yard. Rowan smiled as the little stallion pawed the ground and whinnied at him.
 
   In a very short time Boots was nuzzling Rowan’s hand and pushing his head forward so that his ears could be tickled more thoroughly. Rowan was happy to oblige him. He looked across at the row of dwarves standing on the rails of the fence.
 
   “Why do you call him Boots, Owen?” he asked. “Is it because of these two black legs he’s got?”
 
   All of the dwarves grinned at him
 
   “No, Rowan,” Owen laughed, “It’s because he kicks. He boots us all if we’re not quick. Sometimes even if we are.”
 
   “Oh.” Rowan had just walked around the pony a few times, patting him and studying him, and he’d run his hands down  his legs and picked up each of his hooves and looked at his mouth just as he had with the bay. “And what about Nipper?”
 
   Owen grinned even more widely.
 
   “He nips.”
 
   Does he indeed, thought Rowan. 
 
   “What about… um… Rush and Butter, then?” he asked cautiously.
 
   Finn laughed, a huge belly laugh that threatened to tip him off the top of Boots’ fence.
 
   “Rush is nearly impossible to catch. She rushes up and knocks you over and then she rushes off instead of standing properly to be milked. She’d have been in the stewpot years ago if she wasn’t such a good breeder. And Butter…”
 
   “Butts!” the little dwarves chorused gleefully.
 
   “Ah. Thank you for telling me. They must be on their best behaviour today,” Rowan laughed, pleased that the dwarves had accepted him so well that they were playing tricks on him.
 
   “I doubt it, lad!” Finn was suddenly more serious. “You know you’re a Whisperer, don’t you?”
 
   Rowan nodded. Some folk called it by a different name and most got excited about it, but it was something he’d always been able to do and he rarely gave it a thought. As far as he was concerned, he liked animals and they liked him. He simply couldn’t explain it any better than that.
 
   “Aye, that’s what they’ve always called me at home. The Wirrans say that I’m a Horse Master,” he said off-handedly.
 
   “More fools them, then.”
 
   Rowan was about to ask Finn what he meant when Anna called to them all to stop messing about with the ponies and come and eat, or she’d throw their meal away. This dreadful threat drove all thoughts of Whisperers and Horse Masters out of his mind. In fact he wouldn’t really think of it until quite a few years later, when a troll had a similar conversation with him and shocked him to the core.
 
   **********
 
                 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



12. “He had the heart and spirit of the dwarves within him.”
 
    
 
   Rowan walked quietly along a forest trail, a dead rabbit hanging limply in one hand. It had been a successful hunt and now the dwarves were trotting on ahead with a bag full of rabbits and a small deer for their supper. Rowan lagged behind in the hope of seeing the worral again. Ah. There she was.
 
   She ghosted out of the undergrowth ahead of him and sat looking at him, her brindled brown and grey fur gleaming in a patch of late sun. She was doglike, but no dog had ever had claws and jaws and teeth like the worral and she stood two feet high.
 
   “I see you’ve had your babies, lady,” Rowan said softly as he put the rabbit on the ground, “You might be glad of this then.”
 
   The worral made short work of it and her bushy tail waved gently as she moved up to Rowan to rub herself against his legs in an oddly feline way. He brushed his fingers through her fur, surprised as he always was by the softness of it, smiling as he thought about Glyn’s theory that worrals were the result of an unholy alliance between a she-wolf and an ambitious forest cat. Certainly there was something of both creatures about them. He felt the worral stiffen beneath his hand and heard the beginnings of a snarl.
 
   “What’s wrong, lady? There’s nothing here to…” Rowan’s voice trailed off as he heard rustlings and twig snappings. A tiny dwarf girl, little more than a toddler, appeared a short way down the track in front of him.
 
   Her little face lit up at the sight of him.
 
   “Ro… Ro, I found a puppy!” she cried happily.
 
   No! No, no, no, no! He thought in sudden dread. She couldn’t have…
 
   “Look, Ro! Thalla found a puppy!” 
 
   She held out a tiny scrap of brindled brown and grey fur for him to see as the worral’s growl deepened. Rowan grabbed at its scruff with both hands, knowing it was madness but unable to really do much else. The worral could do dreadful damage to Rowan, but she could kill Thalla with a single crushing bite. If he couldn’t hold her he still had his hunting knife, but he hoped desperately that he wouldn’t have to use it. If he could manage to kill her he’d have to find and kill all of her newborn pups too. The worral became rigid under his hands but she didn’t try to bite him. Thank the Gods for that, he thought fervently, but what the hell do I do now? The creature hadn’t stopped her deep bloodcurdling growl, but Rowan knew if she hadn’t tried to attack immediately there was a chance that she might not attack at all. Perhaps not a very good chance, but still… She wouldn’t leave her pup though.
 
   “Thalla, love… just put the puppy down please, sweetheart. Just put him down there very carefully and walk away from him…”
 
   Thalla’s face fell.
 
   “But, Ro… I found him, he was lost.”
 
   “No, Thalla… his Ma just left him for a little while so she could have her supper. Do you see this big… er… doggy that’s here with me?” This very bloody strong doggy that could kill us both if we’re not extremely careful, he thought.
 
   Thalla looked at the creature that Rowan was holding onto so firmly. To her it looked enormous. She nodded slowly, her eyes like saucers in her little face.
 
   “Thalla, love… This is the puppy’s Ma. She… she doesn’t like you touching her baby. That’s why she’s growling like that. Now, don’t squash him and don’t drop him whatever you do,” Rowan said as calmly as he could, “Thalla, please listen to me really hard. ‘Tis very, very important. You must put the puppy down very, very carefully and then I want you to walk over to that big rock there for me… aye, that really big one over there. But you mustn’t run, Thalla, just walk, and then I want you to climb up onto the rock... Do you think you can do all that, love?” He was relieved when Thalla nodded at him again. “Good lass. Just get up as high as you can on the rock and wait up there while the doggy gets her baby. Put him down now, sweetheart, very gently, good lass, now walk over to the rock and get up as high as you can. I’ve got the doggy, you don’t need to run,” but he could feel his hands starting to cramp against the worral’s relentless forward pressure, “Just walk, love. That’s the way, good lass. Now, up you go, as high as you can. See if you can get up higher than my head, Thalla.” 
 
   Thalla carefully did as Rowan said. The worral’s growl rose to a horrible shriek and the little lass scuttled up the rock as if she’d had a fire lit underneath her. 
 
   “Ro…” she said, her bottom lip quivering and her eyes filled with tears, “Ro, I don’t like that doggy. It’s a bad doggy.”
 
   “No, Thalla love. She’s just worried about her baby, that’s all. She didn’t know you wouldn’t hurt him. She didn’t mean to frighten you.” Like hell she didn’t, he thought. He could feel the incredible strength of the worral as she strained harder against his hold and he knew he couldn’t hold her for much longer. He was surprised she hadn’t already savaged his hands or his legs, and he wouldn’t have blamed her if she had. “Don’t come down until I tell you, sweetheart, just stay up there. ‘Tis all right, it won’t be long now.”
 
   Thalla nodded doubtfully, but she knew Ro wouldn’t lie to her.
 
   “Now, my lady worral… please, please don’t bite Thalla or me,” Rowan whispered as he let the creature go and slipped his hunting knife into his less cramped left hand.
 
   The worral shot forward, desperate now for her tiny pup. It was very young, its eyes not properly opened yet. She sniffed at it carefully and licked it very thoroughly indeed, all the while looking at Rowan in a reproachful sort of way.
 
   He kept talking softly, hoping to calm Thalla and the worral and himself down a bit more.
 
   “’Tis all right, lady,” he said, “Your baby’s all right, and look what a fine pup he is too. But little Thalla’s only a baby as well, she didn’t know she was doing wrong…” he looked up at the poor little lass perched on top of her rock, hoping it’d be high enough if the worral decided to attack after all. 
 
   “It’s all right, Thalla… you’re a very brave lass. Just stay up there and the doggy’ll take her baby and go in a minute. Then we’ll go home.” Bloody Hells, I hope we will, he thought.
 
   The worral brought her pup over to Rowan and rubbed herself against his knees a couple of times in her strange catlike way. She put the pup down carefully and turned and shrieked again at Thalla; then she gently picked up her pup in her terrible jaws and disappeared into the undergrowth.
 
   Rowan heard a rustle behind him and spun around, hunting knife at the ready.
 
   A dwarf emerged from the bushes, his hands slowly releasing the tension in his drawn bow.
 
   “Crann! You’ve just frightened me out of six month’s growth!” Rowan said.
 
   “You’ve just done the same to me, Rowan. I came back to hurry you along a bit… and I could hear your voice but I couldn’t quite make out the words, and I thought what’s this daft bugger doing standing in the middle of the forest talking to himself when it’s getting on for suppertime? And… and then I saw the worral,” Crann said slowly, still shocked at what he’d just witnessed, “Anyway, I could see you were all right, but then I saw you grab her and I heard her scream. I truly thought you’d gone completely daft, but I couldn’t get a clear shot at her…” he swallowed hard, “And then I saw Thalla scrambling up onto the top of that bloody big rock. Where the hell did she come from? And what the hell is she doing out here? With a bloody worral?”
 
   Rowan shook his head as he plucked the little lass from her rock. She snuggled into his arms and scrubbed at her wet cheeks with a grimy little hand as he kissed the top of her head.
 
   “’Tis all right, sweetheart, I’ve got you, and the doggy’s gone now…” he said softly. He looked at Crann again. 
 
   “I don’t know what she’s doing here, Crann, apart from finding worral pups and terrifying me, but she’s all right. Just a bad fright, is all, poor brave little lass. But I’m glad you didn’t kill the worral… the poor creature was only worried for her baby, like we were worried for Thalla.”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis true,” said the pragmatic dwarf, “The little lass didn’t know the danger, but she surely will now.
 
   “The worral will move her pups now, she won’t be a danger to anyone,” Rowan said as they headed for home.
 
   Little Thalla snuggled a bit more closely against him and said shakily, “Was that Rasa, Ro?”
 
   “’Twas a worral, sweetheart. She was extra fierce just now because she thought you were going to take her baby away, but they’re always very fierce anyway. You mustn’t ever go near them, Thalla love.” Rowan held her close as she huddled against him and turned to Crann as a thought struck him.
 
   “What the hell’s a ‘Rasa’, Crann?” he asked. His Dwar was pretty good, but he’d never heard that particular word.
 
   The dwarf laughed.
 
   “A bogey to frighten the little ones! ‘Tis said that Rasa the direwolf guards the Gods. Or, er, the way to the Gods, or something like that,” Crann laughed again, “’Tis said to be bigger and fiercer than any wolf you’ve ever seen, but she’d be a poor bloody toothless old thing by now, I’d have thought. The tale’s been around since Beldar was a boy.”
 
   “Has it?” Rowan was intrigued. “I’ve not heard of it before…”
 
   “Well, you’ve been safely tucked away in the trees, haven’t you? And I doubt the Guard go around telling you scary bedtime stories.”
 
   “No, not exactly. But there were a couple of g’Farrien families at home, and we all played together when we were growing up, and told each other scary stories. Damned good at wrestling, they were…”
 
   “Ha! All dwarves are good at wrestling! Got the build for it,” Crann smiled at the young man who nobody’d quite believed could really be the new Champion until they’d seen him dancing with his sabre. He was very, very good with a bow too, as he’d proved on many hunts and he’d quietly won every knife-throwing contest the dwarves had had since he’d been staying with them. “But, well, I’m sorry to say it, but the g’Farrien aren’t generally the brightest lamps in the mine, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Rowan managed to keep a straight face. Every dwarf he’d ever met was disparaging about his kinsmen of other clans, but they generally didn’t take it well if anyone else was. 
 
   “They’d probably say the same about the g’Hakken. Of course they’d be mistaken, I know.”
 
   “Ha! Cheeky bugger! Well, ‘tis rude to say it of them, I suppose, but ‘tis true all the same.”
 
   They walked a bit further before Rowan spoke again.
 
   “But what about this… this direwolf, Crann? Rasa, you said?” he wanted to know. Any creature he hadn’t seen or heard of always interested him.
 
   “Aye, Rasa. She guards the Gods, they say, though why the hell they’d need to be guarded I don’t know. Surely they can look after themselves with the thunderbolts and smiting and such,” Crann shrugged. “’Tis only an old wives’ tale, laddie, told to keep the youngsters in line.”
 
   “Wouldn’t have worked with Glyn and Rose and me,” Rowan grinned happily, “We’d have been off looking for her, just to see what she was like.”
 
   “Daft buggers. You’d have to go and find the Gods to do that.”
 
   “Mmm, I suppose so. Well, I’m not planning on doing that any time soon, not even to see if Rasa’s had some baby direwolves by now,” Rowan said, his face serious for a moment, “We foresters work on the theory that the Gods should leave us alone to get on with our own business, and we’ll leave them alone to get on with theirs.”
 
   Crann laughed again.
 
   “A good theory, laddie,” he said, “We g’Hakken think much the same.”
 
   And again Rowan headed off for something to eat and gave the conversation no more thought until circumstances reminded him of it many years later.
 
   **********
 
   “Toren’s coming over to have a look at you today, Rowan,” Finn said cheerily as they finished breakfast.
 
   “Toren? Who’s Toren? Another Smith?”
 
   Finn laughed.
 
   “No, lad. Toren’s the clan tattooist, among other things. He’s been off selling some ponies, but he’s back now and he’ll do your Champions’ Tattoo for you.”
 
   “I’d forgotten about that, with one thing and another,” Rowan admitted, “But isn’t it supposed to be on the left side of my chest?”
 
   “Aye, it is.” Finn considered it. “Over your heart, about where your clan tattoo is.”
 
   Rowan frowned for a moment, then he grinned at Finn.
 
   “He’ll just have to put it somewhere else then, Finn. What do you think about the other side of my chest? Or on my back somewhere?”
 
   Finn shrugged.
 
   “Why not? If the Trophy organisers don’t like it, that’s their problem.”
 
   “Aye, that’s what I think too,” Rowan laughed, “’Tis my body after all, not theirs.”
 
   Toren agreed when he came and joined them a little while later. 
 
   “I suppose the new one had better go on the front, but … they shouldn’t be squashed up together, ‘twould spoil them both… hmm…” the dwarf frowned thoughtfully as he looked at Rowan’s strong lean torso, “Aye, the other side, I think, about… here.”
 
   “Have you ever seen the Champions’ Tattoo, Rowan?” Finn asked him.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, I saw Captain Johan’s, at the competition…” 
 
   It had been a stunningly simple but magnificent thing, a single sabre, unmistakeably g’Hakken, surrounded by a wreath of oak leaves tattooed over Johan’s heart. There’d been something about it though…
 
   “But why was the sabre angled like that? It seemed… strange…” Rowan said slowly.
 
   Both dwarves laughed.
 
   “’Tis like that so a second sabre can be added later, when the Champion wins it a second time.” Finn grinned at him.
 
   “But nobody’s ever won it a second time,” Rowan said, puzzled.
 
   “No, they haven’t! Seems ‘tis much harder to do than the original organisers thought,” Toren laughed again, “Still, we live in hope, lad. We live in hope.”
 
   He examined Rowan’s clan tattoo more closely.
 
   “‘Tis a fine tattoo, lad, as good as I could do myself. A Forest Giant, you say?” at Rowan’s nod, Toren laughed. “You’re a damned forest giant yourself, lad! Er… no offence meant to you or your kin, mind.”
 
   Rowan smiled at Toren. The dwarf was just under four and a half feet tall and he himself stood at over six feet.
 
   “None taken, Toren,” he grinned, “But I have to tell you that most of my kin are a good five or six inches taller than me. I might grow another inch or so, but I take after my mother’s northern kin and we’re all considered to be, um… well, not tall.”
 
   “Good Gods!” was all Toren could say for a moment. Rowan was the first Siannen he’d actually met, and he certainly wasn’t ‘not tall’.
 
   “’Tis true, Toren. I met them after Rowan won the Trophy. They truly are big tall buggers like damned trees themselves,” Finn said with a laugh, “Mind you, Rowan, I’m starting to think that young Owen might have the right of it…”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “What do you mean?” he said.
 
   “Well, he thinks that you foresters must just be a taller race of dwarves…” Finn grinned at Rowan’s look of astonishment.
 
   “Good Gods, Finn, what the hell have you been drinking?” Rowan managed.
 
   “Just water so far today, lad, as you well know,” Finn said virtuously, “But just look at how well you’ve fitted in here, lad…Most men, well… let’s say they find it difficult. Johan did his best, but he’s a city lad, and the other Champions over the years…” Finn shook his head.
 
   “That only proves they didn’t have any damned manners, and didn’t make much of an effort either,” Rowan said, still mystified.
 
   “Bear with me, lad,” Finn continued with his theory, “Now, I’ve met your kin, and they’re just like you are, even if most are bloody tall big buggers. They say what they mean and mean what they say, just like us dwarfs; they don’t suffer fools gladly or any other way, which is just how it should be; a lot of Siannen words aren’t all that different to Dwar, and the same with the runes; you braid your hair and we braid our beards…” he looked at the splendid Forest Giant tattooed over Rowan’s heart, “And we both bear clan tattoos and damned good ones at that; we’re all bloody good with an axe, and…er…”
 
   “We’re all handsome, brave and charming,” Rowan laughed, “Modest, too.”
 
   “Aye, that too,” Finn chuckled.
 
   “Well, Finn, I’d be truly honoured to be a dwarf, but I think I’ve missed out,” Rowan said, shaking his head.
 
   The two dwarfs looked at each other and smiled.
 
   “Ah, well, maybe not,” Finn said, “We’ve all been talking about this and, well… to put it bluntly, we’d like you to be g’Hakken, Rowan. If you agree, Toren can put the clan mark on your back and when you can finally grow a decent beard you can braid it, like this…” he stroked his own magnificent beard proudly.
 
   Rowan was stunned and said so.
 
   “I’m… I’m honoured, Finn. More than honoured. I don’t know what to say…”
 
   “Just say aye or nay, lad. ‘Tis simple.”
 
   “Aye, Finn. Aye. Thank you, I’m… I might have trouble with the beard though. The Guard frowns on beards.”
 
   Finn and Toren were shocked to the core.
 
   “No!” they said together.
 
   “Bloody barbarians!” Finn added. “Sorry, no offence meant to you or your kin, Rowan.”
 
   Rowan smiled at both dwarfs.
 
   “None taken, Finn. I’m the only one of my kin in the Guard. But beards aren’t completely banned, just frowned on and complained about… a bit like my braid, really.” He knew the Guard simply wouldn’t allow a magnificent, waistlength beard like Finn and Toren had, but a short one was permissible so long as it wasn’t permanent. He thought about it for a while. “I think I might test their patience too much with both a beard and a braid, but I could grow a beard every so often, if that’d be all right. Braiding it might be another matter though. Maybe I could just put in a single narrow braid, like these…” he indicated the two narrow braids woven close to his head at the temples, “What would that signify?”
 
   Both dwarfs looked pleased at Rowan’s efforts to find a solution to the problem. Obviously, if the Guard were so inflexible, there’d have to be compromises. Certainly Rowan couldn’t be expected to cut his braid, he was a forester first after all; he’d trim his hair, but never cut it short.
 
   “It means that you’re a young lad, new to the beard and the tattoo, Rowan,” Toren said, “’Twould be perfect. ‘Tis a good solution.”
 
   “Thank you, Toren, thank you Finn. And my thanks to all of the clan,” Rowan said slowly, “I’m… I’m overwhelmed, truly.” And he was. He knew what a very rare thing this was, particularly with the g’Hakken.
 
   “And not only that, Rowan lad, but you’re now the tallest dwarf in the world,” Finn laughed, pleased that his idea had been so well received. The rest of the clan had been surprised, but enthusiastic when he’d suggested it to them. They were happy to have Rowan living in their village as one of them and they’d be happier still to have him as a member of their clan. In their eyes, he had the heart and spirit of the dwarves within him.
 
   **********
 
   A few weeks later, Rowan was working his way through his daily sabre drill, watched by an attentive group of dwarves. Though he certainly didn’t seek an audience, he was well used to one from his training at the garrison and from the various Tournaments themselves, and he didn’t mind it. To his way of thinking, if someone wanted to stand around in the cold before breakfast and watch a sword drill, good luck to them. The fact that many of the dwarves did exactly that was a constant surprise to him. Even the younger ones hauled themselves out of bed before they really had to so they could watch him turn somersaults and handsprings and dance with his sabre.
 
   They were all fascinated by his speed and grace and sheer ability with the sabre and a surprising number joined him every day, helping him to move the goats out of their paddock for a while so he could use it himself. It was the flattest area they had. Today was to be a very special day though, and the entire clan was gathered around the goat paddock as Rowan danced around, totally focussed on his practice as he always was. Finn and Dann came to the fence.
 
   “Rowan, can you stop for a moment please?” Finn called, “’Tis time, lad…”
 
   Though Rowan’s concentration on the job in hand was intense, he had an uncanny awareness of what was going on around him too and he was already running towards Finn before the dwarf had stopped speaking. He vaulted the fence, his face alight with excitement.
 
   ‘Now, Rowan lad, you must kneel,” Finn smiled at him but became very serious as Rowan dropped to one knee. “Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist, man of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans and Trooper of Den Sorl, will you accept this sabre made by our clan in honour of your victory in the Champions’ Trophy of this decade?”
 
   Rowan looked at the lovely sabre in the dwarf’s outstretched hands: a gleaming length of blued steel with a narrow chased band of entwined silver, gold and electrum that Rowan recognised as his clan braid, it was elegantly curved and with a plain workmanlike hilt. On the top of the pommel  the intricate g’Hakken rune was incised and partway down the blade was a superb Forest Giant in silver and gold, with a tiny dog asleep at its base. Rowan looked up at Finn, his eyes shining.
 
   “Aye, Master Smith Findarel of the g’Hakken clan, I will. I am honoured and humbled to accept this blade and I hope to be worthy of it always. I thank you and the clan for it. ‘Tis the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said.
 
   Finn smiled at him.
 
   “Take it then, lad. ‘Tis yours. You’ve earned it,” he said, delighted at Rowan’s humbleness, so different from any other Champion he’d ever known or heard of.
 
   He was surprised when Rowan took a deep breath, put both hands around the sabre’s hilt, and raised it in formal salute. Still kneeling, he lowered his head until his forehead rested against his hands and closed his eyes for a moment in an oddly poignant gesture.
 
   “Thank you,” he said quietly.
 
   “Try it out, lad,” Dann said, “See if we got it right!”
 
   Rowan grinned at him as he flowed to his feet with his usual feline grace. He stood for a few moments, tossing the sabre from hand to hand as he always did with any blade or any other weapon or tool for that matter. The dwarves watched his intense concentration in fascination. A beatific smile lit his handsome face as he felt the perfect balance of the blade. The sword felt like it belonged in his hands, as of course it did.
 
   “Thank you,” he said again, “’Tis perfect.”
 
   He vaulted the fence again and danced across the grass: light-footed, graceful and astoundingly fast, totally engrossed with the magnificent sabre that flashed from hand to hand as he worked his way through his practice drill. 
 
   Finn and Dann looked at each other.
 
   “’Twasn’t easy when he uses either hand so well, but ’tis the best blade we’ve ever made,” Dann said happily, “’Tis perfect for him.”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis. And you were right, Dann. I thought it plain, and I thought we should have put more embellishment on it, but ‘twould have been wrong for the lad.” Finn watched carefully as Rowan flowed effortlessly past them, his face joyful. “Gods, he’s bloody good, Dann. He’s only eighteen and he’s the damned Champion. We’ll have to adjust the blade a little bit for him when he’s got his full growth and strength, but… what will he be like in a few years’ time?”
 
   “Great Beldar himself would find him a handful then, I think,” Dann said with a grin.
 
   “Aye, He would,” Finn said thoughtfully as he watched the tall young man dancing across the goat paddock with possibly the best g’Hakken blade ever forged. “He truly would…”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



13. “I hope I’m the one who sends him packing.”
 
    
 
   [a further ten years have passed]
 
    
 
   Rowan had been stationed in the little garrison of Den Sorl, close to the Sleeping Dogs Mountains, when he’d won the Champions’ Trophy and so it was held there at its next staging ten years later. It had been a bit difficult to find enough accommodation for all of the contestants, their entourages, and the vast crowd of onlookers, but the weather was kind to them and many were living under canvas.
 
   Of course there was the usual debate about whether or not this might be the year that the defending Champion might win the Trophy for an unprecedented second time. Rowan had been barely eighteen when he’d won it against all expectation, so at twenty-eight he was a bit taller, stronger, a lot more experienced and even better with a sabre. And now he was the new Captain of the Guard of Den Siddon after Captain Johan’s recent shocking death.
 
   “It’s strange coming back here, Sir,” he said quietly to the Captain of his very first garrison.
 
   Telli smiled at him.
 
   “Not ‘Sir’ to you any longer, lad,” he said, indicating the Silver Eagles of the Captain’s rank on Rowan’s broad shoulders, “I’m proud of you and happy for you, but… but I wish Johan was here…”
 
   “So do I,” Rowan said sadly, “We… we were just minding our own business, sitting there on our horses with the men all lined up for one of the Commandant’s cursed inspections and… and Johan turned to me with an odd look on his face. He said my name quietly, and he, he just collapsed and fell off his horse. He was dead before I could even get to him. I couldn’t believe it then, and I still can’t believe it now.”
 
   “No, neither can anyone else.” Telli sighed. “But he’d be happy the Commandant finally made the right decision and appointed you, Rowan. He chose you as 2i/c for a reason.”
 
   Rowan shrugged unhappily.
 
   “Aye, I suppose he did. I know he had his battles with the Commandant too, but… it just seems I can’t do anything right in the old bugger’s eyes.”
 
   “Don’t let him get you down, lad. He’s a miserable old bastard, always has been. Johan did say he seemed to have a particular down on you though, for some reason. He couldn’t explain it and neither can I. Just put your foot down with a firm hand, he’s got no damned business poking his nose into the way you run the garrison when you’re doing a fine job. It’s hard enough, without his nonsense.”
 
   “Aye, it is. The men have been good though. It’s been hard on them too, you know how popular Johan was,” Rowan said, “By the way, Sir… er, Telli, I’ve chosen Fess as my 2i/c.”
 
   They’d been recruits together in Den Sorl of course, and they’d been fast friends ever since. There was nobody who Rowan would rather have at his side, or at his back for that matter, than Fess Aaronson. And the damned Commandant couldn’t alter that, he thought happily. Not that he hadn’t tried to block the appointment of course.
 
   “Good choice, Rowan. He’s a bit of a ratbag, like you, but that’s not always a bad thing. I think you’ll do well together. He’ll be a help with the old bugger too, even if it’s only to lend an ear sometimes. Where is he?”
 
   “Off stalking bookmakers with some of the lads, I think,” Rowan laughed.
 
   “Does he know something I don’t?” Telli demanded.
 
   “I shouldn’t think so, but you’d have to ask him.”
 
   Dammit, it was like pulling teeth sometimes, Telli thought. Then again, there was no point in beating around the bush with Rowan.
 
   He looked at him more closely. Rowan certainly looked very fit, as strong and lean as always, and if the rumours were to be believed, even better with the sabre. He hadn’t had to qualify for the Trophy of course, being the defending Champion, but he’d been in several Tournaments and things to get match fitness, and he hadn’t lost a single bout.
 
   “Tell me, Rowan…do you think you can win it this year?” Telli asked.
 
   Rowan looked at him consideringly.
 
   “Aye, I do,” he said with no trace of arrogance at all.
 
   Telli knew better than to be surprised at Rowan’s stunning honesty: he was Siannen after all, and his fourteen or so years in Wirran hadn’t changed him at all.
 
   “Then I’d better head straight to the bookmakers too, lad,” Telli laughed.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “I might be wrong of course, Telli. If you ask anyone other than Fess and the garrison they’ll tell you it’s never been done before and it never will be. And there’s a couple of very good lads from Bettra and Oren and Thallassia too. All I know is I’m stronger, fitter and faster than I’ve ever been and Johan thought that I could do it. And if I can’t do well with a g’Hakken sabre in my hand, then I don’t deserve to have it.”
 
   “Lots of others have had g’Hakken sabres in their hands over the last five hundred years, Rowan, but none of them could win it again,” Telli persisted, “Not even Johan.”
 
   “Don’t you start too, Telli!” Rowan said with a grin. “All that means is it’s about time somebody did. We’ll soon see if it’s me, or if we have to wait for another ten years and pressure the next poor bugger to do the deed.”
 
   “Sorry, Rowan. I didn’t mean to bully you about it,” Telli said contritely.
 
   Rowan shook his head and smiled at him again.
 
   “No, Telli, that’s not bullying. That’s just talking as friends do. It’s all these other buggers who think they know everything about everything that annoy me. Most of them wouldn’t know which end of a damned sabre to hold,” he laughed,” Last time they said I was too young and inexperienced and I came from a little garrison that nobody’d heard of, as if it was a damned crime. This time I’m better than I’ve ever been and I come from the biggest garrison in Wirran, but the doubters are still quacking away wherever I go. Present company excepted, of course. If I win, I win. If I don’t, I don’t. I still feel like I did last time, you know. Whoever wins it, the forest will still keep on growing and the moons and stars will still light up the night skies, and the sun will still put in a full day’s work. Whatever we do here is really…er…irrelevant in the scheme of things.”
 
   “You know that’s the rankest heresy, Rowan, don’t you?”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis,” he laughed again.
 
   They chatted happily for a bit longer before Telli suddenly became serious.
 
   “Rowan, what’s happening with Rollo of Plait? You know we’re always the last to know anything here,” he said with some justification. 
 
   Rowan frowned. The Duke of the neighbouring province had decided that parts of several others, like Wirran, Bettra and Sian, should belong to Plait as he claimed they had in centuries past.
 
   “I’ll try and make sure you hear about things if I can, Telli, but as for Rollo… I don’t really know. He’s a mad bugger. He’s even crossed our border a couple of times, burnt some farms and things, and injured some folk. He’s a bloody criminal, truly.” Rowan sighed. “I think we should reinforce that northern border and teach him a damned good lesson next time he comes over, but of course the Commandant won’t have it.”
 
   “You think Rollo might do something else?” Telli asked in surprise.
 
   Rowan nodded, his face grim.
 
   “Aye, I do. I don’t think he’s going to stop at burning a few houses and barns and haystacks. I think he’s dangerous and should be stopped now rather than later,” he said slowly, “He won’t get over the mountains into Sian, but Wirran isn’t protected like that.”
 
   “Then you won’t be pleased to know that he’s here…”
 
   Rowan stared at Telli in surprise.
 
   “Here? In Den Sorl? Truly…? Take some of my troops if you need them to see him off,” he said.
 
   Telli shook his head.
 
   “I can’t, Rowan, much as I’d like to… he’s here for the Trophy.”
 
   “Is he indeed? I hope I’m the one who sends him packing then,” he said, an unfamiliar menace in his soft voice.                                  
 
   **********
 
   As it happened, Rowan did meet up with Duke Rollo in the Round of Sixteen. Rowan’s form had been stunning, he hadn’t lost a single round in the best-of-three-round elimination bouts that made up each Round, and even the most sceptical of naysayers was talking up his chances of being the first dual Champion ever. As always, Rowan simply paid them no heed and got on with the job he was there to do.  Rollo had done well too, but he’d had a couple of scares on his way to the Round of Sixteen.
 
   Rowan strode into the competition circle to a loud roar of approval. He stood quietly waiting for Rollo, wondering why the man didn’t get a move on. It had always irritated him that opponents thought they could keep everyone waiting for as long as they felt like, but it had never yet intimidated him or put him off his game. It hadn’t when he was barely eighteen and it certainly wouldn’t now. Ah, here comes his magnificence at last, he thought as he heard the jeers and hisses of the large Wirran component of the onlookers and all those who didn’t like to see such disrespect to the reigning Champion.
 
   Rollo swaggered into the circle and glared at Rowan and the crowd. He was thirty-two, a very big man, close to six and a half feet tall and heavily built for a swordsman. That he was a very good swordsman was undeniable, his mere presence in the Round of Sixteen proved that. He was very powerful and very fast for such a huge man and he used his size to intimidate his opponents.  He’d been beaten in the Round of Sixteen in the last Trophy tournament, but he thought he could do better than that this time.
 
   Looking across at the current Champion gave him pause though. He’d faced Rowan many times over the years in various Tournaments and Trials, but the young Siannen had always beaten him handily, being completely unimpressed by Rollo’s physical stature: he was a forester after all, almost as tall as the Duke himself, and his father and most of his kin were considerably larger. The mere size of a competitor didn’t upset him at all; to Rowan the thought was laughable.  And Rollo could see that he looked very calm and collected and very fit indeed as he stood quietly waiting for the referee to finish reciting the formalities.
 
   An embarrassingly short time later Rollo found himself disarmed and staring at the beautiful curved blade of a g’Hakken sabre at his chest.
 
   “Round one of three goes to Captain del’Quist of Den Siddon,” the referee declared solemnly.
 
   “I protest!” Rollo shouted as Rowan walked back to his second. Fess, it was, standing in place of Johan. Rowan stopped in his tracks and stared back over his shoulder in astonishment. How could the man possibly dispute it when he’d been disarmed? It meant an automatic end to that round.
 
   The referees wondered the same thing as the crowd shouted scornfully at the Duke.
 
   “I protest that this man is permitted to use a g’Hakken blade in this Tournament!” Rollo bellowed again, “It’s not fair to the rest of us! He should be disqualified!”
 
   “Nobody’s bloody worried about it in the last five hundred years, you bastard,” Fess muttered angrily, “And you didn’t either until Rowan beat you so easily.”
 
   “You’re protesting about his sabre?” one of the judges demanded, bewildered.
 
   “Yes, I am! Him using a blade like that isn’t right! It’s cheating!” Rollo said very loudly. He was determined he wasn’t going to let his last chance at the Trophy pass him by. Maybe if Rowan was forced to use an unfamiliar blade he might be beatable. Even better, he might be able to get him expelled from the Trophy.
 
   Rowan stared at Rollo, unable to believe what he’d just heard. Fess noticed his intense stillness and hurried over to stand beside him, putting one hand on his arm in support and warning.
 
   There was a lot of shouting and arm waving as the judges tried to make themselves heard above the jeering crowd.
 
   “SHUT UP ALL OF YOU!” an unmistakably Siannen voice roared suddenly and there was instant silence.
 
   Thank you, Uncle Kieran, Rowan thought, outraged at the suggestion that he was a cheat. He’d never cheated at anything in his life and he wasn’t about to start now. He felt Fess’s warning grip and heard him saying something about keeping calm and he took a deep breath and a firm grasp of his sometimes-fiery temper.
 
   The chief judge, a short thickset Thallassian, stepped forward.
 
   “Er… thank you, Sir,” he said, aiming it in the general direction of the group of angry Siannens sitting in the tiers of seats behind Rowan and Fess. He glared at Rollo.
 
   “The protest is dismissed,” he said firmly.
 
   “But it’s not right! It’s cheating!” Rollo yelled again.
 
   “Your protest is dismissed. There is certainly no cheating or dishonesty here,” the judge repeated even more decisively.
 
   Rollo stood over the judge threateningly.
 
   “I protest your ruling!” he hissed.
 
   Fess tightened the hand on Rowan’s arm as the little Thallassian judge seemed to almost puff himself up like an infuriated rooster.
 
   “You can’t protest our bloody ruling! It’s unanimous, you fool! Your protest is dismissed! Now get ready for the next round or you will be disqualified yourself,” he snapped, outraged at Rollo’s attempted intimidation.  
 
   As Rollo opened his mouth to argue further, Rowan stepped forward leaving Fess slightly behind him.              
 
   “Enough!” he said quietly, still holding onto his temper very firmly, “I am not a cheat, and I take exception to your saying that I am, but if it’ll shut you up Rollo, I’ll use my second’s blade. Will that suit you?” At Rollo’s smirk and nod, Rowan continued, “And we’ll disregard the result of that first round too. I won’t have it said that I beat you dishonestly.”
 
   “But you don’t have to…” the judge began.
 
   “It’s all right, Sir,” Rowan said reasonably, “I’ll use the Lieutenant’s blade when Duke Rollo is ready to continue.” He turned to Fess. “Fess, would you mind swapping sabres with me for a few minutes, please?”
 
   Fess gaped at him. 
 
   “Rowan, you can’t throw away the bout like this! You haven’t practiced with this blade, nor used one like it for years. You can’t just…  just throw it all away…”
 
   Rowan smiled.   
 
   “Of course I can, Fess. Just watch me. I’ll do whatever it takes to shut this arrogant loudmouthed bastard up,” he said, “I’d fight him with a feather duster if I had to.”
 
   “But Rowan…” Fess tried again. His friend looked calm, but Fess knew him too well to be fooled. Rowan was furiously angry and Rollo would be very lucky if he didn’t get one or both of the sabres shoved down his throat.
 
   “Your sabre please, Fess. And don’t cut yourself with this one, ‘tis sharp.”
 
   He took Fess’s sabre and tossed it from hand to hand a few times as he felt the heft and balance of it. Oh dear. He missed his beautiful g’Hakken sabre already.
 
   He tossed his long braid back over his shoulder and stood ready to continue the bout.
 
   **********
 
   Two seven-minute bouts later and Duke Rollo of Plait was eliminated from the Champions’ Trophy in the most humiliating way that Rowan could manage to devise. Even using an unfamiliar blade, he’d simply been far too good for him; Rowan had danced around Rollo and run him ragged, leaving him looking like a clumsy buffoon; he’d used his blade in either hand unpredictably; he’d whispered the sabre across Rollo’s arm or body, touching him without breaking the skin and neatly shaving off any hairs in the way; and in the final twenty seconds or so of both rounds had disarmed him with ridiculous ease, knocking his blade far out of his reach. The second time Rollo had gulped against the blade pressing lightly at his throat, his eyes bulging in fear. He’d managed to do nothing but look completely incompetent, and the more frustrated and enraged he got, the more ludicrous he’d looked. Rowan had barely raised a sweat, while Rollo was standing befuddled in the centre of the circle gasping for breath. It was a virtuoso display of an astounding talent.
 
   The awed referee fumbled his way through the announcement of the result to a stunned, completely silent crowd. “Captain Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of… um… Den Siddon is the winner of the Tro… er, of this contest of best-of-three rounds in the Round of Sixteen with a score of three… of, er, two to nil. Duke Rollo of Plait is eliminated from the Champions’ Trophy tournament.”
 
   Rollo’s great chest was still heaving as he struggled for breath. Rowan stepped a little closer to him and looked him in the eyes.
 
   “I don’t shake hands with the likes of you,” he said softly and clearly, “But I’ve never enjoyed beating anyone so much. We Siannens are not cheats and we and the folk of Wirran don’t belong to Plait either. If you ever come near me or mine with a weapon of any sort and an intent to do harm, I will kill you. And if you come unarmed with the same intent, you will wish that I had.”
 
   He turned and shook hands with the stunned referee and the judges and then strode back to retrieve his g’Hakken blade from Fess before he cut himself with it. The crowd of onlookers broke into thunderous cheers and applause.
 
   “You heard him! He threatened to kill me!” Rollo wheezed as loudly as he could. “He should be disqualified and barred from competition!”
 
   The referee shook his head. He wasn’t about to let this arrogant bastard tell him what was what.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir, I can’t quite hear you. The crowd is very noisy,” he said, thinking that the Warrior God, great Beldar himself, couldn’t have beaten this Siannen today. What might the man have done with the g’Hakken sabre he’d trained with for ten years?
 
   “He threatened to kill me, you bloody idiot! He should be disqualified!” Rollo howled.
 
   The referee smiled blandly, hoping his face was as unreadable as Rowan’s had been.
 
   “No, Sir, I certainly didn’t hear him say anything like that. You’re mistaken,” he said, “And you should mind your tongue, Sir. Insulting folk will achieve nothing.” Nothing but the most incredible retaliation and the most humiliating thrashing I’ve ever seen, he thought happily.
 
   **********
 
   “Rowan… how did you…? I’ve never seen anything like that…” Fess managed as Rowan came over to him. He’d barely remembered to close his mouth again.
 
   “No?” Rowan said as if he thought that Fess needed to get out more, “I just hope I never need to do it again, but that bastard had it coming. Now, let’s go, Fess.”
 
   Rowan breezed through the last few Rounds and found himself the only dual Champion ever. He’d felt no need to humiliate anyone else as he had Rollo, but even so his swordsmanship had been stunning and nobody had ever looked like beating him. He hadn’t lost a single round in the entire tournament, something that had been achieved barely half a dozen times in the five hundred year history of the Tournament.
 
   He stood with his family and friends as he waited for the dignitaries to get themselves organised again. At least Gran couldn’t find fault with his appearance this time, he thought with a smile as he looked down at his immaculate black uniform. 
 
   “So why aren’t you at the back of the platform polishing your buttons, lad?” Finn asked with a laugh.
 
   “I’m taking your advice, Finn. I’m staying around this side with my friends, they can call me up from here just as easily as if they’d stowed me around the back,” Rowan said.
 
   “And what advice was that exactly?” the g’Hakken dwarf asked curiously.
 
   “You told me last time I was the Champion and if anyone didn’t like it, too bad,” Rowan smiled at his friend, “It seems to me that must still stand. Besides, they still haven’t put a decent chair around there for the poor exhausted Champion who’s, er…” suddenly his voice was clipped and nasal, uncannily like the Commandant’s, “Worked so hard to achieve this unique honour, the useless Siannen bastard,” he said, po-faced. “So damn them,” he added, his voice his own again.
 
   “You’re incorrigible, Rowan!” Fess spluttered with laughter.
 
   Rowan shrugged and smiled at him.
 
   “I do my best,” he said modestly.
 
   “Rowan, what are we going to do with you?”  Dann said, his face serious.
 
   Rowan looked down at him. He was g’Hakken too, Finn’s son, who’d helped to make his beautiful sabre.
 
   “Why would you want to do anything to me?” Rowan asked, “It’s a good thing that these old buggers don’t get things all their own way.” He waved a casual hand at the assembling dignitaries.
 
   “I didn’t mean about that,” Dann said in a worried sort of way. “You’ll have to take up using a sabre in each hand, like the Heroes used to do in the tales.”
 
   “Bloody Hells, Dann! I’m no damned Hero!” Rowan laughed at his concerned face. “And, no offence intended to you or the clan, but I truly don’t need another sabre. I’ve already got a very fine one. Give it to the runner-up or keep it till the next Trophy comes around.”
 
   “Rowan! I can’t do that!” Finn spluttered indignantly, “You’ve just won the bloody sabre and you have to accept it!”
 
   “Finn… I’m sorry, I truly do not mean to be offensive. I would never insult you, but…  what am I meant to do with another sabre? The one I’ve got is superb and I simply don’t need another one. You’ve always said the blades should be used, they shouldn’t just be put up on a wall to gather dust, but… I’m certainly not going to use a second one in the other hand, and… well, there’s no point in putting it under the damned bed in case this one breaks, is there?”
 
   Finn looked up at him angrily for a long moment. Suddenly the dwarf chuckled.
 
   “No, lad. There’s no point in doing that. Your sabre will never break, not even if you face Beldar himself with it,” he said with a smile at the absurdity of it, “But as Dann said, what the hell are we going to do with you?”
 
   “Let me think on it…” he pondered the problem for a while and thought he might have found a solution. “What would you think about making an axe?”
 
   “An axe? Of course we can make you an axe. Good idea. You’re good with an axe.”
 
   Rowan braced himself for another argument with his prickly dwarf friend. He was damned nearly as stubborn as a Siannen, he thought.
 
   “Not a battle axe, Finn, A proper woodcutter’s axe, so I can give it to Pa…”
 
   “Rowan! You can’t just give away a g’Hakken blade or axe to anyone else.”
 
   “Pa isn’t just anyone else,” he said reasonably.
 
   “But the balance of it will be all wrong! You know what a great big tall bugger he is. No, it wouldn’t do at all.”
 
   Rowan’s family and friends watched as the two of them butted heads like a pair of billy goats. Fess thought they were probably equally stubborn. He could see Rowan’s line of reasoning, but he was sympathetic to the dwarf’s viewpoint too. 
 
   Finally Rowan said in fluent Dwar, “I apologise, Finn. I never meant to be disrespectful to you or our clan, and I certainly didn’t mean to upset you like this. Truly, I only went in the damned tournament to see if I could win it again, when so many people were saying I couldn’t; I never gave a thought to the prize. If I’d known it would lead to such an argument between us I would never have entered it at all. But I really don’t need another sabre, nor anything else, to remind me I’ve won it. I’m pretty sure there’ll be plenty of folk who’ll do that for me, like there was last time. More, I suppose now. 
 
   “You really would give any axe we made for you to Rhys, wouldn’t you?” Finn said. At Rowan’s nod, he shook his head ruefully. “Gods, you’re a bloody stubborn bugger, Rowan. It wouldn’t be right for Rhys to have to use a g’Hakken axe that wasn’t perfect for him… it just wouldn’t be right. Good tools are important, and they should suit their wielder as well as your sabre suits you. 
 
   Rowan shook his head slowly.
 
   “Finn, I’ve apologised and I meant it. I’m truly sorry to be the cause of such a problem for you,” he said, “Would you be offended if I asked you to think about crafting a woodcutter’s axe for Pa himself?”
 
   Finn looked at him intently again. It had been a heartfelt apology from the lad after all.
 
   “What do you think, Dann?” He said.
 
   Dann looked from his father to his friend and kinsman uncomfortably.
 
   “I think… er…” He cleared his throat, “I think we should make Rhys a woodcutter’s axe. ‘Tis what the Champion has asked us to do.”
 
   Finn stared at him, then nodded slowly. He’d forgotten his own words but he was very sure that Rowan hadn’t. He’d simply been too polite to throw them back at him.
 
   “Aye, so it is. My apologies, Rowan, for ignoring your wishes like that. I was wrong and I was disrespectful of you. And I forgot my own advice. I was just… shocked, I suppose. Nobody has ever turned down a g’Hakken blade before,” the dwarf smiled suddenly. “ Now all we have to worry about is how the hell we’re going to fit your Pa into our houses, great tall bugger that he is. It might have to be the barn for him.”
 
   They stood together in the boisterous crowd, apologies accepted and their argument forgotten. In due course Rowan strode up to the platform and made his acceptance speech, very like the one he’d delivered ten years before. The organisers of the Tournament were astounded when he thanked the dwarves for the axe they would make for his father, but they quickly quietened when Rowan turned to them and raised one questioning eyebrow. He thanked them for their efforts in organising the competition, thanked the judges, referees and his opponents and left the stage to the thunderous applause due to the only dual Champions’ Trophy winner ever.
 
   **********
 
   A bit later that night, when Rowan had finally managed to get away from all of the people who wanted to shake his hand or slap him on the back, he took Finn and Dann to one side so that he could speak to them privately.
 
   “Finn, I don’t want to alarm you, but I think you should let the kin in the north know about Rollo,” Rowan said, his face very serious.
 
   “About Rollo? ‘Twas wonderful what you did to the bastard, of course the story will get around,” Finn said in surprise.
 
   “No, I didn’t mean that,” he shook his head and hesitated for a moment. “Finn, Rollo’s been crossing the border, burning farms and things up that way. He says he’s taking back his ancestral lands, if you can believe it. Trouble is, of course, nobody in their right mind wants to belong to him. And he’s getting more violent too, he cut a man’s hand off when the poor fellow tried to stand up to his damned thugs,” Rowan could see he had the dwarves’ full attention now. “I truly think he’s dangerous. Your village is a good long way from him, you’re safe enough, but… look, I know the folk up there won’t leave, but we simply don’t have enough Guardsmen along that border to protect everyone. Just tell them to be very bloody wary about Rollo; tell them not to try and fight him unless there’s absolutely no other choice. I know they won’t like that, but ‘tis better to lose your house than your family. His men are well armed and well trained and truly, they’re a violent lot.”
 
   “You really think he could… could harm them?” Dann asked, wide-eyed.
 
   “Oh aye, he could harm them all right. He’s a bloody lunatic. The Commandant won’t take him seriously, he just won’t see that there’s a threat at all, but…please, just warn them. I don’t want to frighten them over nothing, but I… I truly think the man is dangerous,” Rowan said carefully. “I don’t think anything’ll happen for a while, he’s still getting organised so it could be months, but…
 
   The dwarves stared at him in shock. Living in the southwest of Wirran as they did, they were well removed from Plait and Duke Rollo, but they knew that Rowan, as Captain of Den Siddon, received reports from Guard posts all over the province. And they knew he didn’t get worried over nothing. If he was concerned enough about Rollo to speak to them like this, then they should certainly take heed.
 
   “Aye, Rowan. We’ll tell them what you’ve said. As you say, they won’t leave their lands, but at least they’ll know to be careful,” Finn said at last.
 
   Rowan nodded, relieved that his friends had taken his warning as seriously as he’d hoped they would. “Very bloody careful, Finn. Tell them to be very, very bloody careful…
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



14.   “Oh, dear. You really did upset him, didn’t you!” 
 
    
 
   It was mid-morning on a fine sunny day and all was peaceful in the garrison stables, as it usually was. Recruits Thom Blunt and Bryn Harsson were talking quietly as they mucked out stalls and tended the horses, when they heard the agitated clatter of hooves in the cobbled yard outside, followed by cursing and meaty-sounding blows and the high aggrieved scream of a horse that feels itself badly done by.
 
   “What the hell’s going on out there, Bryn?” Thom asked his friend anxiously. It didn’t sound very nice, whatever it was.
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out…”
 
   A tall lithe man appeared from one of the stalls.
 
   “Don’t worry, lads. I’ll take care of it,” he said as he headed for the door.
 
   Both recruits stared at him for a moment, then saluted quickly. They’d forgotten their Captain was even here, quietly taking care of his own two stallions as he always did. He didn’t look too pleased with whoever was outside.
 
   As he reached the doorway a wild-eyed brown mare plunged towards him, throwing her head high as her rider sawed viciously at her mouth. Rowan jumped nimbly out of the way and then turned and grabbed the mare’s bridle. She dragged him a couple of steps then stopped and stood trembling as he patted her sweaty neck and tried to soothe her. The rider glared down at him, unable to see much in the gloom of the stables after the bright sunshine outside.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the rider shouted in an irritatingly nasal voice. “Get your hands off my bloody horse!” He raised his whip threateningly.
 
   “No. And if you think you’re going to hit me like you’ve been hitting this poor creature, you’ve got another think coming,” Rowan turned to the gaping recruits, “Could you leave us please, lads. I need to speak to this… this person in private.”
 
   “Aye, Sir,” they said in unison as they saluted again and hurried out.
 
   The newcomer was so enraged that he didn’t pick up on this vital clue. All he could see was a tall broad-shouldered shape with its hair in a long braid, fussing at his horse’s head. A bloody Siannen, he thought. Must be some cursed relative of the Captain’s, working here in the stables. The damned cheek of the fellow, touching his horse like that. I’ll have him, Captain’s relation or not. After all, his own uncle was the Commandant; he had little to fear from anyone and certainly not from some Siannen stableman.
 
   “Do you know who I am?” he demanded haughtily.
 
   “No, but I’m fairly sure you do and I’d imagine you’re just about to tell me,” came the calm reply.
 
   “I’m Lieutenant Kendall Lorrissen, you insolent bloody idiot, and my uncle is the Commandant of the Wirran Guard!” He swung his whip viciously at the impertinent Siannen’s head and unexpectedly found himself landing hard on the floor on his backside.
 
   “A pleasure to meet you at last, Lieutenant… I was starting to wonder if I should be sending out a search party for you.  But I’m afraid your pedigree is of absolutely no interest to me, and I’m sure mine is of even less interest to you. Nevertheless, my name is Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist.” Rowan looked down at him. Yes, he could see a family resemblance in the short stocky Guardsman before him. Something about the small, close-set pale blue eyes and the arrogant sneer and sense of entitlement, he thought. And the voice too. “Captain of this garrison,” he added helpfully.     
 
   The arrogance was gone now though, replaced by panic. No! No, no, no, no! the Lieutenant thought as he gaped up at the other man. He couldn’t be… A thin ray of sunlight glinted off the silver eagles of rank on the Siannen’s shoulders as the mare bumped him with her nose. Oh, Gods! No! Kendall scrambled to his feet and saluted hastily. The brown mare tossed her head and sidled away as he raised his arm.
 
   “Sir… I…” he stammered.
 
   “Quiet for a moment please, Lieutenant.”
 
   Rowan ran his hands down the quivering mare’s shoulder and soothed her again with his voice and touch. He frowned suddenly.
 
   “She should have a headstall under her bridle. Would you get me one, please, and a rope too? They’re over there on those pegs…”
 
   Kendall scrambled hastily in the direction indicated, trying to ignore his sore backside. He hurried back to the Captain and handed him a halter and lead rope.
 
   “Thank you. But this isn’t a good way to start at your new garrison, Lieutenant Lorrissen. Now, given that I’d expected you to be here three days ago, I’m hoping that you’re not delivering some world-changingly urgent message… No? Then tell me, do you always treat your horses like this?” Rowan frowned again as he eased a bloodied bit from the mare’s mouth. He spoke quietly, but any one with any sense at all would have known by the fire in his eyes that he was furiously angry. He very rarely lost his temper, but when he did he had a short fuse and though he never raised his voice, he left people in no doubt that he was seriously displeased with them. Fortunately his fiery anger was over quickly. But he couldn’t abide cruelty to any beast.
 
   “I… er… I…”
 
   “I don’t know how they did things at your last posting, Lieutenant… Den Triss, wasn’t it? I’m surprised they’d… Well, anyway, I don’t allow the use of this type of bit here at Den Siddon. Not ever. They are an abomination. We use a snaffle with all of our horses, as you will too. Double bridle for ceremonials of course, but you shouldn’t really need the curb even then.” He paused for a moment. “And we do not use sharpened spurs or whip our horses like that either. If I ever see or hear of you doing it again, I shall whip you myself in front of the entire garrison, and that is a promise. Do I make myself clear?”  
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   Rowan ignored the sullen tone. He studied the other man carefully: he was blonde and blue-eyed as most Wirrans are, and probably ten years older than Rowan himself. He seemed to be recovering from his initial shock, and just about ready to start complaining about his treatment and justifying himself. Rowan sighed inwardly.
 
   “Correct me if I’m wrong, but she’s a troop mare by her brands, not your own mount? Not that it makes any difference… Would you care to tell me exactly what she’s done to deserve this?” He indicated her bloody mouth and flanks and the large welts on her shoulders and rump. “And don’t be afraid to speak plainly. I prefer it. Nothing you can say will offend me, but I must tell you that I’m already very bloody offended by the way you’ve treated this mare. I’m not a shouter like your previous Captain, but don’t make the mistake of thinking that I’m not seriously annoyed with you simply because I don’t raise my voice to you. Nor that I won’t do anything about it. Now, about this mare…”
 
   I’ll give you plain speaking all right, Kendall thought resentfully. He felt he was being treated very unfairly here. He’d risen to his present rank more by family connections than merit, and had rarely been held to account like this.
 
   “Aye, Sir, she’s a troop horse and a very bloody difficult one. She shied at nothing out there, nearly threw me off and she’s been doing it all the way here. She needs discipline, Sir. And as for the bit… well, she’s unrideable with any other sort, Sir, completely uncontrollable with just a snaffle. If you’d like to try to ride her yourself, Sir, you’ll see how impossible she is…”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at the malicious tone of the other’s suggestion that he ‘try to’ ride the mare himself. If he couldn’t do better than this lout, he thought he’d give up riding forever.
 
   “Difficult, is she? Unrideable? Bloody impossible? What a shame, when she’s such a good-looking beast too.” Rowan looked at the other man thoughtfully. “What’s the mare’s name?” 
 
   “Her name…? I don’t know if she even has a name, Sir, but if she does I don’t know what it is.”
 
   Why am I not surprised, Rowan wondered. Well, we can soon fix that. He looked at the mare’s fine head and glossy almost-black coat and excellent conformation.
 
   “Then we’ll call her ‘Priya’, I think, Lieutenant.” He considered it again and nodded. “Aye, Priya… it suits her.”
 
   “Preeyar, Sir? What does it mean?” Kendall asked, intrigued despite himself.
 
   Rowan smiled to himself.
 
   “Priya … ‘tis a Siannen word that means ‘pretty one’.”
 
   “But now, Corporal Lorrissen…” he broke off as Kendall started to protest about the unfairness of it all. 
 
   “ ‘Corporal’! But… but you can’t do that, Sir! It was only a damned horse! You can’t do it to me! My uncle will…” he bleated.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Corporal, I believe you’ll find that I can do exactly that if I feel it’s an appropriate punishment for what you’ve done here today. Just be thankful that it’s ‘Corporal’ now, and not ‘Trooper’… And I doubt the Commandant will be happy with you either. He’s fond of horses and doesn’t like them to be abused.” Rowan had always felt it was one of the few things in the Commandant’s favour. He sighed to himself again and continued, “In any case I truly don’t give a damn about your family connections, or anyone else’s, and they certainly won’t stop me from doing my job. Now, Corporal, as I was about to say… I will not tolerate anyone treating a ‘damned horse’ like that. Not you, not anyone, and not ever. And nor will I tolerate anyone threatening a stableman or anybody else with a whip as you did. I trust this is now very clear to you. You’re damned lucky that I believe you didn’t know it was your C.O. that you were trying to assault, because for some reason the Guard takes a very, very dim view of that,” he watched the angry colour drain from Kendall’s face as the other man fully realised the enormity of what he’d almost done. What he would certainly have done if the Captain hadn’t somehow stopped him.                            
 
   Rowan frowned at him again.
 
   “Oh, yes, before I forget. You won’t be riding this mare again, but you will attend the riding classes with the recruits until I’m satisfied that you can manage to control a horse without tearing its mouth like that. I’d advise you to be very careful and learn well, Corporal. And after that, if you should decide to apply for a transfer I won’t stand in your way. But you will be riding properly before that happens. Consider it an incentive to work hard at it. Now wait here for a few minutes, please, while I settle Priya into a box and then I’ll take you to Lieutenant Aaronson, my 2i/c.”
 
   He turned and walked back into the stables, the brown mare following at his heels as docilely as any dog. The garrison’s new Corporal merely stared after him, stunned, as he tried to work out exactly what had just happened.
 
   **********
 
   A short time later Rowan reappeared, motioned to Kendall to follow, and headed off to find Fess.
 
   “A good morning to you, Iain,” he said to a young trooper as he acknowledged his salute, “Could you find Lieutenant Fess for me please, and ask him to come to my office now?”
 
   “Aye, Captain. I saw him just a couple of minutes ago, Sir.”
 
   “Oh, and you’ll tell him he’s not in trouble again, won’t you? I don’t want him to be fretting.” The Captain and Trooper Iain exchanged a quick grin and the lad hurried off.
 
   Rowan and Kendall had only a short time to wait before Fess knocked at the door of the office and strode in.
 
   “Fess, this is our new corporal, Kendall Lorrissen, just arrived today from Den Triss. I met up with him in the stables and thought I’d introduce him to you myself,” Rowan said without preamble, “Corporal Lorrissen, this is my 2i/c, Lieutenant Fess Aaronson.”
 
   Fess stared at Rowan in surprise, then at the lieutenant’s insignia on Kendall’s uniform and back at Rowan again.
 
   “Er… ‘Corporal’, Sir? I thought we were expecting a… um… a Lieutenant, Sir?” he said carefully.
 
   Rowan nodded, his face unreadable.
 
   “Aye, Fess. We were, but it’s turned out he’s a corporal. Would you get him fixed up please?”
 
   “Aye, Sir.” Fess saluted smartly as Rowan left him to it.
 
   Kendall and Fess stared at each other for a few moments after Rowan had left. Kendall was looking quite shocked, Fess thought. Perhaps he simply hadn’t believed what was happening to him before.
 
   “What happened, Kendall?” Fess asked with interest, “Did you make the basic mistake of mistreating a horse somewhere near the Captain or did you make the even more basic one of underestimating him simply because he’s young and quietly spoken and Siannen?”
 
   Kendall had the grace to redden and hang his head.
 
   “Both, Sir,” he said ruefully.
 
   Fess nodded wisely, wishing he’d somehow been in the stables at the time. Of course he knew that Rowan would have tossed him out if he had been, but still…
 
   “Well, you’re not the first to do either of those and you probably won’t be the last. Both together isn’t a good start though. Luckily for you Rowan doesn’t hold a grudge. You see, the thing is that Rowan’s the Captain of Den Siddon simply because he’s the best man for the job, and it’s in spite of his age and his forester’s braid and his pretty accent, not because of them. The Commandant doesn’t even like him, Gods only know why not, but still he chose him. He has the admiration and total respect of every trooper in this garrison and it’s well deserved too.” Fess looked at the other man again. Something else was bothering him, he thought.
 
   “It’s not the end of the world, Kendall. Rowan’s a very fair man and as I said, he doesn’t hold grudges. What else is bothering you? Do you think perhaps you were treated unfairly? Well…? Spit it out man!”
 
   Kendall looked at him in shock.
 
   “Are you all so… forthright… in this garrison?” he asked warily.
 
   Fess grinned at him.
 
   “Aye, mostly. Rowan certainly is. Well, truly he has beautiful manners like most Siannens and he’s never rude just for the sake of it, but he can also be bloody blunt too.” Again, like most Siannens, Fess thought happily. “It’s sort of filtered down to the rest of us. Mind you, you must be very proper around the Commandant.”
 
   “Aye, I will.” Kendall thought about what Fess had asked him. “I deserved to be broken back to Corporal, I realise that now. I’m damned lucky to still be in the Guard at all… I… I tried to hit the Captain with a whip, in the stables…” he broke off at Fess’s horrified expletive. “I didn’t know it was him, truly I didn’t… it was dark in the stables, and… I nearly died when I finally saw his silver eagles and the insignia, but… well, it was wrong, no matter who I thought it was. I could have hurt him badly. A lot of men would have just…”
 
   “…Just kicked your backside out the Gate and been done with it. Aye. Rowan would have done that too, if he’d been certain you knew it was him; but he obviously felt he couldn’t be sure, so here you still are. I told you he’s a very fair man,” Fess frowned. “Certainly fairer than me or anyone else in the garrison. You’re lucky he stopped you, because believe me, we wouldn’t just be sitting here talking politely about it if you’d injured our Captain.”
 
   Kendall hung his head.
 
   “No, Sir. I realise that and you’d be right, too… The Captain is very fair, much more so than I deserved, and I’m grateful to him for it. But… well, he says I must attend riding classes with the bloody recruits until he’s happy with my riding…” Kendall finished unhappily.
 
   Fess laughed until he was almost crying.
 
   “Oh, dear. You really did upset him, didn’t you! I’m sorry, Kendall,” he said when he’d controlled himself a bit. “I shouldn’t have laughed at you like that, but…” he eventually managed to stop laughing again. He wiped his eyes, wondering if he could possibly get the whole story out of Rowan somehow. “Rowan’s almost unoffendable, truly. You just…er, chose the wrong thing to do near him. I told you, it’s a very basic mistake to mistreat a horse anywhere near him, and it’s one of the worst ones you could possibly make. It’s guaranteed to upset him. And he’ll personally make sure you don’t do it again, believe me. But you’ll be surprised in a couple of weeks, when you realise what a truly woeful rider you are right now. And you must be or he wouldn’t have done it.”
 
   He looked at Kendall thoughtfully.
 
   “Look, Kendall,” he said slowly, “I shouldn’t tell you this I suppose, and Rowan probably wouldn’t be too happy with me if he knew, but… he and I were recruits together at Den Sorl. No secret about that of course. Rowan could ride anything; he was a bloody amazing rider even then… Anyway, I was… well, I was truly bloody dreadful at riding. Worse than that even. I wasn’t bad at all the other stuff, but riding…” he shrugged. “Our poor Horsemaster persevered with me for a long time, he truly did try his best to teach me, but somehow I just couldn’t get the hang of it… I can’t tell you how many times I fell off onto my poor backside! I think they were trying to find a kind way to tell me to go home and never come back when Rowan joined up. He was a lot younger than the rest of us and he joined up four or five weeks after us and… well, we gave him a hard time for a bit, poor lad. Truly, I’m not proud of it. Mind you, he … well, he could certainly look after himself, and we soon learnt some manners. Anyway, he helped me up after I’d fallen off one of the troop horses again and he offered to help me to learn how to ride. And he did,” Fess shrugged again. “He didn’t make me feel stupid, or, or useless… but he did put me straight on what I was doing wrong. He just told me in that direct Siannen way of his and showed me how to do it right. I couldn’t believe how quickly I caught on to what he was saying… and I ended up riding better than nearly everyone in the damned garrison other than the Horsemaster and Rowan himself. The point is, Kendall, if he thinks he can help you, he will. He’ll tell you it’s for your horse’s sake and he’s probably right too, but truly, he can teach you a hell of a lot. Don’t worry that you’re with the recruits. He must have just thought you needed to be taken down a peg or two as well…”
 
   Kendall stared at Fess as he digested that. Truly, they were a very plain-spoken lot at this garrison. There seemed to be no problems with discipline though and all of the troopers he’d seen so far had certainly been respectful of their young Captain. And there was a feeling of… of camaraderie that wasn’t there in all garrisons.
 
   “Aye, well, he’s probably right about that too,” he admitted reluctantly, “I suppose I can be a bit of a… a bit of an arrogant bastard…”
 
   Fess grinned at him. Maybe there might be some hope for this silly bugger after all.
 
   “Ah. Well, that’s basic mistake number three over and done with right there, my friend. Now, let’s get you organised…”
 
   There was a knock at the door. Fess answered it to find a very nervous young recruit who saluted and said, “Captain’s apologies for the interruption, Sir, but… but he asked me to… er… ask you to… er…”
 
   Fess rolled his eyes.
 
   “Out with it, lad. I won’t bloody bite you.”
 
     “Aye, Sir… er, no, Sir. He… he said would you send the Corporal back to the stables when you’ve finished, Sir, please Sir,” the recruit finished with a rush, his face and ears red.
 
   Fess took pity on the poor lad.
 
   “Aye, lad. I’ll do that. Thank you.”
 
   The recruit scampered hastily out of the room.
 
   “And before you ask me, Kendall, I’ve got no bloody idea why either.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



15. “… every garrison should have an Egbert.”
 
    
 
   Outfitted in his Corporal’s shirt with the double-headed eagle of Den Siddon on the breast instead of the familiar carp of Den Triss, Kendall found his way back to the stables. He found Rowan sitting in the sun, sleeves rolled up again, cleaning harness. He came quickly and gracefully to his feet as Kendall came into the stable yard.
 
   “Gods, those bloody cobbles are hard on the backside, you’d think I’d know better,” he said ruefully. He looked at the other man carefully.
 
   “Tell me, Kendall, why did you join the Guard when you’re so frightened of horses?” Rowan asked quietly.
 
   “I’m not frightened of bloody horses!” Kendall blustered.
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “No?”
 
   “No, Sir! I’m not! I’m not frightened of…” He looked up at Rowan. There was no malice or mockery in his face, merely deep concern. Kendall sighed and looked down at his own hands twisting nervously together. He stopped hastily.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” he said reluctantly, his face ashamed, “I am bloody scared of horses, have been ever since I took a bad fall when I was six… they told me to get back on, and…” he shook his head.
 
   “Was it by any chance your uncle’s troop horse that you fell off?”
 
   “Aye… a damned great big black thing it was… I got up and it kicked me… it kicked me and broke my leg…”
 
   “Well, you could hardly get back on it if you’d broken your leg, could you?” Rowan said reasonably, “So why did you join the Guard then?”
 
   “Because my cursed uncle’s the cursed Commandant,” Kendall said, his voice very bitter, “And the old fool hasn’t got any sons to continue the glorious family tradition.”
 
   Rowan nodded slowly. Yes, it made sense in a strange kind of a way. Silently he blessed his own father for his sheer common sense.
 
   “How… how did you know, Sir?”
 
   Rowan shrugged. There really wasn’t an easy answer.
 
   “Well, truly, I’m not sure. I was just too damned angry with you before to realise it. I should have, but I didn’t and I’m sorry for it. Mind you, ‘tis no excuse for mistreating the poor creatures and it doesn’t change any of that…” he considered it a bit more. “I can see it in your eyes, I suppose. In the way you hold yourself. And I saw the way the horses in the stables reacted to you… they were nervous because you were nervous. You can’t bluff horses, well, any beast really, they can always tell if you’re frightened of them or don’t like them.”
 
   “I like them well enough, Sir, it’s just that I’m bloody terrified of them…”
 
   “Well, we can’t have that, Kendall. Do you want to stay in the Guard?”
 
   “Aye, I… I do, Sir, I like the Guard, though I didn’t think I would. But… but the bloody horses…”
 
   “Aye, there’s no getting away from them, is there? But unless you’re planning on doing a hell of a lot of walking, there’s no escaping them away from the Guard either,” Rowan thought about it a bit more. “If you agree to let me help you, there’s no reason why you can’t ride as well as anyone else…”
 
   Kendall looked at him very sceptically.
 
   “You’ve seen the way that mare reacted to me, Sir. They all do that… every damned horse acts up with me, and…”
 
   “And you use a more severe bit and whip them and make it worse…”
 
   Kendall hung his head, his face burning with shame.
 
   “Aye, Sir…”
 
   “Kendall, I truly don’t like the way you’ve treated that mare, but we’ve dealt with all that. There’s nothing to be ashamed of in being frightened of horses… people are frightened of all sorts of things,” Rowan considered the miserable looking man in front of him, so different from the blustering bully he’d first seen. “Tell me, Kendall, are you familiar with the Siannen term Horse Whisperer? What you Wirrans would call a Horse Master?” he asked slowly.
 
   Kendall stared at him in amazement and disbelief. He seemed perfectly serious. Of course he’d heard the old stories about the Captain of Den Siddon, but he didn’t believe them any more than his uncle did. It simply wasn’t possible. Mind you, even his uncle admitted the man was a hell of a good horseman.
 
   “Only insofar as it’s a complete myth, Sir,” he said, trying to come to grips with the sudden change of topic. 
 
   “Truly? A myth, you think? How disappointing.”
 
   “Sorry, Sir. I didn’t mean to offend you…” Kendall added hastily, “But… I…well, surely it’s a tale for children. It’s just the riding teachers trying to make themselves something they’re not…”
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ve not offended me. I’m difficult to offend, generally speaking. I told you I prefer plain speaking, and ‘tis the truth. Don’t ever be afraid to say what you think around me,” Rowan said with a wry smile. “I was just interested to hear your opinion on it, that’s all. But… myths, you think…?”
 
   Kendall was sure of his ground here. He took Rowan at his word. “Oh, aye, Sir. I’m sure of it. Nobody’s ever actually seen one, have they?” Apart from the man in front of him perhaps, Kendall realised belatedly. He hurried on, hoping he didn’t get into more trouble than he already was. Captain Rowan seemed unworried… “ How could anyone possibly have, er, mystical powers over horses anyway, Sir? Over any horse at all, they say. No, ‘tis daft, er, no offence intended, Sir,” Kendall shook his head, “I don’t believe in it at all, but still I wish we had one here for that bloody mare. Well, to be truthful I think even a Horse Whisperer would struggle with that one.”
 
   Rowan nodded sagely. He didn’t know how it was possible, either, and Kendall was free to believe whatever he liked. Good luck to him.
 
   “Aye, I dare say you’re right,” he shrugged, then looked straight at Kendall again, “Would you go and get her and bring her out please. She’s tied in that last stall there.”
 
   Kendall gaped at him.
 
   “Sir…I…” he managed.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Just be careful with her, and take your time, there’s no hurry. And don’t worry about a saddle or bridle,” he said, “I just want to have another look at her.”
 
   Kendall swallowed nervously.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” he said unhappily, then turned and went into the stables. A scream of rage from the mare and a few interesting curses from Kendall told Rowan that he was at least trying to get the job done. Good man, he thought to himself. A couple of troopers appeared in the yard to see what the problem was in the normally quiet stables.
 
   “It’s all right, lads, don’t worry. I’m just trying something. Just, er, disappear, will you?” Rowan called to them, relieved to see them gone before Kendall made an appearance at the end of the brown mare’s lead rope.
 
   Neither horse nor man was happy at all, with the mare snorting and rearing and dragging Kendall along. He was white-faced, hanging onto the lead rope for dear life as he dodged the mare’s hooves and teeth.
 
   “Gods, Sir! She’s… she’s bloody impossible! No wonder they were glad to see the back of her at Den Triss, ” he managed as Rowan stepped forward and took the rope from his vice-like grip. “I don’t think even a Horse Master or Whisperer or a bloody Mumbler for that matter could do much with this one!”
 
   Rowan smiled at him as he calmed the mare and stroked her nose.
 
   “We’ll see…” he said.
 
   Kendall gaped at him in horror as he vaulted easily onto the brown mare’s bare back. The mare stood for a moment as Rowan stroked her neck and spoke to her, then squeezed her carefully with his knees. She leapt sideways; rearing and tossing her head as she felt for the cruel bit in her mouth, ready to fight it as she always did. Failing to find a bit at all, she tossed her head a couple of times and pawed at the ground; then she turned her head and looked at her rider with a comical expression of surprise on her face.
 
   “It’s all right, lady, you’re all right. I won’t hurt you…” Rowan said very softly as he patted her glossy neck, “Come now Priya, my pretty one, let’s show this poor silly man how impossible you really are and maybe we might teach him something about bloody myths and Mumblers while we’re at it…” He squeezed her again with his knees and the mare stepped forward, warily at first and then with increasing confidence. 
 
   Kendall watched in disbelief as the intractable mare walked quietly around the cobbled yard, her ears pricked and her tail swishing lazily as she had a good look around her. Rowan sat easily on her back, guiding her with his legs, the halter rope held loosely in one hand.  Why isn’t she rearing and bucking and fighting like she always does with me, the Commandant’s nephew wondered. The cursed mare seemed to be almost dancing as she first trotted, then cantered happily in big circles and figures-of- eight. Gods! Her damned paces are good, he thought in amazement as he suddenly realised what he was really seeing. He shook his head slowly. No, it wasn’t possible… it simply wasn’t… possible…
 
   The mare stopped near the gawping Corporal and Rowan slipped from her back and tickled her ears. Priya closed her eyes blissfully and leaned against him. At least he could retrain her to accept a bit again when her mouth was healed, he thought. He wouldn’t let any horse be ruined by a poor frightened fool like this.
 
   “Well, not so unrideable after all, it seems. Not even impossible, really. I think Den Triss’s loss is our gain,” Rowan said. 
 
   “But… but, Sir! How…?” Kendall gabbled.
 
   Rowan smiled at him and took pity on him.
 
   “I truly don’t know ‘how’, Kendall,” he said slowly, “It’s just something I’ve always been able to do, as long as I can remember. I don’t understand it any more than anyone else does. But I wanted you to see that I truly can help you, if you’ll allow me to. Now, come over here and pat her. Gently.”
 
   “But…but…you saw what she was like with me, she’ll…”
 
   “If she does, then she does. You’ll just have to get out of her way. But I don’t think she will. You must do it calmly and gently though. She won’t hurt you while I’m here. Do you believe me?”
 
   Kendall looked at the mare standing so quietly beside Rowan. She was absently lipping at his hair. How could she possibly be so calm now? And how the hell had Rowan ridden her like that? He took a deep breath and nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye…I think so…”
 
   “Good. Then come and pat her. Let her sniff your hand first, like this… Did that bloody fool of an uncle of yours never…? Your pardon, I forgot myself. Did our esteemed Commandant never show you how to do this?”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   Rowan shook his head in wonderment. Truly, some people had no idea, he thought. He supposed that all the riding masters since had simply assumed that Kendall had more or less known what he was doing. He shook his head again
 
   “Just a moment,” he scrabbled about in a pocket and produced something that made the mare prick her ears and snuffle at his hand insistently. “Just wait, greedy Priya. Kendall will give it to you…” he said with a laugh.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “’Tis only a peppermint. Horses seem to love them, and if you give it to her she’ll like you better too.”
 
   Rowan smiled to himself as he watched Kendall very carefully give the mare the peppermint on his outstretched palm. The man’s worried face suddenly lit up like a child’s as Priya sniffed and snuffled at his hand, crunched the sweet happily and then pushed at him with her nose as she looked for more.
 
   “You see? Now, it’s not a magic cure, but it’s a start. She didn’t bite you, did she?”
 
   “No… no, she didn’t. But… but what if you weren’t here?”
 
   “Then I’d be very careful if I were you. Horses have good memories, so I doubt she’d be too happy to see you. But a bit of bribery and corruption will always help. And truly, I think she’s probably a fairly feisty mare anyway. I think you’ll do better with old Egbert over here, at least for a while…”
 
   “Old Egbert…?”
 
   “Aye, every garrison should have an Egbert.” Rowan grinned. “He’s trained more recruits than you’ve had hot meals. He’s a patient, gentle old thing; mind you, he’ll still dump you if he thinks you deserve it… won’t you, old lad?” this last to a sleepy looking bay gelding that was going grey around the muzzle. 
 
   Egbert nodded his head, a serious look on his long face. Rowan laughed and tickled the horse’s ears and gave Kendall another peppermint. Kendall passed it on and stroked the old horse’s nose as it happily crunched it up.
 
   “There you are… a good supply of peppermints and the old boy’s happy. Now, first thing tomorrow, you and Egbert will be joining me for a session. No spurs and no whip, please. And I warn you, we’ll be starting with the very basics and we’ll be working hard.”  
 
   “Aye, Sir.” Kendall couldn’t believe that he was actually stroking a horse’s face and that the horse seemed perfectly happy about it. And he was actually looking forward to riding for the first time since he was six.
 
   **********
 
   A noisy group of recruits came across the cobbled stable yard. They quietened down as they neared the stable and then again as they saw that Rowan was already there. A sheepish looking Kendall was just behind them. They came to attention and saluted their Captain as one.
 
   Rowan smiled at them as he returned their salute.
 
   “A good morning to you, lads,” he said amiably, “Just behind you is Corporal Lorrissen, who’s joined us from Den Tripp. A very severe garrison it is too, so he’ll take no nonsense from you lot.” He almost laughed at the wide-eyed, wary faces staring at Kendall.
 
   “And this bunch of layabouts are some of our first-year recruits, Gods help us,” he said to Kendall with a grin.
 
   “Are you going to join us again today, Captain?” a couple of the lads asked eagerly.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
    “No, Gren, Farran. Not today, I’m sorry to say. But possibly in a few days, I think,” he said.
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   Kendall thought the lads sounded disappointed.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m sure Horsemaster Stell can still manage the lot of you well enough without me there to terrorise you,” Rowan said, trying to sound stern.
 
   All of the lads looked at each other and grinned.
 
   “Oh, no, Sir!” several of them said.
 
   “Cheeky buggers. Well, get on with it, lads… maybe you can beat Sergeant Stell out to the parade ground for once. Not you, please, Corporal.”
 
   “Aye, Sir!” the lads chorused and headed quickly to their horses.
 
   Rowan shook his head as the recruits clattered off out of the stables surprisingly quickly, headed for the parade ground.
 
   “Not a chance!” he laughed to Kendall, “Stell came in here when I did. They’re a good lot of lads, but it wouldn’t do for them to know it.”
 
   “Sir, do you always go to the recruits’ riding classes?” Kendall asked curiously. He’d been surprised at the easy, but obviously respectful, relationship between the recruits and their Captain. Rowan had even known the lads’ names. Kendall had been terrified of his first Captain, a cold and arrogant man who’d barely acknowledged his recruits’ existence and who’d treated them like dirt when he did. 
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No. I go when I can, but it’s not a regular thing. Of course I’ll go if Stell asks me, or if he’s having problems with one of the lads for whatever reason. It’s a big recruit intake here, that was only half of them, and sometimes Stell just needs some extra hands. Like everywhere else we’re always short of instructors. I was Horsemaster at a couple of my postings and there always seemed to be too many awful riders and not enough teachers. And sometimes it just happens that I’m out training my own horses when Stell takes the lads out to the paddocks.” Rowan shrugged. “I like it, to be truthful. But then anything beats doing bloody paperwork.”
 
   “Aren’t we going out with the lads, Sir?” Kendall asked cautiously, thinking it impossible that Rowan could have forgotten.
 
   “Not yet, but we will in a few days’ time, never fear. Would you rather we went with them now?”
 
   “No, Sir,” Kendall said fervently, “I mean, er, no thank you, Sir. But thank you for the opportunity, Sir.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “ Aye, I think it’ll be better to join them in a couple of days. Now… Egbert is over here…”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



16. “You play a dangerous game, Captain. A very dangerous game indeed.”
 
    
 
   Sergeant Desson Sorensen was sitting behind the desk outside the Commandant’s office; a bit glumly, it had to be said. This was nobody’s favourite duty but at least young Red did share it around fairly, Desson thought. Really, the garrison had never been better run, not even by poor Johan. The lad had done a fine job as Johan’s 2i/c, and now he was doing a fine job as Captain too, no matter that the Commandant went out of his way to make it difficult for him. For a moment Desson wondered vaguely what the Commandant’s obvious problem with Red was. Of course, the old boy had always been a right old pest, but Johan hadn’t had to put up with so much nonsense… Desson let his mind wander onto the more pleasant subject of an early lunch.
 
    “A good morning to you, Sergeant Desson, is the Commandant available for a few minutes?” a soft lilting voice enquired pleasantly.
 
   The Sergeant jumped, then scrambled to his feet and saluted his Captain. Gods, he thought, how in the Nether Hells does he do that? He makes less noise than the stable cat, and the damned cat doesn’t wear boots or carry a sabre. 
 
   “Er… good morning, Sir,” Desson said quickly, “Aye, Sir, the Commandant’s not doing anything this morning…” his voice trailed away as his ears caught up with his mouth. 
 
   He looked across and thought he saw a quick grin flash across the Captain’s face, but he wasn’t sure.
 
   “Good, I wouldn’t like to think he was being overworked,” Rowan said, keeping a straight face with difficulty, “Would you ask him if I might see him now, please?”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   Desson disappeared into the Commandant’s office and returned quite quickly.
 
   “Aye, Sir. He said he could spare you a few minutes now, Sir.”
              “Can he indeed? Good. Thank you, Sergeant.” Rowan acknowledged the man’s salute and entered the Commandant’s office, telling himself as he went that he mustn’t lose his temper no matter what.
 
   “Well? What is it, Captain? I trust it is urgent?” the Commandant demanded in his nasal voice.
 
   Rowan saluted, his face unreadable as he sighed inwardly. So he was going to be like that was he, the old goat. Didn’t his mother or anyone else ever teach him some bloody manners? Apparently not.
 
   “A good morning to you, Commandant. Thank you for seeing me now,” he said amiably, “Sir, we have a problem that needs to be sorted out.”
 
   “A problem, Captain? You interrupt me with a ‘problem’?” The Commandant frowned at him. “But surely it’s your job to resolve any problems in this garrison?”
 
   Rowan sighed to himself again. What had he done to deserve this, he wondered, and not for the first time.
 
   “Aye, Sir, it is. And I hope to resolve this one too. Today, I hope. May I speak frankly, Sir?”
 
   “You always do, Captain. But, aye, you have my permission to speak frankly now,” the Commandant replied sourly.
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Rowan hesitated for a moment. He was here now, he thought, so he might as well say his piece. Frankly. Put his foot down with a firm hand, as Telli had said. He looked the Commandant in the eye. “Sir, do you have a problem with the way this garrison is run? Do the troops not meet with your approval, or do you feel that they are somehow not up to standard? … Or perhaps that discipline is lacking? Or performance? Training?”
 
   The Commandant looked surprised. The garrison of Den Siddon was the best-run garrison in Wirran, and its troopers were the best men available. Always had been, always would be.
 
   “No, Captain,” he said slowly, “I have no problems with any of that. But as we’re being frank, I must say that I’m surprised you would ask.”
 
   “Aye Sir, so am I, but I’m asking because you seem to find it necessary to question every decision I make. I have the respect and trust of the men, but not yours.” And I hope that shocked you, you old bastard, Rowan thought. You couldn’t speak frankly if your life depended on it.
 
   “I would remind you, Captain, that I am the Commandant of the Guard of Wirran, and as such I am your Commanding Officer,” the Commandant said coldly.
 
   Rowan nodded his head, but still looked straight into the Commandant’s pale blue eyes.
 
   “Aye, Sir. You are, and I certainly respect that. But you did say that I might speak to you candidly, Sir. I feel that you should be able to respect me in turn and trust me to do my job without feeling the need to interfere in the day to day running of the garrison. If I do need assistance, I will certainly ask for it. If you have a problem with the way that I conduct myself, or if you feel that I’m incapable of performing my duties, then of course you must say so. But not in front of the men, please, Sir. That isn’t right. And if there’s no problem, Sir, then with the greatest possible respect, please allow me to run this garrison as I see fit. I do know what I’m doing, Sir.” There, chew on that. May it choke you.
 
   The Commandant’s rather florid face became even more so as he glared at Rowan.
 
   “‘Interference’, Captain? Did I hear you correctly?” he demanded angrily.
 
   Rowan nodded again, keeping a tight hold on his own temper. He knew that he wasn’t imagining things or being overly sensitive. The Commandant took every opportunity he could to question Rowan’s decisions and undermine his authority, usually in front of the troops as he’d said, and he’d had enough of it. Johan hadn’t had to put up with nearly so much nonsense and Rowan saw no reason why he should either. He’d been chosen to do this job, and presumably the Commandant had given his approval of it. The old bugger should just leave him to get on with it. And if he needed help… as he’d also said, he’d ask.
 
   “Aye, Sir, you did indeed hear me correctly. If you feel that I’m unsuited to be Captain of this garrison, or that I’m incapable of performing my duties to your satisfaction, then with your permission I shall apply for a transfer to another garrison,” Rowan said calmly.
 
   “You play a dangerous game, Captain. A very dangerous game indeed.”
 
   “No, Sir, with respect. I don’t play games of that sort, Sir. What you see standing before you is what I am, and what I say is what I mean. I’m a damned good Guardsman, Sir, and I’m perfectly capable of doing my job without supervision or assistance. You need only review my record if you’re uncertain,” Rowan hated arrogance in all its forms, but he didn’t believe in false modesty either. He simply gave an honest appraisal of his own abilities as he would with anyone else’s, if asked. He shook his head slowly. “I don’t know what your problem with me is, Commandant, but if there is something that I’ve said or done to offend you then I apologise for it. You need only tell me what it is and I’ll make sure that it doesn’t happen again. But Sir, and again with all possible respect, I cannot accept your interference in the running of the garrison or in the performance of my duties when you say you are satisfied with the state of the garrison and the men under my command.”
 
   The Commandant looked at him with narrowed eyes.
 
   “And you would transfer to another garrison, Captain?”
 
   “Aye, Sir. I certainly will if you are unhappy with my performance here. I can only do my best and if that’s not good enough for you then I shall happily transfer elsewhere.”
 
   “Perhaps you’d like to go to Den Kara then?” the Commandant said with a sneer, naming a tiny garrison on the far eastern border of Wirran that was notorious for the fiery heat of its summers and the hot dry winds that blew for weeks on end, sapping strength and sanity from the handful of misfits who served there, to say nothing of its bitter winters and the sheer tedium of the place. And it truly was bleak and barren, with scarcely a tree or anything else to its name, unlike the beautiful lush greenness of the rest of Wirran. It would be especially hellish for a forester.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “’Tis all the same to me, Commandant. If you feel that’s where I could best serve the Guard, then that’s where I’ll go. Would you like me to leave now, Sir, or would tomorrow do?”
 
   The Commandant couldn’t hide his shock and dismay at Rowan’s easy acceptance of Den Kara. To be Captain of Den Siddon was the goal of every Wirran Guardsman, and not something to be… No. Surely he wouldn’t throw away everything he’d worked so hard for just like that, would he?  Mind you, the blasted man’s word was his bond and he was such a stubborn bugger that he probably would do just that.
 
   Rowan kept a straight face though he was laughing inside. You old windbag, he thought. Just because I don’t play your stupid little games doesn’t mean that I don’t know how to.
 
   The Commandant pulled himself together with an effort. He frowned fiercely at the man standing straight and tall and unwavering opposite him.
 
   “I could break you back to trooper, you know...”
 
   “Aye, Sir, you surely could. But I do believe that you’d need to have a better reason for it than simple personal dislike, Sir.”
 
   The Commandant glared at him again. The cursed young Captain was right, he thought. And dammit, he probably WAS the best Guardsman he’d seen in his entire long career. Certainly the best horseman, and a brilliant swordsman too. The only dual Champion ever. The Commandant sighed to himself. And, truth be told, he ran the garrison well too: he was a born leader and the troopers respected him utterly and would follow him anywhere; they were a credit to his command. The Commandant couldn’t even complain about his behaviour either: Rowan was always quietly spoken and though he could be very blunt and direct, he was polite and respectful, his discipline and bearing beyond reproach. And he wasn’t even an arrogant man, though he was certainly entitled to be with his record. Dual Champion, Weapons Master, all the rest of it… Silver Spurs at, what, seventeen? Not even that? The Commandant fought down the familiar surge of anger. Absurd after so damned long… and really, it had been that damned fool Telli Carlson’s fault anyway.
 
   Mind you, the bloody man did himself no favours with his unpredictable attendances at the Galas and Balls, the Commandant mused grumpily. Somehow he always seemed to have business elsewhere: legitimate garrison business, to be sure, but still… To be fair, he did his duty with good grace when he did turn up, the Commandant thought sourly. The dowagers adored him for his beautiful manners and light feet and natural charm and of course Rowan’s handsome face and athlete’s grace did him no harm either. The unfortunate fact that the Commandant had none of these attributes didn’t come into it.  
 
   But, ridiculous as it was, the thing that stuck in the Commandant’s craw was that the most outstanding Guardsman seen in Wirran or anywhere else for a very long time - many would even say ‘ever’ – wasn’t a Wirran at all. Never would be. He was Siannen. And he wasn’t even a damned Siannen gentleman either; no, this brilliant young man was forester-born and proud of it. Even after all his years in Wirran, his soft lilting accent hadn’t changed at all, and he still wore the traditional foresters’ braid; he’d be Siannen until the day he died. 
 
   And of course the other thing that irritated the Commandant almost beyond bearing was that his own daughter was totally infatuated with the handsome young Captain and never stopped talking about him. Rowan was polite and courteous with Therese, always had been, but it was obvious to everyone but her that he simply wasn’t interested in her in the way she wanted him to be. It didn’t stop her obsession with him though, and very wearing it was too. None of this was Rowan’s fault of course; he couldn’t help it if some silly girl took a liking to his pretty face, but still… Hmm. If he was to transfer elsewhere, now…
 
   Suddenly common sense intruded into the Commandant’s musings. Who could replace Rowan as Captain of the garrison? None of the other garrison Captains, certainly… except possibly that fellow Shennason, or maybe Yeo, at a pinch. All of the Den Siddon Lieutenants were good men, especially the 2i/c, Lieutenant Fonstarren… Arrufsen… well, whatever his name was. That fellow with the curls. And they were all Wirrans too, mostly of good families, but none of them was as talented as this cursed Siannen. That’s why Johan had chosen him to be his 2i/c, of course. No, he truly was exceptional, even better than Johan had been, though it pained him to admit it. And the dual Champion as well: that reflected well on the garrison too, dammit. No, he’d be a laughing stock if he let Rowan go.
 
   “Your request for transfer is denied, Captain,” the Commandant said frostily, “I’m disappointed, indeed astounded, that you would regard well-meant advice and guidance to a new, very young commanding officer as ‘interference’, but rest assured that I shall not burden you thus in the future. In the meantime, I expect respect and obedience from you in all things. Dismissed.”    
 
   “Aye, Sir. You have that already, Sir, and that won’t change. Thank you for your time, Sir.” Rowan saluted smartly, pivoted neatly and strode out. You stupid old bugger, he thought, true respect must be earned. He certainly respected the Commandant’s rank and would never show his scorn for the man himself to anyone but Fess, in private, but his thoughts were his own business.
 
   Sergeant Desson watched Rowan step outside, leap onto his black stallion’s bare back, and head off to the parade ground. One of the many things his troopers admired about him was that he was happy to share his expertise with his men and he certainly didn’t consider it beneath him to help teach the new recruits to ride properly. He even found time to take care of his two stallions himself and they were the best-presented and best-trained animals in the entire garrison.  Well, he was a Horse Master, after all.
 
   The Commandant seemed to be doing a lot of swearing and unnecessary crashing about inside his office, Desson realised, though the heavy oak door between them was firmly closed. Like all troopers, the old boy had a good grasp of profanity, but he didn’t seem to be multilingual in the art as the best were. Some, like Red, could swear fluently in eight or nine languages, and most could manage at least four or five.
 
   Dammit, Red, I wish you weren’t so quietly spoken, Desson thought sadly. I couldn’t hear a bloody word you said and I’d sell my old Granny to know what the hell that was all about.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



17. “That bird has flown, Bella.” 
 
                 
 
   A couple of months later the Wirran troopers were ambling back towards Den Siddon after several weeks in the field. The line was in perfect order, but their Captain was in no hurry to return and they all knew why: The Commandant’s Year’s Turn Ball would be held that night.
 
   “Ye Gods, Sir, if we don’t get a move on it’ll be time for the Midwinter Ball,” Fess said to his Captain.
 
   “And would that be such a bad thing?” the Captain said morosely. “At least it’d mean we’d missed out on this one.”
 
   Fess moved his horse a little closer to his friend’s grey stallion and said quietly so that the troopers wouldn’t hear, “Rowan, you know damn well you’ve got to put in an appearance this time. You’ve missed out on the last two, and the Commandant hasn’t forgotten it. You know what a vindictive old bugger he is.”
 
   Rowan sighed.
 
   “Only too well. Aye, you’re right, Fess… it’s just that they’re so bloody boring. I like dancing with pretty girls as much as the next man, but these damned formal Balls and things the Commandant insists on are ludicrous. All that bowing and scraping and carrying on gives me the irrits. And let’s face it, I always have to entertain the fat old dowagers while the commandant’s trying to impress their fat ugly wealthy old husbands. I wouldn’t care if they didn’t simper so much and try to marry me off to their cursed daughters. And their daughters are usually plain at best; well, truly, that doesn’t matter a damn but they’re generally so damned vain and arrogant they’d put a Crellian glory bird to shame. And I’m sorry to say it, but they’re usually bloody brainless into the bargain. Beldar’s breeks! That makes me sound as stupid and shallow as they are.”
 
   Fess looked across at his friend in surprise. Rowan always said what he thought, but he wasn’t usually so… so scathing.  In fact his good manners were the stuff of legend; so too his grasp of profanity, which was impressive even among the troopers. 
 
   Rowan sat his horse with a grace and ease that was envied by the entire garrison. He was tall at six feet three, with broad shoulders and a strong lean body and he was young for his rank, and looked younger than he was, poor man. Fess knew that that rank was well earned though; Rowan knew his job and was very good at it, and the troopers respected their Captain absolutely. His dark red hair was neatly confined in the traditional forester’s braid of his native Sian and his unusual mottled green-brown eyes were fringed with long dark lashes that any woman would envy. His beard was a couple of shades darker than his hair and did at least make him look a little older. It suited him well too. Truly too handsome for his own good, thought Fess, though Rowan seemed completely unimpressed by his own good looks and was certainly not vain, stupid or shallow.
 
   Fess smiled as he rubbed his own blond curly whiskers. Beards weren’t banned in the Guard, but they weren’t encouraged either. Rowan had a sense of mischief about him though, particularly when the Commandant was being especially trying, and he always liked to see the Commandant’s face at inspection when the entire garrison was bearded, as it inevitably seemed to be once their Captain had decided to grow his own whiskers again. And of course it was much simpler not having to shave when out in the field. Usually Rowan was cheerful and good-natured, a fine man, a fine Guardsman, and a fine Captain, but Fess knew he’d had to put up with far too much nonsense from the Commandant since he’d been promoted to Captain after Johan’s untimely death.
 
   “Well, Rowan… you need to either murder the Commandant, or find a good woman,” Fess said cheerfully. 
 
   Rowan grinned at him suddenly.
 
   “Good thinking, Fess! But if I murdered the old bastard tonight you’d have to hang me tomorrow. It hardly seems worth it somehow. And I don’t imagine there’ll be too many ‘good women’ there tonight either. Only dowagers and crones and vapid daughters with too many frills and flounces than is good for them and no more life to them than last week’s fish.”
 
   “And money, Rowan. Don’t forget that. You’re just too fussy, that’s your problem.”
 
   “You’ve been talking to my sister, haven’t you?” he said suspiciously as he thought about it. “Ah, maybe you’re right, but I still don’t want to end up with some simpering harpy with a voice like a rasp and not a brain in her silly head, no matter how pretty she is or how wealthy her father might be…”
 
   “You’re a better man than me, Rowan.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Not according to the Commandant, I’m not!  Ah, well, I suppose we’d better just get on with it then.” He signalled to the troopers to hurry up a bit as his grey leapt forward into a gallop.
 
   **********
 
   “Damn these bloody collars! Whoever thought them up should be hanged at dawn,” Rowan said viciously as he tried to struggle into his dress uniform. He didn’t want to give the Commandant the satisfaction of his being late, but the more he tried to hurry, the slower he seemed to be.  He really should have made more of an effort to get back to the garrison earlier, he thought. “Fess! Could you give me a hand please?”
 
   Fess put his curly blonde head around the door.
 
   “Gods, Rowan, what are you doing? Here, let me…” he fumbled with the very awkward buttoning of the high collar, but finally got it right. “Let me have a look at you.”
 
   Rowan stood straight and tall in front of him, freshly bathed, his braided hair glossy, and his beard neatly trimmed and braided in the g’Hakken manner. Straight-faced, he sucked in his flat belly and puffed out his chest as he turned his hands over for his friend to inspect. They were well scrubbed and very clean, but there’d been little he could do about the inevitable calluses all Guardsmen bore. Of course it wouldn’t do for the fine ladies to have to put up with such things during the Ball, but that was the reason for the soft black leather dress gloves in his pocket. He pivoted neatly and came back to face Fess.  Rowan’s severe black uniform was perfect and looked very well on him, with the Silver Eagles of his Captain’s rank gleaming on his shoulders and the double-headed eagle of Den Siddon on his chest. His silver buttons and black boots were beautifully polished, and he’d remembered to tie the red silken tassels of rank around his sabre, too. His g’Hakken sabre was both his everyday sabre and his dress sabre, a most unusual thing for Champions to do, but Rowan knew the dwarves preferred their fine blades to be used rather than not, and his certainly saw service. Of course it didn’t bear the decorative cords and tassels every day. Only the Commandant’s sabre did that, which Rowan and Fess privately thought showed how little he actually used the damned thing.  But even with all of Rowan’s effort, Fess frowned at him severely. 
 
   “Medals, Rowan! Medals! And where the hell are the Silver Spurs!”   
 
   “Damnation! Couldn’t I just…?” Rowan saw his friend’s exasperation. “All right, all right. Medals it is… and the cursed Spurs as well…”
 
   He hunted around in the little chest beside his bed. No. Not there. Where in the Nether Hells…? Ah. Maybe… He went to a bigger chest, delved to the bottom again and scrabbled about. Silently he handed the impressive collection of honours to Fess.
 
   “Gods, you’re hopeless tonight, Rowan. Anyone would think you didn’t want to go to this damned… AH! Bloody Hells!” Fess swore as he pinned the medals onto Rowan’s chest, skewering his finger with one of the Champion’s Medals.
 
   Fess looked up to see Rowan trying valiantly not to laugh. He looked at the blood trickling from the end of his finger and burst into laughter too.
 
   “I truly don’t know who’s more hopeless, you or me for putting up with you,” he chuckled. “Now come on, you idiot, SIR, put the damned Spurs on and get your backside downstairs to this bloody Ball!”              
 
   **********
 
   Ysabella sighed as she watched her best friend trying to tame her wild black curls. Truly, they were a nightmare, she was just grateful she didn’t have them herself. She patted her own sleek blond hair absently.
 
   “Can I help you with that, Zara?” she said.
 
   Zara looked at her gratefully.
 
   “Would you? Oh, thank you, Bella. I don’t know what I’m going to do with it, we’re late enough as it is…”
 
   They were, too. They should have already left for the Commandant’s cursed Ball, Zara knew. She should feel pleased to be going, but she’d only got back from Thallassia yesterday and truly, this was the last thing she felt like doing. But she’d been away for nearly twelve months, travelling with her silk merchant father and her mother, and Bella had raced around to see her today all excited about going to the Ball and in a weak moment she’d said yes, she’d love to go too. So here she was in her friend’s parents’ home, getting ready. 
 
   Bella gathered the long silken curls in her hands and looked at them helplessly.
 
   “Gods, Zara, I don’t know what to do with it either. How about if I braid it…?”
 
   “Do you think that’d be all right? We haven’t got much time. Is the Commandant’s Ball a very grand affair?”
 
   Bella laughed as she set to work. She deftly parted Zara’s hair down the middle and started to braid one side close to her head. Mama always said you had to be very beautiful to wear your hair parted in the middle, or else so plain that it simply didn’t matter. She looked at her friend’s lovely face in the mirror and thought that she wouldn’t need to worry about the severity of the style.
 
   “The Commandant thinks it is! But, no, it’s not too grand really. To be truthful, the best part is dancing with the handsome young Guardsmen.”
 
   “Papa said poor Captain Johan was killed while we were away…”
 
   “Oh! He was, poor man. He fell off his horse and just, just died. The troopers were devastated. The new Captain is that Siannen fellow, Ro-Hahn… no, Rowan… Rowan something or other. Oh, you know how complicated those Siannen names are! And to be truthful, I’ve never actually met him. He’s almost never at the Balls and Galas and things, and when he is, they say he seems to be kept busy by all the old crones. He’s said to be very handsome though, and a beautiful dancer. Papa says he’s very young to be Captain of such a big garrison, young to be a Captain at all.”
 
   Bella prattled happily on as she deftly wove her friend’s hair into something that at least looked like it had had some time spent on it. She’d done the sides and thought she might plait the back and sort of loop it around… A heavy knocking at the door stopped her though.
 
   “Come on, you two! Get a move on. Your mother’s already in the carriage, Bella!” Her father’s voice shouted anxiously.
 
   “Yes, Papa. We’re coming, er… right now!”
 
   “Don’t worry, Bella. Just tie a ribbon around the ends, perhaps a nice red one if you’ve got it, and leave the back loose. If the Commandant or the crones don’t like it, that’s their problem.”
 
   “You’re a wicked woman, Zara! Gods, I’ve missed you.”
 
   The two friends hugged quickly and headed for the door; small, pretty Bella with her blonde hair piled fashionably on her head, her flounced and be-ribboned blue gown exactly matching her big blue eyes and tall, slender Zara, painfully aware that her hair was curling madly down her back and that her plain black silk gown was hideously old-fashioned.
 
   **********
 
   They arrived at the big oak doors at almost the same time as a pair of Guardsmen who seemed to have an oddly furtive look about them. They were both tall and handsome in their black uniforms. The darker-haired, perhaps slightly shorter of the two bowed gracefully to their party, wished them a good evening in a soft lilting voice and stepped back further into the shadows so they could enter first. He elbowed the big blonde fellow surreptitiously in the ribs. This one jumped slightly, and then bowed and stepped back in his turn. The two Guards slipped through the doorway behind them as they were announced and disappeared into the crowded room.
 
   “Dammit, Rowan! I was just about to…”
 
   “Too slow, Fess. Too slow. Who were they, do you know?”
 
   “Them?” Fess looked back at the little group still coming down the steps. “That’s the Mayor and his good lady. The pretty little blonde is their daughter, Ysabella. Hmm, I don’t know who the brunette is…” he frowned thoughtfully.
 
   “Never mind, it’ll be the crones and hags for me, as poor Johan always said. At least the Commandant hasn’t noticed we’re, er, slightly late,” Rowan looked around carefully. No, they’d made it safely inside. He sighed. Now to just get it over with and get back to his peaceful barracks.
 
   “Zara, Zara! That was the new Captain of the Guard, I think. I told you he was handsome, and so is his friend,” Bella whispered excitedly.
 
   “Which one, Bella?” Zara asked without much interest. She truly hadn’t taken that much notice and the Guards seemed to have been lurking in the dimmest lit part by the door anyway. Besides, she’d really rather be safely back at home in her own room, getting ready for bed.
 
   “The dark one. He’s supposed to have red hair, though, I thought. Look, there he is with old Lady Melissa. Oh! Look at all his medals!”
 
   The Guard Captain was tall and handsome and oddly exotic with his braided hair and beard. He led a simpering old crone out onto the dance floor, his expression pleasant but revealing nothing and as he passed under a chandelier his hair glowed a dark auburn. What beautiful coloured hair, Zara thought absently, but it was wasted on a man. Rowan danced away, light-footed and elegant with his ponderous partner.
 
   The evening wore on. The Guardsmen did their duty with good grace as they danced with the fine ladies the Commandant had gathered together for the Ball and they cheered up noticeably as they finally managed to dance with the some of the young women who sat impatiently with their families around the hall. Most of the Guard were good dancers, but a couple of the younger ones were a bit apt to tread on toes, Zara found. Still, at least she was enjoying herself more than the hapless Captain of the Guard. He was still stuck with the, er, older and larger ladies, as Bella giggled to Zara irreverently. He’d even introduced himself to the Mayor and asked for permission to dance with his wife. That good lady was gushing as she sat beside her daughter and Zara.
 
   “Oh, my dears, he’s so handsome. And so pleasant and easy to talk to. He’s not arrogant at all, even with all those medals. And he hasn’t lost his charming accent! Oh, and he’s such a wonderful dancer…”              she’d broken off, watching thoughtfully as Rowan piloted old Miss Caroline back to her seat. He bowed to the old lady, smiled at her, and disappeared among the rest of the Guards. Suddenly he was there in front of them. He bowed and turned to the Mayor.              
 
   “I wondered if I might dance with your lovely daughter, Sir, with your permission?”              He’d smiled charmingly at both girls as the Mayor nodded. He moved towards Bella as she started to rise. 
 
   “Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist at your service, my lady,” he said as he bowed over her hand. Bella blushed prettily as she took his arm.
 
      Zara watched Rowan and Bella whirling around the floor. He really was a very good dancer, she thought, as light and quick on his feet as a cat. They made a striking couple among all the rest: he tall, lean and elegant in his black uniform, his thick auburn braid swinging almost to his waist, and sweet, pretty blonde Bella in her lovely blue dress. As she watched them he raised his head and winked cheekily at Zara.
 
    Zara stared at Rowan’s retreating back as the dancers spun away. No, she must have imagined it. For a start, nobody would be looking at her when Bella was around. She was used to this and didn’t resent it at all. She knew she wasn’t exactly ugly herself, far from it to be completely honest, but for some reason blonde blue-eyed Bella had always been the one the lads had flocked around. Probably because she herself was too outspoken, she thought ruefully. Her father, Gods love him, was always telling her off about it.
 
   Rowan escorted a glowing Bella back to them, thanked her for the privilege of the dance, bowed again and turned to the Mayor.
 
   “Perhaps I might dance with your other beautiful daughter, too, Sir?”
 
   Zara heard herself start to speak. Shut up, Zara, shut up, she thought in horror, but she was too late to stop herself.
 
   “He’s not my father.”
 
   Unfazed, Rowan smiled happily at her.
 
   “In that case, my lady, I shall ask you. My name is Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist, Captain of this garrison, and I would be honoured if you might allow me to dance with you.”
 
   “I, er… ah…” she dithered and looked up into his laughing green-brown eyes. What a strange colour they were. Quite beautiful though. “Thank you, I shall be, er…”
 
   “The honour is mine, my lady,” he said, carefully helping her to her feet.
 
   “Who is your father then, my lady, if not that esteemed gent yonder?” Rowan asked as they danced lightly away.
 
   “His name is Marlon Piret, Captain d’Quill, er, del… Dammit! Why do Siannen names have to be so bloody complicated!”
 
   Rowan tried very hard not to laugh as the sheer dreadfulness of what she’d said dawned on her. He smiled down at her flushed face and moved one foot a little before her too-hastily planted one squashed it.
 
   “Rowan, Lady Zara… just call me Rowan. ‘Tis my name after all. Or I suppose you could call me ‘Red’ as the men do when they think I can’t hear them, but truly I do prefer my own name to that. But as to the rest of it, well… There’s a method to all the madness. The name tells you all you need to know about someone without having to ask awkward questions or make boring small talk. We’re very practical people, us Siannens and truly, no Siannen ever born has been better than useless at small talk.” Not like these long-winded Wirrans, he thought to himself, they could talk the leg off an iron pot. He smiled at Zara again. She seemed a bit less embarrassed now. He kept going. “Let me see… well, in my case… Rowan, that’s me; and d’Rhys tells you my father is named Rhys; on my Guard papers is d’Rhuary for his father too and some other bits and pieces, but I don’t use all that else it could go on forever, and the del’Quist bit tells you where I’m from: Borl Quist. ‘Borl’ only means ‘town’ or ‘town of’ anyway, so it gets left out in the interests of, er, brevity. And my braid tells you I’m forester-born. It will even tell you my clan if you look at it closely and ask it nicely. ‘Tis easy, my lady, truly.”
 
   She considered it. Yes, it was easy after all, when it was explained properly. She looked up at him, grateful for his skillful handling of her stupidity. He really was very handsome, she thought, and the Mayor’s wife had been right about his soft beguiling accent and beautiful manners. She hadn’t mentioned his easy smile or his wicked sense of humour though. Truly, this man was a charmer, even though he seemed to be completely unaware of it himself. Thank the Gods for that, she thought fervently. Too many good-looking, charming men were simply insufferable, but not this one.    
 
   “And which clan would your braid tell me if I were to ask it properly?”
 
   “Forest Giant, my lady. The six-strand braid is Forest Giant clan; most of us are in the northeast of Sian, as most of the Forest Giants are.” Rowan looked down at her puzzled face and smiled again. “No, Lady Zara, not the sort of giants you might be thinking of. The Forest Giants are trees: huge, beautiful trees, which are said to be the tallest and biggest in the world. They only grow in Sian, and not everywhere there either. They’re wonderful things, full of birds and possums and lizards and insects and, and little beasties that scamper up and down and around them. When they’re in flower they’re filled with so many noisy parrots that you can hardly hear yourself think.” 
 
   He paused and for a fleeting moment he looked sad.
 
   “You miss them, don’t you?” Zara said softly.
 
   He nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye, my lady, I do. I miss them very much.”
 
   Lately he’d thought that it was very nearly time for him to take his two stallions and go home to join Griff in their long-held dream of breeding and training horses. If only that damned pest Rollo of Plait would go away, he felt he could go with a clear conscience.
 
   He frowned suddenly at something that had caught his attention across the dance floor.
 
   “I’m so sorry, my Lady Zara, but I must just set that lout straight,” he said as he steered them quickly across to a befuddled young Guardsman who was dancing with a rather portly matron. The poor lad seemed to have developed two left feet, Zara saw.
 
   They hovered close by as Rowan apologised to the long-suffering woman for the interruption and then spoke very softly into the Guardsman’s ear. Zara couldn’t hear what was said, but the young man reddened, then blanched suddenly and looked horrified.
 
   “Aye, Sir! I’m very sorry, Sir. It won’t happen again, Sir. Er, er, your pardon, Sir,” he stammered.
 
   “You might just mention it to the other lads too, please, Jason,” Rowan said pleasantly, “And it’s this good lady you should be apologising to, not me.” He turned to the portly lady and smiled at her. “I do beg your pardon, Lady Mirielle. Truly, some of these young lads aren’t safe to be let out in polite society.”
 
   She dimpled at him, waving away his apologies. The young Guardsman’s footwork had improved markedly as he hastily steered his rotund partner away.
 
   “What on earth did you say to him? I thought he was going to faint for a moment there,” Zara said in amazement. 
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at her.
 
   “Who, Jason? Oh. I just told him I’d seen working bullocks that could dance better than him, and if he didn’t improve very bloody smartly, er, your pardon, very smartly, he’d be mucking out the stables from now until MidWinter Festival.” Rowan grinned suddenly. “But I think it wasn’t until I mentioned that if he’d not made good progress by the time you and I have reached that column over there, then he and the next two clodhoppers I see will be entertaining the Commandant’s wife for the rest of the evening, that I really did manage to encourage him to change his ways.”
 
   Zara had almost forgotten that her softly spoken, light-footed partner was indeed the Captain of the largest and most important garrison in Wirran, ultimately responsible only to the Commandant. And the Commandant was widely spoken of as being next to useless at anything except for organising Galas and Balls. She looked at him again with new eyes. 
 
   He carried his authority lightly, but it was undeniably there though he looked not all that much older than the fast-disappearing Jason. She was surprised to recognise a couple of his medals too. They certainly didn’t hand those out just because a man had a fascinating accent and turned up to morning inspection on time. She smiled at him.
 
   “Which one is the Commandant’s wife?”
 
   “Bertha? Sorry, Lady Berthilde, I meant to say. She’s the lady over there, next to the Commandant. The ample one in the dress that looks like a yellow blancmange. And the one on the left in the dung-coloured, er, garment, is their daughter, Lady Therese.”
 
   Zara stifled a giggle as she saw a large, terrifying looking woman who was sitting next to a sour, dyspeptic old Guardsman. Her greying, mousy-blonde hair was scraped back severely from her scowling face to end in an excruciatingly tight bun. The style only served to highlight her long, thin, high-bridged nose and really did her no favours at all, Zara thought. The woman’s slightly bulbous pale blue eyes were narrowed and her prim mouth pursed in disapproval of something that Zara couldn’t see. And her very unflattering and far too ornate yellow gown did indeed resemble an overdecorated pudding.
 
   Zara hardly dared to look to the left a little. Sure enough, there was a sour-faced younger version of the Commandant’s wife. She was wearing a most unfortunate heavily flounced and beribboned gown in a shade that could truly only be described as, er, dung-coloured. There was simply no other word for it that she could use.
 
   Rowan’s bluntness and yes, honesty, was stunning, but refreshing after all the meaningless compliments she’d heard bandied about tonight. Of course she knew he could do that too, when need be. Even so, this was the first truly interesting man she’d met for… well, too long.
 
   “Oh. Yes. I see them,” was all she could manage without laughing.
 
   “Aye, she has all the lads terrified, you know.”
 
   “But not you?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “No, not me. Her bark’s worse than her bite. And she likes me for some reason, Gods help me. ‘Tis probably because I make an effort not to leave her poor feet black and blue when I dance with her.” He shook his head. “ Some of the men are hopeless, truly. You can’t blame the poor woman for being a bit grumpy with them. And how any of them expects to be a good swordsman when they can’t dance is beyond me. But enough of all that… What were we talking about before that idiot Jason, Lady Zara?”
 
   “Well, I was about to tell you that I’m not a Lady, but I fear you’ve already realised that,” Zara said, watching his face carefully. He seemed unconcerned. “My father is a silk merchant from Thallassia, though we live in Den Siddon. And my mother is Wirran.”
 
   That explained her glorious hair and flawless pale olive skin then, Rowan thought. And her mother must have contributed her height and slim build; otherwise she’d be short and stocky like most Thallassians. He laughed.
 
   “That’s all right then,” he said cheerfully, “My father is a timber cutter and proud of it as he should be. My mother was from a forester clan in northern Sian, the Cloud Forest clan; I’m not a gentleman either, thank the Gods, and never will be. Don’t be fooled by my winning Siannen ways.” He laughed happily. “ Just ask the Commandant. I could introduce you if you’d like, he’d be only too pleased to tell you...” He looked across to where the Commandant was glaring at him. The man looked furious. Rowan gave him a wide, cheerful smile and was rewarded with a truly horrible frown.
 
   You miserable old bugger, he thought, what the hell do you want from me? My beard isn’t hurting you, and it and everyone else’s will be gone in another day or so, as you well know. And I’m here at your cursed Ball with my damned medals and Spurs all bright and shiny, I’ve danced with every bloody dowager and crone for a hundred miles around and I’ve been bloody charming to the lot of them. I’ve fielded three subtle and two not-so-subtle attempts to marry me off to some poor lasses who’d probably faint if I looked at them sideways, and you’re still not happy with me. What the hell else am I supposed to do? 
 
   All the same, and in spite of miserable old bugger, Rowan thought the night truly was getting better and better. He’d nearly put himself on sentry duty again, to spend the night tramping around the cold draughty battlements, would have if Fess hadn’t been such a pest. And yet here he was, finally free of the dowagers, hags and crones, and dancing with the most beautiful girl in the room. She was not only lovely, with her huge dark eyes and her barely tamed black curls and cheeky red ribbon, but outspoken and with a sense of humour too. 
 
   Miss Caroline, bless her, had laughingly asked why the troopers were dancing with all the pretty girls and their Captain was missing out. 
 
   “Not for much longer, my lady,” he’d said as he helped the sprightly old lady back to her seat.
 
   “Good lad,” she’d smiled at him, “You know I love to dance with you, but it’s not right for you to be stuck with us old ducks all night. You’ve done your bit, now go and have some fun!”
 
   “By your command, my lady,” he’d said as he’d bowed and kissed her hand.
 
   “You cheeky bugger.” She looked up into his bright, beautiful eyes. Why weren’t you here forty years ago, she wondered. I’d have given you a run for your money, gorgeous man. “Off you go, laddie.”
 
   She smiled as he melted into the crowd, to reappear in front of the mayor and his entourage. She made a small wager with herself as to which lovely girl he’d choose and was a bit surprised to see pretty little Bella take his arm. By the odd expression that flitted across Rowan’s face and was gone before it could register, so was he. Surely a little setback like that wouldn’t worry him though, and it was certainly no hardship for him to finally have such a pretty young lass to dance with. No, he was smiling and chatting with Bella as they glided past, giving her all of his attention, and he seemed perfectly content. The man was a master at keeping his feelings to himself, and at keeping that beautiful, expressive face calm and composed too. Of course he had to be with the damned Commandant. She didn’t like the way the old bugger treated his new young Captain at all. She glanced across and saw the striking brunette watching her friend dancing with Captain Rowan, wondered why she suddenly looked so stunned and then smiled to herself. At last, this bloody Ball might be getting interesting, Caroline thought happily.
 
   Rowan looked down at the braiding of Zara’s magnificent hair and smiled to himself. I could help you with that, he thought, surprising himself greatly. He decided he should certainly dance with this lass a great deal more that night.
 
   Bella looked at the beautiful, black-clad couple laughing and chatting together like old friends near the centre of the dance floor and sighed. That bird has flown, Bella, she thought sadly. She looked around as another tall, broad-shouldered Guardsman came across and bowed before her father. This one had short blonde curls and a neat curly beard and spoke with the familiar accents of Wirran. He was almost as good-looking as his Captain.
 
   “Sir, my name is Fess Aaronson, Lieutenant of this garrison. I wonder if I might have your permission to dance with your lovely daughter?”
 
   At her father’s nod, she stood and took his arm. She looked up into his soft brown eyes as they danced away and sighed again, more happily this time.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



18. “…wed beneath a soaring Forest Giant …”
 
    
 
   A scandalously short three months later, Rowan and Zara were wed beneath a soaring Forest Giant.  It was an idyllic autumn day, with the sun gleaming through the canopy of the great trees. The air was filled with the tinkling of tiny bellbirds and the carolling of magpies and butcherbirds and the warblings of flute thrushes, and occasionally a raucous flock of parrots or lorikeets would fly screeching overhead.
 
   The couple couldn’t be together in the garrison, in the Captain’s Cottage, unless they were wed; so wed they were.  Well, almost, Fess thought with a smile. When Zara finishes weaving the marriage bead into Rowan’s braid.
 
   Rowan had walked to the towering tree flanked by Fess in his Guard Lieutenant’s dress uniform and Griff in his embroidered finery. Rowan himself wore his best trousers, which happened to be the well-tailored bottom half of his dress uniform, and a beautiful creamy silk shirt that Zara had made for him, embroidered at the circular yoke and on its cuffs with flowers and leaves in soft autumn colours. It suited him very well as did his short neat beard with its two narrow braids that ran down each side of his jaw, close to the skin, to unite and run vertically down his chin as one. His feet were bare as Fess and Griff’s were also and his long hair was braided differently, with the last twelve inches or so of it loose. There’d been a few gasps of shock from some of the older foresters as he strode past them, his back straight and his head up.
 
   “What’s wrong with them, Rowan?” Fess muttered. He couldn’t see anything amiss with his friend’s appearance at all. The bare feet had been a surprise, but it was forester custom, so bare feet it was.
 
   Rowan smiled happily at him. Nothing was going to ruin this day for Zara, or him for that matter, so he’d simply taken matters into his own hands.
 
   “I’ve just… um… tinkered with tradition a bit, that’s all,” he said, “My hair should be free so that Zara can braid the marriage bead into it, but… can you imagine how long that’d take her, my poor love? Even a forester lass finds it bad enough, usually.”
 
   Fess looked at Rowan’s thick auburn braid that swung to his waist and nodded. Rowan could braid his own hair surprisingly quickly, but he’d had a lot of practice at it.
 
   “It’d take Zara forever,” he said softly.
 
   “Not now it won’t,” Rowan laughed, “She only needs to do a little bit, and she’s been practicing.”
 
   “Rowan…?” Fess whispered, his voice a mix of fascination and horror. What’s that… what’s that, er, thing on your foot?”
 
   “It feels like something very leggity. Probably a caterpillar,” Rowan said without looking down, “Why, what does it look like?”
 
   Fess ignored Griff’s smothered laughter and had another look at Rowan’s left foot, and the very large bristly blue-green creature that was crawling serenely across it.
 
   “It looks, er, it looks like a… um… caterpillar too, Rowan. A very, er, big caterpillar.”
 
   “Put the poor man out of his misery, Rowan! For the Gods’ sakes.” Griff hissed.
 
   “Aye, all right, if I must. But ‘tis so much fun, Griff,” Rowan looked down at his bare instep and smiled, “Aye, ‘tis a caterpillar, Fess.” 
 
   Griff elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
   “Gods! You don’t have to bloody bruise me! What will Zara think, you great lump! I’m sorry, Fess. ‘Tis a Spirit Moth caterpillar, but it shouldn’t be down there. Anyone could squash the poor creature with their damned big feet,” Rowan said as he carefully picked it up and watched it crawl over his palm. It was almost as big as his middle finger. “They turn into huge black and silver moths. ‘Tis said they’re Forest Spirits, and they’re supposed to be lucky too.” He gently put it into the centre of a lush bush, safe from big feet and hungry birds. Mind you, they’d have to be very famished birds indeed to try and eat this unappetising, spiky and surprisingly feisty little creature.
 
   It’s damned lucky I haven’t got my boots on, Fess thought, looking about him worriedly.
 
   “Don’t fret, Fess,” Griff said kindly, “’Tis unlikely to be another one about.” 
 
   “Why not?” Fess wanted to know, “Don’t they have a million brothers and sisters like every other caterpillar in the world?”
 
   “No… It takes five years from egg to moth, and the adults only live for… maybe a few weeks. They only lay a couple of dozen eggs and then they die,” Rowan said quietly.
 
   He turned his head suddenly at something only he and the dwarfs in the crowd heard, and his face was joyful.
 
   **********
 
   Zara came along the flower-strewn path towards him, hand in hand with Bella and Rose. They were all barefoot as the men were, and Bella was perhaps struggling a little with it, but Zara and Rose walked like queens. Bella wore her plainest blue silk gown, which was still not exactly plain, and Rose wore a long silk dress, beautifully embroidered in the colours of the forest. Zara walked between them, her lovely full-length creamy silk dress embroidered in the same way as Rowan’s silken shirt, and she wore a circlet of cream and apricot coloured roses in her mass of curly black hair.
 
   For a moment, she’d looked nervous as she saw all the people watching her: her kin, Rowan’s kin; foresters, Wirrans, Thallassians, dwarfs, Guardsmen in their dress uniforms, the Commandant’s wife who’d ignored her husband’s orders and travelled to Sian with Miss Caroline from Den Siddon and her, Zara’s, parents, folk from the town, quite a few shy forest trolls… but then Zara had seen Rowan standing tall and calm watching her, waiting for her. He’d winked cheekily at her and she’d smiled and gone to him, her nervousness forgotten. 
 
   Bella and Rose put Zara’s hands in his and kissed him before going to stand with Fess and Griff.
 
   Rowan kissed Zara’s hands gently.
 
   “You look wonderful, Zarinya,” he said softly as he raised his head again.
 
   She looked up at his handsome face, radiant with happiness and love for her, and smiled at his use of the Siannen name that meant something like ‘beloved of my heart’.  
 
   “So do you…” she whispered as she tucked a tiny rosebud into his braid for luck.
 
   “There’s not much bloody hope for me if I can’t scrub up all right on my wedding day, love,” he said softly. 
 
   The priest heard him and tried not to laugh. Then he’d done his bit, much simpler than the Wirran or Thallassian equivalent and Rowan and Zara placed the lovely rings that were the g’Hakkens’ wedding gift to them on each other’s hand. Exquisitely beautiful, the rings were a fragile-seeming design of entwined twigs and leaves, made of silver and gold. Of course they were no more fragile than any other lovely thing the g’Hakken made. And now all that remained was the weaving of the marriage beads into each other’s hair.
 
   Well-used to plaiting and braiding, Rowan’s strong fingers made short work of weaving Zara’s hair into the clan braid proper for a bride, slipping the gold and silver g’Hakken crafted marriage bead onto a long lock as he wove it neatly to the side of her head. He left the back of her hair flowing free in the glorious untamed curls that he loved and she hated.
 
   “Your turn, my heart,” he said softly as he closed her fingers over the marriage bead, “You only need to do a couple of inches, and just speak up if you get lost in the weave.” 
 
   She knew this was a dreadful heresy to some of the more traditional foresters and she laughed happily.
 
   “You silly bugger, Rowan. Some of your kin would disown us both, if they haven’t already. Anyway, we’ve practiced this enough that I could do it in my sleep,” she whispered as she started work on his glossy auburn hair. She quickly found it wasn’t quite as easy as he always made it look, especially with his kin watching her so intently. She looked up at Rose for a moment, panic stricken as a sleek lock of hair slipped from her fingers.
 
   Rowan’s twin sister smiled at her. It had surprised Zara how very alike the two were, their faces masculine and feminine versions of the same beautiful face. Their mother’s face, Rhys said, and certainly they didn’t look much like any of their father’s kin apart from their remarkable hazel eyes. The family had welcomed her warmly and Zara and Rose both felt instantly at ease with each other. They’d spent the last few days with Bella, all talking and laughing together as they went over the details of the ceremony and practiced the all-important braiding of the marriage bead into Rowan’s hair. He’d taken the hairpulling with good grace; pleased to see the two he loved most in the world so happy in each other’s company.
 
   “It’s all right, Zara love, ‘tisn’t the end of the world,” Rose said very quietly as she discreetly elbowed Rowan in the ribs, “Right over left three times,” she added obscurely.
 
   Rowan leaned back slightly against Zara and said very, very quietly, “I love you, Zarinya. Now, my heart, from the right side, it’s right over left, right over left, right over left.”
 
   Zara stared at him and the intricate braid. Yes. Right over left, right over left and then… um…  right over left again …
 
   “From the left, leave a strand, left over right, left over right, leave a strand,” Rowan whispered.
 
   She carefully braided a bit more as she followed his instructions.
 
   “How far are you from the end, Zara love?” he asked, so softly that Fess, standing close by, couldn’t really hear him properly. None of his intent kin would be able to hear a thing; even the sharp-eared dwarfs would be struggling to hear him.
 
   “About, um… three inches. But it’s not as even as your bit.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, love. Now, you need to slip the bead on the middle strands where they cross. You leave two strands, right over left with the bead, leave the last two. Then just go an inch or so more like before, pull it a bit tighter so it won’t slip, tie the end very bloody tightly and that’ll do. I love you,” he said again, leaning against her a little more for a moment.
 
   “I love you too,” she said happily. Her breath tickled his ear as she whispered, “But why doesn’t your wretched clan have a simple braid?”
 
   “It does, my sweet,” he said, trying hard not to laugh for the sheer joy of her.
 
   The priest carefully placed Zara’s hand in Rowan’s.
 
   “You are man and wife together. May your years be long and joyful, and may your union be blessed,” he intoned, trying very hard not to smile too widely and spoil his very useful reputation of being a bit of a miserable old bugger. The sheer happiness of this beautiful young couple was infectious.
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Rowan said as he squeezed Zara’s hand gently. He was delighted to feel her hand suddenly grip his with all of her strength.
 
   He turned to her with a beautiful, beaming smile and kissed her thoroughly. His friends and kin whistled and cheered as he surfaced for air and then kissed her again.
 
   “Gods, Bella, I wish we could be wed like this,” Fess whispered to Bella.
 
   She smiled up at him. They’d be wed in a couple of months’ time, but not like this. When Zara had told her she and Rowan were to wed under the Forest Giants, Bella had been happy for her friend, but privately she’d been sceptical of the Siannen custom. Having witnessed it though, she realised how perfectly the simple ceremony suited Zara and Rowan.
 
   “Can you imagine my parents letting us get away with something as… as simple and… lovely as this, Fess? No, no, my lad. ’Tis the Temple in Den Siddon for us, with all the choirs and bells and bobbing up and down and the Gods only know what else,” she said a little wistfully. She looked at the glowingly happy couple beneath the great Forest Giant and sighed. “They look so beautiful and so joyful though, Fess. I wish we could too.” She smiled up at him again. “But I’d have to wear shoes…”
 
   “Rowan, love,” Zara said when they finally managed to find themselves a few private minutes a little later.
 
   “Aye, my heart?”
 
   She suddenly looked very determined.
 
   “Our children should be born here, in the forest…”
 
   He stared at her in amazement and shock.
 
   “Are you trying to tell me something, love?” he managed.
 
   She laughed at him.
 
   “No, you ratbag. Not yet, but still… they should be born here in the forest as you were.”
 
   He took her hands in both of his and kissed them gently.
 
   “Thank you, Zarinya, my heart. That is the second best thing to happen to me so far today. Thank you. Are you bored yet with my telling you I love you?”
 
   “Never, my love. I’ll never be bored with hearing that.”
 
   “Good, because I want to keep saying it to you, but I wouldn’t like you to be bored.” He became more serious suddenly.
 
   Zara, love,” he said cautiously, not wanting to upset her, “What would happen if I… it breaks my heart to even think it now, but if I couldn’t go with you to, to have our baby when the time comes? You know I’m worried about that bastard Rollo of Plait… it disgusts me to even think of him today, of all days, but he could decide to make his move just about the time you might be pregnant… Pa and Rose could come to Den Siddon and bring you here, I suppose, if you’re truly set on the idea.”
 
   “I am set on the idea, Rowan love, because I know it’s what you’d like to happen. If you were busy with Rollo at the time, my parents would bring me here, I’m sure. And they could easily stay here too.”
 
   “Thank you, my heart, but we can discuss it all later, I think. I’ve got a better plan in mind just now, before all of your kin and mine work out that they’ve not seen us for a few minutes.”    
 
   He kissed her again, more comprehensively this time.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thank you for reading this book and I hope you’ve enjoyed it.
 
    
 
   Rowan’s story continues in Red Rowan Book 2: “All gone, the Gods” and Red Rowan Book 3: tentatively titled “Hero’s return”. Both should be published later this year.
 
    
 
   Helen Gosney August 2014
 
    
 
   Contact me at redrowanHG@hotmail.com
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