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1. “… everyone said I wasn’t good enough.”
 
     
 
   Almost six years have slipped by since Rowan had made the trek to find Plausant Bron and life in Yaarl was calmer and more peaceful than it had been in quite a while. The oddness that had abounded everywhere had ceased abruptly at about the time that a single rolling thunderclap had been heard over a huge area of Yaarl. The ground had trembled like a frightened animal and buildings had swayed, but after people near and far had been terrified out of their wits there was… nothing. No balls of fire, no drenching rain, no dreadful creatures stalking the world bent on mindless destruction, nothing. The moons and stars had continued serenely on their way through cloudless skies and life seemed to have more or less gone on as always.
 
   Now though, there were no bizarre lights in the sky, no rivers freezing solid in the middle of summer, no blue sheep, no rains of fish or frogs, and nobody turned to stone as they worked in the fields. Of course people and animals still died, but now it seemed to be more in the natural order of things, rather than whole villages dying overnight for no obvious reason. 
 
   Some folk still attended services in Temples and Tabernacles, perhaps more than before the great thunderclap, and most of the priests of the Many and the One continued to keep the faith though they could no longer feel the Presence of the Gods at all. Those who wished to believe in the Gods did, and those who didn’t wish to, didn’t.
 
   **********
 
   All in all, a good thing, Rowan thought as he finished rebraiding his hair. He’d wondered if it might revert to its original dark auburn when the nexus between Yaarl and ‘the other place’ had closed, but no. It still fell past his hips in a beautiful shimmering curtain, but it had remained completely silver. His neat beard was mainly silver with a brindling of dark red, braided in the dwarven style as befitted his status as an adopted member of the g’Hakken clan. No man could hope to grow a beard as magnificent as a dwarf’s and Rowan didn’t try. He simply trimmed his to suit himself, braided it close to the skin in the pattern that proclaimed his membership of the g’Hakken clan and left it at that. Nobody’d complained about it as far as he knew, but they were welcome to discuss it with him if they were offended. 
 
   He tied off the end of his braid and tossed it back over his shoulder, ready to do some work. There was always plenty of it to be done with the horse breeding business he and Griff had established. They were doing well, too. They wouldn’t sell their horses too young, as many breeders did, and so it’d taken a while to really get going, but now there was good, steady demand for their beautifully bred and beautifully trained stock. They’d been crossbreeding with working mares to produce some bigger horses that were more attractive to the physically large foresters, and they’d even taken some of their best horses to the prestigious Horse Fair at Frissender in Wirran and done very well with them. Naturally they’d taken the stallions Mica and Soot with them too and they’d had a busy time keeping up with the demands of the owners of fine breeding mares for their services. It seemed their hard work was paying off at last.
 
   “Rowan, why do you suppose your brows and lashes are still dark…?” Fess asked him curiously.
 
   They were sitting on a log in the Siannen forest, with Fess idly watching Rowan’s horses grazing while his friend finished with his hair. Rowan shrugged. He’d wondered the same thing himself, but he’d given up fretting about it a long time ago.
 
   “’Tis a complete mystery to me,” he laughed, “Ask me something I know, Fess.”
 
   He knew that Fess had something a bit more important than that on his mind and he knew he wouldn’t have to wait too long to find out what it was. He just needed to be patient, and he could outwait Fess any day of the week. The mares and foals clustered around him as he called them to him.
 
   “They’re a fine looking lot of babies, Rowan,” Fess said admiringly, “Are these Mica’s and Soot’s get?”
 
   “Aye, most of them are. Destined to join the Guard too, I hope,” Rowan laughed as several colts nearly knocked him over, “Ratbags! They’ll end up breaking my neck one of these days!”
 
   “They can be rough little buggers, can’t they? Beautiful though. I wish I could’ve brought the brood to see them,” Fess said wistfully. He hadn’t had enough time off to come to Sian by the southern Break and Bella refused to travel through the Dogleg Pass. Her one and only trip that way, when Rowan and Zara had been wed, had been more than enough for her. And now, of course… Fess brightened. “Did I tell you Bella’s pregnant again?”
 
   Rowan smiled at him. Fess and Bella had four children now: three sturdy little lads and a curly-haired little moppet who, at just fifteen months old, had her father firmly wrapped around her little finger.
 
   “You do know what causes that, don’t you Fess?” 
 
   “Oh, aye. ‘Tis all the bloody cold nights in Den Siddon,” Fess said with a happy grin.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Aye, so ‘tis. And is Bella well this time?” he enquired politely. He thought she would be. Bella had taken to motherhood like a duck to water.
 
   “Aye… always is, lucky lass. Not like some of the horror stories the lads tell,” Fess grinned again. “Still, I wish I’d had time to bring them with me…”
 
   They chatted on about this and that as Rowan checked all the horses in the good-sized herd and then whistled for his stallions. 
 
   “They’re looking as fine as ever, Rowan,” Fess said, admiring the superb pair as they trotted out of the trees. 
 
   “Aye, they are. They’re happy enough not turning out for inspections and the like, they much prefer to run about in the forest with their mares,” Rowan said, wondering how much longer Fess would keep this up for. Nobody could make small talk like a Wirran, but equally nobody could outlast a Siannen.
 
   “And Rose is happy?” 
 
   “Aye, she is, she’s joyful. ‘Tis good to see. That fellow she wed, Josef d’Albe d’Jasse a’Binnen del’Tarn, is a good man, for all that he’s of the Ghost Cedar clan and uses the full title. And you’ve always thought my name’s complicated,” he laughed. He and Josef got on very well indeed. “She has twins of her own now, little lasses as like as peas in a pod. Rhianna and Zarinya.  Gran and I were midwives. We were there visiting and… well, we were needed. ‘Twas quick, too. Poor Josef damned nearly missed the whole thing.”
 
   Fess tried not to shudder. No Wirran man would attend a birthing as the foresters did. Mind you, foresters were taught from a young age how to birth babies and much else besides, and Wirran youngsters weren’t. It made sense in Sian though, as some of the forester settlements and villages are very isolated and without access to midwives and healers. Many a forester woman had cause to be grateful for her husband’s expertise in midwifery.
 
   Fess thought he’d best change the subject.
 
   “And what of the others you met on your travels?”
 
   “Hmm…? Oh, Cris seems to have got the wanderlust… the last I heard he and Rill were going to look at rivers in, er, Salandar, I think ‘twas. The rats are still waiting for him in Gnash, I imagine.” He smiled cheerfully, knowing he could keep this up all day so long as he didn’t have to think up the questions himself.  “And of course Moss looks after our bridge here in Borl Quist.”
 
   He’d been as surprised as anyone when the troll had asked to come back to Sian with them: he’d wanted to see the Forest Giants that the twins had spoken of so affectionately. He hadn’t been disappointed in the magnificent forest and something about the sturdy timber bridge in the town had persuaded him that it deserved the services of a Bridge troll. He’d been unable to explain it, but he simply knew that it was so.
 
   The folk of the town had been a bit startled, but pleased to welcome him, and the local forest trolls had been all but overcome with the honour of having a Bridge troll in their midst. Now the rather unremarkable bridge was beautiful, its rails and endposts lovingly carved with the birds and animals that abounded in the forest and Moss was perfectly content in his new home.
 
   **********
 
   Finally Fess brought up the subject of the Champions’ Trophy, which was coming up again in about a year or so.
 
   “Why did you try out for the Trophy the first time, Rowan?”
 
   Rowan shrugged. So this was what had been on his friend’s mind, was it? How very interesting. But why on earth…?
 
   “Because Captain Telli entered me and because everyone said I wasn’t good enough and shouldn’t have been there.”
 
   “And the second?”
 
   “Because they said I couldn’t do it again.”
 
   “Are you going to try for it this time?” Fess asked intently.
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise. No, he couldn’t be thinking… could he? Not even Fess was that daft.
 
   “No. I’m too old and feeble.”
 
   Fess laughed at him. Anyone less old and feeble than Rowan would be hard to imagine. True, his hair was completely silver, but that had nothing to do with his age and more to do with his having met with the Gods at Plausant Bron. Well, having met with the God of pain and suffering, Pleer Bon, anyway. Rowan wasn’t thirty-seven yet, and he was as strong and fit now as he’d ever been. He’d run Fess ragged every morning as they’d done their exercise routines together.
 
   “You might be a bit rusty, Rowan, that’s all. Truly, you could probably beat most of them even if you had a wooden leg and only one eye.”
 
   Rowan looked at his friend sceptically.
 
   “”Tis a bit harder than it looks, Fess.”
 
   “Rowan, I truly think you should give it a try.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Fess, that’s not the question. I’ve proved to myself that I can win the damned thing, that a Siannen is as good as any bloody Wirran or anyone else despite what they all might think… sorry, no offence meant…” he smiled at Fess, “So why? Give me a good reason and I’ll think about it.”
 
   “I’ve got no good reason to give to you, Rowan. Truly, I haven’t. I’m just being selfish… and I’m like you were last time too, I suppose. I just want to see if you can do it again… and you really will be too old and decrepit next time…so why not?”   
 
   Rowan looked at him again. He knew that Fess could nag at this forever if he wasn’t very, very careful.
 
   “Go and get your sabre, Fess, and I’ll go and get mine,” he said at last, “Let me see how good we both are and then I’ll think about it.”
 
   Fess frowned at this unexpected development.
 
   “Rowan, I still train with the sabre every day and truly, I’m still pretty good. How long is it since you’ve touched yours?” he said.
 
   “Maybe not as long as you think, but a while…” Rowan thought about it. He didn’t really know why he did still practice with the sabre sometimes, but he did. “It’d be a couple of months, I think. I still play with it every so often. Not like I used to, of course, but I don’t think you’ll kill me. If you do… well, that’s an end to it, I suppose.” He grinned suddenly. “But if you can’t beat me, I’ll do it.”
 
   Fess frowned at him again.
 
   “You’ll really try for the Trophy if I can’t beat you?” he said sceptically.
 
   “Aye. And if you don’t try very hard to beat me, I’ll kick your backside. Agreed?”
 
   Fess laughed. 
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   Fess was a very good swordsman, always had been, though he’d never really been a match for his brilliant friend. He thought he might give him a run for his money now though, particularly when he heard Rowan sneezing and saw the dust on the sabre’s scabbard.
 
   “Are you sure about this, Rowan?”
 
   Rowan laughed at him, pleased to have called his bluff.
 
   “Aye. You’re not frightened by some poor decrepit old white-haired forester, are you?”
 
   “You cheeky bugger. You’re two years younger than I am. A mere whippersnapper!” Fess said grandly.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “So I am. Ready, old man?”
 
   In a depressingly short time, Fess found himself staring at the tip of Rowan’s sabre resting lightly against his chest. His own sword was on the ground a good distance away and there’d been nothing he could do about it. He could see that Rowan himself was surprised by how much of his skill he’d retained.
 
   “Well, it looks like you get your wish, Fess. Are you sure that you really did try?” Rowan said, but he knew that Fess had done his best. He’d started off by going a bit easily, but when he’d realised that Rowan meant business Fess had quickly tried very hard indeed.
 
   “Aye, Rowan. Truly, I couldn’t have done more than I did… so you really will go into the Trophy again?”
 
   “Why not, as you said. If I lose, I’ve lost nothing… nobody’s ever won the damned thing three times, so why should I? And if I do win it…” he shrugged, “Then I’ll have shown them all what a poor decrepit grey-haired old forester can still do.”
 
   “Aye, you will. You truly will. Come back with me to Den Siddon, Rowan, and I’ll find some decent opponents for you to train with.”
 
   Rowan took his time as he thought about it. He hadn’t been back to Den Siddon since he’d brought his shattered troopers home from Messton all those years ago. He simply hadn’t felt he could cope with all the inevitable memories that it’d revive. But now … maybe it was time to finally face up to his fears.
 
   “Aye, Fess. I will, so long as Griff and Honi don’t mind having to work a bit harder while I’m not here… and of course I’ll have to be back for the foaling,” he said at last, “Thank you.”
 
   **********
 
   Fess had one more surprise for him.
 
   “Rowan, I… I’d like to buy one of your horses from you. You’ve always said the Captain of Den Siddon should have a fine horse to ride…” he said.
 
   Rowan looked at him consideringly.
 
   “Aye, I have too. One that’s kind to his backside, I’ve always thought, not like some of those rough-gaited old things the Guard usually has. Well, I’m pleased you’ve actually been listening to me sometimes. But I won’t sell you one, Fess,” he replied.
 
   Fess stared at him in surprise.
 
   “But, but why not?” he managed.
 
   “Because I want to give you one,” Rowan said, “And I want to give one to Cade as well.”
 
   Fess’s eyes widened further.
 
   “But Rowan, we couldn’t accept.”
 
   “Why not?”  Rowan asked reasonably.
 
   “Er, well, it’s your livelihood now, breeding horses. You can’t just give them away like that. And what about Griff and Honi?”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, laddie.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Fess, I promise I’m not about to bankrupt Griff and Honi, or myself. I’ll just have to drive a bit harder bargain when I sell the rest of them, that’s all. Now, enough. If you can’t come up with a damned good reason, then I suggest we go and have a look at the older ones. They’re not quite ready yet, but they’re not far off,” Rowan smiled at his old friend.
 
   Fess racked his brains for a while, but couldn’t really come up with anything that Rowan might accept. He shook his head ruefully.
 
   “Lead on then, Rowan lad, let’s go and see them,” he said with a smile.
 
   “Good lad. Now, not this lot of old hayburners…” Rowan waved a negligent hand at a paddock containing a couple of dozen fine-looking young horses.
 
   “What’s wrong with them? They look pretty damned good to me,” Fess said in surprise.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, they are too, to be truthful. There’s nothing wrong with them at all. But they’re not as good as these over here…”
 
   Fess stared again as Rowan vaulted a fence. Perhaps a dozen superb young horses cantered over to him and crowded around him, each jostling the others as they sought his attention. Rowan stroked them all and smiled up at his friend who’d climbed the fence and was now perched on its top rail.
 
   “Well? What do you think? And do you fancy a black or a grey? Or a bay for that matter?” Rowan knew better than to offer Fess the pretty roan mare or the handsome young chestnut stallion that took everyone’s eye. The Wirran Guard only accepted dark coloured horses - blacks, dark bays and browns, with a few greys generally ridden for ceremonial purposes. Of course Mica had been far more than that, but he was the exception to the general rule in more ways than one.
 
   “Definitely a grey. There was a suggestion from one of the troopers, I don’t even know exactly who it was now, that the Captain of Den Siddon should always ride a grey to honour Mica,” Fess said.
 
   It was Rowan’s turn to stare in stunned silence for a moment.
 
   “To… to honour Mica?” he managed.
 
   “Aye. Don’t you like the idea?”
 
   “I… I’m overwhelmed, Fess. If it wasn’t for Mica, I’d never have survived Messton, and if it wasn’t for him and Soot I’d never have got home to Sian afterwards… You know that as well as I do…”
 
   “Aye, and that’s why my 2i/c will be riding a black,” Fess said quietly. He could see that it meant a lot to Rowan.
 
   “Thank you, Fess. I’m truly honoured. I never thought…” he broke off and said nothing for a few moments as he pulled himself together a bit. “So… a grey for you and a black for Cade… should be a stallion of course… hmm… Storm or Ashen for you, I think, and… umm… Ebony or Midnight for Cade…” He came over to the fence followed by two lovely darkly dappled greys and two equally superb blacks.
 
   “Gods! They look just like Mica and Soot!” Fess said.
 
   “Aye, they do, and they’re the best of this lot. They’re among the best we’ve bred so far,” Rowan said, stroking a velvety black muzzle absently, “Shall I ride them for you, and then you can try them and see which you prefer?”
 
   Fess nodded, still stunned by Rowan’s offer.
 
   Rowan rode the horses one after the other as Fess watched, entranced. They were all magnificent, their paces and manners superb as they seemed almost to dance as they trotted and cantered in circles and figures of eight.
 
   “Gods, Rowan, they all look wonderful.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Thank you. They’re the best of them. Your turn now. “
 
   “Aye, thanks, I’d better try them. You could make a damned cow dance,” Fess said with a grin, “But I think I’ll need a bridle for them. I’m not a bloody Whisperer like you!”
 
   “Sorry, lad, I forgot!” Rowan said as he hurried off to get one for his friend. “You know, I’ve not tried dancing with a cow, but I’ve ridden a few in my time and they’re very hard on the backside, believe me,” he laughed as he came back with a bridle in his hand.
 
   Fess swung onto Ashen’s back and trotted him around as Rowan had done. The grey tossed its head and pranced a bit, but settled quickly and Fess was amazed at the smoothness of its paces. The other grey stallion, Storm, performed just as well and Fess found himself in a quandary.
 
   “I don’t bloody know which one, Rowan,” he said unhappily, “They’re both superb, just as good as Mica himself.”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “Not yet, they’re not,” he said, “They still need a bit of time, but they will be damned nearly, I think. They’re both battletrained further than the basics that most troop horses know, but they just need a little bit longer, and of course they haven’t learnt the above ground stuff that Mica and Soot can do yet. That takes a while, but I can teach them for you if you like…it really just comes down to which one you like. Ashen is a bit feistier, but you had no trouble with him. Truly, I think there’s nothing between them.”
 
   “Do you want to keep one of them, Rowan? I’d be happy with either of them. More than happy,” Fess said.
 
   “So would I, Fess, if I do decide to keep one. I’m not sure if I will yet, so don’t let that worry you. No, ‘tis up to you to decide. Why don’t you try one of them for a few days, then the other, and then make up your mind?”
 
   Fess walked around both horses again. There truly was nothing between them.
 
   “No, Rowan. I’ll have Storm, if you’re sure that you don’t mind. Thank you, I’m… overwhelmed,” he said happily as he hugged Rowan.
 
   “’Tis my pleasure, Fess. If you find you’re not happy with him, you can swap him,” Rowan said, pleased that Fess was so delighted, “So, what made you choose Storm?”
 
   “Nothing, really. It’s stupid… but he’s a little bit taller and I’m a tiny bit taller than you, so…” Fess shrugged.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “’Tis as good a reason as any, Fess lad. Truly, that’s all there is between them, a half an inch or so. Now, which one for Cade, do you think?”
 
   It was decided that Ebony would probably best suit Cade, but Griff had the idea that Rowan should take the best horses to sell in Den Siddon when he felt they were ready, so Cade would be able to take his pick. The garrisons always needed good troop horses, so the others wouldn’t be hard to sell. And while the Guard wouldn’t be interested in the roan mare or the chestnut stallion, someone else surely would be. It seemed a good idea, and so it was done.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



2. “…somebody has to be the bloody hero.”
 
    
 
   It was late when Fess and Rowan finally got back to the garrison at Den Siddon. Rowan had brought the best of his young horses with him so that he could finish their training, just as Griff had suggested, and they’d stabled them in the city for the night so they wouldn’t rouse all the troops when they returned. He’d bring them to the garrison’s horseyards in the next day or so. They swore the troopers at the Gate and in the stables to secrecy so they could spring their surprise on the Commandant in the morning. They knew they were being childish, but that wouldn’t stop them. 
 
   “Will you come back to the Cottage now, Rowan?”
 
   Rowan shook his head slowly. He’d finally come to terms with Zara’s death and the battles at Messton and Trill that had affected him so deeply, but… No, not tonight, he thought.
 
   “No, thanks all the same Fess. It’ll only disturb your brood and Bella won’t thank either one of us for that. ‘Tis the barracks for me tonight, I think.”
 
   “Then I’d better come with you.”
 
   “I do remember the way, Fess.”
 
   “Aye, I’m sure you do, but they’ll be like dogs with two tails when they see you,” Fess grinned, “They’ll give it away to the old boy unless I tell them to shut up a bit.”
 
   “Truly?” Rowan said, surprised. He looked at Fess carefully. He seemed quite serious about it.
 
   “Aye, truly. Get used to it, Rowan. You’re the only one who still can’t see what you did at Messton and Trill… I know it was your job…” he added, knowing what Rowan would say, “But look at it this way:  somebody has to be the bloody hero, else what would all the song-makers and tale-tellers do? And you’re it, lad.”
 
   Rowan sighed a very large sigh.
 
   “Dammit. I should have stayed here after all and put a stop to this bloody nonsense… still, I suppose I don’t have to be happy about it, just gracious,” he looked across at the big barracks building. “Well, here we are. Maybe I should have come back sooner.”
 
   Fess shook his head.
 
   “No, Rowan. It doesn’t matter. We knew you’d be back when you were ready.”
 
   Rowan smiled at his friend.
 
   “Did you indeed? ‘Tis more than I did, sometimes, truly. Let’s go then… front door or the back way?”
 
   Fess laughed.
 
   “I’d like to say the back way, but it’s probably best if the men think we’ve forgotten that little secret. As if we could, with all the years we spent in those damned barracks ourselves. Not the recruits’ floor, though, the old boy would hear them even from over in his Cottage.”
 
   “They talk and carry on half the night at the best of times. I’d get no damned sleep at all,” Rowan said with a grin.
 
   They laughed as they ran up the steps to the barracks. It wasn’t quite Lights Out, but they knew the men would be there and not still rattling around the garrison. Fess put a finger to his lips as they slipped past a couple of very surprised sergeants.
 
   “Here we are, Rowan lad. Just let me put my face in the door first, I think.” 
 
   The men in the barracks were startled, to say the least of it, when their Captain put his curly blonde head around the door with no warning at all, but they leapt to their feet and saluted him smartly.
 
   “Thank you, lads,” he said, “I’m sorry to sneak in on you like this, but… Well, I’ve got someone here who I don’t want the Commandant to know about just yet. So can you just keep it quiet please? Not a word to anyone.”
 
   “Just stick him in the dungeon if you don’t want the old boy to know, Sir!” a voice from somewhere down the back laughed. Fess couldn’t quite make out who it was.
 
   “I’ll stick YOU in the bloody dungeon, young Bryn. And is that damned pest Thom still here too?” Rowan said as he stepped through the door.
 
   Sergeants Bryn Harssen and Thom Blunt gawped at him, struck dumb for probably the first time in years. The rest of the troopers stared at him too. He hadn’t been in Den Siddon for nearly eight years, not since he’d led his ragtag band of survivors home from the carnage of Messton. He’d been as ragged and filthy and shattered then as all the others, but now he looked just the same as he always had, apart from his silver hair.
 
   The men stood straighter and saluted him as one. A couple of them were veterans of the battle and of course all the troopers knew the story of it.
 
   “You bloody silly ratbags! I’m a damned civilian now,” he said.
 
   They cheered and shouted his name, overjoyed to have him back with them at last, but there was an odd sense of awe about them too. Rowan shook his head a little. Time to put a stop to this, he thought, I’ll be damned if I’m going to have a year or more of it.
 
   “Thank you, lads, but you truly are silly buggers. I’m the same man I always was… I still put my trousers on one leg at a time. Please don’t treat me any differently to anyone else, and please, just call me Rowan.”
 
   They cheered again and mobbed him.
 
   Fess blinked away an odd mistiness in his eyes.
 
   “Do it quietly, lads. This is supposed to be a damned secret for now.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan rolled over carefully in his hard barracks bed, wondering as he often had why they were so narrow when most Guardsmen were a lot broader and heavier than he was. A nice forest floor would be more comfortable.
 
   He was glad he’d come back though. Now that he was finally here and had spoken with the men he felt a lot better, but he knew it wouldn’t stop the nightmares that still plagued him. And it seemed that Pa and Fess and everyone else had the right of it, though he still couldn’t really see that simply doing his job all those years ago made him any better than anyone else. Just shut up, Rowan, he thought. Accept it with good grace at last. 
 
   “Thom, if you don’t stop bloody talking and calling me ‘Sir’, I’ll have to come down there and thump you,” he said into the darkened barracks. Truly, it was more like a room full of naughty children than a barracks, he thought: naughty children with a secret that they were bursting to share.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” came the automatic reply, just as he’d known it would. Rowan rattled his bed a bit and scuffed his boots on the floor, trying hard not to laugh. 
 
   “Er… er… good night, Sir… um… er… Rowan,” Thom almost squeaked, completely forgetting that if Rowan had wanted to thump him, the first thing he’d have known of it was the thump itself.
 
   Maybe this hero business does have a good side to it after all, Rowan mused as the troopers nearly choked themselves in their efforts not to make a noise.
 
   “Good night, lads,” he said and went to sleep more quickly than he’d thought he would, back here.
 
   **********
 
   The next morning Fess strode into the Commandant’s office, saluting smartly to the man sitting there looking glumly at a pile of paperwork.
 
   “Good morning, Sir,” he said brightly.
 
   “Oh, good morning, Fess. You’re back safely from your little holiday, then? Why are you looking so bloody cheerful today when you know damned well I’m going to give you at least half of these reports to attend to?” Commandant Telli Carlson said gruffly, “Probably more.”
 
   Even that horrible thought wasn’t enough to wipe the grin from Fess’s face.
 
   “Thanks, Telli. That’s just what I need to get me back into it. But, um… I need your advice on a small matter…” he said, trying hard not to laugh.
 
   “Oh, aye? Out with it then!”
 
   “Ah. Well… er…”
 
   “Stop bloody dithering, Fess! What exactly is it that you can’t make a damned decision on?” Telli wasn’t normally a grumpy man, but sometimes he missed the days of simply being the Captain of a little garrison out in the Woopsies. This ‘being Commandant’ business was all very well in its own way, but…
 
   “Well, um… I’ve got a fellow here who… er… wants to train with our lads…”
 
   “What!” Telli couldn’t believe it. “Tell him to… no! Better not tell him that, I suppose. Tell him to join up if he wants to do that. Bloody cheek!”
 
   “Well, the thing is, Sir, he’s… well, he’s a bit old for a recruit…”
 
   “A bit old…? A bit bloody old? What is this, ‘Irritate The Commandant Day’? Where is this cursed man? I’ll tell him myself if you’re so bloody useless all of a sudden, Fess. What the hell’s got into you?”
 
   “He always was a bit bloody useless…” someone said in the soft lilting accent of Sian. “Couldn’t even ride properly, if I remember rightly…”
 
   A tall, broadshouldered man stepped through the door, as graceful and light on his feet as a great cat.
 
   “What the…? Rowan! Rowan, lad… it’s so good to see you! Come here…” Telli hugged his friend and former recruit, then stepped back to look at him.
 
   Rowan seemed almost unchanged since he’d last seen him: as lean, fit and hard-muscled as ever; of course he had a broken nose and a couple of scars on his face now, but he was still a very handsome man and his strangely coloured green-brown eyes were sparkling with mischief… but his thick forester’s braid was gleaming silver, not the glossy dark auburn Telli remembered.
 
   “Gods, lad!” he said, “You’re greyer than I am!”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Aye, it seems to be the way of it,” he said. Fess and Rowan’s family knew what had happened at Plausant Bron, but nobody else did except those who’d been there.
 
   “And you want to train with the lads…?” Telli turned to Fess and glared at him. “You silly bugger, Fess. Why didn’t you just say so?”
 
   Rowan and Fess looked at each other and laughed.
 
   “’Tis more fun this way,” Fess said happily.
 
   Telli glared at him again and then grinned. He’d always liked these two, ever since they’d been recruits together at his little garrison of Den Sorl. And that wasn’t yesterday, he thought wryly. It seemed they still liked to confuse and confound people if they could. Silly buggers.
 
   “Don’t you get enough hard work in the forest, lad? You certainly look fit enough to me,” he said, looking at Rowan’s strong lean physique with a discerning eye.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, I’m fit enough I think. I’m breeding and training horses, and I’m out in the forest with the hunters quite a bit. And sometimes I even swing an axe in the forest too. But I’d like a bit more practice with the blade… I’ve, er, um… it seems a shame not to use it well… and, er…”
 
   Telli looked at him, his eyes narrowed. Foresters were hopeless liars, simply no good at it at all, and Rowan was no exception in spite of all the years he’d spent in Wirran.
 
   “What’s this all about, you silly pair of buggers? What’s going on that I don’t know about?”
 
   Rowan looked at Fess again.
 
   “You tell him, Fess. ‘Tis your damned stupid idea after all.” 
 
   “Aye, it is too.” Fess laughed and hurried on as he saw that Telli was likely to throw his heavy inkwell at him in a moment, “Well, you see… I’ve talked Rowan into defending the Champions’ Trophy next year.”
 
   Whatever Telli had expected, it obviously wasn’t that. His eyes widened as he looked at Rowan again. The silver hair belied the youthful face, he realised as he tried to work it out in his head. Just ask him, you old fool, he thought, he won’t give a damn.
 
   “How old are you, Rowan?”
 
   “Well, I’ll be thirty-eight by then. Too old, do you think?”
 
   Telli thought about it.
 
   “No, not necessarily. It’s been won by men of thirty-four and thirty-five before, and I’ll wager they weren’t as fit or as fast as you,” he said, trying to curb his sudden excitement. This was the lad who’d won the Trophy for Den Sorl after all. And then, dammit, won it for an unprecedented second time at the next competition ten years later.
 
   “Not so fast anymore,” Rowan said ruefully, “That’s why I thought I should train against some lads who know what they’re doing. I don’t want to make a complete idiot of myself, after all.”
 
   “Well, I doubt that you’ll do that, but of course you’re welcome to train here. I think some of the lads are out there now in the circles,” Telli said as he got to his feet again. “Don’t even think of mentioning those cursed reports, Fess. I’m coming with you.” He glared at Fess again, then laughed as they all headed out to the practice grounds.
 
   **********
 
   Several troopers were sparring in pairs with their sabres. They battled back and forth under the watchful eye of their Sword Master, Lieutenant Stefan Willson. Some of them are very good, Rowan thought automatically, but that lad needs to not drop his shoulder like that or… he shook his head as the trooper’s sabre clanged to the ground.
 
   “You know, I always forget how big you are compared to the rest of the good swordsmen going around, Rowan,” Fess said with a grin.
 
   Rowan looked surprised.
 
   “Big? I’m not bloody big. Gods, Fess, you’ve met my kin, and most of them ARE bloody big, but not me. You know they all call me ‘Rhys’s little lad’ at home. I’m not even damned tall, except to the g’Hakken.”
 
   “Look around you, laddie.”
 
   Puzzled, Rowan did just that. Fess was the only one taller than he was, and that was by a scant quarter of an inch. All of the Trophy squad and Telli himself, stood less than six feet, as virtually all top-class swordsmen do. Rowan towered over them at six feet three, and though he carried no excess weight he was more powerfully built than any of them. 
 
   Rowan shook his head in bewilderment and then laughed.
 
   “’Tis all relative, I suppose,” he said, “At home I’m ‘little’ and to the g’Hakken I’m a bloody giant.”
 
   “You know, when Rowan was in the Silver Spurs, there was a fellow there who thought he’d grow too big, too tall, to be a top-class swordsman. Thought he’d get too slow and er, clumsy,” Telli smiled happily, “Wasn’t he wrong!”
 
   Telli thought Rowan would still be the Champion even if he was only five feet three, but certainly his strength and reach advantage did him no harm at all. And he most certainly wasn’t an ungainly blunderer like many men of his size. Telli had seldom seen a more beautiful swordsman to watch.
 
   Stefan heard their voices. He looked up and saluted his Commandant and Captain, wondering who the tall silver-haired Siannen with the neat braided beard was and what the man was doing here. He had the relaxed graceful stride of all foresters, but somehow the unmistakeable look of a warrior too.
 
   “Stefan, I don’t think you’ve met our friend,” Telli said, “He’d like to train with the men, with your permission. This is Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist.”
 
   Stefan stared at Telli for a moment, wide-eyed, and then at Rowan. He couldn’t believe it. This man was a legend in his own lifetime, the hero of Messton and Trill and the only man to have ever won the Champions’ Trophy twice. Red Rowan. And he wanted to train here…
 
   Stefan’s own father still told the story of having been bundled out of the Champions’ Trophy in the Round of Thirty-two by an unheralded eighteen-year-old Siannen from nowhere. Stefan had been there, remembered being devastated that his father had been beaten, but remembered also the astounding ability of a lad only six years older than himself.
 
   “Sir… I… I… er…” he dithered, as awestruck as the rawest recruit. He pulled himself together, hoping nobody had noticed his lapse. “It would be an honour if you’d join us, Sir,” he managed, as he saluted Rowan smartly.
 
   Rowan smiled at him. He’d have to have a quiet word about not saluting.
 
   “Not ‘Sir’ any more, Stefan. Just Rowan. I’m very grateful to you for letting me do this but, well, it won’t be too much of an honour, I’m afraid. I’m pretty fit, but a bit rusty with the sabre. A bit slower too, I think.” 
 
   “When would you like to start, Sir? Er, I mean, er, er, Rowan. Now?”
 
   “Aye, now seems all right to me, if it’s all right with you. But don’t let me interrupt your schedules.”
 
   Bugger me! Stefan thought wildly. Red Rowan is concerned about interrupting my schedules. Red Rowan is concerned about…? My bloody schedules can go to the Nether Hells for all I care. He shook his head in amazement. The men who’d known Rowan had always said that he was an unpretentious, blunt, and down-to-earth character and it seemed it was true.
 
   “Do you want to use the circle, Sir… er… um, Rowan?” he said.
 
   Rowan thought about it. He didn’t like the confinement of the competition circle, the unnatural feel of it, but still… He nodded.
 
   “Aye, ‘twould be better, I suppose. ‘Tis a very long time since I’ve been in one, but… aye. Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t worry Rowan, we know it’s a bit smaller than your forest,” Fess laughed, “We won’t penalise you unless you end up a couple of feet outside it.”
 
   Rowan pulled a face at him.
 
   “Do you need a blade, Sir?” Stefan asked quickly.
 
   “No thanks, Stefan. I’ve brought one with me.”
 
   Stefan’s eyes widened further as a truly lovely sabre whispered into Rowan’s hands. The Champion’s Sabre it was, one of the legendary g’Hakken blades. Stefan, you bloody idiot, of course the man would have a blade, the Sword Master thought, mortified.
 
   Rowan smiled at him as he threw off his shirt and started to warm up. Telli and Stefan looked a bit shocked at his scars, but he was well used to that and simply ignored it.
 
   “I’m just a swordsman who needs some practice, the same as anybody else,” he said softly, “My first Captain told me as a lad, ‘Reputations mean nothing, ‘tis getting the job done that counts’ and he was right.” He laughed to himself as he noticed Telli’s startled face just behind Stefan’s. 
 
   The Sword Master was trying not to stare at Rowan’s collection of scars. Of course he’d known the man had been injured, known he’d bear scars, but the long scar that ran around his body gave him pause. It must be the one he’d got at Trill, Stefan thought, aghast, but what the hell was that one shaped like a… a hand? No, it couldn’t be a hand… and was it a scar or a tattoo? It was a strange thing. 
 
   His eyes moved to Rowan’s magnificent clan tattoo and then to his Champion’s Tattoo. Now that was truly unique: he was the only man to have ever won the Trophy twice and the only man to bear the Tattoo with crossed sabres as it had originally been designed, if the tales were true. He was the only Champion to have the Tattoo on the right side of his chest too: all of the others had theirs over their heart, but Rowan had already had his clan tattoo there, and so he and the g’Hakken dwarves had come up with a compromise. And of course on the right arm there was the very rare Weapons Master tattoo as well, with an awful scar running through it… Stefan pulled himself together again.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir, I didn’t mean to stare at you, but… I’ve not seen the Champion’s tattoo before,” he said quietly.
 
   Rowan smiled at him again.
 
   “No, I suppose there’s not too many of us still around to show the thing off, one way and another,” he said.
 
   “Is it true that … my apologies, Sir, I’m… I forgot myself.”
 
   “’Tis all right, Stefan. Ask me whatever you like, you have to try very hard to offend me. Even Fess can’t do it.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. They say that the tattoo has one sabre to start with…”
 
   “Aye, it does. The dwarves say the original organisers thought the defending Champion’d win it more often than they’ve managed to, so they designed the thing so that a second sabre could be added easily, like this…”
 
   Stefan looked at him again. 
 
   “But what happens if you win it again…?”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “No idea. That’s the dwarves’ worry, not mine. Besides, I think there’ll be quite a few folk trying to stop me. Who knows what’ll happen? I mightn’t even get past the first round.”
 
   Stefan had a feeling that was very unlikely. 
 
    “I’d be honoured to be your partner now, Sir, if you’d…” he said.
 
   “Thank you. I truly am a bit rusty, but for the Gods’ sakes, don’t give me an easy time. I want to know if I’m going to make an idiot of myself. I do still practice with the thing sometimes, just not nearly as often I used to.”
 
   “Be warned, Stefan. He’ll kick your backside for you if you take it easy on him. He kicked mine anyway!” Fess laughed. He thought that anyone would be perfectly happy to be as good a swordsman as Rowan was right now, rusty or not. He knew he would be.
 
   The other troopers gathered around to watch the match. The men from the barracks had managed to keep their word, but in the amazing way of such things, the news had spread that Rowan was here and more men seemed to be drifting in to the practice ground all the time. Telli and Fess weren’t about to stop them and both turned a blind eye and a deaf ear to any wagering, just this once. Stefan was a very good swordsman, Sword Master after all, and he was fast and fit and well practiced with the blade. And Rowan? He was certainly fit and probably fast, if not as blindingly quick as he’d been. And who would disregard the dual Champion no matter how rusty he was. Anyway, they would soon see.
 
   The two men raised their sabres in formal salute and the practice bout began. They began cautiously, both men evaluating the other’s strengths and weaknesses. As they danced back and forth in the circle, both light-footed and graceful, Stefan could see that his opponent was a bit out of practice, as he’d said, and he wasn’t used to the competition circle. But Bloody Hells, he was good! Very focussed and very, very fast… had he said he’d lost a bit of speed? Unbelievable. How the hell could a big man like this be so bloody fast and agile? He’d run you ragged if he wasn’t confined to a damned circle. His balance and footwork were superb and he was so damned strong. Nothing like swinging an axe in a forest for building up strength and stamina… dammit! Keep your mind on the job, Stefan, he chided himself. He bloody nearly had you then.
 
   The match ended when Rowan and Stefan nicked each other on the upper arm at more or less the same time. Both were happy with themselves and they considered that the honours were about even. Stefan thought he had one up on his father and couldn’t wait to tell him, but it was obvious that Rowan had plenty more improvement in him and he wouldn’t like to be the man facing him in serious competition in a couple of months. 
 
   “Thanks, Stefan. Maybe I’m not as bad as I thought. It’s hard to tell until you have a good opponent,” Rowan said with a smile, knowing the Sword Master hadn’t gone easily on him; had in fact been stretched a bit.
 
   “No, Sir, you’re not. You’re a bit rusty here and there, but… truly, if you were one of my lads I’d be putting you up for the Trophy right now.” Stefan hesitated, then said what he really wanted to say, “I’d be honoured if you’d join our squad, Sir, and I’d be honoured to help you if I can.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Thank you. The honour, truly, would be mine. But please, you’ll have to stop calling me ‘Sir’. ‘Tis just Rowan.”
 
   He heard cheers and calls of “Red Rowan!” and “Welcome back, Sir!” from the troopers and realised suddenly how many of them were there. He could cope with it now though, much better than when he’d last heard it from almost the entire garrison like this, after the return from Messton. Everything seemed to bring him back to that, he mused. But he wasn’t fraught and exhausted now and nor was he in severe pain and struggling for every breath. He’d coped in the barracks last night and he’d cope now.
 
   He laughed at the surrounding men.
 
   “Not so red anymore, lads! But thank you. ‘Tis like coming back home.” And he realised to his surprise that it truly was.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



3. “The horse looks a bit like Mica…”
 
    
 
   Fess and Rowan walked back towards the Captain’s Cottage, both pleased with the practice bout. Rowan looked around himself curiously. He thought the place hadn’t changed much since he’d last seen it when he’d got back from Messton with his few ragged survivors. There’d been times when he’d almost come back, but until now… no. Rowan had simply not wanted to come back to Den Siddon until he really felt ready and it had taken a good while. He was still plagued by nightmares of Messton and Trill and their aftermath, sometimes he even thought he had nightmares about having nightmares, but now that he was back at his old garrison he felt a weight lift from him. Fess was right again, he thought ruefully, I should have come back before this. Well, I’m here now.
 
   “Fess, could you show me the Memorial, please” he said quietly.
 
   Fess looked at him carefully. 
 
   “It’s around here, Rowan… are you all right to do this?”
 
   “Aye, more or less. Talking with the men has helped a lot. What’s happened has happened, and it wasn’t only me that it happened to.”
 
   Maybe not, Fess thought, but you were the one who had to bear the full bloody brunt of it. Truly, I think we’d all still be sitting waiting for Rollo all these years later if not for you.
 
   They stopped in front of the memorial to the fallen of the Battle of Messton-near-Edge. It was simple, but impressive. Twenty great slabs of granite, all rough and unfinished except for a single polished face on each stone, carved with the names of all of those who’d fallen at Messton when Duke Rollo of Plait had invaded Wirran nearly eight years before. The stones stood in a random, roughly circular sort of way and just past the centre was a bronze statue of a man with his horse, walking between two of the great slabs. They were a ragged, exhausted looking pair, both obviously injured; the horse had its muzzle leaning on the man’s shoulder as it lipped at his hair and there was something about the man that suggested he was in a lot of pain, but they were still unbowed and determined to face whatever was in front of them. Nothing was going to stop this man and his horse from getting where they wanted to be. It was heartbreaking and it was inspiring.              
 
   “What do you think, Rowan?” Fess asked him quietly.
 
   Rowan stared at the memorial, bemused.
 
   “Tis stunning. ‘Tis…I just don’t have the words, but…” he shook his head slowly as he tried to take it all in.
 
   So many names, he thought bleakly. So many bloody names. What a waste. He blinked away the tears in his eyes as he walked slowly around the great slabs. Ah. There was poor brave Donal, who’d been killed at Trill. And Kendall Lorrissen, the old Commandant’s nephew, killed at Messton after following Rowan bravely nearly all day.
 
   “You’ve got the survivors here too,” he said in surprise as he rounded the horse’s rump and reached a single lighter coloured stone.
 
   “Aye, the men wanted it that way. And they wanted them all listed together like this too, not in their separate garrisons.”
 
   Rowan nodded. His eyes widened as he came to his own name: Rowan d’Rhys d’Rhuary a’Quint del’Quist SY Captain Den Siddon.
 
   “Fess, what the hell’s this? Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Fess shrugged. The Star of Yaarl was the highest military decoration, for outstanding courage and valour above and beyond the call of duty; it was a rare honour that transcended provincial boundaries, and one that Rowan had richly deserved.
 
   “Somehow the time just never seemed right, Rowan. You were so bloody ill that nobody thought you’d survive, and then when you finally did start to get better, you were pretty fraught, and… and overwhelmed and you were really struggling, so, well… I thought it’d only bring it all back to you too much…Rhys and your Gran said the same.”
 
   Rowan stared at him, his memories crashing over him as they still sometimes did, all this time later: Messton, Trill, the truly horrible trek back home with his wounded men. Only one hundred and twenty-seven survivors from a force of two thousand men. Even now it broke his heart to think of it. 
 
   “Aye, well, you’re right there, Fess. It does. But I was only doing my job, the same as every other man there…”
 
   “Rowan… you expected them to do their jobs, didn’t you?”
 
   “Aye, of course. And they did…”
 
   “Aye, of course they did. And you expected them to be recognised for it, as they have been?”
 
   “Aye…” Rowan frowned as he saw where Fess was going with this, “But…”
 
   “But nothing, Rowan. Accept it. There’s no arrogance in it. You did the job and did it bloody well even though you were badly hurt and nobody else could even get up off their backsides. You’ve earned this, why shouldn’t you be recognised for it as all these men were?”
 
   Rowan thought about it. He shrugged.
 
   “Maybe you’re right, Fess. I can’t really believe in it, and I truly don’t want it, but I suppose that doesn’t matter, does it? As you said last night, some poor bugger has to be the damned hero… I promise I’ll just shut up about it now…” 
 
   He said nothing as he looked at the lists of names again, finding far too many that he knew and recognised. Finally he turned back to his friend. 
 
   “What a waste it all was, Fess, truly. I mean no disrespect to all these men, but what a bloody waste, and all for nothing… one man’s greed and another man’s betrayal, and… all of these poor brave souls gone. They suffered so bloody much…”
 
   He shook his head slowly again as he looked at the impressive honours the other survivors had received too.
 
   “And you didn’t tell me about this either…” he put a finger next to the name: Fess Aaronson WSC Lieutenant Den Siddon. “A Wirran Silver Cross?”
 
   Uncharacteristically, Fess blushed, breaking the sombre mood.
 
   “Well, I didn’t like to brag, Rowan,” he said.
 
   “I should hope not. But you deserved it, Fess, you truly did… Did you say there was something you wanted to show me in the Mess?”
 
   “ Aye, there is, a couple of things actually, but maybe it’d be better to go to the Museum first… it’ll make more sense then, I think.”
 
   “Fine… just let me look at this for a bit longer…”
 
   Rowan absently put his hand on the horse’s scarred rump as he turned to study the Memorial a bit more closely. There was something about it that he couldn’t quite grasp. It wasn’t that the men were listed together irrespective of garrison or rank; they’d truly been a united troop on the trek home and it was fitting that be recognised, but… It took him a little while to work out what it was, and then it was blindingly obvious.
 
   “Fess… why have they got it like this? Use names first and family names last? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”
 
   Fess grinned at him.
 
   “Aye, it should be. But… well… there was a slight problem with that…”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “Well, you see, the men wanted to list the survivors on the memorial too… they said that those men had been heroes too and that they’d suffered and… well, anyway, that’s what was wanted and that’s what was done.”
 
   “Aye. ‘Tis a good idea. Those poor brave souls deserve some recognition too. But…?”
 
   “Ah, yes. Well… er… the trouble was that bloody Siannen names are so damned complicated and nobody was sure which bit went where if we turned it around, so we…” Fess shrugged, “Well, we just put everyone’s names as you see them.”
 
   Rowan stared at him in astonishment. He shook his head and laughed.
 
   “You poor silly buggers! I can’t believe it,” he laughed again, delighted at the absurdity of Wirrans. “You only had to ask any Siannen you saw walking past! There’s a few of us around, even here in Den Siddon. No foresters, but that wouldn’t have mattered.”
 
   “Aye, I suppose we could’ve. But we like it like this.”
 
   “So do I, Fess! So do I. It makes me laugh and that’s a good thing. None of these lads would want us to be hanging about forever with long faces.”
 
   “No, that’s what we thought too.”
 
   Rowan absentmindedly patted the horse’s bronze rump and then stepped back a bit so he could see all of it.
 
   “I like the statue too, Fess,” he said slowly, “They both look exhausted… well, shattered really, poor brave buggers, but they’re still determined to struggle on and get home somehow…That’s just what it felt like when we… when we left Messton with the carts…sometimes we’d walk through the worst of the mud if we could, to try and save our poor horses a bit. Not everyone could of course,” he tilted his head a little, puzzled, studying the horse more closely as Fess had known he would. “The horse looks a bit like Mica…”
 
   “Aye, it does, doesn’t it? It’s taken from a painting in the Men’s Mess that I wanted you to see…” Fess said nonchalantly as he waited for the other boot to drop.
 
   “A painting…? Of Mica?” Rowan’s eyes widened. “Great Bloody Hells…” he said very softly as he took in the rest of the statue, the man the horse was resting its weary muzzle on as it nibbled his hair while they plodded off between the great slabs of the memorial. The man with the ragged Wirran uniform and the messy Siannen braid.
 
   “No wonder Stefan looked so bloody stunned if he expected me to look like this poor scruffy bugger…” he said, very stunned himself.
 
   Fess smiled to himself. The survivors all said the poor scruffy bugger looked exactly as Rowan had when he’d come back from Trill, when he’d somehow got them moving and kept them moving on their way home to Den Siddon.
 
   **********
 
   Finally Rowan patted the bronze horse again and stepped away from the memorial.
 
   “Thanks, Fess,” he said quietly.
 
   Fess nodded, looking at him carefully. He was a bit pale, his face sad but composed and he had his emotions under firm control again.
 
   “I’m fine, Fess, truly. But you’d have to be made of stone yourself not to be affected by that,” he said.
 
   “Aye, you would,” Fess agreed soberly.              
 
   “Well, ‘tis the Museum next, I suppose. “You said there’s something there that I should see…?  I know where it is, Fess. Do you not have any, er… I hate to say it, reports to do something with…?”
 
   “Only a month’s worth, Rowan! And you’re right, I should go and… No, dammit. Not just yet, I want to do this first…” Fess shrugged. “But after that, I’ll have to put in another appearance, I suppose.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him and they strode off to the Guard Museum, a good-sized building full of countless items of the long proud military history of Den Siddon and Wirran, situated near the wall of the garrison.
 
   “Well, here we are, Fess.” Rowan looked around him, his old fascination reasserting itself despite his experiences. There really is a lot of stuff in here, he thought. I should have another good look at it while I’m here. “What was it in particular that you thought I should see in all this lot?”
 
   “Only two things, Rowan. The first one’s over here…” Fess led the way to a set of long flat glass-topped display cases set against a wall.
 
   “What is it…?” Rowan began, then stopped as he saw what was in the cases. Medals. Rows and rows of medals.
 
   “Fess…” he said reluctantly as he suddenly realised where this was heading.
 
   “Rowan, you should at least see the damned thing! You’re here now and I’ve asked them to open the case for you. It won’t bloody bite you!”
 
   Rowan sighed and looked away for a moment, unconsciously twisting the gold and silver ring on his little finger as he always did when stressed. Aye, he probably should see it, he supposed. Fess had gone to a lot of trouble and the cursed thing probably wouldn’t actually take a piece out of him.
 
   There in a little case of their own were his medals, still familiar to him after so long. Service medals, two Champions’ Trophy medals, all the rest of them… no, there were a couple of new ones that he realised must be for Messton and Trill as well as two Blood Stars, for being wounded in action at both. He thought irreverently that they’d have needed a hell of a lot of those after Messton: nobody had been uninjured. It was an impressive collection that Fess had given to the Museum when Rowan simply hadn’t wanted them after he’d got his shattered troopers back to Den Siddon. He’d set the Commandant’s courtmartial in motion and then walked away.
 
   He looked more closely. Above the medals were his Silver Spurs; below them, below the filthy bloodied rags of a Captain’s insignia, was the Star of Yaarl.
 
   Rowan had never seen one and nor had any other Guardsman that he knew, but he’d seen pictures of them in dusty old portraits hanging in a couple of garrisons that he’d served in. It was unmistakeable. The pictures hadn’t done it justice though. An elegant eight-pointed silver star with a blood-red silken ribbon; in the centre of the star, a circular boss with the words ‘for valour’ in the same distinctive blood-red. To be worn at the throat, it was deceptively simple and very beautiful.
 
   Rowan stared at it, then carefully lifted the lid of the case and reached in. The Star sat cold and heavy in his palm and he gazed down at it for a long time without saying anything. Fess watched his friend bite his lip and shake his head and wondered what he was thinking. He’d said he was all right, and he must be or he’d simply not be here, but it had to be a difficult and emotional return for him. Rowan seemed to come back to himself with a start as he blinked and looked up.
 
   “’Tis beautiful, Fess. ‘Tis truly beautiful, and I’m glad I’ve seen it. I didn’t think I would be, but I am…” Rowan paused as he replaced the lovely thing in the case. “But its price was…” he glanced at it for a moment longer, sighed, and then looked up at Fess, “’Twas too high…”
 
   Fess nodded solemnly as Rowan turned away from the highest military honour in Yaarl.
 
   “Aye, it was,” he hesitated for a moment, “Rowan, I’d like you to see just one more thing in here, if you’re…”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, Fess. I truly am all right. I’m saddened by it all, and ‘tisn’t easy, but… I’m all right. Now, lead on, lad.”
 
   “Just over here, Rowan. I… I asked them to put these out for you too.”
 
   ‘These’ were a collection of sketches and a smallish blue-covered book. The book and the many pieces of paper were tattered and grubby, covered with grime and the unmistakeable stains of dried blood.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



4. “… it should be recorded…”
 
    
 
   “Who did these, Fess?” Rowan asked in amazement. The sketches in his hand were so raw and so powerful that the artist had to have been there at Messton.
 
   “Do you remember a lad named Jethro Olverson, from Den Bissen? Darkish blond hair, brown eyes, leg injuries, would have been twenty-two or so?”
 
   Fess knew Rowan was good with names, but he thought this might be a bit of a stretch even for him. Rowan frowned as he thought about it.
 
   “Jethro Olverson … Jethro … from Den Bissen? No…” he looked puzzled and shuffled through the sketches a bit. Suddenly he became very still as he stared at a sketch of a dagger beside a stub of a pencil. Unmistakeably a g’Hakken dagger.
 
   “Bloody Hells! I’d forgotten… how could I forget this…?” he said in wonder. “I was… I was going past one of the carts and… and there was a lad there asking if someone could lend him a decent knife because he’d lost his … the other lads were all telling him to shut up and let them rest, so I went over and asked him what he wanted a knife for and he said…” Rowan looked at Fess again for a moment. “It’s daft what you remember, isn’t it? He said he’d broken his pencil. I thought the poor lad must have been raving but bugger me, he held up this bloody pencil and sure enough it was broken… I must have gawped at him like a damned fish…”
 
   He shook his head slowly as he remembered a bit more of Trooper Jethro Olverson.
 
   **********
 
   “Sir, I need this sharpened so I can draw…”
 
   “Draw?” Rowan thought it had finally happened. He’d gone completely daft. Here they were, struggling through rain and mud to get themselves home to bloody Den Siddon; after a truly horrible battle everyone was injured and men were suffering and dying in pain every day and this lad wanted to draw…?
 
   “Aye, Sir… I can’t help do anything because I can’t bloody walk…” Jethro looked down at his injured legs, “But… Sir, my father’s a painter and I draw a bit too… see…” he held out a smallish book with a grubby blue cover.
 
   Staring up from one of the pages were some of the men in the cart, the pain and anguish in their faces heartbreaking. It was simply stunning. Rowan fumbled the pages over one-handed. There was the camp at Messton. The next page showed a pile of bodies, then the line of carts with weary horses plodding through mud. Finally he saw himself, hunched in pain, his battered face desolate, writing a report by a tiny campfire.
 
   “You did these?” Rowan couldn’t believe it.
 
   “Aye, Sir. I just… it should be recorded, Sir, so people will know… I see you writing your reports and…” Jethro looked up at him, “Sir, I… this is all I can do…”
 
   Rowan stared at the injured trooper’s face, a young face as filthy and exhausted and lined with pain as everyone else’s, and nodded slowly. He fumbled awkwardly at his belt.
 
   “Take good care of this, lad. And be very bloody careful, ‘tis sharper than anything you’ve ever seen. We’ve no bandages to spare if you cut a finger off.”
 
   The young man’s eyes widened as Rowan handed him a beautiful dagger decorated with a tree chased in silver and gold: a g’Hakken dagger. He’d never imagined anything like it.
 
   “I can’t take this, Sir,” he said hesitantly.
 
   “Why not? You wanted a knife didn’t you? I can’t sharpen the bloody pencil for you.” And he truly couldn’t, with his right hand and shoulder as heavily bandaged and useless as they were. “Just give it back to me when you’ve finished with it…when we get back to Den Siddon.”
 
   “And he did,” Rowan shrugged. “He gave it back to me as we came over that last hill.”
 
   **********
 
   As the days had dragged by Rowan had given Jethro the few bits of paper that he could spare, and he remembered a couple of troopers burning their fingers as they’d scrabbled about in a campfire for some charcoal. But he’d had no idea that the lad had done so many drawings. Some were on tiny scraps of paper that some of the other men must have given him, some on larger bits with several drawings to a page and the little book was filled from cover to cover.
 
   There were the healers, their faces grim as they knelt by some poor soul; some of the injured troopers sitting awkwardly on their tired horses; the battlefield again and again; tattered standards and bloodied swords and broken spears; one of the two farm lads who’d helped them, curled up asleep under a cart; tents and tiny campfires with shadowy figures hunched around them; somebody rolling bandages; somebody else giving his injured friend a drink of water; an exhausted ragged man with his arm in a makeshift sling, plodding painfully through the mud beside a scarred dappled horse that nibbled at his hair; the same man on a dark horse, speaking with an equally tattered lieutenant driving a cart; the healers again, bandaging a man’s leg; an injured trooper holding the g’Hakken dagger very carefully, his face awed with the beauty of it; more exhausted, battered men with their faces haggard with pain; more weary horses; a cart stopped under a straggly tree for the night; the other farm lad and a sergeant struggling to carry a body into the darkness; Sergeant Nils and his men… it went on and on.  
 
   There was an older man with his head in his hands; ragtag troopers handing out food; a young-looking lad with tears rolling down his face; another screaming as a healer bandaged the stump of his arm; Rowan himself biting his lip, blood running freely from it as the healers bound his damaged chest; bits and pieces of discarded, battered armour; a shabby water bottle; a wild dog that had crept into their camp looking for scraps and left disappointed; men huddling under canvas in the rain; more men doubled over with the racking cough of lung fever; a magpie carolling from the top of a wagon as the sun struggled through; wagon wheels deep in mud…
 
   It was all there: the pain, the suffering; the desperation and anguish, the squalor and heartbreak. And the incredible courage and determination of all who were there.
 
   Rowan raised his head slowly.
 
   “I had no idea, Fess…” he shook his head, “I just thought it gave the lad something to do to take his mind off it all… something else to think about. I’m… I’m astounded.”
 
   Rowan stared at the drawings again, mesmerised. The images were so real, exactly as he’d remembered it all, but… he’d always blamed himself for not being able to get more of his injured troops back to Den Siddon alive. Even when he knew how irrational it was, that he simply couldn’t have done more, it had still gnawed away at him for a long time. Finally it had resolved itself into a deep sadness and regret that lurked deep within his mind to catch him unawares sometimes, as it had on the way here. But now, seeing Jethro’s sketches made him realise that it truly had been a miracle that any had got home at all.
 
   “How the hell did any of us survive…?” he said so softly that Fess wasn’t really sure if he’d heard him properly.
 
   **********
 
   “Some of these sketches were… well, I don’t know the right words, but they were made into paintings,” Fess said after a little while. “There’s a series of them in the Men’s Mess, that’s what I wanted you to see… they’re mostly to do with when you and the men came back from Messton. There’s a couple of the battlefield too, I think… smashed shields and raggy standards and broken blades… you know the sort of thing. But the others…”
 
   Fess shook his head as he leafed through the little book until he found the picture of the injured man and his horse struggling so determinedly through the mud.
 
   “This is the basis for one of the paintings, and also for the bronze statue in the memorial. Maybe you can see yourself more clearly in this…” he said as he passed the book back.
 
   Rowan studied it more carefully. Aye, this horse was definitely Mica, brave Mica who’d carried him so gallantly and saved his life more than once at Messton. But the man, with the pain of his injuries obvious in his stride, in the way he held himself as if he was trying very hard to protect his side…? Had he really looked like this very determined young man with his bloodied battered face, he wondered. Apparently he had, because nobody else had had tattered Captain’s insignia hanging half off their sleeves, he’d been the sole survivor of that rank, and nobody else had worn a bedraggled forester’s braid either. He recognised the other faces that Jethro had so carefully drawn, it was only his own exhausted face that was unfamiliar to him. 
 
   “Aye, I suppose so, Fess… it has to be…” he said slowly.
 
   **********
 
   Fess had returned to his office with great reluctance and a weary resignation. He’d never known anyone who actually enjoyed paperwork. Rowan wandered over to the Men’s Mess and carefully put his head around the doors. No, nobody there. He could see a group of paintings on the back wall; well, truly, you couldn’t miss them. He went over to have a look.
 
   And there it was: 
 
   A picture of the convoy of injured troopers making their weary way home to Den Siddon. Rowan thought it was probably the first or second day of the trek, before Sergeant Nils and his men had arrived to help them.
 
   There was the muddy trail the Wirran troops had made on their way to Messton to face Duke Rollo of Plait, with a motley assortment of farm carts and a dray, spread out a bit on it. They were filled with exhausted, injured troops with tattered uniforms and bloodied bandages and anguished, pain-filled faces. Some of the men were flushed and sweating heavily, racked with the horrible cough of lung fever. Weary, scruffy looking healers perched among them or rode alongside the carts.
 
   Scattered throughout the little convoy were the troopers who’d still been able to ride, though some looked as if they could barely do that and were only managing to stay on their horses through sheer determination.
 
   At the front with Rowan were the most determined of all: those who were walking in an effort to preserve the strength of their horses as they plodded through thick mud. They were all injured, as indeed every man in the picture was save the haggard looking healers, and every face was pale and drawn and filled with pain beneath a layer of blood and grime. Some had an arm in a sling or a bandaged head and some had both, but it was obvious that none of that would stop them. Most held their horse’s stirrup as they struggled along, their horses simply following Rowan, but Rowan walked at Mica’s head, stroking the grey’s face as it nibbled at his ear. 
 
   The troopers on foot were a tough, determined looking lot but Rowan and Mica were the most stubborn and resolute of them all. Everything about them said that they’d keep going, and Rowan would somehow keep the men going too, no matter what. Nothing would stop them.
 
   And another painting:
 
   Massed ranks of troopers at attention in the parade ground of Den Siddon, their faces clean and scrubbed and their uniforms perfect. 
 
   They were wide-eyed and appalled, staring at the man in the ragged Wirran uniform who rode down the centre of them on a muddy dappled grey stallion. Rowan and Mica again. Man and horse were exhausted, filthy and battered, but brave Mica had his head up and his ears pricked and Rowan was sitting as straight as he could despite his pain. His face was determined, and his eyes were furiously angry. Behind him were more ragtag, injured troopers on weary horses and behind them again, tired troop horses hauled several farm carts and a dray, all laden with yet more sick and wounded men who were staring around them in amazement; right at the back were a few more mounted men in tattered bloodied uniforms. Many of the men were weeping as their comrades ran to help them at last. Two farm lads were gaping at the size of the garrison, at the ranks of immaculate troopers, at everything.
 
   And waiting for them all, the Commandant in full dress uniform mounted on a fine bay stallion. The man who’d betrayed them.
 
   And again:
 
   Massed ranks of troopers in the parade ground of Den Siddon… but now they were standing even straighter, cheering and saluting the battered pair who walked back between them. Rowan and Mica again. The weary horse had half-healed wounds on its shoulder and rump and it was resting its muzzle on Rowan’s uninjured shoulder as it lipped at his bedraggled hair. Rowan’s other arm was in a filthy bloodied sling and he seemed to be trying to protect the side of his chest. His face was pale and battered and exhausted and he looked to be in a lot of pain, but his sheer determination to keep going was striking. He’d got his men home, but his own journey wasn’t finished yet and nothing would stop him or his horse from getting to where they wanted to be.
 
   Behind them, sprawled on the ground amid a scatter of bright medals and ribbons and the dirty bloodied rags of a Captain’s insignia was the Commandant, curled around himself and screaming in pain. None of the troopers was paying the least attention to him; they had eyes only for Rowan and Mica as they walked away.
 
   “That was they one they used for the Memorial, they just added a bit of mud from the other picture,” a quiet voice said from behind him, “But really it could have been any of them.”
 
   Rowan spun around, managing to stop himself from drawing a dagger in the still- strong reflex and stared at the trooper standing just inside the door.
 
   He was a couple of years older than Rowan himself, a lieutenant, about Rowan’s height but more heavily built, blonde and blue-eyed like so many Wirrans and he had a long scar down the side of his face.
 
   “Cade!” Rowan said, recognising him at once, “Cade Pendtsen! How are you? Are you…?”
 
   Cade smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, Sir. I’m all right. The Captain said you might be coming in here. You’re looking well, Sir.”
 
   “You silly bugger. What’s all this ‘Sir’ nonsense? You’ve been in the damned Guard too long if you’re still calling me ‘Sir’!” Rowan stepped over and hugged him. Sergeant Cade Pendtsen, as he’d been then, had been with him in Trill and had struggled home beside him from Messton.
 
   “The Memorial is stunning, Cade. I’m proud to be a part of it…”
 
   Cade nodded, pleased.
 
   “Aye, they did a good job on it,” he said, “They actually listened to what was wanted and what was right for a change.”
 
   “Good thing, too,” Rowan smiled at him, “Else we’d have ended up with one of those ridiculous statues of some idiot striking a heroic pose and waving a sword about dangerously close to his poor horse’s ears.”
 
   They laughed together, two quiet men who’d been through too much but had somehow survived it.
 
   Cade looked at Rowan thoughtfully.
 
   “Rowan, I don’t know how you kept going with those smashed ribs and that damned great gash… and don’t tell me it wasn’t too bad. I’m the one who sewed you up at Trill.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



5. “We can’t stay here…”
 
    
 
    
 
   The fire in the tavern was starting to burn even more fiercely as Cade looked wearily around him. Nobody had come out for a while and he thought it unlikely that anyone else would, now that the thatched roof had fallen in. And it was so quiet… only the crackling of the flames and the harsh sound of his own breathing. No more screams or… he heard a low groan of pain somewhere behind him and turned as quickly as he could, sabre at the ready.
 
   Slumped against a wall and surrounded by a great many dead men was his Captain and friend. Rowan was whitefaced and clutching at his side and a lot of blood was welling up between his fingers. Too much blood. Cade ran to him and knelt beside him, trying to see how badly he was hurt.
 
   “Rowan! Are you…? Let me see … Rowan!” he said frantically.
 
   Rowan looked up at him, focussing on his face with difficulty. He looked to be badly shocked and in a lot of pain, but he managed to pull himself together a bit.
 
   “Cade… are the men all right?” he gasped, struggling for breath.
 
   “Aye, mostly. Poor Donal’s dead but the rest have only got a few cuts. Nothing much really. But, Rowan, let me see that…”
 
   “I’m… it’s all right, just help me wrap something around it, try to stop the bleeding a bit… use what’s left of my… my shirt, but Cade…” Rowan gripped Cade’s arm surprisingly strongly as he tried to tend to the wound, “Cade, we can’t stay here, we’ve got to go. The, the thatch will… the whole damned place will go up soon. Send some men to get the…” he swore as he moved and a spasm of pain tore through him.
 
   “Hush, Rowan, we’ve got to tend to you first,” Cade said, carefully moving his friend’s already-injured right arm and hand out of the way and pulling what was left of his ripped, blood-sodden shirt aside. He stared at the new wound in horror. It came from somewhere under Rowan’s left arm and slashed across his ribs and around his body; Cade could see splintered shards of bone on one side of Rowan’s chest and the white gleam of his ribs on the other side as the wound gaped open with every gasping breath.
 
   “No! No, Cade. We’ll fix it later. Send someone for the horses, and… and others to make sure nobody’s still… still alive in the houses,” Rowan shuddered with pain, swore again and panted for breath, “Tell them to… to free any beasts they see, Rollo’s horses must be here somewhere, and tell them to leave the house doors open, so any… ah! Bloody hells… so any dogs or cats that they miss can get out.” He looked up at Cade. The poor man was gaping at him in shock, and his troopers were all standing gawping a few feet away. None of them looked like they’d be moving any time soon. “Go, damn you! Do you all want to be burned alive here? Just bloody do what I say. We’ll grieve for… for Trill later, but not… not right now… And take any… any food you see, these poor folk… they won’t mind. We’ll meet up…” he looked around as best he could, “…on top of that hill over there. Go, you stupid buggers. We haven’t survived Rollo and his damned murderers to be roasted here… and bring… bring young Donal too, we’ll look after him up there. I’m not staying here and neither is anyone else…” he tried to struggle to his feet, failed, and barely managed to remain conscious as pain exploded in his chest.
 
   Cade was still staring at him, but suddenly he seemed to get a grip on himself. He stood up and shouted at the troopers, “You heard the Captain! Get on with it! Borric, Thierry, get the horses and bring them back here, stay with them until everyone’s back. NOW! Phillip, Vin, get Donal. Jonas, help me here. Quickly, lad, get your shirt off and tear it into wide strips! The rest of you, search the town for survivors, look under every bloody bed and leave the damned doors open as you go. Break the windows if you can’t get the doors open. Set free all the animals you see, grab any food you can and then come back here for your horse and meet up on top of that damned hill. That one, there. Now GO!”
 
   Rowan was relieved to see the shocked men snap into action and hurry off to their appointed tasks. The pain of his wound was even worse now and he could feel himself shaking, but he wasn’t going to let his men or himself stay here to die if he could help it. He felt Cade cut the rest of his shirt off and wrap something tightly around his chest, felt his damaged ribs grinding together as he struggled to keep breathing, and wondered vaguely if Rollo might have killed him after all. The cursed man wouldn’t have touched him at all if he’d only been a bit quicker, he thought gloomily. Still, it hadn’t been easy only being able to move one arm and it did nothing for the balance. The trek to Trill hadn’t been easy either, one way and another. And he was so tired. He’d killed so many… And if he’d been a bit slower… no, better not to think about any of it just yet.
 
   Jonas supported Rowan as best he could while Cade tried to slow his friend’s heavy bleeding. The lad was only twenty, and his eyes were huge and appalled as he stared at the long gaping wound, at the blood that was everywhere. Cade, glancing at him, thought he looked almost as pale and shocked as poor Rowan. Certainly he was trembling nearly as much.  Cade felt much the same, but he knew that he had to try and stay as strong and calm as Rowan was or the troopers would simply go to pieces. The horrors of Trill and the awful injury to their brave, unstoppable Captain had unnerved all of them.
 
   “Rowan… Rowan! Are you all right…?” Cade said, very worried indeed about him. He certainly didn’t look all right, and he’d made no sound as Cade had tended him. 
 
   Rowan looked up at him, his eyes wide and dark with pain.
 
   “I’m… no, truly, I’m bloody not all right, Cade,” he said very softly, “It hurts like hell. Are any of the men back yet?” 
 
   “No, but Borric and Thierry have got the horses…”
 
   “Good. What about the… the fire?”
 
   “It’s spreading, Rowan, like you thought. We’re all right here for a bit, though. Will you…” Cade looked at Rowan’s pale battered face and then down at his chest. Already there was blood seeping through the shirt  -Jonas’s- that he’d used as a bandage. He took off his own shirt too, didn’t bother to tear it up, and wrapped it around Rowan’s chest as tightly as he could, feeling ill as Rowan flinched and tried to stop himself from pulling away. “Will you be able to ride…?”
 
   Rowan nodded, as determined as ever.
 
   “Aye, Cade. I only have to sit on the horse after all. But I’ll need some… some help to get on it…”
 
   “Come on then, Rowan lad. Jonas! Pull yourself together, you idiot! The Captain needs you to help him now, not next bloody week! Bring his sabre, too, and don’t cut yourself with it. Borric! Look in that house and see if you can find something that’ll make bandages. Anything that’s clean’ll do. Quickly, man!”
 
   Between them Cade and Jonas managed to get Rowan onto a horse and they set off towards the hill at the best speed they could manage. By the time they got there some of the troopers had caught them up and soon they were all huddled on the hilltop, watching Trill burn to the ground. Borric had found a couple of fine damask tablecloths and some linen sheets and the troopers quickly tore them into bandages as Cade cleaned and stitched Rowan’s wound.  He bandaged it as best he could, hoping there’d be no more bleeding overnight.
 
   He carefully wrapped another cloak around Rowan: he was cold and shivering badly. Cade could see that his friend was badly shocked and he’d lost a lot of blood, but against all expectation he was still conscious as the painkilling potion finally began to do its job. And he wasn’t coughing up blood, so that had to be a good thing. The injury was certainly grave enough, but he’d been damned lucky that it hadn’t been just a bit deeper.
 
   “Have they buried young Donal yet, Cade?” Rowan asked.
 
   “Aye, Rowan. They’ve buried him under that tree over there, that big thing with the funny looking bark,” Cade replied.
 
   Instinctively Rowan turned to see, flinching at the pain in his chest as he did so.
 
   “’Tis a… a mossbark. That’s a good place. Cade, we have to rest now, but we’ve got to keep going tomorrow, no matter what. I know the lads are… shattered… but we’re all bloody shattered. We can’t… we can’t stay here… No, hush,” he said as Cade tried to interrupt, “I’m not planning on dying just yet, but if I do, just put me under a mossbark too… and then you’ve got to get these men back home somehow. They… they mustn’t all die out here as well. We’ve lost … we’ve lost too many good men, Cade.”
 
   “Rowan…”
 
   “Hush, Cade. I’m not going to give that… that bastard Rollo the satisfaction of killing me too, not if I can help it.” He shook his head. “But if it’s a… a choice between sitting here under a tree waiting to die or sitting on a horse trying to get the men back home, I… I know what I’ll be doing for as… as long as I can. It’ll bloody hurt either way, so it doesn’t matter. We must keep going and … ah, dammit! I have to… I’ve got to write a bloody report too.”
 
   “I can do that, Rowan…” Cade said quietly, “You don’t need to worry about it now.”
 
   “But, Cade, I must …” Rowan began, then stopped, pressing his hand to his side as he tried to get his breath.
 
   “Not now, Rowan,” Cade frowned at him, “You need to rest.”
 
   Rowan nodded wearily.
 
   “Aye, I do. I truly do, and I… I will, when I’ve done the report. I just have to… to let the bloody Commandant know what’s happened here. I’m all right if I… if I don’t move too much…” Or try to breathe too much, he thought. Not shuddering like this would be a fine thing too.
 
   Cade frowned at him again. 
 
   “Rowan, just leave it for now, you daft bugger. I’ll write one tonight and you can do yours tomorrow,” he said. Rowan looked tired and drained, but Cade knew he was damned stubborn as well as daft. Mind you, they’d all still be sitting in Trill if he hadn’t been stubborn enough to insist they leave the doomed town. Not one of the troopers, himself included, had had the sense to get going again after all that had happened.
 
   Rowan blinked up at him, his face ashen with pain and fatigue and shock. He sighed.
 
   “Aye, maybe you’re right, Cade. I’ll write the bloody thing tomorrow. ‘Tisn’t as if we can deliver it any time soon.”
 
   “No, lad. We can’t. You rest now,” Cade said quietly as he watched Rowan finally give in to the potion and his exhaustion. 
 
   Cursed Gods, Rowan, he thought wretchedly. I hope you can write the bloody thing tomorrow. Don’t die, lad. Please, please don’t die. I don’t think I can get these men home by myself.
 
   **********
 
   “… and don’t tell me it wasn’t too bad. I’m the one who sewed you up at Trill.”
 
   Rowan shrugged. He didn’t really know himself. He just had. He’d had to keep going, and he had.
 
   “Sheer bloody stubbornness, my family says.”    
 
   Cade grinned at him.
 
   “Aye, well, they’re probably right at that. But you’re a tough lot, you Siannens, as well as bloody stubborn.” He was suddenly serious again. “You should have been in one of those damned carts and there you were slogging through that cursed mud even though you could hardly breathe sometimes. Daft bugger.”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “I couldn’t sit in a cart, Cade. How could I ask the wounded men to ride if I wasn’t going to do the same?” He smiled suddenly. “Besides, I drove one of the carts back from the farm so I could show whatsisname… um, Lonni, how to control the team properly. He’d said he knew what to do, but truly he didn’t have much idea. Anyway, the cursed cart hurt my ribs more than sitting on a horse. And as for anything else… truly, I just didn’t want to give Rollo the satisfaction of killing us all, even though the bastard was dead. And I didn’t want to let the bloody Commandant get away with killing those of us that Rollo’d missed.”
 
   They looked at more of Jethro’s paintings on the walls, a couple more of the trek home and some battlefield scenes as Fess had said, powerful images of cleft helmets and broken swords, tattered standards and spent arrows, of men and horses fighting and dying in a sea of horrible crimson mud.
 
   “Tell me something, Cade…” Rowan said slowly.
 
    “Aye…?”
 
    “Do you still get nightmares…?”
 
   “Aye, Rowan… Sometimes. All the lads that were at Trill with us still get the cursed things, and a lot of the other men do too…”
 
   “After all this damned time…” Rowan looked at his friend, his face infinitely sad, “Cade, did they think I’d deserted them?” 
 
   Cade stared at him, astounded.
 
   “Rowan…” Cade began slowly, “How could we think that… you got us home, lad.”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I know all that, Cade, but…”
 
   “Have you been fretting yourself about that all this time?”
 
   “No… not exactly. Truly, I’ve not thought of it like that for a long time. I used to, a lot, especially when it all caught up with me after that damned lung fever. It was like being smothered by a… a cold, thick, heavy blackness. Like drowning in horrible, cold black porridge.  I… I just couldn’t think of anything except all those men who’d died… all the men I thought I should’ve been able to get home even though I knew I couldn’t, and it…” Rowan sighed unhappily and shook his head. “It took me a long time to come to terms with it, Cade.  And now it just sort of lurks in my mind to catch me unawares sometimes…‘Tis daft, I know, but… but coming back here, and seeing all these pictures, it just…. I see them and I truly don’t know how any of us survived, but I still…”
 
   Cade took him by the shoulders as if he was a child. He looked into his friend’s troubled face, hoping desperately that he could help him somehow.
 
   “Rowan, listen to me. Really listen, laddie. You got us home. You got us back from Trill when we were all too bloody shattered to think straight. If you hadn’t been able to struggle on after Trill… Rowan, it was only your keeping going that kept the rest of us going. Those of us who were there knew how badly hurt you were when we stitched you up, we thought you’d…” he closed his eyes for a brief moment at the memory, “We thought you’d die, Rowan, truly. But we saw how determined you were to get us home in spite of ourselves and I think we decided that if you could keep going, so could we.” He shook his head. “And then when we got back to bloody Messton… they’d all given up, and truly I felt like doing the same when I saw them all still sitting there. You must have too, but… well, you’re strong and you’re damned tough in spite of your pretty face, as well as bloody stubborn. You wouldn’t stay there and you wouldn’t let us stay there, and you wouldn’t leave anyone behind either. You got us home, Rowan. And you got more of us home than you had any right to. But all the men knew that Den Siddon wasn’t your home anymore after Zara and the baby died like that. We knew why you didn’t stay here… why you couldn’t stay here. We knew you’d keep going if you could. I would have too, if I’d been you and I’d thought I could get home. You daft bugger.”
 
   “Daft for keeping going, or for fretting over it, or just generally daft?” 
 
   “All of them as it’s turned out.”
 
    “Aye… I truly am, aren’t I?” Rowan smiled slightly. “Thanks, Cade.’
 
   Cade nodded. 
 
   “Sit yourself down, Rowan,” he said, “I’ll get us both a drink courtesy of the Men’s Mess and you can tell me about going back to the Champions’ Trophy again.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him again.
 
   “Aye. Well, I will if I’m good enough. Now that truly is daft,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know about that, Rowan. I saw you and Stefan today… you gave him a good run for his money, even rusty as you are, and he’s a damned good swordsman. It was pretty even. But all you need’s a bit more match practice and you’ll wipe the floor with him. And being the defending Champion you don’t even have to qualify, my friend.” Cade laughed. “You could lose every bout between now and the competition and they’d still have to let you go in it.  In fact I think I might just have to have a small wager on you before all the lads do the same and lower the odds.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “And you think I’m daft…”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan had been wandering around the garrison as Fess toiled away at the mountain of reports in his office. Rather you than me, Fess lad, he thought. It’s amazing how much paperwork can accumulate when you’re away for a bit, and no other bugger ever seems to do it for you. Telli’s probably just been pushing it around his desk until you came back. He smiled; more at peace with himself at last though his return had been emotional and difficult at times. He’d been puzzled by the way the troopers still sprang to attention and saluted him as he went by, but he thought it best to simply acknowledge it as he always had and go on his way or he’d be spending all of his time arguing about it. He was to meet Fess in the Officers’ Mess and he was still thinking about it as he ran up the worn steps.
 
   He stepped lightly through the double doors into the familiar oak-panelled room and the officers rose to their feet as one, placing right fist to heart in the correct Wirran way. Except of course it wasn’t correct, as Rowan well knew.
 
   Surely none of these silly ratbags could mistake his comfortable forester’s leathers for anything vaguely military, could they? No. They couldn’t. And Fess and Telli weren’t standing behind him, were they? No. They weren’t. They were over there at the Captain’s Table, standing to attention with right fists to hearts the same as all the rest, with silly grins on their faces. Idiots. He shook his head a little, mystified anew, but returned the salute smartly and strode over to Fess, to sort this nonsense out once and for all.
 
   Fess nearly laughed at the sight of Rowan’s astounded face as the men stood for him. He couldn’t help grinning as Rowan paused for a moment, his thoughts written so plainly across his face that Fess thought Telli, standing beside him, would choke himself.
 
   “He’s got no bloody idea at all, has he?” Telli managed, his face red with barely suppressed hilarity.
 
   Fess grinned even more as he saw Rowan coming towards him with that familiar look that said so clearly that he’d had enough of this and it would stop. Now. Well, the poor lad probably was feeling a bit frazzled after an entire day of it, Fess thought cheerfully. After all, he’d been a civilian, quietly rattling around in the Siannen forests and minding his own business for quite a while now.
 
   “No, Telli. Absolutely none,” he said happily.
 
   “Fess, why don’t these daft buggers know they shouldn’t be saluting a damned civilian?” Rowan said amid the clatter of everyone sitting down again.
 
   Fess laughed and shook his head.
 
   “Rowan, you bloody idiot… they’re not saluting a damned civilian, they’re saluting the man who earned the Star of Yaarl.”
 
   Rowan stared at him, startled.
 
   “Oh.” Was all he could find to say.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



6. “Red Rowan’s coming for us!”
 
    
 
   Rowan was standing quietly at the Memorial again a couple of days later. He raised his head as he heard footsteps coming toward him. Around one of the great granite slabs stepped Thom Blunt and Bryn Harssen.
 
   “Oh! I’m sorry, Sir… er, Rowan… we didn’t mean to intrude…” Bryn said quickly.
 
   “You’re not intruding. I just wanted to have another look at it,” Rowan replied, “’Tis impressive, isn’t it? But simple and dignified as well. It can’t have been easy to please everyone, but they’ve done a wonderful job with it.”
 
   Bryn nodded. He thought the Memorial was simply stunning.
 
   “Rowan… we… Thom and I, we never thanked you for saving us at Messton…” he said quietly.
 
   Rowan smiled sadly for a moment and shook his head.
 
   “You don’t need to thank me,” he said, “You lads should never have been there in the first place. Wouldn’t have been, if I’d had my way.”
 
   Thom and Bryn looked puzzled.
 
   “What do you mean?” Thom asked, before Bryn could ask the same.
 
   “I didn’t think it was right to send all of you young lads. You were barely in your third year of training, barely Cadets at all. It wasn’t right to put you up against seasoned fighters like that, and there were some damned brutal buggers among them,” Rowan shook his head again, “I didn’t think many of you would survive, and I was right as it turned out, but the bloody Commandant thought otherwise, the useless old bastard.”
 
   “Aye, well, we wouldn’t have agreed with you at the time, but you were right,” Thom said, “We were…”
 
   “… overwhelmed and bloody terrified,” Bryn finished for him.
 
   Rowan nodded soberly.
 
   “Aye, well, we all were really. But perhaps it was a bit easier for the rest of us to cope, being a bit older and a bit more experienced.” 
 
   Bryn looked at him thoughtfully. Rowan hadn’t been all that much older than Bryn was now and if he’d been overwhelmed and terrified at Messton, he’d certainly hidden it well. He’d led from the front all day, been inspirational on the field, and he’d saved Bryn’s life as well as many others.
 
   **********
 
   Bryn and Thom had been among a group of Wirrans who’d lost their horses and found themselves on foot, hopelessly outnumbered and fighting desperately for their lives as Rollo’s men surged around them. Above the dreadful noise of battle, Thom had heard a sudden thunder of many hooves, seen a bloodied grey stallion leading a charge towards them, and seen a very determined looking man with no helmet carving a path through the men of Plait. He’d stared without recognition at the fellow’s battered, bloodied face, unable to see the emblem on his chest as it was obscured by his right arm that was thrust, oddly, through a Captain’s red sash. Then Thom saw the long braid of hair flying behind him and he’d known who it had to be. For a moment he didn’t understand what was happening as the man at his side shouted “Red Rowan! Red Rowan’s coming for us! Get ready, lads!” Suddenly Rollo’s men were trying desperately to get away from the dreadful, lethal warrior and his horse as they galloped through and over them.
 
   “Get up behind the others, lads, quick as you can. Mica and I’ll hold them here,” a soft, hoarse voice shouted.
 
   In the swirling melee of men and horses, Thom felt someone grab his arm. He panicked and tried to pull away, felt a fist thump his helmet, and he looked up to see Fess Aaronson. 
 
   “Quickly, Thom, get up here behind me! Don’t bloody mess about!” Fess shouted at him.
 
   He felt himself hauled up onto the horse as somebody behind him half lifted him, and then Fess kicked the horse into a gallop again. Thom had held on for dear life as they charged out of the press of men with several others and headed for a small rise of ground where quite a few Wirran troopers were watching anxiously. He looked around him as best he could, saw some of the others who’d been fighting beside him clinging onto their comrades who’d risked their own lives to save them, but he couldn’t see Bryn.
 
   They regrouped on the rise. No, Bryn wasn’t there. And neither was Rowan.
 
   Suddenly, several of Rollo’s men were screaming, trying desperately to get away, but in the press of men they couldn’t move far. Mica simply galloped straight at them, fierce and unstoppable. He snapped at a man’s face and the poor fellow leapt back, terrified, and Mica sped through the gap carrying a double burden. They cantered towards the little knoll where the others were gathered. None of Rollo’s men seemed inclined to try and stop them, much less come after them.
 
   **********
 
   Bryn had been knocked down by a passing horse; he’d lost his sabre and he struggled to his feet to find that most of the rescuers had already gone. So bloody fast, he thought, appalled. He looked around him wildly. Rowan and Mica were keeping Rollo’s men at bay with dreadful efficiency as the last of the little troop galloped off. Bryn couldn’t believe that a horse could, or would, fight like that, but Mica was certainly doing his share of killing Plaitens too. Bryn shuddered as he realised this was in fact the ‘advanced battle training’ the Captain spoke of, the lovely graceful movements he’d so admired when he’d seen man and horse practising at the garrison. He’d always thought it looked like dancing, but… it seemed horribly different with man and horse covered in blood, most of it not their own.
 
   “Sir! Sir! Help me! Over here!” he yelled frantically. “Captain Red, don’t leave me!”
 
   Incredibly, Rowan heard him over the shouts and screams of the battle. He turned his head, saw the terrified unarmed lad with the emblem of Den Siddon on his chest standing there and urged Mica towards him. It didn’t matter where he was from, Rowan couldn’t simply leave him there. The grey stallion leapt forward and reared, lashing out at the man who’d been about to run the Wirran lad through. The Plaiten fell back screaming as Rowan shouted at Bryn, “Get on as best you can, lad, I can’t help you,” but he kicked his foot free of the stirrup as he despatched two others who’d found the courage to run towards them while he seemed distracted.
 
   Almost sobbing in terror, Bryn somehow scrambled onto Mica’s back and grabbed hold of the back of the saddle as Rowan fended off more of Rollo’s men. Mica kicked out hard at someone behind them, almost unseating poor Bryn. The man shrieked horribly as he fell.
 
   “Hold on tight, laddie, it’ll be a rough ride,” Rowan said as Mica sprang towards a wall of Rollo’s men. Bryn shut his eyes tightly and didn’t open them again until they’d got clear. He’d never know how they’d managed it, but they had.
 
   “Are you all right, laddie? Not hurt?” Rowan said over his shoulder, his voice rough and husky from the day’s unaccustomed shouting.
 
   “Aye, Sir… I… I think I’m all right…” Bryn said shakily, shocked at the blood running down Rowan’s battered face and in his hair. “But… but Thom…”
 
   “He’s all right, I saw Fess grab him and they got away safely,” Rowan turned a bit more, “Ah, ‘tis you, young Bryn. I couldn’t see who I’d got.” He looked at the lad’s pale face quickly. He hadn’t wanted the Cadets to be here at all, but the Commandant had overruled him. He was surprised that any of them were still alive. “Thom’s fine, Bryn, and so are you. You’ve done well,” he smiled suddenly, “And now you can say you’re the only man other than me who’s ever ridden Mica.”
 
   “Truly, Sir?” Bryn managed. There were always a few recruits who tried to ride the Captain’s famously unrideable grey stallion, and Bryn had been one of them. As he’d done with all the rest, Mica had thrown him off easily, looked down his nose at him and snorted in his face, and then trotted back to his box.
 
   “Aye, truly. But I’d advise you not to outstay your welcome, he’s likely to buck you off when we stop. Can you grab that loose horse there, I haven’t got a spare hand…”
 
   Bryn realised suddenly that the chainmail on Rowan’s right arm was torn from shoulder to elbow and dripping with blood and the arm seemed useless, supported by his sash. He’d lost his gauntlet too, and that hand was a gory-looking mess.  Rowan was simply guiding Mica with his knees as he wielded his sabre in his left hand. It was little wonder he’d been unable to help Bryn to mount the horse and you couldn’t really blame him for swearing as Bryn bumped against the injured arm. Bryn fought down sudden nausea and grabbed the reins of a riderless bay mare as Mica slowed a little.
 
   “Good lad,” Rowan said softly, “Hold on now, we’re nearly there. There’s Thom looking for you, just there beside Fess…”
 
   “Rowan! Are you all right?” Fess shouted as they came up to him.
 
   “Aye, more or less. And so’s young Bryn here… now, did we get everyone?”
 
   “Almost, Rowan… one of the lads was pulled off the horse and killed as we were leaving…”
 
   “Dammit. But we got most of them?” Rowan said quietly.
 
   Fess nodded. 
 
   “Aye, we did,” he said. They’d managed to save almost twenty men from certain death.
 
   “Good.” Rowan looked around at his troopers. Some were busily trying to catch loose horses for the others. It wasn’t easy. “You’ve done well, lads, very well. Good work. But let me help you with that…” He whistled softly and the wary, skittish horses crowded around him and stood quietly. The troopers grinned at him as they sorted themselves out with mounts. They’d follow this man anywhere he wanted them to go, too, and be proud to do it.
 
   “And Bryn… I want you and Thom to go back to the healers’ tents now, please,” Rowan said as Bryn slid from Mica’s back, “And stay there.”
 
   “But… but, Sir, I’m all right… we’re both all right…” Bryn protested as Thom ran over to hug him.
 
   “Good. I’d like it to stay that way. Go around over there, lads, where there’s not much happening,” Rowan looked down at their pale shocked faces and trembling hands, “You’ve done your bit, and you’ve done it well. You’re a credit to Den Siddon and I’m proud of you both, but I don’t want to see you out here again. So, grab a couple of these sabres that’re laying about, you might need them, and go. Now. ‘Tisn’t a suggestion, lads.”
 
   “No, Sir… er… um…aye, Sir. By your command, Sir,” they said together. They saluted hastily and picked up a sabre each, then Bryn mounted the bay mare, pulled his friend up behind him, and they trotted off to the healers’ tent as ordered.
 
   “They shouldn’t even bloody be here, Fess,” Rowan said sadly as he watched them go, “What the hell was the old bastard thinking?”
 
   **********
 
   By the end of the battle almost all of the survivors had been following Rowan and he didn’t think there’d been many youngsters among them.
 
   He didn’t have the heart to count the exact numbers on the Memorial, but he thought there’d been about two hundred or so Cadets in total and he was fairly sure that the Den Siddon lads had been the only ones to survive. And that was only through sheer luck and, yes, perhaps because they’d been fitter and stronger than the others; even so, only seven of Den Siddon’s sixty Cadets had survived the battle, and two had died on the trek home.
 
   Rowan sighed and looked at Thom and Bryn again.
 
   “’Twas a bloody nightmare, lads, wasn’t it?” he said bleakly.
 
   “I didn’t believe anything could be so terrible…” Thom said, “It was just…” he shook his head.
 
   “And we weren’t even there after the first night. We missed all the rest of it … all the waiting for help at Messton… and the trek home… thanks to you, Rowan,” Bryn said quietly. He simply didn’t think he’d have been able to survive all of that. Not with any sanity left anyway.
 
   “There’s no need to thank me, Bryn, truly.” Rowan shook his head slowly. “I’d have sent more of you young lads home with Fess if I could have, but you two were the only ones I could find who could still stay on a horse…” 
 
   “Just as well you taught us properly then, Rowan,” Thom said.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, it was, wasn’t it? Now, tell me how you two ratbags have both managed to end up back here at Den Siddon…”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



7. “You never stop.”
 
    
 
   Rowan decided not to stay in the Captain’s Cottage with Fess and Bella and their brood. With four children and another on the way, he thought Bella really wouldn’t need him to be rattling around underfoot too.
 
   He’d been happy to simply sleep in the barracks with the troopers, but Fess had insisted he take the same rooms he’d had when he’d first been promoted to Captain of the garrison. They were for the Captain if he chose not to live in the Captain’s Cottage and were one of several suites used for visiting dignitaries if available. They were on the first floor of the barracks, shaded by a big tallowbark well over a hundred feet high. Rowan had often climbed the tree when he’d been stationed at Den Siddon and needed some respite from the neverending problems with the Commandant. It had always amused Johan to see Rowan scamper up the huge tallowbark but as he’d said, it was better for him to go up there for a peaceful quarter of an hour than for him to kill the Commandant. Sometimes Johan had wished he could do the same, but he really didn’t like heights and he knew his limits – he could climb the apple tree near the Captain’s Cottage, but he simply couldn’t cope with the height of the tallowbark. ‘Rowan’s tree’, Johan had called it, and it was still known as that.
 
   The suite of rooms comprised a sitting room, bedroom, small study and a bathing room. Best of all was the big comfortable timber bed that Rowan himself had installed after he’d thrown out the original narrow iron barracks bed he’d found there when he’d been promoted. All those who’d stayed there since had been very grateful for his audacity. Fess himself could have used the rooms after Messton, when he and Bella had simply not been ready to face moving into the Captain’s Cottage, but they’d opted to simply remain in the Married Quarters. Instead, Telli had stayed there when he’d answered Fess’s desperate dispatch for help at Den Siddon and also when he’d first became Commandant. The suite had housed several other guests since then, but it’d been unused for a while.
 
   As the Captain’s wife, Bella quickly organised for the rooms to be cleaned and for a new mattress and linens for the bed.
 
   “Are you sure you want to stay here, Rowan?” she asked. “You know you’re welcome to stay with us and there’s plenty of room. Fess thought you would and so did I.”
 
   He smiled down at her. She was blooming in about the sixth month of her pregnancy.
 
   “Bella love, I thought so too, but ‘tis too much for you. You’ve got enough to do without me adding to it. Besides…” he hesitated, “Truly, Bella, I… I still expect to see Zara everywhere in the Cottage. The memories are so strong… I just think I’ll be better over here.”
 
   Bella nodded and took his hand.
 
   “Rowan… it seems like she’s there with me sometimes too. But my memories of her are just… just joyous. She was so happy and so in love…”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, I know, it’s just as I remember her too. But it just makes me miss her all the more. I’m sorry, Bella, but I truly don’t think I could ever live there again. But don’t worry, I’ll come visiting and see the little ones when I can get away from bloody sabre practice.”
 
   “Good lad,” she smiled at him, “Fess said you helped deliver Rose’s twins?”
 
   “Aye, I did. I certainly hadn’t planned on it, but Gran and I happened to be there when she went into labour and she… she wanted us to stay.” He looked away for a moment, his face shadowed. “She wanted me to… to have a better experience than when little Liam was born…”
 
   Rowan’s wife Zara had only been six months along in her first pregnancy when she and every other pregnant woman in Wirran had gone into labour. Some said it had been the will of the Gods. For whatever reason, there’d been nothing the healers or midwives had been able to do to stop the labours of those like Zara, for whom it was simply too soon, and many babies had been lost throughout the province. Rowan and Zara’s little son, Liam, had lived for only a short time, and Zara had died suddenly and inexplicably very soon after. A week after that, Rowan had been sent to Messton.
 
   “Oh, Rowan!” Bella bit her lip, unsure of what to say, “And… and was everything…?”
 
   He smiled at her and nodded.
 
   “Aye, Bella love, it was. It was wonderful.”
 
   They sat together without saying anything for a little while before Bella spoke again.
 
   “Fess also said you’re going to teach our little Rowan to ride…?”
 
   “Aye, well he asked me to after Messton, when the little lad was only a few weeks old, and I promised I would. I can teach Stefan and Aaron as well if you like,” Rowan said, “Or would you prefer that I didn’t teach any of them? ‘Tis up to you.”
 
   “Oh, Rowan! I’d be proud to have them taught by the best horseman the Guard has ever seen,” she grinned in delight as Rowan unexpectedly blushed.
 
   “Bella!” he protested, “I’ve already told Fess I’ll do it!” 
 
   “You silly bugger. It’s just what everyone says about you, Rowan,” she chuckled and took pity on him. “So what will you be doing all day? You can’t train for the whole day, surely?”
 
   He looked appalled at the idea.
 
   “Bloody Hells, no! Well, I could I suppose, if I was completely daft. They say that some do, but…” he shrugged eloquently, “’Twasn’t necessary the last two times, so I’m not about to do it now. No, I’ll teach the little lads and any of the recruits who need help, and I’ve got to finish training those young horses I brought with me. The Horsemaster says he’s got big plans for me, starting with those ratbag colts out in the yards, and I’ll help out in the stables as well. And Stefan said he’d like me to help with some of his classes, and with the other weapons training too,” he thought for a moment, “I think I’d also like to study some of the stuff in the Museum properly, and after all that I hope to have time to talk with my friends and maybe even just sit in the sun and watch the tallowbark grow for a while. And then I’ll run around the battlements a couple of times and up and down the tower… and then back to sabre training, I suppose.” He smiled at her again. “Oh, and Fess thinks I might be able to get the new recruits a bit fitter than they are… mind you, I’m not a miracle worker, I think they’ll be quite a challenge. Apparently their instructor has had a bad knee and he’s been struggling. I think he wants me to start with them tomorrow.”
 
   “No wonder you’re always so strong and fit, Rowan,” Bella said, “You never stop.”
 
   “Only when I must, Bella love. Else I drive myself daft.” He looked very serious suddenly. “’Tis better for me to keep doing things, else I fear I might start brooding too much again. Especially here at the garrison.”
 
   She nodded soberly. He was very much better than he had been, poor brave lad, but Fess had told her that Rowan was still sometimes troubled by his memories of Messton and Trill, and the nightmares hadn’t left him either. Fess himself rarely had nightmares now, but he hadn’t been through nearly as much as Rowan.
 
   “You’re a good man, Rowan. I know how much you loved Zara,” she said softly, “But… maybe I shouldn’t say it to you, Rowan, but we’ve been friends for a long time, lad…”
 
   Rowan arched an eyebrow at her in query, but he thought he might know what she was trying to say. Gran and Rose had had similar conversations with him. Rhys had merely said, “Folk mean well, Rowan, but they don’t always know what’s best for you. You’re the only one who truly knows that.”
 
   “Rowan…” she continued bravely, “Zara wouldn’t want you to be alone forever… She’d be the first to tell you to…”
 
   “Let go? Move on?” Rowan smiled at Bella again. “I have let go as much as I can… as much as I want to, I suppose. Pa said it would be the hardest thing I’d ever do, and… and he was right. But… I don’t think I do want to wed again, Bella love. ‘Twouldn’t be fair to another lass. Even after all this time… I still don’t want to love anyone but Zara. I know ‘tis daft…”
 
   She looked up at him. Such a good man, she thought, he and Fess are both such good men. Zara and I were so lucky.
 
   “No, ‘tisn’t daft, Rowan,” she said gently, “Zara said to me one day, when that bloody Rollo seemed about ready to attack… she said if anything ever happened to you, she… she didn’t want to try and love someone else. She said you were her heart’s love and that was the end of it.”
 
   “Aye, Bella, that’s how I feel about it too.”
 
   He took the bed linens from her hand.
 
   “And now, young lady, sit yourself down, please, while I make the bed properly. They do teach us that in the Guard, you know, as if we didn’t already know. Fess was never much good at it though.” He smiled at her as she sat on a comfortable chair with a grateful sigh.
 
   “You never change, Rowan,” she laughed.
 
   He shook his head though.
 
   “I have changed, Bella. Not necessarily for the better either.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



 8. “…terrifyingly fit and athletic.”
 
    
 
   The new recruits, more than eighty of them, were all neatly lined up and ready for their physical training for the day.
 
   “Here comes Captain Fess, I didn’t know he was back,” one of them said, “But where’s Sergeant Benni?”
 
   “I heard he’s hurt his knee again,” another lad volunteered, “Maybe the Captain’s going to tell us not to bother today.”
 
   “Maybe he’s going to tell us not to bother for weeks!” a third lad said hopefully.
 
   “No harm in hoping, I suppose,” the first one, Costa, said, “Dammit! Who the hell’s that with him? A damned civilian? Surely they can do better than a damned civilian for us?”
 
   The recruits pulled themselves to attention and saluted Fess as he came over to them. He returned the salute and smiled at them.
 
   “Good morning to you, lads. Ready to work hard, are you?” he said.
 
   “Er… with you, Sir? But where’s Sergeant Benni?” a tall, well-built lad asked, “We heard he’d hurt his knee again…?”
 
   “Aye, he has, Ulrich. He’ll not be taking you for a few weeks, I think,” Fess smiled again, “Not to worry though, I’ve found a replacement for you.” He turned and indicated Rowan at his side. 
 
   The lads looked at him dubiously. He was tall and broadshouldered and his face seemed youthful, but his very long hair was silver, braided in the manner of the Siannen foresters and his neat red and silver beard was braided oddly too. He was looking at them with laughter in his strangely coloured eyes. He knew exactly what they were thinking: who the hell is this decrepit white-haired old bugger with one foot in the grave. He wished he’d thought to hobble up to them rather than walking with his usual easy graceful stride, but they seemed not to have noticed.
 
   “But… but Sir…” Costa said hesitantly.
 
   “Have you got a problem, Costa?” Fess asked.
 
   “Um… no Sir, but…” 
 
   “Good. Don’t worry, I’ve told him not to be too hard on you to start with,” Fess said, trying to keep a straight face. These lads wouldn’t know what had hit them. “Of course, he rarely listens to me. Pay close attention to him, mind. He knows what he’s talking about.” He turned to Rowan with a grin. “They’re all yours, lad. Good luck with them, they’re a bloody useless lot on the whole.”
 
   We’d have to be better than an old man with silver hair, Costa thought, with all the authority of a sixteen year old with six weeks in the Guard behind him. Especially a bloody civilian. A bloody tree-watching Siannen civilian at that.
 
   The tree-watching civilian in question smiled at the recruits.
 
   “A good morning to you, lads,” he said quietly, “My name’s Rowan and I’ll be your instructor for a while. Now I’m sure if you know anything at all about us foresters, ‘tis that we’re plain-spoken, some would even say ‘bloody blunt’, and I’m no different. I say what I mean and I mean what I say. I’d like you to try and remember that, please.”
 
   He looked at them and knew that most hadn’t seen anything except his silver hair. More fools them. Fess wanted these lads to be fit and that’s what they’d be.
 
   “You’ll find me a bit different to Sergeant Benni,” and a damned sight fitter, “I’ll never ask you to do anything that I won’t do myself, but I do expect you to try very damned hard and to never give up unless you’re injured and truly can’t keep going. And if that happens, an injury I mean, please speak up and tell me so that I can help you. ‘Tis bloody daft to say nothing and end up doing yourself more damage, and I have to tell you, it impresses nobody. If we’re out on a run, I don’t mind if you have to walk at times, especially when we’re just starting out and you’re not very fit yet, but I do mind very much if you simply stop and watch the grass grow or gossip. If you’ve got enough breath to gossip, then you can at least walk.”
 
   “I’m not a shouter, lads, and you may well find yourselves having to shut up more and listen harder than what you’ve been used to,” he said, “But believe me when I say that you will know if I’m not happy with you. And if you have any problem with what we’re doing or anything else for that matter, speak up, or come and see me privately if you prefer. I’m just up on the first floor of the main barracks, near the main stairs. If I can help you, I will, and I’m almost unoffendable. But I’m not a damned mind reader, so just bloody speak up.”
 
   He smiled at their stunned faces. Truly, Wirrans are easily shocked, he thought as he often had. But that was enough lecturing.
 
   “Now, enough of all that.  Captain Fess says you’re a useless lot and I suppose he should know, but surely you can’t all be that bad. We’ll soon see, I suppose. For today, warm up first, exercises, and then a run around the horse paddocks, I think. And for the last one back… I’ll think of something. Forty pressups perhaps… you may know them as push-ups, a wonderful and time-honoured Guard favourite. Shirts off, please, you can’t exercise properly in a damned shirt,” he said, taking his leather vest and shirt off too. “You’ll soon get warm, I promise you.”
 
   The recruits gaped at him. Sergeant Benni was well muscled, but he certainly didn’t have a powerful, sculpted physique like this; he didn’t have scars and tattoos like this either. Rowan sighed as he saw comprehension dawn on their faces and heard the stifled whispers. 
 
   “Aye, lads. I’m him, as they say… Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist at your service,” he said, “And you should believe nothing that idiot Thom Blunt may have told you. Your pardon, the esteemed Sergeant Blunt as I should have said. I don’t bite, generally speaking, and I certainly am not going to kill any of you though it might well feel like it, and you may wish that I had, but I am going to get you very bloody fit. Starting now.”
 
   “Aye, Sir!” the recruits leapt to attention and saluted him.
 
   “Thank you, lads. I’m still getting used to all this saluting business again. Now, Ulrich… Have I got your name right?” at the lad’s hasty nod and “Aye, Sir” he said, “What do you normally do for a warmup? Stretching? And then the usual sort of stuff?” 
 
   “Er… er… aye Sir,” Ulrich dithered.
 
   “Do you do gymnastics at all? Tumbling?”
 
   “Er… not really, Sir,” Ulrich managed.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Well, that’s about to change, but for now, get on with it, lads, before you all freeze in this cursed cold wind. Warm up, and then into your usual routines followed by a nice run.”
 
   They began their usual warmup and moved onto their exercise regime. Rowan watched them all carefully for a while and corrected the way that several of the recruits were doing their workout, and then he flowed through his own routine of exercises with a grace and ease they’d never seen before. 
 
   “Now, you all know where the horse paddocks are, I presume?” Rowan said, looking at some of the recruits who were already puffing a bit. Oh dear, he thought. They’re going to be positively gasping by the time they get back here. “Let’s go, lads. At your own pace, but don’t dawdle please, and don’t gallop unless you can do it the whole way. After you.”
 
   “You’re coming with us, Sir? Sergeant Benni doesn’t always…” Costa said.
 
   “Does he not? You surprise me. But of course his knee’s not been the best, has it? Well, lad, I did say I wouldn’t be asking you to do anything that I’m not going to do myself. And I’m certainly not going to be standing about here in the damned cold waiting for you lot to get back, I’m coming too,” he smiled at Costa, “Look on it as an incentive to keep going and not mess about. Now, lead on.”
 
   They set off at a reasonable pace, which quickly slowed as they got further along. Some of the recruits were doing all right, Rowan saw, but some were a bit half-hearted about it and some were undeniably puffing. 
 
   “Keep going, lads. Just imagine there’s a mob of ogres after you,” he said to the stragglers.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” they managed and sped up a bit.   
 
    Rowan jogged along beside them as they ran around the end of the horse paddocks. He waved to the Horsemaster, who was most surprised to see him and the recruits there.
 
   “Keep going, lads. You’re doing all right. I just need to see Horsemaster Ross for a minute. Remember the ogres are still after you, and so will I be shortly. The first three who stop will be doing ten pressups before they continue. For anyone after that ‘tis twenty. I don’t care if you have to walk, but don’t bloody stop. You’ll get too cold and that’s when injuries happen.”
 
   “What the hell are you doing out here, Rowan? You’ll kill those lads,” Ross grinned at him.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “I hope not, Ross, but I am going to get them fit. What’s Benni been doing with them? They’re like a lot of old grannies, some of them,” he said, “No wonder Fess said they were bloody useless.”
 
   “It’s not all Benni’s fault, I don’t think. He’s been struggling with his knee for a while. Still, he should be a lot harder on them; they’re lazy buggers, most of them. They do as little as they can get away with and it’s such a big intake… he’s really needed help, but there’s been nobody free.”
 
   “Aye, that never changes, does it? Well, today is the day they start working properly. Look at that pair of loafers, you’d think they’d at least get out of sight before they damned stop like that. Did they not listen to what I said? It won’t be the ogres they’ll have to worry about. I’ll talk to you later about those colts, Ross,” Rowan said as he started to turn away.
 
   “Rowan, will you still have time to help with the riding later?” Ross asked, “I don’t want to keep you from your sabre practice.”
 
   “Aye, I’ll be there, Ross. Just after lunch, in the stables, isn’t it? And don’t fret, Stefan will soon let us both know if he thinks I’m not training enough,” Rowan laughed as he set off again.
 
   Ross smiled to himself as he watched Rowan run to the recruits who’d stopped around the other side of the horse yards. Sergeant Benni was a good man, but there was a reason he’d never be more than a sergeant. Rowan didn’t have that problem; he’d been Captain of Den Siddon after all. If he said jump, these lads would jump and hope like hell it was high enough. The recruits looked stunned as he spoke softly to them, but they quickly dropped and did their ten pressups before running on, Rowan close behind them. They caught up with another bunch of stragglers who were walking, but broke into a trot as they were overtaken.
 
   “Right, you lot. No more messing about. If you’re not back at the parade ground by no more than ten minutes after me, you’re going around again unless I can see you’ve made a bit of an effort,” Rowan said as he jogged backwards beside them, “Truly, you’re worse than a bunch of three-legged slowworms.” He turned around the right way and set off after the rest of the recruits. The stragglers looked at him in horror as his long easy stride quickly ate up the distance between them and the leaders.
 
   “Bloody Hells! Do you think he means it?” one of those who’d been walking panted.
 
   The two who’d done pressups nodded gloomily.
 
   “Oh, aye, he means it all right. And the bugger’ll probably come with us again too,” one of them said morosely.
 
   “What I want to know is, how is he so bloody fit when he’s got silver hair like that?” another walker said as they all tried to get a move on. None of them wanted to do another circuit of the horseyards in the biting wind.
 
   “Didn’t you listen, you bloody idiot? Didn’t you see his tattoos?” the other one who’d done pressups demanded, “He’s Red Rowan!” 
 
   “Great bloody Gods protect us,” the walker whispered devoutly.
 
   They straggled into the parade ground a little after they should have, but Rowan could see by their red sweaty faces and heaving chests that they’d put a lot more effort into it coming back.
 
   “’Tis your lucky day, lads. No more running for now, but…” he tried not to smile as the momentary hope faded from their faces, “Since you all came in together and I didn’t see who was actually last, ten pressups from all of you, please. Now. And the rest of you, are any of you any good at somersaults, backflips, handstands?”
 
   A few recruits nodded cautiously, their eyes wide with trepidation. They’d quickly realised that Rowan was indeed a very different proposition from Sergeant Benni.
 
   “Daft lads, I won’t bloody bite you. I was going to say to you, if you want to incorporate them into your warmdown, then do. It’ll keep you supple. ‘Tis handy for upsetting folk sometimes too. Keep going, lads, and when you lot doing the pressups finish, get going with the warmdown, please.”
 
   The recruits tried not to stare again as Rowan flowed through his own warmdown, gracefully turning backflips and somersaults and walking around on his hands as he always did as he cooled off. He was pleased to see some of the recruits starting to do the same.
 
   As the session finished, Rowan said to the recruits, “Now lads, clean yourselves up a bit, please. Your next instructor won’t thank me if I send you to him all sweaty and smelly. And then I want to say a few words to you. Don’t worry, I won’t quack on too long in this cursed wind.” 
 
   He washed and towelled himself dry as the recruits did, but they noticed to their dismay that he hadn’t raised a sweat. He buttoned his shirt, put on his silver-studded vest and faced them all.
 
   “Well, lads, I’m sorry to have to say that Captain Fess was right, on the whole,” he said when the recruits were clad again, “Some of you did quite well, but as for the rest… bloody useless, most of you. My old Gran could do better. But that is going to change, believe me. I won’t always be as kind to you as I have been today. You may think I’m a bastard now, but soon… well, soon you will know it for certain.” He smiled at them. “Off you go, lads, thank you. I think you’ll find Lieutenant Krellin will be nearly ready for you at the archery butts.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



9. “A spirit of adventure.”
 
    
 
   The next morning Rowan watched the recruits straggle across the parade ground, with varying degrees of stiffness and enthusiasm. They didn’t have to like getting fit, but fit they would be, he thought cheerfully. Still…
 
   They came to attention and saluted him smartly. 
 
    “Thank you lads,” he said, “Tell me, have any of you ever played scramble ball?”
 
   They stared at him in amazement, but there were a few “Aye Sir”s and “Not for a while, Sir”s, as well as a couple of “What, Sir?”s too.
 
   “Good. ‘Tis a great Trollish invention. I thought we might try it today, instead of frightening Lieutenant Ross and those poor silly colts out in the yards again. What do you think?”
 
   The recruits stared at each other, astonished. Nobody ever asked for their opinion and it’d been made very clear to them that it wasn’t wanted, ever.
 
   Rowan smiled at them.
 
   “Speak up, lads. I know I’m a bloody civilian, but I still expect an answer from you. So… another nice run around the horseyards, or a game of scrambleball? ‘Tis up to you. Or maybe you’d prefer to run up and down the tower half a dozen times? Or around the battlements, say, three or four times? Perhaps down through the town to the river and back through the pine forest?”
 
   “Twice?” he added mischievously.
 
   “Bloody Hells! No, Sir!” somebody said.
 
   Rowan looked at the sandy-haired lad who everyone else was carefully edging away from and tried not to laugh. He’d almost forgotten how comical life in the Guard could be at times.
 
   “Costa, isn’t it?” he said.
 
   The lad mumbled “Aye, Sir,” unhappily and looked at his feet, wishing he’d had the brains to just shut up like everyone else.
 
   “Well, Costa, since you seem to be the only one here with a tongue and the wit to use it, you can make the decision for today. What’s it to be?”
 
   “Er…” Costa raised his head a little, “Er… scrambleball, Sir. Um… please, Sir.”
 
   “Good decision. ‘Tis bloody cold out in the yards today. ‘Twas frosty earlier, Sword Master Stefan nearly had kittens when one of his Trophy squad slipped over and turned his ankle. So, scrambleball it is… Don’t fret though, the rest of you, we’ll still be running on other days. Now, how many of you are there? Eighty-two, three?”
 
   “Eighty-four, Sir,” Costa spoke up, heartened by Rowan’s not having snapped his head off, as Sergeant Benni certainly would have.
 
   Rowan nodded. 
 
   “Seven teams of twelve, then. It’ll be too many, of course, but we’ll try it and see what happens… you always need a spirit of adventure with scrambleball! Organise yourselves please, lads, while I go and find a ball. And warm up too; I don’t want anyone getting hurt.” He thought of something else. “Dammit! ‘Tis best to play this on grass, else the healers will have words to say to me. Hmm… we’d better not use the Commandant’s chamomile lawn, I suppose… it simply won’t stand up to it and we don’t want Mrs. Telli after us. ‘Tis too damned small anyway…”
 
   He thought some more. No, there was really only one place big enough and flat enough, apart from the cobbled Parade Ground. Well, the lads would simply have to run about enough to keep themselves warm, he decided, and all the frosty bits should be evaporated by now.
 
    “Sorry, lads,” he said, “It’ll have to be the horseyards after all, I think. Well, not all the way there, there’s a good big flat bit about halfway, where they train the horses… still up for it, or would you rather just run again? The tower’s just there and ‘tis out of the wind…”
 
   “Scrambleball, please, Sir,” came the chorus as he’d thought it would. He nodded, pleased with the success of his idea.
 
   “Good. Now, I’ll need a couple of lads to come with me to the Supply Sergeant, please, and the rest of you can go down to the yards. Warm up on the way down there and keep warm. I don’t want anyone pulling a muscle or worse. Those of you who know how to play the game can tell the others. Let’s go, lads, we’ve not got all day to mess about.”
 
   Costa and a big lad named Tyne hurried to keep up with Rowan’s long stride as he headed off to the Supply Sergeant’s lair.
 
   “Sir… why are we going to Stores?” Tyne asked warily. Sergeant Merrill was widely considered to be a very grumpy old bugger, even by the standards of Supply Sergeants, and naturally the recruits had heard a lot of worrying stories.
 
   “Just going to give our manners a bit of an airing,” Rowan smiled at his puzzled face. “Remember this, lads. You’ll get a lot further with a bit of politeness than you will with throwing your weight around, even when you’ve got a bit of rank behind you. Especially with Supply Sergeants. Miserable old buggers, most of them are, obsessed with damned paperwork, and they seem to like going out of their way just to be bloody difficult. ‘Tis best not to give them an excuse.”
 
   Supply Sergeant Merrill was most surprised and not very pleased to have someone knocking at his door so early in the day. He moved his assistants aside to see off the early-comer himself. He was even more surprised to see the Champion and two wide-eyed recruits waiting there politely. 
 
   “A good day to you, Sergeant,” Rowan said as he acknowledged Merrill’s hasty salute, “Would you be able to give us a nice sturdy box for the lads to use as the goal in scrambleball, please? If ‘tisn’t a trouble to you? I’m sorry, but I’ve got no paperwork for it…”
 
   “I don’t think you’ll need it for just an empty box, Sir. Don’t tell anyone else, mind. Hmm… Scrambleball, Sir? How big a box do you need?” Merrill frowned thoughtfully, surprised and gratified to find himself on the receiving end of the Champion’s legendary politeness.
 
   “About… um… this by this…” Rowan indicated with his hands, “And about… so deep, if you’ve got one handy.”
 
   Merrill rattled around a bit and came back triumphant.
 
   “Like this, Sir?” he asked.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, that’d be perfect, thanks. Can we keep it?”
 
   Merrill nodded, much to the recruits’ surprise.
 
   “Aye, of course you can, Sir. It’s a good strong box.”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis. And it’ll need to be too. My thanks to you,” Rowan said. He started to turn away, but remembered something else. “Now, this might be stretching things a bit… and truly, I don’t even know if they’ll still be here, but the Guard never throws anything out, so they probably are… long woven ribbons, coloured ribbons? The previous Commandant had the idea of us plaiting them into the horses’ manes and tails for special parades, the bloody useless old… your pardon, Sergeant, lads. I forgot myself.” He tried to look contrite and almost succeeded. “We never actually did it, of course. They’re a bit too wide, apart from anything else. Would you happen to know if you’ve still got them?”
 
   Merrill looked at him in astonishment.
 
   “Funny you should ask that, Sir,” he said slowly, “We found a whole lot of woven ribbons about five or six years ago, during an extra good spring clean, and the cursed things turn up again every year. Nobody seems to know what the hell they’re for, they’ve been here since at least Captain Johan’s time… but we thought we’d better keep them when there are so damned many of them. We thought somebody’d be sure to pop up wanting them if we just threw them all out.”
 
   “Aye, well, you were right too, and here we are,” Rowan laughed, “Now, I’d be grateful if we could have some of the ribbons as well, please, if you’re sure you don’t want them. If you do, I’ll go down into the town and get some more, because I’ll have to cut these. And I’ve, um, got no bit of paper for them either…”
 
   “No, don’t worry, Sir. Nobody’s bothered about them in a dog’s age and I doubt they’re going to now. They, er, might take a bit of finding, though, Sir…” Merrill said. He’d got sick of the bloody ribbons turning up every year like the proverbial bad penny and he’d stored them… hmm, where the hell were they now?
 
   “’Tis no rush for them and I certainly don’t expect you and the storemen to drop everything and find them now. How about if I come back in… um… three or four days?”
 
   “Aye, we’ll find them for you by then, Sir,” Merrill said, grateful again for Rowan’s renowned courtesy and consideration for others and his proper respect for paperwork. Most who came to Stores expected things to magically appear before they’d even asked for them. Demanded them, in most cases, with no please, thank you or kiss my foot, Merrill thought sourly. Was it any wonder Supply Sergeants were known as miserable old bastards?
 
   Rowan thanked him and headed off. He handed the box over to the recruits.
 
   “You see? Good manners cost nothing and always get results. ‘Tis easy. Now, can you take this down to the others, please? Thanks. I’ll find a ball from somewhere and meet you down there. Off you go, lads.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan was tossing a red leather ball spangled with blue stars from hand to hand as he trotted around a corner and very nearly ran the Sword Master down. Only the excellent reflexes of both men saved them from disaster.
 
   “Sorry, Stefan,” he laughed, “I didn’t mean to nearly flatten you like that.”
 
   Stefan grinned at him.
 
   “What the hell are you doing with that ball, Rowan? And where did it come from?”
 
   Rowan told him and he grinned again.
 
   “The lads had better have an extra half an hour or so before they come to me then. You’ll barely get started otherwise,” he said.
 
   “Thanks, Stefan. We’ll be better organised next time, if there is a next time.”
 
   “Ha! I think there’ll be a lot of next times, Rowan. You’re a genius to think of it,” he became more serious, “Rowan… would you mind if I brought the recruits down to watch you sparring some time?”
 
   Rowan stared at him in surprise and shook his head
 
   “Of course I don’t mind, but you don’t have to ask, Stefan. Everybody else just turns up if they want to watch us,” he said, “’Tis a good idea, they can see the whole lot of us together, see our different styles. They might even learn something if they’re not careful.”
 
   “Aye, they just might. Thanks, Rowan. Um… do you think you might be able to come to one of the first-year classes too, and you and I could show them slowly what we do…? I want them to see the sparring, but it’ll be too fast for them to see the ins and outs of it. And maybe the second year lads as well?”
 
   “Of course, just let me know when you want me. I suppose it’s too soon to know if any of them might be any good with a blade?”
 
   “Aye, it is a bit. But there’s a couple of the new lads who at least know which end to hold. Mind you, I wouldn’t trust any of them with an actual blade, they’d kill themselves.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Well, we can’t have that, Stefan. Think of the bloody paperwork you’d have to fill in. Aye, bring them down whenever you like. And of course they can come any morning if they don’t mind getting out of bed a bit earlier.” He thought about it and laughed again. “No, that might be a bit too much to ask. ‘Tis only us daft buggers down there in the cold before breakfast.”
 
   “Aye, so it is,” Stefan chuckled.
 
   Rowan joined the recruits a few minutes later, laughing to himself as he tossed the ball from hand to hand again. The trolls would laugh themselves silly if they had to play with a ball like this.
 
   “Sorry, ‘tisn’t the real thing. I had to borrow this from the Captain’s lads and I promised them we’d not harm it, so make sure you don’t, please. But if you find you like the game, I’ll get a proper ball for next time,” he grinned at the recruits. They certainly looked happier about this than running around the battlements. Mind you, he couldn’t blame them. “I ran into Sword Master Stefan – literally, as it happens – and he said you can have an extra half an hour before he wants to see you. Now, is everybody ready? More or less know what to do?”
 
   “Aye, Sir!” came the enthusiastic reply. None of the lads was worried about what the ball looked like.
 
    “Aren’t you going to join us today, Sir?” one of them asked.
 
   “Aye, I’ll join you when somebody falls in a heap, but until then, I’m the referee. The trolls don’t always have one, but I think we will. And remember, the trolls don’t play this to deliberately hurt anyone and you’re not going to either. A few bruises don’t matter, but anything more than that does.” He remembered something else. “The trolls do have a…” he said something completely incomprehensible, “… And I think we should as well. Hmm… these’ll do the job.” He moved to the side of the flat area and picked up four of the little poles they used to teach the young horses to jump and placed them on the ground in a square. 
 
   He turned to find the recruits staring at him in a mixture of confusion and wonder.
 
   “What’s wrong, lads?” he asked, puzzled by their baffled faces.
 
   “Er…”
 
   “Umm…”
 
   Rowan tried not to roll his eyes.
 
   “I’m not going to bloody bite you! Costa! What’s the problem?”
 
   Costa wondered how he’d suddenly become the spokesman for the group, not realising that Rowan simply didn’t know all of their names yet and he didn’t like to call people ‘you there’. 
 
   “Costa?” The lad had been the only one to speak up earlier, so Rowan saw no reason why he couldn’t do it now.
 
   Costa pulled himself together hastily.
 
   “Sorry, Sir,” he said, hoping he wasn’t blushing, but knowing that he probably was, “Er, no disrespect intended, Sir, but what did you say just then?”
 
   “I said I’m not going to bloody bite you, but I’m starting to think I might have to bite somebody very soon, just to get some damned sense out of all of you,” came the calm reply.
 
   The recruits’ eyes widened and they shuffled uneasily. They’d all heard the tales that said Red Rowan was at his most dangerous and unpredictable when he seemed calm and very still.
 
   “Umm… no, before that, Sir,” Costa managed, “You… you said the trolls have a… er… a, a something or other, Sir. Before you put the poles down, Sir.”
 
   Rowan frowned slightly as he thought about what he’d said. His face cleared suddenly and he laughed.
 
   “Oh, you mean the…?” he said the incomprehensible word again. “My apologies, lads, I forgot for a moment that you mightn’t know much Trollish.” Or more likely, any at all, he thought as he saw their astounded faces. “’Tis a very handy language at times, lads, even if ‘tis bloody hard on the throat… but never mind that now. It means, um…” he thought about it. There wasn’t really an easy translation into Wirran. “It literally means ‘the place for those who have no honour in the game’. At home in Sian we used to call it the ‘Sinners’ Bin’. ‘Tis where the naughty lads who break the rules go. A bit like the dungeon here in the garrison, only not as bloody dank and there’s no rats. There are also no poor innocent buggers in the Bin, only bloody fools who’re letting their team down and who should be ashamed to show their faces in public.”
 
   He smiled to himself as he saw the usual shock at his bluntness written all over the recruits’ faces, followed by thoughtful expressions and a few nods and muffled words of agreement as comprehension dawned. You’re learning, lads, he thought cheerfully, even if you did think a bloody tree-watching civilian had nothing worthwhile to teach you.
 
   “And that being the case, I suppose we’d better settle on some rules, hadn’t we?” Rowan thought quickly. Glyn had always said the trolls made up the rules as they went along and if it was good enough for trolls to do it, it was good enough for him. “The main one is no-one is to be deliberately hurting anyone else. Of course, accidents do happen, but anyone who deliberately kicks somebody or trips them up gets five minutes in the Bin. A punch or headbutt is worth ten minutes. Anything below the belt, um… out for the rest of the game and fifty pressups. Dangerous tackling, the same.  Eye gouging and deliberately breaking bones gets you out of the game for the next two months and running laps of the horseyards while the rest of us play. Anything else… I’ll think of something if it happens. Please try not to stretch my inventiveness too far.”
 
   He was pleased to see the recruits nodding seriously.
 
   “Now, are we all ready this time? Good. Let’s get on with it!”
 
   He tossed the red and blue ball up and leapt back as the lads galloped in to claim it. Some were quite speedy, he noted happily. Not so good at jumping, though. Well, that wasn’t hard to fix. Tackling wasn’t a strong point for most of them either, and of course they hadn’t had time to work out any tactics yet. At least they were going about it with a bit of enthusiasm, he thought. They probably didn’t look on it as the very good exercise that it was. Too many of them running around at once of course, he’d have to think of something… oh, dear. We can’t have that.
 
   His piercingly loud whistle brought the game to a sudden, startled halt. Rowan frowned at a lad who’d kicked another’s shins well away from play and the young fellow jumped as if he’d been kicked himself. A quick jerk of Rowan’s head in the direction of the Sinners’ Bin had the miscreant hurrying off the field in disgrace. The game resumed and a few minutes later one of the recruits wobbled to his feet after a heavy but legal tackle and stood doubled over, gasping for breath.
 
   “Are you all right, Joss? Nothing broken?” Rowan asked him quickly as the game surged around them. He gave the ball a swift kick when it came too close to them, much to the surprise of the other players. They were even more surprised when it almost went into the goal.
 
   Joss nodded. “I’m… all right, Sir… just… winded.”
 
    “Good lad, you’re the referee for a bit then, when you get your breath back. Can you whistle?” At the young fellow’s nod, Rowan smiled and said, “Just be careful they don’t run over the top of you. Toss them out of the game if they do. Let me see… fifteen minutes for roughing up the referee, I think, and sixty – no, seventy press-ups.”
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Joss managed, thinking he’d need eyes in the back of his head.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Joss. Just do the best you can and let me know when you feel ready to play again,” Rowan smiled at him and made sure he was breathing properly and unhurt, if a bit shaken up. Then he watched the chaos around them carefully for a moment before slipping into the middle of it.
 
   Rowan wasn’t entirely sure which team he was meant to be on, but it didn’t matter. Some of the lads would back him up and the rest would try to stop him; it would work itself out. He intercepted a pass and headed off for the goal. 
 
   “Bloody Hells, Sir!” Ulrich gasped as Rowan ran away from him as if he was standing still, skipped through a wall of tacklers and scored as if the defenders simply weren’t there. “You’ve played this before!”
 
   Rowan grinned at him as the rest of the players took the opportunity for a bit of a breather. In a very short time the recruits had found this silver-haired Siannen could run rings around them and outjump them and he was damned hard to bring down into the bargain. They suspected he was probably a hell of a good tackler too.
 
   “Aye, Ulrich, I have. Not for quite a while though. The last time was with a clan of trolls up in the north, the Stoneforest clan. I stayed with them over winter six or seven years ago, and I was bruised for bloody months from playing scrambleball,” he thought for a moment, “We only had teams of four or five though, most of the time. Ours here are much too big, too unwieldy…”
 
   “We could… er…” Ulrich hesitated.
 
   “Out with it, lad. I do expect basic politeness, but other than that I truly am almost unoffendable. I’ll let you know if I’m not happy with you, never fear,” Rowan grinned at him again. This lad had definite promise, he thought. And he was reasonably fit as well.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Ulrich grinned back at him. Truly, he thought, this man was a revelation. He’d made it his business to find out more about him, which wasn’t hard to do in Den Siddon, and what he’d learned had left him awestruck. But the man himself was so… down-to-earth, so normal. And terrifyingly fit and athletic. Bloody good with a horse too, and surprisingly patient with those who weren’t, as the recruits had found out yesterday afternoon. Could he really be a Horse Master, as they said? Ulrich hoped he might somehow manage to see Rowan sparring in the circles too. Folk said he was simply stunning and near as dammit unbeatable, even though he’d barely begun training with the Trophy squad. “What about… um… seven in a team, Sir? Twelve teams?” He looked a bit doubtful as he thought about it a bit more.
 
   “I think you’re on the right track, Ulrich, but…’tis still too many all rattling about at once…” Rowan smiled suddenly. “How about two lots of teams, six teams with seven players that play scrambleball one week, and the other six teams of seven play the next week? Or perhaps later in the same week? Or maybe, um… three or four teams of seven at a time? Ah, dammit, I’m confusing myself…” he shook his head, “No, I’ll have to think about it a bit more tonight. You and the lads can too, and tell me what you think.”
 
   “But what would the ones who aren’t playing do, Sir?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “There’s always the battlements or the horseyards to run around. Or maybe we’ll start doing gymnastics. I suppose Sergeant Benni might referee the game while I’m chasing the other lot around, he can be careful of his knee. Anyway, I’m sure I’ll think of something.” He smiled at the recruit beside him.
 
   “Aye, Sir, I’m sure you will,” Ulrich laughed.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



10. “Ribbons”
 
    
 
   The recruits were surprisingly keen to play scrambleball again, in spite of their bruises and tired bodies. Rowan went into the city and returned with a couple of balls, as well as a new one for Fess’s sons. He also produced a carved wooden whistle for those who couldn’t whistle very well but were called on to referee. When he came to the fitness class a couple of days later with a bundle of multicoloured ribbons over his arm, courtesy of Sergeant Merrill and redolent of wormwood and lavender, the recruits looked at him a bit dubiously. They were quickly realising that he did nothing without a good reason, but ribbons? And red, blue, green, turquoise, yellow, light blue, violet, white, black, orange, grey, dark green and maroon and, horror of horrors, virulent pink ribbons at that.
 
   Rowan tried not to laugh as he looked at the worried and very hesitant faces of the recruits and tried not to sneeze as he shook out the last vestiges of the ancient herbs.
 
   “Don’t fret yourselves, lads,” he said, “I thought we could use these so we’ll know who belongs on whose team…”
 
   “But, Sir… ribbons?” one of the recruits spoke up earnestly. They were learning that Rowan welcomed their honest queries, no matter how daft they might seem, but he didn’t take kindly to timewasters, smartmouths and slackers. Just as he’d said himself. Mind you, nobody else in the Guard did either.
 
   “Aye, ribbons, Kyle,” Rowan smiled at him, “Not for your hair though, unless you’re particularly keen on that idea… no, on your arms or wrists, I thought. Unless anyone’s got a better suggestion…?” He looked around hopefully. “No? Arms ‘tis then.” He started to cut the ribbons into lengths with a very sharp and very beautiful dagger, carefully keeping the various colours separate.
 
   There was a sudden horrified intake of breath from several of the lads who’d realised that these must be the ribbons Costa and Tyne had been so puzzled about since going with Rowan to the Supply Sergeant.
 
   “What’s wrong, lads?” Rowan asked, curious at their appalled faces.
 
   “You’re… er… you’re cutting the, the ribbons, Sir… you’re cutting them up…” a stocky lad named Amiet managed. He was shocked at Rowan casually cutting up Guard property, shocked too that he was using what had to be one of his Champion’s Knives to do it. 
 
   Of course Amiet knew the stories of Rowan’s refusing another sabre when he won the Champions’ Trophy for the second time, knew the g’Hakken had made an axe for his father and a pair of daggers for Rowan, but… surely they weren’t meant to actually be used, were they? It felt… sacrilegious, somehow. Mind you, it was said his father used the axe every day in the forest, and these lovely daggers that their new instructor always carried and often used simply couldn’t be anything else but the Trophy Knives. Amiet tried desperately not to seem too taken aback.
 
   “Aye. Well, you’ll fall over them if I don’t,” Rowan smiled at him as he realised what the problem probably was, “Don’t fret, Amiet, they’ve been in the damned stores for at least twelve years that I know of, likely longer, and they’ve not been used in all that time. ‘Tis a wonder the bloody moths haven’t eaten the cursed things, even with all this stinking wormwood. But if Captain Fess ever decides he wants the horses’ manes prettied up for something, I’ll just have to go to the market and get some more.” He thought it was extremely unlikely. Braiding the troop horses’ manes was one thing, and often done, but braiding them with ribbons was quite another and would probably happen when cows flew. And not even then, with these appalling pink ones. The Gods only knew what they’d been dyed with. “In the meantime, you’re Guardsmen and you’re entitled to use Guard equipment, no? And ‘tis only what we’re doing, after all.”
 
   He smiled as the recruits looked happier about the whole business.
 
   “Now, lads, I think we’ll try it with teams of seven this time. That’ll give you somebody to grab the ball initially, a runner to head off with it and a guard to go with him and protect him a bit, and give him someone to offload the ball to if need be,” Rowan said, pleased to see the recruits nodding as they worked it out, “And then you’ll have a couple of sort of roving tacklers to stop the other buggers getting through, and two defenders to lurk up around the goal as a rear guard. Of course there’s nothing stopping you passing it to any of them to put in the goal if they’re clear. What do you think?” he looked around hopefully.
 
   The recruits nodded enthusiastically, intrigued by the novel idea of using defenders as goal scorers too.
 
   Rowan smiled at them again.
 
   “Well, we can try it and see, can’t we? There’ll still be far too many folk running around, but we’ll worry about that later. There’s nothing to say that we can’t change things to suit ourselves if it doesn’t work… the trolls do that all the damned time. Great innovators, trolls are. Sometimes they use two goals, and once up north we had eight teams of seven and four goals. ‘Twas bloody mayhem,” he laughed at the memory.
 
    It had been an experimental game when several groups of visiting trolls had arrived at the Stoneforest trollhall at the same time. Somehow they’d heard there was a Bridge Troll overwintering there, and a bit of snow hadn’t stopped them coming to pay their respects. Naturally there’d been a game of scrambleball organised to mark the occasion, and what better chance for a little creativity? Rowan and his teammates had tried to protect the little ratcatcher, Cris, as best they could, but eventually they’d all been flattened in the general melee; the brave little man had had a magnificent black eye and Rowan had dislocated a shoulder. The other one this time. The trolls had been mortified that their new friends had been hurt, but the men were unoffended and philosophical. If they played games with trolls, they reasoned, then they must expect a few bruises. After all, they’d gone out of their way to convince their team mates that they weren’t delicate flowers. Really, it was an honour that the trolls generally forgot that the men weren’t… well, trolls.
 
   “So, we’ll have twelve teams of seven for this time, if you can just reorganise yourselves a bit, and we’ve got… um… fourteen colours,” Rowan continued thoughtfully, “Hmm, I suppose I should give you a bit of a sporting chance… can I have one lad from each team, please, and you can get your colours from a lucky dip…” the recruits looked at him blankly. “… Not heard of them? Dear Gods, you poor bloody Wirrans must lead sheltered lives. Well, you’ll see… Oh, and the colours are non-returnable and non-exchangeable.” He smiled again. “I’m afraid if you get this particularly horrible shade of pink, that’s your team’s colour. I’d just advise you to lay a few extra heavy tackles on any ignorant buggers who make fun of you because of it.” 
 
   Of course he could simply discard the offending pink ribbons, but he thought it’d do the youngsters good to have a bit of excitement in their ordered lives.
 
   Twelve recruits stepped forward nervously.
 
   “Don’t look so worried, lads. All you have to do… is…”
 
   The ribbons glowed in the sunlight as he tossed one of each colour into the box they used as a goal. Rowan had whitewashed it so that it was easier to see in the fray. “Then you close your eyes, reach in and grab a ribbon. Jumble them up a bit if you want to, thus…” he followed his own instructions and took the ribbon that was at the bottom of the pile, laughing as he saw that it was red. How bloody appropriate, he thought as he tossed it back and mixed the ribbons up again. “There, see, ‘tis easy. No nasty surprises, I promise. No mousetraps in the bottom of the box. And no horrible big black hairy spiders either. Away you go now.”
 
   One by one the lads fished in the box, hoping desperately that they wouldn’t get the pink ribbon. It was very, very pink and they knew their team mates would be most upset with them if they did. But no, their luck held and the dreaded pink and one other remained in the bottom of the box.
 
   “What about the referee, Sir?” somebody piped up from the safety of his fellows.
 
   Rowan sighed.
 
   “Dammit, I suppose I’d better have a bloody ribbon too.”
 
   He reached into the box without looking, took the bottom ribbon again and laughed when he saw it was… red. 
 
   “’Tis no getting away from the damned thing!” he chuckled, “All right, lads, it seems ‘tis red for the referee.”
 
   They all busied themselves tying the ribbons onto each other’s biceps, surprised at how much easier it was to see just who was who, and soon they were ready to start.
 
   “Next week we’ll have six teams playing on one day, and the other six teams later in the week, I think, unless any of you’ve got a better idea. No? Speak up if you have,” Rowan looked at them hopefully.
 
   “No, Sir,” several lads said.
 
   “We thought about it like you said, Sir, but we think that’d be the best way to do it. We thought about teams of, say, five or six, but then there’s too many of them,” Ulrich said.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, that’s what I thought too. There’ll still be too many like this, I imagine, but we can try it and see how it goes. I’ll have to see how we can get a couple more referees too, I think, maybe rearrange ourselves a bit…” Or perhaps rope in some of the older recruits or Cadets who aren’t doing anything, he thought, “But in the meantime Sergeant Benni will referee next week while the other half are with me, running or doing gymnastics or whatever it turns out to be, so please be careful with him. He’s not so spry with his bad knee,” Rowan smiled at them as they nodded seriously. He threw up the ball and leapt backwards as the lads charged in for it. Already they were better organised than they’d been and a couple of teams seemed to have a tentative plan in place.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



11. “As brave as a lion…”
 
    
 
   A week or so later several of the new recruits found out the hard way that it was possible to offend Rowan, even if it wasn’t generally easy to do.
 
   They’d found a scrawny kitten somewhere and were tormenting it. The poor little creature was backed into a corner, back arched and scruffy fur fluffed as much as it could, hissing defiance at the half a dozen lads who were poking at it with sticks and throwing stones at it.
 
   The leader of the lads found himself lifted off the ground by his collar as someone said quietly but with undeniable authority, “Stop it, lads. Right now.”
 
   They’d heard nobody coming but they stopped as one.
 
   Rogen Kerrson wriggled in the very tight grip but couldn’t escape it. He turned his head a little and stared into the strange-coloured and very angry eyes of his new instructor. Rowan raised the lad a little bit higher one-handed and dropped him to the cobbles hard.
 
   “Stay right where you are, you lot. I’ll deal with you in a minute.”
 
   There was something so menacing in the soft lilting voice that the lads didn’t dare to move at all. They watched open-mouthed as Rowan stepped past them and up to the little spitfire in the corner. He knelt, held out his hand and picked the little waif up, holding it closely to his chest. It snuggled against him but hissed at the lads as he turned back to them.
 
   “Brave kit,” he said to it softly, “As brave as a lion… What a shame you’re not one, you’d have shown these useless buggers something.”
 
   He looked down at the recruit still sprawled on the cobbles and said a single Dwarven word that would have blistered the lad’s ears if he’d understood the language at all.
 
   “Stand up please, Rogen,” Rowan’s face was calm and he hadn’t raised his voice at all, but his eyes were fiery as he looked around the group of boys. “Now, let me see… Rogen, Tharl, Dorn, Borrel, Jarle and, um… Ivan. Is there a very, very good reason for you to be tormenting this little beastie, apart from sheer bloody idiocy? I can see it’s not torn off any of your arms or legs, but did it perhaps menace you in some way? Try to attack you? Make you fear for your bloody lives?” 
 
   “Um… er…no… no, Sir…” came the wary, unhappy chorus.
 
   Two very instructive Trollish words would have crisped the other lads’ ears just as thoroughly if they’d but understood.
 
   “No, Sir… I thought not,” Rowan said sadly, shaking his head. He tickled the kitten’s ears and smoothed its fur again, smiling slightly at its rusty purr and then he spoke very firmly, “Well, lads, for that bit of heroism you’ll all be running around the battlements twice before breakfast for the next three months. And you will do it if it is sunny or bloody snowing. You will ask the Duty Sergeant to kindly sign a piece of paper when you’re finished each day and you will give it to me before you have breakfast. I’m usually at the fencing circles at that time of the day, but if I’m not, leave the paper with Sword Master Stefan or one of the others. Naturally this will not interfere with your normal duties as you will be out of bed in plenty of time or you will miss breakfast.” He looked around at them all again, his face expressionless, “The only way you will not do this is if you break a leg or are reliably reported to me as being dead. By ‘reliable’ I mean Captain Fess.  And you will not harm an innocent creature again. Ever. Have I made myself clear to you?”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
    Rowan glanced up at the sun for a moment. Not quite lunchtime. He looked back at the stunned lads. “What a shame we’ve already had breakfast. Nevertheless, you will start this today. Now, in fact. You won’t need to worry the Duty Sergeant today though, as I can see the walls from here. Go.” 
 
   “Aye, Sir.” The very chastened lads saluted and set off at a pace they couldn’t hope to sustain. Some of them had secretly wondered how their quietly spoken, good-humoured new instructor who was so good at scramble ball could possibly be the legendary Red Rowan, but suddenly they found themselves with no doubts at all. For just an instant, there’d been something infinitely dangerous about him. And he hadn’t even raised his voice to them.
 
   Rowan stroked the kitten’s scruffy black fur as it purred loudly and snuggled into his hand. It didn’t seem to be badly hurt, but it had a few scrapes and was undoubtedly bruised, and the poor little creature had been terrified.
 
   “And where the hell did you come from, brave little scrap? And what am I going to do with you? I can’t…” he smiled down at it suddenly, “Ah, but I can, can’t I? I’m a damned civilian now after all. You can come and live with me, young Scrap, if you’d like to. What do you think? There’s plenty of room, I know how to take care of a tiny kit like you, and when you’re a bit bigger I’ll introduce you to the stable cats and you can earn your keep by mousing. And if anybody tries to throw you out, they’ll have to throw me out as well. And between you and me, little Scrap, I truly don’t think they’ll do that.” Rowan thought his reputation and status might finally be of some use to him. He smiled as the kitten, now dubbed Scrap, blinked up at him, licked his hand and settled down to sleep. “Come with me then, little laddie, let’s go and find you something to eat…”
 
   He hadn’t got far when he saw Fess heading towards him.
 
   “Rowan, why are there half a dozen very worried lads gasping and wheezing their way around the battlements?” Fess asked. He knew it had to be something to do with Rowan: nobody else in the garrison could inspire such instant obedience and exertion without having to make a lot of noise and effort. He thought he could probably guess the reason as he saw what Rowan was carrying so carefully. “Is it by any chance something to do with that little fleabag you’ve got there?”
 
   “He hasn’t got fleas, surprisingly enough. Probably too skinny to make it worth their while,” Rowan smiled at Fess as they negotiated a surprising number of troopers who were staring at the recruits struggling around the battlements at the best speed they could muster, “But, aye, it has got something to do with him. Those lads need to learn to pick on someone their own size.”  
 
   Fess nodded, unsurprised and unworried. Rowan didn’t hand out punishments without a good reason. Over the years, quite a few recruits and troopers had made the mistake of seriously underestimating him. Fess’s private theory was that it was something to do with Rowan’s handsome, youthful face, his soft lilting accent and his long braided hair. For whatever reason, some simply didn’t see past all of that to the steely inner strength of him. They never did it twice though, and these lads wouldn’t either.
 
   “And how long will we have this, er… entertainment?” If the recruits had hurt this miserable little waif of a kitten badly, it’d likely be for a hell of a long time. Perhaps until sometime in the third week after Doomsday.
 
   “Three months, but it’ll be before breakfast after today,” Rowan smiled again, “I doubt there’ll be so many gawkers standing around taking up space then.”
 
   “Aye, I’m sure you’re right.” Fess nodded, trying hard to keep a straight face, but not succeeding. 
 
   They laughed together as Rowan stowed the kitten in an inside pocket of his leather vest and headed for the kitchens to ask for some milk for it.
 
   **********
 
   Scrap quickly grew into a sleek handsome cat with black velvet fur and big green eyes and a feisty, mischievous nature. He’d never be a big cat, but he took no nonsense from anyone and particularly not from dogs. He liked dogs, liked to play with them, but any dog silly enough to try and chase him with intent soon found that he had sharp claws and he wasn’t backward in using them. He followed Rowan everywhere, accompanied him to classes and training and sat on Rowan’s discarded shirt, guarding it faithfully as he watched proceedings with intense fascination. ‘Rowan’s little shadow’, the troopers called him. If Rowan was riding or working in the stables, Scrap earned his keep by helping out with rodent control.
 
   He discovered the tallowbark and ran up and down the tree easily, coming and going as he liked through Rowan’s window with the assistance of a handy branch. Nobody ever ill-treated him again, and he liked to be patted and made a fuss of, but he never forgot the recruits who’d tormented him, and would always hiss at them fiercely. They, for their part, learnt their lesson.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



12. “… the triple curse…”
 
    
 
   “Hello, Fess, how are you this fine morning?” Rowan said as he strolled into his friend’s office a couple of days after rescuing Scrap, the kitten asleep in his pocket. He looked around curiously. Little had changed since the office was his.
 
   On one wall were the portraits of all the men who’d been Captain of the Den Siddon garrison. He moved closer to have another look at them all.
 
   “I’m all the better for seeing you, Rowan lad,” Fess laughed, “Better still if I didn’t have all this bloody paperwork to do.” He stood and stretched his cramped muscles. Truly, this cursed sitting at a desk and pushing a pen business was the worst part of his job.
 
   “’Tis neverending, as I remember,” Rowan said sympathetically. It was the thing that had annoyed him the most when he’d been Captain, too. Apart from the Commandant of course. 
 
   “Have you come to see the rogues’ gallery today?” Fess said as he went to stand beside Rowan.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “Not really, but … well, they’re such a handsome lot, I might as well have a look while I’m here,” he said with a grin.
 
   The earliest paintings, of Foss Siddonson and Geral Hesson, were dark and dingy with the passing of the years but the later ones were still fresh and new looking.
 
   There was Johan, his Champions’ Trophy medal on his right breast and a long row of other decorations on his left, a very handsome man with thick pale blonde hair and bright blue eyes. He’d been painted seated at his desk as many of the Captains were. He looked as if he was trying hard to take the whole business of sitting for his portrait seriously, but was finding it difficult.
 
   Right at the end of the line was Fess. His blonde curls shone in a patch of sunlight and his brown eyes were alight with laughter though his face was serious.
 
   And in between them, Rowan: the only man of all of them who wasn’t either blonde or Wirran or both, and the youngest of the lot. His dark auburn hair glowed in its neat braid and he, too, looked to be having trouble taking it all seriously as his hazel eyes seemed to sparkle with mischief. This portrait had been painted not long after he’d wed Zara and his handsome face glowed with happiness as he stood at Mica’s head. The stallion was impeccably presented, its mane and forelock intricately braided and its ceremonial harness gleaming. Rowan’s dress uniform was as immaculate as everyone else’s, his collection of medals more impressive than any… on the right side of his chest were his two Champions’ Medals, on the left, his many other honours. And there at his throat was the Star of Yaarl, added to the portrait after Messton and Trill, along with his other honours from those battles.
 
   Rowan looked at it and shook his head.
 
   “It seems so long ago, Fess,” he said, “It makes me feel a hundred years old now.”
 
   “Well, that makes me a hundred and two then, lad,” Fess laughed, “Wasn’t it a pain in the backside, that whole portrait business?”
 
   “Aye, it certainly was. At least I could persuade Mica to need a break fairly often, but I’ve always felt sorry for all those poor fools sitting at that damned desk…”
 
   “How did you manage to get them to paint you like that, Rowan?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I just did,” he laughed, “It probably had something to do with me saying it was like that, or with Soot, or not at all. The Commandant was furious of course. But look, in some of the earlier ones, the men are mounted.”
 
   “Aye, but you’re standing at Mica’s head…”
 
   “Aye, well, that wasn’t my idea, I thought I’d have a nice comfortable horse to sit on, but they said they couldn’t see the bloody medals properly if I was mounted. Idiots. And they said a grey horse was better than a black, with the black uniform,” he grinned at his friend, “They could have painted me with a brindle cow or a spotted pig for all I cared, Fess. What a lot of nonsense it all was, truly. That’s why I put the Forest Giant braids in Mica’s mane.”
 
   “You’re incorrigible, Rowan. It’s an honour to be the Captain of Den Siddon.”
 
   Rowan nodded soberly.
 
   “Aye, Fess, it is. It was. But it doesn’t mean that you have to do exactly what some damned painter wants and sit behind that cursed desk. As if we didn’t all get enough of that! No, it’s not good for painters to get their own way all the time. It just gives them stupid ideas. Just think of all the stuffy official portraits you’ve seen in various garrisons… would you want to be remembered for looking like a constipated owl?”
 
   Fess grinned at him. His own portrait showed him sitting on a big black stallion.
 
   “Aye, I remembered you’d said that when it came to my turn, that’s why I chose Monty. He looks impressive, but he’s a lazy old thing. He’d have posed all day if I hadn’t given him a little nudge occasionally,” he chuckled happily, “Of course they wanted me at the bloody desk too, but I thought no… if Rowan didn’t have to look like a constipated owl, neither do I.”
 
   **********
 
   “So tell me, Rowan, how are you finding garrison life again after so long?”
 
   “’Tis different as a civilian, I thought it’d be hard to settle back into, but no, ‘tis fine. And I’m grateful to you for letting me do it. But, Fess…” he looked unhappy suddenly, “I truly wish the men wouldn’t all call me ‘Sir’. Respect is a fine thing, but… well, you know that you decided that the garrison wouldn’t collapse if everyone above the rank of sergeant and anyone who spars with me just calls me Rowan… I thought I was getting them trained, but they’re not very bloody reliable about it.”
 
   Fess laughed at Rowan’s woebegone face.
 
   “Well, Rowan lad,” he said with a grin, “You suffer from the triple curse of being a bloody hero as well as the holder of the Star of Yaarl and the dual Champion. Folk think it’s disrespectful to call you by your first name with all that.”
 
   “Dammit. I’ll tell them if I feel disrespected,” Rowan said succinctly. He could accept the saluting as holder of the Star of Yaarl; he’d have done the same himself if he’d still been in the Guard and such a man had wandered through the Gate, and of course all of the garrison would have acknowledged the man correctly too or he’d have known the reason why. But he’d be here for a year, more or less, and the rest of it did get rather wearing. Nobody at home treated him any differently, though they all knew of his heroism. Most had simply said something along the lines of “Well done, lad. You did a fine job” and left it at that. 
 
   “Don’t worry about all that, Rowan. It’ll work itself out,” Fess smiled at him again, “Is that why you’re here, or have you come to show me that little fleabag peeping out of your pocket?”
 
   “Oh, bloody Hells! Is he?” Rowan looked down at himself. Sure enough, Scrap had woken up and decided to see what was going on. His big bright eyes shone as he looked around. “You’re supposed to be asleep, little laddie,” Rowan said as he gently stroked the kitten’s head. “Sorry, Fess. He frets if he’s left all day. He’s really barely old enough to leave his Ma; his eyes haven’t even finished changing colour yet. Anyway, no, ‘tisn’t why I’m here. That’s a bonus for you,” he smiled at Fess again, “No, I wanted to ask you about scrambleball and the lads…”
 
   “Oh, aye? And what did they think when you got them to play it?”
 
   “They were a bit shocked, I think, but they liked it.” Rowan laughed. “I’m sure they don’t realise just how much running there actually is in the game, and how good it is for their fitness. They’d like to start up a bit of a competition, so I said I’d ask you if ‘tis all right to.”
 
   Fess looked at him, surprised.
 
   “You don’t need my permission to do that, Rowan,” he said.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “’Tis your garrison and your recruits, Fess, not mine. I can’t just… just do what I feel like, and neither can they.”
 
   Fess smiled at his old friend.
 
   “No, I suppose not. Thanks, Rowan. I appreciate your asking me, but truly, you can do whatever it takes to get those lads fit and keep them fit. A scrambleball competition sounds like a good idea. But will you have time to organise it, with everything else? Nearly all the instructors have asked me if they can have your help with various things.”
 
   “Well, I can get it started for them, I think. Maybe Benni can help them out with it after that, he’s been refereeing the games a bit,” Rowan grinned, “Seems some of the second and third year recruits are interested too, and I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the younger troopers are as well.”
 
   “You’ve created a monster, Rowan lad!” Fess chuckled, “But that’s a good idea to involve Benni. His knee won’t be right for a while yet, but he can still be involved like that, it gives him something else to do. Actually, I think he’ll be pleased. Too bad if he’s not.”
 
   “You’re as bad as your bloody predecessor, Captain,” Rowan grinned at Fess again.
 
   “Aye, I try to be. He taught me a hell of a lot,” Fess said softly.
 
   Rowan laughed again.
 
   “Well, maybe he wasn’t such a bad poor silly bastard after all, then.”
 
   “No, he wasn’t.” 
 
   “I’m glad to hear you say that, Fess, because I’ve got something for you,” Rowan smiled at him, “Can you leave that damned paperwork for half an hour or so?”
 
   “Ha! What do you think, laddie?”
 
   They walked together out to the parade ground. Standing there were two superb young stallions, a dark dappled grey and a black. For a moment, Fess thought they were Mica and Soot, but no, of course they weren’t… Rowan had left them happily running around in the forest at home, with Griff keeping an eye on them. He’d brought several fine young horses with him to finish their training and had ridden a different one each day of the journey to Den Siddon.
 
   “What’s this, Rowan?” Fess asked, puzzled.
 
   Rowan smiled.
 
   “’Tis a pair of horses, Fess,” he said, “You’ve seen horses before, haven’t you?”
 
   “But…?”
 
   “’Tis simple, Fess…” he said, “Storm and Ebony are ready now, or near enough, and I’d really like for you and Cade to have them. Remember we talked about it at home in Sian.”
 
   Fess remembered very well. He’d been looking forward to this moment ever since, though Bella had been concerned and had let him know about it. It was Rowan’s livelihood after all…
 
   “But, Rowan… I’ve got a troop horse…” he began half-heartedly.
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise.
 
   “Aye, you have, and there’s not a lot wrong with him either, except his paces are a bit bloody rough and he throws his off foreleg out at the trot, but these are better,” he said slowly, “Remember we agreed that the Captain of Den Siddon should have a fine horse of his own to ride, not a troop horse, and he should have one that’s kind to his backside.”
 
   “ But Rowan, I… I truly shouldn’t take one of these…”
 
   “Why not? ‘Tisn’t as if I’m trying to bloody corrupt you. And I thought we’d decided. So what’s the problem?”
 
   Fess shrugged unhappily.
 
   “I don’t know, really. But… but Bella thought… she was worried that…”
 
   Ah, so that was it.
 
   “Fess lad, we’ve been through all this. Don’t fret yourself, and don’t let Bella fret herself either. Horsemaster Ross is very keen on the remaining ones for officers’ mounts, and having seen some of your poor old nags here, I’m not surprised,” Rowan shook his head. There’d been many, many troop horses lost at Messton and it took a long time for the garrisons to replace them with suitable beasts.  And of course Rowan’s standards for a suitable mount were quite a bit higher than most. He’d done what he could to improve stock at every garrison he’d been posted to as Horsemaster, and Den Siddon’s troop horses had been coveted by the remainder of the Wirran Guard during his time there. “I’ll just have to remember to drive an extra hard bargain with him. I’m truly not as bad at it as Rose always says.”
 
   “But Rowan, if you give these two away and sell the rest, you’ll have to ride one of our poor old nags yourself,” Fess tried one last protest, but he was already lost as the dappled stallion Storm snuffled gently at his hand. He remembered the horse’s smooth, lovely paces and the odd, wonderful gait that it had inherited from Mica and sighed.
 
   Rowan grinned at him.
 
   “Aye, well, it wouldn’t be the first time, would it? But no, I’m keeping Ashen. I thought about keeping the chestnut or the roan mare, but I’ve had a couple of offers for them that are really too good to refuse. Now, hop onto Storm, laddie, and stop being a bloody old woman.  Let’s go and find Cade.”
 
   **********
 
   The troopers found it strange to have a living legend in their midst, found it difficult to adapt to his preference for informality, but eventually things worked themselves out as Fess had said they would, and everyone was happy.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



13. “… it’s not as easy to do as he makes it look.”
 
    
 
   It was raining heavily and had been for several days, and the Sword Master wasn’t about to let his Trophy squad risk injuring themselves in the mud, so they were using the indoor training circles. They were already hard at work when he brought his young recruits in to watch them: some were exercising and some were training with weights, all of them generally keeping themselves busy as they waited for a vacant circle. 
 
   The lads gaped at the grace and speed of the swordsmen as they danced back and forth.
 
   “Gods, Ulrich,” Costa muttered in dismay, “Do you think any of us will ever be this good?” The lads were still getting used to the wooden practice swords and the flashing sabres were both fascinating and terrifying.
 
   “I doubt it, lad. I truly bloody doubt it,” Ulrich said to his friend as he craned his neck, looking for the Champion he so desperately wanted to see in action. Ah, there he was. He was tall, certainly taller than all of the others, but of course it was his hair that marked him among the mainly blonde Wirrans, as it always had. Ulrich looked more closely. No, he was marked by more than that, he realised. Not his tattoos and scars, though of course they were obvious.  No, it was his intense concentration, his grace and power and sheer speed, the way he made it all look so easy, that set him apart.
 
   “Now lads, I’m sure you all want to watch the Champion at work,” Stefan smiled at their enthusiastic nods, “That’s good, you can learn a lot just from watching him, but he’s so damned fast you can miss a lot too. We’ll be here for a good while, so I want you to have a good look at everyone, see their different styles, different strategies…” 
 
   “Aye, Sir,” the recruits said as one. They’d been looking forward to this ever since Stefan had mentioned it to them.
 
   “Will you be sparring with the Champion too, Sir?” one of them wanted to know.
 
   “Aye, maybe later, I think. When he’s worn himself out a bit more,” Stefan laughed.
 
   **********
 
   “Well lads, what differences have you noticed between them?” he asked a while later, when the recruits had had a good look at all of the men sparring.
 
   “The Champion seems to… um… disarm his opponents a lot, Sir,” Ulrich ventured. “Much more than the others do, Sir.”
 
   Stefan smiled.
 
   “Aye, he does too. And it’s not as easy to do as he makes it look, believe me, especially with Sergeant Corran over there,” he said, indicating the best swordsman in the garrison after Rowan and himself: a man who’d be among the best swordsmen in Wirran. 
 
    “Well spotted, Ulrich. Why do you think he does it?”
 
   Ulrich shook his head slowly.
 
   “No idea, Sir, except that… er…” he faltered.
 
   “Out with it, lad.”
 
   “Well, er… except that he can, Sir, and it’s a good way to finish a bout,” Ulrich blushed as Stefan laughed.
 
   “Sorry, Ulrich. I didn’t mean to laugh at you. You’re right, lad. He says his opponents can’t dispute being disarmed and the judges can’t miss it either.” Rowan also said that the buggers couldn’t come after him and stab him in the back, but Stefan didn’t tell the lads that just yet. “Ah, it looks like he’s taking a break.”
 
   Rowan came over to them with a smile. The lads’ eyes widened as they saw his sabre.
 
   “A good day to you, lads,” he said, “You’ve been watching us all pretty closely, have you learnt anything yet?
 
   “Aye, Sir,” they chorused.
 
   “So, what have you learnt, Costa?” he asked the sandy-haired lad at the front.
 
   “I’ve learnt I’ll never be able to do this, Sir. I’ll never be as fast or as good as any of these men,” Costa said sadly.
 
   “Don’t give up just yet, Costa. None of us just woke up one morning like this, it took a long time and a lot of damned hard work to be able to use a blade like we do,” Rowan said, trying not to laugh at the lad’s downcast face, “You just need to give it a while.”
 
   “Aye, lad. These are the best swordsmen in the garrison, don’t forget. There’s not many men who are as good as this lot,” Stefan smiled at him.
 
   “I suppose so, Sir,” Costa didn’t look entirely convinced.
 
   “Are you going to spar with the Champion now, Sir?” another lad piped up, “He must be a bit worn out by now, Sir.”
 
   “Um… I, er…” Stefan looked at Rowan, who was trying not to laugh at his discomfiture, “Aye, why not? Just let me warm up a bit…”
 
   “A bit worn out?” Rowan said to him as they headed for a vacant circle, “I’m not that bloody old and decrepit yet, I hope.”
 
   “No, unfortunately. I was going to let you run yourself into the ground a bit more before I took you on, so I don’t embarrass myself in front of all these lads,” Stefan laughed. Rowan was more than a challenge now, even for the Sword Master. He still couldn’t really believe the Champion was so tall and so powerful and so devastatingly fast.
 
   “I truly doubt you’ll do that, Stefan. Now, shall we give them a beautiful exhibition match where nobody works up a sweat and nobody wins,” Rowan smiled at him, “Or shall we give them the real thing?”
 
   Stefan grinned up at him. 
 
   “A bit of both, I think. How about if we start off slow, show off a bit, and then really get down to business?”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, let’s do that,” he said, “It’ll show these cheeky buggers what we can really do if we set our minds to it. Have you given them the speech yet?”
 
   “No, not yet. After this, I think. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind…?”
 
   “No, I don’t mind, Stefan. I’ll talk to them. Now, let’s get on with it, lad.”
 
   The rest of the Trophy squad stopped what they were doing and gathered to watch too. A match between the Sword Master and the Champion was always worth watching, even more so if they were both taking it seriously, as they seemed to be.
 
   The recruits gaped as Stefan and Rowan danced around the circle, light-footed and elegant, a beautiful demonstration of swordsmanship at its best. But they were stunned as the tempo of the bout increased until the two were so swift that they really couldn’t follow it all, and they realised the astounding talent of both men. Before long they also realised, as the squad already had, that Rowan could probably end the bout whenever he chose to: as brilliant as Stefan was, he simply wasn’t going to win. He was giving it a damned good try though. Suddenly something in the demeanour of both men changed; they weren’t playing any more, they meant business. The sabres flashed too swiftly to follow for a few moments and Stefan looked down in dismay as Rowan disarmed him with a move that he simply hadn’t seen coming.
 
   “Dammit, Rowan!” he said, “How the hell do you bloody do that?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “I can’t tell you, Stefan… ‘Tisn’t that I won’t tell you, ‘tis that I can’t. But I can show you, I think… lunge at me again.”
 
   Stefan did and found himself disarmed again. He shook his head, oblivious of the fascinated onlookers.
 
   “No, slower, Rowan. I missed it again. And can you use your right hand this time?”
 
   Rowan nodded and tossed his sabre to his right hand. The recruits gawped a bit more; they hadn’t realised that he could use either hand equally well.
 
   The other members of the squad watched very closely as Rowan and Stefan went through the sequence several times slowly. Rowan often disarmed them with this manoeuvre, or one very like it, but he was so swift they’d never really been able to work out how he did it. And none had thought to simply ask him.
 
    “See? You lunge at me, and I sort of turn my body a bit like this, and twist my wrist… so…” Rowan said.
 
   Stefan nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye, I think I’ve got it,” he said, “Once more and then I’ll try it on you…”
 
   He was very pleased when Rowan’s sabre fell to the ground. It rang like a bell, quite unlike the clanking sound everyone else’s sabres made.
 
   “Now maybe I can bloody disarm you in a bout for a change, laddie,” he said happily.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, maybe, but I’d only have to…” he demonstrated a different movement of his wrist and hand, “And that should get me out of trouble, with a bit of luck.”
 
   They’d been so engrossed in their contest and Rowan’s demonstration afterwards, that they’d almost forgotten their audience. A burst of applause and cheering reminded them though. Rowan bowed to them, laughing.
 
   “Thank you, lads. ‘Tis a pleasure to perform for you.”
 
   “Excuse me, Sir…” Ulrich began hesitantly.
 
   “Aye, Ulrich?” Rowan replied.
 
   “Do you… um… have a plan for bouts like that, Sir?”
 
   Rowan and Stefan looked at each other and laughed.
 
   “The plan is to beat the other fellow, usually, when we’re only playing games like this,” Rowan smiled at Ulrich, “But no, I don’t plan exactly what I’m going to do. You can’t, lad. Your opponent generally doesn’t cooperate and do what you think he’s going to do, so ‘tis no good having a rigid idea in mind and then not knowing what to do if it doesn’t go how you thought it would. You have to be prepared for anything.”
 
   “But… how?” another lad wanted to know.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “’Tis practice and experience, Elgar. And damned good reflexes. Truly, there’s no simple answer. But if you’re not fast enough to adapt if something happens that you’re not expecting, you’ll get disarmed at best, or a hell of a cut at worst. ‘Tis a great aid to concentration and learning.”
 
   “You have to keep your mind on what the other man’s doing… a lot seem to drop their shoulder, like this, as they go to lunge…” he showed them what he meant, “’Tis a bad habit to get into, because it gives your opponent warning of what you’re about to do, assuming they’ve got any sense at all. It gives them time to do something about it.”
 
   Stefan nodded. Rowan really is a damned good teacher, he thought, and he doesn’t miss a thing. No wonder so many of the instructors want his assistance at their classes.
 
   “Aye lads, he’s right. A couple of the lads in the squad, not mentioning any names, do that and they get into trouble with it every time. It’s a hard habit to break too, so it’s better not to get into it in the first place.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan looked around at the recruits’ eager, fascinated faces. Time for the speech, he thought. He took a deep breath.
 
   “But lads… pretty as all this is, we’re only playing games here…” Rowan looked at Stefan for a moment. The Sword Master nodded. “Did any of you notice that I try very damned hard to disarm my opponent, and if I do I always end the bout with my sabre at his chest, over his heart?”
 
   Some of the lads nodded. They had noticed this, and wondered the reason for it when few of the other men did the same.
 
   “Lads, I’ve been well trained and I’ve had a hell of a lot of experience. I do it now without even thinking about it… so why do you think I do it?”
 
   The lads shook their heads.
 
   Rowan looked away for a moment, sighed, and looked straight at the recruits again.
 
   “Well, lads, I do it so that I can kill him quickly and cleanly with a single thrust of the blade.” 
 
   He waited for the horrified gasps to subside and then he continued on quietly, “That’s why we all learn to wield a sabre, lads. Not to win Tournaments and Trophies, not to look pretty dancing around a circle, and not so we can carry one around without falling over it. We learn it so we can kill. None of us wants to go around killing other folk and I truly hope that none of you will ever have to do it, but at the end of the day, that’s what it’s all about. Whether it’s with a sabre, a bow, a bloody halberd or your bare hands, that’s the job you’re training for and that’s the job you’ll have to do if ever it becomes necessary again… We can play as many games as we like to practice, get good with a blade, but eventually the time will come again when we’re not playing games, when it’s all deadly serious… And it’ll be just like it was at Messton, when our lives truly depended on our skill with a blade…. But I have to tell you, the ones who survived that weren’t necessarily the prettiest swordsmen going around… they were the toughest, strongest, and fittest of the lot and they did the job they’d been trained for better than the rest. ‘Twas as simple as that. It didn’t matter if their style didn’t win any prizes.” Rowan sighed very softly again.
 
   “I can’t tell you how much I hope that never happens again, but I know that it will, sometime. So meanwhile, everybody keeps in practice with tournaments and things… but they’re only a means to an end, to keep everyone fit and ready to kill.” He paused again for a moment, studying the lads’ stunned faces. “It all looks beautiful and refined and elegant with us dancing around in the circles, and the tournaments and things are exciting to watch, exciting to be in, but… a sabre truly has only one purpose, lads, and that’s to kill… don’t ever forget it.”
 
   He watched as the truth of what he’d said sank in. The recruits looked horrified at first, appalled as they realised what the graceful activity before them really meant, but as they thought about it they began to nod to themselves. Good, he thought. Now they know it’s not about playing games, they might just take it seriously.
 
   He glanced at Stefan. The Sword Master leaned over to him and said “Thank you, Rowan. You put it a lot better than I could and they’ll take more notice, coming from you.”
 
   “I hope they do, Stefan.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



14. “It was just… just bloody wrong”
 
    
 
   That night there was a tentative-sounding knock at Rowan’s door.
 
   “Come in, whoever you are. The door’s open,” he said absently. He was reading a book on military history that he’d borrowed from the Museum and Scrap was on his shoulder, purring in his ear. He was surprised to see half a dozen recruits file in and salute him: Rogen, Tharl, Dorn, Borrel, Jarle and Ivan. How very odd, he thought. What are this lot up to?
 
   “Hello, lads. What can I do for you?” he said, moving Scrap as the little creature bristled and hissed as loudly as it could.
 
   “I… er… we’re sorry to disturb you, Sir, but… um…” Rogen faltered.
 
   “I did say to all of you lads to come and see me if you’ve got any problems, Rogen,” Rowan said, still a bit puzzled as to why these particular lads would be there, but willing to give them a fair hearing, “I only bite in very specific circumstances, and this isn’t one of them… speak up, laddie.”
 
   “Aye, Sir… I…” Rogen gulped, a bit surprised that Rowan hadn’t thrown them all out the door. He could certainly physically do it, he’d picked Rogen up one-handed after all, and Rogen wasn’t small. True, he hadn’t treated any of the lads any differently since the incident with the kitten, but… The rest of the boy’s words came out in a rush. “We wanted to apologise to you, Sir. We were… we were wrong…”
 
   Rowan looked at all of them thoughtfully and nodded. 
 
   “Aye, you were. ‘Tis wrong to mistreat any creature, let alone one as defenceless as poor little Scrap. Why did you do it?”
 
   The lads looked down and shuffled their feet miserably.
 
   “No reason, Sir. Just… just sheer bloody idiocy as you said, Sir. We … we were all idiots, but I’m ashamed to say it was me that started it…” Rogen raised his head a bit, “I was stupid, Sir, and I was wrong. I’m truly sorry, Sir. I shouldn’t have done it. None of us should have.”
 
   “No, you shouldn’t have. And the rest of you can all see that now too, can you?”
 
   “Aye, Sir. It was just… just bloody wrong, Sir. I can’t believe that I… We’re all very sorry, Sir,” Dorn said, shamefaced, as his friends all said, “Aye, Sir” at more or less the same time.
 
   Rowan nodded again.
 
   “Well, at least you’re all man enough to admit it. I accept your apology on behalf of young Scrap, lads. Thank you,” Rowan said quietly. He studied them more closely for a moment. “But there’s something else too, isn’t there? Are you worried about what I was saying today in the circles?”
 
   Rogen tried not to stare. How the hell could he possibly know that…?
 
   “Sir… I… we …”
 
   “Sit down please, lads. I’m sorry, it might be a bit crowded,” Rowan waved a hand at a chair and a sofa, “’Tis a shock to hear it put so plainly, isn’t it?”
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Rogen said hesitantly as he sat down warily on the edge of the chair and the others perched on the sofa, “I… I truly don’t think any of us have ever thought about it like that before today, Sir…” 
 
   No, Rowan thought, but at least you listened and you’ve been thinking about it since. Good.
 
   “No, lad, you probably haven’t. Why would you? All you hear about is… medals and honours and bloody glory, and the damned Trophy of course, now that it’s coming up again,” Rowan shook his head slowly, “That’s what we all used to think too, before Messton. But tournaments and things aren’t what it’s all really about. No, killing folk is what it’s about. You’ve seen my scars… that’s all you get from a battle, scars or death. If you’re very damned lucky, you might survive it, but you’ll carry it with you forever.”
 
   The lads looked at each other in surprise. They certainly hadn’t expected him to say anything like that. He was the hero of Messton and Trill: a very unpretentious and reluctant hero, true, but still he was Red Rowan. No, this would take some thinking about. Tharl wondered if he might ask him something else that he’d been thinking about too. Certainly nobody else was as well qualified to answer his question. He looked at Rowan sitting calmly stroking his little black kitten and decided he should take the man’s advice and simply speak up. He’d soon tell him if the topic was unwelcome.
 
   “Sir… about… um, about Messton…” he began.
 
   “What about it, Tharl?” Rowan said quietly.
 
   “Well, Sir, I… no, I’m sorry, Sir. I… I shouldn’t ask you…”
 
   Rowan looked at him thoughtfully. He wasn’t a bad lad; none of them were really. They’d just been very stupid and now they regretted it. And they were worried about what he’d said earlier today.
 
   “Tharl, lad, you can ask me anything you like. If I don’t want to answer you, I’ll tell you. Try me and see.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir… Sir, everyone says that… that Messton was glorious, and… but I look at the Memorial and… there’s so many names there, Sir…” Tharl’s voice trailed away.
 
   “Aye, there are. Near as dammit two thousand of our men died there. Good men. And Rollo’s men… about… I don’t know really, about four thousand or so, I think. Maybe a few more, or a few less, but ‘twas something like that…” Rowan said.
 
   “So many…?” Dorn said softly.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, so bloody many. And so young too, most of them. Nearly two hundred of our men were only Cadets, not all that much older than you are now… just lads, sent to do a man’s job. They shouldn’t even have been there, and only a handful survived.” Rowan thought hard for a moment and came to a decision. 
 
   “Lads, I’ve never believed in the ‘glories of war’,” he said, “And I believe it even less now. If you were to ask any of the men who survived what it was like, I don’t think any of them would use the word ‘glorious’. ‘Bloody awful’ is what most of them would say. The glory of it is in the eyes of people who weren’t there. Messton was a nightmare, lads. A nightmare of blood and pain, and suffering and dying. Anyone who tells you otherwise isn’t telling you the truth. And ‘tis a nightmare that still affects all of us who were there in one way or another, and it always will…” Rowan shook his head slowly, “I’d never belittle the courage of the men or the sacrifices they made, they were truly… inspiring, humbling, incredible, but… there’s no glory in killing. At least we were defending Wirran, but the lads from Plait… they’d given their loyalty to a bloody madman. I’ve always thought it was a shame someone didn’t put an arrow in Rollo before he got so far. And I know I shouldn’t be saying this to you, but all the medals and honours they handed out don’t mean a damned thing… not to me, anyway…”
 
   “But… but, Sir, “ Ivan said, shocked, “How can you say that? You earned the Star of Yaarl at Messton… It’s not been awarded for…”
 
   Rowan sighed.
 
   “Ivan, I’m no hero, despite what everyone else will tell you… I’m just a man who did his job as he was trained to do it and, aye, in some ways I did a damned good job too, I suppose, but… truly, I’d swap the Star of Yaarl and every bloody medal I’ve ever won to have been able to get just one more of those troopers home…”
 
   **********
 
   The recruits said nothing for a few minutes as it sank into their minds, and finally Rogen said hesitantly, “Sir… you said you were only playing games there today. But… well, you… er… you weren’t messing about, Sir, it looked bloody serious. What did you mean?”
 
   Ah. So he’d picked up on that, had he? How interesting.
 
   “Well, Rogen, ‘tis like this… I don’t mess about with a weapon in my hand, never have; if I’m holding a weapon, I mean business. And we do take our training very seriously. The sabres are damned sharp and if you’ve not got your mind on what you’re doing, well… you can get a bloody nasty cut. Mind you, you can get a bloody nasty cut even if you have got your mind on what you’re doing. Think of the bruises you’ve got from the practice swords and imagine if they were sabres,” he tried not to smile as he saw Rogen wince, “But all the same, lad, no matter how serious it all looks with us running around in the circles, ‘tis ultimately just a game. It only truly gets serious when the other man is doing his best to kill you. And when that happens, you need to know what to do without panicking, need to know that you can do the job properly without thinking about it. You need to have practiced and practiced like it’s the real thing because some day it will be again.”
 
   They digested this soberly too. The conversation wasn’t what they’d expected when they’d come here tonight, and it would take a lot of thinking about. They’d spent a good while watching Rowan in the circles earlier in the day and none of the other men had even looked like they might beat him, not even the Sword Master. The final seconds of the match with Stefan had shown how devastating Rowan could be. If he’d wanted to, he could have killed any of his opponents at any time and could very likely have made a damned good try at killing them all.
 
   **********
 
   “Sir… why do you…?” Ivan began, then blushed and added hastily, “Your pardon, Sir, it’s none of my business…” 
 
   “Why do I still do it, Ivan? ‘Tis no simple answer, really. As I said, I’ve never been one to just mess about with a weapon in my hands, and I’m even less inclined to do it now… And I certainly don’t do it so I can go out and kill the next five men I see… no, for me it really is just a game again now. I do it more to repay the faith a lot of people showed in me when I was a lad than for any other reason.” He smiled suddenly. “And because I get fed up with being told what I’m bloody capable of doing, or more precisely what I’m not capable of doing. If folk tell me I can’t do something just because it’s never been done before… well, it makes me more determined to try and succeed at it. Truly, I just like to prove all the naysayers and miserable old buggers wrong… sheer bloody-mindedness, lad, that’s all.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



15. “We can’t reach him ...”
 
    
 
   Some of the Trophy squad were having a breather after working hard in the circles during their afternoon session.
 
   “Rowan, would you mind if I…?” Corran said hesitantly.
 
   “Probably not, Corran. Speak up, lad,” Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Well… could I, um… do you think I could try your sabre, please? I, I won’t…”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, of course you can. But I have to warn you, it won’t be quite right for you,” he said as he handed it over.
 
   Corran stared at the sabre in his hands, marvelling at the sheer beauty of the g’Hakken workmanship, at the incredible balance of the blade. He tried a few grips and settled on one that suited him. He and Rowan sparred for a few minutes, each using the other’s sabre, before he found himself disarmed by a move that he’d never been able to counter no matter what he tried to do.
 
   “Dammit, Rowan. How the hell do you do that? Never mind, perhaps you can show me later,” he picked up the g’Hakken blade, still amazed at the feel of it in his hand. “What did you mean ‘this wouldn’t be quite right for me’? It feels amazing.”
 
   Rowan nodded, his face thoughtful.
 
   “Aye, it does. It is. But ‘twasn’t crafted for you. ‘Tis hard to explain… Johan and I used to swap our sabres sometimes, and whenever we did… the other sabre felt perfect in my hands, it was simply superb, but it wasn’t as perfect as my own was. When I picked up my own again, it… I don’t know, it just felt right, it belonged in my hand. His just simply wasn’t quite right for me. Johan said the same. We could both tell the difference between them blindfolded, just by the feel of them, and I don’t mean because Johan’s has a more ornate hilt than mine.” He shrugged. “Nobody else could feel the difference between them, couldn’t feel anything except how perfect they both were. ‘Twas strange, but the dwarves said that was exactly as it should be. Johan’s sabre was crafted for him and mine was crafted for me. If ever they craft one for you, you’ll understand what I mean, as much as it can be understood.”
 
   Corran was intrigued. “So if I was to use Captain Johan’s sabre…”
 
   “It would feel just as good as this one … and of course it is. ‘Tis a superb blade, but to me, mine is better. And he said the same about his. Any g’Hakken blade is wonderful, the balance is perfect and there are simply no better blades anywhere, but it is only truly ‘right’ for the one it was made for.”
 
   “But how do they do it?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “I truly don’t know how they do it, Corran, though I lived with them for a good while and they… they watched everything I did, how I walked, ran, did things, held things, not just wielded a sabre. And then Finn came out one morning and gave it to me… sorry, Master Smith Findarel, as I should say. I hadn’t even held the blade while they were making it… I’d watched them at the forge, hammered it a few times myself, but I hadn’t actually held it, and it was…” he shook his head, bemused, “It was perfect… it was just perfect. I was only eighteen then, and when I grew a bit taller and filled out a bit, they asked me to come back. The blade still felt perfect to me, but when they gave it back to me I realised that I’d been wrong. I don’t understand it, but that’s the way of it.”
 
   “But Rowan… what happened when you lost your finger? Did it change anything with the blade?”
 
   Rowan shrugged again.
 
   “Yes and no, Corran,” he said, “After my hand healed I picked up the sabre without thinking about how I’d do it, and well, to be truthful I dropped the damned thing a few times because my hand was weak…” he’d spent hours kneading bread and wringing washing and squeezing a sheepskin ball in an effort to strengthen it again, “When it finally got strong again it felt as it always had, and I’ve never had a problem with it since. The missing finger only makes a difference if I’m trying to play a lute or viol or something. With the sabre, the grip is fine, it feels strong, but somehow it’s better in my left hand now. Because I use either hand, Finn said he couldn’t do much for it.” 
 
   Corran looked at him thoughtfully. He hadn’t realised that Rowan could play a lute or viol, couldn’t really imagine it either, but the man was full of surprises. It was he who’d started quietly singing “The Priest and the Prostitute” while the squad had been grumbling their way through a boring weightlifting session, and now they all did it, vying with each other to invent new verses. The tedium of training was almost a thing of the past. They even sang lewd songs in Siannen as they ran through the town – strictly to keep a proper rhythm of course - and nobody was any the wiser. He smiled and returned to the subject.
 
   “And that’s why you use the left hand more now?”
 
   “Aye, partly, but that right shoulder isn’t always what it might be either, the cursed thing. I do still use either hand, of course, but the left one’s better if I really mean business.”
 
   Corran nodded. Rowan could beat anyone in the squad with either hand, but he seemed to do it more easily with the left hand.
 
   Rowan lifted his head suddenly, frowning slightly. 
 
   “Someone’s in a hurry,” he said, “But we’re all here, aren’t we? Nobody’s running late…” he shrugged and turned back to Corran.
 
   **********
 
   Sword Master Stefan heard someone running towards the fencing circles too and wondered who it could be. His squad were all there working and he was just about to start sparring himself.
 
   “Excuse me, Sir… is… is the Champion here, Sir?” a second-year recruit gasped.
 
   Stefan frowned at him. This lad needs to be a bit fitter, he thought. He’d have to have a word with their instructor. Shame it wasn’t Rowan, or the lad would have plenty of breath to tell him what the problem was. The change in the attitude and fitness of the first-year recruits was nothing short of amazing. They generally wiped the floor with the older recruits in the scrambleball competition.
 
   “Aye, Anton, of course he is. But what the hell’s going on that you’re in such a rush?”
 
   “Sir… Mrs. Fess sent me to… to get him. She… she told me to run as fast as I… could, Sir,” the lad panted. It was a decent run out to the circles from the Captain’s Cottage at full speed and he hadn’t paced himself very well at all. “She… one of the little lads is…”
 
   “Something’s happened to one of the Captain’s lads?” Stefan was aghast at the thought. Fess had been at Den Farrar for a couple of weeks on some garrison business or other and was expected back in a day or so. “Rowan!” he called.
 
   “Aye, Stefan, do you want me?” Rowan replied.
 
   “Aye, lad. Quickly.”
 
   “Sorry, Corran, seems I’ve got to go,” Rowan said, “I’m sorry to ask you, but…do you mind keeping a bit of an eye on Scrap? I don’t think he’ll leave my shirt, he doesn’t trust you lot not to run off with it, but...”
 
   “Aye, Rowan, I’ll make sure nobody stands on your little shadow,” Corran said with a grin. Scrap followed Rowan everywhere and guarded his discarded shirt faithfully if he was running or sparring. “I’ll look after your sabre too if you like,” he added as Rowan nodded gratefully and hurried over to Stefan.
 
   “Here I am, Stefan. What’s wrong?” he looked at his friend’s worried face in surprise.
 
   Stefan had managed to get a bit more out of the recruit as he regained his breath.
 
   “It’d be funny if it wasn’t so damned serious, Rowan. Seems the middle one of Fess’s lads has got himself stuck up your tree. That bloody big thing outside the barracks,” he said.
 
   “Young Stefan’s in the tallowbark?” Rowan said in amazement. It was an enormous spreading tree, well over one hundred feet tall. “How high up is he?”
 
   “He’s very high, Sir. More than halfway up that huge bloody great thing outside the main barracks, Sir,” Anton said nervously. He’d never actually spoken to the Champion before. Those who had said that he didn’t bite, but he could be very blunt and he didn’t suffer fools gladly. He could certainly swear well too, Anton thought admiringly as Rowan muttered several instructive words.
 
   “I’d better go and get the silly bugger down before he falls and breaks his neck, I suppose. Truly, he’s a pest of a lad sometimes, but Fess and Bella would never forgive me if I didn’t,” Rowan said. He set off, Anton running at his side. The lad soon found himself hopelessly outdistanced as the twenty years older but fearsomely fit and very fast Rowan ran to the tallowbark.
 
   Poor Bella was nearly in tears when he got there. She stood with her little daughter on her hip and her oldest and youngest sons beside her, surrounded by eight or nine Guardsmen, all of them staring up into the branches of the huge tallowbark. A couple of Guards steadied a ladder against the trunk of the tree and a young trooper was at the top of it peering upwards, but the ladder was hopelessly inadequate.
 
   That damned Stefan, Rowan thought. Sometimes that lad’s got less brains than a bloody rabbit. This wouldn’t be the first time that somebody’d had to rescue the adventurous seven year old from some scrape or other.
 
   “Bella love, are you all right?” he asked quickly, then, “Can a couple of you lads bring that bench thing over here for Mrs. Fess please? She needs to sit down.” Bella was nearly eight months pregnant and she looked very frazzled.
 
   “Oh, Rowan! I’m so sorry to call you away from training, but… that bloody pest Stefan’s gone and got himself stuck up there,” she pointed upwards, “We can’t reach him and he’s too frightened to move.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Bella, I’ll get him for you. He’ll be all right. How far up is he…? Ah. I see him. Has anyone got a couple of ropes? Thanks,” he looked at Bella as he tossed the ropes over his shoulder, “Sit down, Bella love. Take the weight off your feet. I’ll get him, don’t fret. Truly, he’ll be all right.”
 
   He kissed her on the cheek as she sat down heavily on the quickly provided bench, put the other two little lads beside her and baby Zara on her lap.
 
   “Just stay still up there, young Stefan, you’re all right,” he called up to the whitefaced youngster nearly seventy feet up, “Just hang on tight and don’t bloody move. I’ll be there in a moment. Maybe two moments.”
 
   “Aye, Uncle Rowan,” a little voice quavered.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan ignored the ladder and simply swarmed up the tree as quickly and easily as a possum. He stopped for a moment to get his bearings. Ah yes, there he was, the silly little ratbag. Mind you, he’d done damned well to get so high, but he didn’t think he should share that thought with anyone else.
 
   “Nearly there, Steffie lad,” he said as he climbed higher, “Did you think you were a forester too? ‘Tis too high for you, laddie. Your poor Ma’s beside herself down there.”
 
   “Aye, Uncle Rowan… but I… I just wanted to see how high I could get and… and then I… I looked down to see, and… and… I don’t like it…” Stefan sniffled.
 
   “’Tis all right, laddie, you’re all right. I won’t let you fall,” Rowan said as he came up beside him, “Now, just let me put this around you before I tell you off.” He quickly roped the little boy and himself to the branch and put an arm around him as he made himself comfortable next to him. “Well, at least you picked a nice big branch to come out on. What would we have done if it’d been a little skinny thing that wouldn’t hold me as well as you, you daft bugger?”
 
   “I… I don’t…” Stefan sniffled again, “I don’t know…”
 
   Rowan looked at the boy carefully. He and his brothers were so like Fess that it always made him smile. Not now though. This was serious.
 
   “Steffie, lad, you know you shouldn’t have come up here, don’t you? Didn’t I hear your Pa say that you three lads are supposed to look after your Ma and your little sister while he’s not here?”
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Stefan replied, shamefaced.
 
   “Well, you can’t bloody look after them from up here, can you? And you’d do an even worse job if you’d fallen out and broken your silly neck. Steffie, your poor Ma is really worried, she thought you were going to fall and kill yourself.”
 
   “So… so did I…” Stefan quavered, clutching Rowan a bit more tightly. He felt a lot better with Rowan sitting there beside him so casually, but it was still very high.
 
   “Well, you were damned lucky you didn’t. Stefan, I was going to tan your backside for you when we get down, and I can’t promise that your Ma won’t, or your Pa either when he hears about this, and he will hear about it because there’s a lot more troopers down there now, but…” Rowan looked at the tearstained, woebegone little face and sighed. He and Glyn had climbed trees bigger than this when they’d been this lad’s age, but they’d been taught properly and they’d never got stuck in one. He could feel Stefan trembling as the boy snuggled against him. “You look like you’ve learned your lesson. But you must promise me that you won’t try this again. I mightn’t be here to come and get you another time and between you and me the troopers are bloody hopeless climbers. You’d have to stay up here. I want you to stick to climbing Johan’s apple tree. Promise?” He solemnly spat in his palm and held it out.
 
   “Aye, Uncle Rowan, I promise,” Stefan spat in his own grubby hand and gravely shook Rowan’s. “’Tis too scary up here… ‘tis too high and… and … it moves too much … I don’t like it…” 
 
   Rowan sat on the branch, perfectly happy as the wind gusted through the leaves though Stefan looked around nervously. He’d often come up here during his time at Den Siddon, both as Lieutenant and Captain, and it had been a welcome refuge from the ongoing incomprehensible problems with the Commandant. He should come up here again sometime, he thought, sometime when young Stefan wasn’t around. And when Sword Master Stefan wasn’t around either; he’d be sure to nag about possibly breaking a leg or worse. But now he’d better get the poor lad down.
 
   “Good lad, Steffie. Now, do you want to climb down with me to help you, or would you rather go on my back?”
 
   “On… on your back, please,” Stefan sniffled again.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis probably better that way. ‘Tis a good long climb down and I’m sure you’re feeling a bit worn out by now,” Rowan smiled at him, “Wipe your eyes and blow your nose, laddie. ‘Tis all right. I won’t let you fall. Let me just fix the rope, like this… and like this… Now, hold on tight and don’t wriggle about, my brave lad, here we go… Bugger me! Not that bloody tight, Steffie! I still have to breathe!”
 
   Rowan came down the tree as easily as he’d gone up, in spite of the limpet on his back. The ladder was still in the wrong place so he dropped the last ten feet, landed lightly on his feet and untied the rope so Stefan could totter over to his mother. There really were quite a lot of troopers milling about, he saw. Fess would certainly hear about it long before Bella had a chance to tell him.
 
   “Here he is, Bella love, safe and sound. He promised me he won’t go up there again,” he said quietly.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan. Thank you.” Bella stood and kissed Rowan’s cheek and then hugged her very chastened middle son. “But it won’t save his backside.”
 
   “Now, you lads,” she said to her sons, “Go home and take little Zara with you. I’ll be there in a minute,” she watched them head off towards the Captain’s Cottage. The eldest at eight, Rowan, carefully held his little sister’s hand as she toddled along beside him. Bella wiped her eyes and turned to the men who were still standing around.
 
   “Thank you again, Rowan, and thank you all too, for trying to help. Especially the lad who ran to the circles for me,” she smiled at Anton as he blushed scarlet, “ I’ll have to tie young Stefan up, I think.”
 
   “Don’t do that, Bella,” Rowan grinned at her as the troopers rescued their ladder, replaced the bench and went off about their business, “I truly think he’s learnt his lesson and if not, a sore backside can be a wonderful aid to learning for some.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



16. “Consider yourselves, er… dead.”
 
    
 
   Telli joined Fess at the practice ground. There were quite a few troopers there, silently watching a match in progress. They saluted their Commandant quickly and turned their attention back to the bout.
 
   Rowan was sparring with Stefan and Corran and they were all very intent on what they were doing. 
 
   Rowan had regained his legendary speed and the others were finding him quite a challenge, but they managed to box him up in a small arc of the circle. He glanced from one man to the other and then with a blindingly fast movement he knocked Corran’s sword from his hand, reversed the stroke, lunged forward and twisted his wrist just… so. There was a sharp clang as Stefan’s sabre landed beside Corran’s. The two men stared at their hands and then at each other, dismay written all over them.
 
   “Sorry, lads. Too close together,” Rowan smiled at them, “Consider yourselves, er… well, I’m truly sorry to say it… dead.”
 
   “Bloody Hells, Rowan. Not again!” Stefan laughed, “We’ll have to try it with three next time.”
 
   Rowan grinned at him.
 
   “It’d be a bit crowded in this damned circle, Stefan. We could try it outside, I suppose.”
 
   “No, you don’t! You run us ragged as it is, we’re not letting you out to run as you like,” Corran chuckled.
 
   Fess had seen Rowan take on four or five men at a time at Messton and still come out victorious. Of course things were a lot different in a battle, people did extraordinary things that they couldn’t and wouldn’t normally do, but still… Fess wouldn’t like to be the third swordsman trying to beat Rowan when he was really trying.
 
   “You’re just not fit enough, Corran, that’s your trouble,” Rowan said with a laugh, “You need to run up and down the tower a bit more, get some strength into those legs of yours. And a bit of wood chopping would help the shoulders too.”
 
   “You cheeky bugger. I’ll give you running up and down the bloody tower. Right now in fact, old man.” Corran laughed again. He was very nearly as fearsomely fit as Rowan and some ten years younger. But even he wasn’t mad enough to challenge a forester to a woodchopping contest.
 
   Rowan nodded, pleased that most of the troopers in the squad had finally stopped calling him ‘Sir’, in fact generally treated him as one of themselves. Of course there were some who were still hesitant, despite his best efforts.
 
   “Fine. And then twice around the battlements as well,” he said, “After you, laddie…”
 
   The watching troopers cheered and made way for them as the two men set off, the Wirran in the lead and Rowan happy to lope along behind him.
 
   “Great Gods, Fess! They’re bloody madmen!” Telli exclaimed in amazement.
 
   “Aye, they are. I think Corran will find he’s bitten off a bit more than he can chew though,” Fess chuckled. “Rowan can run all bloody day with the hunters at home.”
 
   “Aye, Rowan will be a couple of feet behind until they’re halfway around the battlements the last time and then he’ll leave poor Corran for dead,” Stefan said, “I truly don’t think anyone can outlast a forester.”
 
   “Certainly not one that can keep up with their hunters,” Telli laughed. “That was a good bout, Stefan, but two of you…?”
 
   The Sword Master smiled.
 
   “It’s the only way we can hope to beat him now. I can’t believe how bloody fast he is…” Stefan shook his head, “When he first came here he said he’d lost a bit of speed and he was so damned fast then that I truly didn’t think it was possible, but…”
 
   “Aye, he’s bloody fast all right, and strong. Always has been. Got wonderful balance too… So, is he going to win the Trophy, do you think?” Fess wanted to know.
 
   “Aye, he is… barring injuries of course.”
 
   “You truly think he can win it for the third time? Nobody’s ever done it,” Telli said, surprised. He could see that Rowan had lost none of his skill, but still…
 
   Stefan shrugged.
 
   “Nobody’d ever won it twice either, Sir.”
 
   “No, true,” Telli nodded his head slowly, “Well, if anyone can do it, it’s Rowan, I suppose. He’s just as amazing with a sabre as he ever was. What about his shoulder though? The right one? He seems to use his left hand more now…”
 
   Stefan nodded.
 
   “Aye, he does. By the look of that scar on the right there was a fair bit of damage done to it…”
 
   “Aye, there was. It was a hell of a mess,” Fess agreed. “It took a long time to heal and a lot of hard work to make it useful again. He says himself it’s not what it might be. So now I suppose he’s like the rest of us, only got one arm to really depend on?”
 
   “Not really, Sir,” Stefan smiled, “He’s still bloody good with the right hand, he can still beat me or Corran, but not always both of us together.”
 
   “Bloody Hells,” said Telli fervently.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan trotted back to the circles, his long easy stride deceptively fast.
 
   “What have you done with Corran?” Stefan said, though he thought he could make a good guess.
 
   Rowan shrugged as he stretched himself a bit and then washed the light sweat from his body.
 
   “Nothing, Stefan, truly. I just ran him along a bit faster than he thought. He’ll be along in a moment,” he raised his head and looked back the way he’d come, “Here he comes now.”
 
   Stefan nodded as Corran arrived.
 
   “Dammit, Rowan. It’s not enough that you wipe the floor with me in the circles, now you’re doing it to me running as well,” Corran said, disgusted with himself.
 
   “I’m sorry, Corran. ‘Twasn’t fair to do that to you,” Rowan smiled at him, “You went up the tower too fast when we were running the battlements as well, that’s where you went wrong.”
 
   “Aye, I did too,” Corran said ruefully, “I thought I’d lost you there and then bugger me, you passed me like I was standing bloody still. Next time, lad… next time…”
 
   “We’ll see,” Rowan laughed at him. Some of the hunters at home could outrun him, but not many; he knew he could outrun Corran and anyone else in the garrison and the further they went, the more he’d outrun them by. 
 
   He moved Scrap off his shirt and vest, put them on, and put the kitten on his shoulder as he usually did. He’d put the little creature down when they were away from all the training squad and their big feet and it’d run around and follow him perfectly happily.
 
   “Are you going back now, Telli? I’ll come with you, if that’s all right,” he said.
 
   “Aye, I am. Fess?” Telli smiled as Fess shook his head, “Just you and me and your little shadow, then, lad. He’s growing fast, isn’t he?” He reached up and tickled the kitten’s whiskers.
 
   “Aye, he is. Getting cheekier too,” Rowan grinned as Scrap tried to nibble at Telli’s fingers. “Don’t chew his hand off, little monster,” he said, trying to sound stern. “Sorry, Telli, he’s getting his new teeth, ‘tis like having a child only he’s easier to train.”
 
   “He’s fine, Rowan. He’d need bigger fangs than that to chew through these calluses,” Telli laughed. “Now, more importantly, are you going to win the Trophy again?” Telli looked at Rowan closely.
 
   Rowan smiled at him again.
 
   “It depends on whether you listen to the usual naysayers…” he said, “I’m too bloody old; nobody’s ever done it; I’ve been rattling around in the forests too long; my leg won’t hold up, though it’s been fine for years; my right shoulder’s not what it might be, as if I’ve not got another damned arm to use; the stress of it all will be too much for me… and, of course, nobody’s ever bloody done it!” He laughed for a moment and then became serious again. “Truly, the only thing I wondered about was if my memories of Messton and Trill would stop me. But no, this is all just a game, ‘tisn’t as if anyone’s trying to kill anybody.” 
 
   And even if they were, he knew he’d be all right. His fight against Beldar at Plausant Bron had proved that. No, unless an unheralded young swordsman from the Woopsies appeared and took all before him, just as he had himself all those years ago, Rowan thought he had a damned good chance of winning the Trophy again.
 
   “Ask me again when all of the lads are here for the contest. But aye, Telli, I think maybe I am. Especially if the rest of the lads let themselves be beaten by my reputation before they even set foot in the damned circle.”
 
    “What do you mean?”
 
   “Just that, Telli. Some of the lads that spar with me, they…” he shook his head, baffled, “Telli, I don’t know if they expected me to have two heads, or what the problem is, but they’re so much in awe of me… ‘tis bloody ridiculous. A few are still so damned worried about my reputation that they’re beaten before they or I even set foot in the cursed circle. Truly, sometimes I hardly have to do a thing. If I said ‘boo’ to a couple of these lads, they’d collapse, I think, and I can’t imagine the ones from other garrisons will be any different.” He frowned. “Maybe I should just withdraw from the Trophy. ‘Tisn’t right like this…”
 
   He meant it too, Telli saw. He wouldn’t want to win the Trophy just because his opponents were all too much in awe of him to do their best. Mind you, his reputation was very bloody impressive.
 
   Even Sword Master Stefan himself had been awestruck when he’d first met Rowan. But he hadn’t been too overcome to try his luck against the Champion; he said it was an honour that he’d never expected to have and he’d made the most of it. The two were becoming good friends as they trained together.
 
   “Great Beldar’s breeks! No, Rowan! Don’t do that!” Telli said quickly. “If these silly lads are overawed then they need to learn not to be, and pretty damned smartly. But how…?”
 
   “I don’t know, Telli, but the job is nearly done before I even set foot in the circle. That’s partly why I want them to just call me by my name, and why I let Scrap come down here with me… so they don’t let their imaginations run away with them. ‘Tis one thing to be beaten by a man, but to let his reputation do the job for him before he’s even set foot in the circle is just plain daft. Reputations mean nothing, as you always told me, and you were right.”
 
   Telli looked at him closely again. 
 
   “Rowan, how did you feel when you first met Johan? You were only eighteen and he was the defending Champion…”
 
   Rowan smiled at the memory. He’d been surprised when the Champion had wanted to meet him, but certainly not intimidated.
 
   “I felt honoured to meet him, Telli. Truly honoured.”
 
   “And what did you think when you realised he was your next opponent in the Trophy? Were you worried? Nervous? Frightened?” Telli couldn’t remember Rowan having been any of those things at the time, but perhaps he was wrong.
 
   Rowan shook his head slowly as he thought about it.
 
   “No, Telli, truly nothing like that,” he said, “I remember I was excited about it, excited to have the chance to go up against him and see how I’d go, but I wasn’t worried about it. I had nothing to lose.” 
 
   “And you weren’t worried that he’d wipe the floor with you? Make you look second-rate?”
 
   “No. If he did, he did. All I could do was my best… And without wanting to sound arrogant about it, my best had been pretty good up to then. I was looking forward to it, but then…” Rowan looked down at the long scar on his forearm for a moment.
 
   “But then what?” Telli asked, surprised, “I don’t remember you getting cold feet at the last minute, lad.” He remembered Rowan had been remarkably calm and collected, particularly for such a young lad. Fess had seemed far more excited and tense than Rowan had, and he’d only been a spectator.
 
   “No, ‘twasn’t that. But when he cut my arm I was worried they’d stop the bout,” Rowan smiled slightly, “It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d beaten me, if I simply hadn’t been good enough. Well, no, I’d have been disappointed of course, after all that bloody hard work, but… truly, I didn’t want to lose just because of a damned cut. My other arm was fine. I just wanted to see what I could do against the Champion.”
 
   Telli smiled as he remembered the bout. He’d never seen another like it in all his years of attending tournaments. The abilities of the Champion Johan Bendtsen and his challenger Rowan had been simply stunning. 
 
   “He said you pushed him harder than anyone ever had.” Telli truly believed that Johan would have been the first dual Champion if Rowan hadn’t been in that tournament. 
 
   “Did he? I could say the same of him.”
 
   “He thought you’d be the one to win the Trophy twice, didn’t he?”
 
   “Aye, he did. I wish he could have seen me do it.”
 
   Johan had died suddenly, not long before Rowan’s second Trophy Tournament. Sword Master Hibbon, the man who’d first realised Rowan’s potential with a sabre and trained him for his first Trophy, had taken over his preparation at very short notice and done an excellent job of it. Still, Rowan had missed Johan and still did.
 
   “Rowan…” Telli said thoughtfully, “Did he ever say that he thought you could win it three times…?”
 
   Rowan looked at Telli, his face pensive. He nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye, Telli, he did. I thought he was daft, but he said… he said I’d been so young when I first won it that I’d not be too old and decrepit to win it three times. He truly thought that I could do it, if I was fully fit and not injured. I just thought he was completely daft.” He smiled suddenly. “And why would anyone want to try and win the damned thing three times anyway? ‘Tis a hell of a lot of hard work.”
 
   Telli smiled back at him.
 
   “Aye, it is too. So why do you?”
 
   Rowan shook his head, still smiling at the foolishness of it.
 
   “I don’t know really, Telli. Daft, isn’t it? I just do. ‘Tis partly to repay Johan’s faith in me all those years ago and… partly because I’m fed up with folk telling me what I’m capable of, and what I’m not capable of, and well, as Fess says, why not? If I’m still good enough to win it, then maybe I will, and if I’m not good enough any more, then I won’t. I mightn’t even get past the first bloody round,” he laughed. “I might break a leg before then, or get fed up with running around in circles before breakfast and take my cursed sabre and go home. ‘Tis only a bloody game, it doesn’t really matter. The forest will be as beautiful as it ever was, no matter what happens.”
 
   “That’s still a dreadful heresy, you know! But I’m pretty sure you’re still good enough, Rowan,” Telli said, “Stefan and Corran are our big hopes, but you can beat them any day of the week. You can beat them both together.”
 
   “Then maybe I will win the damned thing again. ‘Twould be worth it to see what the g’Hakken do.”
 
   “That’s a thought… what would they do about the tattoo?” Telli wondered, intrigued.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “No idea, Telli! ‘Tisn’t my problem even if I do manage to win it again. Whatever they do, I’m sure the organisers won’t be pleased.”
 
   “Well, by the time they found out, it’d be too damned late anyway, lad.”
 
   “Aye, and just as well too. They’d take forever to decide what should be done.”
 
   “Rowan lad, it took five hundred years for someone to win the Champions’ Trophy twice. If you win it for the third time, just think how long it might be before somebody else does it. Whatever the old buggers decide won’t matter.”
 
   “Telli! You’ll be a worse heretic than me soon!” Rowan laughed at him.
 
   “Gods forbid,” Telli said devoutly.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan glanced about to be sure that none of Fess’s little lads were anywhere near, and then he climbed up the tallowbark. He knew it was a good place to go to think, nobody interrupted him up there, and he had some serious thinking that he needed to do. He’d promised Sword Master Stefan that he’d take a rope with him for safety if he was climbing the tree, and he did so now. Sometimes he’d even used it. Scrap ran up the other side of the tree and scampered onto the branch that led to Rowan’s open window.
 
   “You can go in if you like, laddie,” Rowan smiled at the leggy kitten that’d grown so quickly, “But I’m going up a bit higher…”
 
   He went as high as he could safely go and made himself comfortable as Scrap came up beside him. Rowan smiled again as the little cat lowered itself into a crouch and crept forward, carefully hiding behind some convenient leaves. Yes, there was a raven watching them with its bright clever eyes. Both the bird and the man knew it was safe enough, especially up here: Scrap was an enthusiastic hunter and wasn’t bad at catching mice, but he hadn’t mastered the far more difficult art of catching birds yet. He’d frightened a few but that was as far as he’d got. That didn’t stop him trying though, even over a hundred feet up in a tree. The raven flapped away with a derisive caw and Scrap sat up, washed his paws nonchalantly, and came back to sit at Rowan’s side.
 
   “You daft thing, Scrap. ‘Twas bigger than you,” Rowan laughed, “What would you have done if you’d caught it up here anyway?”
 
   He tickled the kitten’s ears and looked out over the garrison, past the town that was almost a city but still somehow smaller than it should have been with a garrison of this size and importance, and over the river. It was beautiful here in the mountains, he thought. Shame there were no decent sized trees though. Even the tallowbark wasn’t big by Siannen standards, and as for the pine plantation outside the town… it was only fit for running around or through, nothing else. He’d never liked pine trees much. They were all right by themselves, he supposed, just one here and there, but planted closely like that… no. Nothing grew under them and even the birds and animals didn’t like them. He thought about the forests of home, with the mighty Forest Giants, and sighed.
 
   No, Rowan, don’t think about all that now, he told himself sternly. You’ll be going back soon enough for the foaling. Now’s the time to be thinking about this other damned business… he stroked Scrap’s velvety black fur absently as he settled down to some serious deliberation.
 
   **********
 
   A couple of days later Rowan was down at the training circles, waiting for his turn to spar. He sat on the grass, stroking Scrap. The little cat rubbed its face against Rowan’s hand and purred as they sat together in the early morning sunshine.
 
   Stefan watched them for a while, puzzled and concerned. He and Corran had both disarmed Rowan with relative ease, twice, yesterday and Abel had very nearly done the same. Something was wrong. Rowan raised his head as the Sword Master walked over and sat beside him.
 
   “Rowan… I can see something’s bothering you. What’s wrong?” Stefan said quietly, “Have you had bad news from home…?”
 
   Rowan shook his head, but said nothing.
 
   Stefan looked at him more closely. It wasn’t like Rowan to be moody, but he looked sad and uncertain.
 
   “You’re always telling us to speak up,” Stefan said, “So… out with it, laddie. We’re friends, aren’t we? If I can do anything, I will…”
 
   Rowan smiled at him, but it was an effort.
 
   “Aye, we are friends, Stefan. So, tell me what you think I should do…” he said very softly, then told Stefan what it was that was worrying him.
 
   Stefan thought hard and nodded slowly.
 
   “I think you should do it, Rowan. You should go and see Fess right now,” he said, “And then you can get back to kicking backsides.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him again, much more easily this time.
 
   “Aye, you’re right, Stefan. So I can. Thanks, lad,” he moved Scrap, put his shirt back on and trotted off toward the garrison, the little black cat scampering beside him.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



17.“I want to go with someone who was there…”
 
    
 
   “Fess… could I ask you a favour, do you think…?” Rowan said hesitantly as Sergeant Var Rinsson ushered him into Fess’s office and closed the door.
 
   Fess looked up at him from where he sat behind his desk, getting an early start on yet more paperwork. Rowan looked very serious about something, a bit concerned too.
 
   “Aye, of course you can. If I can do it, I will,” he said, puzzled, “But are you all right?”
 
   Rowan took a deep breath.
 
   “Aye, Fess… but… I want to go back to Messton. Would you come with me, please?”
 
   Whatever Fess had expected, it certainly wasn’t that.
 
   “Aye, Rowan, of course I will, if you want me to. When do you want to go?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know really. Soon. The sooner the better, now I’ve finally decided,” he said softly, “Tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow…? Rowan, what’s brought this on?”
 
   “I don’t know that either. I went past the Memorial a few days ago… and I stopped, like I often do, and… somehow I got to thinking about going back home again, how different it’d be from how it was last time, and… I don’t know…” Rowan struggled to explain something that he didn’t really understand himself, “I just thought… I need to go back to Messton, and I don’t want to do it alone. You were there, you know what it was like and…”
 
   Fess stood up and hurried over to Rowan. He put an arm around his friend’s shoulders.
 
   “Rowan, lad, we’ll go tomorrow. It’s time I went back too,” he said.
 
   “Thanks, Fess. Have you not been back either?”
 
   “Only once, Rowan. When they… when they dedicated the memorial there.”
 
   “There’s another one out there?” Rowan said, surprised, although he realised at once that he shouldn’t have been. Of course there’d be some sort of memorial to the dead at the battlefield itself.
 
   “Aye, but it’s not like the one here. It’s very simple, not much more than a plaque…” Fess shrugged, “You’ll see…”
 
   “Thanks, Fess. I appreciate this. I’ve come to terms with it all at last, as much as I can, but I just need to… to do this to truly let it all go, I think…” Rowan hesitated, “… and I want to go with someone who was there…”
 
   “Aye. You’re right to… I don’t think anyone else can really understand what it was like… Tomorrow, Rowan. We’ll go tomorrow,” Fess said quietly.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan looked up from brushing Ashen. Fess was coming across the cobbles with someone striding along behind him. Rowan couldn’t quite see who it was.
 
   “Rowan, I hope you don’t mind, but…” Fess began as he came through the doorway.
 
   “Rowan, lad, can I come with you?” Cade asked softly as he stepped past Fess.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Of course you can, Cade. I didn’t ask you because Fess told me you and the lads from Trill never go to the Memorial Day here… and truly, I wouldn’t either. It’d be too bloody hard. Anyway, I thought perhaps you wouldn’t want to… I’m sorry, I should have at least asked you. It’ll be good to have you there too,” he said.
 
   “Thanks, Rowan… none of us can really cope with the big service at the Memorial, even after all this time…” Cade said, “We just meet up quietly somewhere and remember what we want to… more than what we want to, usually…”
 
   Rowan nodded in complete understanding.
 
   “How many of the lads are still in the Guard, Cade?” he said.
 
   “Only two… me and young Borric Davisson. He’s a sergeant at Den Kahler now,” Cade replied.
 
   “Borric and his damask tablecloths!” Rowan grinned suddenly.
 
   Cade stared at him in surprise.
 
   “I’m amazed you can even remember that, Rowan,” Cade grinned too. It had been a truly dreadful time, but now he could see a funny side to it as well.
 
   “What the hell were you doing with bloody damask tablecloths when you were chasing after Rollo?” Fess wanted to know. He knew they were very expensive things because his mother-in-law had made it very clear to him when he’d spilt wine on one of hers, not long after his marriage. The mind boggled as to what Borric had been doing with one, he thought.
 
   “We needed something for bandages after Rollo cut me at Trill, something better than the lads’ shirts,” Rowan said, “And all Borric could find other than not-very-clean bed sheets was a couple of very fine and undoubtedly very costly damask tablecloths…”
 
   “And one of the lads, Thierry, was worried about what his Ma would say to him if she ever found out he’d cut the cursed things up,” Cade laughed, “He was in shock, poor lad, but he was so upset about it. We still tease him about it even now. In the end Borric told him if he didn’t shut up about it, he’d go and find Thierry’s Ma and tell her himself.”
 
   “They must have been damned fancy bandages,” Fess chuckled.
 
   “Oh, aye, they were. The healers couldn’t believe it when we got back to Messton,” Cade said, “They did the job though, and I truly don’t believe anyone in Trill would have begrudged us.”
 
   “No, they wouldn’t,” Rowan said, “The owner might have nagged us a bit, but I’m sure she’d have given them to us if we’d been able to ask her nicely.”
 
   They saddled their horses and headed off. As they trotted through the Gate, a thought struck Rowan.
 
   “Who’s minding the place while you two aren’t here?” he wondered, “Stefan?”
 
   “Aye, it’ll do him good, and Telli’s there to help him if he needs it,” Fess said, “Now, let’s go, lads.”
 
   **********
 
   They came to the hill outside Den Siddon where Rowan’s battered little convoy had got their first glimpse of the garrison they’d tried so hard to reach. A granite slab like those in the memorial stood beside the track. ‘In honour of the men of Red Rowan’s Troop who struggled so bravely to get home. They shall not be forgotten.’ was all it said.
 
   Rowan’s eyes widened as he read the simple inscription.
 
   “The men who died on the track are buried beneath it,” Cade said quietly.
 
   Rowan nodded, but said nothing for a few moments.
 
   “Good,” he said finally, “I thought they might have buried them all together out at Messton, but this is better… but… ‘Red Rowan’s Troop’…?”
 
   “There’d have been armed revolt if they’d put anything else, Rowan,” Cade said, “No, ‘Red Rowan’s Troop’ we were, and still are. Always will be.”
 
   Rowan shook his head slowly as he took it in.
 
   “This is something else that I just have to shut up about and accept with good grace, isn’t it?” he said quietly.
 
   Fess smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, laddie. It is. Just get used to it,” he said.
 
   Rowan shook his head again.
 
   “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it,” he said.
 
   Cade smiled at him too.
 
   “At least it’s better than putting ‘the Wirran Guardsmen who were betrayed by their cursed old bastard of a Commandant and left to die’, isn’t it?” he said.
 
   “Aye, of course it is,” Fess agreed, “Shorter too, less work for them to do.”
 
   “Well, that’s always a good thing, I suppose,” Rowan nodded hesitantly, “I… I just… I was just surprised, that’s all. Truly, I’m honoured by it.”
 
   **********
 
   “What happened to the two lads from the farm? Um… Yianni and Zeb?” Rowan asked a bit later as they rode along a very faint track.
 
   The young stallions Ashen, Storm and Ebony were settled into their very comfortable gait that nobody could really explain, and Fess and Cade found themselves enjoying the ride despite their destination. 
 
   “Telli gave them an honour guard back to the farm when they’d rested and recovered a bit. Their Ma and Pa were beside themselves with pride when the lads got back,” Fess said, “They couldn’t believe any of you survived…” 
 
   The farmers had thought the battered, exhausted young captain who’d asked so politely to borrow a couple of carts would simply not be able to do what he so badly wanted to do, and they’d worried for him and his wounded men in their trek. As the days had passed and their sons hadn’t returned as expected, they’d realised that somehow the impossible had been done. That so many men had survived, including Rowan himself, had astounded them.
 
   “…And young Zeb joined the Guard in the next intake. He’s at Den Mellar now, doing well too,” Cade smiled.
 
   “Good for him. They were both good lads, they helped us so much,” Rowan said, his face unreadable, “The whole family did so much for us…”
 
   **********
 
   If they’d pushed themselves a bit, they could have got to Messton easily in a day and a half, a single day if they’d really been in a hurry, but they felt no need to rush themselves or their horses. 
 
   “I’ll never understand it, you know,” Rowan said as they stopped for the night, “’Tisn’t so bloody far, but it took us so damned long to get back. I don’t even know how long, truly, but it seemed endless … the old bastard could have helped us at any time. Did he ever say why he…?”
 
   Fess and Cade shook their heads. “No, he never did. At the courtmartial, he… he couldn’t seem to understand why he was even up on charges… he couldn’t seem to see what a terrible thing he’d done …” Cade said.
 
   Rowan stared out into the late afternoon sunshine for a moment, shook his head, and turned back to his friends.
 
   “And what about his family? Bertha and Therese? Were they all right? Nobody blamed them, I hope?” he asked, “’Twas none of their doing. Therese was a bit full of herself but I quite liked Bertha, she was a good woman underneath that frown, and she had a lot to put up with. I was glad when she defied the old bastard and went to Sian to my wedding.”
 
   “No, they had no idea at all,” Fess said, his face sad, “The old bugger had said nothing to them, and he kept them in the Cottage when the garrison was in such an uproar. Bertha and Therese were both in tears when they saw you come through the Gate with the men. They left Den Siddon the next day, went to Bertha’s kinfolk somewhere down near the Catseye Lake. Everyone treated them with respect as you asked them to.”
 
   Rowan had forgotten he’d done that. He nodded sombrely. There seemed little to say.
 
   **********
 
   “Here we are, lads. It looks so bloody different, doesn’t it?” Rowan said, looking over the great plateau that was Messton. There at the side was the Edge, an enormous and very steep scarp that made the place so difficult as a battle site.
 
   Fess and Cade nodded. Both had only been back once since the battle and of course there’d been a great many Guardsmen there then for the dedication of the Memorial. Now the wind whistled miserably across the ground and it seemed very lonely.
 
   Fess was about to say something when he felt a hand on his arm. He looked up; Cade shook his head slowly.
 
   “Hush, Fess. Just give him a few minutes, let him go on ahead. He’ll be all right. He’s a lot stronger than he thinks,” he said softly.
 
   They sat on their horses and watched as Rowan rode over to the two great burial mounds that stood on the site of the Wirran camp that had seen such carnage and loss. They were covered with lush grass now. Between them was another of the great granite slabs. 
 
   “In honour of the brave men of the Guard of Wirran and Plait who gave their lives in this place. They shall not be forgotten.”
 
   Behind the slab was a vast pile of battered armour, broken shields, dented helmets, shattered swords and spears and arrows: all the flotsam of war; rusting now, but still a stark, haunting reminder of what had happened here.
 
   Rowan dismounted from Ashen and stared at the memorial his men had made to honour the fallen. So simple, so powerful, and so right. He bowed his head in respect and sorrow for all the brave men who lay there. These men are at peace now, he thought. ‘Tis time we all let ourselves be at peace too.  He raised his head as he heard Fess and Cade walking towards him a few minutes later.
 
   “Thank you,” he said softly. “Thank you for… for waiting. And thank you for coming with me… I needed to do this.”
 
   Cade and Fess looked at each other for a moment.
 
   “So did we, Rowan,” Cade said thoughtfully, “So did we.”
 
   **********
 
   Of course, Fess hadn’t been part of the battered little troop that had fought so hard to get home. He’d carried the request for assistance to the Commandant and tried desperately to get the man to send the reserve troops to Messton. He’d felt that he’d failed Rowan and the others, until finally he’d come to see that none of it was his fault.
 
   And now, on this journey back to Messton after so long, Cade and Fess and Rowan had spoken to each other about their experiences for the first time. Those who’d been at Trill rarely spoke of it and then usually only among themselves, but now Cade and Rowan found they were finally able to speak of it openly with their friend. And they could talk about the truly dreadful trek home from Messton too. Fess in turn could speak about his guilt and despair that they’d been through so much, suffered so much, and he’d simply been unable to do anything to help them.
 
   None of the conversations were easy at first, but they were cathartic for them all. Perhaps Rowan summed it up best: “Thank you, my friends… thank you for just being here and… and listening. ‘Tis so peaceful out here…and nothing I do now can change what happened. I truly did do the best I could with what I had… just like we all did. I couldn’t have done more… it doesn’t matter how much I wanted to or how much I wish I could have… I simply couldn’t … and ‘tis the same for all of us,” he sighed, “I think ‘tis time to be more… gentle on ourselves, soothed in our minds. ‘Tis time to realise that it’s all right to let it go… not to forget, but … just to let it go…”
 
   “You’re right, Rowan,” Fess said softly, “We’ve all struggled with this, and I thought I’d got over it, but… being out here, finally talking about it all like this, it’s a… a release, truly…”
 
   Cade nodded slowly.
 
   “I almost didn’t come with you, you know… but I’m glad that I did,” he said, “We’ve all ‘coped’ in our own way with Messton and Trill and the bloody Commandant, but it still affects us all, one way and another. None of it was our doing, our fault. And nobody blames us for anything we did or didn’t do, no matter what we might have thought. We’ll never forget what happened, and it’ll still catch us unawares sometimes, but… thank you for letting me be here too…”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



18. “We should have come before this, but…”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, lads, there’s something else I need to do while I’m out here,” Rowan said quietly as they saddled their horses the next day to head back to Den Siddon.
 
   They looked at him questioningly.
 
   “I want to go back to Yari’s farm, but I’ll be all right to do that,” he smiled at them.
 
   “ Aye, you will, but still I’d like to come with you, if it’s all right with you,” Fess said quietly. He glanced at Cade. “We both would.”
 
   They rode out to the farm where Rowan had gone to borrow some carts to transport his wounded troopers home. It looked much the same, but more prosperous somehow.
 
   “Look, there’s Yari,” Rowan said as he reined Ashen to a stop.
 
   A shortish, thickset man was ploughing, his head down and his mind on something else. He looked up as one of his horses neighed to the strange horses it saw coming towards them. Three horses, probably the best looking horses he’d seen for a very long time. But who’d be coming out here? He supposed he’d find out soon enough. A tall, silverhaired man dismounted from a very fine dappled grey, patted the dog that had appeared from nowhere to gambol at his feet and came towards him with a long, graceful stride. 
 
   “Yari… you mightn’t remember me, but you lent me some carts and some hay a good while ago, and I’ve come back to thank you and your family for saving a lot of lives, including mine,” he said, “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to do it.”
 
   Carts? Hay? Yari stared at him. This man was a Siannen forester. The last and only forester he’d seen here had been in Wirran uniform: battered, bloodied, and barely able to breathe, but startlingly determined to try and get his wounded troopers home. Truly, Yari had thought the young captain wouldn’t survive; this strong, handsome, healthy looking fellow simply couldn’t be the same man. He looked into his green-brown eyes and knew that it was.
 
   “Captain! It’s so good to see you! Gods, you look a hell of a lot better than when you were here last,” Yari said as he shook his hand. 
 
   “Aye, and I feel a hell of a lot better too, but ‘tisn’t ‘Captain’ any more, Yari. ‘Tis just Rowan now,” he said with a smile, “These are my friends Cade and Fess.”
 
   “But what are you doing out here?” Yari wanted to know, before he remembered his manners. “Come to the house, Molly and Yianni will want to see you. Young Zeb joined the Guard, you know… his voice trailed off as he realised Fess and Cade were both Guardsmen. “Zeb’s all right, isn’t he?”
 
   “Aye, he’s doing well at Den Mellar, very well so they say,” Fess smiled at him, “It’s as Rowan says, we just wanted to come and thank you for helping our men all those years ago. We came out with him to the Memorial and he wanted to come on here too, so here we are. We should have come before this, but…”
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” Yari said quietly, “Your new Commandant came out here himself, not long after he was appointed. They were still making the Memorial. I’ll tell you what I told him… you don’t need to thank us. We only did what anyone would do and I’ve always wished we could have done more.”
 
   **********
 
   Yari had been amazed when his sons had come back from Den Siddon and told the remarkable tale of the survival of so many troopers, and it was all due to this man standing straight and tall before him.
 
   Rowan had come across the paddocks with a few troopers almost as battered and weary as himself, and a big herd of horses that were simply following him. The two dogs that did such a good job of keeping the farm’s rare visitors at bay frisked at his feet as he dismounted and bent down carefully and patted them with his uninjured hand. And then he’d asked for the loan of whatever farm carts Yari could spare, so that he could try and get all of his wounded troopers home.
 
   “Of course you can have them, Captain, but we’ve only got the one draught horse… oh, and a couple of oxen, but really one of them’s too old to be much use…” Yari had said, staring at him, appalled. The poor lad looked so young, but he was obviously in charge of these tattered looking men, his insignia of rank hanging half off his sleeves. He was injured, as all of the men were, and he looked exhausted as he struggled to breathe, but Yari thought he’d never seen anyone so determined on a course of action. And his troopers looked like they’d follow him anywhere.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “Thanks, but no… we won’t take your beasts; you’ll need them here on the farm. Besides, we’ve got plenty of horses now, and they’re rested; this is only some of them. They can pull the carts, we can change the teams often…” he said, “We’ll need whatever harness you can spare though, and we’ll cobble together what we’ve got. Oh, and we’ll need some hay to cushion the carts a bit for the men, too, please. I think we’ll manage…”
 
   “But your horses aren’t used to pulling carts and things…” Yari said slowly.
 
   “No, they’re not, but they’ll be all right,” Rowan smiled slightly, “Some might be a bit surly, but we’ll manage.”
 
   They’d harnessed the troop horses to every vehicle the farmer had and Rowan turned to Yari gratefully and said, “Thank you. I’ve got nothing to give to you but these spare horses. Please take them, we’ve got a lot more than we’ll need, and…”
 
   “Captain, we don’t need payment. I just wish we could do more…”
 
   Dammit, Rowan thought, I didn’t put that well. He tried again.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you, but we’ve got all these horses here that we won’t need, and we’ll have to leave them behind. Either here, or at Messton… we simply won’t be able to take care of them all. Please, take them. They’re good strong beasts and they’ve served us well, they deserve better than to just be abandoned out here. If you don’t need them on the farm, sell them. Sell them back to the Guard,” he thought for a moment, “Just a minute, I’ll write something for you so they’ll know you have a right to them… please, just… just take them with our gratitude.”
 
   The farmwife, Molly, came up to him as Yari stood undecided.
 
   “Thank you, Captain, that will make a lot of difference to us. And you must take this…” Two lads appeared, laden with bundles. Molly could see that the young Captain was simply too exhausted to try to work out what they were doing with them. She smiled at him. “There’s some clean sheets and things that you can cut up and use for bandages, and a few potions and herbs that might help a bit. Not many, I’m afraid, but surely better than nothing at all. Oh, and there’s some food there too… no, you don’t need to thank us… as Yari says, we just wish we could do more to help you.” She looked at the two farm lads and then kissed their cheeks. “Yianni and Zeb want to go with you and help you in any way they can.”
 
   Rowan looked at the lads carefully. They were about sixteen and eighteen, stocky and strong looking like their father and used to the hard work of life on a farm. They could be a big help to his men, he knew, but he couldn’t just let them do this without at least trying to prepare them a little. Not that any words he could say could truly prepare them.
 
   “Thank you,” he said quietly, “But it won’t be pretty, lads. It’ll be the most horrible thing you’ll ever do or see… our camp at Messton is… disgusting, revolting, truly indescribably awful… some of the men have dreadful wounds, they’re dying in terrible pain every day, and we can’t even bury them and… and we’ll lose a lot more on the way home. Probably less than half of us will survive to get back to Den Siddon, no matter what we do or how hard we try,” he shook his head slowly, “If you… if you find that you simply can’t do it, there’s no shame in that. Please just tell me if you want to leave, so I’ll know where you are, and… and thank you. Any help that you can give us, even if it turns out to be for a couple of hours before you find it’s too… too hard… any help at all, we’re all very, very grateful for…”
 
   The lads looked shocked at his blunt words. They stared at each other for a moment, then both stepped forward and put their bundles in the nearest cart.
 
   “Don’t worry, Captain, we’ll help you for as long as you need us,” the older one, Yianni, said stoutly, “We’re used to… things… on the farm.”
 
   Not like this, you’re not, Rowan thought sadly.
 
   “Good lads,” he said, “Let’s go then…”
 
   **********
 
   As they walked up to the house, Rowan thought that it seemed different to how he’d remembered it. More affluent, somehow, and Yari had been ploughing with two horses, not one. The farmer smiled at his puzzlement.
 
   “You remember those troop horses you left with us?” At Rowan’s nod, Yari smiled more widely. He couldn’t believe that Rowan hadn’t simply taken what he’d needed so badly that day, including the draught horse, but no. He’d been sure the troop horses could do the job and insisted on leaving twenty or so spare horses at the farm. He’d even written a hastily scrawled letter to prove that Yari had come by them honestly. “I sold them back to the Guard, like you suggested. Made a tidy sum too. So we made a few improvements around here. Truly, it’s us should be thanking you, Rowan.”
 
   His wife, Molly, had heard the horses and the sound of voices and had come to see what was going on. She stared at the three tall strangers, but as Rowan turned his head she knew who he had to be. Mottled green-brown eyes like that were rare, very rare, and she’d only ever seen them once before. They’d been weary and haunted and full of pain then, and they were bright and clear now, but this man had to be the polite, badly battered lad who’d come here looking for help for his troopers. She ran forward and hugged him.
 
   “Captain! We thought you’d… we knew you’d got back to Den Siddon with all those men, but nobody seemed to know what happened to you after that,” she said, brushing tears from her eyes. Her lads had told her of the compassion this man had shown for his injured troops, how very hard he’d struggled to save them, how strong and courageous he’d been in spite of his own injuries. Told her too that he’d simply disappeared after he’d got his shattered troops home. It had broken her heart.
 
   Rowan smiled at her. The Guard had known he was still alive, of course, known where he was, but they’d thought it best that Rowan be left to recover in his own time, no matter how long it took, and so they’d simply closed ranks around him and done nothing to confirm or deny the rumours of his death that inevitably began to spread. And the foresters had looked after their own as they always had and always would.
 
   “No, I’m still alive. We’re tough, us Siannens. But please don’t cry, Molly, or you’ll start us all off,” he said softly, “I went home to Sian and I should have come back here before this, but… well, I’m here now. And I truly do want to thank you for all that you did. Nobody would have got home at all but for you and Yari and the lads. Thank you.”
 
   She looked up at him.
 
   “Daft lad. You don’t need to thank us. Now, come inside, all of you. You look like you could do with a good feed.”
 
   “Rowan said we mustn’t come emptyhanded,” Cade said with a grin, “He said his Gran would skin him if he did…” he turned back to his horse and picked up the deer slung behind its saddle.
 
   “Well, we can’t have that, can we?” Molly laughed. “You’ve been well trained, lad. Your Gran sounds just like mine.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



19. “A g’Hakken gentleman, Sarge!”
 
    
 
   Time went by, and Rowan found that he’d fitted back into garrison life well. He kept himself busy with one thing and another and one day he was sitting quietly under the tallowbark playing with Scrap and thinking how well Fess’s little lads were going with their riding. He smiled when he remembered the day Toren had brought them their ponies. No g’Hakken dwarf had been at Den Siddon since the staging of the last Champions’ Trophy and this one wouldn’t have been there either if he hadn’t been helping out a clansman.
 
   **********
 
   Toren of the g’Hakken had simply appeared at the Gate of the garrison one morning. A trooper hurried up to the base of the steps to the battlements.
 
   “Sergeant Bryn!” he called urgently, “Is Red Rowan up there with you?” 
 
   Toren smiled as he heard it; it seemed that Rowan would always be ‘Red Rowan’ to the men, regardless of what colour his hair was now. 
 
   “Sort of, Rafe,” came the reply, “He just ran past on his circuit again. Why?”
 
   “There’s a gentleman here asking to see him,” Rafe said, “A… er… g’Hakken gentleman, Sergeant.”
 
   “A… what…?”
 
   Rafe smiled nervously at Toren. The only time the notoriously prickly g’Hakken dwarves came to Den Siddon was when the Champions’ Trophy was held there, and Rafe hadn’t been here then, but he was trying very hard not to offend the visitor. If he did, he knew he’d hear about it from Captain Fess and the Champion. The dwarf himself would surely have something to say about it too.
 
   “A g’Hakken gentleman, Sarge!” he said a bit more loudly. 
 
   “Oh… I’ll, er, send Red down when he comes around again, shouldn’t be too long. Make the gent comfortable please, Rafe.”
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   Toren was sitting comfortably on the grass, having refused a seat in the Guardroom, and he was drinking a cup of surprisingly good garrison tea when Rowan trotted up to him.
 
   “Toren, ‘tis so good to see you again. Thanks for bringing them,” he said as he hugged his friend, “I knew you’d have better ponies than any I’d find around here.”
 
   Toren smiled up at him.
 
   “Of course they are, Rowan. ‘Tis no trouble to bring them, and to be truthful I brought a few others to sell while I was here, so if you don’t like these ones you can look at the rest I’ve got,” he said.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “I think I can trust you to give me the best ponies you’ve got. I wouldn’t trust most horse traders as far as I could throw them, but I’m pretty sure I can trust you,” he looked around curiously, “But where are they?”
 
   Toren stared at him. The ponies were just behind him, cropping the grass, weren’t they? He looked behind himself quickly. No, they weren’t. Dammit. He’d been enjoying his cup of tea in the sun and the little buggers must have… Ah. There they were. He pointed to where several fine ponies were happily eating some rosebushes.
 
   “Bloody Hells, Toren. The gardener here’s a grumpy old bastard,” Rowan grinned at him, “He’ll kill us if he finds them there. And if he doesn’t, the Commandant’s wife will.”
 
   “Better move them then, lad.”
 
   “Aye, we’d better.” 
 
   The ponies clustered around Rowan as he looked at them carefully.
 
   “Now, none of these little buggers nip like their grandsire, do they?” he asked.
 
   “No, No,” Toren laughed, “’Tis only old Nipper who did that. He threw good colts though.”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, he did. I can see his stamp on them… these are fine ponies, Toren. Thank you. Fess’s lads will be thrilled,” he said happily.
 
   “Well, you could hardly teach them to ride on a damned great troop horse, could you?” the dwarf said with a grin.
 
   Rowan laughed again. He’d been riding huge work horses and the neighbour’s bull for quite a while when he’d been as old as Fess’s youngest lad.
 
   “No, I suppose I couldn’t,” he said, “Let’s go and see what they think, Toren. The Captain’s Cottage is this way…”
 
   “Before we do that, Rowan lad… what’s that on your shoulder?” Toren shook his head, puzzled. “’Tis a strange looking thing…”
 
   Rowan was shirtless as he and the troopers always were when training or exercising; he glanced down at the silvery handprint on his own shoulder and sighed.
 
   “’Tis a very long story to that, Toren,” he said slowly, “I can tell you later if you want to hear it…”
 
   “Oh, I want to hear it all right, laddie,” the dwarf said as he looked at it again, “I’ve seen a hell of a lot of tattoos in my time, scars too, but I’ve never seen anything like that…”
 
   “No, I’m sure you haven’t… and I doubt you will again,” Rowan shook his head, “Let’s get these ponies sorted out first, and I’ll tell you then. ‘Tisn’t a secret exactly, but… well, it just isn’t something I really want the whole world to be talking about either.”
 
   Bella opened her door to find Rowan and Toren standing there. 
 
   “Rowan! What the hell is all this?” she said, shocked to see several ponies crowding around and nibbling at her garden.
 
   “’Tis so the lads won’t break their necks falling off a troop horse, Bella,” Rowan said with a smile, “What do you think?”
 
   She looked at the three smallest ponies: all bright bay with a couple of white socks and a star or small blaze on their foreheads. Even she could see that they were very fine ponies, more like small horses than the shaggy bad-tempered creature she’d had herself as a little lass.
 
   She smiled at the two who’d brought them.
 
   “They’re beautiful, thank you. Just let me call the lads to see them too; they’ll love them. But could you, er, stop them eating all my plants please, Rowan?”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



20. “…much quieter and less fraught.”
 
    
 
   Rowan was dragged from his reverie when Scrap suddenly leapt protectively in front of the ‘mouse’ made from an old sock that Rowan had been throwing for him to play with. The kitten arched its back, and then hissed as loudly as it could.
 
   “What’s wrong with you, little laddie?” Rowan said, looking around, “Ah, I see. Ivan’s not going to steal your mouse, silly kit, and he’s certainly not going to hurt you. He’s in a hurry though, isn’t he?”
 
   Rowan watched idly as Ivan ran past where he sat, then turned abruptly and came back to stand before him. The lad saluted smartly as the kitten fluffed its fur and hissed again.
 
   “Er… sorry to disturb you, Sir, but… um… the Captain, er…” Ivan tried to ignore Scrap’s fierce hissing and started again, “Sorry, Sir. Captain Fess asked would you be able to go to the Cottage, Sir. Now, Sir, if you, er… could, please Sir.”
 
   Rowan looked up at him, puzzled.
 
   “Aye, Ivan, I suppose I can. I’m not doing anything really. Is something wrong?” he said.
 
   “It’s… it’s Mrs. Fess, Sir… The Captain said could you, um… hurry, please Sir?” Ivan said in a rush.
 
   “Mrs. Fess? What’s…?” But suddenly Rowan knew. Bella’s baby was due any day now. “Is she having the baby now? Why doesn’t the silly man send for the bloody midwife?”
 
   “He… he did, Sir, but… but they can’t come, Sir. He said…”
 
   Rowan flowed to his feet astonishingly quickly, grabbing Scrap and his toy mouse as he did.
 
   “All right, Ivan. Run back to the Cottage please, lad, and tell Captain Fess I’ll be right there,” he looked around quickly, saw Costa and Ulrich and called them over. “Lads, can you put Scrap up in my rooms, please? He can have the run of the place, but could you close the windows so that he can’t get out? He’ll only follow me, and I doubt that Mrs. Fess would appreciate his presence right now. Thanks.”
 
   He caught up with Ivan on the way.
 
   “Thanks, Ivan,” he said, “Can you wait at the Cottage for a couple of minutes, please? I’ll need you to take a note to the healers if you wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Aye, Sir. I’d be happy to,” Ivan said as they rounded the last corner. It was more than mere politeness. Scrap would never let him forget what he’d done, but Rowan saw no need to do the same, for which Ivan and his friends were very grateful. They were still running the battlements every morning, but they were used to it now, used to the troopers’ banter as they went past, and they were amazed at how fit they’d all become. And their scrambleball team, The Battlement Gaspers, was doing well in the competition too. Sergeant Benni was in charge of the recruits again now, but Rowan still helped out at times.
 
   Rowan smiled at him and ran on to the Captain’s Cottage, where Fess was practically pacing along the verandah in his agitation.
 
   “What’s wrong, Fess? Is Bella all right? Ivan said the midwives can’t come…?”
 
   “Gods, Rowan! It seems that one of them’s off somewhere delivering twins and the other one’s… I don’t bloody know where… and the third one’s sick,” Fess gabbled.
 
   “Fess! Calm down, lad, calm down. I’ll help you and Bella… but there are other midwives in the town, why don’t you just…?” Rowan said, surprised as he always was at just how much a normally sensible Wirran man could panic when a woman was having a baby. “I’m sure Bella would prefer it if it wasn’t me…”
 
   “No, Rowan, no! She said to get you. Come inside…”
 
   Rowan followed Fess into the Cottage and stopped in his tracks when he saw Fess’s other children all squashed together in a big armchair, looking very worried. He shook his head. “Just a minute, Fess. What about this lot?”
 
   Fess stared at Rowan and then at the children.
 
   “Bugger me, Rowan, I don’t ...”
 
   Rowan went over to them, all huddled together in the chair. The oldest, his namesake, wasn’t quite nine. They all looked up at him wide-eyed as he knelt down in front of them and put his arms around them.
 
   “’Tis all right, little ones, ‘tis all right. Your Ma will be fine, truly she will,” he said gently, “Your Pa is a bit of a daft old bugger, he panics for nothing, but don’t worry about that,” He smiled at them as the oldest two giggled guiltily at such sacrilege, “Now, Rowan, you’re a good sensible lad. You know where Mrs. Cade lives, don’t you? Over there in the Married Quarters, number… um… three, I think.” He knew that Bella had arranged for Violet to take care of the children when the time came; Fess had told him himself.
 
   “Aye, Uncle Rowan,” the little lad said, “But… but is Ma truly all right?”
 
   “Aye, laddie, she’s all right. But I think it’d be best if you take Steffie and Aaron and little Zara over to Mrs. Cade’s and stay there till your Pa or I come for you. It’ll take quite a while, so you’ll probably have to have supper over there. You might even have to sleep over there, but when you come back you’ll have a new little brother or sister,” he smiled as the children’s eyes widened even further, “Do you think you can do that?”
 
   “Aye, Uncle Rowan. Will it be a new brother, do you think?” young Rowan asked.
 
   “I don’t know, laddie. You’ll have enough for a scrambleball team if it is, but… well, we’ll just have to wait and see. Now don’t worry if it seems to take a long time, sometimes babies are a bit slow in coming. And Steffie, I want you to help Rowan with the little ones please, and be good for Mrs. Cade.”
 
   “Aye, Uncle Rowan. I will,” the second little lad said stoutly.
 
   “Good lad. Now, get yourselves a couple of toys each and something for Zara to play with too. Don’t forget her favourite doll, will you? Put them all in your Ma’s basket there, and then Ivan’s out the front, he’ll help you. Your Ma’s fine, I promise you.” He quickly scribbled a list of things he might need from the healers as the children gathered themselves up.
 
   Fess watched gratefully as Rowan herded the children out the door and sent them off to Cade’s wife, with Ivan carrying little Zara and the basket.
 
   “Thanks, Rowan. I… I don’t know if I’m coming or bloody going,” he said unhappily.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “’Tis all right, Fess. I know you poor bloody Wirrans aren’t trained very well, but that’s about to change. For you at least. Come with me, lad.”
 
   “But… Rowan…” Fess was appalled.
 
   “Don’t be any bloody dafter than you can help, Fess. This is your fifth child and you’ve let poor Bella do the work all by herself every other time. You can at least hold her hand or rub her back when she needs it.”
 
   “But…”
 
   Rowan sighed and pushed Fess ahead of him.
 
   **********
 
   “Fess! Did you find Rowan?” Bella said anxiously, then saw him behind her husband. “Oh, Rowan, thank you, I…”
 
   “Bella love, I’m happy to help you, but are you sure you wouldn’t rather someone else? What about Davi or Zefer…?”
 
   The garrison’s two Master Healers were both very pleasant and very capable men who’d surely delivered their share of babies.
 
   She shook her head firmly.
 
   “No, Rowan, with all respect to Davi and Zefer. They…”
 
   They’re men, she’d been about to say, realising the silliness of it. Well, she was allowed to be silly at a time like this. And she knew Rowan was well-experienced at delivering babies – he’d even delivered Rose’s twins and coped well in spite of his own previous tragedy. 
 
   “And I don’t want anyone coughing and sneezing all over me and my baby. I don’t want someone I’ve never seen before either,” she looked up at him, “You… you don’t mind, do you?”
 
   “Daft lass, of course I don’t mind, so long as you’re sure you’re happy about it,” he smiled at her, “And Fess is going to help too.”
 
   Bella stared at him in astonishment.
 
   “Fess? But… but he doesn’t know anything about birthing babies…”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Not yet, he doesn’t. But he’s about to learn. Let me just wash my hands, Bella. You too, Fess.”
 
   “And what about little Rowan and the others?” Bella gasped as she felt another contraction.
 
   “They’re fine, Bella. They’ve gone off to stay with Violet for a bit. Young Ivan will see they get there all right and she’ll look after them,” Rowan reassured her.
 
   The healer brought the basket of bits and pieces that Rowan had asked for. He was a Crellian, unsurprised at seeing a forester helping at a birthing.
 
   “Do you need me too, Rowan?” he asked as he handed the basket over. The house seemed very quiet, he thought.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, I don’t think so, thanks Davi. Bella’s doing well and she’s happy with just Fess and me. But you’d best make sure, I suppose,” he said.
 
   The healer emerged a few minutes later.
 
   “No, she’s fine,” he laughed, “She told me to go away and find something useful to do and let her get on with it. But what’s Fess doing in there? They’re a bloody useless lot when it comes to babies, these Wirrans.”
 
   Rowan grinned at him.
 
   “He’s making himself useful too, Davi. He was rubbing Bella’s back last time I saw him. And why should Bella have to do the hard work all by herself?”
 
   “Aye, well, I suppose that’s true… And Fess can always make you and Bella a cup of tea if you’re desperate,” Davi laughed again. “Or come and get me if you find you do need me after all.”
 
   “Aye, he can do that too. And a bit more besides, as he’s finding out.”
 
   “It’ll do him good,” the healer said as he went on his way.
 
    Fess was surprised to learn that he really could do a bit more than simply pace back and forth on the other side of a closed door while his wife laboured to deliver his child. Bella was amazed too, but found herself pleased that he was there. This being her fifth child, she knew what to do, what to expect, but she was amazed at how different it was this time with Fess and Rowan there to support and help her. Rowan was so calm and relaxed and matter-of-fact about it all that Fess quickly became much calmer too.
 
   She was surprised to hear Rowan singing softly as he prepared a warm bath for her.
 
   “What are you singing, Rowan?” she asked curiously.
 
   He put his head around the door of the bathing room and looked at her, puzzled.
 
   “ What? Oh, sorry, Bella love. I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he said, “’Tis a Siannen lullaby. Everyone sings like that at a birthing at home… I just wasn’t thinking…”
 
   She smiled at him.
 
   “No, don’t stop. ‘Tis soothing, peaceful. I just wondered what it was, that’s all. This is so different from when the others were born…” she sighed gratefully as Fess and Rowan helped her into the warm water.
 
   “Is it?” Rowan looked at Fess, who shrugged helplessly: he had no idea, except that it was certainly much quieter and less fraught. He was even starting to think that perhaps the Siannens had the right idea with this childbirth business.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Bella said, “Some of the midwives do nothing but bloody shout at you. Do this, don’t do that, push, don’t push, … and some are damned rough too. And they don’t like it if you want to walk around. They certainly don’t let you have a nice warm bath, like this… ooh, this is wonderful…” she sighed as Fess carefully rubbed her back and shoulders with sweet oil.
 
   “Shouting won’t make a baby come any sooner,” Rowan said, surprised, “It only annoys them, makes them more determined to stay where they are, and who could blame them? But this is how Gran taught Rose and Griff and me to birth babies, and…”
 
   “… And she’s taught you well. You won’t get any complaints from me, lad. I don’t even feel like I really need any of the herbs and potions,” Bella said happily.
 
   “Well, speak up if you do, Bella. They’re just there. Fess is in charge of that,” he looked across at his friend again. After a nervous start Fess was fascinated and captivated by the whole process, wishing that he hadn’t missed out the last four times. 
 
   Not too much later, Rowan said quietly, “The job’s nearly done, Bella love. Grab Fess’s hand nice and tight, and then a couple of good strong pushes, and you should just about…” he broke off as a lusty wail filled the room.         
 
   “Arrinas ela’u, lyriana d’Fess y Bella,” he said softly, “Hush, little lyriana. We’ve all heard you, we know you’re here now. Hush now, you’ll frighten your Pa. You’re all right, sweet one. A little girl, Bella, Fess. You have a beautiful little girl. You’ve done well, Bella. You can rest now.” He smiled at them both. “Fess, can you come over here in a minute, please, lad, I’ll need another pair of hands. And can you bring that little blanket with you, too? I can’t quite reach it.”
 
   Fess kissed Bella and went to stand beside Rowan. He gazed down in wonder. Cradled in Rowan’s strong hands and gripping one of his fingers, was a tiny baby: red, wrinkled, a bit bloodied, but laying there serenely, and so beautiful. His little daughter. He wondered how he could possibly have let himself miss out on this before. It was the most wonderful experience he’d ever had.
 
   Rowan looked up at his joyful face and smiled again. “Fess, lad, can you tie that thread there and there please, tightly… no, tighter… aye, good… and now take my dagger, I’ve already cleaned it… and don’t cut yourself lad, this is the important bit…” he smiled again as Fess stared at him, took a deep breath and picked up the gleaming g’Hakken dagger. “Good lad… now, cut the cord… just… there…”    
 
   He quickly washed the baby, wrapped her in the blanket and handed her to Fess. The baby howled in sudden outrage as her father carefully took her, his hands shaking a little.
 
   “There you go, Fess. Now don’t drop her, you daft bugger. Go and let your wife see her new little lass that she’s worked so hard for…” 
 
   “Thank you, Rowan. Thank you,” Bella said softly, “You’re a damned good midwife, lad. Much gentler than any of the others I’ve had… oh, she’s such a beautiful little lass, just look at her.”
 
   “Just like her Ma,” Rowan said, “You’ve done a good job there, Bella love. And Fess didn’t even faint. Truly, I thought I might have to pick him up off the floor before we’d even got started.”
 
   Fess beamed at him.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan,” he said quietly, “Thank you for making me stay. It’s the most wonderful thing I’ve ever…”
 
   “Hush, Fess. You don’t need to thank me. Truly, I should be thanking you. ‘Tis an honour to be able to help birth a child.”
 
   “Rowan…” Bella said, smiling as the baby found her breast, “What did you say when the baby was born?”
 
   “‘Arrinas ela’u, lyriana d’Fess y Bella’, ‘tis the traditional forester greeting for a newborn,” Rowan said softly, “It means ‘welcome in love and joy, beautiful child of Fess and Bella’… ‘tis ‘lyriana’ for a little girl and ‘lyrion’ for a boy.”
 
   “That’s beautiful… thank you. Do… do folk ever call their babies Lyriana? It sounds so pretty,” Bella said.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, some do. ’Tis a pretty name, I’ve always thought,” he said.
 
   “Then that’s who she shall be… Lyriana…” Bella said happily, “What do you think, Fess?”
 
   “Bella, my heart, ‘tis perfect. She is a beautiful child, Lyriana is perfect for her…” Fess couldn’t stop looking at his new daughter. If there were more children in the future, Fess vowed he’d never let himself miss out on this again. 
 
   When Rowan brought the children back home a bit later, they hurried in to see the new baby. For a moment the boys were disappointed that they didn’t have another brother, but their disappointment quickly faded as their golden-haired little sister gripped their fingers surprisingly strongly.
 
   Looking at them, Rowan thought that this little lass would soon have all her menfolk wrapped around her little finger, just as her big sister and her mother did.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



21. “I’ve never seen any madmen up there except my own kin.”
 
    
 
   The weeks and months passed and finally the long cold winter was gone. It was time for Rowan to return home for the foaling and breeding season.
 
   Horsemaster Ross and two third year recruits – Cadets - who were particularly interested in horses were going with him. Ross had bought the remainder of Rowan’s fine young horses as officer’s mounts and he wanted to have a look at those left behind in Sian too. Fess had been very enthusiastic about them and the garrison could do with some more troop horses. Rowan had helped train the colts they’d had in the horseyards, but some were proving to be a bit disappointing.
 
   “Will you be going through the Dogleg Pass, Rowan?” Fess asked as his friend saddled Ashen. 
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “What do you think, Fess? It’ll be passable by the time we get there, or near enough,” he said cheerfully. He’d missed the forests even more this time and he was pleased to be going home again. Nothing would induce him to take the much longer way home via the southern Break. “I promise I won’t lose anyone on the way through.”
 
   “You’d better not, laddie,” Fess grinned, “Think of all the paperwork you’d have to do. It’d be even more for a bloody civilian.”
 
   Rowan groaned.
 
   “Bloody Hells, no! I’ll be extra careful, Fess,” he promised as he carefully packed Scrap into a saddlebag. The little cat settled itself down for a nap, perfectly happy. Later it’d ride in front of Rowan on the saddle or on his shoulder. 
 
   They made good time on their journey. The Cadets, Dorrel Calumson and Kurt Pynter, had never been to this western part of Wirran and they stared as the mighty mountain range known as the Sleeping Dogs reared higher and higher on the horizon. 
 
   “Sir, are we really going to cross those?” Dorrel asked doubtfully. The Dogs had a fearsome reputation and there was only one place where a crossing might be tried. It wasn’t somewhere the Cadet had ever dreamt he’d find himself.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, Dorrel, we are. Up and over the Dogleg Pass, where only madmen and us foresters ever go, they say. ‘Tis a lie, of course,” he smiled at the two lads, “I’ve never seen any madmen up there except my own kin.”
 
   Ross laughed. He’d never been that way himself, but – unlike most people - it was something he’d always wanted to do and here he was with an expert guide. He was looking forward to it. Really, he was enjoying this trip very much; Rowan was good company and the youngsters were proving to be too. Ross had always been fascinated by the phenomenon of the fabled Horse Master but had never thought he’d ever see such a one, much less work with him. It never ceased to amaze him what Rowan could do with a horse without even thinking about it and the way that every horse in the stables came to the front of its box simply to watch him as he walked past was astounding. Eerie at first, admittedly, but amazing too. And he wanted to see Rowan’s stallions as well; few horses could do what Fess assured him they could.
 
   “I’ve been to Sian before, years ago,” he said slowly, “But we went through the Break of course…”
 
   “Did you go to the north-east, or up to the north? Up to the Giants?” Rowan asked him curiously.
 
   Ross shook his head.
 
   “No. We went to Siovan and Sinter, on the lakes. It was beautiful, truly beautiful,” Ross said.
 
   “Aye, it is,” Rowan smiled at him, “All the same, you missed the best parts. Not that I’m biased, of course.” 
 
   “Of course not,” Ross agreed with a grin.
 
   “But… but what about the horses, Sir? Isn’t there a… a very narrow bit at the top of the… er… Dogleg Pass?” Kurt wanted to know.
 
   Rowan smiled at him again.
 
   “Aye, there is. Up at the top there’s two big crags, the Fangs, they’re called. The trail goes between them and around the side of the Northern Fang. Well, the other way from this side. ‘Tis a bit steep and narrow just there.” There was also a sheer drop of nearly a thousand feet on one side, and it wasn’t called the Scream for nothing, but Rowan saw no reason to worry the lads. “Don’t fret, we’ll be fine, I promise you. Us and the horses.”
 
   Fess had told Ross that Rowan’s young horses had simply followed him across the Scream with no fuss at all, and he believed there’d be no problem with the troop horses either. Ross couldn’t wait to see how Rowan managed it.
 
   His opportunity came a few days later. The Pass had thawed and was navigable, though there was still a sprinkling of snow on the higher parts. All went well until the troop horses balked at the dangerous ledge at the top of the Pass.
 
   “Daft creatures,” Rowan said, shaking his head, “Why would you think you’re going to fall here when you’ve managed the rest so well? The cursed wind’s blown the snow away, ‘tisn’t even slippery.”
 
   Dorrel looked at the sheer drop and the narrow rocky track, shuddered and looked at Kurt.
 
   “I bloody know why, Sir,” he said quietly. 
 
   “How the hell are we going to get across there, Sir?” Kurt said as his horse shifted unhappily beneath him.  
 
   Rowan smiled at them and shook his head again.
 
   “You’ll be right, lads, and so will the horses. Generations of foresters and their horses have come this way and they can’t all have been bloody daft,” he said, “Don’t worry, you won’t need a blindfold, I think ‘tis better they can see where they’re putting their feet.” He swung down from Ashen’s back and calmed the troop horses with a gentle hand.
 
   “Up you get onto Ashen, lads. He’ll look after you… just let him have his head, sit quietly, and don’t fuss him. And now, what about you, Ross? Will your mare be all right if Ashen gives her a lead?”
 
   “Aye, I think so…” Ross thought about it a bit more. It really was a hell of a drop. No wonder only madmen ever came up here. And foresters of course… It was truly magnificent though, with the endless line of the Sleeping Dogs to the south and the bulk of the Northern Fang beside them. Wonderful, just as he’d always believed it would be. He could see a great white bird hovering a hundred feet further along the trail and perhaps fifty feet below them.
 
   “Maybe…” he added doubtfully, “What sort of bird is that down there, Rowan?” His eyes widened as the bird tilted its wings and rose on an air current to hover beside them at about the level of the horses’ heads. It was an enormous creature, easily ten feet or more across its wingspan, and it stared at them with fierce amber eyes. Ross thought he could almost reach out and touch it.
 
   Rowan bent down and grabbed Scrap. The little cat was measuring the distance to the huge bird and setting itself for a stalk and pounce.
 
   “Daft cat,” he said to it, “He’ll carry you off.” He looked back at Ross and smiled. “Sorry, Ross. Scrap has more courage than sense sometimes. ‘Tis a blood- crested snow eagle. Magnificent, aren’t they? They nest up here in the high peaks; his mate should be somewhere nearby. She’ll be a bit bigger than this fine fellow. Who’s got the rabbits we caught for supper?”
 
   Dorrel handed a bag to him without a word, wondering what the hell he wanted a bag of rabbits for. Surely he wasn’t planning on cooking them here, now? The eagle was watching every move he made.
 
   “Just stay very still, everyone, and don’t say a word,” Rowan said softly as he grabbed one of the rabbits, “’Tisn’t every day you’ll see a snow eagle so close. You’ll be able to tell your grandchildren.”
 
   He tossed the rabbit perhaps twenty feet down the track. The eagle stared at him, at the rabbit, and then back at Rowan again. It tilted its wings gracefully and glided over to the rabbit, landing neatly behind it.
 
   Ross and the Cadets gaped as the great bird inspected the rabbit and apparently found it to be satisfactory. It launched itself into the air with a wild scream, the rabbit gripped firmly in its enormous talons. It hovered in front of Rowan for a moment, flaring its feathery crest, displaying the crimson colouring that had been hidden before. Each feather looked as if its lower half had been drenched in blood. The eagle screamed again and flapped off towards the Southern Fang.
 
   “You’re welcome, you noisy creature,” Rowan said with a grin. He turned back to the others. They were all wide-eyed at the wonder of seeing the snow eagle so close to them. None of them begrudged it the rabbit; they had plenty. “We foresters always feed them when we come through here. We don’t always see them, or not so close as that, but we always leave them something. ‘Tis a hard life up here for them. Now, what about this crossing?” 
 
   “That was incredible… but I’m… I’m not sure about the mare, Rowan…”
 
   “I’ll take her, then. You can be a passenger this time, Ross,” Rowan smiled up at him and turned to Dorrel and Kurt as they settled themselves on Ashen’s back.
 
   “Here we go, lads,” he said quietly, “Close your eyes if you like, Ashen will watch where he’s going. Just leave his head free and let him take his time, otherwise hang on as tight as you like. You’ll be at the back of the others. If you can though, try and open your eyes about halfway across, just don’t look down. You can see forever from up here, they say.”
 
   “Aye, Sir,” Dorrel and Kurt said together. 
 
   Scrap skipped across the precipice just in front of Rowan, careful not to get too far ahead; then Rowan strode across leading Ross’s mare, with the Cadets’ horses close behind. All three horses were calm and confident as he spoke to them softly on the way. Ross gazed in wonder at the sensational landscape, the crisp mountain air so clear that he truly felt like he could see forever.
 
   Kurt clutched Ashen’s mane very tightly and Dorrel clutched his friend very tightly as the grey stallion carried them across, completely unconcerned. Both lads managed to open their eyes and they stared in astonishment at the endless chain of snow-crowned mountains running away from them. The mountains of Wirran were nothing like this.
 
   “Thanks, Rowan,” Ross said when they got to the other side without incident, “It’s a damned handy talent you have.”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis,” he agreed as he made much of all of the horses for their brave effort and gave each of them a peppermint as a reward. 
 
   “Bugger me, Sir… I don’t know how you bloody did that,” Dorrel said as he slid off Ashen’s back and stood on trembling legs beside him.
 
   Rowan smiled at him. He hadn’t told the lads, but it was only Ashen’s second trip across and the stallion had done well. He stroked the horse’s dappled neck again and gave the Wirrans and himself a peppermint as well.
 
   “Neither do I, Dorrel,” he said.
 
   “Is that how you’ll get the new troop horses across on the way back? Just… just lead them like that?” Kurt wanted to know. Horsemaster Ross had tried to explain the difference between himself and a Horse Master such as Rowan, but now he’d seen something of it for himself he thought he understood it better. Certainly nobody else in their little troop would have been able to get the horses across the chasm, but Rowan had just… done it, and without blindfolding them either.
 
   “Aye, but not two or three at a time like that, ‘twould take all bloody day,” Rowan said.
 
   “But… what do you mean, Sir? How many at a time?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “However many Horsemaster Ross decides to have. Me and Scrap at the front, then the horses with you lot somewhere in the middle, and Ashen at the back. Or you can ride Ashen again if you like,” Rowan smiled, “You’ll see.” He looked at their incredulous faces. “I’ve been doing this since I was a very little lad. The first time I came this way… I don’t remember it really, I was only four or so, but a whole lot of us were going to a fair or something in Wirran and the men were going to blindfold the horses and lead them. The story goes that Pa told them to wait a minute, he wanted to try something…”
 
   “He told me to go ahead and take the horses over, and he’d be over in a minute with my sister, Rose. Heights don’t usually worry us foresters, even as youngsters, and they didn’t worry me either so off I went on my fat little pony and the horses just…” he shrugged, not understanding it any more than anyone else, “They followed me across the Scream like these have just now. Pa knew damned well what would happen, I think. He’d seen me toddling around the paddock at home enough times with a herd of workhorses and cows and pigs and Gods know what following me. Nobody has ever been able to explain it, least of all me, but as Ross says, ‘tis handy sometimes.”
 
   “And what about the eagle, Sir?” Kurt wanted to know.
 
   “Well, as I told you… we always feed them, but they don’t always come as close as that. Maybe he was hungrier today than other times,” Rowan smiled again. If the others hadn’t been here he’d have let the bird perch on his arm as he had when he’d come through here with Fess, but there were enough wild stories that went around without him adding to them.
 
   **********
 
   A couple of days later they came out of the Pass through lovely treefern gullies and turned off the track, such as it was, and headed into the forest. Of course the Wirrans had heard stories of the forests of Sian, and certainly this was beautiful, but… somehow they’d been expecting more. The trees were well over a hundred foot tall, but hardly ‘giants’. Rowan looked at them and smiled.
 
   “Not what you’d thought, eh? We’re not there yet. ‘Tis a couple more days to the Giants,” he said. Less if he had anything to do with it. For a moment he remembered the nightmare of coming through here last time, after Messton, and how long it had taken, and he silently thanked Mica and Soot again.
 
   Ross and the lads gaped at their first sight of a Giant. It had to be more than two hundred feet tall, a huge eucalypt filled with raucous parrots feeding in its great blossom-laden branches.
 
   “Great Gods, that’s a bloody big tree, Rowan! I always thought folk, er…” Ross said as he stared upwards.
 
   “…Exaggerated?” Rowan laughed at him. “No, lad, most of us don’t. But this one’s only a baby…”
 
   They were stunned into silence when they reached a fully-grown Giant. It soared almost four hundred feet into the air: huge beyond imagining, alive with birds and scuttling creatures, magnificent beyond words. Rowan moved Ashen through the treeferns and undergrowth and reached over and laid his palm flat against its mighty trunk for a moment without saying anything.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



22. “The gaited colt”
 
    
 
   The forest was thick, trackless apart from a few narrow animal trails, but Rowan had no trouble at all finding his way. He just headed in the direction he wanted to go and somehow there always seemed to be a way through. He simply shrugged when Dorrel asked him how he knew where he was going.
 
   “I just do… they say no forester ever gets lost, and they’re right. Any forester could find his way through this, through anything as far as I know,” he said.
 
   They were in more of a hurry now as Rowan said it wasn’t much further, when they came into a clearing. It seemed to be almost filled with a very fine herd of heavily pregnant mares, guarded by two superb stallions.
 
   “Mica! Soot! You’ve brought them all to meet us, you daft creatures!” Rowan said happily. He turned to the others. “Ross, lads, these are my horses… the dapple is Mica and the black is Soot, and these are their mares. They run loose in the forest most of the time, but they come back every night to see us and when the mares are close to foaling, like now, they stay pretty close.”
 
   Rowan had dismounted and now was almost hidden in a great sea of horses as he greeted them all quickly.
 
   “But, Rowan… don’t people, um, steal them when they’re loose like that?” Kurt asked, amazed that the horses were running free.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No forester would take them, and neither would anyone else if they know what’s good for them. Mica and Soot guard their mares very carefully and they don’t appreciate folk trying to make off with them. The runes on their shoulders are Griff’s and my names and their manes have the clan braid woven into them, so folk can see whose they are, see they’re not wild.”
 
   They rode on through the forest that still had no track, surrounded by lovely mares and led by the magnificent stallions that trotted along quietly on either side of Rowan, completely unfettered. It felt like being a wild horse oneself, in a great herd of wild horses. But of course these weren’t wild horses at all.  
 
   “Those stallions of yours are superb, Rowan, just superb,” Ross said quietly, “I wondered about Mica when I saw the Memorial and the pictures in the Men’s Mess.”
 
   Rowan turned and looked at him curiously.
 
   “What did you wonder about him, Ross? The paintings in the Mess are a better likeness than the bronze in the Memorial, I think,” he said.
 
   Ross nodded as he looked at the dappled grey trotting happily beside Rowan.
 
   “I wondered about his breeding. He’s only, what, half a hand less than Soot, but he looks… so different. His conformation is different, his head is different. No offence meant to Soot of course, he’s magnificent too, but I thought they’d look more alike for some reason… they were both troop horses…”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Soot is Wirran bred, bred to be a troop horse. Right colour, right size, right temperament, strong and brave and clever… and Mica… well, he’s near enough the right size and right temperament, but he’s a bit feistier than Soot. He’s just as brave and clever and strong, he’s got maybe a bit more endurance than Soot and he’s faster too,” he said. “His conformation is just as good as Soot’s, but he’s a bit more closely-coupled, more compact, I suppose, than most troop horses. ‘Tis why he’s so good at the higher training. Of course the bloody Commandant didn’t like me having a grey, but I had Soot too and Mica wasn’t the only grey in the Guard. You know as well as I do that most garrisons can scrape up an honour guard of four or six greys if they need to, and Den Siddon certainly could.” He smiled again. “Look at Mica’s head more closely.”
 
   Ross looked at the horse’s proud, lovely head again and suddenly he realised what it was he’d missed before. The profile was distinctively dished, rather than straight as Soot’s handsome head was and there on Mica’s forehead was a dark smudge like a thumbprint. He stared in surprise.
 
   “He’s desert-bred! Bugger me, Mica’s desert-bred! I’ve heard that desert-bred greys don’t go lighter as they age, for some reason, and it looks like it’s true. But how the hell did you get hold of a desert-bred stallion? They say you’re more likely to be able to run off with one of the nomads’ women than one of their stallions, especially one with the Mark of the One like that,” Ross said, amazed.
 
   “Aye, well, I don’t know about that! But here he is…” Rowan laughed. “I’ll tell you the tale if you like, but truly, ‘tisn’t very exciting. ‘Twas just before I went to Den Siddon…”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan was on his way home to Sian. He had a month’s break before taking up his new position at Den Siddon and so he’d taken his leave of Den Farrar and headed for home. He was riding a superb black colt he’d just spent most of his lieutenant’s pay on, and a black troop mare was trotting happily beside him. 
 
   His long-range plans were to breed horses in partnership with Griff, perhaps some crossing with heavy horses to make them more attractive to the physically very large foresters, and then to breed horses suitable for the Guard. His new black colt, Soot, was an investment in that future. He’d been lucky to find just the right horse at just the right stage of its training: that’s to say, handled gently but barely trained at all. The breeder hadn’t wanted to sell the best colt he’d bred for a very long time until he’d seen Rowan handle it and then, to his amazement, ride the feisty creature easily. The man had known exactly what he was seeing even if he couldn’t believe it. He’d heard rumours that there was a true Horse Master in the Wirran Guard, hadn’t really believed them, and here was the man himself casually riding the unbroken and unridden colt with no trouble at all. He couldn’t ask for a better person to take the colt and so the deal had been done.
 
   And now Rowan and Soot were making their way to Sian, troop mare Rook beside them. They weren’t in a hurry as Rowan didn’t want to overtax his inexperienced colt, but at the same time he wasn’t one to dawdle and so he rode Rook often too.
 
   The colt was a bit restless though, he thought. Soot had been perfectly happy until now, but something was worrying him. Rowan looked around. Dammit, he thought, just what we don’t need. A mass of dark cloud was boiling out of the west, one of the sudden storms that screamed out of the mountains at this time of the year to make a lot of fuss and noise and disappear almost as quickly as they came.
 
   He quickly found what shelter he could and soothed his nervous colt. Soot and Rook both stood calmly with Rowan stroking them and singing quietly to them as the full fury of the storm broke over them. He’d sung “The Felling of the Giant” and was halfway through the sixth verse of “The Adventures of Brother Biggun”, a rude and lewd song the colt particularly seemed to appreciate, when suddenly the youngster stiffened and snorted.
 
   “What’s wrong with you, laddie? ‘Tis only a bit of rain and wind and noise. Nothing for you to worry about, brave Soot,” Rowan said, stroking the colt’s face, “You’re all right…” he turned quickly as he heard a horse nicker behind him.
 
   There had to be at least fifty horses there: nervous, frightened, wet and bedraggled, but very fine horses indeed. Nomads’ horses, by the tassels on their halters. Bugger me, Rowan thought in amazement, where the hell has this lot come from? He’d heard nothing over the sounds of the storm. Mind you, that wasn’t surprising, with thunder rolling and lightning flashing almost right over their heads. The horses crowded around him and he calmed them as best he could as the storm raged around them for nearly an hour and then stopped as suddenly as it had begun.
 
   And now what am I going to do with them, he wondered as he looked around. The very heavy rain had all but obliterated their tracks and the ground was hard and rocky, but he thought he might be able to follow them, with a bit of luck. The Siannen hunters had taught him a hell of a lot when he was a lad and he hadn’t forgotten it.
 
   “Come on, you lot. Let’s see if we can find your owners. I’m sure they’ll be looking for you,” he said as he set off to find the nomads, riding Rook and with Soot and the lost horses cantering happily beside him. He laughed as his own colt and a lovely darkly dappled one played together as they strode along. He’d always liked dappled greys and this youngster was superb. Suddenly his sharp ears picked up an odd cadence of hoof beats among all the others. What the hell was that, he wondered, and which horse was…? He stared around him and realised it was Soot’s new friend, the dappled grey.
 
   The colt was moving in an oddly effortless gait that was very smooth and deceptively fast, but Rowan couldn’t work out just exactly what it was. Certainly it was nothing he’d ever seen before.
 
   He watched the colt carefully, wondering if he might ride it himself, but at that moment he glanced up and saw that he’d found the nomads, or rather the nomads had found him. Three of them crested a rise to see him following the trail about half a mile away, riding a troop horse, with a very fine black colt and the rest of their own horses following him. He looked up, saw them, waved, then cantered up to them, the other horses surging around him.
 
   They stared at Rowan in astonishment as he came up to them.
 
   **********
 
   “You have found the rest of our horses…” one of them said carefully. The nomads were darkly handsome men in their early to mid twenties, with jutting beaks of noses and flashing dark eyes. Rowan wondered if they might perhaps be brothers.
 
   “Aye, sort of… to be truthful, they found me,” Rowan smiled at the one who’d spoken, “Soot and Rook and I were sheltering back there quite a way and your horses came and joined us when the storm was at its worst. They’re all right though, none of them are hurt.”
 
   The nomad stared at him again, stared at the way the horses were standing around him perfectly happily. A grey colt stretched its nose towards the stranger and snuffled at his hand.
 
   “They came to you through the storm? All that way?” a second nomad said.
 
   Rowan nodded. He had no idea how far the horses had come, but he’d been backtracking them for nearly five miles. The nomad started to say something else, when a second group cantered up to them.
 
   An older man, handsome and with the same proud beak of a nose as the others, said something to the first group in their own tongue. Like many foresters, Rowan was fluent in eight languages and could understand several more if people didn’t speak too quickly, but all he could catch were the words ‘stranger’, ‘horses’ and ‘storm’ as the nomads spoke together. That didn’t tell him anything he didn’t already know. The older man looked at him, puzzled.
 
   “I am Ahleran, headman of the B’Ni tribe,” he said in lightly accented Common, “I thank you for finding our horses. They scattered when the thunder and lightning frightened them. We’ve found the rest, but my sons say that these came to you in the storm. How is this possible?”
 
   “I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans and Lieutenant of Den Farrar garrison, travelling to Sian,” Rowan introduced himself quickly, knowing that the older nomads could be nearly as prickly as dwarves and foresters about politeness. “As for the horses, I can only tell you that they came out of the storm and joined me and my two as we sheltered about four and a half miles back. I’m glad I can return them to you, they’re fine horses.” He absently pushed away the muzzle of the grey colt that had decided to investigate his long braid.
 
   Ahleran stared at him again, still puzzled, but thinking hard.
 
   “That colt… the grey… do you think you could ride him?” he said slowly.
 
   The man’s sons stared at him in shock, but they said nothing.
 
   “This colt?” Rowan said, indicating the lovely darkly dappled grey that was lipping at his hair again. The one with the odd gait that’d so intrigued him. “Aye, probably. Why?”
 
   Ahleran ignored the question.
 
   “Show me,” he said quietly.
 
   Rowan shrugged. This might be his chance to find out what the horse’s odd gait was. He patted Rook and dismounted. Then he turned to the grey, patted it as well, murmured something to it, and vaulted lightly onto the horse’s bare back. The colt stiffened, then reared and danced on its hind legs. Rowan simply grabbed a handful of its long black and silver mane and leaned forward to force it down. He stroked the grey’s neck and spoke softly to it. The colt pranced a bit, tossing its proud beautiful head, and then it trotted forward.
 
   Gods, this is a good horse, Rowan thought. A bit smaller than Soot, but just as good and there’s not many I’d say that about. Lovely smooth paces… still haven’t found that odd gait yet, but I wish I could buy him too. But he knew that the colt would cost far more than he could pay right now. And it had the dark smudge on its forehead that was said to be the thumbprint of the Great One, so he knew the nomads would value it even more highly. No, he’d have to save up again.
 
   The colt cantered in a big figure-of-eight as if it’d been doing it all its life and came to a halt in front of the nomad headman. Rowan slid down from the horse reluctantly and stroked its glossy neck again, his curiosity still unsatisfied. He’d have to think of a polite way to ask.
 
   “He’s a lovely colt,” he said, mystified by the stares of the nomads. They prided themselves on how wonderful their horses were to ride and this one was certainly that, if surprisingly inexperienced. And he was in his Guard uniform, so they surely knew that he’d be able to ride well. No, he was missing something here.
 
   Ahleran nodded.
 
    “He is desert-bred,” he said, “We bought a stallion and some mares from our desert cousins to improve our own herds. Some of the mares were already in foal and this colt is one of those foals. He is superb, as you can see. Feisty and spirited as all desert-breds are, but easy to handle… we can do anything with him…” the headman sighed, “… anything but ride him. Nobody has ever ridden him before now.”
 
   Rowan stared up at him. That couldn’t be right. The nomads could ride anything, he’d always thought. They were famous for their horsemanship and the quality of their horses, and rightfully so.
 
   “I don’t understand…” he said. 
 
   “The colt will simply not allow himself to be ridden. He fights like a demon and none can stay on his back. We fear if we breed him, his offspring will be unrideable too… and of course we cannot sell a horse that will not be ridden… it’s why he has become a… problem for us now. It’s not that we haven’t tried to ride him, but…”
 
   “But surely I’m not the only one who’s…?” Rowan looked up at the headman quizzically. As he thought about it he realised that in fact he likely was. He was well experienced in riding unbroken horses. This one, like Soot, was easy enough to handle, but feisty and spirited too. Just as a horse should be, he’d always thought. But it had had even less idea than Soot of what it should do with a rider on its back, especially when that rider was Rowan.
 
   Ahleran shrugged and looked at the puzzled young man standing between the lovely dappled grey and his own superb black colt. He wore the uniform of the Wirran Guard but he was obviously a Siannen forester. And what had he said about being of the g’Hakken? No, he must have misheard that, the nomad thought.  Forester and Guardsman together were a very strange combination, and the addition of g’Hakken was… well, almost unthinkable. All the same, and despite the fact that he’d proved to be as good a horseman as any nomad, it was equally obvious that he simply didn’t understand. Perhaps he could be made to see, though.
 
   “Bishan, ride this colt for us now,” he said.
 
   A lean, muscular man stepped forward, one of the original three who’d found Rowan and the first one who’d spoken to him. His face was unreadable.
 
   “Yes, Father,” he said. He took a deep breath and vaulted onto the horse’s back as Rowan had. The colt reared again and bucked violently several times, finishing with a vicious twist and Bishan landed hard on the ground.
 
   “Kron, ride the colt now,” the headman said.
 
   A second, slightly younger, man stepped forward.
 
   “Yes, Father,” he said. He too landed on the ground with a hard thud in less time than it takes to tell.
 
   “Nessun…” the headman began.
 
   “No, wait. Please don’t… I can see what you say is true,” Rowan said quickly.
 
   “Bishan and Kron are the best horsemen we have, and I don’t say it because they are my sons,” the headman said, frowning a little, “But this colt will not allow them to ride him … you are the only one who has ever ridden him…”
 
   “Ride him again, please,” Ahleran said. Another unthinkable thought was forming in his mind.
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow, but vaulted onto the grey’s back again. The horse pranced a couple of times and then set off in a smooth trot as before.
 
   “Come on, laddie,” Rowan said to the horse quietly, “Let’s show him properly. You’re no demon and you’re no more bloody unrideable than Soot is.” He nudged the colt gently with his heels.
 
   The grey sprang forward into a full gallop, flying effortlessly across the ground. It took a fallen log in its stride, then another, and leapt across a little creek as if it wasn’t there.
 
   Gods, this horse is bloody fast, Rowan thought. Brave too, he never hesitated to jump. He turned the colt around and started back the way he’d come. The grey trotted forward, its stride smooth and relaxed. Rowan leaned forward a little and squeezed the colt very carefully with his knees. The grey tossed its head and lengthened its stride, as the trot became… not a smooth canter as expected, but something else. It felt like nothing Rowan had ever experienced on a horse – neither a trot nor a canter, and certainly not a gallop, but something in between them all: astonishingly smooth and surprisingly fast too.
 
   He tried to work out just what it was and leaned over a little to see if he could see for himself, but the unridden colt jibbed at the change of weight on its back. Rowan hastily sat back where he should have been and stroked the grey’s neck. Reassured, it trotted for a few strides and then resumed its odd gait.
 
   Just enjoy it, Rowan thought, I’ve never known anything so smooth and comfortable to ride. But what the hell is it?
 
   He stopped the colt beside the gaping nomads. Truly, Rowan thought, you’d think they’ve never seen anyone ride a bloody horse before. Of course they’d said that they hadn’t seen anyone ride this particular one, and he believed them. Still, he was more concerned with what he’d just experienced himself.
 
   “What was that?” he said as politely as he could, but he knew it hadn’t come out very graciously.
 
   “The colt is gaited…” the headman said slowly. Almost reluctantly, Rowan thought. “We’d hoped to introduce it back into our herds, but…” Ahleran shook his head.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘gaited’?” Rowan asked curiously.
 
   The nomad shrugged.
 
   “Every so often the trait crops up in the desert-bred horses… it’s a natural gait that’s very comfortable to ride, very comfortable for the horse too, and they can keep it up for hours if need be. It’s surprisingly fast and it’s a wonderful gait for travelling long distances, so you can see why it’s prized so highly among us.”
 
   Rowan was intrigued. He and the troopers did their share of travelling long distances too.
 
   “Does it breed true? You said it’s not in your herds now…”
 
   “Not all of a gaited stallion’s progeny will be gaited… perhaps half, maybe a bit less. And over the generations it seems to become less, until it disappears again.” Ahleran shook his head. “We were delighted when this grey showed the gait as he played beside his dam. Our desert brethren wouldn’t have parted with the mare if they’d known she carried a gaited colt.”
 
   “But what is it? Can it be taught to other horses?”
 
   Ahleran sighed.
 
   “We’ve never managed to, not really. And as for what it is…” he shrugged again, “…It’s difficult to say, exactly. Some think the horse canters in front and trots behind, but…”
 
   Rowan tried to picture it, but imagination failed him. He’d have to try and see the colt running free again and hope he might somehow work it out for himself… he’d already decided he was going to try and teach Soot this wonderful floating gait. The black colt had lovely smooth paces, but this was even better. Amazing. And maybe he could train some of the troop horses at his new garrison, if he had the time… Gods, he’d run himself ragged with all that and the damned Trophy coming up again in a couple of years’ time, to say nothing of his usual Guard duties.
 
   “How is it you can ride this horse when none here can?” Ahleran asked, though the second unthinkable, wonderful thought was now fully formed in his mind. Impossible as it was, it had to be the truth. It was simply the only explanation. And maybe it might help with the problem of the superb, unrideable colt that they didn’t dare to breed or even sell – if they wanted to keep their reputation for fine riding horses intact.
 
   Rowan hesitated. A Whisperer wasn’t always welcome, if one believed the old tales about them spiriting away one’s beasts in the night… and a hell of a lot of folk did.
 
   “I don’t know what to say to you…” he said as he stroked the grey colt’s face, calming it without thinking about it.
 
   “You have the Gift. You are a Singer… that’s why the horses went to you in the storm,” the headman said softly.
 
   Rowan nodded reluctantly. He was surprised the horses had come to him from such a distance, but they undeniably had.
 
   “Whisperer, they say at home,” he said.
 
   “Then you should take this colt. I give him to you…”
 
   Rowan stared at him, shocked. The nomads were fine folk who truly loved their horses, but they certainly didn’t go around giving them away like this. He shook his head, hoping he wouldn’t upset them.
 
   “I thank you for the honour you do me and I truly don’t want to offend you and your clan, but… I can’t accept him. I’m so sorry. I truly thank you, but it just wouldn’t be right. He’s a valuable colt, he will bring your tribe much gold,” he said.
 
   “We cannot risk breeding him, gaited or not. And I do not think we can risk selling him, in all honesty. He is only truly valuable in the right hands. And it seems they are your hands.”
 
   “But I have a fine horse. I have no need of another. Soot is as good as this one, fine as he is,” Rowan said as the grey pushed at him again with its nose.
 
   The headman nodded. Rowan’s black colt was indeed as good as the grey and he didn’t think that Rowan would part with him.
 
   “You know if the colt were to be sold, he would be sold again and again and go through many hands, each harsher than the last, because he is unrideable? He would be gelded, he would be beaten… he would be kept hungry to break him and he would be made to pull carts and carry loads that are too heavy for him… eventually he would be killed because they would make him savage with their cruelty… I wish it were otherwise, but you know the truth of it.” Ahleran sighed and looked very sad. “He is a most magnificent colt and yet we dare not breed him and we dare not sell him. Often I think of this and wonder if we should just kill him kindly ourselves. But then, it would be wrong to kill a horse like this, with the Mark of the One on him, and it would break my heart to have to do it …”
 
   “No! Please don’t kill him! But you could geld him… he might accept a rider more easily then…”
 
   The headman raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Would you geld him?”
 
   Rowan stroked the colt’s nose as it snuffled happily at him. He shook his head.
 
   “No.”
 
   I’d train him and ride him and when I finally go home for good, I’d take him and Soot and breed them both with the best mares we can afford, just as Griff and I’ve always dreamed, he thought wistfully. He looked at the nomad again for a moment and sighed.
 
   “Hold out your hands, then.” 
 
   The headman nodded at Kron, who held out his hands obediently. Rowan emptied his pouch into the nomad’s outstretched hands, searched every pocket he had and handed a couple of odd silver and copper coins to him as well. He shook his head, “’Tis all I have to give to you, and ‘tisn’t enough. I’m truly sorry.”
 
   “He has a sword, Grandfather,” a lad of perhaps ten spoke up.
 
   Bishan cuffed him around the ears.
 
   “Fool boy! Would you leave him defenceless?” he hissed.
 
   Rowan smiled at him. He’d be far from defenceless even if he handed over his sabre. He stroked the grey colt’s nose again and turned to the headman.
 
   “This sword could buy all of your horses, two or three of your wives, and maybe one of your sons as well…” he said softly.
 
   The nomads stared at him and stared at the plain hilt of the sabre he wore in an unremarkable scabbard at his hip. It certainly wasn’t the same as the usual run of Guard sabres, but it was very plain. The boy laughed and got another clip around the ears for his rudeness, but all of the nomads were smiling at the forester’s absurdity. All the same, the headman thought, foresters aren’t known for bragging and they are the most hopeless liars in all the world.
 
   “Show me this sword,” he said.
 
   “My sister has always said that I’m hopeless at bargaining,” Rowan said, “But it is yours if you will accept it…”
 
   The g’Hakken sabre whispered into his hands. He bowed his head and handed it to the headman hilt first.
 
   “By the sacred blood of the Great One,” the man whispered reverently, his eyes wide. “Your sister is right… this sword would buy all of my horses, all of my wives, all three of my sons and my oldest grandson… and you would give it away for a single horse…?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “What would I do with all the rest? I couldn’t keep them in the garrison, my Captain wouldn’t like it,” he said, “Besides, I have nothing else to give to you and ‘tis only a sabre when all’s said and done. No life is worth a piece of steel, no matter how beautiful it is or who made it. But maybe you’ll think that it might equal the value of the colt… you’re right when you speak of his future otherwise and he deserves better.”
 
   The nomads were still staring at him in disbelief. The headman looked down at the magnificent sabre in his hands, felt the wondrous balance of it, and desired it more than he’d ever thought it possible to desire anything. He closed his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, and then he handed the sabre back to Rowan.
 
   “I cannot take this…” he said slowly, “As you could not take the colt, I cannot take this, though I am sure my wives and sons will nag me endlessly about it.”
 
   “Then I’m truly sorry,” Rowan said, “You have every coin that I possess and it isn’t enough.”
 
   The headman smiled at him. Such honourable men, these foresters, he thought. This one could as well be a kinsman.
 
   “But it is. It is exactly what I’d hoped to get for him. This price pleases me,” he said, without looking at the coins in Kron’s hands.
 
   “But… you’re cheating yourself. ‘Tisn’t right,” Rowan protested. 
 
   The nomad shook his head. Truly, this man was hopeless at bargaining. But he had the feeling that the young forester wouldn’t allow anyone to take advantage of him, even if he was willing to cheat himself over the horse.
 
   “No, it is right. This colt deserves to be with someone who can ride him as he should be ridden… someone who will be kind to him and not break his spirit. Someone who will treat him with honour,” Ahleran said, his dark eyes twinkling, “Now, this price pleases me. I hope it pleases you also.” He held out his hand to seal the deal.
 
   Rowan stared at him for a moment, then nodded and shook the headman’s hand.
 
   “Thank you. This price pleases me too,” he said softly.
 
   “Good. And now we shall share a meal together to celebrate the sale of this fine colt,” the headman beamed, “I am sure you will not regret buying him.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “I’m sure I will not regret it. He is magnificent. Thank you,” he said.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



23. “Tabs”
 
    
 
    “…And I’ve never regretted buying either Mica or Soot,” Rowan said quietly to Ross and the lads who’d been listening to the story with such fascination, “They saved my life.”
 
   “And you would have given the nomads your sabre…?” Kurt said, wide-eyed. He knew the value of it was unimaginable. And apart from that, he’d watched Rowan doing his sabre drills every morning, and simply couldn’t believe that anyone would part with the superb blade that they’d worked so hard to win. 
 
   “Aye. ’Tis beautiful, a wonderful blade, but a life is more valuable. Even a colt’s life,” Rowan said.
 
   A mile or so further on they came out of the forest onto a track that quickly led into another great clearing. This one contained two timber houses, a couple of barns, and several big paddocks with horses in them. Mica and Soot steered their mares into an empty paddock, shut the gate on them and then trotted back to Rowan. 
 
   Ross smiled at the recruits’ awed faces.
 
   “I told you he’s a Horse Master, lads, and you saw something of it back at the Dogleg Pass, and you’ve just heard a bit more. ‘Tis a wonderful thing. Just watch and learn lads, watch and learn.”
 
   A huge man hurried from the barn. The Wirrans had always believed that Rowan was tall, and of course at six feet three he was, but this man was a good half a foot taller, built like the proverbial brick privy. His thick dark braid swung to his waist.
 
   He was Rowan’s cousin, Griff, some four years older than him, and he’d come to live with Rhys’s family when he’d been orphaned at ten years old. The two were more like brothers than cousins and they’d gone into the horse breeding enterprise as partners.
 
   Griff enveloped Rowan in a hug any bear would be proud of and said, “I knew you were coming today, laddie. Mica and Soot brought the mares out of the trees yesterday, and I put them into the paddock there. And bugger me, this morning those damned stallions opened the gate, and headed off down the track with their mares. When they went into the trees I knew they were going to meet you. And the dogs and the cat have been hanging around all day like a bloody bad smell.”
 
   Rowan looked at the black and tan dogs frisking at his feet and the huge ginger cat that was sitting on a fence post, judging the distance before leaping into his arms. He braced himself for the impact. Little Scrap got the fright of his life: he arched his back and fluffed himself up as he balanced on Rowan’s shoulder.
 
   “You ratbag, Scrap! Ollie won’t hurt you, but you’re going to have to get a bit more used to sharing, laddie,” Rowan laughed as he put both cats on the ground. 
 
   They looked at each other carefully, then Ollie rubbed his face against Scrap’s little face and nonchalantly swatted a dog that he felt was showing too much interest in his new little friend. 
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “’Tis so good to see you again, Griff, and all the little beasties,” he said happily. “The horses are looking wonderful. No early foals yet, though?”
 
   Griff smiled at him and shook his head. 
 
   “No, Rowan, I think they were waiting for you. Some of them are pretty close to their time though.”
 
   “Aye, so I see. Well, it looks like we won’t be getting much rest for a bit then, Griff. But Ross and Dorrel and Kurt are here to help us too, as well as look at the older horses.”
 
   “Good. You’re all very welcome here, lads, and there’ll be plenty of work for us all, believe me.”
 
   **********
 
   They sat companionably on the verandah after a very good supper that Griff’s wife Honi had cooked, talking about this and that. Honi was a woman of the Marblebark clan of central Sian, pretty, dark-haired and an excellent cook. Rowan had heard most of the doings of his kinfolk and he’d go and see Rhys and Dana and Moss tomorrow if the mares didn’t all decide to foal at the same time. Certainly some would foal tonight.
 
   The dogs lay draped over Rowan’s feet and Scrap was prancing around chasing furry brown moths, jumping high without a lot of success. Ollie was sitting on Rowan’s lap and watching proceedings benignly: the Wirrans were sure he was the biggest cat they’d ever seen, but he was a peaceful creature so long as his dignity wasn’t compromised. 
 
   Scrap had found himself knocked tail over whiskers by a very fast and very large ginger paw when he’d been too frivolous with his new friend’s tempting striped tail, but he’d been unhurt and he’d learnt to pay proper respect to his elders. And now the two cats were inseparable. Ollie had demonstrated the art of catching moths to give to Rowan, but Scrap hadn’t quite mastered the technique. He would though; he was an enthusiastic hunter. Rowan for his part praised his brave hunting cats and quietly released the moths. It was getting dark and Rowan was about to go and check on the mares in the foaling boxes.
 
   “Rowan, what’s that…?” Dorrel asked curiously.
 
   Ross had decided that they could call Rowan and him by their first names while they were in Sian working together, but of course it’d be ‘Sir’ again when they got back to Den Siddon.
 
   “Hmm…? Where…?”
 
   “Over there… dammit. It’s gone. I saw its eyes shining, but… they’re… they’re red…” he said, puzzled. What sort of creature had red eyes?
 
   “Red? Must be Tabs,” Griff said with a laugh, “I thought he’d have been here before now.”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “He can be wary of new folk… come on Tabs, laddie. Come and meet some new friends…” Rowan called quietly.
 
   Nothing happened for a little while and then Tabs came silently out of the shadows and strolled past the dogs to rub his face against Rowan’s knee. Ollie looked at him calmly but Scrap fluffed himself up again, hissed, and backed away behind Rowan.
 
   “Great Gods Almighty! What the hell is that?” Ross said, as he found himself staring at a truly enormous cat, more than twice the size of Ollie, with thick silvery fur with black tabby markings and bright blue eyes that gleamed red in the light.
 
   “This is Tabs. He’s a forest cat,” Rowan smiled as he ruffled the creature’s beautiful fur and tickled its long whiskers, “He comes and goes as he pleases, but he’s often here about now. Used to upset the dogs no end, but Boof and Umber have got used to him now.”
 
   “He’s not been around since you left, Rowan,” Griff said, “He came every night for about a week, but I haven’t seen him again until now.”
 
   Rowan nodded, unsurprised.
 
   “I found Tabs in the forest one day,” he said, “He was only a tiny kit and a wolf had found the nest. The poor brave mother cat did her best, and in fact she blinded the wolf in one eye, but it killed her and most of the kits. Tabs was the only one that survived. He was so tiny and so young… only a couple of weeks old. I know I should have let nature take its course, but…” he shrugged, “But I couldn’t just leave the poor little creature there crying for his Ma. I thought he wouldn’t survive, but he did… and look at him now. He’s magnificent. He makes Scrap look like the long, leggy, half-grown kit that he is, doesn’t he?”
 
   Scrap crept up to the forest cat with some gentle persuasion from Rowan and made a tentative friendship with Tabs. When Rowan went to the foaling boxes he was followed by a line of cats in descending order of size: Tabs first, then Ollie, and then Scrap prancing and leaping at shadows behind them. The dogs trotted at the end of the line: they knew their place.
 
   “It always makes me laugh, you know,” Honi said with a grin, “Rowan off about his business with a few different sizes of cats at his heels, and then the dogs. They all just fall into place like they’ve been drilled, daft creatures.”
 
    “He’s good with animals,” Kurt said thoughtfully, “Not just horses… with anything…”
 
   Honi and Griff nodded.
 
   “Oh, aye, lad. He certainly is,” Griff said. You don’t know the half of it, he thought.
 
   **********
 
   “It seems strange without Rowan here, doesn’t it?” Fess said one day a couple of weeks after Rowan had left Den Siddon to return to Sian for the foaling and breeding season.
 
   Telli nodded. Rowan made less noise around the garrison than the little black cat that shadowed him everywhere, but he had an undeniable presence about him. It did seem… quiet.
 
   “Aye, it does,” he said, “I keep expecting to see him running around the battlements, or helping some poor benighted bloody recruit to learn how to stay on a horse at anything faster than a slow amble.” He grinned. “It’s been good to have him here, Fess. He’s a good man, always has been.”
 
   “Aye, he is, and he’s always been generous about passing on his skills too. Telli, I’ve asked him to… to think about staying on after the Trophy…”
 
   Telli looked surprised for a moment.
 
   “And what did he say? Surely he won’t…? He’ll be off back to the forests, won’t he?” he said, “Mind you, we could certainly do with his help around here. There never seems to be enough instructors, and he’s so damned good at everything… he’s worked miracles with some of these lads.”
 
   Fess smiled.
 
   “Aye, he has. Especially those first-year recruits. I’ve never seen a fitter bunch than they are now. Poor Benni can hardly keep up with them now that he’s back with them again… and the scrambleball was a stroke of sheer bloody genius. Anyway, Rowan said he’d think about it…”
 
   “So he didn’t say no, then?” Telli brightened.
 
   “No. He didn’t say no. He didn’t say yes either.” 
 
   “But he’ll think about it?”
 
   “Aye. Of course he’ll have to talk to Griff about it, they’re partners in the horse breeding. Rowan said he definitely wouldn’t come back here forever, but he’d think about coming back for a few months a year. Maybe help out with the new recruits if that’s what we’d like him to do.” 
 
   “Do you think he’ll do that, Fess?”
 
   Fess shrugged.
 
   “Maybe. It’s not always easy to know what Rowan’ll do… even after all the years we’ve been friends he can still surprise me,” he said slowly, “I didn’t think he’d ever come back to Den Siddon at all. And if he did, I thought he’d only stay a week or so at the most…”
 
   Telli thought about it.
 
   “Well, you know what they say about foresters… what you see is what you get, but that doesn’t mean that’s all there is… Rhys told me that years ago, and he was bloody right too,” he shook his head, “But no… I didn’t think Rowan’d ever come back after Messton, and I didn’t think any the less of him for it either… he gave everything he had for those men and their families, and he paid a hell of a price for it. It’s not right the poor lad’s still bloody paying it. And I certainly never thought he’d try for the Trophy again… but bugger me, he’s going to win it again if he’s not careful. He can wipe the floor with Stefan and Corran, and there’s not too many swordsmen better than those two around.”
 
   Telli suddenly had a horrible thought.
 
   “Fess… he IS going to come back for the Trophy, isn’t he?”
 
   Fess stared at him in amazement.
 
   “Of course he is. Why would you think he wouldn’t?”
 
   Telli shrugged. 
 
   “It was just something he said one day when we were talking … something about he might get tired of running about in the circles in the cold and take his sabre and go home… I just… no, it’s daft…”
 
   “It is daft, Telli, truly. He said he’ll give it a damned good try and that’s what he’ll do,” Fess smiled at him, “He’s always said he’d have to go back to Sian for the foaling. Don’t fret. He’ll be back.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



24. “… ‘tis almost a lost art.”
 
    
 
   “That’s a fine little filly,” Ross said with a smile as the little creature swayed uncertainly on her long legs and took her first tentative steps.
 
   “Aye, she’s beautiful as they all are,” Rowan said as he watched the little bay wobble her way to her dam. It was a sight that he never tired of. “Come on, pretty little lass, your Ma’s just here… other end, daft creature…” he chuckled as the filly looked for the mare’s udder under her forelegs.
 
   Both men smiled as the filly finally found what she was searching for and started to nurse enthusiastically.
 
   “I’ve been looking at the horses Fess told me about, Rowan,” Ross said quietly.
 
   “Oh, aye? And what do you think? I won’t be offended if you say they’re spavined, sway-backed, useless bags of bones… well, not too offended,” Rowan smiled at him, knowing full well that none of his horses fitted that description.
 
   Ross laughed.
 
   “Well, no, they’re hardly that. They look ideal, and truly I’d like them all. We could certainly use them at the garrison. Can I ride some of them later?”
 
   “Aye, of course you can. I don’t expect you to take a horse without trying it. They all know their manners and the basics of battle training. And Griff and Honi and a couple of lads from the town have been riding them while I’ve been away, so they shouldn’t be too skittish.”
 
   “You’ve started their battle training?” Ross asked, surprised.
 
   “Aye. Nothing fancy though. More or less like those ones I took to Den Siddon,” Rowan said, still watching the little filly greedily suckling.
 
   “They knew as much as any horse in the stables, Rowan,” Ross said, “And they were a damned sight better at it too.”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “They were the best of them, Ross. These are good, but not as good as that lot. But they shouldn’t need too much work,” he said, “I think it’s good for any saddle horse to have the training, whether or not it’s going to be a troop horse. It keeps them supple and responsive, and of course they don’t go around shying at nothing.”
 
   “Aye, you’re probably right. I hadn’t thought about it like that,” Ross said thoughtfully, “Rowan… would you be able to show me and the lads what Mica and Soot can do sometime? Fess and Cade say they’re amazing. Fess says they practically dance…”
 
   “That’s what my sister always says,” Rowan smiled, “Aye, of course I can show you, but they might be a bit rusty. Griff sometimes rides Soot, but Mica’s not been ridden for months.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. I’m sure they’ll remember what they’re doing.”
 
   “Aye, they’ll remember all right. I keep up the practice with them, even after all this time away from the Guard. It keeps them supple and fit as I said, and truly, I think they enjoy it.”
 
   “Fess said you’ll teach Ashen the above the ground things?”
 
   “Aye, I will. I offered to train Storm and Ebony as well, but…” Rowan shrugged again, “Fess says he’s happy with Storm just as he is and Cade’s still thinking about it. Between you and me, I think they’re afraid they’ll fall off in mid-leap. But I’ll train Ashen. He should do well. He’s strong, athletic, clever and brave. And easy to train. With luck he’ll be damned nearly as good as his sire.” He turned away from the little bay filly and glanced in at the mares in the other foaling boxes. “We’ve got a while before these mares deliver. Shall I show you now?”
 
   “That’d be wonderful, Rowan. I’ll just get Dorrel and Kurt.”
 
   “They’re good lads, Ross. You and they are a big help here. Thank you,” Rowan said with a smile.
 
   “Rowan, we’re all getting more out of it than we’re putting in,” Ross replied, “It’s wonderful for all of us.”
 
   **********
 
   “Rowan, I… I’ve never seen anything like that in my life,” Ross said as Mica stopped beside him. Dorrel and Kurt were both still speechless with wonder. Griff and Honi stood behind them, fascinated by the performance as they always were. 
 
   “No, I don’t suppose you have… ‘tis almost a lost art,” Rowan smiled down at him, “When I first went to Den Siddon, I was rattling around in the Museum and I came across a book on battle training of troop horses. So I asked them if I could borrow it…” Rowan slid down from Mica’s bare back and patted the stallion’s nose, “… And there after the things that every troop horse is trained to do, I came across this… ‘above ground stuff’, as Fess calls it.”
 
   “What did they call it?” Dorrel said at the same time as Ross asked, “Is the book still at Den Siddon?”
 
   Rowan smiled at them.
 
   “They just called it ‘advanced training’ or ‘airs above the ground’. Bloody daft name, that, I’ve always thought. But it is certainly advanced, and not every horse can physically do it, even with a good grounding in the basics. They have to be very athletic and agile, and very strong but not too heavy. Just like Mica and Soot, really.”
 
   He looked at Ross and smiled again. “And as for the book, the curator of the Museum got fed up with me asking to borrow it so often. He said nobody else had even realised it was there for years, him included, so he gave it to me. ‘Tis inside there. You’re welcome to borrow it.”
 
   Ross’s eyes gleamed with anticipation.
 
   “And you’ve trained Soot as well…?”
 
   “Aye. He’s damned good at it too, there’s not much between them, but truly I think Mica’s just a bit better.”
 
   “Can we see Soot too? Er… if you don’t mind showing us?” Kurt said, still amazed at just what Mica and Rowan could do. It really had seemed as if the stallion was dancing, and he was a damned sight better dancer than most folk Kurt had seen. Certainly much better than Kurt himself. And it had seemed so effortless.
 
   “Of course, if you’re not bored with watching. They love to show themselves off, they know how clever they are.” Rowan thought about it for a moment. No, they don’t realise, but perhaps they should. “This time, though, look at it differently. ‘Tis called battle training for a reason, and Mica saved my life with it at Messton. Just think how you’d try and face an opponent whose horse can do what Mica and Soot can… especially if you were on foot and they really meant business. The movements are beautiful, but that’s not why horses were trained this way originally. Truly, Mica was just… just devastating against Rollo’s men. They were as frightened of him as they were of me…” And who could blame them, he thought sadly. The pair of us killed far more than our fair share.
 
   Mica snuffled in Rowan’s ear.
 
   “Daft horse!” he protested, pushing Mica away, “And don’t think you can chew on my braid either!”
 
   Rowan wondered if the recruits, or Ross for that matter, could really imagine the ferocity that Mica had shown on the battlefield. Mind you, he himself had been even more lethal than his horse. He stifled a sigh and whistled for Soot. Though Mica hadn’t practiced his routines for months, his performance had been near flawless and he thought Soot would be the same.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



25. “To free the slaves.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds like we’ve got visitors, Rowan,” Griff said one morning as he and the Wirrans watched him flow through his sabre drills. Rowan never ceased to be amazed at the fascination the drills had for them, but as he had with the g’Hakken dwarves so long ago, he thought if they wanted to get out of bed early and watch, good luck to them.
 
   “Aye, tis either young Isan and the lads or a herd of drunken cows,” he laughed.
 
   Dorrel and Kurt looked from one to the other, looked at the pair of black and tan dogs and the two cats staring into the forest and finally looked at each other. Dorrel raised an eyebrow at his friend. No, he hadn’t heard anything either, but he’d quickly learnt that the foresters’ hearing was excellent.
 
   A few minutes later several young foresters emerged from the trees. They were all big lads, well over six feet tall and heavily muscled. They looked to be about eighteen or nineteen, handsome young fellows with laughing dark eyes and long dark braids that to the Wirrans’ untutored eyes looked the same as Rowan’s and Griff’s.
 
   “Morning, all!” one of them called cheerily, “I hope you’ve finished waving that bloody sword around, Rowan. ‘Tis dangerous around here now you’re back.”
 
   “And a good morning to you too, Isan. And Fonse and Eilin and Conor,” Rowan said with a grin, “Tis only if you catch me unawares that you need to worry, and you lot make so much bloody noise that we could hear you coming a mile away.” He laughed at Isan’s crestfallen face. “Sorry, laddie, but I’m sorry to say ‘tis the truth. Now, ‘tis a pleasure to see you all so bright and early, but…?”
 
   “Ah, yes. We heard you were keeping some poor bloody slaves here, so we came to free them,” Isan said, his good humour restored.
 
   “Did you indeed? That’d be these poor bloody slaves here, sitting on their backsides watching me because they’re too exhausted and overworked to do anything else, I suppose? Ross, Kurt and Dorrel, these are some more of my esteemed kinsmen: Fonse d’Lyle and his brother Eilin, Conor d’Fergus, and the heroic one is Isan d’Ronal. Lazy loafers, the lot of them,” Rowan said with a smile.
 
   The young foresters grinned cheerfully at the recruits.
 
   “Ah, that’ll be them, the poor buggers. We thought we might take them down to the river for a spot of canoeing, if they’re up to it,” Fonse said.
 
   “Well… what do you think, Ross? Do you think our slaves deserve a bit of time off? They’ve certainly worked their backsides off here,” Rowan said, straightfaced. 
 
   “Aye, they have too. But I’m not sure they’d be safe with this lot. They look like ruffians to me,” Ross laughed.
 
   “We could always take our sabres for, er, protection…” Kurt said hopefully, “And we can run fast.”
 
   “And we’re harmless, truly,” Conor piped up, his face the picture of innocence. He was the biggest of them all and he was the only one of the lads to have hazel eyes like Rowan and Griff. He had a similar sense of mischief about him too.
 
   “Aye, harmless! Aren’t we all? You’ll probably drown them,” Rowan said, “You can swim well, I hope, Kurt? Dorrel? The river’s swift at this time of year, much swifter than that little thing at Den Siddon.”
 
   That river fell down the mountainside in a series of spectacular waterfalls, but at Den Siddon it was deep and wide and no, it certainly didn’t flow as fast as this one. It didn’t have rapids like this one either. 
 
   Dorrel and Kurt nodded quickly.
 
   Rowan glanced at Ross, who grinned and nodded.
 
   “Thanks, lads, ‘tis good of you to come over,” Rowan said to his young kinsmen, “These two truly do deserve a break. Now, I suppose none of you silly buggers has had breakfast yet? Or if you have, you’re ready for a bit more?”
 
   “Well…” Conor grinned at him, “Since you ask…”
 
   “Bloody Hells. What have I done? Have we got enough to feed all these poor starving waifs, Griff?”
 
   “Probably not, Rowan,” Griff tried to look serious, “We might have to eat the dogs…”
 
   The young foresters looked affronted.
 
   “Rowan! We wouldn’t just arrive on the doorstep emptyhanded!” Fonse protested, “Our Mas would bloody kill us. And so would Honi.” He produced a damp hessian sack. “Here you go…”
 
   “Thanks lads, you’re a credit to your upbringing,” Rowan said as he carefully opened the top of the sack. He wouldn’t put it past these lads to have a couple of live and very lively possums in there, but of course that joke would backfire with him, rather than Griff, opening the bag. Several fine trout stared up at him, glassy-eyed. “Thank you. I think these’ll be a lot better than poor Umber and Boof.”
 
   The dogs wagged their tails happily at mention of their names, and leapt up to follow Rowan and the big ginger cat Ollie, with Scrap prancing along cheekily between them. The dogs and cats got on very well, but of course the dogs knew their place. 
 
   A little later, well fed, the lads headed off into the trees, bound for the river, all talking and laughing together.
 
   “See that you don’t bloody drown them,” Rowan called after them, “Or yourselves.”
 
   “We’ll try not to,” came the cheery reply.
 
   **********
 
   “They’re good lads, Ross. They’ve worked hard, they deserve a bit of fun,” Rowan said as he watched them disappear 
 
   “Aye, they are good lads, and they’re learning a lot here. So am I…” Ross said.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Surely you’ve birthed foals before…?”
 
   “Aye, but not so many. And I’ve never been involved with the breeding side of things.”
 
   “Well, Mica and Soot do all the work there. Griff and I just make sure they breed the mares we want them to,” Rowan laughed.
 
   “And there’s all the rest of it… getting the foals used to being handled, and learning to lead… riding the older colts, teaching them some manners, getting the horses shod… Dorrel and Kurt have never really seen all of that,” Ross said.
 
   “No, I suppose they haven’t. They were fascinated when we trimmed up the horses’ feet and went to the blacksmiths.”
 
   “I thought we’d be in fearful trouble with so many horses that’d never been shod, Rowan,” Ross said with a smile, “I should have known better.”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “As you said at the Scream, ‘tis a handy talent to have. And the horses are all used to having their hooves trimmed, I just don’t bother to shoe them. Mica and Soot aren’t shod now.”
 
   He said nothing more for a few minutes, and then said, “I’ve got an idea to put to you, Ross.” 
 
   “Oh, aye? And what might that be?” Ross asked lazily.
 
   “Well, when things have calmed down around here… I thought we might go into the forest for a few days, to the logging camp. What do you think?” Rowan grinned at him, “’Tis a chance to see how the other half lives.”
 
   “Are you sure they wouldn’t mind us being there?”
 
   Rowan laughed at his concern.
 
   “No, they won’t mind. They’ll be happy to have some new faces to tell their tired old stories to… and we can make ourselves useful while we’re there.”
 
   Ross stared at him. How the hell could the lads, or he himself for that matter, possibly help the foresters? He’d never known such a self-sufficient lot.
 
   “Um… Rowan…” he said doubtfully, “Wouldn’t we just be in the way?”
 
   “No. They’ll soon move you on if you are. It’ll soon be time to change over the horses, so we can take the new teams with us and bring the old ones back. It’d be something new for the lads to see, instead of just looking at all of us here.”
 
   “It’d be something new for me too, Rowan. Aye, it sounds good to me… so, when would we go?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “A couple of weeks’ time, I suppose. We’d just have to get ourselves organised. We can soon spread the word around that we’ll take the horses and supplies instead of the locals and the last of the new team of cutters doing it. We’ll be heroes,” Rowan grinned at Ross and then became more serious. “There’s only one thing though, Ross…”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “When we do get to the camp, the foreman is King. No matter what he says to do, we must do it without hesitation and without asking why. Sometimes your life might depend on it. If he tells us or the lads to run, then we run, and very damned fast too. And if he tells us to do handsprings for twenty minutes, we do that too.”
 
   “Bloody hells, I hope he doesn’t do that, lad! I’m hopeless at them,” Ross laughed, “But of course there’d have to somebody in charge… Who is it? Anyone I’ve met?”
 
   “’Twill be Pa, as it happens. I know he’s going back into the trees in the next day or so, but not all of his team will be going back yet. There’s always a bit of overlap when the teams swap over, else they rattle about for a few days trying to work out what the hell’s going on and what they should be doing. Usually the last lot returning to the trees take the new teams and supplies in with them, with some of the townsfolk to help a bit. And then the last lot coming home bring the old teams too, but I thought we could save them the bother. I’m sure Pa won’t mind. To be truthful, I know he won’t mind. I ran it past him t’other day and he thought it’d be a good idea,” Rowan smiled at Ross, “But I only mentioned about the foreman in case Dorrel and Kurt think they should be listening to you, or me for that matter, while we’re there. Er… no offence intended to you, Ross.”
 
   “None taken, Rowan. The lads can listen to us until we get there and then they can listen to us again when we leave.”
 
   “Aye, that’s about how it works… a bit like the Guard in some ways. The foreman, Pa, he’s the Captain of the garrison, Josh and Jared are his lieutenants and we’re the very junior recruits.”
 
   “Even you, Rowan?” Ross looked at him in surprise.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Well, maybe not quite as junior as you and the lads, I do know what I’m doing out there… some of my damned kin would disown me if I couldn’t use an axe properly, but unless they ask me to fill in as one of the team I’d just be a visitor. Mind you, most visitors don’t get to sit about doing nothing,” he smiled again, “They’ll probably put me in charge of the horses, ‘tis what usually happens.”
 
   “Well, the lads and I can help you with that,” Ross said.
 
   “Aye, that’s why I’m taking you.” Rowan laughed as Ross nodded his agreement. “It must be almost time to go back to Wirran, Ross. I’m not shocking you any more.”
 
   “Neither you are,” Ross said, a bit surprised himself, “But I think I’ll be able to shock folk myself when we get back.”
 
   “Aye, you will, you’ve been well corrupted while you’ve been here in Sian. Mind you, ‘tisn’t hard to shock folk in Wirran, ‘tis full of miserable old buggers,” Rowan laughed again, “You’ll find you’ll enjoy it.” 
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



26. “a swordsman like any other…”
 
    
 
   When Rowan first asked Ross to spar with him in the circle they’d marked out, the Horsemaster had nearly fainted. He was a good swordsman, but still… 
 
   “I’m honoured, Rowan, but I’m not good enough,” he said.
 
   “Ross, that doesn’t matter…” Rowan said, “I’m a swordsman like any other who needs an opponent to practice with. Sword drills will only take you so far. Much as I hate the cursed circle, I need to work in it for the Trophy. Please, I’d be grateful for your help.” He looked at Ross’s stunned face for a moment and smiled, “If I can’t talk you into it, I’ll have to spar with Griff and his damned axe and I think Stefan wouldn’t like that. You know what a worrier and a nag he can be sometimes, I’d never hear the end of it.”
 
   Ross gulped. 
 
   “You wouldn’t really spar with… against Griff, would you?” he managed.
 
   Rowan shrugged. 
 
   “Wouldn’t be the first time. But truly, an axeman isn’t the ideal opponent for a swordsman, the whole way of going about it’s different,” he said.
 
   Ross’s eyes widened as he thought about it. Griff truly was a gentle giant of a man, but Ross had seen him chopping wood and with an axe in his hands he looked terrifying.
 
   “I’ll go and get my sabre then, but I’m truly not good enough,” he said, “I just don’t want to be the one who has to explain to Stefan why you’ve only got one arm.”
 
   “Griff’s never managed to cut my arm off yet and I truly don’t think he’s going to do it now. He’s fast for his size, but he’s not that fast,” Rowan laughed, “But I’m grateful I don’t have to chase him around, and I’m sure he will be too. Truly, the circle’s not quite the right size for him.”
 
   Ross had found that his swordsmanship had improved markedly. Rowan hadn’t been pushed by their workouts, but that hadn’t been the point. He was retaining his sense of where he was in the circle and that was what was important, and he said as much to Ross.
 
   “I’m going to ask the lads too, in a few days… with your permission of course. I’d be teaching them more than sparring with them though, I think. They’ve worked so hard here, ‘tis only fair that I help them a bit with their sabres. And I’m being selfish too, I… truly, I just need someone to run around this bloody circle with and I certainly don’t expect you to do it every day.”
 
   **********
 
   “’Tis your turn today, lads. Who’ll be first?” Rowan said to the Cadets one morning a couple of days later. They’d watched him flow effortlessly through his sabre drill as they did every morning, but now they both gaped at him, flabbergasted.
 
   Kurt found his tongue first.
 
   “Us…? You want to spar with… with us? But we’re useless,” he managed.
 
   “’Tis all relative, Kurt. Sword Master Stefan told me you’re among the best of your year. He said you just need a bit more confidence,” Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Did he? But…” Kurt said.
 
   “He must have been drunk that day,” Dorrel muttered.
 
   Rowan laughed at him.
 
   “He gave a pretty good account of himself in the circles if he was. He kicked Corran’s backside, as I recall, and damned nearly kicked mine. Look, lads, ‘tis like this. You’ve seen me spar with Ross and I haven’t bloody killed him, have I? No, and I won’t kill you either unless you give me a very, very good reason to. Apart from the mess it’d make, I’d have to fill in a hell of a lot of forms for Captain Fess and he’d probably decide to hang me for my trouble,” he smiled at their stunned faces, “Truly, you’d be helping me out here. Stefan will nag me endlessly if you go back to Den Siddon and I’ve not helped you a bit with your sabres, and I need to practice in the cursed circle or else I lose my sense of where I am in it,” he sighed softly, “But I feel like a complete idiot dancing around in it by myself, and that’s the truth of it.”
 
   “But… what about Ross…?” Dorrel asked uncertainly, “He’s a hell of a lot better than us…”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Aye, he is too. But it doesn’t matter,” he said, “He’s a hell of a lot better than you, and you’re a hell of a lot better with a sabre than Griff, though I’d advise you not to take him on if his axe is anywhere handy,” he smiled, “And at the end of the day I’m a hell of a lot better than the lot of you. ‘Tis all relative, but tisn’t important.”
 
   Ross strolled up to them. He’d been out in the paddocks with Griff, checking on the mares and foals. He smiled at the lads’ worried faces. He was a good swordsman himself, but he’d felt the same when Rowan had asked him to spar with him. 
 
   “Hello, lads,” he said, “You two look like the last hens in the henhouse, when the fox comes a’calling.”
 
   “Rowan’s asked us to spar with him…” Kurt said very doubtfully.
 
   Ross nodded. He and Rowan had talked about this and he knew the lads would learn a lot. He had himself, more than he’d thought possible in the short time.
 
   “Then you should be very bloody honoured and thank him and grab the opportunity with both hands,” he said, “It’s not everyone who can say that they’ve sparred with the dual Champion, especially when he’s at the top of his game; most would sell their grandmother for the chance… I’d go and get my sabre before he changes his mind if I were you.”
 
   Kurt and Dorrel stared at Ross, wide-eyed. Rowan was so casual and unconcerned about it all that it was easy to forget his legendary status, but Ross was right; it certainly wasn’t usual for a recruit to spar with the Champion, though this particular Champion sometimes came to their classes to help the Sword Master to demonstrate a particular point. But here he was, asking them both. Kurt came to his senses first.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan. It truly is an honour that we don’t deserve. You just, er, surprised us. No, shocked us, to be truthful, ” he said, “Start warming up, Dorrel, you idiot. I’ll go and get the sabres. We’ll wipe the floor with that stuck-up bugger Birren when we get back!” He ran off quickly.
 
   “Who’s Birren?” Rowan wondered. 
 
   “He’s in our group,” Dorrel said as he threw off his shirt and started to warm up, “His father’s a bloody gentleman, and so’s he as he never tires of telling us, and he fancies himself with a sabre.”
 
   “And is he any good?” Rowan asked softly, “Better than you and Kurt?”
 
   “Aye, he is, unfortunately. He’s been waving a blade around since he was nine or ten. The bastard never lets any of us forget how damned good he is, how much better he is than everyone else.”
 
   Rowan nodded thoughtfully. He knew a bit about gentlemen like this too.
 
   “Not for much longer, he won’t be. You’ll kick his backside for him when I’m finished with you. Hard. There’s few things more satisfying than doing that to an arrogant, self-satisfied bloody gentleman, and it’d give me great pleasure to help you do it. Let’s go, lad.”
 
   “But… you’re training for the Trophy! We can’t let you interrupt that!” Dorrel exclaimed as Kurt hurried back with the sabres.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Don’t fret, Dorrel. Nobody ‘lets me’ do anything I don’t want to do,” he grinned at the lads cheerfully, “’Tis all only waving a sabre about when all’s said and done. Let me worry about it.”
 
   And so the Cadets had sparred with the Champion. Kurt and Dorrel were very much looking forward to their next sabre practice when they got back to Den Siddon.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



27.“… how the other half lives.”
 
    
 
   They set off for the logging camp after breakfast one morning nearly two weeks after Rowan had first mentioned it. The foaling was finished and Mica and Soot had done their job in the breeding barn. Rowan had decided to take both stallions into the forest, as the mares wouldn’t be running loose until the foals were a little older and besides, it was good for them to be ridden. He was riding Mica himself and Ross was riding Soot and marvelling at the stallion’s good manners and lovely smooth paces. Dorrel and Kurt were riding two of the young horses that would soon be troop horses and thinking much the same.
 
   They went down through the town and over Moss’s bridge with a great clattering of hooves. The troll was already sitting on the verandah of his little cabin, having breakfast, and he waved cheerily to them as they went past.
 
   It wasn’t long after dawn when they came to the big open space in front of the timber yard by the river, but Ross was surprised to see that the place was full of horses: big, strong looking workhorses. There had to be fifty or more of them, and some were laden with supplies for the camp. There were several men there trying to calm the restless horses and quite a few dogs were barking and there was a good deal more commotion than was usual with foresters. Inevitably, as Rowan and his friends arrived, the horses stopped milling around and stood quietly watching him and the dogs stopped their noise and trotted up to sit beside Mica.
 
   “Is this all of them, Efron? And all the supplies too?” Rowan asked a big man with his hair in the twin braids of the Mist Fern clan, “Nobody’s running late?”
 
   “No, that’s the lot, Rowan. But are you sure you don’t mind…?” Efron replied with a smile. He’d been delighted when he’d heard Rowan would take the horses in to the camp and he planned to spend his unexpected holiday fishing. 
 
   “Of course not,” Rowan smiled at him, “I wanted to show the lads the deep forest, and this is a good excuse for us to go.”
 
   “Mmm… I suppose it is too. Well, it certainly saves me and the others a trip, and the last of the cutters will have a couple of extra days at home too,” Efron smiled at the Wirrans sitting their horses beside Rowan, “You’re going at a good time, lads. The forest is always beautiful, not that I’m biased of course, but there’s a lot of things flowering now and a lot to see. Enjoy yourselves.”
 
   “We will!” Dorrel and Kurt said quickly. They were looking forward to this very much. Isan and Conor had told them a lot about the deep forest and now they’d see it for themselves. They’d always subscribed to the common Wirran view that trees were… well, trees, but they were learning otherwise.
 
   The little group made their goodbyes to the others and Rowan whistled softly as they trotted off down the road. At the signal the foresters simply released the workhorses and stood back.
 
   “Bloody Hells, Rowan! I still can’t get used to that,” Ross said, looking back at the big herd of horses trotting along behind them with no trouble at all. He’d expected that they’d be herding them, but… no.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself about it, Ross. Just be glad you don’t have to ride behind them in the dust.”
 
   “Oh, I am, Rowan. I am.”
 
   They turned off the road about a mile along and headed into the trees. There didn’t seem to be a track to follow, but it didn’t slow them down and after an hour or two they came to a small clearing in the trees, with a proper track and a little creek running through the middle of it. They stopped to rest.
 
   The forest was magnificent. Many of the great trees were blossoming and the air was filled with the sweet scent of honey and the songs of birds and insects. Bright heartsblood and delicately painted orchids glowed in shafts of sunlight and tiny birds thrust ridiculously long bills into strange brush-like flowers that the Wirrans hadn’t seen before. The treeferns unfurled their huge fronds and below them tiny ferns and mosses and white and purple violets covered the ground. A little creature that they couldn’t see rustled in the undergrowth nearby and a pair of bright-eyed and eye-wateringly colourful parrots watched them from an overhanging branch.
 
   “This is wonderful, Rowan,” Dorrel said quietly.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis. But wait until tomorrow morning…” he said cryptically.
 
   Of course the Cadets and Ross wanted to know more, but he wasn’t about to tell them. Nothing he could say could do justice to what they’d see.
 
   “Wait and see, lads,” was all they could get out of him.
 
   They rode on through the trees and inevitably Rowan began to sneeze as the track wound through a dense stand of wattles in full glorious bloom.
 
   “Dammit! How could I forget these bloody things!” He cursed more vigorously and urged Mica to a faster pace.
 
   They stopped for the night in another clearing, this one in a bit of a hollow just off the track. It contained a solid little timber hut and a well-built yard for the horses and all around were treeferns and the magnificent Forest Giants. A flock of cockatoos settled in a tree perhaps a hundred paces away, squabbled noisily for a while, and then quietened.
 
   “Be sure to be awake at first light, lads. Oh, and don’t crash about if you can help it. Sweet dreams,” Rowan said as they settled themselves into the sturdy bunks.
 
   “You’re not going to bloody tell us, are you?” Kurt said as he made himself comfortable. It wasn’t late, but it’d been a long day. They’d had a good supper and talked for a while and now everyone was ready for bed.
 
   “No, I’m not. Sleep well.”
 
   **********
 
   The dawn chorus woke them as it had every morning of their stay in Sian. The birds had proved to be just as reliable as any Guard bugler and a lot less jarring. Out here it all started with the odd tinkling call of the bellbirds, for all the world like the ringing of tiny, slightly off-key bells; then a magpie gargled and cleared its throat to begin its beautiful carolling song. One by one other birds joined in until the glorious cacophony rang through the great trees.
 
   Dorrel and Kurt woke to see Ross standing by the open door, but Rowan was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Quietly now, lads. Let’s see what Rowan was on about.  It’s not like him to be so bloody mysterious,” he whispered.
 
   They hurried outside making as little noise as possible and found Rowan sitting with his back against a tree about a dozen paces away. He put a finger to his lips – shh - and pointed to his side. A plump little grey beast carrying two babies on her back was eating bread from his hand. It was a bit smaller than a cat, luxuriously furred, generously whiskered and extravagantly tailed, and it had a bright, inquisitive look about it. They stared in amazement as the little creature ate her fill and then scampered up the tree and into a hole. Her bright beady eyes gleamed as she turned herself around so that she and her babies might see them better.
 
   “A good morning to you all, lads. You’re just in time,” Rowan smiled at them.
 
   “Was that a possum you were feeding?” Kurt wanted to know. There were possums in Wirran too of course, but they were shy and rarely seen. Generally you only knew they were around when they ran across the roof in the middle of the night. Somehow their tiny paws sounded like they were shod with enormous hobnailed boots. And they were prone to making surprisingly loud screams and gargling noises, generally managing to give the impression that they were being horribly murdered. They could be most disconcerting in the early hours of the morning.
 
   “Aye, that’s what she is. A brushtail. But that’s not really what I wanted you to see. Make yourselves comfortable, and just look around,” he smiled at them again, “And then tell me what you think…”
 
   The Wirrans looked around curiously. A light fog shrouded the great trees, with here and there a thin shaft of early sunlight slanting through the leaves. The horses were dark shapes in the mist, nothing more… and suddenly the light was just right.
 
   Myriad jewels gleamed on the trunks and branches of the trees, and they festooned the understorey of treeferns and bushes; even the ground around them looked like a dazzling carpet of gems, with black footprints showing where they’d walked. Wherever they looked, loops and strands and sheets of diamonds and pearls glittered brightly. Even the horses shimmered with tiny, bright crystals and they sparkled in Rowan’s hair and on his shoulders.
 
   “It’s… it’s incredible… wonderful… I’ve never seen anything like it… What the hell is it, Rowan? ” Ross said softly.
 
   “’Tis the mist caught in the little spiders’ webs, and on the bark and leaves and moss and things… and in the horses’ manes and tails… magic, isn’t it?”
 
   They watched, spellbound, as the sun slowly rose a little more. As suddenly as they’d appeared, the gleaming jewels were gone. The trees towered up through the mist, huge and magnificent, and it seemed as though they sat in a great leafy cathedral. Dorrel and Kurt were too enthralled to say anything, but their rapt faces said enough.
 
   “Gods! It’s no wonder you foresters never leave here,” Ross said, still awed by what he’d seen. 
 
   Rowan smiled at him again.
 
   “Only us daft ones do, Ross. And now you know why we always come back…”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



28. The logging camp.
 
    
 
   After another two days’ trek through the forest they came to the logging camp. It was in a great clearing, of course, but the Wirrans could see that not all of the trees had been cut down and there were big areas where tiny trees had been planted to replace those lost. The camp was neat and tidy and well set up with a number of timber cabins similar to those on the track and a couple of larger ones. All that could be heard was birdsong and the sound of axes and saws and several foresters singing to help them keep their rhythm as they worked. A soaring soprano voice led the others in what sounded almost like a stirring rendition of ‘The Adventures of Brother Biggun’, a very risqué song even by the standards of the surprised troopers. No, it simply couldn’t be…
 
   “Who the hell is that?” Kurt asked in amazement.
 
   Rowan listened carefully.
 
   “Sounds like Daisy d’Farrel. Might be her sister, Violet. They’ve both got voices like angels. You should hear them singing ‘The Felling of the Giant’… ‘twould bring tears to a heart of stone,” he said. 
 
   “Girls? Out here?” Kurt said in amazement, “And what the hell are they singing now? It… er, it sounds like ‘Brother Biggun’, but, um, it couldn’t be… could it?”
 
   “Aye, ‘Brother Biggun’, it is. Why could it not be?”
 
   “Er… well… they’re girls…” And Biggun’s adventures were only rivalled by the legendary High Priest with a penchant for Harlots.
 
   “Laddie, these particular girls are bigger and stronger than you are, with no disrespect intended to them or you,” Rowan smiled at him, “They’re not shy little flowers who’d faint at mention of a naughty word. They’re good lasses though. Wait until you meet them.”
 
   Dorrel and Kurt glanced at each other in surprise as they moved closer to the camp. Truly, Sian was like another world.
 
   “Supper smells good, Rowan,” Dorrel said as he noticed the delicious smell of roasting pork in the air. Something else took his attention though. “But what the hell is that? A bloody tree house?”
 
   Not far from the edge of the clearing was a massive tree with wooden steps spiralling up around its mighty trunk. Perhaps fifty feet up was a platform, then more steps and ropes and another platform, then another and another… and right at the top… Dorrel couldn’t quite see because of the branches and leaves, but he thought it was a little hut. No, it couldn’t be.
 
   Rowan laughed at his bewilderment.
 
   “’Tis the fire tree,” he said, “Like the fire towers around the town, only a bit higher.” The tree had to be well over three hundred and fifty feet tall, a magnificent patriarch of the Forest Giants. It was certainly taller than the fire towers of Borl Quist. “I’ll check with Pa if it’s all right to take you up there… only if you want to, of course. Don’t be a hero if you don’t like heights though.”
 
   They stopped below it so the lads could see it more closely. They stared upwards in wonder.
 
   “Halt! Who goes there?” a stern voice demanded from the top of the tree.
 
   “’Tis I, Grand Duke Yls and the Black Riders of Never, come from the Dread Court of the Silver Lady,” Rowan replied blasphemously, “Who the hell do you think we are, Fonse, you idiot?
 
   “You might have been the Silver Lady herself, from all I can see up here,” Fonse replied grandly. He looked down at Rowan’s long silver braid and chuckled. Just as well he was safely up here for the moment, he thought, though of course that wouldn’t save him if Rowan decided to box his ears for him as he deserved. He’d simply come up here, do the job, and be gone before you could turn around. Fonse laughed again and leaned over the parapet and waved to them, his own long brown braid swinging over his shoulder. A young-looking lad appeared beside him and did the same.
 
   “I doubt she’d be bringing work horses with her! Or her own bloody supplies for that matter,” Rowan retorted. “Is that young Perrin d’Mikkel up there with you?”
 
   “Yes. ‘Tis his first time out in the camp, so he’s learning the ropes.”
 
   “Good Gods. And Pa sent him up there with you? He must be going daft,” Rowan laughed, “So do we have Your Magnificences’ permission to proceed?”
 
   “You may pass,” the two firespotters said with as much gravity as they could muster, before the young fellow Perrin dissolved in helpless giggles.  
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No wonder poor Pa’s getting grey hairs from this lot,” he muttered.
 
   “How old was that lad?” Ross wondered. The boy had seemed completely at home at the top of the tree, but he looked very young.
 
   “Young Perrin? Twelve and a bit… all of our lads work side by side with the men when they’re twelve, whether it’s with the hunters, or at the timber yard in town, on a farm, or out here in the trees. They don’t get sent up the fire tree by themselves until they’re a bit older though. ‘Tis a big responsibility,” Rowan replied, knowing that Fonse would teach the boy well.  He was a bit of a ratbag, not a bad thing in Rowan’s opinion, but Rhys simply wouldn’t have given him the job if he weren’t competent. He wouldn’t even be in Rhys’s team. 
 
   Some found the job of firespotter very tedious, and of course it could be, particularly on the calm hot days of high summer. But like anything else, it was what you made of it. Rowan had always liked it, because it gave him a completely different perspective of the great forest and the birds and animals and creatures it contained. It was exhilarating too, when the wind roared through the canopy and the Giant moved beneath your feet like an enormous beast stretching itself as it woke from sleep.
 
   **********
 
   The Wirrans had perhaps expected the camp’s cook to be a woman, and she was. Mariel, Jared’s wife, was a wonderful cook. She was dark-haired, blue-eyed and quite beautiful, and she was almost as tall as Rowan and as well muscled as any man in the camp. She’d come out of the cookhouse at the sound of the horses, knowing they’d be bringing more supplies. She took one look at the Cadets, then glared at Rowan, her hands on her hips.
 
    “Gods, you’re bloody hopeless, Rowan! You look after your horses better than these poor little laddies. What the hell have you been doing with them? And why don’t you ever bloody feed them? Look how scrawny they are!” she said severely.
 
   Rowan shrugged and tried not to laugh at the wide-eyed Wirrans. They wouldn’t dream of speaking to him, the Champion, like that, and neither would any other Guardsmen. Rowan had told them that he wasn’t the Champion out here. He was simply Rhys d’Rhuary’s little lad who’d left the trees for some daft reason, but finally seen the light and come back to them, and that was just the way he liked it… and here was the proof of it. They’d see a lot more of it while they were here in the forests - certainly no bowing and scraping, but plenty of teasing and laughter and what they realised was a deep quiet respect for all that Rowan had done, without the need to keep on about it.
 
   “They’re Wirrans, Mariel. The poor buggers are always a bit scrawny,” Rowan said as he dismounted, “Perhaps you can feed them up a bit while we’re here.”
 
   “Me! Me feed them up! And do the rest of your bloody jobs for you too, I suppose? Huh!” She glared at him even more fiercely, though it had little enough effect on him. She sighed as if the weight of the world was upon her broad shoulders. “Dammit, I’ll have to, won’t I? Else the poor little laddies’ll be dropping dead on us before lunchtime, if we try to work them at all.”
 
   Rowan winked at the ‘poor little laddies’, who were still not quite sure how to react.
 
   “Aye, they will, and then the bloody Guard will be after me for an explanation in damned triplicate. Oh, and don’t you be feeding them like you feed the rest of these lazy great loafers out here, or they’ll bloody burst! And I warn you, I’m not going to be cleaning up any messes,” he said with a grin.
 
   “Don’t worry, laddie. We’ve got young Perrin to clean up messes, and he needs the practice,” she said. She smiled suddenly, a beautiful beaming smile that lit her lovely face as she stepped forward to envelop Rowan in a huge hug. “’Tis so good to see you out here again, Rowan love, and looking so well too. Was everything all right at Den Siddon? We… we were worried for you…”
 
   He knew exactly what she meant. His experiences at Messton and Trill had affected him deeply and it’d taken a long time for him to come to terms with them. He’d probably never really recover fully. He kissed her cheek and said quietly, “Aye, Mariel, ‘twas all right. ‘Twasn’t easy at times, but… Fess was right to take me back there. ‘Twas time to do it. Thank you for thinking of me.”
 
   “And how is the training going? You look bloody fit enough to take on anyone,” she smiled at him again, “You’d probably even give my old Gran a run for her money!”
 
   That particular old lady had to be nearing eighty, but she stood almost six feet tall and could still show the youngsters how to skin a deer or chop up firewood. Rowan thought she’d give anyone pause, and he certainly had no plans to be taking her on.
 
   “Ha! Well, it all seems to be going well, thanks to Ross and the lads. I’ve got them running around with me every morning now the foaling’s finished.”
 
   “Poor buggers. Still, it’ll give poor Griff a bit of peace and ‘tis good to keep them occupied, even if it does make them a bit scrawny.” Mariel smiled at the Wirrans to show she was only teasing them too. Mind you, beside the muscular foresters anyone would be considered scrawny. 
 
   “You’re just the one to fix that, Mariel,” Rowan laughed as they unloaded Mariel’s supplies and headed further into the camp.
 
   The Cadets found themselves wondering just how many more tall, beautiful forester women they might soon be meeting. Rowan, Griff and Honi lived quietly and worked hard a couple of miles out of the town of Borl Quist, and Griff’s two sons were about Dorrel and Kurt’s age, but away working in the forest to the north. Dorrel and Kurt had worked hard with the foaling, and they’d loved every minute of it and learned a great deal more than they’d actually expected to. With one thing and another they really hadn’t had much time or inclination for socialising, though the excursions to the river with Isan and his friends had been fun. 
 
   They’d met Conor’s sisters and a few other girls on the odd occasions they’d gone into the town, but most had been too busy with their own business to do more than smile and greet them politely in perfect Wirran. Perhaps there might be distractions they hadn’t thought of, out here in the trees.
 
   **********
 
   In the distance they could see several tall strapping young women who were working side by side with the timber cutters as they laboured to bring down a massive tree. A bit to one side they saw a couple of slightly smaller lasses and boys following closely behind two older men. As they got nearer this second group waved to Rowan and the newcomers. Dorrel saw they were carrying a deer between them and realised they must be the camp’s hunters. When they got to the horseyards another pretty freckle-faced girl turned the care of all the horses over to Rowan, shouldered an axe and hurried off to join another crew. She turned for a moment and smiled shyly at the newcomers, then disappeared into the trees. No, Mariel certainly wasn’t the only woman in the camp.
 
   “Our lasses have the same opportunities the lads do,” Rowan said as he saw the Wirrans’ surprise. “If they want to work in the trees or become hunters, or work in the timber yard or brew beer for that matter, then that’s what they do. And if they want to keep the home fires burning, they can do that too. Some don’t come out to the trees after they’re wed and ‘tis rare to see them out here after they’ve started a family, but a few come back when their children are grown. But really, as long as all the damned work gets done, it doesn’t matter who does it.”
 
   Of course the girls didn’t generally come out here until they were fourteen or fifteen, a couple of years older than the boys: they simply didn’t have the strength for it before then. Nobody could say that of any of these young women now though.
 
   “Gods, my sister would die if she saw those girls working like that…” Kurt said, watching wide-eyed as two tall, lovely girls stepped away from the massive tree and sauntered over to a water barrel for a drink. He wondered if they were Daisy and Violet of the glorious voices.  They both looked over and smiled charmingly at him, before taking up their axes and rejoining the men at their labour.
 
   “Mine would too, but she’d kill to have a figure like that,” Dorrel said slowly.
 
   Rowan laughed. All of the women were strong and fit and well muscled, but they were still very feminine. Though their clothing was the same as the men’s and their long hair was braided similarly, nobody could possibly mistake them for men. Most wore a flower or ribbons in their hair and their working clothes of linen shirts, leather trousers and heavy boots did nothing to disguise their shapely bodies. 
 
   “Well, the hard work is what gives them the good shape, lads, same as it does for the men. Oh…” he said as a thought struck him, “A couple of the lasses out here now are married, but they don’t always wear their rings in case they lose them or they get caught up in something and lose a finger… still, you can tell which ones they are because they’ll have a gold or silver bead braided into their hair over the left ear… Their husbands might or might not be out here just now, but…”
 
   “…But someone of their clan almost certainly is,” Ross finished the sentence. He and Rowan had spoken of this before they’d left home. He’d smiled to himself as the Cadets’ eyes had got wider and wider as they progressed through the camp. “So don’t do anything silly, lads.”
 
   “Bloody Hells! I wouldn’t dare!” Kurt said. Every woman wore a clan knife at her hip and Kurt doubted that they were merely for show. Foresters simply didn’t think like that. And the axes that some carried so nonchalantly looked very, very sharp.
 
   “Kurt, lad, they’re just women… girls, even, some of them. They won’t bloody bite you and they like to flirt with handsome young fellows like you and Dorrel. They’d be insulted if you didn’t give them a chance to at least practice a bit. Gods know most of the men out here are a bloody plain, boring lot,” Rowan laughed. “Just treat them as you’d treat any lass at home.”
 
   Dorrel and Kurt looked at each other for a long moment.
 
   “The… er… the lasses at home don’t… um… carry knives…” Dorrel managed.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Ah. Well, the ones in Sian do. The ones in the forests, anyway. They know how to use them, too, but it doesn’t mean they’re going to unless you give them a damned good reason,” he said. “I’d advise you very strongly not to walk into the women’s sweat lodge, baths or privy though! That’s them over there with the flowers painted on the doors.” He indicated a couple of solid timber buildings a little apart from the others.
 
   **********
 
   Next morning, most of the foresters were on their way to breakfast in the central hut that was a combination common room and mess, and they stopped to see what their Wirran visitors were watching so intently. They were happy to have a change in their routine and quite sure they could put these newcomers to some sort of work. As Guardsmen, they’d be trained in the use of an axe, but it wouldn’t be the same as was required here; all the same, there’d surely be something they could do and they seemed willing. 
 
   Rowan was training, as he did every day.
 
   “Bugger me, he’s got good with that damned sabre again,” Rhys said softly to no-one in particular.
 
   He looked around at the fascinated faces of forty or so of his crew, and of course the Wirrans were there too, standing right beside him.
 
   “Dorrel, lad,” he said thoughtfully, “Have you ever seen Rowan work with an axe?”
 
   Dorrel looked up at him in surprise.
 
   “Aye, Sir. I’ve seen him cutting wood with Griff… they had a contest,” he said.
 
   They had, too. They’d started off with several big logs each and ended up with neat piles of stove-sized pieces and kindling, much to Honi’s delight. But they’d run out of logs before they’d run out of strength and the heaps of cut timber had been more or less the same size. It had been declared a draw.
 
   Rhys laughed. The two had been doing this since they were youngsters and there’d never been a definite winner once Rowan had reached his full strength.
 
   “No, no, I don’t mean like that, laddie!” He casually picked up the beautiful axe that was leaning against his knee and ran his thumb along the wickedly sharp edge.
 
   “Sir, is that the… the, er…” Dorrel managed. He and Kurt were staring at the axe in amazement.
 
   “It’s the Champion’s Axe, in the same way that Rowan’s sword is the Champion’s Sabre. Lovely thing, isn’t it?”
 
   It was superb. A beautifully shaped head of blued steel, with similar decoration to Rowan’s sabre: a narrow chased band of silver, gold and electrum that represented the clan braid and a magnificent Forest Giant of silver and gold. No dog slept below this one though, as it did on Rowan’s sabre. The tiny figures of two men, unmistakably foresters by their braids, stood side by side and the taller one had an arm around the other’s shoulders. The detail was astonishing. The g’Hakken rune was deeply incised on the back of the axehead and the handle was a long, shapely piece of densely grained timber bound with three bands of gold. The double-headed eagle of Den Siddon glared from the central band.
 
   Rhys smiled at the Wirrans’ awed faces.
 
   “’Tisn’t quite right for Rowan, because it was crafted for me and I’m a bit taller,” something like five or six inches taller “… and heavier, but still he makes a fair fist of it… Rowan, lad!” he called.
 
   “Aye, Pa. Do you want me?” Rowan stopped his practice and turned towards his father.
 
   “Try this, laddie, and give yourself a bit of a change. Catch!” Rhys threw the axe in Rowan’s direction.
 
   Dorrel, Kurt and Ross gasped as Rowan plucked it out of the air one-handed, with no apparent effort at all.
 
   “Don’t worry, lads. I’d have to try a hell of a lot harder than that to do Rowan a mischief with an axe, or with anything else for that matter,” Rhys chuckled, “Away you go, Rowan. Let’s see what you can do!”
 
   Rowan looked at him quizzically for a moment, shrugged, and put his sabre back in its scabbard and handed it to Ross. He tossed the axe from hand to hand, smiled as he felt the perfection of it, and moved into his training drill again.
 
   If anyone had expected Rowan to be hesitant or tentative they’d have been disappointed. Every forester is taught to dance with an axe after all, but few were as good at it as Rowan. His concentration was absolute and he flowed through his routine as though it made no difference at all to him that he was wielding a heavy axe rather than the sabre that he’d trained with for half his lifetime. Maybe it didn’t. His dance with the axe was as swift, graceful and lightfooted as anything he did with the sabre, and if one looked at it another way, equally terrifying and equally lethal.
 
   Dorrel turned to Kurt, wide-eyed.
 
   “Dear Gods, I’m bloody glad he doesn’t do that too often,” he breathed.
 
   “I’m bloody glad I’m not sparring with him right now,” Kurt replied, his eyes on the axe as it flashed from hand to hand in the early morning light.
 
   “And I’m bloody glad that Sword Master Stefan and Commandant Telli aren’t here, lads. They’d have had kittens by now… mind you, I don’t think I’m far off having them myself,” Ross said as Rowan flowed past them, totally focussed on what he was doing. The Horsemaster didn’t think any of Rowan’s kin would be disowning him any time soon.
 
   Rowan had worked up a good sweat when he finally stopped. The foresters blinked as if they hadn’t done so for a good while and then they cheered him as one and hurried forward to clap him on the back. They appreciated a good axeman, and Rowan was certainly that and always had been. Even so, these men and women had been amazed at some of the things he could do with the axe and the sheer effortlessness with which he did them.
 
   “Thanks, Pa. That’s a damned good axe,” he said with a grin as he handed it back to Rhys.
 
   “Perhaps you should get the dwarves to make you one of your own this time,” the young fellow Perrin piped up.
 
   Rowan laughed at him.
 
   “I’ve got to win the cursed tournament first, laddie! ‘Tisn’t as easy as everyone seems to think. But aye… perhaps I should…” he said, “What’s a forester without a decent axe?”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



29. “I couldn’t just stand there and not try…”
 
    
 
   Dorrel and Kurt enjoyed their innocent flirtations in the camp very much. Both sides knew the Wirrans wouldn’t be staying long, but that didn’t mean the forester lasses had to ignore them completely. And so long as the womenfolk were shown proper respect, none of the Siannens would spoil things for them. They’d all been youngsters themselves, after all.
 
   They spent a week at the logging camp before coming back through the forest with the workhorses that had done their bit and earned a rest.
 
   The foresters coming into the camp to rejoin the crew thanked Rowan and the Wirrans for bringing the workhorses and supplies in with them, thus giving them a few extra days at home. Those leaving the camp did the same before disappearing into the trees for a much faster trip home than usual, unburdened by extra horses as they were.
 
   Ross and the Cadets had had a wonderful time in the deep forest, fascinated by this vital facet of the foresters’ lives. It was as Rowan had said, out here the Wirrans were very junior recruits, but even the most junior of recruits has a place in the scheme of things and can make themselves useful.
 
   They’d tended horses and cleaned and mended harness as they’d expected to, and reshod some of the horses with the nubby shoes the foresters used in the forest so that their animals wouldn’t slip, but that wasn’t all they’d done. The Wirrans looked small to the foresters’ eyes, as of course Rowan himself did, but like Rowan they weren’t afraid of hard work and though they didn’t have his strength and stamina they earned the foresters’ respect.
 
   They’d helped to lop branches from a felled Giant, awed and humbled by the sheer size of the mighty tree, and they’d planted little saplings to replenish the forest. They’d helped mark a trail to the next work site and they’d been hunting, field-dressed the deer they’d caught and helped Mariel to cook it for the foresters. They’d learnt a surprising amount about the fine art of using an axe. Of course, axe work was part of a Guardsman’s training, but not like this. As Fonse said, it was the difference between just knocking somebody’s head off with an axe and going merrily on your way, and chopping him up and disposing of him neatly without leaving a mess for someone else to clean up.  And then one magical day they’d seen the dance of the lyrebird and heard its wonderful song, and been astonished at the accuracy of its mimicry.  They’d even surprised themselves by going to the very top of the fire tree. Rowan and Fonse and freckle-faced Ailsa had taken them up just before dawn, laughing at their breathlessness as they’d climbed higher. Red-gold light flooded the tops of the trees for as far as they could see and the camp below them was still in darkness; they’d come down to be met by an honour guard of cheering foresters. Few outsiders ever made it to the top of the fire tree and they were impressed by the Wirrans’ efforts.
 
   **********
 
   They’d been back at Borl Quist for a couple of days and it was midafternoon on a thundery, humid day that had everyone oddly unsettled. All of the animals were restless too as lightning crackled ever closer to them and Rowan was walking around the paddocks, patting the nervous mares and foals and singing softly to them as he went. 
 
   “Gods, I wish I knew how he does that…” Ross said softly as he watched Rowan’s progress. Mica and Soot walked at his side, the dogs and cats trotted at his heels and the horses he’d passed were grazing calmly; the ones he hadn’t got to yet were standing quietly now too, their heads turned towards him as they waited for him to come to them and reassure them as they knew he would.
 
   “He doesn’t know himself,” Griff said, “But I can remember going to see Rhys and Gran with my own Ma and Pa when I was… seven or so, I suppose. It wasn’t long after Rhianna, Rowan’s Ma, died. He and Rose were only three… it was thundery, like this, but very windy too and none of the beasts were happy about it. Rhys decided they’d be better in the barn, so he went out to do it at about the time we came down the track…” Griff shook his head slowly as he remembered it. “Rowan trotted after him to help him… and all Rhys had to do was hold the barn door so it didn’t slam shut in the wind. Rowan called the beasts to him… bloody great workhorses, a couple of cows and a pig, and some of their neighbour’s damned goats as well… he had names for them all. The horses were gentle creatures, but they were frightened… anyway, they went to Rowan and he patted every one of them and then they… they just followed him into the barn. I remember he and I stayed there for a couple of hours, playing with the barn cats and talking to the horses… and they weren’t frightened any more. In the end, the little lad fell asleep in the hay, snuggled up with the cats, with all the animals around him. I didn’t understand it then, and I still don’t, but it’s… it’s wonderful, truly.”
 
   “Aye, it is. It’s fascinating just to watch him…”
 
   Griff smiled at him.
 
   “And the best part is, I know none of the horses are going to panic and run into a fence, even with all this damned thunder and lightning,” he said.
 
   “Well, at least it’s not raining as well,” Dorrel said.
 
   “It’d be better if it was,” Honi muttered, looking around worriedly.
 
   “Why do you say that, Honi? There’s plenty of water and the grass is lush.” Kurt looked around as well. Everything was green and beautiful. It seemed an odd thing to say.
 
   Griff and Honi glanced at each other.
 
   “You’re thinking about fires, aren’t you?” Ross asked quietly before they could say anything.
 
   “Foresters are always thinking about fires, Ross,” Griff replied, “Especially with all this cursed lightning…”
 
   **********
 
   A couple of hours passed and the animals had all settled well, even the mares and their skittish new foals. Lightning still flashed and thunder still rumbled, but that seemed to be starting to clear up at last despite the ominous looking clouds to the west. There’d been a few drops of rain. The men and Honi were sitting on Rowan’s verandah drinking tea, eating fruitcake, and wondering if it might decide to rain a decent amount after all. 
 
   “Rowan lad, I can smell bloody smoke,” Griff said suddenly. He stood up quickly to see if he could see where it was coming from and Rowan hurried to his side.
 
   “I can’t smell it, Griff, but that doesn’t mean much,” he said as he looked around. His sense of smell hadn’t been the same since his nose had been broken and it could be a damned nuisance. 
 
   The Wirrans joined them. They could smell smoke now too, and the others were obviously concerned.
 
   “There’s the fire bell,” Griff said as a loud clanging noise came from the direction of the town, “But where the hell’s the bloody fire?”
 
   “There!” Dorrel cried, “ Over there! Look!” He pointed to a thin plume of dark smoke rising above the trees to the south.
 
   “Where…? Oh, great bloody hells!” To the Wirrans’ surprise, Griff ran to the nearest tree and climbed it as quickly and easily as a possum, in spite of his size. Honi ran to the barn and returned with a handful of bridles as Rowan hurried to the pen where the soon-to-be troop horses were. He whistled softly and they trotted to him eagerly. He and Honi started to put bridles on the nearest ones as Mica and Soot came to his side as well.
 
   “Do you want to come too, Ross? Lads? You don’t have to, and it won’t be pleasant,” he said.
 
   Ross looked at Dorrel and Kurt, who nodded quickly. They were ready for almost anything.
 
   “Aye, Rowan, of course we’ll help you,” he replied, “The more the better on a bucket line.”
 
   “Then quickly, lads, grab a horse,” he said, leaping onto Mica’s back. He didn’t bother with a bridle. “Can you see whose place it is, Griff? Alb’s or Mirrin’s?” he called up to his cousin as Ross and the lads hurried over.
 
   “It looks like Mirrin’s, but I can’t see if it’s his house or his barn,” Griff came down the tree almost as quickly as he’d gone up, “You go on ahead, Rowan. We’ll come right after you. Honi’ll take care of things here and then come too.”
 
   “Aye, all right. You take Soot, Griff, he’ll give a good lead through the trees for the young horses when we’re in a rush like this, and he’ll carry you better than the youngsters too. Ross, lads, just follow me with Griff, but hurry. Oh, and bring a bucket too.” He reached down and grabbed one himself and set off at a gallop.
 
   “Come on, lads. Everyone got a horse and a bucket? Good. Let’s go!” Griff jumped onto Soot’s broad back and they set off after Rowan and Mica. Ross hadn’t thought they’d be too far behind, but as they sped down the track he could see there was no way they were going to keep in touch with Rowan and Mica, much less catch them. When they headed into the trees he realised why Rowan had chosen these horses that were used to running in the forest, rather than the troop horses, but even so they were quickly being left behind.
 
   “Gods, that horse can run!” Dorrel said in amazement. The black mare he was riding was a lot faster than anything he’d ever ridden and he was a good rider as all Guardsmen must be, but Mica was leaving them for dead.
 
   “Oh, he can run all right,” Griff grinned at him as Soot and the other horses leapt over a fallen log with no hesitation at all, “Mica’s probably still the fastest horse we’ve got, especially with Rowan on board. Jumps like a stag too. We haven’t got a hope in hell of catching him.”
 
   “Just as well you know where we’re going then, Griff!” Of course Ross was worried about the fire they were galloping towards, but this ride through the forest was exhilarating too. His grey horse was strong, willing and very fast. “Is it far?”
 
   “A couple of miles to go, I suppose. The trees open out soon, and it’ll be a bit easier,” Griff replied.
 
   Sure enough, the trees thinned and they came into a huge clearing with a road – a track, really – running across it. There were still stumps and logs to be negotiated, but the horses seemed to be game for anything. And they were keeping up with bold Soot well. Of course they were carrying less weight than Soot, but even so Ross found himself thinking what an asset Rowan’s horses would be to the garrison, particularly out in the field. Mica and Rowan flew on ahead of them, crossed the track and drew even further away.
 
   “See there… there it is! Dammit! It looks to be the bloody barn and it’s well alight …” Griff said grimly.
 
   **********
 
   There were already a couple of dozen foresters there in a well-organised bucket line when they arrived, with more galloping up all the time. Above the roaring of the flames they could hear the terrified screams and bellows of the horses and cattle that were trapped in the barn. 
 
   “Try not to hear it, lads. Think of something else, anything else, and just get in the bucket line and do the best you can,” Ross said quickly, trying desperately to take his own advice and not hear the awful noise himself. Dorrel and Kurt looked white faced, but they both nodded bravely and ran over to the line to do whatever they could.
 
   Griff hurried up to the front of the line. The barn looked to be well alight, though maybe not quite as badly as he’d first thought. In any case he thought he knew where Rowan would be.
 
   “Mirrin…? Mirrin!” he grabbed the arm of a dark-haired man almost as big as himself who was standing staring hopelessly into the flames, tears rolling down his face.
 
   “What…? Oh, it’s you, Griff. Rowan’s… I couldn’t bloody stop him, Griff. I tried, but he… he just went straight past me… you know what he’s…”
 
   “Only too damned well, the daft bugger. Nobody could have stopped him. Did he at least take a bloody rope so he can find his way out again?”
 
   “Yes, yes, but…”
 
   “Then start praying to whatever damned Gods you believe in, Mirrin, and get the lads to throw as much water here by the doors as they can. Go on, man, move! I’ll look after Rowan’s rope.”
 
   Mirrin stared at him and tried desperately to pull himself together. He was no use to anyone like this.
 
   “All right, Griff,” he said and then thrust the end of the rope into Griff’s hand and turned to the bucket brigade with renewed determination. “More water here! Quickly, lads! Try and clear the way here!”
 
   The noise of the trapped animals was much less, Griff realised. It could mean one of two things. He found himself praying too, something he hadn’t done since Rowan had been so desperately ill when he’d come back home from Wirran. From Messton. He felt a tug on the rope, then another, and felt it slacken slightly in his hands. Rowan was coming back then. Thank the bloody Gods, he thought. He kept the tension on the rope, pulling it carefully towards him and suddenly he felt it slacken more. Too much. He pulled the rope harder, but there was no resistance at all now. No. No. No. No. Griff desperately wanted to pull the rope from the barn, but he must leave it as it was and hope that Rowan might somehow still follow it out, even burnt through as it must be.
 
   “Rowan!” he screamed frantically. “Rowan!”
 
   The firefighters turned as one and gaped at him in horror and dismay. Griff wasn’t one to panic for nothing.
 
   “More water here, quickly! As much as you can! Rowan!” he yelled again.
 
   There was a sudden wild neigh from inside the barn and a clatter of hooves as a mixed herd of desperate, terrified animals galloped through the smoke and flames towards the doors, following a little chestnut mare.
 
   “Rowan!” Griff called as loudly as he could.
 
   The mare hesitated, altered course slightly, then jumped a pile of burning hay and charged out of the door, scattering the anxious bucket brigade. They cursed virulently and scattered a bit further as the rest of the beasts galloped to safety behind the mare, with a wild-eyed red and white bull bringing up the rear.
 
   “Rowan! Where the hell are you, you daft bugger?” Griff looked desperately at the milling animals. He couldn’t see much through the smoke and the dust raised by the beasts’ hooves.
 
   “I’m all right, Griff,” a soft hoarse voice said from the back of the chestnut mare, “I’ll just move these poor beasties away from the fire a bit more, up near the other horses, and then I’ll join the buckets.” And then Rowan coughed and wheezed horribly, his chest full of smoke.
 
   “You daft bugger,” Griff muttered as he hurried after him.
 
   **********
 
   “Is he all right, Griff? Did he… did he really get all those beasts out safely?” Ross asked him quickly as he went past.
 
   “What? Oh, Ross…” Griff realised guiltily that he hadn’t given the Wirrans another thought. “Yes. Yes, he’s got out with the beasts, but he’s coughing a lot and he can hardly breathe. I’ll come back and tell you more when I know more myself. Are the two lads all right?”
 
   “They’ll feel a lot better after hearing that, I’m sure. It’s not been easy for them, they’ve never seen anything like this, but they’ve done well. I’m truly proud of them both.”
 
   “They’re good lads, Ross, as Rowan says. And now I’m going to have words to say to him, the bloody daft bugger.”
 
   He found Rowan sitting on the grass with the rescued beasts, with his own horses and the horses the other foresters had ridden to the fire close by. He was cradling a very young foal. The chestnut mare he’d ridden must be its dam, Griff realised, as Rowan got to his feet, stood the foal up and guided it carefully to the mare’s udder. Somehow he must have carried the foal out. Griff shook his head, bemused, and looked at Rowan carefully. His wet clothes were burnt in places and steaming a bit and his face was covered in soot and grime and sweat; his eyes were red and sore from the smoke and ash of the fire and he was coughing and wheezing badly as he tried to get some fresh air into his lungs. His hair was singed and dull with ash and his hands were burnt and blistered and he didn’t look very steady on his feet.
 
   “Didn’t you have a damned rag over your face, you silly bastard?” Griff’s words came out more brusquely than he’d intended, but Rowan was coughing too much to take much notice.
 
   “Of course I bloody did, Griff. I tore a bit off my shirt and put it over my face, and I tipped a couple of buckets of water over myself before I went in too. But I lost the cursed rag in there when I was picking up the foal,” he said tiredly, “And now Honi’ll probably nag me for tearing my shirt in the first place.”
 
   She would, too, Griff thought. Generations of forester women had nagged their menfolk for doing exactly the same thing; of course Honi would give Rowan a hard time. Just as soon as she knew he was all right.
 
   “You poor bloody daft bugger,” he said and enfolded Rowan in a huge hug.
 
   Rowan leaned against his comforting bulk and said softly, “Thank you, Griff. I followed your voice out. I couldn’t see a damned thing in the smoke after the rope broke, I couldn’t see the rope properly, but I… I heard you calling me. Thank you. Did… did all of the beasts get out?”
 
   “I don’t know, laddie. I’ll check with Mirrin. No, sit down there again, lad, you need to rest and get your breath back. You’re coughing out as much smoke as a good-sized dragon.” He smiled at Rowan’s startled face. “Anyway, there’s plenty of folk on the buckets now and the fire team from the town are here with their pump too, and the trolls are lining up to work it. Don’t worry. And if you stay here with the beasts, they won’t panic again. I’ll go and get you some water to wash the muck from your eyes, and to drink.”
 
   “Thanks, Griff. But could you throw some on the sheep first? I think perhaps she’s smouldering a bit.” 
 
   Griff had a quick look at the poor frightened creature that was standing as close to Rowan as she could.
 
   “Yes, I will, but it’s just a few… dammit! A few cinders.” He brushed them off the sheep’s singed woolly back, stamped them out, and hurried off to get some water for the madman who was closer to him than a brother.
 
   **********
 
   Mirrin hurried after Rowan and the beasts he’d thought he’d lost. He’d been widowed barely six months ago and his only daughter was wed and living in the north; his beasts were all he had. He pushed his way through his neighbours’ horses and sure enough, there they were. It seemed an oasis of calm after the noise and smoke of the fire and the shouts of the bucket brigade. The bull was laying down quietly, with Rowan sitting leaning against it as he coughed and wheezed, and around them were the animals Mirrin had thought he’d never see: a couple of bedraggled hens, a worried-looking sheep, the little mare with her foal suckling quietly, several workhorses and some heifers. And a duck nestled against Rowan’s knee. 
 
   Mirrin pushed the sheep aside, sat down gingerly beside the bull, and put an arm around Rowan’s shoulders as he waited for him to stop coughing again.
 
   “Rowan, lad… I… I don’t know how to thank you,” he said, scrubbing tears from his face unashamedly, “I thought all my animals would be… would be burnt… I couldn’t… I couldn’t get to them, and they wouldn’t come to me, except for the dog…” The dog had promptly, and sensibly, made itself scarce, but here it was lying at Rowan’s feet with a slightly embarrassed look on its face.
 
   Rowan smiled at him, his teeth very white in his blackened face.
 
   “You don’t need to thank me, Mirrin. I’m only glad I could get them out,” he looked around him, concerned, “But I couldn’t find your barn cat and I’ve only got a couple of hens and a…” he coughed again, “…And a duck…” The bull had been a surprise too, as it’d loomed up through the smoke inside the barn. He hadn’t known that Mirrin had a bull. He patted its muzzle absently.
 
   Mirrin nodded.
 
   “Bloody foxes got the rest of them last week. And the cat moved her kittens a couple of hours before the lightning strike. They’re all right,” he said.
 
   “They’re clever creatures, cats…. But what about the others? Are they all here?”
 
   Mirrin looked around more carefully. Hmm… there were three, no, four workhorses and four, five… six heifers, the little chestnut with her foal, his dead wife’s pet sheep that she’d raised by hand, and the bull. His neighbour Geraint’s bull, that he’d have returned today except it had been surly and unhappy with the thunder and lightning.
 
   “Yes, Rowan. They’re here. I can’t believe it laddie, but they’re all here,” Mirrin wiped his eyes again, “How the hell did you get them all out?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I just put the foal over the mare’s withers in front of me, and the hens and the duck under my jacket, and out we came. The others just followed me,” he said.
 
   It sounded so simple, Mirrin thought dazedly. So very bloody simple. 
 
   “I thought the damned bull wouldn’t stop running until it hit the mountains,” he said slowly.
 
   Rowan grinned again.
 
   “No, he’s all right. A bit singed, maybe, but not badly hurt. Somebody’s gone to get something to put on the animals’ burns… Oh, and there’s these too…” he said as he felt something moving against his ribs.
 
   ‘These’ turned out to be eight or ten tiny chickens and a few ducklings. He’d put them inside his shirt and done up all the buttons, hoping that he wouldn’t squash the little creatures or suffocate them. He’d simply had no other way to carry them and so they’d taken their chances with all the rest of Mirrin’s beasts. They blinked up at him for a few moments and then cheeped and quacked surprisingly loudly. The hens and the duck that had been sitting anxiously at Rowan’s side scrambled up to them. They fussed over their babies’ damp fluffy down and then settled carefully as the tiny birds disappeared under their warm bodies.
 
   With a loud crash of thunder it started to rain quite heavily, much to the hens’ disgust. They sidled closer to Rowan with an air of having already had quite enough for one day, thank you. He stroked their feathers gently.
 
   “I’m sorry about your barn, and your beasties, Mirrin,” he began.
 
   “Doesn’t matter now, laddie. You’re safe, the beasts are safe… the rest doesn’t matter. And at least this rain will help put it out,” Mirrin replied.
 
   Rowan looked up. It looked like the rain might set in.
 
   “Aye, it will, I think. We’re all right here, Mirrin, truly. You go back to the buckets,” he coughed again and swore. “Dammit! Bloody smoke… you go, and I’ll join you in a few minutes…”
 
   **********
 
   “Here you go, Rowan love, here’s some water. I’ll help you with your eyes when you’ve had a drink.”
 
   Rowan smiled up at Honi. She’d stayed behind to move their supper off the hob and bank the fire and she’d milked the cow and fed the dogs and cats. Then she’d bundled up the men’s cloaks and some shirts so they’d have something warm and dry to wear home after the fire was out. The nights could still be surprisingly cold, particularly when one’s clothes were wet and clammy. Finally she’d put some salves and clean rags and a couple of bottles of clean water into a bucket and ridden over to join the firefighters. She’d arrived not long after Griff had doused the unhappy sheep with water. The poor creature moved even closer to Rowan.
 
   “Thanks, Honi. Everything all right at home?” he gulped down some water gratefully and tried to move the sheep away a bit. No, it wasn’t going anywhere. Gods, his damned throat felt raw, but so would everyone else’s be, with the smoke from the burning hay. He certainly wasn’t the only one coughing.
 
   “Yes, all’s well back there. Not so good here with poor Mirrin’s barn though,” she said softly, “But at least he’s all right, and they’ve saved his house, and his beasts are all right too, thanks to you…” she suddenly looked at him very sternly, “But you still shouldn’t have gone into that bloody barn, you idiot! What the hell did you think you were doing?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “I had to, Honi. I couldn’t… I couldn’t just stand there and not try…” he said simply.
 
   “And what would we have told Rose and Rhys and your Gran if the bloody roof had fallen in on you?”
 
   Rowan shrugged. It hadn’t, had it? It had only fallen in a good five minutes after he’d got out.
 
   “That I was a daft bugger who wouldn’t listen, I suppose, love.” He smiled at her again. “I shouldn’t think it’d be news to any of them.”
 
   “No, I suppose not. You and Griff are right, Rowan, you truly are a daft bugger sometimes.” She kissed him without worrying about the grime on his face. “Did you really get all of the animals out?”
 
   “More or less, I think. Might have missed a couple of chickens or ducklings, but… most of them anyway.”
 
   “And are you all right? Apart from that cough, I mean?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Aye, I think so. Just a few blisters on my hands is all.”
 
   “So, no sabre practice for a bit, then,” she said as she helped him to wash the soot and grit from his eyes.
 
   “No, maybe not. But they won’t take long to heal up.” He coughed again and swore.
 
   “I’ll make you some lemon and honey for that when we get home. The others will need it too… where are you going, Rowan?” she said as he got to his feet, careful not to tread on the duck and the hens nestled beside him or the sheep that was finally laying down.
 
   He looked down at her, surprised.
 
   “I want to see that Ross and the lads are all right, and then I’ll join the bucket line…”
 
   “Sit down, you silly man. Griff said they’re fine, and there’s plenty of folk on the buckets now. The trolls are working hard on the pump too and they’ve got the fire nearly under control. Just stay here with your sheep and your chickens and your duck. And what’s wrong with your foot?”
 
   “The bull trod on it,” he admitted as he quickly sat down again. He’d seen the healer, Thorn, headed his way. He’d be sure to bring out his foullest concoctions when he heard Rowan’s wheezing cough, but he wouldn’t be able to do much for a bruised foot. Perhaps some arnica or a bit of liniment or something.
 
   Honi looked at him fondly. Rose is right, she thought, he really shouldn’t be let out alone.
 
   “Silly bugger. Don’t take your boot off until we get home then, or you’ll never get it back on again,” she said with a smile.
 
   “I’m not quite that bloody daft, Honi.”
 
   “Of course you’re not, Rowan love.”
 
   **********
 
    Hours later, they headed back home, very glad of Honi’s foresight in bringing their cloaks and dry shirts. It was very dark now, so they kept to the road. Mirrin’s barn had been almost completely destroyed, and a lot of stored hay and grain with it, but his precious animals were safe, his house was safe, and so was he, and nobody’d been badly hurt. He was very grateful. Some of his neighbours would stay the night and probably the next day too, to be sure that the fire didn’t flare again. It wasn’t likely, given the way the rain was pelting down now, but it was best to be sure.
 
   Everyone was quiet on the ride home. The Wirrans had been surprised at the number of foresters who’d gone out of their way to thank them for their efforts in the bucket brigade; surprised too at the number of folk who’d turned up to help. Not only foresters – the Bridge troll Moss had been there side by side with several forest trolls and quite a few dwarfs. When the fire was practically out and almost everyone was squashed together under Mirrin’s verandah or sitting on the ground in the rain sharing their cloaks with those who had none, several buggies had rattled up laden with food.
 
   “This is the good part of fires, Dorrel lad,” Conor and Isan, not yet returned to the forests, were sitting beside him and Kurt. They laughed as the innkeeper’s daughter expertly tapped a barrel and a pair of pretty girls came past with a big basket of bread and meat between them.
 
   “Cheeky bugger!” one of them said, smacking Isan’s hand as he reached for the bread, “Visitors first, you great lump!” She knelt down beside Dorrel and Kurt and smiled at them both. “Truly, he’s got less manners than a sheep. And about as many brains. I’m Vreya. Are you the Wirrans who’re staying with Rowan?”
 
   **********
 
   Ross walked beside Rowan as they came back from putting their horses in the paddocks. They’d sent the exhausted Cadets to bed and they wouldn’t be long in going themselves, though there wasn’t much of the night left. Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Thanks again for helping us tonight, Ross. You and the lads did really well,” he said.
 
   “I’m just glad we were able to help, Rowan. Are you sure you’re all right?”
 
   Rowan was still coughing harshly. The others had been coughing too, of course: the smoke from the burning hay had been thick and acrid, but they had all more or less stopped now.
 
   Rowan nodded though.
 
   “Aye, I’ll survive,” he said, “Thorn, he’s the healer, he’s promised to bring over some more of his horrible potions later today. Why do you suppose they always have to taste so revolting?”
 
   “The Gods only know! Maybe to put you off needing them in the first place!” Ross laughed. “What about your hands and your foot though?”
 
   Rowan was limping and his hands were slathered with aloe sap and neatly bandaged.
 
   “They’re all right. A bit sore, to be truthful, you know what burns are like, but they’ll be fine in a few days.”
 
   “And your foot?”
 
   “I’ll let you know when you’ve helped me to get the boot off. Just bruised, mainly, I think,” he thought about it a bit more as they walked back to the house, “Could be a toe broken, perhaps, but it’ll be all right too. It might just take a bit longer.”
 
   Ross nodded and said nothing for a moment as he tried to articulate something so… incredible… that he could barely find the words.
 
   “Rowan…” he said slowly, “You truly are a… a Whisperer, aren’t you…?”
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise.
 
   “You know I am,” he said, puzzled at the expression on the other man’s face, “And have I grown another head too?”
 
   Ross shook his head.
 
   “No, Rowan… I mean you’re a… a real Whisperer.” He took a deep, calming breath. “You’re a Bewitcher… It’s not just horses, is it…?”
 
   Ah. Rowan lowered his head for a moment and took a deep breath of his own. Then he raised his head again and looked Ross in the eye.
 
   “No, Ross, ‘tisn’t just horses… I truly am a… a real Whisperer. I have the Gift, the Talent, the Way, the Charm, and the Song. I have the Calling, the Touch, the Blessing, the Bewitching …” he sighed softly, “I’m a Singer, a Whistler, a Chanter, and a Beast Master. I’m a Beast Speaker, Beast Walker, a Rider, and a Tamer; I’m whatever you want to bloody call me. And I’ve been that since my first breath and I will be until my last… It’s as much a part of me as the beating of my heart,” he hesitated for a moment. Might as well give him all the bad news at once, he thought. He continued carefully, “I’m the one that all the old tales tell you to beware of. I’m the one that folk fear, even though they don’t believe I really exist. The Curse’d One, as they’d say in some parts.”  He’d never really understood why anyone would believe a Whisperer would simply charm their animals away, but in a way they were right: he could do exactly that if he chose to. But there were enough folk who thought they could help themselves to others’ livestock without him adding to them. “But… please don’t look at me like that, Ross. I’ve not changed…I’m still the same man who had breakfast with you and the lads this morning,” he shook his head slowly, “I’m the same man who’s had breakfast with you every day for the last two months …”
 
   Ross looked at Rowan very, very carefully as he limped beside him, his dogs and cats trotting at his heels. He thought about the incredible thing that he’d only just realised, wondered how he could have not recognised it before, and suddenly remembered what Rowan had said as they’d crossed the Scream… ‘Pa knew damned well what would happen, I think. He’d seen me toddling around the paddock at home enough times with a herd of workhorses and cows and pigs and Gods know what following me. Nobody has ever been able to explain it, least of all me…’
 
   Dear Gods, Ross thought. That was it, right there, and I bloody missed it. And hadn’t Griff said something earlier today about Rowan calming all of his family’s animals in a storm when he was only a little lad?
 
   Ross swallowed hard and thought about what Rowan had said just now. He hadn’t heard all of the names before, but he remembered how frightened he’d been as a lad when his old Gran had told him the Bewitcher of Beasts would steal his pony from him if he didn’t mind his manners, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it from happening. The Bewitcher would simply walk past the fiercest dogs and take whatever beasts he wanted. Ross thought some more and finally he nodded.
 
   “Aye, so you are. Just a bit more singed and covered with soot and ash and bits of burnt hay. Oh, and you smell of smoke and cows and wet sheep, lad.”
 
   Rowan laughed, relieved.
 
   “I didn’t say anything about not needing a bath.”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



30. “Barn raising.”   
 
    
 
   A week or so after the fire, Rowan’s burns were healing well and his cough was finally gone. His deeply bruised foot and two broken toes would take a lot longer to heal, and inevitably they slowed him down a bit. As Honi had foretold, sabre practice had had to be suspended, but Rowan was unconcerned. He was very fit and he knew how to handle a sabre, so for him it didn’t really matter if he had to have an enforced break from it. If he’d had to, of course he’d have kept going, but there was little point in doing that now.
 
   Griff had come across the morning after the fire, with a very disreputable boot that should have been thrown away long before that. Really, it was a mystery how it had managed to elude Honi.
 
   “Here you go, Rowan,” Griff said, “You might need to wear a couple of extra socks as well, but at least you’ll be able to get about a bit. I assume you’re not going to be sitting around on the verandah drinking cups of tea for the next couple of weeks?”
 
   “You assume right, laddie. Thanks for that. I was wondering how I was going to manage,” Rowan laughed as he took the battered old thing. His foot was very swollen and he couldn’t get his own boot on. “That’ll serve the purpose, I think, so long as I don’t fall over it and break my damned neck.” He had quite small feet for a man of his size, and so did Griff really, but Griff was a very large man.
 
   “Just have to be a bit careful, then,” Griff shrugged.
 
   Dorrel and Kurt had nearly had hysterics when Rowan stood up in his new footwear and walked about, trying not to laugh himself and trying equally hard not to fall over. It certainly had the look of a clown’s boot about it, but Griff’s castoff would serve the purpose of protecting Rowan’s foot as he went about his business. 
 
   He’d adapted to it well and didn’t care how comical he looked. At least he didn’t feel completely useless, even if his work around the farm was necessarily limited and of course he could still ride without needing a stirrup.
 
   **********
 
   The Wirrans’ time in Sian had flown, but now it was time to return to Den Siddon. First though, they’d go to Mirrin’s barnraising. This wasn’t a custom in Wirran, so Ross, Dorrel and Kurt were most surprised when they arrived at the site of the barn fire to find men and women, trolls and dwarves, already hard at work. The debris of the fire was all but cleared away and the workers were busily measuring, sawing and hammering at big lengths of timber. Others were unloading hay from two big carts and yet more were squabbling amiably about the best way to spitroast enough lambs to feed everyone. 
 
   A feisty young rooster was making sure that everyone knew he wanted to get out of his crate and go and meet the half a dozen sprightly hens that had joined the survivors of the fire. Someone had even brought a couple of ducks and a handsome drake to keep Mirrin’s lone duck company.
 
   “What the hell are all these folk doing here, Rowan?” Kurt asked in amazement.
 
   “Barn raising,” Rowan replied with a smile. He took pity on the poor mystified lads who’d volunteered to come without really knowing what they were letting themselves in for. “Building a new barn. Mirrin can’t do it by himself, so they’ve come to give him a bit of a hand. Like us.”
 
   “But there’s so many here…” Dorrel looked at the busy Siannens. They seemed to be well organised and surprisingly well under way with the job.
 
   “Some of the lads, like Conor and Isan, haven’t gone back into the forest yet, so here they are. ‘More hands make the work go quicker’, as the Bettrans say,” Honi laughed. Isan was quite good with an axe and he was a willing worker, but nobody’d trust him to actually build anything, and the cooks had sent him on his way with kindly smiles and looks of horror. He’d probably find himself on hay moving duties. Ah… that was a thought. She looked at Rowan sternly. “And don’t think you’re going to be hammering and sawing and digging holes for fenceposts and things, laddie. We’ve barely got your hands right.” She’d put extra bandages on his hands today for protection and she hoped she’d threatened him with enough dire consequences to make him cautious, but still…
 
   “Oh, no, my lady. I’m just the horseboy and general dogsbody today. I’ll be careful,” he promised, his face the picture of innocence.
 
   She frowned at him suspiciously.    
 
   “Just see that you are.”
 
   “Aye, my lady,” he said, and bowed as elegantly as he ever had at any of the Commandant’s Midwinter Balls, “By your command, my lady.”
 
   “Gods, you’re a cheeky bugger, Rowan!” Griff laughed, “I don’t know how you get away with it!”
 
   “I can run faster than her, Griff, that’s the secret,” Rowan grinned at him, “Well, I hope I still can.”
 
   **********
 
   And now it was late afternoon and a new barn and fenced yard had risen on the site of the old one. It only needed a few more shingles on the roof and perhaps a lick of paint here and there and it’d be finished. There’d been a bit of timber over and so the workers were building a new henhouse and a good-sized shed to store the excess hay. Most importantly, a tiny and oddly barn-shaped edifice had risen triumphantly to replace perhaps the most unfortunate casualty of the fire, Mirrin’s privy. Dorrel and Kurt were sitting under a Forest Giant, tired but happy after their day’s labour. They looked up at the busy creatures in its great branches. It was a sight that never ceased to fascinate them.
 
   “Gods, it’s no wonder Rowan finds it so hard to leave here,” Kurt sighed, “I wish we could stay longer.”
 
   “Aye, so do I. It’s wonderful. I always thought there could never be anywhere better than Wirran, but… I almost wish I was a forester…” Dorrel said softly. 
 
   “You’d need to grow a bit, lad!” his friend laughed. Dorrel had just met the Guard’s height requirements and he was… well, not big. Most of the girls they’d met were taller than him, not that anyone seemed to care.
 
   “Ha! So I would,” Dorrel grinned. “Gods, they’re bloody big folk, aren’t they? They make me feel like a dwarf. Rowan’s taller than nearly everyone at Den Siddon, except Captain Fess, and probably stronger too, but they all tower over him. Even Fonse and Eilin, and they’re only eighteen, like us. Mind you, I’d back Rowan against any of them.” He thought about the way Rowan had danced with the axe. “I’d back him against half a dozen at once.”
 
   “Aye, so would I,” Kurt hadn’t forgotten the axe either and he remembered when they’d gone hunting with Rowan. He’d moved through the forest far more silently than Isan and his friends could, and his accuracy with a bow had been astounding. “Well, he’s a Weapons Master after all, so he should be bloody good…” And he was. The foresters had welcomed them all to their knife throwing competitions, but smilingly insisted that Rowan’s throws wouldn’t count. He’d laughed, shrugged, and shown them how it should be done.
 
   “Aye, I suppose so,” Dorrel agreed, looking up at the birds playing in the leaves above him, “I’ll never forget all this, Kurt… the fire was horrible, but even so… the way that everyone just dropped everything to come and help Mirrin was amazing,” he shook his head, bemused, “And look at them all here today, working away… And the foaling was wonderful, and so was the trip to the camp… and all the folk we’ve met… wasn’t it fun when Moss showed us how to tickle trout? Truly, Rowan has some amazing friends…”
 
   “Aye… a Bridge troll here. I always thought they were… well, just stories, really.”
 
   “I thought that about Horse Masters until I saw Rowan with his horses. I know that Ross told us about it back in Wirran, but…” Dorrel shook his head, mystified anew. “What do they call it here? Whisperer…?”
 
   “Aye. Strange word to use, isn’t it?”
 
   “Mmm… it is… Kurt, do you really think he can get all of the new horses over the Scream in one go? There’ll be, what, thirty of them?”
 
   Kurt nodded. Rowan truly could do anything with his horses, his stallions were incredible, and even the most possessive mare was happy for him to handle her foal. He watched as Rowan brought Mirrin’s beasts back from a neighbour’s farm where they’d spent the last week. There was something here that he didn’t understand, he thought. 
 
   Ross had felt it was better not to tell them what he’d realised on the night of the fire.
 
   Kurt was distracted from that line of thinking by Dorrel’s elbow in his ribs.
 
   “Kurt?”
 
   “What? Oh, sorry, Dorrel… um, thirty-three, I think Ross said. But aye, I think Rowan can do it. He said he could, after all, and he wouldn’t have said it if he had any doubts. And remember how the work horses just followed us through the forest. I thought we’d be herding them, or leading them or something,” he said.
 
   “Aye, so did I… funny how he said we’d pretend the horses don’t follow him, when we get back to civilisation, wasn’t it?” Dorrel replied.
 
   Kurt shrugged.
 
   “Oh, I dunno. I suppose he must get fed up with folk staring at him when he doesn’t have to herd them like the rest of us do,” he said.
 
   “Aye, I suppose it would get annoying, and it’s not as if he can sort of turn it off, is it? Bloody handy talent though, as Ross said. Ah, Gods, I’ve had a wonderful time…” Dorrel smiled as Vreya and some of her friends came to join them, with Conor carefully carrying a big platter of bread, spitroasted lamb and some vegetables that’d been baked in the coals. Isan followed, bearing an apple pie that he’d liberated.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



 31. “faster than you’d think possible.”
 
    
 
   The journey back to Den Siddon was surprisingly uneventful.
 
   The track through the Dogleg Pass had lost itself in a confusing jumble of deadend canyons and impossibly steep ravines, but Rowan wasn’t concerned as they stopped to rest the horses.
 
   “Rowan, I’m not doubting you, but how the hell do you know where you’re going through here?” Ross asked, looking around, “And why isn’t the track marked in some way?”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “’Tis marked, Ross,” he said, “See all those rocks piled up over there? And that canyon’s marked as a deadend by that sort of gouge in the rockface…”
 
   Ross and the recruits stared at him. The pile of rocks didn’t look much different to all the others they’d passed, and as for the gouge in the rock…
 
   “And I’ve been through here lots of times now. Truly, I’ve never heard of a forester getting lost up here, and I’m not going to be the first,” he smiled at them again, “Now, do you fancy a nice mountain goat for supper later? Sorry, ‘kid’, I should say.”
 
   Dorrel and Kurt looked around. They couldn’t see any damned mountain goats, or kids either. Ross looked too and nodded.
 
   “Aye, I see them. So it’s not true that they stay away from up here?” he said with a grin.
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “No, they come up here all right. The snow eagles take some of them of course, but there’s plenty to go around,” he said, “Now, if we go down there…” he indicated a narrow canyon to his left, “… It opens out a bit and there’s often goats or sheep there because ‘tis sheltered from the wind. Let’s go and see if we can get a couple of youngsters; one for us, and one for the snow eagles.”
 
   “What about the horses? Won’t they follow you?” Dorrel wondered.
 
   They’d followed him all the way to here, after all. Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Ashen will keep them all here. Well, I think he will, he’s not as used to doing it as Mica or Soot. And I’ll leave a shirt here for Scrap to guard, or he’ll come too. If they do start to follow me, and they’re pests about it, you can go hunting without me.” 
 
   Scrap settled himself happily on Rowan’s spare shirt and Ashen stood firm at the entrance to the canyon. None of the horses went past the grey as the men headed up the narrow way. It twisted and turned and opened out into a widish, sheltered bowl about a hundred yards along. There were a couple of dozen sprightly longhaired mountain goats and kids nibbling at lichens and mosses and some unappetising looking low bushes.
 
   “We’ll need to get a bit closer than this, Rowan,” Kurt said doubtfully. He was sure that the biggest goat, the one with the oddly luxurious creamy white coat and the most magnificent curly horns he’d ever seen, was watching them with its wicked yellow eyes.
 
   “Aye… maybe a bit closer if we can. Try not to make too much noise though,” Rowan said.
 
   “But that big ram… er, um… billy goat… he’s seen us,” Kurt whispered.
 
   Rowan nodded, unworried.
 
   “Aye, he has too. He’s probably wondering what the hell we’re doing up here. Still, I think he’ll let us get a little bit closer and then they’ll scatter,” he said softly, “Pick your target now, a nice young one, not a tough old thing, and be prepared to fire as soon as you see Billy start to stamp his hoof. Oh, and they’re faster than you’d think possible.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Hush, lads,” Ross said with a smile, “You’ve done well with the rabbits and pigeons and things while we’ve been here, and this is no different. Only a bigger target is all. And very bloody fast too, I think you’ll find.”
 
   They crossed an invisible boundary and the herd leader stamped its hoof. The herd scattered immediately as a bow sang, followed by another and then two more close together. A moment later a young goat fell dead with an arrow in its heart, a second fell but struggled up with an arrow in its side and a third bolted, bleating loudly.
 
   “Dammit! It’ll get away! It’s nearly out of range,” Dorrel cried in anguish.
 
   “No, it won’t. Just see to that other wounded one,” Rowan said quickly, nocking another arrow to his bow and loosing it in one smooth movement. The escaping goat tumbled head over heels as the arrow took it in the heart.
 
   “Go and get that one and the other one that Rowan shot, please, lads,” Ross said quickly, “We’ll take care of this one here.” He thought the rough and uneven ground wasn’t doing Rowan’s injured foot any good at all and besides, he wanted to ask Rowan something without the lads overhearing.
 
   “You could have walked right into the centre of that herd if we hadn’t been with you, couldn’t you?” he asked quietly when Dorrel and Kurt were out of earshot.
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye… probably even with you, if we’d been careful,” he replied, “When Fess and I used to come through here from Den Sorl, as lads, I’d bring him up here to see them. He was fascinated watching the little ones run and play on the rocks. But I’d never betray their trust by just… just walking up to them and killing them, Ross. I hunt like everyone else does.”
 
   And like every other forester, he silently thanked his prey for the gift of their lives.
 
   He smiled at Kurt and Dorrel as they trotted back to them, carefully carrying the other two kids.
 
   “Good shooting, lads. You just needed to aim a bit further forward. And you picked the same damned goat,” he said with a laugh. Sure enough, both the recruits’ arrows were lodged in the animal’s rump.
 
   “I needed to aim a bit further forward myself,” Ross said ruefully as he reclaimed his own arrow, “They’re damned fast, Rowan.”
 
   “Aye, they are. ‘Tis amazing how speedy they are on these rocks,” Rowan agreed, “But you’ve all done well. There’s plenty for us and the snow eagles. They can have the biggest one and we’ll have the nice tender ones.”
 
   “Is it far from here to the Scream?” Kurt asked curiously.
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No… a bit under an hour. There’s the Fangs, see?” he indicated two mighty crags that reared their snowy heads not far away. “And after we’ve crossed I think we’ll stop for the night where we did coming up. ‘Tis early, I know, but ‘tis the best spot for a good way.”
 
   It was a good spot, almost flat in the middle of a big group of boulders, with a little spring bubbling from the rocks and it was sheltered from the icy, always present winds. More importantly, it was well away from the southern Fang, with its dangerous habit of dropping bits of itself on unwary travellers. 
 
   “What did you decide about going across, lads? Do you want to ride Ashen again?” Rowan asked when they came to the Scream again. The Breath Stealer, as some called it. Either name was very appropriate, Dorrel thought, looking at it dubiously.
 
   “Aye, Rowan, if we can,” the young fellow said, “He looked after us well before.”
 
   “I’m sure he will again,” Rowan smiled at him, “And what about you, Ross?”
 
   “My mare and I’ll stick very close to you, but I think she’ll be all right this time. She’s a good sensible creature,” Ross replied, perfectly confident in Rowan’s ability to get them all safely across.
 
   Rowan grinned at him.
 
   “Fine. Now, I’ll just give one of the goats to the eagles and we’ll be on our way…” 
 
   He tossed the biggest of the goats down the track a little way. 
 
   An enormous female snow eagle glided down to inspect it. She raised her feathery, seemingly blood-soaked crest, shrieked at the travellers, and then flapped off with the goat in her great talons, her slightly smaller mate just behind her.
 
   “They’re very polite birds, aren’t they?” Kurt laughed.
 
   “Aye, they are. They always shriek like that to say thank you,” Rowan said with a grin.
 
   There was no problem with getting the horses over the Scream. Scrap danced across just in front of everyone and Rowan strode across next with Ross’s mare close behind him, followed by the recruits’ horses and the thirty-three young horses that were about to join the Wirran Guard as their sires had before them. Rowan sang the haunting forester song ‘The Felling of the Giant’ as they went, so the young horses at the back would still hear him even if they couldn’t see him. It was probably an unnecessary precaution, but it hurt nobody and ensured an easy crossing.
 
   Dorrel and Kurt sat on Ashen’s back and stared at the long line of horses walking confidently behind Rowan and shook their heads in wonder. They thought they’d been prepared for the sight; after all, the horses had quietly followed him all the way from their home, just as the workhorses had in the forest; but no. It was simply astounding.
 
   Rowan got to the other side and whistled for Ashen. The stallion pricked its ears and set off over the Scream as if it did it every day. This time Dorrel and Kurt kept their eyes open, awed by the sheer majesty of the vista beside them, but they were careful not to look down and they hung on just as tightly as before.
 
   **********
 
                 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



32.“Gods, these bloody stories get around!”
 
    
 
   Rowan was sitting in his favourite chair reading for a little while before bed. Scrap was on his lap, purring, perfectly happy to be a book rest. Rowan and Ross, Dorrel and Kurt had got back from Sian that afternoon, settled the new horses in the horseyards, stabled their mounts and found themselves with a couple of hours to spare before supper. 
 
   Rowan took his leave of the others, and he was walking back to barracks with Scrap trotting beside him when he heard several people running up behind him. He turned swiftly to see the Trophy squad coming back from their afternoon run. He waved to them.
 
   “Ho there, Stefan! How’re things back here in civilisation?”
 
   “Rowan! You’re back. How was it out in the Woopsies? Everything go all right?” Stefan replied, coming over to him quickly. “Keep going, you lot. You can gossip later,” he added and the rest of the squad quickly greeted Rowan and then ran on.
 
   “Aye, it all went well. No dramas at all,” Rowan smiled at him, “So how come you can gossip now?”
 
   “Privilege of rank, laddie,” the Sword Master laughed. He became serious though. “Did I see you limping just then?”
 
   Dammit, Rowan thought, I can’t put anything past you, can I? His foot was still bruised and his toes hadn’t completely healed yet; they were generally painful by this time of day. He knew they’d be fine, but it’d take a few more weeks before they were really right. Especially for running about and using the sabre. At least he could wear his own boot again.
 
   “Aye… you did, Stefan. ‘Tisn’t much though, it’ll be fine,” he said carefully.
 
   Luckily he was saved from further discussion by the arrival of Fess, who took him back to the Captain’s Cottage to spend an enjoyable few hours with Bella and their brood.
 
   All of the children were surprised at just how much Scrap had grown, surprised too at some of the new tricks he’d learnt. Really, the little cat had had a very enjoyable and profitable time in Sian. His hunting techniques had been honed by true masters of the art and the mice, rats and birds around the garrison were in for some interesting times. So possibly were some of the troopers patrolling the battlements at night, because Scrap was mischievous and liked to cause a bit of mayhem and confusion: he’d also learnt how to growl in a deep tone like Umber and Boof and he could give a fairly good imitation of a forest cat’s yowl. His self-taught retrieving had improved a lot too, since he’d taught Rowan to do his bit reliably, and he’d learnt some new ways to surprise dogs. The children particularly liked the one where he ambushed their amiable buffoon of a dog, Blob, by hiding in the garden and then running at him full speed, bowling him over, boxing his floppy ears and galloping off and up into Johan’s apple tree. Both cat and dog liked to play together and they were happy to demonstrate for as long as the children liked to watch. Eventually they’d worn themselves out and flopped down together for a good rest.
 
   **********
 
   There was a quiet knock on the door.
 
   “Visitors, young Scrap? Are you expecting anyone? I wonder who’d be coming to see us now, when ‘tis nearly Lights Out?” he tickled the cat’s velvety ears, moved him aside and stood up to go and see.
 
   “Hello, Stefan. I wasn’t expecting to see you again until tomorrow,” he said cheerfully, “Oh, and Davi too? This is an honour. Come in and have a seat, lads. Move Scrap aside if he’s in the way. Cup of tea? I’ve just made it. Or there might be some ale or wine or something if I have a look. It might be a bit elderly though, I’ve not had time to replenish the visitors’ stocks yet.”
 
   Rowan never drank alcohol of any sort when he was in full training, and very little even when he wasn’t. Most foresters weren’t great drinkers, their lives in the forest could be dangerous enough without that, and they and Rowan could make a mug of ale last an astonishingly long time. Mind you, some of his concoctions of teas seemed very strange to the Wirrans, and the current one smelt suspiciously like clippings from Mrs Telli’s chamomile lawn.
 
   “No thanks, Rowan, don’t bother,” Stefan looked and sounded concerned and the Master Healer didn’t look too happy either. 
 
   “What’s wrong, lads?’ Rowan asked, curious about why they should seem so worried. “Is everything all right?”
 
   Stefan and Davi looked at each other and back at Rowan. The Sword Master spoke up.
 
   “You tell us. Ross said you were in a bloody barn fire and a damned great bull stamped on your foot. Broke two toes, he said. What the hell were you doing in a bloody burning barn in the first place? And how the hell did you ride back from Sian with broken toes?”
 
   “I didn’t use a stirrup on that side. Hurt too damned much if I did,” Rowan said reasonably, “And as for the barn…” he shook his head, “I just had to try and get the beasts out, Stefan. I couldn’t leave them in there without at least trying…”
 
   “You bloody madman! That bull could have killed you!”
 
   “I didn’t even know the poor bull was in there until he loomed up out of the smoke and trod on my foot.”
 
   “Nobody told you there was a damned bull in there?” Stefan and the healer were aghast.
 
   “No… well, nobody on the bucket line knew that Mirrin, that’s the owner of the barn, had borrowed him from a neighbour, and Mirrin was beside himself with all the noise the poor beasts were making, he wasn’t making any sense at all, so…” Rowan shrugged, “Don’t fret yourself, Stefan, Davi, I’m all right. The bull couldn’t see his own feet in the smoke, let alone mine, but he’d have missed me entirely if he’d only planted his hoof a couple of inches further forward or to the side. It’s healing up, truly.”
 
   “Rowan, I…” Stefan took a deep breath and tried to calm down a bit, “I’m sorry I shouted at you, but… it’s time to be going to Tournaments and things, time to be getting match fitness, and I thought…”
 
   “You thought I’d broken my foot and I’d be out of the Trophy? I thank you for your concern, but I’m fine, truly,” Rowan smiled at him, “My foot’s still a bit bruised, and the toes hurt if I run about too much, but it’ll all be fine in a few weeks.”
 
   “You’d probably say that if your damned foot was about to fall off,” Stefan muttered.
 
   “I truly don’t think it’s about to do that, Stefan. ‘Twas a bloody big bull though, I truly was lucky he didn’t plant his hoof an inch or two further back,” Rowan said.
 
   “And I heard you’d burnt your hands as well, you mad bugger. Show me,” Davi said sternly.
 
   “Gods, these bloody stories get around!” Rowan protested. “We’ve only been back a few hours and the whole damned garrison’s probably got itself in a knot.”
 
   “Hands, laddie.”
 
   Rowan sighed.
 
   “Aye, Sir. By your command, Sir,” he said gloomily and held out his hands for the healer to inspect.
 
   Davi could see that they’d healed up well, with good movement in fingers and thumb with only a little scarring, and that scarring would lessen, but they’d probably still be a bit tender in places.
 
   “How do you manage with the hilt of the sabre, Rowan?’
 
   Rowan looked at his own hands thoughtfully.
 
   “I haven’t been doing too much with it since the fire, to be truthful…” he pretended not to hear the shocked intakes of breath, “Thorn, he’s the healer at home, he said to wait until about now before I use it too much. The couple of times I’ve tried it I bandaged my hands again, and it was all right,” he said.
 
   Davi nodded.
 
   “Aye, that’s a good thing to do for a bit longer, I think,” he said thoughtfully, “Was there any bleeding or weeping of fluid afterwards?”
 
   “No. Just a bit sore, is all. Nothing too drastic,” Rowan said.
 
   “Just be careful, Rowan,” Davi said slowly, looking up at both Rowan and Stefan, “They’ve healed up well, but you don’t want to undo all of Thorn’s good work by going at things like a bull at a gate.”
 
   “I won’t. Don’t fret yourself. I’m only half as daft as everyone seems to bloody think,” Rowan said with another sigh.
 
   “How long is it since it happened, Rowan? I was so shocked I didn’t ask Ross,” Stefan asked quietly. He hadn’t missed the stern look Davi had given him.
 
   “Umm… it’d be a couple of weeks. No, a bit over that… two and a half weeks, I suppose.”
 
   “And now the foot, please…”
 
   Rowan suppressed another sigh and took off his sock to reveal his neatly bound foot. Davi nodded in approval as Rowan took the supporting bandage off, discouraged Scrap from running off with it, and presented his foot for inspection.
 
   It was still quite bruised and swollen and the broken toes were more so.
 
   “Bloody Hells.” Davi tried not to sound too horrified, but the incident and the likelihood of even worse injury had shocked him. “You’re going to have to be bloody careful, Rowan. No running for, say, another week at least, maybe two, and then slowly. Probably best to keep it bound up for a while yet, too. Lucky it’s happened now, I suppose, and not in a few weeks’ time,” he said. 
 
   Rowan nodded, resigned.
 
   “Aye… thanks, Davi,” he said.
 
   “Make sure you look after yourself, laddie. I’ve got good money on you for the Trophy, and so has most of the garrison,” the healer said sternly.
 
   “So, no pressure then,” Rowan smiled.
 
   “No, no. None at all,” Davi chuckled suddenly and then became more serious again, “It was a big bull, you said?” 
 
   Rowan nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Aye, he was a good size. A big red and white thing, he was. The poor creature was terrified and I thought he mightn’t follow the rest of the beasts out, but he didn’t like being left behind. He galloped after us like a mad thing, poor beastie. Upset the bucket brigade no end… they scattered like frightened rabbits. Truly, I’ve never seen any of them move so fast in their lives.”
 
   Stefan and Davi stared at Rowan and suddenly they found themselves laughing at the picture he’d created of the hapless bucket brigade abruptly having a terrified bull gallop into their midst.
 
   “Dear Gods, you bloody Siannens lead exciting lives!” Stefan managed.
 
   “Aye, well, we have our moments. You should come and see for yourself. Bring Maggie and come back with us after the Trophy. You’ll surely be due some leave by then.”
 
   Stefan looked at him in surprise.
 
   “You’re going back to Sian again then?”
 
   “Aye… for a while. Then I’ll be back here for a couple of months.”
 
   “But… what if you win the Trophy?”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “All the more reason to go home and get away from the madness. Truly, sometimes I wonder why I let Fess talk me into this…”
 
   Stefan and Davi looked at each other and smiled.
 
   “Ha! You know you’ll miss it when it’s all over… all that running around in the cold before breakfast, and up and down that bloody tower and round the battlements, and through the pine forest… and all the gawkers gawking and telling you how you should be doing things, as if any of them’d bloody know… to say nothing of doing cursed exercises and lifting weights and waving sabres around…” Stefan chuckled, “And then of course there’s all the miserable old buggers telling you you’re too damned old and feeble and you’ve got no business at the damned Trophy…”
 
   “Oh, aye, I’ll miss all of that!”
 
   “Admit it, you love doing it all!” the healer teased him.
 
   “Well, I do like a bit of a challenge! And ’tis only the fuss and drama that happens any time I show my face that truly irritates me, and the miserable old buggers,” Rowan admitted, “All the rest of it… well, I’d not be running around any battlements, but I’d be working just as hard at home, one way and another. Any of our hunters are as fit as me, and most of the woodcutters are too.” 
 
   Stefan glanced at him thoughtfully. He was probably even fitter than Stefan was himself and his handsome face belied his thirty-seven years. Thirty-eight soon. He seemed barely older than twenty-five.
 
   “Truly? I really will have to go to Sian and see for myself.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



33. “Is it truly that time already?”
 
    
 
   “Bloody Hells, Rowan! What did you do with Dorrel and Kurt?” Stefan said as they ran around the horseyards together for the first time since the return from Sian. Rowan’s hands had healed well and his foot was doing well too, but as the healer said, ‘feet and toes always take longer to get truly right’. He was having little problem running though and he seemed to have lost little of his fitness despite the restrictions he’d had.
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise.
 
   “Dorrel and Kurt? Nothing really,” he said, “They helped me out a lot in Sian, so I helped them out a bit too. Why?”
 
   Stefan laughed as they negotiated the last corner and headed back to the garrison.
 
   “They wiped the floor with that arrogant young bugger Birren, who thinks he’s so much better than everyone else,” he grinned cheerfully, “And they had a damned good try at doing the same to me.”
 
   “Did they? Good for them,” Rowan said with a smile, “They’re good lads, Stefan, truly. They worked really hard in Sian, much more than I wanted them to, to be truthful, but they were so interested in what was going on there was just no stopping them.”
 
   “Aye, they are good lads. And they’ve improved so much I’m thinking I might enter them in a couple of novice competitions, give them a bit of experience,” Stefan said, “And speaking of that, how do you feel about a nice little tournament to get a bit of match fitness?”
 
   “Dammit. Is it truly that time already?”
 
   “Aye, I’m afraid so, laddie. We’ve already been to a couple of competitions. There’s just under three months to go. Will your foot stand up to it, do you think?”
 
   “Aye, I think so, if I’m careful and don’t let the other contestants bully me. Bloody Hells. I really must have been drunk when I let Fess talk me into this,” Rowan sighed theatrically and then smiled again. He enjoyed the competitions for themselves, and simply wouldn’t bother if he didn’t, but the endless drama and speculation that went on as soon as he showed his face in a tournament did get very tedious. Unfortunately it wouldn’t go away, as he well knew, and it’d be even worse this time around. “So, when is it?”
 
   “There’s a couple on next week. Corran and Abel are going to one at Breen, and I’m going to one at Den Ree with a couple of the lads.”
 
   Rowan nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Aye, fine. I’ll go with you, if that’s all right. ‘Tis always good to have somebody different to run around the circles with. Is it a big tournament?”
 
   “There’ll be about a hundred competitors including the novices, and a hell of a lot of onlookers, I’d imagine, if they hear that you’re there,” Stefan said, trying not to laugh at the resigned look on his friend’s face.
 
   Rowan groaned.
 
   “Aye, they came out in damned droves last time to see if I was up to the job or not. ‘Twas better when I was just an unknown lad from the Woopsies,” he muttered.
 
   “Never mind, Rowan. You’ll survive.” Stefan knew that Rowan didn’t seem bothered by the stress of competition. He simply turned up and did the job he was there to do. Fess said he’d always been the same, even at eighteen. Even so… “You’re not worried about all the expectation with the Trophy this time, are you?”
 
   “No. Pa always said if I did my best, that was all I could do,” Rowan shrugged, “And then it was up to the other fellow to either be better and win, or not so good and lose. And I’m lucky I don’t get nervous before a bout, never have, not even when I was just starting out. I had nothing to lose then and I’ve got nothing to lose now. That doesn’t mean that I won’t be giving it a damned good try though.”
 
   “Aye, that’s how I feel too. I used to get nervous when I was younger, but not now,” Stefan said, “I wish I could get some of the lads here to feel the same way.”
 
   “Aye, they take it all too bloody seriously, especially the Trophy. ‘Tis only a game, as I keep telling them. A serious game in some ways, but still just a damned game.”
 
   Stefan nodded. It was rankest heresy, but it was right all the same.
 
   “Oh, I damned nearly forgot,” he said, “We’ve got some lads coming from Den Bissen to train with us for a month or so. It’s only a small garrison there and they need more practice than they can get.”
 
   “Aye, it can be hard. I was lucky at Den Sorl. ‘Tis only tiny, but Telli was a damned good swordsman, he finished in the Round of Four in Johan’s Trophy, and the Sword Master was runner-up in the Trophy before that. He actually came from here in Den Siddon, but the Commandant drove him mad, so he went to Den Sorl. He’d grown up around there, so it wasn’t the hardship the bloody Commandant thought. A couple of the others were good as well, and they were all willing to help me out,” Rowan smiled as he remembered those in his first garrison who’d helped him so much. “So when are the lads from Den Bissen coming? And hasn’t Thom Blunt been saying something about a friend of his from there, supposed to be very good with a blade?”
 
   “Aye, the ‘demon swordsman’, he calls him. The ratbag. Well, we’ll find out in two weeks’ time.”
 
   “Good, I’ll look forward to seeing some new faces in the circles. No disrespect intended of course, Stefan!”
 
   “None taken, Rowan. As you say, it’s good to have different folk to spar with, else it can get too predictable,” Stefan said with another smile. You might know that Rowan was going to beat you, he thought, but he was never predictable in the way he went about it. Particularly now, when he was slowed a bit by his foot. Mind you, he was still very fast, but not as blindingly quick as he’d been and he’d shown surprising adaptations to still win most of his bouts. Truly, his ability with the sabre seemed boundless. That was why he’d been so good for all the Trophy group here. And he was generous about sharing and passing on his skills too, which very few top-grade swordsmen were in Stefan’s experience. Not just sabre skills either; Rowan was Weapons Master after all, and he’d found himself very much in demand at the archery butts and knife handling sessions and the unarmed combat classes too. The garrison joke was that you wouldn’t want to meet Rowan in a dark alley on a dark night unless you were very damned sure he was on your side.
 
   **********
 
   Den Ree was a good-sized garrison in the southern part of Wirran, and its Tournament was well supported by swordsmen from other garrisons as well as a couple of men from Crell and Thallassia, but even so they would have been surprised at the number of spectators who’d turned up. As Stefan had foretold, there were a lot of people there to watch Rowan’s return to competition, but it didn’t bother him any more than it ever had. He was there to do a job, and the number of onlookers simply didn’t concern him; he had better things to be thinking about. At the business end of the competition he was limping a little, but it hadn’t stopped him from giving a good account of himself.
 
   Rowan smiled as Kurt shook hands with his opponent, turned and came towards them, his face glowing with happiness. Dorrel ran to meet him, throwing his arms around his friend in a hug that Griff would have been proud of. Rowan turned to Stefan, who was standing beside him with a proud smile on his face.
 
   “They’ve done well, Stefan,” he said, “They’ve both won their divisions…”
 
   “Aye… I thought young Kurt’s nerves might have got the better of him, but he said if he could face the Champion he could face anyone.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “I thought exactly the same after I faced Johan that first time,” he said.
 
   He and Stefan congratulated the two lads who’d done so well in their first competition.
 
   “It’s all thanks to you, Rowan,” Kurt stopped in horror as Dorrel elbowed him in the ribs. “Er… sorry… um, er, Sir, I meant to say,” he stammered.
 
   Rowan tried not to laugh as Stefan looked surprised and a bit shocked, and then decided not to have heard Kurt’s gaffe. After all, the Champion’s sparring partners were supposed to call him by his name. They were no longer Cadets, but newly promoted to Trooper and soon they’d be transferred to different garrisons to further their training and experience. All the same… 
 
   “’Tis all right, Kurt. I think the Sword Master is a bit deaf sometimes…” Rowan smiled at him again, “Now, what are you two lads going to do if you come up against each other in the finals? Or have you forgotten that the winners of the four divisions all face off?”
 
   They had forgotten in the excitement of their wins. They looked at each other in dismay.
 
   “We’ll… er…” Kurt began.
 
   “I’ll wipe the floor with him, even if he did win his division well,” Dorrel said firmly, “Reputations mean nothing, Rowan… er, Sir, he’s still got to get the job done. You told us that yourself.”
 
   “So I did. Well, good luck to both of you, lads. I truly do think that one or the other of you will win this,” Rowan said.
 
   “So do I,” Stefan laughed, “But you’ll need to go back to the Marshal and see who you face next.”
 
   In the event, it was Dorrel who won a hard-fought final against his friend. Both lads were delighted with themselves, as of course they had every right to be. They cheered loudly as first Stefan, and then Rowan, won his way into the Final of the Tournament.
 
   “So what are you going to do in the Final, Sir?” Dorrel asked innocently, as Rowan shook his opponent’s hand and turned to stroll back to them.
 
   “What do you think, you cheeky bugger?” Stefan grinned, “I’m going to wipe the bloody floor with him, just like you did.”
 
   The Sword Master had to be content with the runner’s-up medal, but he wasn’t disappointed. He’d done as well as he could and in fact the bout had been a wonderful spectacle, worthy of a much bigger Tournament. And his little group had done very well too: another lad had won his section and two more had come second and third in theirs. In fact nobody had finished out of the top three places in their sections. It looked like Den Siddon’s reputation was in good hands.
 
   Rowan’s return to competition had been very good in spite of his foot and Stefan felt that he himself had done well too; all the same, he had the uncomfortable certainty that Rowan had more improvement in him.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



 34. “You’re in for a surprise with Red.” 
 
    
 
   A little troop from Den Bissen clattered through the Gate and into Den Siddon.
 
   “Don’t gawp, lads,” Sergeant Karl Horbensson muttered, “They already know we’re from the Woopsies.” He had a quick look around himself though. It really was a damned big garrison, Den Siddon. Impressive too, with the Memorial and all. The troopers saluted as they passed the great Memorial and headed for the stables.
 
   Thom Bolt was heading for lunch when he saw the last of the troop round a corner and disappear from sight. Who the hell were they, he wondered.
 
   “Did you happen to notice where that troop was from, Charles?” he asked a second-year recruit who was staring after them too.
 
   “Er… their emblem was a horse, Sergeant,” the lad said.
 
   Thom frowned at him. 
 
   “What sort of a damned horse, you idiot? Running or rearing?”
 
   “A… um, a running horse, Sir. Which garrison is that?”
 
   “Den Bissen. It’s about half way to the southern border, only a fairly small place… Thanks, lad,” Thom said, his irritation gone as quickly as it had come. His friend Karl was stationed at Den Bissen; maybe he might get some news of him. And why would Den Bissen be sending a troop here? He hurried off to the stables to see if he might find out. Lunch could wait. He was almost there when the Den Bissen men emerged from the stables, looking around themselves helplessly.
 
   “Ho there, Karl!” he shouted as he realised who the troop leader was, “Are you lost? What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “Thom!” Karl hugged his friend quickly, “The Captain decided we should come and train here with your Trophy squad for a month or so. Said it’d give us more experience… and he said the Champion’s training here too. Gods, it’s a damned big garrison, Thom,” he looked around carefully.
 
   Thom nodded.
 
   “Aye, it is. When I came back here after a couple of years at Den Ree and Den Kahler it seemed bloody huge. Come on, I’ll show you where the barracks and the Mess are,” he smiled at his friend and the four men with him. “So you’ve come to spar with Red Rowan, lads?”
 
   Some of the men looked very unsure and Karl said slowly, “Bloody Hells, Thom. We’re all dreading it, even though they say he’s struggling a bit with his foot.”
 
   “I think his foot’s almost come good again now,” Thom said thoughtfully, “But why are you dreading it? He won’t bite you, you daft buggers.”
 
   The men all shook their heads, unconvinced.
 
   “He won’t need to bloody bite us, Thom. He’s the damned Champion, in case you’ve forgotten. The damned dual Champion…”
 
   Thom nodded again.   
 
   “Aye, I suppose we do sort of forget it a bit around here now. But it’s what he prefers, truly. Always has. I remember when he won the Trophy the second time, I was a recruit here, there was such a to-do and carrying-on and he hated it, simply hated all the fuss. He ended up taking leave and disappearing for a few weeks. And now he says there’s still enough folk who want to remind him of it without us doing it too. You should meet him after you get settled, he’ll probably be in the Mess.” 
 
   “What! We can’t go into the Officers’ bloody Mess, you idiot!” Karl was aghast at the thought of it. Den Bissen wasn’t very big, but its Captain was a stickler for the niceties and surely Captain Fess was too.
 
   “No, of course not. But he’s not always in the Officers’… often he eats with the rest of us,” Thom laughed at the others’ amazed faces, “You’re in for a surprise with Red, truly. He’s nothing like you’re probably expecting… He won’t bite you, honestly, but er… well, he doesn’t suffer fools gladly, and he can be very bloody blunt. But he’s the least arrogant man you’ll ever meet.”
 
   As it turned out, they didn’t meet Rowan that day and he wasn’t at the circles the next morning either.
 
   **********
 
   “Sorry, lads, he’s found something else to do this morning. Don’t worry though, he’ll be here this afternoon. You can meet him then,” Stefan said with a smile.
 
   The Den Bissen men weren’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed that the Champion wasn’t there, but all the same they had a very enjoyable session with the Den Siddon squad and afterwards Karl dismissed his men and told them to have a good look around the garrison and familiarise themselves with it. He took his own advice, roaming around, surprised again at just how big the place was. He’d found the Memorial, been humbled and awed by it as everyone was and then he’d just… wandered.
 
   And now of course he was lost. He’d been past the stables, kept going in the direction he thought the Mess was, but… Dammit, he thought. I’m damned hungry now. He couldn’t see any helpful Den Siddon men anywhere, though. Probably off feeding their faces like I should be, he thought miserably and tried to follow his nose to an enticing smell of bacon. He went a bit further, but no… this didn’t look right at all. He heard the sound of an axe falling in an easy regular rhythm somewhere ahead of him and kept going.
 
   Ah, there was someone at last. A tall, well-built, silver-haired Siannen forester was happily working his way through a big pile of logs, singing softly to himself as his axe rose and fell. A little black cat was curled up on his folded shirt, supervising the work. Karl wondered if the fellow might be one of Red Rowan’s kin, perhaps visiting, and keeping himself busy here. He wondered too what he was singing… It sounded a bit like “The High Priest and the Harlot”, but the tune wasn’t quite the same. Not a bad baritone voice though.
 
   He looked at the play of muscles in the man’s strong lean body and thought that he’d be happy to be as fit as this fellow obviously was when he had silver hair like that; chopping wood truly must be good for you. Awful scar around that side though. 
 
   “And the High Priest and the Harlot made a night of it, she snuggled close and kissed his little…” the Siannen switched easily to Wirran and turned his head just as Karl was about to announce himself.
 
   “Hello, Sergeant. Lost, are you? Or come to help me and Scrap chop the firewood?” he said with a grin. His youthful face belied his thick silver hair.
 
   “I’m bloody lost. I’m trying to find the cursed Mess,” Karl said with an answering grin, “You can keep the firewood all to yourself, thanks. It must keep you fit though. And is that your little cat?”
 
   “Aye, that’s Scrap. He’s a bit possessive about my shirts, seems to think someone’s going to make off with them if he doesn’t protect them for me,” the man pivoted neatly and held out his hand, “Welcome to beautiful Den Siddon. I’m Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant clan.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you, I’m…” Karl stared up into the Siannen’s strangely coloured eyes. No. Red Rowan, they called him. Red, not bloody silver. “Great bloody Beldar…” he said softly as he automatically shook the callused hand of a legend.
 
   “No, I truly don’t believe you’re him, with all respect. He’s a lot taller than you, built like a brick privy,” Rowan smiled, “I’m not sure he’s actually from Den Bissen either,” he added thoughtfully as he saw the running horse on the other’s chest. 
 
   “But, you’re… you’re… I…” Karl pulled himself together a bit even as he tried not to gawp like an idiot. He managed a passable salute. “Your pardon, Sir, I… I meant no offence, Sir…”
 
   Rowan wished he didn’t have this effect on Guardsmen. He smiled at Karl again.
 
   “’Tis all right, lad. You’d have to try a hell of a lot harder than that to offend me. If you can wait for five minutes while I finish here, I’ll come with you to the Mess. ‘Tis hungry work, chopping wood.”
 
   “Aye, I, er, suppose it is. But why are you…?” Karl hastily stopped himself. “Your pardon again, Sir, it’s none of my business. And I haven’t told you my damned name either… I’m Karl Horbensson, Sir.”
 
   “Truly?” Rowan beamed at him. “I’m pleased to meet you, Karl. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
 
   Karl looked at him in horror.
 
   “Have… have you, Sir?” he managed.
 
   “Aye, I have…” Rowan smiled at him happily again, “The demon swordsman from Den Bissen who’s going to kick a lot of backsides in the Trophy, they say. And good luck to you.”
 
   “But who…?” suddenly Karl knew. “That bastard Thom… and that bloody Bryn… I’ll kill them…”
 
   “Don’t do that, lad. Poor Captain Fess and his men would only have to hang you, and then they’d be a man short in the Trophy. ‘Tis too late to qualify anyone else now,” Rowan tried not to laugh at Karl’s horrified face. He continued more seriously, “Don’t let them worry you, Karl. Folk are always talking about other folk that they know nothing about, believe me. ‘Tis just hot air and noise, generally speaking. But I’d heard that you lads were coming to join us for a bit. It’ll be good to have someone different to spar with. I missed this morning, too busy chopping wood because the man who does it’s sick, but perhaps we could have a bout later today?
 
    Karl’s eyes widened.
 
   “I’d… er… I’d be honoured, Sir, but I…” he stammered.
 
   “Karl, lad. I truly don’t bite, no matter what those silly ratbags Thom and Bryn might have told you. Truly, I’d believe less than half of what they’ve said if I were you.”
 
   “Thom said that you didn’t bite, Sir, but…”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Did he indeed? My apologies to Thom then. And I won’t kill you either, Karl, believe me.” He smiled at Karl again. “Reputations mean nothing, truly. ‘Tisn’t the reputation that wields the sabre, lad… although to be truthful, mine might as well sometimes,” he shook his head, “A couple of the lads here are still so damned worried about it that I have to do almost nothing. Don’t let that happen to you too. Come to the circles later and spar with me, not my bloody reputation. I’ll look forward to it. And now, breakfast, I think. Let’s go.”
 
    He stacked the last pieces of wood onto the neat pile he’d made, moved Scrap off his shirt and put it on and headed off for breakfast, a bemused Karl trailing along beside him. Scrap scampered along behind them both.
 
   “Oh, by the way, Karl,” Rowan said, “Please call me Rowan. All my sparring partners do.”
 
   “But, I… I couldn’t do that, Sir. It wouldn’t be right…” Karl was shocked at the mere thought of it. 
 
   “Of course it would. I can call you Karl, can’t I? Or must I call you Sergeant Horbensson?”
 
   “No, of course not, Sir, but…” Thom had told him that Rowan was nothing like he’d been expecting and he was right. How could Red Rowan possibly be so… so normal?
 
   “So you can call me Rowan.” Rowan smiled at him, “Good, that’s settled then. Now, the Mess is just along here…”
 
   **********
 
   The troopers from Den Bissen finished their warmup and paired themselves up ready to spar.
 
   “No, no, lads!” Stefan said with a grin, “What’s wrong with us Den Siddon men? Aren’t we bloody good enough for you?”
 
   “We gave them a good run for their money this morning!” Corran piped up. “Maybe we frightened them off!”
 
   “You cheeky bugger, Corran! Where are your manners?” Stefan smiled at the bemused Den Bissen team. “Truly, the lad has the manners of a damned gnat sometimes, as Rowan says. But… well, you did come here to get a bit more experience…”
 
   “Aye, Sir, we did too,” Karl said, “It was just… um… force of habit, I suppose.”
 
   “’Tis never a good thing to be too predictable,” Rowan said softly, “Now, Karl, I believe you and I were going to have a bout today?”
 
   Karl stared at him. Suddenly he wasn’t sure that he really was ready to face the Champion in the circles. He’d shown no sign that his injured foot was still giving him trouble during his very unorthodox warmup. Mind you, some of the Den Siddon men had done backflips and things too, even the Sword Master. How odd, he thought, but they were undeniably extremely fit and agile… maybe there was something in it.
 
    “I won’t bloody bite you, lad, I promise. But we’ll let these other louts get going and then we’ll start, if that’s all right with you,” Rowan said quietly, knowing that there’d be less gawkers to put Karl off that way.
 
   “Aye, Sir… er… Rowan,” Karl managed, “I’d be honoured.”
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “I truly do appreciate the respect you show me, Karl, but you’ll find ‘tisn’t an honour really. ‘Tis just plain hard work.”
 
   “Especially after he’s kicked your backside a few times!” Corran jumped as he found his own backside swatted with the flat of Rowan’s sabre.
 
   “Corran! Don’t put the poor lad off his game,” Rowan laughed at his surprise.
 
   “Sorry…” Corran grinned at them both and hurried off to a circle with Corporal Jarle of Den Bissen.
 
   **********
 
   Karl and Rowan danced around the circle for a few minutes, both watchful, evaluating the other’s strengths and weaknesses. Karl was surprised and concerned when Rowan frowned and called a halt.
 
   “Are you all right, Rowan? Is your foot…?” he asked quickly.
 
   “Aye, Karl, my foot’s fine and I’m fine too,” Rowan said slowly, “But do you remember what I was saying earlier today about not letting my reputation do the job for me?”
 
   “I… er…”
 
   Karl was finding it much easier said than done. This was Red Rowan, the Champion, who he was facing, after all, not just one of the Den Siddon men. Mind you, some of them were very damned good too. But Rowan… with a sabre in his hand he suddenly seemed very different from the pleasant, welcoming man he’d had breakfast with that morning. And very different from the man who’d been lifting weights and laughing with the others as he turned backflips and walked around on his hands a few minutes ago. Not aggressive, no. Simply very, very focussed and terrifyingly competent.
 
   “Karl… I meant it when I said that reputations mean nothing. For all you know, I’ve lost my touch, I’m bloody slow and useless, and my reflexes are gone,” Rowan raised a quizzical eyebrow, “For all you know, I’m just a decrepit old bugger living on a bygone reputation that I don’t deserve to still have…”
 
   Karl looked at him sceptically. His strong beautiful physique belied his words and so did the way he’d danced around the circle and the casual way he’d parried every move that Karl had tried.
 
   “No, I don’t think so…”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “Well, maybe I did exaggerate a bit. But… well, with all respect, you’re not going to know like this, are you? Unless you start to hold that sword like you mean to keep it and start to put some effort into making it hard for me to take it away from you, I will disarm you every time. I’m sorry to offend you, but I was expecting to face a demon swordsman here. I’d even worked myself up to it. That’s reputations for you, you see… they’re not always reliable.” Rowan smiled at him and then suddenly became serious. He walked away a little with Karl and spoke softly so that the others wouldn’t hear. “Karl, lad… I’m not going to bloody kill you. I’m not going to even nick you if I can help it, and I’m not going to go out of my way to humiliate you either. But at the minute you’re about to do that all by yourself. And I will certainly kick your backside for you, laddie, unless you can forget who you think I am and what you think I might do to you, and start acting like the damned good swordsman that I know you are.” Rowan shook his head slightly. “Respect is a fine thing, and a sensible thing too, generally speaking, but it can go too bloody far.”  
 
   Gods. Thom had said he was bloody blunt.
 
   “It’s… it’s not so easy…” Karl shook his head hopelessly.
 
   “No, maybe not.” Rowan looked at him carefully. “Karl… you need to learn to think more like a forester… we’re only playing games here, ‘tisn’t life or death, so… what’s the worst thing that can happen to you? Perhaps you think you’re not going to be good enough… or maybe you’re worried that I’ll wipe the floor with you…? Well, aye, I could do that, I suppose. Neither of us would learn much from it, but I could do that. And with all modesty, you wouldn’t be the first one I’ve done it to and you probably won’t be the last. And I’m sure you’ve done it to some folk too, in your time.” He smiled slightly. “But it wasn’t the end of the world for them, and it wouldn’t be the end of the world for you either. We’re not in a battle here, after all. We’re just playing games. So… back to thinking like a forester… Were I you now, Karl, I’d be thinking… well, I’ve got nothing to lose here, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to die wondering. I’m going to see what I can do against this bloody man who thinks he’s going to disarm me just like that, and I’m going to see just how good he really is. I’m going to push him so damned hard he’ll think a tree’s fallen on him…” Rowan smiled at Karl’s stunned face. “So, what do you think, lad? Shall we try it again? The demon swordsman against the decrepit old forester?”
 
   Karl thought about it and nodded.
 
   “Aye, thank you. Let’s have another try.”
 
   Rowan disarmed him with no trouble at all and then did it again a couple of minutes later.
 
   “Better, Karl. That’s better,” he said.
 
   Karl stared at him in astonishment.
 
   “Better! How the hell can it be better? You’ve just…”
 
   “Aye, I have, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not keeping score, are you? Now, you’re nicely warmed up and a hell of a lot looser…” and speaking up a bit too. Good. “So, now… here we are in the first Round of the Trophy, and I’m all that’s standing between you and the next Round. And I’ve not even had to qualify for it like you have, poor pampered flower that I am… so, are you just going to meekly let me stop you, or are you going to put all that hard work you’ve been doing for bloody years to some good use?”
 
   **********
 
   Karl still found himself disarmed several times, but now he felt that he’d done a better job. He’d almost managed to forget just who the superbly talented fellow sparring with him was as they decided to have a break. Rowan bent down and retrieved Karl’s sword for the fourth or fifth or sixth time. It didn’t matter.
 
   “That was a good bout, Karl,” he said as he handed it back again, “Thank you.”
 
   “No, I must thank you, Rowan. I’ve learnt a lot. I… I think I can see what you were talking about,” Karl said thoughtfully.
 
   “Good.” Rowan smiled at him, pleased, “You know, I faced Johan Bendtsen in my first Trophy. Not first up, ‘twas a bit further along than that. Johan was the Champion and he was…well, truly, he was probably the best I’ve ever faced, before or since. Anyway, I’d seen a couple of his early bouts and I really thought he’d win the Trophy again, and so did everyone else who had any sense at all. I was only eighteen, a lad from a tiny garrison out in the Woopsies that nobody’d ever heard of… nobody thought I had a chance in hell except my kin and my garrison and, well, I thought they were daft. Well-meaning, but truly bloody daft. I honestly didn’t think I’d win it either. I respected Johan enormously, but all the same I wasn’t frightened of him. I had nothing to prove to anyone… I’d already shown that I deserved my place in the tournament, and I had nothing to lose either,” he shrugged, “If he thrashed me, then he thrashed me… and if he made me look third-rate, well, I’d still live to see another day. And next time I faced him, if ever there was a next time, I’d have learnt a lot and I’d do better. I still mightn’t beat him then either, but… well, I’d do my best. And, Karl, that’s all anyone can do. But to not do your best in the first place is daft. You mightn’t get another chance, and then all that work you’ve put in just to get there will have been for nothing. Nobody gets into the Trophy if they’re not worthy, no matter what folk might say. It simply doesn’t happen. So, you’re as good as any of them until proven otherwise, and you don’t need to be worrying that their reputations might be more impressive than yours. It simply doesn’t matter. Whoever they are, they’ve still got to get the job done and tisn’t the damned reputation that wields the sabre.”
 
   “And you beat the Champion.”
 
   “Aye, I did. So who’s to say it won’t happen again? Champions aren’t invincible, or they’d have won the Trophy twice a hell of a lot more times over the years than they’ve managed to.”
 
   Karl nodded, his face very thoughtful.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



35. “Just a man, like any other…”
 
    
 
   Thom and Bryn were waiting for Karl to get back from sabre practice, keen to see how their friend had gone. He was a very good swordsman but they thought that he’d probably improve a bit more after training at Den Siddon for a few weeks. Of course, not all of Stefan’s squad would be actually competing in the Trophy, but they were all very good and training with them could only help Karl.
 
   They’d have gone to the circles to watch, but the Sword Master had turned them back with a friendly but firm, “Sorry, lads. Closed session today. We’ll give the new lads a chance to settle in before everyone’s gawking at them.”
 
   Karl came into the Mess, looked around, and came over to them.
 
   “How was it with Red Rowan, Karl?” Thom wanted to know, “Kicked your backside, did he? Pinned your ears back?”
 
   Karl nodded.
 
   “Aye, he certainly did, laddie. Both of those. Gods, he’s bloody good. I mean, I knew he would be, he’s the Champion after all, but still… Are you sure he’s just got over a foot injury?”
 
   “Aye, it’s true. They say he’s a bit slower now, too,” Bryn laughed at Karl’s dismay, “Mind you, I can’t see a lot of difference, but that’s what they say. He still gets the damned job done, and that’s what matters. So, when’s your next bout with him? Tomorrow?”
 
   “Aye, well, I hope so. Depends if I can get a look-in with all the bloody locals taking up his time,” Karl said. He’d enjoyed the sparring session once Rowan had managed to talk him out of his diffidence and uncertainty, and he couldn’t wait until the next time he got a chance to spar with the Champion. He was certainly going to make the most of the opportunity he’d been given and he’d see that the other lads from Den Bissen did too. He looked at his friends thoughtfully. “You were right, you know…”
 
   “Oh, aye? Right in what?”
 
   “Rowan’s nothing like I thought he’d be… well, no, he’s incredible with a blade and he’s so bloody fast and fit and strong, just like I’d thought, but…” Karl frowned as he thought about it, “Well, I don’t know… I know you said he’s not interested in fuss and bother about what he’s done, but I still thought he’d be proud and a bit arrogant, I suppose. He’s got good reason to be, after all… but he’s not at all. Look, I’ve met men who finished in, say, the Round of Sixteen… and they were absolutely full of themselves, but I doubt Rowan’s ever told anyone he’s the Champion,” he shook his head slowly, “He’s bloody blunt, like you said, but he really tries to help you too, tries to put you at your ease. He’s just… well, not like I thought he’d be. He’s… better. I can’t believe how bloody normal he is…”
 
   “He’s just a man, like any other, he says,” Bryn laughed, “It’s not true, of course, but I doubt that he’d agree with me. He’s a good man; we’re damned lucky to have him here. He doesn’t care what he does about the place…”
 
   “He was singing the “High Priest” and chopping bloody wood this morning when I met him,” Karl said, still surprised at it. 
 
   “Aye, he likes to keep his hand in with an axe. I’m not sure how keen the Sword Master is about it,” Thom grinned. The Trophy squad often sang rounds of the vulgar song as they exercised and lifted weights. It helped lessen the tedium of the routine as they tried to sing verses the others hadn’t heard. “But he reckons he’d rather face Stefan than his kin anytime, if he forgot how to use an axe.”
 
   “I don’t think he needs to worry, from what I saw today,” Karl said. Now that he’d met the man behind the legend, he wanted to know more about him.  “You were both here when Rowan was Captain, weren’t you?” At his friends’ nods, he said slowly, “What was he like then?”
 
   “More or less like he is now,” Bryn said, “Messton changed us all, one way or another, but…”
 
   “No… I didn’t mean that exactly. What was he like as Captain? I mean, I’ve heard the stories, but…”
 
   Thom and Bryn looked at each other and smiled. Rowan was part of Guard folklore, particularly at Den Siddon, whether he liked it or not.
 
   “Karl, lad, the stories are true, most of them. But they don’t tell the whole story…” Thom began.
 
   “Rowan was the best damned Captain either of us have ever served under, Karl,” Bryn said, “Captain Johan was bloody good and so’s Captain Fess, but Red… he was just outstanding. We were only recruits then, but it was obvious even to us.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Karl was intrigued.
 
   “Well, he… look, he was only twenty-seven when Captain Johan died, and of course as 2i/c he took interim command of the garrison. The bloody Commandant wasn’t happy, hadn’t been happy with Red being here in the first place, I don’t think. The Gods only know why. The old bugger hummed and hahed for ages before the appointment was finally ratified. If the Trophy hadn’t been so close, maybe he’d have held up the appointment a bit longer or found a way to prevent it, but of course it brought more prestige to the garrison if the Trophy winner was Captain, rather than acting Captain, and the Commandant always was very hot on prestige. ”
 
   “I hadn’t realised that Rowan was so young at the time…” Karl said, surprised. He was twenty-seven himself, and he couldn’t imagine taking on the responsibility of running any garrison, much less this huge one.
 
   “Aye, and of course he looked even younger, poor man. Still does,” Bryn shrugged; if one ignored his silver hair, Rowan looked barely older than Bryn did himself. “But we… the whole damned garrison, would have done anything that man wanted us to do. He was just a… a born leader, even though he’s so quiet. Simply outstanding.”
 
   Karl nodded. Rowan certainly had a quietly effortless charisma and authority about him.
 
   “So, what was the Commandant’s problem, Bryn? Surely Captain Johan would have had his pick of the entire Wirran Guard for his 2i/c, wouldn’t he?”
 
   “Aye, of course he would have. He did…” Bryn said, “And he chose Red, even though he was so young… and Red didn’t let him down. He did a fantastic job as 2i/c, and when the Commandant finally realised there simply wasn’t anyone better for the job, he did the same as Captain.”
 
   “Can’t have been easy if he didn’t have the Commandant’s full support, especially when he was training for the Trophy as well,” Karl frowned.
 
   “No. By the Gods, the old bastard made it hard for him…” Thom shook his head as he thought about some of the Commandant’s more obvious efforts to undermine his Captain, “Mind you, Red was always respectful and correct with him, but it must have been damned hard for him to bite his tongue. Rumour has it that he walked into the old boy’s office one morning and had words with him. The old bastard was practically chewing the furniture afterwards, they say, and Red came out, cool as you like, and went off to a riding class.  Certainly the old bugger pulled his head in a lot more after that.”
 
   “Really? He had words with the Commandant? He could have ended up in bloody Woop Woop sweeping stables…”
 
   “Well, I suppose he knew there were no real grounds for the Commandant to do that, but I’ve always thought that Red’s utterly fearless. And maybe he felt he’d put up with enough nonsense and he just had things that he believed needed to be said. He’s bloody blunt, but he’s polite as well… it’s hard to explain…” Bryn shrugged, “He was always correct with the old bugger, as Thom said, and I’m sure he’d have been careful what he said, up to a point. The Commandant would have got the message though.”
 
   Karl thought about it, and wanted to know more.
 
   “They say that Rowan can be… um… a bit short-tempered…” he said carefully.
 
   Thom and Bryn looked at each other and laughed.
 
   “He doesn’t suffer fools gladly, that’s for sure,” Bryn grinned, “But he certainly doesn’t fly off the handle for nothing, like Captain Joss at Den Kallen.” Joss was notorious for his almost daily rants over very little. His troopers at Den Kallen felt like they were walking on eggshells. “It actually takes a hell of a lot to upset him, but when he does lose his temper, you truly don’t want it to be with you. Remember Kendall Lorrissen, Thom?”              
 
   The two laughed again.
 
   “He was the old Commandant’s nephew or something, wasn’t he?” Karl said, “They say that Rowan demoted him…”
 
   “Aye, he did,” Thom replied happily, “Kendall came through the Gate as a Lieutenant. Full of himself, he was, and the Commandant’s nephew into the bargain. He made sure that everyone knew about it, too. And less than half an hour later, he was a Corporal.”
 
   “Bloody Hells! Rowan doesn’t mess about, does he? What happened, do you know?”
 
   “Mainly he had a major disagreement with his horse, and he treated it very badly, hurt it badly too, and he did it near Red. A word to the wise, lad - don’t ever do it yourself. Bryn and I were in the stables when he came in, and it happened that Rowan was there too. He was just quietly looking after his stallions like he always did, and we heard this most appalling racket with Kendall beating his horse. Red was furious. He seemed calm, but Gods, he was angry,” Thom smiled at the memory, “He threw me and Bryn out so that he could set Kendall straight privately.”
 
   “Truly? He didn’t tear strips off him in front of you?” Karl was surprised by this novel approach, then remembered how Rowan had quietly moved him away from the circles to speak with him earlier.
 
   Thom shook his head.
 
   “No. That wasn’t the way he did things. He didn’t believe in humiliating folk in public, but he’d certainly tell you what he thought of you in private, and fair enough too.”
 
   “Gods. I wish a few more Captains had that idea,” Karl said.
 
   “Aye. It’s part of why he was so respected and so popular with the men. Mind you, there had to be something more to Kendall’s effort than that, I think,” Bryn said thoughtfully, “Red’s a very fair man, and he wasn’t one to hand out punishments unreasonably, so there had to be something else… but we were only recruits, nobody was going to tell us anything. I don’t really know what happened…”
 
   “Rumours at the time said that Kendall had tried to attack Red,” Thom added, “But… well, you’d have to be bloody daft, wouldn’t you? And he wouldn’t have just been broken back to Corporal, Rowan would’ve kicked his backside out the Gate, Commandant’s nephew or not.”
 
   “Bloody Hells,” Karl said fervently as he thought about Rowan’s impressive physical stature and his casual weapons expertise – he was a damned Weapons Master, after all. “Even if he wasn’t my C.O. I wouldn’t bloody take him on.”
 
   “No, me either,” Thom agreed quickly, “He says himself that he’s not one to mess about, and he knows some eyewateringly effective unarmed combat techniques.”
 
   “Truly?” Karl was fascinated with this insight into the Champion.
 
   “Oh, aye,” Thom grinned at him, “And I doubt he’s taught them all to anyone. He could cause bloody mayhem in this garrison if he felt like it. It’d probably take the whole damned lot of us to stop him, too.”
 
   “Ha! Do you remember when Red used to test the defences of the garrison, Thom?” Bryn grinned at Karl’s surprise as Thom laughed.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



 36. “…orders to stop him…”
 
    
 
   Karl had to ask.
 
   “What do you mean ‘he tested the defences of the garrison’?”
 
   “When he first came here, he, um… it seems that he mentioned to Captain Johan that he didn’t think much of garrison security. He thought his old Gran would have no trouble at all in getting in and having her evil way with anyone she chose… I’ve always thought I’d like to meet her,” Thom tried not to laugh again at the memory. The stories of Rowan were legion and most of the ones that didn’t involve Messton or Trill were comical.
 
   Karl’s eyes widened.
 
   “So what did Captain Johan do?”
 
   “He decided to see if his new Lieutenant was right. So he had Red locked outside the Gate, with a full Watch on duty with orders to stop him. Not to injure him of course, but otherwise he was fair game…” Thom had to laugh, despite his best intentions, “By the time the Captain got back to his office, Red was on his doorstep waiting for him.”
 
   “You’re joking.”
 
   “No. And nobody saw him come in or saw how he did it. It was broad bloody daylight.”
 
   “Bloody Hells. So how did he do it?”
 
   Thom and Bryn shrugged.
 
   “Just up a tree and over the wall, apparently. Seems he didn’t want to get dirty going through the dungeons or the sewers,” Bryn chuckled, “Well, Captain Johan took up the challenge in earnest then. His troops were at least going to keep out a man that they knew was coming, or he’d know the reason why. After all, if we couldn’t manage that, what hope would we have against an unexpected attack? Not that anyone was dreaming there’d be one, of course.”
 
   “So tell me more…” Karl was fascinated.
 
   “The Captain had some trees chopped back and then he stepped up the garrison’s training, lectured us on preparedness and vigilance and complacency, and he beefed up the Watch… the next time Red came over the wall, he ‘killed’ fifteen men and ‘disabled’ a dozen more. Then he sat on the roof of Captain Johan’s office until somebody noticed him.”
 
   Thom had to take over again as Bryn laughed helplessly.
 
   “It got to be a game between them, I think. Captain Johan was determined to stop him and they were both determined to get the garrison better prepared and more watchful, more alert. And it built a… a real sense of camaraderie between us all too.” Thom grinned at his friend. “Gods, Rowan was a cheeky bugger. He’d come from bloody nowhere, tap you on the shoulder and say, ‘Sorry, lad. I’ve just cut your throat’, or ‘stabbed you in the back’, or however he’d decided to kill you off. It certainly made you more alert and it made you watch your mates’ backs too. That was the idea, of course. Sheer genius, really.”
 
   “Did you ever manage to stop him?”
 
   “No,” Thom shook his head, “After a while he said he thought we could probably stop his Gran, and maybe his sister, but we never did bloody stop him. We finally managed to catch him a couple of times, but…”
 
   Karl waited patiently until the laughter subsided again and his friends wiped their eyes.
 
   “I was in one of the squads that caught him as he came around the Parade Ground to the Captain’s office. We knew that he wouldn’t just come with us quietly, but… Beldar’s bloody breeks! He ‘killed’ the lot of us, except me. He said he wouldn’t kill a recruit, so he, um… ‘broke my leg’ instead.”
 
   “Gods! How many of you were there?”
 
   “Eight.”
 
   “Was he armed?”
 
   “Umm, not exactly. He had a bloody broom that he’d found somewhere… in the stables, I suppose. Lucky for us it wasn’t a damned pitchfork. He used the thing like a quarterstaff, had five of us down before we knew what was what and then he disarmed one of the lads and used his sabre to ‘kill’ the rest. We simply couldn’t bloody stop him. Of course, I was only a recruit, but the rest of the squad certainly weren’t.”
 
   “He ‘disabled’ me a couple of times too,” Bryn said, “Suddenly there he was and he asked me very politely if I’d prefer to be killed, or crippled, or tied up and humiliated?”
 
   “Not much of a choice! What did you choose?”
 
   “I chose what Red said he’d choose himself. Tying up and humiliating. A bit of embarrassment never killed anyone, he said, and when you get over it you get to live another day in some comfort. He said you can’t do that if you can’t walk, or you’ve been blinded, and you sure as hell can’t do it if your neck’s been broken, no matter how big a hero folk say you are.” Bryn was serious for a moment. “And he was right.”
 
   “Didn’t he say something about you having a chance to get out of your bonds and save the garrison too?” Thom said.
 
   “Ha! Aye, he did. He said I could still be a bloody hero if I was truly set on the idea and quick enough about it. Not that I ever was, he can tie knots like nobody I’ve ever known,” Bryn grinned. “Do you remember the night he ‘killed’ the entire Watch and ‘murdered’ the Commandant, Thom? He left an axe beside the old boy’s bed and a note of apology for his wife… and a pumpkin on Captain Johan’s desk labelled ‘Commandant’s head’.”
 
   Karl stared at him in amazement.
 
   “You’re making things up now!”
 
   “No, truly. The old bastard was furious, of course, but the rest of us fell about laughing when we heard. Of course we got a hell of a bollocking about it, for not catching Red and stopping him. ‘A bloody disgraceful effort’, the old boy reckoned. It was worth it, though.”
 
   “Shame he didn’t really murder the old bugger,” Thom said grimly.
 
   “Aye, it surely was,” Bryn agreed soberly. He brightened again though. “Red could even get out of the garrison when it was in lockdown. He could climb anything and he was so damned quick and so quiet about it that we simply couldn’t stop him. One of the sergeants used to run a book on how long it’d take him to get from the dungeons to the Gate and knock politely to be let in again.”
 
   “Dear Gods. And Captain Johan encouraged it?”
 
   “Not the gambling. But aye, he wanted the garrison kept on its toes and it was a good way to do it. Sometimes he’d send in others to do the job and sometimes he’d even go with Red, so he could see the weak points in the defence. They were a damned good team, too. Unstoppable.”
 
   **********
 
   “And do you remember when he came in disguise, Thom?”
 
   Bryn and Thom looked at each other again and laughed uproariously.
 
   Karl rolled his eyes and sighed.
 
   “What the hell do you mean?” he hissed, “Stop bloody laughing and tell the damned story or I’ll have to box your stupid ears for you, you giggling idiots!”
 
   Bryn and Thom laughed a bit more, but pulled themselves together when Karl looked likely to make good on his threat.
 
   “Sorry, Karl. Sorry,” Bryn finally managed, “Captain Johan and Red decided to change things a bit. Sort of up the ante a bit, I suppose. So he disguised himself a couple of times too.”
 
   Karl frowned as he thought about it. Rowan was a tall, powerful man and that wasn’t easy to hide. He’d had long red hair too, and that would’ve been hard to disguise as well. Hmm… unless he posed as a woman… but very few men could really carry that off effectively. And of course that brought him right back to Rowan’s size… and his tattoos.
 
   “So tell me,” he said, intrigued.
 
   “Let’s just say that he makes a bloody lovely woman!” Thom chuckled.
 
   “How the hell could he get away with that? He’s so tall and his shoulders are a lot broader than mine,” Karl said, “Surely he’d look like a… a pantomime Dame, wouldn’t he?”
 
   Thom and Bryn shrugged.
 
   Bryn had been on the Watch the day that Captain Johan had come to tell them to be extra attentive to visitors, as Rowan was going to try to come into the garrison in disguise.
 
   **********
 
   “Give everyone the hairy eyeball, lads! Everyone!” Johan said with a grin. 
 
   “Aye, Sir. We’ll catch him this time, Sir. Or try very bloody hard to, anyway,” Duty Sergeant Albet Stellsen said, hoping that this might be the time the new and very wily young Lieutenant was caught. It was a good idea, testing the preparedness of the garrison like this, but so far young Red was proving to be almost impossible to stop.
 
   “Good. He’s a clever bugger, so keep a good eye out.”
 
   The time had passed uneventfully, though the Watch had given all visitors to the garrison a more than usually thorough inspection. Most were known personally to someone or other on the Watch, and those that weren’t were questioned carefully. One of the local merchants hadn’t been impressed with the increased security, though.
 
   “What the hell are you stupid buggers on about now? You’ve known me for bloody years, Jamie!” he’d said fiercely as the Guardsmen inspected his load of foodstuffs carefully and asked his new young apprentice a few searching questions that he felt were totally unnecessary.
 
   “Aye, I have too, but…” Trooper James Pernell replied nervously.
 
   The Duty Sergeant hurried over.
 
   “Just doing our job, Sir,” he said, “I’m sorry to inconvenience you.”
 
   “Do you think the lad’s going to blow the bloody garrison up, is that it? Don’t be any damned sillier than you can help!”
 
   Albet looked at the apprentice: a skinny little lad of perhaps fifteen, with short scraggly sandy hair and pale blue eyes. No, he most certainly wasn’t Rowan, unless the man was a bloody genius at disguise.
 
   “No, Sir. In you go now, Sir. My apologies for any inconvenience to you,” he said, waving them through the Gate.
 
   A shout of mingled anger and hilarity came from the direction of the Captain’s office as the merchant’s cart headed off to the back of the kitchens.
 
   “Sergeant Stellsen! Over here, please!”
 
   Bloody Hells! the Sergeant thought. What have I done now? He hurried over to the Captain’s office to find the man himself standing on the verandah with a sturdy-looking washerwoman beside him. What the Hell?
 
   “Did you admit this… er… lady earlier, Sergeant?” Johan asked mildly.
 
   Albet looked the woman over. Tallish, a bit humpbacked, solidly built as most washerwomen seemed to be, a basket full of laundry balanced on her plump hip… she seemed unremarkable. Her hair was a sort of dusty brownish colour, piled untidily under a lacy linen cap; her ample dress was clean but well patched, with a demure neckline and long sleeves and she wore a vast knitted shawl around her strong shoulders.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” he replied, puzzled, “She came in with the other ladies about… oh, twenty minutes ago, Sir.”
 
   He recalled one of the troopers saying the only thing the washerwomen could talk about was their aching feet and their damned grandchildren that wanted to be Guardsmen too.
 
   Johan nodded.
 
   “Ah. You didn’t notice anything… unusual… about her?”
 
   Albet suddenly had a bad feeling about this.
 
   “No, Sir,” he said sadly.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Sergeant. Neither did I until the bugger got the laughs.”
 
   Albet sighed and looked more closely at the woman’s slightly grubby face. She brushed a bit of hair out of her eyes and winked at him, smiled a gap-toothed smile, then stood to her full height and stretched her cramped back.
 
   “Bloody Hells! ‘Tis damned hard on the back, doing that,” Rowan said.
 
   Albet gaped at the sudden stunning transformation from washerwoman to Lieutenant Rowan in a dress. Johan had already seen it himself, but he still thought it was amazing.
 
   “How the hell did you do that, Sir?” Albet managed.
 
   Rowan shrugged as he thought about it.
 
   “The real secret’s in the walk, I think. But apart from that… a bit of dirt in the hair and on the face, a blacked-out tooth, a nice lacy cap and a hell of a lot of hairpins, and a good big frock with room for a bit of judicious padding. And I’m lucky we foresters don’t have hairy chests, I suppose,” Rowan smiled happily, “Oh, and I had to slump a bit and cover up the tattoos, and try not to make eye contact. And choose an occupation that gives a woman calluses. All laundry ladies have rough hands, poor creatures.”
 
   Johan and Albet glanced quickly at Rowan’s hands. They were certainly callused, just as their own hands were, but Rowan’s hands were long-fingered and not as broad and heavy-looking as theirs and they didn’t appear out of place on a good-sized woman.
 
   “Gods, Rowan!” Johan said, “I still can’t believe it. I know you said you thought you’d be able to do it, but…”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. I wasn’t sure I could pull it off, but ‘twasn’t quite as hard as I’d thought, to be truthful. As I say, the secret’s in the walk. Get that right, and the rest of it more or less right, and… job’s done, Sir, with all respect to the Watch.”
 
   Johan nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Show us this walk then, lad,” he said.
 
   “Aye, Sir.”
 
   Rowan frowned in thought, then slumped his back and rounded his shoulders and lowered his head as if exhausted. Instantly he was a washerwoman, stumbling along wearily with her heavy load. ‘She’ reached up and brushed her hair out of her face, sighed and mumbled about being worked to the bone by these useless lumps of Guardsmen and their damned dirty socks, then walked away with her basket on her hip, her tired feet aching.
 
   Even knowing that ‘she’ was Rowan, Johan and Albet blinked in astonishment and shook their heads.
 
   **********
 
   “Bugger me!” Karl said as he tried to picture it. “Did he do that often?”
 
   Bryn shook his head, remembering.
 
   “No. He was pretty busy with everything else he was doing. But the best time was when he… he pretended he was his sister… He really does make a lovely woman if he sets his mind to it,” he dissolved in helpless laughter again. 
 
   Karl thought very seriously about boxing his friend’s ears if he didn’t get a bit more control of himself.
 
   “Idiot!” he said, “Did he truly do that?”
 
   Thom spoke up quickly.
 
   “Aye, he did. It’s true, I swear it! He… he just walked up to the Gate and… one of our friends, Jaxon, was on the Watch that day… of course they’d all been warned to keep an extra good watch out, to be more alert…”
 
   **********
 
   Recruit Jaxon Tull was on the day Watch and he was taking his duties very, very seriously. He was determined that Lieutenant Rowan wouldn’t get past him, even if he did somehow manage to get past his colleagues. He was such a distinctive looking man, how the hell could he possibly…?
 
   Jaxon’s attention was taken by a tall, beautiful woman who was coming towards the Gate. Oh, she was a stunner, and not in a cheap, gaudy way. No, she was demurely dressed in a dark blue dress that flattered her slim figure, with a matching cape swirling from her shoulders. Her hair was auburn, tumbling well past her waist in loose waves. Hang on a minute, Jaxon thought, just as the same thought crossed Duty Sergeant Orson’s mind.
 
   “Ha! Here he comes, I think, lads! Be careful now. He’s a wily bugger, for all that he’s a bloody hopeless liar,” Orson hissed.
 
   The woman came closer.
 
   “Er… Lieutenant Rowan doesn’t walk like that, Sarge!” somebody whispered.
 
   No, he certainly didn’t walk with a slight sway of the hips and body like that. His was the oddly graceful but decidedly masculine walk of a great hunting cat.
 
   “Keep your wits about you! She’s certainly not Wirran, with red hair like that! Who the hell else could it be?”
 
   The woman detoured to a little flowering shrub. She bent over and plucked a flower and tucked it into her magnificent hair. Then she straightened up and smiled at the gawking Guardsmen, and walked towards them.
 
   Gods! If that really IS the Lieutenant, he makes a bloody beautiful woman, Orson thought as he hastily pulled himself together.
 
   “Good day, my lady,” he said cautiously.
 
   “A good day to you, Sir,” the woman said in a soft contralto and the accent of Sian, “I’m hoping you might be able to help me, please…”
 
   “Certainly, my lady,” Orson said, surprised to hear the accent as he knew that Rowan was an excellent mimic. “What can I do to assist you today?”
 
   Up close the woman was very beautiful, with clear pale skin, lovely high cheekbones and full lips with perhaps a touch of glossy colour on them. Her hair gleamed brightly in the sun and her unusual coloured eyes were fringed with long dark lashes. She looked straight at the Duty Sergeant and held out a daintily gloved hand.
 
   “My name is Rose dalla Glyn del’Quist,” she said, “My brother, Rowan d’Rhys, is stationed here. I thought… I wondered if I might be able to, er, to see him. If he’s not too busy…?” her voice trailed away charmingly as she realised the enormity of her request.
 
   Orson stared at her more closely as he automatically took the proffered hand. He knew that Rowan had a sister, had in fact seen her at the garrison when some of Rowan’s kin had been visiting not long after his appointment. She’d looked very, very like this lovely lady whose hand he was still shaking.
 
   He hastily released the hand, noting that the grip had been firm but not untoward and the hand itself wasn’t overly large. He risked a glance at the woman’s slim but shapely body, hoping not to give offence if she really was Red Rowan’s sister.
 
   Her long blue dress was modestly cut, long-sleeved and full-skirted and Orson could just see the tips of her shiny black boots peeping from under the hem. Not overly big feet for a tall woman, he thought. He saw that a bone-handled clan knife hung at the lady’s hip, as was proper for a forester woman. A wispy lace scarf filled in most of her décolletage and a well-cut cloak swung from her shoulders in heavy folds. Her hair seemed to be a few shades more fiery than Lieutenant Rowan’s, but it was hard to be certain without seeing them side-by-side. A faint scent of violets surrounded her.
 
   Orson gulped. He didn’t know. He truly didn’t know, and he couldn’t see how he could be certain without causing unpardonable offence to the lady.
 
   “Er… your brother is Red Rowan, my lady? The… er, er, the Champion, I mean?” he managed.
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid so,” she laughed with a very attractive throaty chuckle, “But if the silly bugger’s not here, or running about waving a sword or something…”
 
   Orson glanced at his men, saw they were as befuddled as he was himself, and made his decision.
 
   “Do you have any identification, my lady?”
 
   Jaxon’s jaw dropped at the request. He hastily shut his mouth.
 
   The woman looked surprised, then smiled a little wickedly. “Well, no, apart from my face. I’m told we look a lot alike, except when Rowan’s got a beard of course. Got the same eyes, they say,” her green-brown eyes sparkled with merriment, “Or… well, I could show you my clan tattoo, I suppose… ‘Tis like his only smaller, but ‘tis in a, um, place that’s not usually on display…” she looked down at her chest and plucked at her lacy scarf.
 
   Great bloody Hells! Orson and the rest of the Watch blushed to a man and turned their heads away.
 
   “No, no, my lady! That’s not necessary! Not necessary at all!” Orson managed, shocked to the core as every decent Wirran man would be. “I… I, er… I think he’s out working his horses, but, um… he shouldn’t be long. Perhaps you could wait in the, er… the Officers’ Mess, my lady. Recruit Jaxon will take you there and see that you’re comfortable…” he turned to the lad quickly, “Jaxon! Take Lady Rose to the Officers’, get her a nice cup of tea and…”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant. I’d love a nice cup of tea. But maybe I could have a quick word with Captain Johan while I wait for that useless brother of mine. I’m sure I just saw him go into his office,” Rose said with a smile. “I’ve not seen him for months, but I’m sure he’d remember me and I don’t think he’d mind…”
 
   “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind either, my lady,” Orson said gallantly, knowing full well that the Captain would not only remember her, but would be delighted to see Rowan’s beautiful sister again. He gave Jaxon new instructions and sighed slightly as the recruit strutted away importantly, Rose walking easily at his side.
 
   She turned her head and winked at him, waggled her shapely hips in a most unladylike manner, and headed for the Captain’s office. Orson felt his jaw drop and his heart sink as the knowledge he’d just been utterly HAD hit him with full force. He resolved to never, ever, under any circumstances, play cards with Lieutenant Rowan. 
 
   **********
 
   “Great bloody Hells!” Karl said reverently, “Did he really, honestly…?”
 
   “… Wear a dress and shamelessly charm the day Watch? Oh, aye, he truly did. And, you know, I don’t think any of them ever really recovered from it. Poor Jaxon blushed every time he saw Red after that.”
 
   Karl stared at his friends and began to laugh. Thom and Bryn were already chuckling happily and the merriment went on for quite a while.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



37. “… too young, too inexperienced.”
 
    
 
   “He was unconventional, that’s for sure, but all the same Red Rowan truly was the best damned Captain either of us has ever served under, Karl,” Thom said when he finally pulled himself together again, “He was firm, but fair, and he had the garrison very fit and well trained, ready and able to face anything. He didn’t mess about, and you always knew where you stood with him. He never held a grudge against anyone who’d done the wrong thing, and he never asked us to do anything that he wasn’t prepared to do himself.”
 
   “Mind you, he didn’t put up with any nonsense, and you underestimated him at your peril, but he… well, he just inspired confidence and loyalty in us. He respected us and believed in us, in what we could do… and then he made us feel that we could do anything,” Bryn shrugged, “I’ve never been at another garrison where there was such a feeling of camaraderie and respect. Respect that went both ways, like that.”
 
   Thom nodded, serious for once.
 
   “Aye, and that’s why the Den Siddon men did so well at Messton. While all the other troops were falling apart as their leaders fell, he kept us together,” he said, “And he gathered the others to him, gave them hope again…”
 
   “ And he was happy to share his skills with anyone, too,” Bryn added, “He taught us to ride, you know…”
 
   “You amaze me. He would have been, what… 2i/c then?”
 
   “Aye, he was, but he still helped out with classes even as Captain. Said he wasn’t having anyone in his garrison who couldn’t stay on a horse come hell or high water, and without pulling at its mouth. That’s why Kendall Lorrissen found himself in the first-year recruits’ riding class after he was demoted. And maybe to teach him a bit of humility too.”
 
   “What! The Commandant wouldn’t have liked that, would he?” Karl gasped.
 
   “No, he wasn’t pleased. He stormed into the Mess when Red was at lunch, shouting and waving his arms about… apparently Red just saluted and took him down to the stables and showed him the damage to the mare,” Thom said with another smile, “Look, give the old bastard his due, he liked horses and he was upset when he saw the poor mare: her mouth was torn and her flanks and shoulders and back were cut and bleeding. Even if the horse was a bugger of a thing, it didn’t deserve that. The old boy was suddenly very quiet after that.”
 
   “And is Rowan truly a Horse Master?” Karl wanted to know.
 
   His friends nodded.
 
   “Aye, Karl, he truly is. He’s a damned good rider and a fine trainer, he can make horses dance, but it’s more than that. Just go into the stables with him sometime, see what happens…” Bryn never ceased to be fascinated as the horses turned to watch Rowan.
 
   “You still call Rowan ‘Red’…” Karl said thoughtfully.
 
   His friends nodded.
 
   “Aye… the whole garrison does. He’ll always be Red Rowan to us here, and to those who were at Messton,” Bryn said quietly. “He gave all he had for us and then he gave a bit more… he damned nearly died of the lung fever after he got back to Sian… they say that’s why his hair’s silver now…”
 
   Rowan had never bothered to correct this fallacy. It was partly true anyway.
 
   **********
 
   “Thom, you and Bryn were both there at Messton… ” Karl had had a broken wrist when the muster had been called and he’d been unable to go with the others from his garrison. It’d hurt at the time, being left behind, but now he could see how lucky he’d really been. Very few of Den Tor’s troopers and none of their Cadets had returned. “Look, I’ve heard the tales, like everyone has… and after sparring with Rowan today, I can believe them a bit more…” he hesitated, knowing his friends didn’t like to talk about Messton much. They seemed happy enough about it today though.
 
    “You know, Karl, Red always says that he’s only playing games with his sabre now. I don’t mean he doesn’t take it seriously, exactly, but…” Thom shrugged, “If you’d seen him at Messton, you’d know that he’s telling the truth. He was just… utterly devastating. Unstoppable. And an inspiration to all of us who were following him. He was incredible, truly. We couldn’t believe that he wasn’t named Troop Commander.”
 
   “Do you know why he wasn’t? He was Captain of Den Siddon, dual Champion… what else did they want? I mean no disrespect to Captain Yianni, but…”
 
   Thom and Bryn glanced at each other for a moment. This had been a very sore point with the Den Siddon men, though Rowan himself had seemed unconcerned. He’d simply told his men to stop their whingeing and get on with the job they’d been given. And of course that’s what they’d done. 
 
   “Well, apparently the other Captains all wanted Red,” Thom said, “As you say, Captain of Den Siddon, Champion, Weapons Master, and a damned good leader too… but it seems the Commandant, may he writhe in unspeakable agony forever, he wasn’t having it. Said Rowan was too young, too inexperienced, and a mere competition swordsman who might go to pieces in battle,” Thom said something unrepeatable about the Commandant and his ancestors as Karl stared at him in amazement.
 
   “He called Rowan a… a what? A ‘mere competition swordsman’? He’s the bloody dual Champion!” he said, outraged at the mere thought of such an insult.
 
   “Aye, unbelievable, isn’t it? Gods, Red put up with a lot from that bloody man,” Thom shook his head. “And of course you don’t get named Weapons Master if you go to pieces at the sight of a sabre or axe or anything else coming your way. We’re lucky to see one in a generation.”
 
   “Aye, that’s true. So what did Rowan do? What did he say?”
 
   “Well, we weren’t there of course, but apparently he simply smiled at the Commandant, agreed that he had in fact won a few competitions as every man there had, and politely pointed out that none of them had any experience with battle either, but naturally he would support whoever the Commandant chose,” Bryn said, “Pity he didn’t take the old bastard outside and show him just exactly what a ‘mere competition swordsman’ could do.”
 
   To the troopers, Rowan’s incredible display against Rollo at his second Trophy was a cherished part of his legend.
 
   “Aye, it truly was,” Thom agreed bitterly.  “Anyway, the word was that Captain Yianni himself protested, said that Rowan should lead the Troop, but the old bastard was adamant. So Yianni had the gold sash and Rowan had a red sash like all of the other Captains. I remember he used it as a sling when his arm was injured.”
 
   “And… and they say that the Commandant pulled his sabre on Rowan when he realised it was him leading the men home from Messton…” Karl had never known whether to believe this incredible insult to Rowan and his wounded troopers or not, but after what his friends had just said…
 
   “Aye, he did,” Thom said slowly, “Rowan was exhausted and badly hurt, only keeping going on courage and sheer bloodymindedness, I think, but for just a moment I thought he’d kill the Commandant there and then. He’d have handled him, too. Truly, I believe nothing could have stopped him that day.”
 
   “I think he could have handled him too, but… well, I’ve always thought Red realised how volatile things were in the garrison,” Bryn said thoughtfully, “If the Commandant had touched him, there’d have been a bloody riot. So he just unhorsed him before the old bastard could have a swing at him.”
 
   Thom grinned.
 
   “And then he gave him a couple of kicks where they’d do the most good. He didn’t even draw his sabre until after that, just to keep the old bugger quiet while he spoke to the men. No, he was unstoppable.”
 
   “But… but what would you have done if he’d…?”
 
   “If he’d been killed in the battle?” Thom shook his head. “We’d have made the bastards pay for killing him, just as we made them pay for killing so many of us. We’d never have shamed him by falling apart too.”
 
   “Aye. He said he’d come back and haunt us if we gave up just because something happened to him. Daft bugger,” Bryn smiled slightly, “But he was simply extraordinary. Nobody could stand against him. He was knocked from his horse, but we’d got separated from him by then, we didn’t actually see it… but we heard a great groan from the men with him. They were sure he’d been killed. It… it seemed as if everything stood still for a few moments… it sounds daft, I know, but…” Bryn shrugged again.
 
   “And then Rollo’s men were screaming and trying to get away and Rowan and Mica galloped straight at them and through them,” Thom continued quietly. “Rowan’s arm was useless, streaming blood. You’ve seen the damned great scar there… I don’t know how the hell he got back on the horse and kept going, but he did. And… and the men shouted his name… ‘Red Rowan’… it… it sent shivers up my spine then and it still does now, when I think of it… and it put new heart into all of us.”
 
   “I’d sell my old Gran to be half the Captain that Rowan was, Karl, to be half as respected and admired by my men. We thought he was… wonderful,” Bryn said, “We truly thought he could do anything, and nothing that happened at Messton or after it has ever made me think otherwise.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



38. “The problem is easily fixed, my lord.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, Rowan lad, I'm glad to run into you. Bella wants to see you,” Fess said one morning as they were both on the way to the stables.  
 
   “Bella wants to see me, Fess? Now?”  Rowan looked at his old friend in surprise. “What does she want, do you know?”
 
   Fess shook his head and tried to look innocent.
 
   “No idea...  I don't think it's anything urgent though,” he said.
 
   Rowan looked at him sceptically.
 
   “Fess... I know us foresters are the world's worst liars...” They were, too. Completely hopeless at it. “....  But that doesn't mean we don't know when someone else is being, um...  frivolous with the truth. Out with it.”
 
   “I don't know what you mean!” Fess said indignantly.
 
   “Fess, lad, it wouldn't do if the Captain of Den Siddon was picked up bodily and turned upside down in front of all his troopers, would it? Just as all his troopers came into the stables, perhaps?”
 
   Fess stared at Rowan. He might be a truly pathetic liar, but he could look innocent and harmless with the best of them. And Fess knew that his friend could do exactly what he’d suggested, too, if the mood took him. He laughed.
 
   “No, it wouldn't do, would it? Dammit. But it's more than my life's worth to tell you, Rowan. Truly, Bella would...”
 
   “Turn you upside down and hang you by your braces in that tree over there? In, let’s say, the next couple of minutes?”
 
   Fess closed his eyes for a moment. Bloody Hells, he thought. I can't win either way. He opened his eyes again to see that Rowan's face was alight with laughter.
 
   “I'm truly sorry, Fess, but Bella's not here right now and I am. Out with it, laddie.”
 
   “But, Rowan...”
 
   Rowan picked him up off the ground with no trouble at all and flipped him over his shoulder.
 
   “Rowan!”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow at him and bunched his muscles as he prepared to turn his friend upside down as he’d threatened.
 
   “Put me down, you bloody fool! I'll tell you all I know.”
 
   Rowan put him back on the ground, straightened his uniform for him and smiled.
 
   “Thank you. Now, ‘twasn't so hard, was it?  So, what is this big bloody secret that you and Bella have cooked up?”
 
   “It’s nothing to do with me! I'm just the poor fool who's passing on the message! All right, all right...” Fess said as Rowan looked at him consideringly. “Bella wants to take you... I’m truly sorry to say it, lad… shopping...”
 
   “What! Why...?”
 
   “It's something to do with the Ball... The Champion's Ball, you idiot!” Fess said as Rowan looked blank.
 
   “The Champion’s Ball? But why would I...  Dammit! I told her I'd go, didn't I?” He had, too, in a weak moment. How could he possibly have thought she'd forget?
 
   **********
 
   Commandant Telli certainly wasn’t as fond of Galas and Balls as his predecessor had been, but there were some that were simply unavoidable and the Year’s Turn and Mid Winter Balls came into that category. Rowan had managed to miss the Year’s Turn Ball, but he faced a lot of opposition to his plans to do the same at Midwinter. Bella was the most vocal.
 
   “But why not, Rowan? You like dancing, and you’re damned good at it, and Fess and I’ll protect you from the matchmakers, and the Gods know you’ve got nothing better to do in the middle of bloody winter!” she said, exasperated by his complete lack of interest.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I’ve got no reason to give to you, Bella, but I’m not going,” he said.
 
   “You bloody stubborn bugger. Don’t think you’ve heard the last of it,” she frowned at him, “And what about the Champion’s Ball, after the Trophy? You must go to that.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow at her and smiled.
 
   “Must I, indeed? And what exactly will happen to me if I don’t?”
 
   Fess winced and shook his head slowly. They were sitting around in the Captain’s Cottage after a fine supper that Bella had cooked; the children were in bed and the conversation had turned to the upcoming Ball. Fess knew that Bella had no hope at all of changing Rowan’s mind if he didn’t want it changed, but she was a feisty little woman and up for the challenge.
 
   “I’ll bloody shake you until your teeth rattle and I’ll nag you until your ears drop off!” she said fiercely.
 
   Rowan smiled at her again, knowing it would infuriate her more.
 
   “I’ll look forward to it, Bella love,” he said. He laughed at her and decided he’d teased her enough. “All right, I’ll go to the cursed Champion’s Ball if it means that Fess and I’ll get a bit of peace in the meantime. But I’m not going to the Mid Winter Ball… that’s the best I can do for you.”
 
   She took a deep breath. Truly, Rowan could be the most aggravating man when he set his mind to it, she thought.
 
   “But you promise me that you’ll go to the Champion’s Ball and you won’t moan and complain about it?”
 
   “Nothing was said about not moaning!” Rowan laughed again, “Oh, all right, love, I promise. I’ll go to the Champion’s Ball and I won’t whinge. I promise I’ll behave myself.”
 
   “Just as well for you, young man,” Bella said darkly. She smiled suddenly. “And now that’s all settled, do you think you two loafers might be able to fit in another bit of apple pie? It seems a shame to leave that little bit that’s left.”
 
   Fess and Rowan looked at each other and quickly agreed, glad to change the topic to anything else at all.
 
   **********
 
   But on Mid Winter’s Night Rowan changed his mind. He heard the folk rattling up to the Ball Room in their carriages, heard the troopers laughing as they ran down the steps of the barracks and out into the snow, and he heard the music… and he decided perhaps he’d go to the Ball after all. He hurried up to the battlements and found the Duty Sergeant, Bryn Harssen as it turned out. Bryn laughed, left his corporal in charge for a few minutes and hurried back with the trousers of his dress uniform over his arm.
 
   “But they’ll be too short for you, Rowan, and a bit roomy too,” he said as he handed them over, “And what about a jacket?”
 
   “Don’t worry, Bryn lad. I’ll think of something,” Rowan laughed, “If they don’t like what I’m wearing they can always throw me out.”
 
   Bryn and the corporal thought that was very funny.
 
   “I’d like to see that, Rowan. Give me a whistle when they start, won’t you?” Bryn said with a grin.
 
   Bella and Fess finished their dance and headed back to the table they were sharing with Telli and his wife, Beatrice, and some local and visiting dignitaries. They were most surprised to see Rowan sitting there quietly waiting for them. He smiled at them, and stood and bowed elegantly as they came over.
 
   Bella’s eyes widened as she took in his attire. He’d solved the problem of Bryn’s trousers by the simple expedient of tightening his belt and tucking the too-short legs into the beautiful black boots the g’Hakken had made for him on his last visit to them. She could just see a glimpse of a creamy silk shirt under his well-made, well-fitting and almost new silver-studded black leather jacket, and for some reason best known to Rowan himself he’d left the last twelve inches or so of his hair unbraided so that it fell in gleaming waves past his hips. He looked oddly exotic among the Guardsmen’s dress uniforms and the brocades and velvets of the guests, but he looked magnificent.
 
   “Rowan…!” she managed, “What are you doing here? And why didn’t they announce you?”
 
   “I changed my mind,” he shrugged, “And they… um, didn’t notice me come in, I suppose.” He didn’t mention that he’d simply come through the back way. “Might I have the pleasure of dancing with your charming wife, Captain?” he added politely.
 
   Fess laughed, delighted that his friend was there to liven things up a bit.
 
   “Aye, why not, you cheeky bugger,” he said.
 
   Rowan turned to Bella, bowed again, and kissed her hand.
 
   “You silly bugger, Rowan,” she smiled at him, “You don’t have to bow to me. I know it irritates you.”
 
   “Of course I do, Bella. I don’t want to set a bad example to the other lads here,” he said, “Good manners never hurt anyone.” 
 
   Bella could feel more and more people looking at them as she and Rowan went back to the centre of the dance floor and began to dance. It’d been a long time since Rowan had graced a Ball here, but the townsfolk were delighted to see him there again. She looked up at him and smiled. He was as graceful and light footed as he’d ever been and he’d remembered the steps too. 
 
   “Rowan…? You said you weren’t coming…”
 
   “I told you. I changed my mind. You’re a beautiful dancer, Bella, so why should all of these louts here get to dance with you and me miss out? It didn’t seem right,” he laughed.
 
   “I’m surprised you can even remember the steps,” she said.
 
   “So am I, a bit. Perhaps it’s like riding a horse, and you never really forget.”
 
   “You know there might be some folk offended by your outfit, don’t you? Not me… I think you look wonderful, but … well, the new mayor has already upset folk here tonight. He insulted Master Tailor Darius and he’s the Head of the Tailors’ Guild. Seems the stupid bugger didn’t like Darius’s formal robes, and in fact doesn’t like anything that’s not Wirran.”
 
   Rowan wasn’t worried for himself, but he knew the Crellian tailor would have been upset. He made the Guard officers’ dress uniforms and he was a pleasant, inoffensive little man.
 
   “Aye, I can hear the mutterings,” he smiled at her again, “But ‘tisn’t as if I’m wearing my stable clothes.”
 
   Suddenly his head came up at something that Bella hadn’t heard. 
 
   “And what the hell does this… this damned forester mean by insulting us all like this? Attire like that may be all very well in Godsforsaken places like Sian, but it is most certainly not appropriate for the Commandant of the Wirran Guard’s Mid Winter Ball!”
 
   He wasn’t quite sure who’d said it, but he had a damned good idea, from what Bella had said. Yes, Telli was giving that pompous idiot of a mayor a very hard look indeed. Not Bella’s father, this fellow was a relative newcomer to the town.
 
   “Be very careful what you say now, Sir,” Telli was saying, “If you insult that man, you insult all of us here and I would strongly advise you not to be so unwise.”
 
   “Tell me truly, Bella… is this jacket really so disgraceful?” Rowan asked softly.
 
   “No, Rowan love, it isn’t. But you know how narrow some folks minds are, and some of them have nothing else to concern themselves with,” she replied.
 
   He nodded and muttered a word she didn’t know, but she thought she could take a guess at its meaning.
 
   He saw Bella to her seat, kissed her hand and bowed.
 
   She saw the glare the new mayor sent Rowan’s way and said quickly, “Be careful of that man, Rowan. He’s out to cause trouble.”
 
   “Then ‘tis time he learned some manners.”
 
   He turned to Telli.
 
   “Thanks, Telli, but I’m a big lad now,” he said very softly.
 
   He turned to the man who’d spoken and bowed again.
 
   “A good evening to you, my lord,” he said courteously, “I’m so sorry if my jacket or Sergeant Bryn’s trousers have offended you. Which of them is the more reprehensible, do you think? Surely not the trousers, or you’d be offended by more than half of the men here, so… the jacket…” he looked puzzled for a moment and then he smiled happily. “The problem is easily fixed, my lord.” He slipped the jacket off and put it on the back of his chair.
 
   “You can’t be in shirt sleeves at a Ball!” the man spluttered, outraged.
 
   Rowan looked down at him in amazement. Fess had to look away before he disgraced himself by laughing aloud. He’d never known anyone who could manage to look as innocent and honestly bewildered as Rowan could. It was truly wonderful. The only thing that gave him away to those who knew him well was the sparkle of mischief in his eyes.
 
   “Can I not, my lord?” as if you’re going to bloody stop me, Rowan thought. You’ll be lucky if I don’t throw you out naked into the snow. “I do beg your pardon, my lord. I’m astounded that you might find my shirt to be as offensive as my jacket, though I realise now that that is truly disgusting and I’ll be having words with those who made it. Well, now… it seems I must remove the shirt too, or go home to bed, and truly, I’m enjoying the Commandant’s hospitality so much tonight that I’d hate to do that, so…” he shrugged and began to undo his shirt buttons.
 
   Telli and Fess rose to their feet as one and removed their jackets. All of the Guardsmen in the room hastily followed suit.
 
   Rowan looked around in surprise.
 
   “You know we’ve always got your back, laddie, especially with bloody rude buggers like that one. Now, for the Gods’ sakes, dance with Beatrice before she nags me again,” Telli said, with a very hard look at the flabbergasted mayor.
 
   Rowan smiled happily as he bowed again.
 
   “Might I have the honour of dancing with your lovely wife, Commandant?” he asked.
 
   “Rowan, you bloody ratbag! Mind you, that horrible little man deserved it; he’s upset everyone here who’s not Wirran. Seems he doesn’t like their attire for some reason, the pompous idiot,” Beatrice said with a grin as they floated around the dance floor. She wasn’t a small woman, but she was as light on her feet as a young girl. “I don’t know who elected him as, um, the arbiter of good taste. Oh, and he’s still not happy with you, laddie.”
 
   Rowan smiled at her. He didn’t care if the mayor tied himself in knots.
 
   “Well, there wasn’t much else I could do. It wouldn’t do to flatten the ignorant bugger in the middle of the Ball. But my jacket offended him, so I took it off… and then my shirt was offensive too. What did he want me to do?”
 
   Beatrice laughed at him and shook her head. She’d always had a soft spot for Rowan, ever since she’d first known him as a youngster at Den Sorl.
 
   “I don’t know, laddie. If folk are offended by such a beautiful shirt, then they need to wake up to themselves.”
 
   “Aye, that’s what I think too,” Rowan smiled again, “Rose, my sister, made this shirt. She’d be surprised to think it’s offensive.”
 
   Beatrice looked at the offending shirt. It was creamy silk, beautifully made, loosely fitted and with long full sleeves gathered into a tight cuff. An embroidered band of leafy vines in soft greens and browns coiled around the low stand-up collar and down the front and around the cuffs. It wasn’t something a Wirran man would wear, but it looked superb.
 
   “It’s a truly lovely shirt, Rowan. You tell Rose I said so,” she said.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



39. “… something simple, plain…”
 
    
 
   “Dammit! I told her I'd go, didn't I?”                                          
 
   “Aye, laddie, you did,” it was Fess's turn to smile, “And she's going to see that you're, um..., correctly attired.”
 
   Rowan said something truly reprehensible in Trollish.
 
   “You must teach me that one day, Rowan. It sounds disgusting.” Fess laughed at him. He'd never mastered Trollish as Rowan had, but he did know a few useful words and phrases.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis disgusting too. If I do teach you, you must promise never to say it somewhere a troll might hear you… unless you really want to find yourself flattened, of course. But what do you mean ‘correctly attired’? Can't I just...?” Rowan thought about his wardrobe and remembered the last Ball he’d gone to. No, dammit, he truly didn't have anything that might be considered suitable and he probably shouldn’t upset folk again, fun though it was.  He sighed. “It was a damned sight easier when I only had to struggle with the bloody collar of the dress uniform,” he said unhappily.
 
   “Well, I suppose you could always join up again...”
 
   Rowan looked at him in surprise and shook his head.
 
   “No, I couldn't. Hellfire and bloody damnation. What’s Bella doing today, Fess?”
 
   “Domestics, I think. Washing or cleaning.”
 
   “Then I might as well get it over with, I suppose. It won’t improve with keeping. Have fun at your inspection, Fess.”
 
   “You must be joking, laddie!  But it'll be more fun than... er... shopping...” Fess tried hard not to laugh but he didn't succeed.
 
   Rowan looked at him sourly.
 
   “You don't have to rub my bloody nose in it.” He left Scrap mousing in the stables and headed off for the Captain’s Cottage.
 
   **********
 
   Bella was pleased to see Rowan arrive on the doorstep, but she knew by his unhappy face that Fess must have told him why she wanted to see him.  
 
   “Come on, laddie. It won't be that bad!” she said cheerfully.
 
   “No? I wouldn't count on it, Bella love. What are you going to do with the children? Take them with us?”
 
   “No, no. The boys are off to school and I'll leave Zara and Lyriana with Violet.”
 
   It was washing day, as Fess had foretold. The garrison laundry did most of it, but Bella didn’t trust them with less robust items. Rowan helped her to transfer the wet clothes from the copper into a big trough and then he turned the handle of the mangle for her; finally he helped her to hang out the washing. In a short time they had dropped the little girls off with Cade's wife and they headed down into the town.
 
   “Where to, Bella? Have you got anywhere special in mind?” Rowan asked, trying to dredge up some enthusiasm for the task but finding it difficult.
 
   “Maybe...  Let's just have a look in here first...” They went into a tailor's shop not far from the garrison. There were several of them just along here, and this was one of the very best.
 
   “Hello, Captain. How are you this fine day? And Mrs. Fess too...” Master Tailor Talien, said.  Rowan would always be Captain Rowan to the townsfolk of Den Siddon in the same way as he’d always be Red Rowan to its troopers, and he'd given up arguing about it.
 
   They started looking at fabrics suitable for a gentleman's evening jacket. Or rather, as Bella said to Rowan’s horror, the Champion’s evening jacket. Regardless of the outcome of the upcoming tournament, Rowan would always be the dual Champion, whether he liked the fuss or not, and she was determined that everything should be just so.  Rich velvets, brocades, and satins in all the colours of the rainbow beguiled their eyes, but the further he went, the more dubious Rowan looked.
 
   The tailor showed them sketches of the newest styles, and he even had a couple of jackets made up that he could show them.
 
   “Hmm...  I doubt they'd fit you, Captain,” Talien said, looking at Rowan's broad shoulders, powerfully muscled chest and long strong arms with a discerning eye. Nobody but a forester could possibly consider Rowan was small. “Still, you can get an idea...”
 
   The first jacket was a rich bright blue velvet, padded and quilted on the body and heavily puffed on the shoulders, with tightly fitted sleeves and a froth of lace at throat and cuffs.
 
   “No, I don't think so,” Rowan thought the exaggerated shoulders looked ridiculous and he really couldn't picture himself wearing lace like that. Besides, it would get tangled in his braid and the sleeves would strangle him.
 
   The second coat was a dusty maroon satin cut close to the body and the sleeves were... well, they wouldn't strangle him at least. They were very full, gathered into a tight cuff and they were slashed along most of their length, the slashes being lined with alternating panels of striped gold and green satin.
 
   “Um…” Rowan thought it looked like Scrap had been exercising his claws, though Bella seemed quite taken with it. He thought it might be best to say as little as possible for the moment.
 
   “Perhaps something like this, Captain?”
 
   The third jacket was a sort of combination of the first two, Rowan thought. Longer and with less shape to it than the last one, it was golden coloured satin, quilted on the body, high collared and… yes, Scrap had been busy again on the sleeves. But this time the bright sleeves of an undershirt were pulled through the slashes in great puffs of fabric; the left was red and the right was a bilious shade of green.
 
   “No, Talien. I'm sorry, but I'm not wearing that,” Rowan said, trying to be civil, and straining his excellent manners almost to the limit.
 
   “But Rowan…” Bella began.
 
   “I'm sorry, Bella love, but no. I'm not wearing a jacket with sleeves like that…” he indicated the very fashionable slashed sleeves, “… And I'm not wearing any of those colours either. I'd feel like a bloody clown.”
 
   “But Rowan… It's the latest style,” Bella began.
 
   “It wouldn't have to be quite so bright,” Talien said, “What about… um... let me see, now… dark blue, with lighter blue sleeves? Perhaps green?”
 
   Rowan looked at the truly horrible shade of green in the sleeves of the jacket, raised an eyebrow at both of them and shook his head.
 
   “No. I don't think so,” he looked around at the array of satins, brocades and velvets and sighed. “I'm truly sorry to waste your time, Talien. Thank you.” He turned and headed for the door.
 
   “Rowan! Wait… You can't just…” Bella said, but Rowan had already gone. She rolled her eyes, mumbled an apology to the tailor and hurried after him. She found him nearby, leaning against a tree.
 
   “I'm sorry, Bella.  I didn't mean to embarrass you, but… Can you truly see me in a coat like that, with bloody rips in the sleeves? And the shoulders on that first one were ridiculous,” he shook his head, “No, I'm sorry, but no.”
 
   “It wouldn't have to have... um... slashed sleeves, I suppose,” she said, thinking his shoulders were broad enough without extra padding.
 
   “Would you expect Fess to wear a coat like that, Bella?” The idea was laughable. Fess was a bit more fashion conscious than Rowan, but that was like saying a sloth is faster than a snail.
 
   “Well, he's got his uniform… but no. He'd say exactly the same as you. Dammit! Did Zara have this problem with you?”
 
   He smiled sadly and shook his head. “No. We didn't have to worry about it… I had my dress uniform and that was it, but she always said… maybe that's it! I've got an idea, Bella.”
 
   “And what idea might that be?” Probably something to do with heading down to the river for a bit of fishing, she thought.
 
   “Come and see… I hope the old boy's not away…” he took Bella's hand and headed down a narrow side street.
 
   They stopped at a little shop not far along. It had a single window holding a swathe of silk that glowed deep ruby-red in a patch of sunlight. Piret's.
 
   “Here we are, Bella. Let's see if Marlon's here,” Rowan said with a smile.
 
   Marlon Piret was there. Rowan's father-in-law looked up as the bell on the shop door tinkled. His face lit up and he hurried over and hugged Rowan tightly
 
   “Rowan, it's so good to see you. How are you, laddie?  Training going well? I heard you’d hurt your foot…”
 
   “My foot’s all right now, Marlon. ‘Tis all going well,” Rowan smiled down at the little Thallassian and they exchanged pleasantries for a few minutes before Rowan forced himself back to the business in hand. “But Marlon, as good as it is to see you again, Bella and I’ve come on a mission,” he took a deep breath, “The Champion’s Ball, Marlon. It seems I’ll be thrown out if I wear my leather jacket again…”
 
   “Ha! I’d like to see them try, Rowan.” 
 
   Marlon thought it’d be a wonderful spectacle and he wondered who would in fact be doing the throwing. It certainly wouldn’t be the troopers or any of the townsfolk, and it wouldn’t be that obnoxious little man who’d irritated everyone at the Mid Winter Ball either. He turned to Bella with a smile. “So, little Bella, what are you thinking of?”
 
   “I don’t know, truly. We saw some fabrics and sketches at Talien’s, and a couple of jackets made up too, but…” she shook her head.
 
   “But everything had ragged sleeves that looked like my cat had been stropping his claws on them, and the colours were…” Rowan sighed, “Besides, I truly don’t think I’d be comfortable in satin or velvet or bloody brocade… I thought you might have something more…” he shrugged hopelessly.
 
   Marlon looked at the man who’d made his daughter so very happy, remembered for a moment the dreadful night he’d come to tell them that Zara and their little son had died. He’d been absolutely distraught, but he’d still been worried about how Zara’s parents would cope. Truly, he is a good man, he thought, but he couldn’t imagine him in satin, velvet or brocade either. He frowned thoughtfully.
 
   “Hmm… I think I have just the thing… and I know who should make it up for you too. Master Tailor Darius.” He smiled happily.
 
   “Darius!” Bella exclaimed. “But he makes the officers’ dress uniforms…”
 
   “Yes, he does. And are they not beautifully tailored, beautifully made?”
 
   “Well… yes, but… but Rowan doesn’t want a uniform!” she protested.
 
   Marlon laughed.
 
   “I’m sure he can make something other than uniforms. Just give me a moment while I find this fabric…” he shuffled bolts of silk in beautiful shimmering jewel colours, “No… it’s not here, dammit. Where the hell did I…?” he said a Thallassian word that made Rowan smile, looked guilty for a moment, then disappeared into another little room at the back of the shop. He emerged a few minutes later, triumphant. “It looks like nothing here,” he said, and indeed the bolt of dark fabric in his hands didn’t look very inspiring, “But look at it in the light…”
 
   The subtle dark green of the fabric seemed to glow in the lamplight. It was silk, of course, but a heavy silk of a type that Bella had never seen before. As she moved it in her hands it seemed as if deeper shadows rippled within the weave and then, when seen from a different angle, it shimmered with a subtle misty sheen and showed gleaming hints of russet and gold.
 
   Rowan stared at it in astonishment.
 
   “’Tis like the leaves of the deep forest, with the early morning sunlight coming through them…” he said softly, “You were right, Marlon. This is the one.”
 
   “It’s amazing… I’ve never seen anything like it,” Bella said, fascinated by the play of light and shadow within the weave. It truly was remarkable.
 
   “No, little Bella. There’s not much of this around… shadow silk, they call it. It comes from Astenar, from a little town called Azol. Beautiful, isn’t it?” Marlon smiled at his beloved daughter’s best friend, “Now, let’s see how it looks on him. Stand still please, Rowan, while I just…” he unravelled a length of silk from the bolt and draped it over Rowan’s shoulders and around his chest.
 
   The fabric was heavy enough to drape perfectly and the colour brought out the green in Rowan’s eyes and complemented his silver braid and red and silver beard very well indeed.
 
   Marlon nodded happily.
 
   “I think this was made for you, Rowan my lad,” he said softly, “What do you think, Bella?”
 
   She too nodded slowly. Rowan would probably look good in a hessian sack, but this was simply superb.
 
   “It looks wonderful,” she said.
 
   “And you, Rowan? What do you think of it?”
 
   “’Tis perfect for a forester, Marlon. Perfect for me. But it must be a… a simple style,” he replied slowly. 
 
   “Yes. That’s why I think Darius is the man for you. Wait a moment while I close the shop and I shall come with you,” Marlon said.
 
   They set off for the shop of Master Tailor Darius, with Bella and Marlon happily discussing styles on the way. Rowan had little to contribute, but while he didn’t know what he wanted, exactly, he certainly knew what he didn’t want: slashed sleeves or ridiculous shoulders or a high, uncomfortable collar like the Guard uniform. Surely Darius, Marlon and Bella could come up with something between them all.
 
   **********
 
   “Ah, yes… something simple, plain… but not too military for you now, Captain,” Darius, a wizened little Crellian, smiled up at Rowan, “But you will be wearing your medals, of course… hmm, perhaps a modified military cut after all.”
 
   “Dammit. I suppose I’ll have to wear the cursed things,” Rowan said, frowning at the thought.
 
   “Then you shall need a collar, something like the Guard uniform, to set off the Star… but it wouldn’t need to be as high, as broad, a collar as that…” Darius mused, “Hmm… or I suppose you could have a lapel and a plain shirt… let me think on it… perhaps a sash too, yes…?” he tried not to laugh at Rowan’s appalled face, “… or perhaps not…”
 
   His senior journeyman chased a couple of curious apprentices away from the beautiful shadow silk, as he, Darius, ran it through his fingers for a few moments. Both men were delighted with it, with the thought of working with it, and then the Master Tailor thought of something else.
 
   “And what about the bottom half, Captain? Do you have a pair of dress trousers still?”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “No, Darius. I have leather trousers or linen ones, that’s all. I could borrow a pair again, I suppose.”
 
   The tailor clicked his tongue in consternation and the senior journeyman looked likely to faint.
 
   “No, no. And your own trousers are all working garments, I imagine. Is it not so?”
 
   “Aye, more or less,” Rowan said, “I don’t wear my stable trousers to dinner in the Mess.”
 
   “So, we shall make you a pair of dress trousers too. Black, I think. Yes?”
 
   “Aye, black would be fine, thanks.” Rowan tried to be as enthusiastic as everyone else, but so long as he had a pair of trousers, he truly didn’t care what colour they were.
 
   “Now, I have some fabric here, but… Marlon, I should like to see what you have in your store, if I might,” Darius said, keen to see just what else the silk merchant might have hidden away. He’d certainly not expected to be presented with a bolt of Azollian shadow silk, of all things. He’d only seen shadow silk twice before, years ago, but it had been unforgettable. The Azollians created it as and when they felt like it, and it was rare indeed. He’d been a young apprentice himself when he’d seen that first bolt of fabric, and it had been like sunlight sparkling on the ocean. And the second, seen years later… yes, it had been blue too, but it had reminded him of stars gleaming in a dark indigo sky. Wonderful stuff, he thought, and this green silk is truly remarkable too. He couldn’t wait to get started. The jacket he would make would be simple, understated and superb, and young Captain Rowan would look magnificent.
 
   Marlon nodded happily.
 
   “Of course. You may come at any time. There may be something suitable there…” he frowned thoughtfully, “Perhaps a silk and fine wool blend…?”
 
   The eyes of both tailors lit up.
 
   “I shall just take the Captain’s measurements again…” Darius said, moving the senior journeyman aside and doing the honours himself, “Though I doubt they have changed much from the last dress uniform we made for him… Oh, and what of your boots, Captain?”
 
   “My boots?” Dear Gods, what next, he thought.
 
   Everyone looked down at his well polished brown boots. Bella, Marlon, Darius and the senior journeyman shook their heads as one.
 
   “No, Rowan. They simply won’t do,” Bella said.
 
   He stared at her, his expression a comical mix of dismay and exasperation. Suddenly he smiled.
 
   “Then I’ll wear my other boots,” he said. 
 
   “What are they like?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “Well, they’re comfortable, they’re good leather, they’ve got good soles on them and they’re black,” he shrugged, “They come to about here…” he indicated the middle of his calf.
 
   “You’ll have to show me when we get back to the garrison.” A horrible thought occurred to Bella. No, surely he wouldn’t… yes, he would. 
 
   “They haven’t by any chance got hobnailed soles, have they?” She frowned at him severely.
 
   Rowan tried not to laugh at Darius and Marlon’s horrified expressions and the poor journeyman looked even fainter than before.
 
   “No, Bella love. Sorry to disappoint you. Old Harith of the g’Hakken made them for me last time I was there,” he said, “But if it’s hobnails you want, my competition boots have cleated soles.”
 
   “No, you daft bugger! But these others… did the g’Hakken really make them for you?”
 
   “Aye. Surely you’ve seen them… I wore them to the damned Mid Winter Ball."
 
   Bella frowned again as she tried to remember. It’d been a memorable and very enjoyable Ball after the mayor had been put back in his box, and the Guildsmen and visiting dignitaries who’d been insulted had calmed down, but what the hell had Rowan had on his feet…? Hmm… yes. A beautiful pair of glossy black boots that had most certainly not been hobnailed, they were a credit to the dwarven cobbler who’d made them.
 
   Darius finished taking Rowan’s measurements and smiled at everyone.
 
   “Perhaps we might go now, Marlon?” he said happily and turned to the journeyman, “Petr, you’re in charge. See that none of those young horrors touches the shadow silk!”
 
   “I’ll guard it with my life, Sir!” Petr said, glaring at the inquisitive apprentices fiercely.
 
   “Seems like they won’t be needing us for a bit then, Bella,” Rowan whispered.
 
   Bella laughed at the relief in his face.
 
   “No, it seems not,” she said, “But you’ll have to give the final approval, of course. Darius will make a… a blank in calico for you to try, to see if you like the look and fit of it, before he cuts the material. Oh, Rowan, that silk is wonderful, it’s truly perfect for you. What made you think of Marlon?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know, really. But I remembered that Zara always said he had fabrics that you just didn’t see anywhere else… and she was right, bless her.”
 
   “She’d love that shadow silk, Rowan. It’s what she’d have chosen for you,” Bella smiled at him.
 
   “Aye, she would,” he said softly.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



40. “… boots off please.”
 
    
 
   A few days after the visit to the silk merchant’s, Rowan found himself with a couple of hours to spare and he decided to watch the tallowbark grow for a while. Naturally, Scrap was there to help him and they started a game of retrieving. The little cat was very, very good at this: he’d taught himself the way of it and managed to train Rowan to do his bit too, and he’d learnt more about the art from Umber and Boof in Sian. Rowan would throw a battered toy mouse and Scrap would gallop gleefully after it, trotting back with head and tail held high and mouse in mouth to drop it at Rowan’s feet or in his hand at least twenty-five times in a row. It never failed to surprise and fascinate Rowan and anyone else who saw it.
 
   They’d been doing it for a while and Scrap was starting to get weary. He brought the toy back, dropped it at Rowan’s feet and flopped down on the grass to have a bit of a rest. For his part, Rowan was feeling vaguely guilty about doing nothing in particular as the garrison bustled about its business around him. He turned his head at the sound of many light footsteps and was surprised to see a group of women who looked to be heading his way.
 
   Telli’s wife, Beatrice, strode at their head with Bella hurrying to keep up with her, and behind them were Cade’s wife, Violet, Stefan’s wife, Maggie, and perhaps half a dozen other Guardsmen’s wives. None of them looked particularly happy about wherever it was they were going, Rowan thought, and Maggie and Violet looked like they were off to the gallows.
 
   “A good morning to you, ladies,” he said, standing politely as they drew near, “Off for a pleasant walk, are you?”
 
   He tried not to laugh at the muffled “Not bloody likely!” and “To the damned torture chamber, you mean!” that he heard from the back of the ranks.
 
   Beatrice smiled at him. She was always pleased to see Rowan.
 
   “I’m afraid not, laddie. We’re off to…” she sighed theatrically, “… to the salle, to try and teach some of the young lads to dance so they don’t embarrass themselves too much at the Ball.”
 
   Rowan nodded. She’d taught him and the other recruits at Den Sorl the dance steps they’d need to know. There’d been little enough opportunity to use them there, but Rowan had been grateful for her efforts and his own light feet at his first Champion’s Ball.
 
   “Ah. And some of them have two left feet, I suppose?” he said sympathetically, “Two very big left feet?”
 
   The women exchanged glances and laughed.
 
   “Truly, Rowan, a three-legged cow could dance better than most of them,” Violet said.
 
   “And it’d be kinder to our poor feet too,” willowy blonde Maggie grumbled. At least her Stefan was a damned good dancer.
 
   “I know how to fix that,” Rowan smiled at her, “Would you like me to help you? I’m not doing anything, really.”
 
   The women’s faces brightened. Rowan’s light feet and dancing prowess were well remembered by the womenfolk of Den Siddon. And if the young troopers saw Red Rowan dancing they might change their dismissive attitudes too.
 
   “Oh, would you, Rowan? That’d be wonderful,” Beatrice said gratefully, “But what about your foot…?”
 
   “My foot’s all right, truly. It might ache a bit if I overdo it, but I don’t think it’ll be a problem. I’ll tell you if it is,” Rowan smiled again.
 
   “Then thank you, and make sure you do tell us, my lad,” she said, “Um… how exactly are you going to…?”
 
   “Well, there’s two ways… my Gran used to box my ears if I trod on her feet,” Rowan smiled at the women’s quick grins, “Or there’s the other way. Truly, I’m surprised that you’re not familiar with it. You just have the lads dance with each other for a bit, and have the ones that’re taking the lass’s part be barefoot,” Rowan laughed, “I’d advise you to block your ears, but if you swap the lads around fairly often you’ll be surprised how quickly they learn. And then when they’re not such clodhoppers, they graduate to dancing with you. Barefoot at first, too, of course.”
 
   The women stared at him as they thought it through and there were giggles and laughs as they worked it out.
 
   “You’re a bloody genius, Rowan!” Beatrice said happily.
 
   “Thank you. I do try,” he said modestly, “Now, lead on to the clodhoppers.” He put Scrap’s toy mouse in his pocket and the little cat trotted beside him as they headed off, much to the women’s amusement.
 
   **********
 
   The Cadets and younger troopers were most surprised to see Rowan come to their dance class and they realised they’d have to start making a bit more of an effort. Mrs. Telli didn’t put up with much nonsense, but they thought the Champion would put up with even less.
 
   Scrap settled himself on a sunny windowsill, perfectly happy to have a rest and watch proceedings. Getting more than his share of attention from the womenfolk as Rowan looked over the suddenly attentive troopers was a bonus.
 
   “Which of you lads are good with a sword?” was the first thing he asked them. ‘Don’t be shy, I’m not going to bloody bite you!”
 
   He separated the half a dozen or so lads who admitted that they weren’t completely hopeless with a blade, knowing that they’d be better dancers than the others. He’d learnt the theory from old Sword Master Hibbon of Den Sorl, and it’d stood up well over the years. He thought he could probably trust these lads to dance with the women, so long as they took their boots off.
 
   “Now, I want you to watch Mrs. Telli and me very closely please, lads. This is what we expect you… well, no, we hope you can do by the time the damned… er, your pardon… by the time the Champion’s Ball is here.” He turned to Beatrice and bowed. “With your permission, my lady,” he said, then gave her his arm and led her to the centre of the floor as the Guard band struck up a waltz.
 
   “Let’s show these poor useless buggers how it should be done, Beatrice,” he smiled down at her.
 
   “Aye, Rowan lad. Let’s do that,” she said happily. She wasn’t a small woman by any stretch of the imagination, but she was lightfooted and she loved to dance.
 
   They flowed around the floor, as graceful and elegant and beautiful as anyone could wish.
 
   “Bloody Hells, that man can dance. And I didn’t realise Beatrice was that good either,” Violet sighed as she watched them.
 
   “No, neither did I,” several of the women said quietly.
 
   Bella blinked away a sudden tear. Zara and Rowan had been even better.
 
   The dance finished and Rowan brought Beatrice back to the others. He winked at her and kissed her hand as he bowed elegantly again, and then he turned to the gawping troopers.
 
   “And now, lads, ‘tis your turn,” he said happily, “Oh, and if anyone’s harbouring thoughts about what an unmanly pursuit this is, I’d be happy to discuss it with you at any time.”
 
   The women tried not to laugh at the dismayed faces of the troopers.
 
   “The lasses may well prefer a man in uniform, lads, but believe me, what they really like is someone who doesn’t squash their poor feet when they’re dancing,” Rowan said. “Now, boots off please, lads. Anyone who hasn’t got clean socks on can remove them and go and wash their feet in the nearest horse trough, and hurry up about it. Oh, and mind your language too, please. Don’t forget there are ladies present. If you must… um… express yourselves, do it discreetly,” he smiled again, “There’s a reason us old troopers can swear in a good few languages, and the more obscure they are, the better. ‘Tis no good only being able to swear in Wirran and Common, you’ll find. You’ll only upset everyone within earshot, and while that might be fun in itself, ‘tisn’t always a good idea.”
 
   The troopers looked at him speculatively. His skill in the art of swearing was another part of his legendary status.
 
   “Er… Sir…” one of them spoke up, anxious to know the answer to his query, but realising he hadn’t picked the best place to ask it.
 
   “Aye, Seth? Speak up, lad,” Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “I… er…” Seth hesitated, then remembered his friends and others saying that Rowan truly was almost unoffendable. “Can you really swear in ten languages, Sir?” he blurted out, red-faced. 
 
   Rowan considered it as Beatrice and the ladies pretended sudden deafness and tried not to laugh. His Pa had always said if one was going to swear, then they should learn to do it properly or not at all, apply themselves as they would to the learning of any other skill. And Rowan had. He’d had some excellent teachers in the forests, and his natural skill at languages had served him well. While he’d never counted up how many tongues he could use to do it, it was quite a few. Hmm…
 
   “I’m shocked you’d ask,” he said with a grin, “But after all, ‘tis a necessary skill for a trooper to have. And truly, I don’t know. Let me see, now…” he counted them off on his fingers as the troopers surreptitiously did the same, “Siannen, Wirran, Bettran, Crellian, Thallassian, Dwar, Trollish, Kintaran, Plaiten, Nessuni, and a bit of Blevisch and Tabori. Oh, and Common, of course. And a few very useful words of B’Ni and Ti’Ahranu and Gnomic…”
 
   The young troopers stared at him, astounded by such casual expertise. Truly, this man was a Master. He could insult anyone… everyone for over a thousand miles in all directions in their own tongue if he chose, even those of other races. Even damned gnomes. They resolved to pay special attention to everything he said.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



41. “You must have nearly lost your arm…”
 
    
 
   There finally came a day that Rowan had been expecting for quite a while. Certainly he’d thought it would have come before this, once word had got around that he was back at Den Siddon. But no. Still, he hadn’t fretted over it as he couldn’t change things and there wasn’t much point in making himself dafter than he already was; he’d simply put the idea in the back of his mind. Like other thoughts that were already lurking there, it surfaced sometimes, but it didn’t bother him as so many of the others did. This was something that he knew he could handle when it finally happened.
 
   The day began much like any other day. He’d done his sabre training and then decided that he fancied trout for supper. He had a longstanding arrangement with Bella that she’d cook it for him if and when he caught the fish, and he’d caught enough for a good meal for all of Bella’s brood on several occasions.
 
   Sometimes he took the little boys fishing too, and Fess would join them when he had some free time, but while these expeditions were fun with all of the men together – as Bella laughingly said – they weren’t always successful. Bella had learnt it was wise to make a tasty stew on the days that the menfolk headed down to the river. Between the lads kicking a ball around and splashing about in the river with their dog, and Blob’s happy barking and the boys’ excited chatter, they generally made enough noise to wake the dead, let alone disturb the delicate sensibilities of a trout.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan walked down through the town, through the market place and down to the river, Scrap following faithfully at his heels. The pair had created quite a stir the first few times they’d done it, but now the townsfolk merely accepted it as another of Rowan’s eccentricities. The children of the town liked to pat Scrap and the little cat was happy enough with it, but he’d always gallop off if he felt Rowan had got a bit far away.  As for the dogs of the town, they were most surprised to learn that Scrap simply wouldn’t run from them; he’d stroll up to them, rub his whiskers against their faces, and walk away. Any dog that tried to force the issue soon found that Scrap’s claws were sharp and he wasn’t backward in using them if need be.
 
   “Captain! Captain Rowan! Wait…!”
 
   Rowan sighed to himself. He’d always be Captain Rowan to the folk here, no matter how many times he told them otherwise and now he’d simply stopped trying to change it. He turned to see who it was after him today. A small woman hurried after him, her fair hair tied back neatly from her face and her blue eyes worried: Tess, Bryn Harsson’s mother. She quickly wiped her hands on her apron as Rowan smiled down at her.
 
   “Hello, Tess,” he said, “How are you this fine day? I was just talking to your son as I came out the Gate.”
 
   “Oh, were you? And what’s that great lump up to now?” she smiled up at him, but she still looked concerned.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Not much, Tess. Bryn’s the Duty Sergeant today, so I imagine he’ll be spending most of the day just watching the world go by and drinking cups of tea. Were you wanting to see me, or was it Scrap you were after? Here we both are.”
 
   She smiled again and leaned down to tickle the little cat’s whiskers.
 
   “Oh, Captain… I don’t know if I should say anything to you or not. Har says I’m seeing problems where none exist, but…” her voice trailed away doubtfully.
 
   “What’s the problem, Tess? Have you got some drunks that need throwing out?”
 
   Tess and Har ran the best inn in Den Siddon, the Dappled Stallion. They’d named it that after Bryn’s safe return from Messton. They’d wanted to call it something to honour the man who’d saved their son and the sons and husbands of so many others, and Bryn and Thom had managed to convince them that Rowan would much prefer the Dappled Stallion to the Hero Returned or any of the other ideas they’d had. It was a favourite haunt of the troopers, but they rarely had a problem with drunks.
 
   “No, no. Nothing like that… Oh! I feel daft now, bothering you like this, but…”
 
   Rowan shook his head.
 
   “Tess, love, you’re not bothering me. I can see you’re worried about something,” he said, puzzled, “If I can help you, I will. Just tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   “Well… we’ve got a man staying with us at the Stallion… he’s only been here five… no, six days, and… Captain, he keeps asking about you… about Messton…”
 
   Rowan shrugged. Folk often asked about him, particularly in the Dappled Stallion. He wondered why Tess should be so concerned about this particular man.
 
   “There’s still a few, Tess, even after all this time,” he said slowly, “And with the damned Trophy coming up again so soon, too…”
 
   “Aye, there are, but… it’s different with this one…” she twisted her hands anxiously in her apron, “He’s… well, to start with he says he’s from Bettra, but he’s from Plait or I’m a brindled cow…”
 
   Suddenly Rowan was much more intent.
 
   “From Plait?” he asked quickly, “Is he by any chance a shortish, stocky fellow with mousy brown hair and a gap in his front teeth, about twenty-three or so? Miserable-looking bugger, scowls a lot?”
 
   She nodded, wide-eyed.
 
   “Aye, that’s him. But how did you know?”
 
   “I’ve seen him around the town a bit the last few days.” He had, too. Far too many times for it to be a coincidence. “Don’t worry, Tess. I’m sure ‘tis nothing… probably just another silly lad looking for a damned hero to worship,” he said lightly.
 
   She sighed and shook her head.
 
   “Captain, I’m truly sorry to say this to you, but you’ve always been a woeful liar. Who is this man?”
 
   Rowan smiled down at her. He was as hopeless a liar as any forester ever born.
 
   “I should know better than to try, shouldn’t I?” he laughed and then became serious, “But truly, Tess, I don’t actually know who he is. I’ve just noticed him following me around when I’ve been outside the garrison the last few days. In fact I was going to have a word with him if he turned up down by the river again today. And now I’m definitely going to have words with him today, but first I’m going to try and catch some trout for supper. I promised Bella I’ll catch enough to feed her brood if she’ll cook it for me.”
 
   “Gods, those little lads of hers eat like there’s no tomorrow. And I’m sure Captain Fess is the same, with all respect of course,” Tess smiled at Rowan, but she still looked worried, “You’ll be careful, Captain, won’t you? Shall I send Har down to the river too?”
 
   “No, Tess, don’t do that. Thanks, but ‘tisn’t necessary. I’m big enough and ugly enough to take care of myself,” Rowan said. And he didn’t want Har getting hurt by some fool from Plait.
 
   It’d take a hell of a lot more than a broken nose to make you ugly, my lad, Tess thought to herself. If only more men were as ugly as you.
 
   “Well… just be careful, that’s all. He’s got a sword…” she could see that Rowan wasn’t carrying his sabre, and he rarely did these days.
 
   He laughed at her.
 
   “Tess, love, I promise I’ll be careful, but I’ve got three knives and a nice strong fishing line. ‘Tisn’t very sporting of me, is it? Don’t fret now,” he smiled at her again, “And thank you for the warning. I’ll bring you back a nice trout if I manage to catch some.”
 
   She watched him saunter off through the market square, his little cat trotting at his side. She couldn’t see the mousy haired man with the gap in his teeth anywhere, but quite a few folk stopped Rowan to pass the time of day and he smiled and spoke with them all. He seemed unworried, but she knew that he was taking this very seriously indeed. For a moment she shivered as she thought about what he’d said. This Plaiten would be very, very silly if he thought he could simply walk up to Red Rowan brandishing a sword and expect him to do nothing.
 
   **********
 
   Estel followed the Siannen through the market. It wasn’t difficult to do, the fellow was tall and his long silver braid marked him among everyone else in the town. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry, Estel thought as he stopped and pretended interest in a market stall when somebody hailed the Siannen and chatted to him for a few minutes. Gods, everyone in this cursed town must know him, he thought savagely as the same thing happened again and again. Then again, they would bloody know him, wouldn’t they?
 
   Ah, it looks like he’s going down to the river again. He’d been down there three or four days ago, fishing with three little lads. Estel had wondered if they’d been his own children, but they hadn’t looked like him; no, they’d looked more like Wirrans with their sturdy build and blonde curls. They’d spent a couple of hours by the river, talking and laughing and kicking a ball around, and playing with the dog and cat that had followed them there. They’d even managed to catch a couple of fish, but they’d been small and the Siannen had carefully eased the hooks from their mouths and let them go.
 
   “Sorry, lads. No trout for supper tonight,” the Siannen had said with a laugh, “We’ll have to try again another time.”
 
   “Aye, Uncle Rowan,” the biggest lad had replied, “Next time we’ll try to be quieter so we don’t frighten the fish away.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, laddie. Your Ma said she was going to make a stew in case we didn’t catch anything. I don’t think we’ll starve.”
 
   “Have we got anything left to eat now? I’m already starving,” the middle boy piped up.
 
   The Siannen rummaged around in a bag and found an apple. He cut it into quarters with a very fine dagger and handed it around.
 
   “That’s all there is, Stefan,” he smiled at the lad, “I hope it’ll keep you going until we get back home.”
 
   “Aye, I hope so too,” the boy had grinned back at him as they’d collected up their belongings and gone on their way.
 
   Estel wondered again who the boys were. Not the Siannen’s sons, they’d called him ‘Uncle Rowan’. Well, it didn’t really matter anyway. They wouldn’t stop him from doing what he’d come here to do.
 
   **********
 
   The Siannen turned off the road and onto the track down to the river. He wandered along, stopping every so often to look up at a tree or watch a flight of birds. Once he stopped and picked up the little black cat that trotted beside him, draping it across his shoulders like a scarf. The daft creature seemed perfectly happy with its unconventional position. The damned man was certainly in no hurry and equally certainly he had no idea that he had a follower. A shadow, as Estel smugly thought.
 
   For some reason the Siannen didn’t seem to carry his sabre much. Estel had been following him at every opportunity for the last five days and he hadn’t seen him with the sabre once. He didn’t have it today, either. All the better, Estel thought. He loosened his own sword in its scabbard.
 
   Estel came around a bend in the track and… nothing. There was no sign at all of the Siannen who’d been ambling so carelessly along. Estel frowned and looked around warily. No, no sign of his quarry at all, and Estel had heard nothing. It wasn’t far down to the water from here and he could see a good long stretch of the river. A fish jumped for an insect and splashed down heavily into the water.
 
   Estel walked forward a little and still saw nothing. Where the bloody hell is he, he wondered, puzzled. He looked around again.
 
   There was a sudden horrible snarling yowl from somewhere above his head. Estel jumped and looked up wildly. For a moment he saw nothing, then as the creature yowled again he saw a pair of glowing green eyes glaring at him through the leaves.
 
   What the bloody hell is that thing, Estel thought in horror as he hastily stepped back a few paces. He drew his sword.
 
   “Please don’t hurt him, because then I’d have to hurt you,” a quiet voice said from somewhere behind him.
 
   Estel spun, sword at the ready.
 
   The Siannen stood in the centre of the track behind him, perhaps twenty feet away. He looked calm and unworried though he held no weapons.
 
   “What the hell is that damned thing?” Estel said, the hair on the back of his neck rising as the creature yowled again, following it up with a surprisingly deep growl and a fierce hiss.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “’Tis only Scrap… my little cat… he spent some time with a forest cat recently and he learnt how to do that. He likes to keep in practice. I’m sorry if he gave you a fright,” he said, “More importantly though, why the hell have you been following me every time I’ve put my nose outside the garrison Gate for the last five days? I don’t particularly care if you feel you must follow me, but truly, I didn’t like you following me while I had the little lads with me. Whatever you’re doing, you’ve got no business with them.” And you were bloody lucky you weren’t silly enough to try anything while they were under my protection, he thought fiercely.
 
   “Are you the one they call Red Rowan?” Estel asked, his voice and body tense.
 
   Rowan looked at the shortish, unhappy looking fellow with the mousy brown hair and the gap in his front teeth, recognised the accent of Plait and sighed. 
 
   “Aye, that’s what they call me. But my name is Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans. What can I do for you?”
 
   “You’ve done enough already.” Estel’s face hardened. “You killed my brother.”
 
   Rowan looked at him more closely.
 
   “Then I’m sorry for your loss,” he said softly.
 
   “Is that all you can say to me?”
 
   Rowan nodded slowly.
 
   “Aye. What else would you have me say? I don’t make a habit of killing folk, generally speaking, and I’ve certainly not been doing any of it lately… so your brother must have been killed at Messton or Trill… either way, he knew the risks he faced when he crossed the border into Wirran bearing arms with that murdering bastard Rollo.”
 
   “But he… you killed him!”
 
   “If he’d killed me, you’d have thought he was a hell of a hero,” Rowan sighed again and looked troubled for a moment. “Look, I regret the deaths of all those I killed, but that’s what happens in a battle like that and if he was one of those at Trill… I’m sorry to say it, but I regret their deaths much less. Their brutality was unspeakable.” He looked at the other man more closely. “And what makes you so certain that I killed him? I wasn’t the only man there.”
 
   “Some of those who came back from Messton said he was killed by a man on a grey horse… a young man who had no helmet, and a long braid of red hair… ‘Red Rowan’, the Wirrans called him,” he looked at Rowan’s silver braid, suddenly uncertain.
 
   “Ah. That would be me, then. I’m truly sorry.”
 
   “You will be…” Estel ran forward and lunged at Rowan, his sword aimed at his heart. The weapon clanged against a gleaming dagger and the Plaiten found himself pushed away with surprising ease.
 
   “Please don’t do this, laddie,” Rowan said as he parried another blow, “I don’t want to harm you.”
 
   As the fellow rushed forward again, Rowan turned his body… so… moved his wrist… thus… and his assailant’s sword fell from his hand. Rowan quickly kicked it out of reach as he grabbed Estel’s arm and twisted it hard behind his back.
 
   “Now… stop struggling or I’ll break your arm,” he said conversationally, “And when you’ve calmed down a bit, we can talk about Messton like civilised folk.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to kill me too?”
 
   Rowan stared at him in surprise.
 
   “Why the hell would I want to do that?” he said.  I get enough damned nightmares as it is, he thought, but if I was going to kill you, laddie, I’d have bloody done it by now and I’d be half way back to the garrison or down there by the river catching my supper.
 
   Estel’s aggression faded quickly as he realised that he’d bitten off a great deal more then he could chew; realised too that perhaps Red Rowan’s reputation wasn’t exaggerated after all. He himself wasn’t a bad swordsman at all, yet he’d been disarmed by a man with a dagger. He still couldn’t believe how swiftly and easily it had been done and he couldn’t quite believe the sheer strength and power of this man who’d done it. 
 
   “Tell me about your brother…” Rowan said when he saw his would-be assailant was calmer.   
 
   “Timon? He was… only twenty-three… he was a halberdier…” Estel said slowly, “They say he was a hero, he unhorsed you, but when he and some of the others tried to finish you off… your horse attacked them and kept them at bay until you got back onto your feet,” he frowned and shook his head, “They said it was the most terrible, terrifying creature they’d ever seen. It could do things no other horse could do. It could… it could fly, they said. And it had a horn and it attacked them with that and with its hooves and teeth. What sort of horse attacks like that, with no rider? And…”
 
   “Fly? No, he can’t fly, I promise you… and he doesn’t have a bloody horn, either. ‘Twas part of the armour that protected his head. Like a helmet,” Rowan had heard this many times and would have laughed under other circumstances. He sighed softly, “Mica was upset with those who’d unhorsed me, and even more upset that they were trying to kill me. He’s a warhorse, he’s trained to protect me, and that’s what he did. And if it was your brother’s halberd that tore my shoulder…” he looked at Estel thoughtfully for a moment, shrugged, and slipped his arm from his sleeve.
 
   Estel gawped at the awful scar on Rowan’s shoulder and down his arm and blanched.
 
   “You must have nearly lost your arm…”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



 42.  “’S a… a halber’…”
 
    
 
   Rowan knew that he’d been very close to losing his arm, and if he’d not been so desperately ill with the lung fever he certainly would have. The thought of it being cut off at the shoulder still made his blood run cold. He had a vague memory of Griff and Rhys supporting him as Thorn had done what he could for the shoulder wound that simply wouldn’t heal.   
 
   The healer had believed the arm should be amputated, but he’d known that the shock and trauma of such surgery would be too great for Rowan’s battered body to withstand on top of the rampant lung fever, and so he’d cleaned the wound as best he could and hoped for the best. He’d found a couple of tiny links of chainmail deeply embedded in the wound, which wasn’t too surprising really, and then to his horrified fascination he’d found a startlingly big piece of metal… perhaps the point of a blade or something that’d hit the bone and snapped off.
 
   “What the hell do you suppose it is?” Thorn said, appalled as he worked the metal shard from the wound with a gush of blood and pus. No wonder the damned wound wouldn’t heal with that in it.
 
   “’S a… a halber’…” Rowan slurred very softly, “’S a piece of a bloody halb… halber’…”
 
   “What was that, Rowan lad? I didn’t quite catch what you said…” Rhys said, leaning closer to him. He was helping Rowan to sit up a bit so he could breathe more easily and Griff was holding Rowan’s arm steady and carefully not watching what Thorn was doing. “Did you hear him, Griff?”
 
   “No… I couldn’t really make it out. Sounded like a… a ‘halby’, or ‘halba’, or something, whatever the hell that might be,” Griff said unhappily, “The poor lad’s barely conscious …”
 
   But he’s still feeling everything we’re doing to him, poor brave lad, Thorn thought. Rowan hadn’t tried to thrash about or fight them though, no matter how confused he was or what they were doing to him, hadn’t even screamed though nobody would blame him for doing so. He might only have the strength of the proverbial kitten now, but he was still as brave as a lion.
 
   “I’m nearly finished now, Rowan lad. Just a bit more cleaning up to do and then I’ll stitch it up again. I’ll just leave a bit of it open to drain, put a sort of a wick thing in it to help it to drain better,” the healer said gently. Thorn always explained things to his patients as he went along, whether or not they were capable of understanding what he said, or if they were even conscious, and he didn’t necessarily expect any response. He simply found it helped him to plan his course of action verbally. “… It’s messy, and it’ll probably scar badly, but it’s the best way to do it.” A wound like this would leave a hell of a scar anyway, but that was the least of their problems. He was surprised when Rowan nodded weakly.
 
   “’Twas a… a bloody halberd. They do make a mess…” Rowan whispered a little more distinctly, “They’re a… a polearm, sort of like a spear and a… and an axe together…”
 
   A spear and an axe together? Nobody could imagine such a thing, but something like that could certainly inflict a lot of damage. It didn’t bear thinking about.
 
   “There’s… there’s one on my arm…” Rowan said wearily, “I think the cursed thing just missed it…”
 
   Rhys and Griff looked at each other and shook their heads sadly. Poor laddie, they thought, he doesn’t know if he’s coming or going, but Thorn looked more closely at the badly swollen and inflamed arm he was working on: the arm that he’d be amputating through the shoulder joint if he thought there was a reasonable chance that Rowan might survive it. But no, the shock and the inevitable blood loss would undoubtedly kill him in his weakened state. It was dangerous enough simply doing what he was. Even so, the healer thought that removing the shard of metal and cleaning the wound properly could only be a good thing, and with a bit of luck it might make it a bit less painful too. He peered carefully at either side of the long gash and followed the image of a polearm further up towards the shoulder…
 
   “Oh, yes,” he said, surprised that Rowan was in fact more lucid just now than he’d realised. Then again, Rowan surprised the healer every day by simply keeping breathing and he seemed to have an uncanny knack for struggling back to some degree of consciousness just when it’d be better for him if he didn’t. “That must be it… horrible looking thing, isn’t it?” He saw the amazed stares that Rhys and Griff sent his way and smiled for a moment. “Daft buggers,” he said, “Look!” and he pointed at Rowan’s upper arm.
 
   The intricate tattoo of the Weapons Master covered the arm from mid forearm to shoulder, marred now by the long gaping wound. And yes… among the many weapons depicted there that they simply couldn’t name, there was a sort of polearm that looked like it might be some kind of cross between an axe and a spear.
 
   Griff shuddered as he thought about such a thing being used against Rowan, or anyone else for that matter.
 
   “Aye, they are horrible…” Rowan managed, “I never did like the bloody things…”
 
   **********
 
   “You must have nearly lost your arm…”
 
   “Aye. ‘Twas only by sheer luck that I didn’t.” Rowan looked at the other man’s shocked face and said gently, “I take no joy in having killed all of those men, lad. But at the end of the day, they were trying to invade Wirran, and it was my job, the Guard’s job, to stop them. I’m truly sorry about your brother, but in battle, men are killed. It doesn’t mean the survivors take any sort of pleasure in the deaths they caused.”
 
   **********
 
   Bess was very surprised to see Rowan and the mysterious Plaiten come into the kitchen of the Dappled Stallion together. Rowan was as calm and unruffled as always and he smiled as he handed her a very fine trout.
 
   “There you go, Bess love. A nice trout as promised. I hope you enjoy it,” he said, “I did meet up with Estel here, while I was at the river, and I think he has a… um… perhaps a better understanding of things now, but I think he might be leaving you fairly soon.”
 
   Estel shuffled his feet a bit and looked abashed.
 
   “Yes, I think so too. I came here for all the wrong reasons, Mistress Bess, and my brother wouldn’t have been proud of me, I don’t think. Truly, I’m just lucky that Red Rowan is more of a man than I thought…” the Plaiten knew that Rowan could have killed him as easily as breathing, but he hadn’t. He’d actually taken the time to try and help his would-be murderer. It was time for him, Estel, to go home to Plait with a new sense of acceptance.
 
   Rowan smiled at him.
 
   “Don’t let that get around, for the Gods’ sakes. As long as folk believe that I’m a cold-blooded killer who’d rather murder them than talk to them, I might get a bit of peace,” he said half-seriously.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan spent a very enjoyable evening with Fess and his family, after a fine meal of trout. He’d intended to tell his friend about Estel, but after the children had gone to bed the conversation had turned to other matters and, well, he’d decided not to spoil things. He knew that Fess would be keen to send some troopers after the Plaiten, but he thought that telling him about it could wait for the next morning.
 
                 As it happened, the aftermath of Rowan’s meeting with Estel would turn out to be far more dramatic than anyone could possibly have expected.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



43. “So much blood”
 
    
 
   “Good lad, Mica. Brave laddie,” Rowan said, hating himself as he urged the stallion into the thick of the fighting.
 
   He saw Mica’s ears flicker in acknowledgement of his voice.
 
   Wake up, Rowan, wake up you silly bugger! he screamed in his mind, knowing it would be futile. Sometimes he could wake himself up in the middle of a nightmare like this, but generally not so early in the piece. He hadn’t had the bit about the cursed halberdier yet and he hadn’t seen the worst of Trill either. It would be rare to escape one or the other of those, he knew, and it’d probably be even harder after meeting that poor silly pest Estel today. It didn’t stop him trying though.
 
   He tried not to watch as Mica galloped towards a wall of screaming Plaitens. They’d be screaming a hell of a lot more than that in a moment, he knew. Just wait until Mica and I get among you, you poor bastards. Mica lowered his head a bit as he charged, lining up the steel spike of the shaffron, the plated steel that protected his head, just… so; the men tried to scatter away from him as Rowan knew they would, and… there. The face of a Plaiten sergeant, screaming as he fell back from Rowan’s blood-drenched sabre minus a hand to disappear under Mica’s trampling hooves… a spray of blood from another man… and another… Gods, that arm was getting tired again already, he’d have to swap hands soon… a screech as Mica snapped at a man’s face and gouged him with the spike, then kicked at another’s legs… the horrid crunch of bone that he could hear over the battlefield cacophony. 
 
   Here we go again, Rowan lad, he thought. Brace yourself. Of course he couldn’t, any more than he’d been able to all the other times this horrible scenario had played itself out.
 
   The sudden heavy thump into his shoulder, shocking and unexpected. The force of it knocked him to the side and he knew he was going to fall and there was nothing he could do about it. He had a sudden, crazy view of men fighting below him, saw Fess’s shocked white face behind him, saw the exultant Plaitens closing in to block his friend, his troopers, from helping him. And then a heavy crash that he couldn’t really remember when awake, and a dreadful searing pain in his shoulder that he could remember all too well. 
 
   Get up, lad, get up. Don’t wait for them to have another bloody go at you. But he couldn’t get up just yet, he was barely conscious beside a mountain of dead men. Surely he hadn’t killed all of them himself, had he? He heard Mica’s savage scream, managed to turn his head a bit and saw the stallion fighting fiercely to protect him, just as it’d been trained to do. Good lad, Mica. Brave lad. Rollo’s men couldn’t believe it and they couldn’t get past the horse either as it kicked and bit, trampled, gored and killed the men trying to kill Rowan. 
 
   Get up, Rowan! Don’t worry about anything else now, just get up! Mica needs you! He can’t do it all by himself. Rowan watched himself stagger to his feet, sway unsteadily for a long moment, then try to pull the halberd from under his shoulder piece. The Wirran Guard and their horses weren’t heavily armoured, in the interests of manoeuvrability, but they were protected well enough and he was surprised the thing had penetrated just there instead of sliding off as it should have; it hadn’t even been wielded well to start with… just sheer bad luck, and it probably wouldn’t happen again in a hundred years… but the cursed thing HAD, and now it was damned hard to get it out unassisted.
 
   Bloody horrible thing, his sleeping self thought, I never did like halberds. The weapon tore down his upper arm under its own weight as he struggled with it, just as it always did and it snagged in his chainmail just… there. He saw Mica leap upwards, kicking out hard behind him to cave in the chest of the trooper there who’d tried to cripple him, but only succeeded in inflicting a shallow cut on the rump that enraged the stallion even more. The grey landed as lightly as a feather to pirouette perfectly, rear and lash out with his steel shod hooves to finish the job. For a moment Rowan was taken aback at the sheer beauty of the fierce, deadly dance and he could see the awe and fear on the Plaitens’ faces. Hold on, Mica, brave horse, I’m coming to help you, he thought desperately as the halberd finally came free of his arm with a gush of blood. It skidded down his mailed forearm to rip off his gauntlet and perhaps a finger. Rowan swore horribly at the pain in his shoulder, arm and hand and, he now realised, his nose that he’d broken somewhere along the way. Shut up, laddie, he thought as he tossed and turned and sweated in his bed, still trying hard to wake up. At least that cursed halberd didn’t take your damned arm right off and you didn’t even know your poor bloody nose was broken until now. Get on with it now, tuck your arm through your cursed sash and then your sabre’s just… there… grab the bloody thing and go! Go and help Mica, go and help Fess…
 
   But Fess wasn’t here in Trill… he’d sent him back to Den Siddon, hadn’t he? And Mica was back in camp, somehow not badly hurt, but Rowan had thought it best to ride one of the unclaimed and uninjured troop horses to chase after Rollo. The Gods knew there were enough of them. Sometimes Fess was in the dreams of Trill, though he shouldn’t be… don’t go near that bloody well, Rowan, you fool! Don’t…! Dammit. He felt the familiar revulsion sweep through him. Why could he never avoid that cursed bit? Sometimes he could alter the course of the nightmares, sometimes he could even wake himself up and escape them entirely, but not tonight. He shuddered as the horror unfolded before him again. So much blood, so many dead… how could anyone bear it…?
 
   He thought he heard a cat meowing, but there’d been no noise at all in Trill and that in itself had been awful. Maybe it was little Scrap, trying to wake him up as the cat often did when he, Rowan, had a nightmare. How Scrap knew, Rowan had no idea. Perhaps by the way he tossed and turned, though he did that at the best of times now. Just try a little bit harder, Scrap laddie, and I will too, maybe we can…
 
   **********
 
   Rowan blinked and looked around himself carefully: there was no blood, no hacked and abused bodies of women and children and old folk, no cursed Plaitens screaming at him and trying to kill him… just the moonlight coming through the leaves of the tallowbark into his room, and a night warbler whistling quietly to itself.
 
   If he turned his head a little, he could see the stars through the window… like that. He felt himself relax a bit as he took a deep breath of the tallowbark’s tangy scent and tried to untangle himself from the bedclothes. You’ll bloody strangle yourself one night, he thought absently, but at least you managed to wake yourself up, with help from Scrap. 
 
   He reached up to stroke the little black cat that he knew would be snuggled against his pillow… but… he frowned as he looked down at his own body in surprise. His arm hadn’t… it wouldn’t move at all and to his horror he now saw that he was drenched with blood and gore and swathed with filthy bandages. Suddenly frantic, he tried with all of his strength to move. No. No, he couldn’t move at all as the warbler suddenly let out a heart-stopping shriek that no warbler had ever imagined before. It sounded more like that poor lad from Den Tiryl who’d lost an arm, having his dressings changed. Surely that was him, screaming and howling in his agony. Rowan stared unbelieving at the neat rows of suffering troopers that he hadn’t seen before. How the hell could he have not seen them? The familiar stench of Messton assailed his battered nose.
 
   He struggled desperately for a few moments as the truth finally dawned on him. He wasn’t awake. He wasn’t awake at all… his sleeping self said words that would surely have curled little Scrap’s whiskers if they’d come out as anything other than the incomprehensible mumble that they in fact did. Rowan hated it when he dreamed so very clearly that he was awake when he actually wasn’t, like this. It was most confusing when he really did finally wake and it was often the precursor to the most horrible parts of the nightmares.
 
   He watched, unsurprised, as his dream self stumbled wearily out of the healers’ tent, then over and around mangled bodies and bits of bodies, almost slipped in a great pool of blood, and headed towards the well that was overflowing with yet more blood. Leave it, you bloody fool, he thought tiredly. I know what’s there and you don’t want to, believe me. And you can’t bloody change it. Just leave the cursed thing be. Go and find Rollo and his damned Plaitens, go and kill them so we can get this over with. He hoped he wouldn’t dream about the trek home to Den Siddon as well, as he’d thought for a moment he was. But no. It was definitely Trill now, as if he hadn’t had enough of that already tonight. 
 
   Rowan fought down nausea as he straightened up from the horrid well.
 
   “Don’t look at the well, lads, you don’t need to see what Rollo’s done here…” he wished he hadn’t seen it too, knew it would haunt him forever. He looked around the ghastly Town Square that was filled with the abused and tortured bodies of its citizens. All dead, even the little children and babies and old folk… their suffering was unthinkable and that anyone could or would do such things… simply inconceivable. He felt a sudden spark of white-hot rage ignite in his shattered soul and his exhaustion dropped from him like a cloak. He would find those who’d done this and when he did… He turned his head at a faint sound that was completely wrong in this silent charnel house of a town. Somewhere, and somewhere not too far away at that, he thought he heard the sounds of drunken revelry. He gathered his devastated troopers around him, ordered them to silence, and set off to follow the faint noise.
 
   “I think we’ve found the bastards, lads,” he said grimly, “Let’s go and see…”
 
   And there it was… the bloody Black Swan, that bastard Rollo and his men were there inside and there were so damned many of them… Somehow, he and Cade and the men would have to try to…
 
   Sudden pain exploded in his head. He had a brief, terrifying sensation of falling, wondered frantically what the hell was happening now and thought he saw stonework or brickwork rushing up to meet him. He barely had time for a single appalling thought before his head connected with something very hard indeed. He knew no more as blessed darkness overwhelmed him.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



44. “Safely tucked up in bed”
 
    
 
   Sergeant Lenni Shersson was Duty Warden for the garrison this week, with only two months to go to the Trophy. He finished his cup of tea in the upper guardroom, got to his feet and wriggled and stretched to unkink himself. Thom Blunt, Duty Sergeant for the night Watch, watched him idly.
 
   “Off to make sure all the naughty boys are back in the barracks and safely tucked up in bed, are you, Lenni?” he chuckled. There were four teams of two men and the others had just left.
 
   “Aye, Thom. It’s a hard job, but somebody has to do it,” Lenni said with a straight face.
 
   Thom nodded sagely.
 
   “True, true. Where’s whatsisname, your offsider, got to?”
 
   “Goran? He wasn’t feeling too good, so I sent him to the healers earlier. He’s not come back yet. Maybe they sent him off to bed and forgot to tell us.”
 
   “He’s a useless bugger, that Goran. He should have bloody told us himself, or at least made sure we know what’s going on,” Thom frowned in annoyance, “Here, take young Ulrich with you. He’s a big strong lad, he’ll protect you. Off you go with Sergeant Lenni, Ulrich, give him a hand on his rounds. Maybe you’ll find a drunk somewhere.” Extremely unlikely, he knew, but even in a well disciplined garrison like Den Siddon, there’d always be somebody who’d try to bend the rules.
 
   “Aye, Sir.” Ulrich, now a second-year recruit on his first night Watch, leapt to his feet and saluted. He was doing well and enjoying his training very much, even finding the not-always-popular night Watch interesting. A couple of nights ago he’d been startled to hear a quiet voice hail the troopers and then the Champion and his little black cat had appeared on the battlements. Rowan had stayed for a while, shared a cup of tea with the Watch, and then disappeared as silently as he’d come.
 
   **********
 
   “They all do that, Ulrich,” Thom had said quietly, “Sometimes I even do it myself.”
 
   “What do you mean, Sir?”
 
   “All the men who were at Messton and especially those from Trill, like Rowan and Lieutenant Cade, they all come up here when they can’t sleep. Known for it, we are…” Thom had sighed, “Sometimes it doesn’t happen for weeks, months even, and then… well, who knows what starts it off? I’ve even seen Captain Fess up here…”
 
   “A couple of the lads were talking to the Champion one time…” Ivan and Rogen, it had been, “And they said… they said he’d told them that Messton was bloody awful, and he’d carry its scars forever. I thought he meant…” Ulrich’s voice had trailed away uncertainly.
 
   Thom had shaken his head.
 
   “No, not just the scars you can see, Ulrich, though the Gods know they’re bad enough. No, he meant the sort of scars that wake you up in the middle of the night, not sure where you are, and thinking that you’re about to be killed by a horde of screaming bloody Plaitens…”
 
   Ulrich had stared at him in horror.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir, I… I didn’t realise…” he gabbled.
 
   “Why should you, laddie? None of us did before Messton either.” Thom sighed softly. “Anyway, as I say, we’re known for doing that whether we’re still in the Guard or not… a cup of tea and a chat to get the head straight again, and then back to bed. ‘Tis better than tossing and turning and keeping everyone else awake for half the damned night…Oh, and Ulrich… if ever you happen to see somebody you think is sleepwalking, somebody who was at Messton I mean, for the Gods’ sakes don’t bloody touch them to wake them up. Nobody in the garrison walks in their sleep now, that I know of, but… well, a friend of mine used to do it, and he’d fight like a man possessed when he was woken. It’s much better to stand well back and shout at them or even bloody throw something at them.”
 
   “Even if it’s the Champion, Sir?”
 
   “Especially if it’s the Champion, lad. Can you imagine how bloody unstoppable he’d be, until he woke up properly and realised we weren’t damned Plaitens trying to kill him?”
 
   Ulrich thought about Rowan’s Weapons Master status and his casual expertise at unarmed combat. Then he thought about his sheer strength and devastating speed and shivered.
 
   Rowan had walked in his sleep a few times during his recovery, as nearly every survivor of Messton had at one time or another, and he’d woken in the forest or in the barn, his barely-healed leg hurting, completely mystified as to how he’d got there. Normally he’d wake up alert, but after a nightmare it’d take a while to really be sure of where he was when he woke, even now. And, most confusingly, sometimes he’d dream very clearly that he was awake when he was in fact still asleep. But, while the nightmares hadn’t left him, he hadn’t walked in his sleep for a long time.
 
   ********
 
   All was quiet as the Wardens went about their rounds, and at almost two in the morning, one would certainly hope so.  Lenni and Ulrich came to the main barracks, headed up the central stairs to the top and worked their way down again. It’d be very unusual to find trouble in this particular block, particularly with the Champion living on the first floor, but of course it had to be checked as all of the garrison did. Apart from some truly horrendous snoring from the inhabitants of the top floor, there was nothing until they came to the first floor.
 
   “That’s Red’s door…” Lenni frowned as they walked quietly along the corridor, “Why’s it open like that?”
 
   “Maybe he can’t sleep and he’s just gone for a walk…?” Ulrich said doubtfully.
 
   “Aye, maybe, but I don’t think he’d leave the door open…” Lenni looked carefully through the door and called quietly, “Excuse me, Sir. Sergeant Lenni, Duty Warden… Is everything all right? Sir?”
 
   It was dark and silent inside, with a single bright beam of moonlight coming through an open window. The inner door to the bedroom was open too, but that wasn’t necessarily significant.
 
   “Come on, Ulrich, we’ll just see that he’s all right. Oh, you probably know this, but I’ll tell you anyway… you must always let any of the men that were at Messton know you’re around, don’t ever think it’d be funny to startle them, especially Red,” Lenni looked very serious for a moment. All the recruits in every garrison were told this, but it wouldn’t hurt to remind Ulrich. “He could do you a hell of a bloody mischief before you knew it, certainly without meaning to, and there’d be nothing you or I could do about it. His reflexes are amazing, even more so now, they say, and he’s got bloody good hearing, but he says himself to just let him know you’re there… he’d rather we woke him up than he hurt somebody like that.” He could see Ulrich’s wide-eyed nod. Good, he thought. “Oh, and try not to fall over little Scrap,” he added, “He’ll be here somewhere. He’s hard to see at the best of times and he’s damned nearly as fast as Red is.” 
 
   “Aye, Sergeant,” Ulrich said as they cautiously went into Rowan’s rooms, lamps held high.
 
   “Excuse me, Sir. Sergeant Lenni, Warden’s rounds, Sir. Is everything all right?” Lenni said again, a little more loudly. 
 
   The only reply was silence.
 
   “He’s not here, Sir,” Ulrich said as they stood beside Rowan’s very rumpled bed. It certainly didn’t look like he’d been enjoying a peaceful night’s rest. “He must have gone up to the battlements and we must have missed him, Sir.”
 
   “Aye, I suppose so,” Lenni said hesitantly. Rowan’s quarters were as neat and tidy as if he was still in the Guard, and nothing seemed out of place. But where were his boots? They should be just here somewhere… No, he’d put them on to go up to the battlements, wouldn’t he? It must be as Ulrich had said. He turned to leave. “Can you hear something, Ulrich? It sounds like… I don’t know…” he shrugged, uncertain. He thought it almost sounded like a baby crying, but there were certainly no babies in this building. There were a couple in the Married Quarters at the moment, but not here. No, he must be imagining things.
 
   “No, Sir, I can’t hear anything,” Ulrich listened carefully as they came back into the corridor. There was something, he thought. “Wait… I can now. But I think it’s only a cat mewing. Maybe it’s little Scrap…”
 
   “Aye, it probably is, up here…” Lenni suddenly stopped in his tracks. “But why isn’t he with Red?”
 
   Ulrich shrugged.
 
   “Perhaps he’s just, er… out visiting a lady cat, Sir.”
 
   “Mmm, maybe. But… he sounds like he’s on the back stairs. Hurry up lad, let’s see what Scrap’s on about…” Lenni hoped fervently that Scrap was only entertaining a lady friend, but it really didn’t sound like that, and he surely wouldn’t be doing it on the barracks stairs.
 
   The mewing was louder as they came to the back stairs, with an anxious note to it. The steps were steep and narrow, really only for emergencies, but often used by the men at this end of the building as they were closer to the Mess. Not closer from Rowan’s rooms though, Lenni thought. The steps spiralled off into darkness.
 
   “Careful, Ulrich. They’re bloody dangerous, these stairs,” Lenni said, “The damned lamp there’s gone out too. Light it please, lad, so we can see what we’re…” his voice broke off suddenly, “Great bloody Beldar!”
 
   He scuttled down the steps far more quickly than was wise, but managed to keep his feet - unlike Ulrich, who slipped and slid for several feet. When the lad got his balance again he hurried down to where he could see Lenni kneeling by a still, crumpled figure wearing, oddly for this time of the night, only trousers and boots. He knew who it was immediately by the long braid of silver hair.
 
   “Gods! What’s happened? Is he all right?” he managed. 
 
   “Dunno,” Lenni said worriedly, “Move over, Scrap, let me see… hold that lamp a bit closer, Ulrich. Take Scrap too.”
 
   Scrap was still mewing softly, patting gently at Rowan’s pallid face in an effort to wake him up.  It’s going to take a bit more than that, little Puss, Ulrich thought sickly as he saw the blood in Rowan’s hair and pooled under his head.
 
   “Well, he’s breathing…” Lenni said a moment later, “But what the bloody hell’s happened…?” he saw a long smear of blood on the wall and steps. “Dammit. Looks like he’s slipped, might even have tripped over Scrap, I suppose, and he’s hit his head. See there? And there? He’s been here a while too, he feels cold except where little Scrap’s been snuggled against him.” He quickly slipped his jacket off and put it over Rowan. “Ulrich, go and get me a couple of blankets from one of the rooms, please, lad. These end ones aren’t occupied, but there’ll be blankets in a cupboard. And then go and wake up the healers. Try not to rouse the whole bloody garrison, but hurry, laddie, and tell them they’ll need a stretcher. Oh, and if you see anyone else on your way, send them to get Captain Fess. If not, go and get him yourself after you’ve got the healer. Don’t worry that you’ll have to wake him up, just get him. Good lad, off you go now. Quick as you can.”
 
   At least young Ulrich’s a good sensible lad who doesn’t panic, Lenni thought gratefully as the recruit hurried away. Scrap crept back and snuggled against Rowan’s chest, still mewing anxiously.    
 
   “Hush, little Puss. Hush now. He’ll be all right,” Lenni said softly, hoping it was so as he stroked the cat’s soft fur. That was a hell of a bump on Rowan’s head and there was quite a lot of blood. There was something wrong with that shoulder too. In the glow of the lamp he could see the smear of candle wax that Ulrich had slipped on. Maybe Rowan had slipped on it as well, he thought, but why wouldn’t he protect his head when he felt himself fall? And he couldn’t see a candle or lamp anywhere that Rowan might have been carrying… so why would he be coming down these cursed stairs without a light?
 
   **********
 
   “Fess, wake up!” Bella said, shaking his shoulder.
 
   “Mmm… what’s wrong, love?” he said, blinking up at her sleepily.
 
   “Someone’s at the door. Can’t you hear Blob barking? Hurry up, Fess, go and see who it is before they wake up the children.”
 
   Cursing roundly, Fess pulled on a pair of trousers and hurried to the door. Blob was dancing around, hackles raised, barking at about half volume at the knocks on the door. The dog knew that Fess wouldn’t be pleased with him for barking at night like this, but surely he knew that this was Blob’s job and a dog had to do his job, didn’t he? Surely Fess would understand.
 
   “Oh, shut up, Blob,” Fess muttered as he pulled the door open, prepared to give whoever was out there a hell of a talking-to. He glared at the very worried looking recruit standing there.
 
   “Ulrich? What the hell’s going on…?”
 
   “Sorry to wake you up, Sir, but…Sir, the… the Champion’s… he’s hurt, Sir, we… we found him unconscious and…” Ulrich stammered.
 
   “What?” Fess tried to pull himself together as Blob galloped out the door and into the night, headed for the main barracks. “What the hell did you say? Rowan’s unconscious? What’s happened to him? Is he all right?”
 
   “I… I don’t know, Sir. The, the healers are looking at him now, Sir, but…”
 
   “Just a minute, I’ll be right there…” Fess hurried back inside to tell Bella he had to go for a while, he didn’t know how long. He pulled on his boots and a shirt and hurried off.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



45. “What’s happened?”
 
    
 
   Rowan blinked up at the concerned faces of Fess, Cade, Telli and the healers Davi and Zefer.
 
   “What are you all doing here…?” his voice faded as he realised he wasn’t in his bedroom, was in fact in the infirmary. “No… what the hell am I doing here? Gods, my bloody head hurts…” he put a hand to his aching head, felt the bandage there and stopped, completely bewildered.
 
   “How many fingers am I holding up, Rowan?” Davi asked gently.
 
   Rowan frowned at him.
 
   “What? How many…?” he shook his head, winced at the pain and sudden nausea, blinked again and said, “Two, I think… aye, two. Can you not count that far yourself?”
 
   Davi smiled at him. The last time they’d tried this, Rowan had blearily thought there might be four, but he hadn’t been sure. There’d been two then, as there were now. Then Rowan had mumbled something incomprehensible about blood, too much blood, that had made Fess and Cade glance at each other in concern. Then he’d lost consciousness again and remained unresponsive for many worrying hours. It had been a decent knock on the head that he’d given himself. Now it was evening again and the darkness through the window would probably mystify him further.
 
   “But… but what the hell’s going on?” Rowan wanted to know, looking around very warily as the room spun around him and the soft lamplight seared his eyes, “’Tis still night… how long have I been here?”
 
   “Half of last night and most of today, laddie,” Fess said carefully, “It’s almost midnight now.”
 
   Rowan tried to work it out. It wasn’t easy with such a pounding headache.
 
   “So… ‘tis… ‘tis tomorrow night now?” he managed.
 
   “Aye, it is. Now, can you remember last night at all, Rowan?” Davi asked, as both healers watched him closely.
 
   “Last night? I… um… I had supper with Fess and Bella…”
 
   “What did you have?”
 
   “What did I…? I don’t bloody know…” Rowan frowned again as he tried to concentrate. Why was it so damned hard to remember, and why was his head hurting so bloody much? He felt dreadful too. And what was with the bandage, and why were both Master Healers with him? He’d ask as soon as Davi stopped asking his silly questions. And why was he asking such bloody daft questions anyway? “I… we had fish, trout that I’d caught, I think. Aye, trout. And… and apple pie. And then later… I don’t know… I was talking with Stefan about the tournament next week and… and generally minding my own bloody business, I suppose. And I think I went upstairs and read for a bit and went to bed… and I had a bloody awful nightmare too, for what it’s worth. Worst for a long time,” he looked around again carefully, “… And I woke up in here with you lot bloody standing over me with long faces. What’s going on? What’s happened?”
 
   His friends glanced at each other for a moment as the healer Zefer helped Rowan to sit up a bit and Davi gave him some poppy juice for the undoubtedly appalling headache he’d have and something else so his face wouldn’t turn that alarming waxy greenish-white colour every time he moved his head.  
 
   “Rowan lad, the Wardens found you on the back stairs of the barracks. We think you slipped on some candle grease that was there and fell,” Telli said carefully as Rowan swallowed the potions.
 
   Rowan’s eyes widened. He remembered the nightmare he’d had the night before, remembered it quite clearly… which seemed odd when everything else was so confused, but it hurt his head to think about it too much. The nightmare had started with the damned halberdier and ended in blood-drenched Trill and parts of it had seemed very real… but that in itself wasn’t unusual. He remembered that he’d dreamed he was awake, which was always very disorienting afterwards, and he remembered trying to wake up, but he couldn’t remember actually waking up. 
 
   Another dreadful memory came to him and the healers watched in concern as his face became even paler and he began to tremble.
 
   “Rowan…? What’s wrong, laddie?” Telli asked kindly, anxious and trying not to show it. 
 
   Rowan shook his head as he stared at something terrible that wasn’t there. He knew it wasn’t there, but still he could see it, could remember falling and the stones coming towards him…
 
   “I… I…”
 
   “Please, Rowan, tell us what’s wrong,” Davi said, his worry increasing with every moment. Rowan had seemed all right, all things considered, but now he was suddenly more confused and distraught, staring appalled at something that only he could see. His horror was so genuine, so deep, that both healers found themselves looking for whatever it was that had triggered it. All they could see was the blank wall, and that surely wouldn’t… 
 
   “I… I fell into the fraggin well…” Rowan managed, “I remember I fell into the…”
 
   Cade stared at him in alarm. He took Rowan’s trembling hand in his, horrified at such a terrible thought. Of course they were all aghast, but only Cade had actually been there in Trill, had seen the dreadful well that overflowed with crimson water, filled with the hacked bodies of children and babies. The moss still clutched in some little hands as they’d scrabbled to find a way out proved that some had still been alive when they’d been thrown in.
 
   “No, Rowan! No, laddie, don’t think that. It was a bloody nightmare. Truly, it wasn’t the damned well.  You’re here in Den Siddon and you fell on the back stairs of the barracks and knocked yourself out. That’s why everything’s so muddled now,” he said quickly, “Look at me, Rowan! It was just another fraggin nightmare, like we both still get sometimes.”
 
   Rowan stared at Cade and clutched his hand like a drowning man. Suddenly he shuddered again and nodded slowly as the confusion lessened a bit. As he realised he truly wasn’t in Trill and the brick walls weren’t the walls of the well. Nothing terrible was going to happen to his friends standing around him and watching him with such concern. He moved a hand to the side of his pillow, stopped at the sharp pain the movement brought and hastily used the other hand. He felt Scrap’s warm little body snuggled there and heard the soft purr. Yes, he truly was awake now, he thought, confusing as all this is.
 
   “Aye… just another fraggin nightmare… but it was so bloody real, Cade. And it was different to the usual damned stuff… I… I was looking in the cursed well, and… and suddenly my head hurt and I saw the bricks coming up to meet me and…”
 
   “Perhaps you should try and rest a bit more now, Rowan,” Davi said with a quick glance at his colleague, “We can talk about all this later.”
 
   “I… I don’t think I could rest just now. Please just tell me what happened, but slowly, or I don’t think I can make sense of it,” Rowan said hesitantly.
 
   Fess and Cade nodded, knowing that Rowan wouldn’t want to try to sleep again after such a dreadful nightmare. They wouldn’t themselves. It’d be a visit to the night Watch and a couple of cups of tea on the battlements for them after something like that.
 
   “And what did you say about the back stairs?” Rowan managed, “What the hell was I doing there?”
 
   “We don’t know, Rowan. Maybe you woke up and couldn’t sleep…” Fess shrugged, “Maybe you were going up to the battlements…”
 
   Rowan frowned and tried to remember, but the harder he tried, the less he could recall with any certainty.
 
   “Dammit, I can’t bloody remember…but no, I don’t think so… I’d have gone by the main stairs, they’re closer… I almost never use the back stairs…”
 
   His friends exchanged glances with the healers again.
 
   “Perhaps you might have been… um… sleepwalking,” Cade said slowly as he thought about it again. 
 
    “Dear Gods, I didn’t… I didn’t hurt anyone, did I?” Rowan said, worried that parts of the very real-seeming dream might have been… well, real.
 
   “No, no, nothing like that,” Telli said quickly, “But you’ve done yourself no bloody good at all, laddie.”
 
   “My head…”
 
   “You’ve hit your head at least twice, Rowan. Perhaps the first knock woke you up enough for you to see the stairwell as you fell…” Zefer said thoughtfully, still thinking about Rowan’s suddenly increased confusion and distress and his conviction that he’d fallen into the damned well. It made more sense if he’d been walking in his sleep.
 
   “Aye,” Davi said, “You’ve got a hell of a lump on your head, Rowan. Well, a couple really, as Zefer says… and I’m sorry, but we had to clip a bit of your hair. There’s a gash with half a dozen stitches there. You were damned lucky not to crack your skull, I’d say. Just as well you’ve got such good thick hair. You dislocated that right shoulder, though, and your ankle’s…”
 
   Rowan wasn’t worried about a lock of hair; he’d certainly have been upset if it had all been cut, because a forester’s braid represents his love and respect for the forest and it represents his clan. It’d normally never be cut except for the necessary maintenance to keep it tidy. But he could see his braid laying thick and heavy over his shoulder as it always did, and the shoulder, he now realised, was firmly bandaged. He wasn’t really surprised at the dislocation either: he’d done it a couple of times since the injury at Messton and though he’d worked hard to strengthen the joint, it did seem to be unstable. But surely he should remember hurting it, shouldn’t he…? He tried to focus on what the healer had said and he moved his feet experimentally. Bloody hells, that right one hurt, and it felt like it was strapped up pretty tightly too. He thought it might even be splinted.
 
   “Is my ankle broken?” he asked, still not really able to take everything in.
 
   “I don’t think so, but it’s black and blue and swollen like I don’t know what. We had to cut your boot to get it off,” Zefer said slowly. 
 
   “My… my boot? What was my boot doing there? I don’t wear my bloody boots to bed,” Rowan said, feeling more confused than ever and wishing his head might stop aching so he could think straight. Surely the damned poppy juice and whatever else Davi had given him might start to do something useful soon.
 
   “Well, you had your boots and your trousers on, lad, but no shirt. ‘Tisn’t so unusual for a sleepwalker to do that,” Davi said soothingly, “And we all know it happened to a lot of the lads after Messton…”
 
   Rowan frowned again as he tried to think it through.
 
   “Aye, me too, but only a couple of times, and I woke up out in the forest or in the barn. But it’s not happened for a long time now. Years… I thought it was over with. Dammit… it must have been that bloody pest Estel that started it up again…” he said.
 
   “Who’s Estel?” Davi asked quickly, concerned that Rowan mightn’t be as rational as he seemed. The answer worried both healers even more for a few minutes.
 
   “He’s the brother of a man I killed at Messton. He’s the bloody halberdier’s brother…”
 
   It took a bit of explaining, but finally Davi and Zefer were reassured.
 
   Of course Telli and Fess and Cade wanted to send troopers to find Estel, but Rowan managed to talk them out of it.
 
   “No, please just let it end here. He’s gone now, and I truly don’t think he’ll be back,” he said quietly, “I told him to go out to the Memorial at Messton so that he can see that all of the men there were treated with decency and respect and honour. Maybe he will and maybe he’ll find some peace there too…”
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



46. “ What do the healers say?”
 
    
 
   Rowan spent nearly a week in the infirmary, much to the consternation of the troopers when word of it inevitably got out.
 
   Most of the first few days was spent sleeping: the healers had known of Rowan’s nightmares of course, most of the men from Trill and some from Messton still had them, but even so they’d been surprised at just how disturbed Rowan’s sleep really was. He told them wearily that the dreams had eased quite a bit after he’d come back to Den Siddon, but after his meeting with Estel they seemed to have reasserted themselves again. At least he hadn’t tried to walk in his sleep again. There was no real answer to the problem, of course: Rowan wasn’t keen to take sleeping potions, even for a short time, and the healers had little else to offer.
 
   Rowan decided to stick with his own regimen of virulent blasphemy when the nightmares woke him. It didn’t really do much for the awful dreams, but it made him feel a bit better anyway and if all else failed he could still get up and have a cup of tea with one of the healers who kept a discreet watch over him.
 
   They managed to keep him in their care for longer than they’d thought they would, but inevitably the day came when he thanked them all for their trouble and headed off out the door with Scrap, a stout walking stick, and a heavy limp, his foot and ankle encased to mid-calf in what the splintmaker laughingly called a ‘walking splint’. It was cumbersome, but the healers’ very uncomfortable crutches had been unusable with his injured shoulder and at least with this he was mobile. His plans to convert both splint and walking stick to kindling as soon as he reasonably could he kept to himself.
 
   As he limped across the Parade Ground a cheer went up from the troopers who saw him and he found himself surrounded by men anxious to know how he was. Fess and Cade appeared from nowhere and sent them off about their business and then they walked beside Rowan to the Captain’s Cottage. He’d be staying there until such time as he could comfortably manage the stairs to his own rooms. The children had been threatened with dire consequences if they didn’t leave Rowan in peace to rest and recover, but privately he thought that Fess and Bella themselves would be the ones who’d be fussing and fretting him the most.
 
   Bella had heard the cheers and recognised them for what they were: she met Fess and Cade and their charge at the front door of the Cottage, took one look at Rowan’s pale, weary face and kissed him. Then she shepherded him inside and closed the door, leaving the other two men on the doorstep.
 
   “That wasn’t very polite, Bella,” Rowan said as she settled him into a comfortable chair with a footstool for his injured ankle.
 
   “Don’t fret about those great lumps, Rowan. They’re all right. It’s you we need to be worrying about, look how thin you’ve got in such a short time,” she said, concerned.
 
   He shrugged. He’d simply been unable to eat more than very little since the accident and he lost weight easily. Always had. But now that the intense nausea had finally settled he was eating, cautiously, again.
 
   “You’re not going to be fussing me, are you, Bella?” he asked warily.
 
   “No, Rowan love. At least I’ll try not to,” she tried not to laugh at him as she kissed his cheek again, “Now, how do you feel about a nice cup of tea and some shortbread?”
 
   He thought about it and nodded.
 
   “Aye, thanks, I think I could manage that. I’ll even let you bring it over for me, just for today though, mind,” he smiled at her, but truly, his ankle was hurting more than he’d thought it would be after just walking from the infirmary. He suppressed a sigh and some bad language.
 
   She laughed.
 
   “Aye, just for today. Make the most of it, laddie.”
 
   **********              
 
   The next afternoon Rowan and Scrap turned up at the fencing circles mounted bareback on Ashen, Blob walking beside them, much to the amazement of the Trophy squad. 
 
   “Rowan…? What the hell are you doing here?” Stefan managed, “Does Bella know you’re…?”
 
   “Bella knows I’m taking my exercise and going to the stables to see Ashen, which I did, and then I thought I’d come and see what you lot were up to down here,” Rowan smiled at him, “But to be truthful ‘twas a bit too far to walk with this cursed ankle, so Ashen has helped me out.”
 
   “But… but, Rowan, should you be riding like that?”
 
   Rowan looked down at him, surprised.
 
   “Stefan, I’m not bloody riding,” he said, “I’m just sitting here minding my own business while Ashen is taking a little stroll with Scrap and Blob.”
 
   “How the hell did you even get up onto him with that damned great splint?” Corran asked curiously before Stefan could say anything. Surely he wouldn’t have been able to use the mounting block, and Fess and the healers would have the hide of any trooper who’d given him a leg up.
 
   “Same way as I’m going to get off in a moment…” Rowan gave a signal to his horse that nobody else saw and Ashen obligingly knelt for him. Scrap jumped to the ground, and Rowan swung his uninjured leg over the stallion’s neck and stood up carefully on the grey’s off side. “Thank you, Ashen laddie,” he said softly as the horse got to its feet beside him. He patted its neck and turned to the troopers, trying not to laugh at their astounded faces. “See? There’s no great bloody mystery to it. Now, because Bella’s busy doing housework and she wouldn’t let me do anything to help her with it, I’ve come down here to see your pretty faces again…” of course they’d been to see him while he’d been ill, but the healers had severely limited the number and duration of visits, “…And to borrow a couple of weights if I can, please.”
 
   “And what do you think you’re going to be doing with bloody weights?” Stefan frowned at him suspiciously.
 
   “Scrap’s been laying about in the infirmary with me the last few days, and he’s got too fat and lazy to chase mice, so I thought I could throw the cursed weights at them,” Rowan replied straightfaced.
 
   The little cat had been more than a match for the healers, leaping to the top of the highest cupboards in the infirmary and with fierce hissing and growling and razor-sharp claws defying all attempts to remove him. Sometime during the night they realised he’d quietly moved down beside Rowan’s pillow and there he’d stayed, with nobody willing to try to grab him in case the inevitable furore might disturb Rowan. Poor Blob had been thrown out of the room fairly smartly though. The dog had whined miserably under the window until Fess had had to banish him to a little shed on the far side of the garrison. His heartbroken howls had disturbed everyone so much that Blob had finally been allowed to stay outside under Rowan’s window so long as he was QUIET. Like Rowan, Blob was only half as daft as everyone thought and he’d finally settled more or less happily on an old blanket that somebody’d found for him. Now he sat beside Rowan, his plumy tail wagging madly. “What the hell do you think I’m going to do with the bloody things, you daft bugger? Eat them?”
 
   “I… er…” Stefan tried to pull himself together, “And what do the healers say about you lifting weights, laddie?”
 
   He knew he’d made a tactical error when Rowan laughed at him.
 
   “Dunno. I’ll find out soon enough, I’m sure, and probably sooner rather than later,” Rowan said cheerfully, unafraid of healers or anyone else for that matter. What was the worst they could do to him? Send him to bed with no supper? Nag? “Do you seriously think I’m going to let myself lose any more strength in my shoulders and arms? Especially this bloody right one. Anyway, I’ll only be starting with light weights…”
 
   Stefan stared at him again, barely remembering to close his mouth in time.
 
   “But… but Rowan, lad, you can barely walk… and it’s only two months until the Trophy… you can’t… you surely don’t think you can still…” his voice trailed off as Rowan raised a quizzical eyebrow at him.
 
   “I don’t know, Stefan. You’re probably right, but I…I just can’t give up on it yet …” Rowan shook his head slowly. He’d thought about this long and hard in the infirmary, once his head had finally stopped aching enough for him to concentrate. He simply wasn’t ready to meekly give up just because of some cursed bloody Plaiten. “We’ll see…”
 
   Stefan muttered something that was inaudible to the other troopers, but Rowan heard it clearly as “Cade always did say that you were a bloody stubborn bugger”.
 
   And Cade was right, he thought. Still got damned good hearing too. And as Finn always says, I am the bloody Champion. I will not let this beat me.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



47. “The daftest bloody idea I’ve ever heard.”
 
    
 
   The healers Davi and Zefer came to the Captain’s Cottage to see Rowan, as they had every day since his release from the infirmary. They heard laughter from the back garden and headed around there: Rowan often seemed to be out there under Johan’s apple tree, or near the cherry trees he’d planted for Zara and his little son before going to Messton. Usually he’d be watching the children playing with Blob and Scrap, or reading to them, but today it seemed that he was showing them how to juggle.
 
   “Looks like his co-ordination’s all right, Davi,” Zefer said softly as he watched Rowan juggling a motley assortment of several balls, a little doll, and what looked like an old sock folded into itself, to the joy and wonder of his little audience.
 
   “Aye, the daft bugger. Looks like there’s not too much problem with that right shoulder either… but I’m not too sure how much rest he’s actually getting.”
 
   Young Stefan threw Rowan another ball and he smoothly incorporated it into those he was already tossing up.
 
   “A good day to you, Davi and Zefer,” Rowan said without taking his eyes off the things he was juggling, “Sorry, all,” this to his audience of Fess’s children, their dog and, naturally, Scrap, “The healers are here to make sure I’m still breathing, so we’ll have to continue this later. Catch!” 
 
   He tossed a ball to each of the boys – young Rowan and Stefan caught theirs with no trouble and the youngest lad, Aaron, caught his after a bit of a fumble. Then he threw the sock to Scrap. The little cat leapt high to catch it easily, then trotted off a few paces and lay down with it between his paws as if daring anyone to try and take it from him. Blob was quivering with excitement as Rowan finally tossed him a disreputable looking ball that he grabbed gleefully and carried over to sit beside Scrap, just out of reach of the little black cat’s sharp claws. He’d felt them before when he’d tried to take liberties with the very tempting rolled-up sock and he knew better now.
 
   “Well done, lads. We’ll make circus performers out of you yet,” Rowan grinned at them all, then finally bowed low and presented the little doll to Zara. She reached up and favoured him with a rather sloppy kiss. He laughed happily and then turned his full attention to the healers.
 
   **********
 
   “Rowan, we’re not sure you’ll be right for the Trophy,” Davi said worriedly as he took the stitches out of the cut on Rowan’s head. Naturally, Scrap had come to sit beside Rowan, so that he could supervise. The wound had healed well, but there was still quite a bit of bruising there. Well, there were still a lot of scrapes and bruises all over Rowan’s body; he’d been lucky to get out of it as well as he had. 
 
   Rowan looked at the healer in surprise. It was ten days since the incident on the stairs and there was still a bit more than six weeks until the tournament began. His head had more or less stopped aching a couple of days ago, the giddiness and nausea had settled, and his balance and reflexes seemed unimpaired. He was able to use his right arm cautiously and he was doing just that so the shoulder wouldn’t get stiff. Of course he hadn’t been training - unless you counted lifting a few light weights to strengthen his injured shoulder - and he knew he’d have to take it very carefully, but he’d thought he’d be all right by then. Naturally his ankle was still swollen and painful, still splinted, and it hurt like hell if he wasn’t careful, but all the same Rowan was able to get around fairly well, much to the relief of the very concerned garrison.
 
   “What makes you say that, Davi?”
 
   “It was a damned decent knock on the head that you got, Rowan, you were unconscious for a bloody long time and you gave us all a hell of a fright…” the healers had been beginning to wonder if Rowan would in fact wake up again, “…We don’t think you should go back to training just yet…”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve lost too much fitness,” he said, “And I know how to use the damned sabre, ‘tis second nature to me now. I can wait a bit longer.” Even if the unaccustomed inactivity was already starting to fret him. He’d been pleased when the boys had hesitantly asked if he might show them how to juggle while he was staying with them.
 
   “All the same, you really need to rest for a good month or so. Head injuries like that aren’t to be taken lightly. And while that ankle’s not broken, it’s been wrenched pretty badly…” Davi didn’t mention the shoulder: he knew that Rowan would simply say that he had another arm he could use perfectly well, and of course he was right.
 
   Rowan looked away for a moment and sighed.
 
   “Another month or so?” he said, “Dammit. And just when I’d decided I really wanted to win the bloody Trophy this time, too.”
 
   It was the healers’ turn to look surprised.
 
   “What do you mean? Haven’t you wanted to win it all along?” Zefer looked up in surprise from where he was checking Rowan’s ankle.
 
   “Aye, I have, or I’d not have been working so damned hard at it for the last year, but not as much as I want to now…” Rowan said slowly.
 
   “I’m truly sorry, Rowan. I know how hard you’ve been working for it,” Davi said. Rowan was well known for being the first to arrive at training and the last to leave. His work ethic had even surprised the Sword Master. “But… well, we’re just concerned that you might not be ready to compete in the time.”
 
   “I know, Davi, and I thank you both for it. But you know if the Trophy started this afternoon I’d front up for my bout and I’d take my chances, don’t you, and if bloody Rollo jumped out from behind a tree at me I’d grab my sabre and sort him out too.”
 
   Davi and Zefer both nodded unhappily.
 
    “Aye, I do know it,” Zefer muttered, “We both do.”
 
   Rowan stroked Scrap absently as he gave it some more thought. He’d worked too hard for this to let it go easily, but he hadn’t planned on injuring himself like that either.
 
   “How about this, then, lads… I’ll not train for another couple of weeks and then I’ll be very, very bloody careful, and of course I’ll not be going to any more lead-up tournaments. Do you think that’d be all right?”
 
   “Mmm, maybe, if you take things slowly… but you’ll be short of match fitness, Rowan…” Davi replied, uncertain about the wisdom of it, but knowing he’d have no hope of changing Rowan’s mind. He glanced at Zefer, who shrugged philosophically.
 
   Rowan smiled at them both.
 
   “I don’t think it’ll matter. My bloody reputation alone will make up for that.”
 
   Davi thought about it and realised that Rowan was probably right. All the same…
 
    “Is the Trophy so important to you?”
 
    “If you’d asked me that a few weeks ago, I’d have said no. But now…” Rowan shook his head ruefully, “Well, as I said, I’ve realised that I truly do want to win the cursed thing. The other times… of course I wanted to win it, or I’d not have been there, not have done any good, but I’ve always felt the first Trophy was for Sian and Den Sorl, and the second one was for Johan, mainly, and then Sian, the g’Hakken, and Den Siddon. But this one, Davi… this one’s for me. For the clans too, of course, I suppose, but… I just wanted to win it for myself, and I still do. Even more so, now. Selfish of me, isn’t it?”
 
   Davi smiled at him.
 
   “You’re the one who’s been doing all the hard work, Rowan. Nobody else. I don’t think it’s selfish at all. ‘Honest’, I’d say.”
 
   “Well, I hope I’m always that, at least.” He laughed. “You know, I think I must be getting old and grumpy. All the miserable old buggers quacking on were starting to really irritate me this time, even before I fell. Truly, I’m fed up with hearing that I’m too old, that I shouldn’t be here, that I’m going to fall apart before the bloody competition even starts, and if by some miracle I don’t, then I certainly will once it’s begun. And now they’re all saying I can’t come back from a bloody rolled ankle and a bump on the head.”
 
   “It’s a bit more than that, Rowan.” 
 
   He shook his head.
 
    “Doesn’t matter. It won’t stop me. When the Trophy comes around I’ll be running about like young Scrap here, I hope, but even if I’m not I won’t be there just to make up the damned numbers. I’ll just have to try and see the other lads off quickly, and look after my ankle and the rest of me as much as I can.” He looked at the healers again and smiled happily. “No, Davi, Zefer, this time I’m going to shut the old miseries up once and for all. This one’s mine.”
 
   Davi and Zefer looked at him closely. They knew that Rowan didn’t brag and he didn’t make idle predictions either. And he looked very strong and fit, even if he hadn’t been training since the accident. Davi clapped him on the uninjured shoulder.
 
   “Good lad,” he said, “I’ll look forward to it. But you must take it very bloody carefully.”
 
   “Aye. I will.”
 
   **********
 
   “Davi, I’ve been thinking about this cursed splint,” Rowan said slowly, “When it comes off, my ankle will still need support, won’t it? Bandages or something?”
 
   “Aye, it will. Good strong support, and probably for quite a while too, I’m thinking,” the healer replied, “Especially if you’re really planning on trying to run around on it.”
 
   “Then tell me what you think about this…” Rowan hesitated, knowing how daft the idea would sound and quite prepared for both healers to fall about laughing, “You know how a corset is, with the stays and all?” Both men looked at him askance and nodded warily. “Do you think it’d be possible to make some sort of support for my ankle like that? Or maybe even a… a boot with the stays built into it? Sort of like the scabbard in my boot for my clan knife?”
 
   Davi and Zefer stared at him and then at each other and burst out laughing, just as Rowan had expected.
 
   “A corset for your ankle? Did I truly just hear you say that? You’ve got too much damned time on your hands, lad! No wonder you’ve taken up juggling,” Zefer said, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes.
 
   “Well, I just thought, maybe…”
 
   The healers chortled happily for a while, and Rowan was starting to wish he’d simply said nothing and that the healers would just shut up about it when both men suddenly began to look thoughtful.
 
   “You know, Zefer, it’s just bloody daft enough that it might work,” Davi said slowly.
 
   “Mmm… maybe. Have you spoken to the splintmaker about it, Rowan?”
 
   “No. I thought I’d ask you two what you thought first,” Rowan said.
 
   “Well, I think I can speak for my esteemed colleague here when I say it’s the daftest bloody idea I’ve ever heard,” Zefer said, “But at the same time it might just be sheer bloody genius. Let’s talk about it a bit more, Rowan. Who would make it, do you think? The splintmaker or a bootmaker? Or both together, probably?” 
 
   Rowan braced himself for more hilarity.
 
   “I, um… I thought both of them, and, er…”
 
   “Out with it, laddie!” Davi said sternly, though he was dying to hear what else Rowan might come up with. The man had a well-earned reputation for odd innovations that worked in spite of their initial peculiarities. Rowan’s very unorthodox approach to physical training came to mind, and so did his brilliant idea of introducing the recruits to scrambleball.
 
   “Well, I thought the lady in the town who makes corsets and things too. They’re bloody stupid things, corsets, and I’ve never understood why anyone would want to wear one, but they do give good strong support and are sort of lightweight too. And they wouldn’t need to put all the lace and ribbons and things on the splint, or whatever you might call it, so it mightn’t take too long to make,” Rowan said, straightfaced.
 
   This time the healers laughed so hard that they were in serious danger of doing themselves a mischief.
 
   “Dear Gods! Can you imagine them all beavering away on such a thing?” Zefer somehow managed to pull himself together a bit, “Poor old Gordon, the splintmaker, is a bloody old bachelor who’s likely never seen a damned corset in his life.”
 
   “Or a woman!” Davi added happily.
 
   “And he’s a poor shy bloody Wirran into the bargain!” Rowan chuckled, “You know what sheltered lives they lead.”
 
   The enlightened citizens of Bettra, Crell and Sian decided it would be worth seeing the look on the splintmaker’s face when they made the suggestion, even if nothing else came of it. But the more they thought about the daft idea, the more they thought it might just be possible.
 
   To their surprise, once he’d recovered from the shock of the wildly improbable suggestion, Gordon agreed that it might just work. He wasn’t sure if a relatively lightweight fitted brace – or corset, as they were still calling it at odd moments – would be best, or if Rowan’s idea of a boot braced with stays would be better. Of course the leather would have to be soft and supple while still being strong, but that wouldn’t be a problem: there were some very good leatherworkers in the town. It was decided that they’d try both ideas.
 
   **********
 
   The healers Zefer and Davi were both married and unworried by visiting the very discreet corsetiere’s shop in the town. Rowan, too, had been wed and in fact had often bought interesting little silken somethings for Zara from Madame Estella’s. Zara had been too slim to need a corset and Rowan hadn’t wanted her to be torturing herself in one anyway, but Estella was nothing if not inventive and talented at her craft. Both Rowan and Zara had always been delighted with his purchases there. The bootmaker, Yosse, and Gordon the splintmaker were both Wirrans and though Yosse was wed, he was appalled at the idea of visiting such an establishment. Somehow the scorn of the Crellian and Bettran healers, as well as Siannen Rowan, spurred them both into making the effort.
 
   Estella was most surprised to see five men come into her little shop and the thought crossed her mind to toss them all out, but she recognised Rowan and knew he’d not be there merely to be a damned pest or waste her time and so she listened to the proposal. The Wirrans almost fainted when she closed the shutters, locked the front door, and produced a beautifully made corset for them to inspect in private and with no fear of being interrupted. After their initial shock had worn off and they got past the pretty ribbons, frothy lace and delicate embroidery, they found themselves fascinated by the construction, the sheer engineering of it and soon they were engrossed in a lively discussion about the possibilities of Rowan’s ideas. Rowan’s foot and ankle were measured in every conceivable dimension and the now excited splintmaker thought they might have something for him to try in a few days.
 
   For his part, Rowan was looking forward to seeing the last of the cumbersome ‘walking splint’.
 
   **********
 
   “Uncle Rowan…” Fess’s eldest boy said slowly as all three lads inspected the new scar on Rowan’s head after the healers had brought him back from Madame Estella’s, had a cup of tea and another good laugh and finally gone on their way.
 
   “Mmm…? You sound puzzled, young Rowan d’Fess,” Rowan smiled at his namesake. He often used the Siannen form of address, and many in the garrison did too as it saved quite a bit of confusion. Many babies in Wirran had been named for Rowan after Messton, particularly among Guardsmen and their families and folk from the town of Den Siddon, and there were several ‘Rowans’ in the garrison. “What’s wrong? Healer Davi said it was healing up well.”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis too, I think. But… well, er… it, um…”
 
   “It looks like your hair’s going to grow back red!” the youngest lad, Aaron piped up.
 
   “What?” Rowan looked at him very sceptically. “Didn’t your Ma ever tell you not to make up silly daft stories like that, Aaron?”
 
   “But… but ‘tisn’t a silly daft story, Uncle Rowan. I promise it’s not,” the little boy protested. “You can ask Ma if you don’t believe me or the others.”
 
   Rowan looked at the three little lads all nodding at him, as solemn as owls. He knew that at least one of them would be giggling by now if they were playing a trick on him, and they certainly wouldn’t have invoked Bella’s name for a prank.
 
   “I’m sorry, Aaron. ’Tisn’t that I don’t believe you, exactly. ‘Tis that I simply can’t imagine why my hair would suddenly be red again after all this time,” he said slowly.
 
   “It’s only that bit where the healers had to cut it so they could sew up your poor head when you hurt it,” Stefan, the middle son, said as he looked a bit more closely. “Come and look in Ma’s big mirror. She’s got a hand mirror too, so you can see it better.”
 
   Intrigued, Rowan allowed himself to be dragged into the Captain’s Cottage.
 
   Bella looked as sceptical as Rowan had when she heard the story, but her eyes grew round as she too inspected Rowan’s head.
 
   “Bloody Hells! It’s still fairly bruised, Rowan, but the hair truly is growing back red! It’s only barely stubble yet, but it truly is red in the light. But how…?” she managed. She pulled herself together a bit and thrust a hand mirror at Rowan. “Here. See for yourself…”
 
   He went to the big mirror over the mantelpiece in the sitting room, angled the hand mirror… so… He hadn’t had a proper look at the wound yet, but he knew Davi and Zefer had cut the least possible amount of his hair so they could stitch the cut, and the actual injury was bigger than that. He winced at the swelling and dark bruising still there, appalled at the extent of it, and then he said a most disgraceful but very useful B’Ni phrase as he saw the unmistakeably dark auburn haze around the neat, almost three inch long scar. For a moment he wondered why the healers had said nothing, but he’d been sitting in the shade of the trees, and perhaps it had been indiscernible amongst the bruising.
 
   “Please accept my apologies, Aaron. And Rowan and Steffie too. I’m truly sorry I thought you were trying to trick me. But I… I don’t understand…” he said.
 
   Rowan remembered that Glyn had had a white patch in his dark hair after he’d knocked his head on a branch as a youngster, but he’d never heard of it happening the other way. He decided he had better things to be fretting himself about.
 
   “Do you think it might all grow back red if you were to cut all of your hair off?” Aaron asked innocently.
 
   Bella gasped in shock that her son would suggest such a thing to a forester, but Rowan smiled. The boy was only six, and Wirran, after all.
 
   “We’ll never know, laddie. I’ve never heard of a bald forester, and I am certainly not going to be the first one. We’ll just have to be content with a red patch,” he chuckled, “At least it’ll match my beard.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



48. “I might ask old Hibbon…”
 
    
 
   “You’re truly set on this bloody daft idea, aren’t you?”
 
   Rowan smiled. At last, a Wirran speaking bluntly. He’d thought all his efforts to teach them had come to nothing. Apart from Fess and Cade of course.
 
   “Aye, Telli, I am. I’ve come too damned far to give up so easily,” he said.
 
   Telli sighed. Nobody’d be blaming Rowan if he gave up now.
 
   “… But I don’t want to be taking up too much of Stefan’s time and distracting him from his own training and the rest of the squad. He’s got enough to do without that too,” Rowan added softly.
 
   “Ah. And what does he say about that, laddie?”
 
   “He said to shut up and let him worry about it.” After a slow and diffident start, Stefan had been another of Rowan’s successes as far as plain speaking went. “Telli, I truly don’t want to see Stefan or anyone else blow their chances at the Trophy just because of my cursed ankle. ‘Tisn’t right.”
 
   Telli watched him carefully as they sipped their cups of tea. Most would be happy to have people fussing about and going out of their way to do things for them, some in Rowan’s position might even expect it, but not Rowan. He was still too stubborn and too independent for his own good and always would be. Well, perhaps he, Telli, might be able to help his friend in spite of it.
 
   He’d seen Rowan and Scrap walking past the Commandant’s Cottage on their daily morning exercise and invited them in. Beatrice had promptly dispatched Scrap to the pantry to hunt the mouse she’d seen there the day before. Then she’d settled Rowan and Telli in the sitting room with a pot of tea and a plate of her own excellent gingerbread and discreetly disappeared. She’d known exactly what Telli had in mind to say.
 
   “Well, Rowan lad, I’ve been thinking about this and I think I might be able to help you out a bit.”
 
   Rowan looked at him consideringly. He’d been a champion swordsman in his day, had finished in the Round of Four in Johan’s Trophy after all, and he was still very fit as every Wirran Guardsman must be. All the same… Rowan knew that Telli’s knees weren’t what they might be. Before he could say anything he heard Telli chuckle.
 
   “Ha! Not ME exactly, laddie! No, I thought perhaps I might ask old Hibbon to get up off his backside and come and make himself useful. The old bastard’s as fit as a flea and it’d give him something better to do than shuffling papers at Den Sorl.”
 
   Hibbon Harrelson was perilously close to retirement now, would probably have already retired if not for Messton, but the Guard had been seriously depleted of good men by that and he’d agreed to stay on at Den Sorl as Captain when Telli had been promoted to Commandant and Lieutenant Trav had taken command of Den Ree. Captain Trav now, of course.
 
   “Hibbon? Bloody Hells, I’d not thought of him. Do you think he’d mind?”
 
   “Mind? Do I think he’d bloody mind?” Telli grinned at Rowan’s worried face, “He’d be very damned offended if we didn’t ask him. In fact I’d be surprised if he didn’t invite himself once he hears what’s happened.”
 
   “And what about Stefan?” Rowan said, still concerned, “I’d hate to offend him when he’s helped me so much…”
 
   Telli shook his head. He’d already spoken with the Sword Master, and not as his Commandant.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself about that, Rowan. Stefan said he’d be honoured to have Hibbon here. Don’t forget the old bugger’s nearly as famous as you are, in some circles. He was runner-up in the Trophy before Johan’s, the one that Crellian lad won, and he’s trained the last three winners of the damned thing. Well, sort of trained you last time. It’s still incredible, when you think about it. Between you and me, I suspect Stefan’s looking forward to stealing a few ideas from Hibbon.”
 
   “I’d certainly be a lot happier if I didn’t feel like I was going to be taking up too much of Stefan’s time now,” Rowan said thoughtfully, “Let me talk to him, though. I don’t want him to be upset and I don’t want him to be feeling pressured. He’s got enough to think about without that.”
 
   A muffled shriek brought both men to their feet.
 
   “Beatrice? What’s wrong, love?” Telli said as he and Rowan headed into the kitchen, where the sound had come from.
 
   “Nothing, Telli. I just got a, er… surprise, that’s all,” she said, “I hadn’t expected so many, so quickly.”
 
   She pointed to the hearth where Scrap had just deposited the third mouse he’d caught.
 
   “He’s a good little hunter, Beatrice. He likes to get on with the job and he doesn’t mess about. Would you like to borrow him for a bit while I go and see Stefan? There might still be a couple left for him to catch,” Rowan said as he patted the cat’s soft fur and admired the trophies as expected.
 
   “Aye, perhaps I’d better. I thought there was only one of the cursed things.”
 
   “Mice don’t usually come in ones, I’m afraid. But Scrap will clear them out for you. I’ll come back for him later.”
 
   The conversation with Stefan reassured Rowan. Far from feeling put out that Rowan might have a new trainer, the Sword Master was looking forward to seeing just how Hibbon did things. And he was indeed hoping to get a few pointers from him. Rowan suspected he might even be feeling a little relieved, even if Stefan hadn’t admitted it to himself.
 
   “Send the dispatch please, Telli,” he said when he went back to collect Scrap after lunch and found Telli there just finishing his own meal, “And thank you.”
 
   “Thank you for lending us Scrap, laddie. Those bloody mice have been driving poor Beatrice to distraction,” Telli said with a laugh, “Every time he’s brought another one out to show us, she’s had conniptions, and look! He’s caught baby mice and old grandfather mice as well. I reckon he’s cleared them out good and proper.”
 
   The little cat had caught nine mice, some of them very small indeed, and he seemed to have lost interest in the pantry. Beatrice had hopes that he really had caught all the mice for now, but if not she’d borrow Scrap again now that she’d seen his expertise. He certainly didn’t mess about, just as Rowan had said.
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



49. “A bit of a setback”
 
    
 
   Old Sword Master Hibbon – Captain Hibbon, now - appeared at Den Siddon a surprisingly short time later, considering just how far it was from Den Sorl. Both the dispatch rider and Hibbon himself had made a real effort to get to where they needed to be, quickly.
 
   In spite of his thinning grey hair, Hibbon was as fit and sprightly as ever. He was the man who’d trained an unknown eighteen-year-old Rowan to win his first Trophy so long ago and helped out with the final phases of his training after Johan had died unexpectedly quite close to Rowan’s second Trophy. He and Telli sat in Telli’s office and gossiped about mutual acquaintances over a glass of wine, as old friends do.
 
   “The lads on the Gate knew the dog…” Hibbon said happily, touching his little garrison’s emblem of the sleeping dog for a moment. “I always thought young Rowan would make folk sit up and take notice of it.”
 
   Telli laughed. The days of ignorance about it had long gone.
 
   “Aye, well, he certainly did that, didn’t he?” 
 
   “Aye, he did. Mind you, there’s a few Den Sorl men making their mark now. There’s you and young Fess, and Trav’s doing well at Den Ree too.”
 
   “Aye, he is too. Well, we all do our best, I suppose,” Telli smiled at his old friend.
 
   “And speaking of that, what the hell’s going on with our lad Rowan? They’ve been saying for a while that he’s hurt his hands and broken his foot, hasn’t been to enough lead-up tournaments… and I’ve heard a lot of even worse rumours lately. Well, you know what it’s like. There’s so many damned rumours flying about, you don’t know what to bloody believe. And now I’ve got your cursed dispatch asking me to come and help out. Of course I don’t mind doing whatever I can to help him, but…” Hibbon said, trying not to sound too concerned. He was, though. It was incredible that Rowan was contesting his third Trophy, and Hibbon’d hate to see his chances ruined by injury. Mind you, it’d take a hell of an injury to stop the stubborn young bugger.
 
   Telli shook his head slowly. He’d thought it best not to be too specific in his letter to Hibbon, thought it best to explain the situation in person. There were more than enough damned rumours doing the rounds since Rowan’s accident. Though the men of the garrison had kept their mouths firmly shut about it, it was easy for anyone to see that Rowan wasn’t going on any more training runs and his hobbling visits to the town hadn’t escaped notice either. Mind you, his recovery had been amazing and he was doing more each day. Still, it’d be a while before he was back to full training.
 
   “Ah… well, he did have a bit of a setback, Hibbon… and, er, he didn’t want to, um, damage anyone else’s chances…” he told the shocked Sword Master what had happened, trying not to make too much of it. Of course Hibbon wasn’t fooled.
 
   “A bit of a bloody setback? Great Beldar’s breeks! So he burnt his hands and broke his foot in a bloody barn fire – and what the hell he was DOING in a bloody barn fire in the first place, I’d like to know! But he got all that right and then he fell down the damned barracks stairs, tore his ankle up and knocked himself rotten? Walking in his sleep after some cursed bloody Plaiten came and tried to murder him, you said?”
 
   “Aye, that’s about the strength of it.”
 
   “Poor brave lad. He’s paid a hell of a price for saving all those men at Messton, and it seems he’s still paying it,” Hibbon shook his head, “It doesn’t seem bloody right.”
 
   He looked thoughtful for a moment, then glared at Telli as if it was somehow all his fault.
 
   “And you call all that a bit of a bloody setback? What the hell would be a fraggin disaster, then, Telli?” he said fiercely. 
 
   Telli shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know. No, don’t look at me like that, Hibbon. Look, all I can tell you is that Rowan’s back in light training, taking it carefully still, but…. he’s got a sort of special lightweight brace for his ankle that seems to help a lot. And Stefan Willson, our Sword Master here, is happy with him.”
 
   “Ah. He’s a very good swordsman, is young Stefan. He’ll do well in the Trophy himself,” Hibbon said judiciously, “Could go close to winning it.”
 
   “Aye, he will go close, I think.” 
 
   “… And you say he’s happy with how Rowan’s going?”
 
   “Aye, he is. He thought… well, we all thought, that that’d be the end of it, but we were all wrong. Time’s going to be the damned problem of course, but Rowan’s working really hard within his limitations and I’ve never seen him so bloody determined to win the damned thing. But he’s worried he’s taking up too much of Stefan’s attention now, and…”
 
   “… And he doesn’t want Stefan to spend all his time with him and ruin his own chances in the Trophy,” Hibbon finished the sentence thoughtfully. He knew Rowan well and wasn’t surprised by this at all. “But you think Rowan can still compete?”
 
   “Well, Rowan thinks he can still compete. And I think if the man himself says that, then it’s probably right. As for me? Well, I’m just hoping he can. And I’m hoping we can help him to do it,” Telli said.
 
   Hibbon nodded.
 
   “Well, there’s only one way to get an idea, I suppose. Will he be down at the circles, do you think?”
 
   “Aye, I think so. Let’s go and have a look.”
 
    “He always was a stubborn young bugger, Telli,” Hibbon said slowly.
 
   “Always has been, old friend, and always will be,” Telli smiled at him again, “Anyway, come and see for yourself how he is.”
 
   “And what about match fitness, Telli? They say he’s only been to the one lead-up…? And cancelled any others…?” Hibbon asked as they headed out to the circles.
 
   “Aye, well, it’s too soon after the fall for him to be going to any more and the healers have managed to convince him to listen to them for once. He’s very bloody fit though and he’s not worried about it, says his reputation will finally be of some use to him.”
 
   “Ha! He’s probably right there too. And he could probably run most of the other lads ragged even with a few, er, setbacks.”
 
   “Fess says he could run them ragged even with a wooden leg,” Telli chuckled.
 
   Hibbon managed a smile. He thought Fess was probably right and certainly Rowan would give it a hell of a good try.
 
   “So, is there anything else you’ve not told me?” he said slowly.
 
   “No, not really. Nothing you can’t learn for yourself when you’ve seen Rowan, anyway,” Telli replied blithely.
 
   Hibbon glared at him again for a moment, but his face cleared as they got closer to the outdoor circles.  There were a lot of men there sparring: a lot of the Trophy contestants were happy to train with the other men like this as it gave them a bit more experience of their opponents. Equally, of course, some were happy to watch the others but reluctant to show their own skills off just yet and they sparred in private though they generally did the rest of their training with the main group.
 
   “What the hell’s that bloody cat doing over there? It looks like he’s supervising the whole damned show!” Hibbon exclaimed, surprised at the little creature’s composure and rapt attention amidst all the noise and bustle and the clashing of sabres; surprised too that nobody’d trodden on it, even if it was sitting on someone’s shirt with its tail curled up neatly beside its velvety black body.
 
   “That’s Rowan’s cat, Scrap, that the silly bugger rescued from somewhere or other. He follows Rowan everywhere; the lads call him his little shadow. He’s in charge down here these days,” Telli laughed, “And there’s Rowan…”
 
   “Aye, I see him,” Hibbon said thoughtfully, watching carefully as Rowan lifted weights with a couple of other men.
 
   Rowan’s scars were startling, to say the least, but it was obvious that his previous injuries weren’t hindering him at all. No, he looked remarkably fit and able after the dreadful things Telli had told him had happened.
 
   “What do you think would happen if that useless bugger Rollo suddenly leapt out from somewhere, Hibbon?” Telli asked softly.
 
   “I think the bastard would have to duck very bloody smartly or Rowan would take his head off with one of those weights,” Hibbon replied, “And if he missed with that, I’m pretty sure he’d grab a sabre and sort him out, injured ankle or not. He looks in damned good shape to me. Let’s go over and…”
 
   “Wait! Wait a moment. It looks like he and Stefan are going to spar now,” Telli said.
 
   “Good. I’ll be able to see better how he’s moving.”
 
   **********
 
   Quite a few other men were standing there watching too and Telli and Hibbon mingled discreetly. Hibbon could see that the Sword Master was very, very good indeed, and he’d give anyone a good run for their money, but his tall, silver-haired opponent with the beautiful, unmistakable style that he’d always had, was better. True, they weren’t at full speed and Rowan was definitely favouring an ankle, but Hibbon knew that wasn’t important. If he really had to, Rowan could probably end the bout any time he felt like it. Hibbon watched carefully for a little longer. 
 
   “Great bloody Beldar!” Hibbon whispered. “He’s damned nearly as good as he ever was, even with that damned ankle as it is, and he will be if we can get the bloody thing right. Unbelievable. Even without his fall, I thought after Messton and Trill, he’d…
 
   “So did I. So did everyone, I think, to be truthful,” Telli said softly, “But no… we were all wrong.”
 
   “That other lad, young Stefan, is good, too,” Hibbon said thoughtfully, “Very damned good. He’ll do very, very well, Telli, but I don’t think he’s going to win it.” He watched the only dual Champion ever for a bit longer, just for the sheer pleasure of it.
 
   “Can you show me where to find a bookmaker later, Telli?” he asked quietly.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



50. “… ‘tis only a game.”
 
    
 
   The last few weeks had flown by and now with only two weeks before the Trophy Tournament began, practically all of the contestants were in Den Siddon, settled into their new surroundings and training hard for the Tournament of their lives. The last few men – this year there were no women in the competition - would arrive soon and the rest were accommodated within the garrison, where they could continue their preparations in some sort of privacy from the masses. Spectators and general hangers-on were filling inns and hostelries for quite a distance around Den Siddon, and quite a few were billeted with local townsfolk. And for those remaining, a tent town had sprung up on the other side of the river.
 
   Telli smiled to himself as a big group of swordsmen from all over Yaarl trotted past him on a training run. Den Siddon’s team was whittled down to four now, the maximum number that could be entered by any single garrison. Of course, there weren’t many garrisons that could actually find so many men who were good enough to qualify. Telli thought that Stefan and Corran had a damned good chance, particularly Stefan, and they’d make a good showing; Abel and Gerral would do well too, but he thought they’d probably not make it past the Round of Thirty-two. Nothing wrong with that. But the man he still thought would give it a hell of a shake wasn’t with the group. 
 
   Dammit, he thought, looks like he’s not back to full training yet. Mind you, the mere fact of Rowan’s still being in contention at all was amazing to anyone who knew the whole story. There were a hell of a lot of rumours flying about among those who didn’t and if you paid them any mind you’d think Rowan was practically on death’s door still. None of that dented the Guard’s faith in their man though: they knew what he’d done at Messton and Trill and afterwards, and he’d been far more seriously hurt then than he was now. And of course Hibbon was here helping him with his training. That had to be a plus.
 
   Telli saw a little black cat stalking a pigeon around the slabs of the great Memorial. What the hell are you doing there, he wondered, you should be off guarding Rowan’s shirt somewhere at this time of the day, even if he’s not running. He frowned thoughtfully and went to see. The cat gave him a reproachful look as the pigeon flapped away, but it didn’t object when Telli leaned down and stroked its velvety fur.
 
   “What are you up to, young Scrap?” Telli said quietly.
 
   “Just giving the pigeons a bit of a workout,” came the reply, “The silly things are getting too fat and lazy.”
 
   Telli looked around in surprise. Rowan smiled at him from where he sat on the grass, leaning comfortably against the foreleg of the statue of Mica.
 
   “Sorry to intrude on you, Rowan,” Telli said hastily, “I didn’t see you there. Too busy tickling Scrap’s ears.”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “’Tis a good way to spend the time. But you’re not intruding, Telli. I’m just watching the world go by for a bit.”
 
   “I thought you might be… er…”
 
   “Out running with that mob of louts that’s just pounded past? Aye, well, I probably should be, too, but…” Rowan shrugged, “But I find it stirs my cursed ankle up too much. Hibbon thinks I’ve done enough exercises and things for now and I’ll be going swimming again later when it’s not quite so bloody cold.”
 
   Telli’s eyes widened.
 
   Rowan had spent a lot of time swimming in the river to strengthen his shoulder and ankle and, unconventional though it was, it seemed to have been doing him good. Hibbon had seen no reason to discourage him. Now, though, with the tent city occupying the banks for a good distance, he had to travel a fair distance to escape the inevitable gawkers.
 
   “Bloody Hells. I was going to ask you how you thought you’d go in the Trophy, now that you’re more or less back with the Squad and you’ve seen most of the opposition, but…” unconcerned by the dignity of his rank, Telli sat beside Rowan on the grass and looked at him worriedly.
 
   Rowan shook his head and laughed.
 
   “Telli, don’t fret yourself. My ankle’s all right, and the brace helps a lot. As I keep telling anyone who’ll listen, I’ll just front up and take my chances in the Trophy when it comes around. But I’ve still got a couple of weeks till then, so I’m giving my ankle a bit more of a rest, a bit of um, pampering. It’ll be fine, truly, and I really think I’ll be running around like young Scrap here in no time at all.”
 
   “I bloody hope so, laddie.”
 
   “So does Hibbon and so do I. It seems a shame not to put all that bloody hard work to good use. Besides, Telli, to answer your question… aye, I think I can still win it.”
 
   “Truly?”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, truly. There’s a young Crellian lad who’s very good, probably their best chance of winning it for a hell of a long time, and I’ve seen a man from Salandar who’s bloody good too. And Stefan’s the best of the Wirrans… but unless the others are just foxing for now, I think I’ll be able to get past them all right, if I get on with it and don’t mess about too much. Even that arrogant bugger whatsisname from Den Escher, who’s so full of himself.”
 
   “Alun Goffsson, you mean?” Telli smiled reminiscently, “You beat his father in the Final of your first Trophy. Seems the son thinks he can go one better, and he’s not shy about letting everyone know it.”
 
   Rowan nodded again.
 
   “Aye, that’s him. I thought he looked familiar, but I didn’t realise… he’s got all of his father’s arrogance and his damned big mouth too. He’s a very good swordsman, but ‘tisn’t right how he treats some of the other lads,” Rowan frowned suddenly as he thought about it, “The next time I see him looking down his nose at someone I might have to thump him for his trouble.”
 
   “What! He’s been looking down his nose at you?” Telli was shocked at such disrespect for the dual Champion, and he wasn’t having it. “The ignorant bastard! I’ll have words with him myself.”
 
   “No, no! Not at me, Telli. I truly don’t care of he looks down his nose at me,” and it’s bloody hard to do when I’m four or five inches taller than him, Rowan thought, “But I really don’t like it when he does it to some of the younger lads. They’ve got as much right to be here as he has.”
 
   “Aye, of course they have. Er, Rowan… you wouldn’t really thump him, would you?”
 
   “Dammit. I suppose it wouldn’t do, would it?”  Rowan sighed. “He’d be sure to make a formal bloody complaint and I’d find myself barred from the Trophy. And just when I really want to win it too.”
 
   Telli stared at him in amazement. Surely he’d wanted to win it all along, hadn’t he?
 
   “What the hell do you mean, Rowan?” he asked cautiously.
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Well, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it lately, and…” he said slowly. It wasn’t easy to put it into words. “I just don’t want it to end like this, I suppose. If I’d never come back to try again… well, that’s one thing that truly wouldn’t have worried me too much. I’d have come along and presented the Trophy medal to the new Champion and congratulated him, and that would’ve been that. But… I’ve got this far, and Hibbon and Stefan and the lads have all gone out of their way to help me. I feel like I’d be letting them and myself down if I didn’t at least keep trying. ‘Tisn’t as if anything’s been broken, and ‘tisn’t as if I’m keeping anyone else out of the tournament. They always reserve a spot for the poor old Champion and they’ll just have a bye in the first Round if I don’t front up.” He shook his head and smiled at Telli. “I suppose the truth is I’m just too bloody stubborn to give up on it.”
 
   Telli laughed. 
 
   “Of course you are, laddie. You’re a bloody forester when all’s said and done! You’re all too stubborn and too damned honest for your own good!”
 
   “Well, I hope I’m always honest, at least,” Rowan laughed. “You know, I think I must be getting old and grumpy, Telli. All the miserable old buggers quacking on are starting to really irritate me this time. Truly, even before all this latest drama I was fed up with hearing that I’m too old, that I shouldn’t be here, that I’m going to fall apart before the bloody competition even starts, and if by some miracle I don’t, then I certainly will once it’s begun. And now they’re all saying I can’t come back from a bit of a bloody tumble, as if I’m some damned fragile little flower. ‘Tis madness.”
 
   He shook his head, bemused. “Do folk truly believe I’d be here just for something to do, just here to make up the damned numbers?” He looked at Telli and smiled happily. “No, Telli, this time I’m going to shut them up once and for all. This one’s mine, no matter what my ankle or anyone else thinks about it.”
 
   Telli looked at him carefully.
 
   He knew that Rowan didn’t brag and he didn’t make idle predictions either. And he looked very strong and fit, even if his preparation had been far from ideal and his ankle was, as he now saw, encased in the splinted boot. He laughed and clapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “Good lad,” he said, “I’m looking forward to it. Just like the whole damned garrison is.”
 
   **********
 
   The days slipped away and all too soon there was barely a week before the Trophy Tournament finally began. Paul Williton, the man who’d refereed the Final in Rowan’s first Trophy win and now the chief judge for the Champions’ Trophy, fought his way through the group of men standing anxiously outside the doorway to the Men’s’ Mess in Den Siddon.
 
   “Move over a bit, lads,” he protested, “At least let me get the bloody lists up!”
 
   “You heard the man, lads. Let him past, please, and don’t squash him on the way out either,” a quiet voice said in the clipped accent of a Wirran gentleman.
 
   Most of the men were Guardsmen from one province or another and those that weren’t recognised the authority in the voice and didn’t argue.
 
   “Aye, Sir,” they said and moved aside just enough for the judge to get through. He tacked the all-important draw for the Champions’ Trophy up to the notice board and scuttled quickly back before the men did indeed squash him.
 
   The owner of the voice winked at him as they stood together watching the melee at the notice board.
 
   “Thanks, Rowan,” the judge said, “I didn’t realise you could do a Wirran accent so well.”
 
   “Of course I can do a bloody Wirran accent, Paul. I lived here long enough, didn’t I? I just thought it’d stir them up a bit. Besides, I get tired of people treating me like a circus show as soon as I open my mouth,” Rowan said, reverting thankfully to his soft Siannen lilt.
 
   There was a horrified gasp from one of the men at the front of the crush.
 
   “Bugger me! Oh! Bugger me! I’ve got him! Jesse, Jesse, I’ve got the bloody Champion!” a sergeant from Den Tissot almost squeaked, “He’ll bloody kill me!”
 
   “You’ll be all right, Alden, I don’t think he’s allowed to actually kill you,” his friend Jesse piped up, very relieved that his first opponent was a fellow from distant Astenar. “I think they’d disqualify him.”              
 
   “Shut up! Oh, Gods… I’ll be out of it before I’ve even bloody started…” the sergeant stared up at the notice board again, hoping desperately that he’d read it wrongly. Of course he hadn’t.
 
   “It mightn’t be that bad. Don’t panic yet…” Jesse tried again, “They say he’s been injured badly and probably won’t even make the Tournament…”
 
   Over by the doorway, Rowan looked at Paul and sighed.
 
   “Here we go again,” he said very softly.
 
   Paul laughed at him.
 
   “Don’t let them bite you, Rowan,” he said, chuckling as Rowan pulled a face at him.
 
   “Don’t worry, sergeant. He might kick your backside for you, but he certainly won’t kill you,” Rowan said from the doorway.
 
   “Oh, shut up! What the bloody hell would you know about it? You haven’t got to face him in just a few fraggin days, have you?” the distraught sergeant turned and looked fiercely at the rest of the men crowding around him. They stared back at him, obviously relieved that none of them would be facing the Champion in the first Round. Injured or not, he was a very daunting prospect.
 
   He saw the judge standing just inside the door next to a tall civilian. Both smiled at him cheerfully. A bloody civilian, telling him what was what. The cursed man was tall and well built and broadshouldered, but his hair was completely silver and he wasn’t even carrying a sabre: merely a pair of daggers. The sergeant stalked over towards him to tell him what he thought of his opinion. The civilian stepped lightly forward, though he was perhaps favouring an ankle; his long hair swung past his hips in an intricate braid. Apart from his hair, he looked little older than Alden’s own twenty-five years.  Alden hesitated as a horrible thought struck him. No. It couldn’t be him, could it...? It just couldn’t be him.  Alden and Jesse had only arrived from Den Tissot yesterday, having decided not to finish the last few weeks of their training here at Den Siddon as most of the contestants did. Alden hadn’t seen any of the other men really, but he’d heard a hell of a lot of dreadful rumours. No, this couldn’t be him…
 
   “Rowan d’Rhys del’Quist of the Forest Giant and g’Hakken clans at your service, sergeant,” Rowan said pleasantly, holding out his hand.
 
   Alden gulped and wished the ground would swallow him.
 
   “I… er…” he mumbled desperately. His friend Jesse nudged him in the ribs and he looked around wildly. 
 
   “Shake his hand, you bloody idiot!” Jesse hissed.
 
   Bloody Hells! Alden quickly took Rowan’s strong, callused hand in his and shook it, wide-eyed and appalled at his own rudeness. Siannens were known to be prickly buggers when it came to manners.
 
   “I… I’m sorry Sir. I meant no offence,” he managed.
 
   “Don’t worry, Sergeant, you’d have to do a damned sight better than that to offend me,” Rowan smiled at him, knowing he shouldn’t be surprised at the effect he had on Guardsmen, but surprised and dismayed all the same. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, but I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name.”
 
   “Er, no Sir. I, um… Er… Sergeant Alden Filipsson, Sir, from Den Tissot, Sir.”
 
   “May I give you a word of advice, Alden?” At Alden’s bemused nod, Rowan continued, “You shouldn’t let yourself be frightened by a reputation, Alden. You’ll be beaten before you even set foot in the circle. For all you know, the Champion might drop dead from all the injuries he’s supposed to have had recently, or he might break his leg properly before the bout and then you’ll have worried for nothing. He might be too bloody old and decrepit to even find his way to the damned circles on the day, or he might just decide to take his cursed sabre and go home.”
 
   He looked down at Alden’s puzzled face, then over at the rest of the men who were staring at him in astonishment. This wouldn’t do, he thought. Time to spread a bit more sacrilege. He smiled to himself happily.
 
   “Lads, let me tell you all something about the Trophy,” he said, pleased to see he had their immediate attention. “No, two things. The first is to try not to be nervous and don’t let anyone or anything put you off your game or distract you… not me, and not anyone else either… nothing… don’t listen to the crowd and don’t fret if your opponent decides he’s too important to turn up to your match on time… he’ll get there eventually and if he doesn’t do it in a reasonable time, he’ll forfeit. Either way, ‘tisn’t worth fretting about.”
 
   Some of the men blinked at his forthrightness.
 
   “It’s easy to say that, Sir, but…” one of them managed.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis easy to say it, I know. And ‘tis easy to get caught up in it all too, but you see… ‘tis only a game, what we’re doing here in the Trophy. Only a game. I have to tell you, this is the rankest heresy, but it doesn’t really matter.” 
 
   The men looked horrified. Another one spoke up.
 
   “But, Sir… how can you say that? It’s… it’s the most important thing there is, I’ve worked for years for this Trophy…”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye. And ‘tis bloody hard work, too. I know. All of us here know. But all the same, ‘tis a game. Whether you win it, or I win it, or Alden here wins it, it simply doesn’t matter. The trees will keep on growing just the same, as we foresters say in our heretical way.”
 
   Alden gaped at him. Surely he couldn’t really…?
 
   “Lads, you take it too seriously. ‘Tisn’t life or death in the circles, thank the Gods. It truly doesn’t matter.” He smiled at them. “Mind you, ‘tis heresy, as I said. Most don’t agree with me, and you don’t have to agree with me either. But at least think about it if you’ve got some spare time.”
 
   “But how can you not take it seriously, Sir?” Jesse wanted to know, “You’ve… you’ve won the Trophy twice…”
 
   The achievement still sounded incredible to Jesse and everyone else. The thought that the man who’d done it was right here, ready to give it a third try, was beyond comprehension. Particularly so, if even half of the rumours were true.
 
   Rowan nodded again.
 
   “Aye, I have. And ‘twas an honour to win it,” he said, “And like you, I worked bloody hard for it, and I’m going to try very damned hard to win it again this time too. But my world won’t come to an end if I don’t. It’ll just mean I’ve come up against a better swordsman and good luck to him.”
 
   **********
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



51. “… the night he fell in love…”
 
    
 
   Costa, now a second year recruit on the night Watch, found himself on the Gate the night before the Trophy started… the night he fell in love. It was a fine evening, about an hour before Lights Out, and he’d been watching a woman walking toward the Gate. She was accompanied, he thought, by the biggest man he’d ever seen. She was beautiful, tall and slim with glorious red hair tumbling down her back almost to her hips and dark lovely eyes with long, long lashes… but of course she’s got that damned great fellow with her, Costa thought sadly. But… no. No, he’d gone. Costa couldn’t see him and couldn’t give a damn about where he’d gone. The woman came closer and smiled at Costa, and he was lost. Her voice was soft and musical and she was even lovelier up close. Of course she was older than Costa himself, probably in her late twenties or so, but that didn’t matter… a man could still dream, and his thoughts were his own. He realised abruptly that she’d been speaking to him and he hadn’t taken in a single word she’d said.
 
    “I… er… I’m sorry, my lady, I didn’t… er…um…” he gabbled, to his own embarrassment. 
 
   She smiled at him.
 
   “I said, would it be possible to see Rowan, please, if ‘tisn’t too late for today?”
 
   “I… er…” he floundered.
 
   The Duty Sergeant hurried over as he saw young Costa struggling. Really, hadn’t the lad seen a pretty woman before? Mind you, this one was a stunner, he thought. Beautiful eyes… an odd colour, but beautiful… he’d seen those eyes somewhere before, he realised, but he had no time to pursue the thought right now.
 
   “A good evening to you, my lady,” he said, “I’m Duty Sergeant Zoran Tobiasson. Is there a problem here?”
 
   “I was wanting to see Rowan, but…”
 
   “I’m so sorry, my lady, but I can’t let an unaccompanied woman into the garrison,” he said regretfully, but firmly, “Certainly not now, when it’s nearly Lights Out.”
 
   The lovely eyes widened and Zoran had an awful feeling he knew who she must be. He hadn’t heard the name she’d given, but… 
 
   She turned and looked behind her and said, “Dammit! Where the bloody Hells is he? Josef! Where are you, you daft bugger?” and then she muttered something else that left the Sergeant in surprised admiration of her vocabulary and no doubt at all of her identity.
 
   The huge man materialised from behind a nearby tree.
 
   “Here I am, my love. Sorry, I… um… I got a bit sidetracked…” 
 
   He’d been looking up at the tree and thinking whoever had hacked it like that deserved a good kick in the backside. Rowan had often thought the same thing.
 
   The Guardsmen stared at him and unconsciously moved closer together. The fellow had to be several inches over six and a half feet tall and he was broadshouldered and hugely muscled. He carried a gleaming and very sharp-looking axe on his back. It wasn’t a battleaxe, but that wouldn’t matter if the man decided to use it.
 
   The tall redhaired woman suddenly looked tiny beside him; he’d make every man in the garrison, even the Champion and Captain Fess, look small. He had bright blue eyes that were striking in his suntanned face, and his hair was black with a sprinkling of grey and intricately braided. Of course Costa was used to seeing Rowan’s braid and he’d vaguely thought that all foresters would have more or less the same sort of thing, but this man’s hair was braided closely to his head in a neat pattern of lines that ran from his brow to the back of his head, and then it was woven into dozens of tiny plaits that fell nearly to his waist. Several silver beads gleamed on one of them that had fallen over his shoulder. He beamed at the Wirrans.
 
   “A good evening to you, lads. I’m Josef d’Albe d’Jasse a’Binnen del’Tarn of the Ghost Cedar clan, and this is my wife Rose, of the Forest Giants,” he said cheerfully, “We’ve come to see her brother, Rowan d’Rhys. Perhaps you might know of him…?” He seemed uncertain suddenly as he realised just how big the garrison really was.
 
   The Guardsmen gaped at him again. Know of Rowan? Bloody Hells, there wouldn’t be a Guardsman within a thousand miles who didn’t know of him… there probably wasn’t one in all of Yaarl who hadn’t heard of him. Josef hadn’t been to the previous Trophies and he had no idea of the esteem that Rowan was held in for those two victories alone. Throw in his deeds at Messton and Trill… it was more like reverence. Josef was in for quite a shock.
 
   Zoran pulled himself together.
 
   “Your brother, my lady? Red Rowan…. er, er, the Champion, as I meant to say, my lady, he is your brother?” he managed.
 
   “Yes, for my sins,” she smiled at him, “But truly, I hadn’t realised ‘twas getting so late. We’ve only just got in and I’d hoped to give him this before his match…” she indicated the little parcel she was carrying, “’Tis hard to catch up with him on the day and I thought …”
 
   “… We could leave the damned package here, my sweet,” Josef finished with a grin and a squeeze of her hand, “I’m sure one of these lads could find him and give it to him, and we can see him after the bout.” He became serious suddenly and turned back to Zoran. “But the trouble with that is… well, truly, Sergeant, we’ve heard some dreadful stories since we got here, and Rose is worried about Rowan. We all are…”
 
   Zoran took pity on them. They were obviously very concerned, but they didn’t want to be pests either.
 
   “Aye, well, we’ve all been damned worried about him here too, and some of the tales going around the town are horrendous. Try not to listen to them, is my advice,” he said slowly, “But as for the Champion - he says he’s all right now and with all respect, he’s such a woeful liar that it must be true. He’s been back training for a little while, and he’s very, very fit. Still bloody fast too, no matter what you might have heard. I certainly wouldn’t like to be taking him on, even if I was a damned sight better swordsman than I truly am.” He tried to think where Rowan might be.  With only an hour until Lights Out, there surely weren’t too many places. Hmm… the Men’s or Officers’ Mess, the Common Room… “Don’t you worry now, my lady, Recruit Costa here will go with you and help you to find your brother, and you can see for yourself… It’s less than an hour till Lights Out, though…”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant Zoran. It’s good of you to go to so much bother,” Rose said, smiling at him again. “I’m truly grateful, and we’ll be back by then, I promise,” she said.
 
   Josef laughed to himself as the sergeant blushed crimson and stammered something to the effect it was no bother at all. He was well aware of the effect his wife had on men without her even trying. 
 
   Zoran hastily turned to Costa. “Costa lad, take Lady Rose and her husband to the Champion. Try the Mess… both Messes, I mean, and the Common Room… he might even be up in his room relaxing with the competition so close…”
 
   “Aye, Sir. I’ll find him, Sir.”
 
   **********
 
   But Rowan wasn’t in the Officers’ Mess when Costa carefully enquired at the door.
 
   “No, sorry, lad,” Lieutenant Ross said, “He was in here earlier, but he left a good while ago.” He turned to the men behind him and said, “Do any of you lot know where Rowan was going when he left here?”
 
   Among the chorus of “No, sorry”, was a single “I think he said something about the Museum…”
 
   “Well, there you go, Costa. You might find him in the Museum, but if not…” Ross shrugged, “He’s likely gone up to his rooms…”
 
   “Aye, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” Costa saluted and looked around. Hmm… there was a lamp burning inside the Museum. It was worth a quick look.
 
   “Gods, this is a damned big place, Costa,” Josef said, surprised at the sheer size of the garrison as he and Rose followed the recruit to the building he’d said was a museum.
 
   “Aye, Sir, it is. It’s even bigger in the daytime, Sir.”
 
   Josef nodded.
 
   “Mmm, I suppose it is. So, what’s in this museum of yours?”
 
   “Um… medals and trophies and paintings of battles and things, and standards and weapons and old books and maps, and… er…” Costa frowned thoughtfully, “Um, all sorts of things, Sir.”
 
   “It sounds like just the sort of place that Rowan would be,” Rose said quietly.
 
   Sure enough, as they opened the door they found that Rowan had already raised his head from the book he’d found and settled down with. He jumped to his feet and hurried over to them. He kissed Rose and held her close.
 
   Rose clung to Rowan for a long time, then drew back a little to take a good look at him. There’d been some dreadful stories doing the rounds of the Dappled Stallion, where they were staying. He smiled down at her cheerfully. He certainly looked fit and well and happy, and she’d felt the strength of his body as he’d hugged her. But what the hell was that in his hair…?
 
   He moved his head away as she reached up to touch it.
 
   “Rowan…? What the hell’s this odd bit in your hair? Surely nobody’s been cutting it?” she looked and sounded appalled.
 
   He suppressed a sigh, knowing this would be only the first of many such questions from his kin and the contingent of foresters who’d come to the Trophy.
 
   “Don’t fret yourself, Rose. ‘Tisn’t a big bit and ‘tis growing back. But aye… they had to cut a bit to… to stitch a cut there…” he finished quickly, hoping that she’d be happy with that, but knowing that she wouldn’t. Of course he was right.
 
   Rose and Josef looked at each other and then at the side of Rowan’s head more closely.
 
   “Rowan lad, ‘tis a decent scar there. And your hair’s growing back red…” Josef said slowly. He remembered a kinsman who’d been knocked out with a branch as a youngster, and he still had a white patch in his dark hair to show for it. It wasn’t an uncommon thing in the forests. “What the bloody hell happened?”
 
   ‘I…” Rowan shook his head. He really didn’t want to go into it all right now. “I slipped on some stairs, there was a big bit of candle wax there, and I fell and hit my head. We’ll talk about it later…”
 
   Rose wasn’t going to be put off so easily. She knew that Rowan never drank alcohol of any sort when he was in full training, and very little even when he wasn’t. 
 
   “Well, I’m sure you weren’t drunk, so how the hell did you manage that?” she asked sternly, fighting a sudden intense urge to shake him. She noticed something else as he moved away from Josef’s careful probing of the scar and the short auburn hair around it. How odd that it was growing back red…  “And what the hell’s wrong with that bloody foot the bull trod on? Surely ‘tis healed up by now? Or are all those horrible things we heard in the inn true?”
 
   “Rose, love, I’d believe less than a quarter of those tales if I was you,” Rowan saw that she wasn’t going to be placated by that either. “I sort of tore my ankle a bit when I fell, but ‘tis all right now, more or less. I just stood up awkwardly, that’s all. We’ll talk about it later, love…”
 
   “You sort of tore your ankle up a bit… “ Rose shook her head slowly, “We certainly will talk about it later, laddie. And I suppose you’re still going in the Trophy?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “You know I am, love. But surely you also know that I wouldn’t be if I truly thought I couldn’t do it. Don’t you?” he added a little plaintively. “Just how bloody daft do you think I am?”
 
   “Hush, Rose, my sweet,” Josef said quietly before she could tell her brother exactly how bloody daft she thought he was, “Rowan’s a big lad now and even he’s not daft enough to go in the cursed Tournament just for the sake of turning up and getting his backside kicked in the first Round.” He turned back to Rowan. “You still think you can win it, don’t you, even with a few… er… setbacks…?”
 
   Rowan looked at him and smiled.
 
   “Maybe. I’m going to give it a damned good try anyway, Josef.”
 
   Josef nodded seriously. It’d have to be a hell of a setback to stop Rowan from doing something he was so intent on doing.
 
   “I know you will. Good luck, laddie. I’m thinking perhaps you’ll be the one doing the kicking of backsides and we’ll all be there to see you do it. Even your friend Moss left his Bridge to come with us, and a couple more of your friends from, er… Gnash? … have turned up as well.”
 
   Rose pulled herself together. There’d certainly be further conversations about this, but not right now. She hugged Rowan again and kissed him.
 
   “Did you think we weren’t going to get here to see you, Rowan love?” she managed.
 
   “Mmm… well, I was starting to think you might miss the first Round. It’d be a hell of a long trip for nothing if I lose,” he said, relieved that Rose seemed calmer.
 
   “You aren’t going to lose, you ratbag. But we were a bit slower through the Pass than we’d hoped… anyway, we’re here now, and Costa has found you for us. I… we… I wanted to give you this…” Rose looked down at the little parcel she held.
 
   Josef smiled at her and shook his head.
 
   “…And it couldn’t wait until tomorrow, daft woman! Rowan, lad, we’ve been hearing awful tales about you, but I can see you’re looking even bloody fitter than when we saw you at home,” he said, “I truly do think you’re going to win this bloody Trophy again if you’re not careful.”
 
    “… If you say so, Josef,” Rowan agreed with a grin.
 
   “Ha! I wouldn’t even know which end of a damned sabre was which until I cut myself!” the big man laughed happily. “Gods, there’s a bloody lot of stuff in here,” he said, looking around in amazement, “Are your medals and things in here too, Rowan?”
 
   Rowan nodded.
 
   “Aye, they’re here,” he said.
 
   Josef looked at him carefully. He seemed unworried, but not very enthusiastic. Still, Josef knew that Rowan would soon tell him if his next question was unwelcome.
 
   “So, where are they, lad?”
 
   Rowan shrugged.
 
   “Over on that wall… with all the others…” he gestured vaguely.
 
   “Don’t be bloody shy, Rowan. Show me,” Josef smiled at him, “Or do you expect me to look at the whole damned lot of them in here?”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “No, Josef, I wouldn’t expect that of anyone. They’re over here…”
 
   “Could I come too, please, Sir?” Costa asked nervously.
 
   “Gods, Costa, I nearly forgot you were there behind this great lump! My apologies,” Rowan smiled at him, “Aye, lad, of course you can come and see the cursed medals if you want to. They’re just over here. Oh, and don’t anyone fall over Scrap. He’s rattling around in here somewhere, mousing and chasing moths, and he’s hard to see in this light.”
 
   They stood in front of the little case that held Rowan’s medals as Scrap materialised out of the gloom and stood up as tall as he could to peer into the case too.
 
   “So, which ones are the Champion’s Medals, Rowan?” Josef asked, fascinated at the bright medals arrayed there and surprised by just how many there were.
 
   “These two here, with the dark blue ribbons. These gold things with the crossed sabres and the oak leaves, like my tattoo…”
 
   Costa stared at them in awe. Bloody Hells, he thought. I never thought I’d ever be so close to a Champion’s Medal, let alone two of them. And certainly not in the company of the man who’d won them. Competition medals were in a separate case of course, except these two, but there’s so many other medals and things here, too… service medals… Silver Spurs… they said that Rowan won the Silver Spurs when he was only sixteen, but that simply couldn’t be true…
 
   He stared wide-eyed at the bloodied rags of a Captain’s insignia, stunned as he realised just what they were, and then his gaze moved to the bottom of the case, to the lovely gleaming medal lying there with its blood-red ribbon. Great Gods… it must be… it has to be… he took a deep breath.
 
   “Sir… is that the… the Star of Yaarl, Sir?” he asked carefully. They said that the Champion didn’t like to talk about it.
 
   He nodded though and answered calmly, “Aye, that’s it. Bloody thing.”
 
   “It’s beautiful, Rowan,” Rose said softly.
 
   “Aye, ‘tis. But…”
 
   “’Tis magnificent, Rowan lad,” Josef said, putting a hand on Rowan’s shoulder, “But I think perhaps it cost too much…”
 
   Rowan looked up at him and nodded again slowly.
 
   “Aye, you’re right there. It cost all of us far more than the damned thing was worth…”
 
   The notes of a bugle rang out, startling them all and shattering the sombre mood.
 
   “Dammit, ten minutes to Lights Out,” Rowan said, “I’m truly sorry, Rose, Josef, but you’ll have to go or we’ll all be in bloody trouble. You know what a stickler Fess is for rules, he’d probably throw all of us in the damned dungeon and toss away the bloody key.”
 
   “Gods! Well, we can’t have that,” Rose chuckled, “Take this, Rowan love, Anna and I made it for you. Oh, and there’s something for Scrap too!”  She thrust the little parcel that she’d been carrying so carefully into his hands and kissed his cheek. “Good luck tomorrow. We’ll be there to see you.”
 
   “Thanks, my heart, but what is it?”
 
   “You’ll see. Maybe it’ll bring you luck. Now, which way is it to the Gate?” she looked around dubiously. She had the excellent sense of direction of all foresters, but the garrison was very confusing at night.
 
   “You’re all the luck I need, Rose, but thank you. And thank Anna for me too; I probably won’t see her till after the bout. And as for the Gate, Costa will get you back there safely, won’t you, laddie?” Rowan smiled at the recruit’s enthusiastic nod. 
 
   “Aye, Sir! I’d be proud to, Sir,” Costa said happily, “Er… this way, my lady, Sir…” 
 
   He turned and headed off back to the Gate, his heart singing.
 
   Josef winked at Rowan as he turned to follow Costa. Another slave. Rose had worked her magic again.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



52. “… no ‘mere’ first-round bout.”
 
    
 
   “Good morning to you, Commandant. Would you like to come this way please, Sir?” Ulrich and the other second-year recruits were acting as ushers and general aids for visitors at the Trophy competition and he’d saluted smartly as Telli strode towards him. Telli had just wished all of his Guardsmen good luck in their respective bouts, promised to see as many of them as he could, and here he was at the first one.
 
   “Aye, thanks lad,” Telli smiled at him as he took a seat right in the front row for one of the very first matches of the tournament, settling his backside onto the uncomfortable planks that provided the seating at this particular competition circle. Normally there wouldn’t be seating here at all, and certainly not for a mere first-round bout, but of course this was no ‘mere’ first-round bout. This bout was between a well-qualified fellow from Den Tissot and the Champion. The dual Champion. Gods, there’s a lot of folk about, Telli thought to himself, not too many damned seats left. Maybe it’s just as well I am the Commandant or I’d probably be left standing behind all those bloody great foresters, and I wouldn’t see a thing.
 
   He’d been surprised that the bout wasn’t in the main arena, and he said as much to his neighbour. Paul Williton, the man who’d refereed Rowan’s first Trophy final, and now the chief judge, laughed.
 
   “Aye, well, it would have been. All of Rowan’s bouts would have been, but…” he shrugged and shook his head.
 
   “But…?”
 
   “Rowan said it wasn’t right that all of his opponents had to face that added pressure, especially early in the piece.”
 
   “He said… what?”
 
   “He said his bouts should go into the draw for arenas, like everyone else’s do,” Paul chuckled happily, “He said the Trophy wasn’t about him and it wasn’t right for him to be in the main arena all the time, it gave him an unfair advantage over those who’d never set foot in it. He said the same thing last time too. Shocked the old buggers to the core.”
 
   Telli thought about it. Yes, he remembered there’d been a big fuss about it last time, but Rowan had stood firm. It was the only time he’d expected anything to be different merely because he was the Champion… and all he’d asked for was that he should simply be treated the same as everyone else. He hadn’t wanted a private tent to get changed in; he hadn’t wanted anyone to assist him but Fess, his second; he’d been happy to train anywhere and take his turn in the bathing facilities; and he hadn’t wanted to be exempted from the ballot for the competition circles. No wonder the organisers had been shocked. And apparently he hadn’t changed his mind about it since the last Trophy tournament.
 
   “Aye, well, he’s right too, I suppose,” Telli said, “But what about all the spectators? No, wait… I can imagine what he said about that too…”
 
   Paul laughed again.
 
   “Is it something like…‘the Trophy isn’t for bloody spectators, it’s for those who’ve worked so damned hard to be here… and we should all be treated the same…’? Or maybe ‘the spectators will just have to take their chances’? Possibly even ‘They can see me or anyone else any time they like at training if they just get out of bed a bit earlier’? Gods, he’s a stubborn bugger, Telli. None of us could talk him around.”
 
   “I doubt great Beldar himself could get Rowan to change his mind once he’s made it up,” Telli grinned, “And he wouldn’t give a damn if nobody came to watch him at all. He’d just go about his business and get the job done anyway.”
 
   “Aye, you’re right there. And so here he is in this outside circle halfway to the Woopsies, with the world and his grandmother watching, and a mob of folk outside complaining they can’t see,” Paul said. “Mind you, I can see Rowan’s point.”
 
   “Did you happen to ask his opponent what he thought?”
 
   Paul smiled at the memory of the man’s panic.
 
   “Aye. When he’d calmed down a bit, he said he’d rather be out here, even if there is a lot of folk around. He said it was nerve-racking enough having to face Rowan in the bloody first round, without having to go into the main arena as well.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan finished his warmup with a neat backflip and turned to put on his share of the present that Rose had delivered to him. For a moment it seemed strange that little Scrap wasn’t sitting on it, keeping it safe for him and warming it up, but there were so many folk milling about today that Rowan had thought the cat would be safer left up in his rooms. Scrap hadn’t been too impressed with the idea, but he’d accepted the inevitable and as Rowan had looked up from beneath the tallowbark, he’d seen Scrap curled up on the soft little knitted blanket that’d been tucked into the parcel for him, his new toy mouse under one paw, watching him through the window and waiting patiently for his return.
 
   Rowan put his own gift on carefully and wriggled his shoulders and moved his arms to check the fit. Perfect, he thought happily, looking down at the competition singlet that Rose and Finn’s wife Anna had made for him. It was creamy silk, beautifully embroidered with the Forest Giant over his heart and the intricate g’Hakken rune on the right shoulder.
 
   “When you’ve finished looking at yourself, laddie, we’d better get a move on,” Hibbon smiled at him. He’d be Rowan’s second for this Trophy, as he had been for the first one twenty years ago.
 
   “Aye, we’d better. It wouldn’t do to be late, would it?” Rowan had never been late for a competition or for that matter anything else, and he wasn’t going to start now.  “Has Telli got himself out there yet?”
 
   “Aye, almost. Now, is that ankle right?”
 
   “Aye, ‘tis fine. Davi and Zefer thought I should keep the brace on it as a precaution.”
 
   Hibbon nodded. The unusual brace had been a great success and several others had been interested in it, or something like it, for their own niggling injuries.
 
   “Good. Time for you to go and kick this other poor lad’s backside for him, then, Rowan. I don’t need to remind you not to mess about, do I?”
 
   Rowan laughed.
 
   “No, you don’t. I’ll be saving my ankle as much as I can, never fear. Now, let’s get on with it.”
 
   **********
 
   Telli looked around at the crowd, fascinated as he always was at these tournaments to see the great variety of people who turned up. This being Rowan’s first match, there was a lot of interest, and naturally his family and kin were there. And so were a surprising number of g’Hakken dwarves. Usually there’d only be a few of them, and generally only for the last two or three Rounds, but of course Rowan was of the g’Hakken too and naturally they wanted to support their clansman, the reigning Champion. The only dwarf Champion ever, as Finn always said, Telli thought with a smile. There were a lot of Guardsmen too, and not just Den Siddon and Den Sorl men, as well as folk from Thallassia, Crell and Bettra and further afield.
 
   Only a couple of days ago Telli had been startled to see the Bridge troll Chinook following a very nervous-looking young recruit across the Parade Ground to his – Telli’s – office to pay his respects. Bridge trolls wouldn’t normally leave their precious Bridges for more than a very few days, but Chinook had come from Den Sorl and it would have taken him… what? A week or so to get here to Den Siddon?  Probably a bit more. And all to see his old friend, the defending Champion, compete again. Amazing.
 
   Chinook had come to the last Trophy tournament too, much to the consternation of the organisers. They’d been honoured by his presence as was proper, but worried that nobody’d be able to see past the troll’s huge bulk. Chinook had merely smiled at them and gone to stand at the back of the onlookers with Rowan’s forester kin, all happily cheering their man on. But that Tournament had been held at Den Sorl and Chinook had returned to his Bridge each day as quickly as he decently could – not surprising with so many strangers around.
 
   A most interesting little group caught Telli’s eye. A tall spare fellow who had the unmistakeable look of a Guardsman about him, for all that he wore the grey robes of a priest of the One; a couple of fellows who’d probably be in their early thirties… a small, sharp-faced man and a stocky, nondescript looking lad, obviously outlanders by their dress; and a troll. Another troll? 
 
   This particular troll was looking around at the crowd in a surprised sort of way and as he looked back at the circle for a moment, Telli noticed the silver torc around his great neck.
 
   Bugger me, he thought, astounded. Another bloody Bridge troll. I was just thinking about Chinook’s being here, and there’s another one. The damned world’s gone mad if Bridge trolls are wandering about and leaving their Bridges to their own devices, no matter how little used they might be. It’s simply not done.
 
   But how very bloody interesting it was. Telli watched in fascination as the troll leaned down and said something to his companions. They nodded cheerfully and followed the troll as he headed towards the large contingent of Siannen foresters who were standing politely at the back as they always did, the crowd parting before him. His face lit up as he saw Chinook standing with the others and he hurried forward to grasp the other Bridge troll’s wrists firmly in the Trollish greeting that implied great respect. I must get Rowan to introduce me to that lot, Telli thought, it’s truly amazing the folk he knows.
 
   And then Rowan was there in the circle. He stood straight and tall and calm as always as he waited for his opponent to finish messing about with his boots and get himself into the centre of the circle. The man fumbled a bit more as he looked up and saw that the Champion was already there. It was the height of arrogance and ignorance to keep the Champion waiting, he knew, and it was simply not done. His heart sank. He apologised for his tardiness and was surprised when Rowan smiled at him and said, “’Tis all right, Alden. I could see you were here, and not just playing silly games. Now, are you sure your boots are right? I don’t want you to trip and hurt yourself.”
 
   **********
 
   “Gods, Rowan looks fit, doesn’t he?” Cris Farleri said quietly.
 
   The Priest of the One, Brother Tadeus, nodded thoughtfully. Rowan did indeed look very fit and though he seemed calm he looked like he meant business too. When Tadeus had heard on the Tabernacle’s very efficient grapevine that the Champion was in training for his third Trophy, he’d simply had to make the long trip to see the man in action. Brother Hess was too frail now to come, but he’d promised his old friend that he’d see as many of the Champion’s bouts as he could and he’d tell him everything when he returned to Gnash. He’d even put a wager on for him and might put on something for himself when he’d seen just how good Rowan still was.
 
   And then when he’d got to Den Siddon, who should Tadeus see among a big group of Siannen foresters but the little ratcatcher, Cris Farleri of Gnash, and his friends Moss and Rill. Amazing how you could travel so damned far and still come across folk you knew, he thought. Apparently Cris and Rill had gone to Sian to visit Rowan, only to find him not there and his kin and the troll about to set off for the Trophy, so they’d simply joined them and here they were.
 
   Even in the short time he’d been in Den Siddon, Tadeus had heard a hell of a lot of rumours about Rowan, but surely they couldn’t all be true or he simply wouldn’t be here. All this silly talk of burns and broken bones and missed lead-up tournaments just had to be wrong, to say nothing of the even more dire rumours of serious head injuries – some were saying a fractured skull! – and a ruined ankle.
 
   The priest looked at Rowan again as the other fellow fiddled with his boots. He was very tall for a top-class swordsman, certainly taller than his opponent and probably taller than most of the swordsmen here, Tadeus thought. Long-limbed too, so he’d have a reach advantage. And anyone who’d ever seen him in competition said that he was astoundingly fast and very strong and his balance and footwork were legendary. Hmm… good broad shoulders, strongly built but not heavy and he had a quiet air of supreme competence about him. Well, the man was the dual Champion after all and he looked it. Mind you, he’d been through a hell of a lot since then… that was an awful scar down that right shoulder and arm and Tadeus could see another scar that started somewhere under the other arm and disappeared under his beautiful competition singlet.
 
   Tadeus had wondered if Rowan’s experiences at Messton and Trill might affect his performance, but it seemed not… he was in superb physical shape in spite of his previous injuries and he was very relaxed too. Tadeus had never seen anyone less stressed at a tournament, but then Rowan’s calmness and poise were legendary too. Even as a youngster he’d been known for it and now he had the sort of composure that only years of hard work and brutal experience can produce. No nervous jiggling about or fiddling with his boots with this man.   The referee droned through the rules of the competition and the combatants returned to their seconds. Not long now, Tadeus thought. He could feel the tension in the crowd.
 
   He watched in fascination as Rowan absently tossed his beautiful sabre from hand to hand a few times, settled on a good left-handed grip, smiled at his second and turned to face his opponent. Bloody Hells. His second was that fellow Hibbon Harrelson, the old Sword Master who’d trained so many Trophy winners. Amazing. Rowan bowed his head politely, raised his blade in formal salute, and suddenly he was fully focussed on the job in hand. 
 
   The sabres flashed as the two men danced around the circle, both light-footed and graceful.
 
   By the One, Tadeus thought in amazement, this lad truly is still very bloody good. That shoulder doesn’t hinder him at all, his balance is perfect and his footwork superb, and his speed is simply astonishing. The fellow from Den Tissot wasn’t a bad swordsman, his mere presence in the Trophy tournament proved that, and he was twelve years younger than Rowan, but he was simply outclassed. There was a clang as his sabre fell to the ground following a move that neither he nor anyone else had seen coming.
 
   Tadeus stared in amazement as Rowan strolled back to his second, said something to him, and then swallowed a single mouthful of water as he waited for the next round. He looked calm and relaxed about the whole business, the priest thought, but his opponent was looking very concerned. With good reason. It was very obvious that the Champion wasn’t there just to make up the numbers.
 
   **********
 
   Tadeus had been a very good swordsman himself in his day, before he’d found his religious calling late in life. He’d actually competed in the Trophy tournament himself, forty years ago now, and he’d done very, very well, finishing in the Round of Eight. He’d been eliminated by the eventual winner, Beliss Jared of Crell, the first Crellian to ever win the Championship. And the last, Tadeus thought wryly: the poor bloody Crellians had been trying hard to win it again, but without success. It was said they had a red-hot prospect this year, but they’d been saying that forever. Mind you, Jared was probably the best swordsman Tadeus had ever seen, along with Johan Bendtsen… until today.
 
   Rowan came back out for the second round. Dear Lord, he makes it look so damned easy, Tadeus thought in wonder as Rowan almost casually disarmed his hapless opponent again. I wouldn’t like to be the poor fellow facing him… but if he ever had faced someone like this, Tadeus knew that he’d have been thrilled and honoured to have the opportunity and he’d have tried his best against him. His best simply wouldn’t have been good enough though, he knew. Rowan would have wiped the floor with him and he had a sudden feeling he’d have done the same with Jared of Crell. Rowan hadn’t been extended in today’s bout, hadn’t raised a sweat, but Tadeus knew that as certainly as he knew that the sun had risen this morning.
 
   “Cris, did you happen to notice where the bookmakers are?” he said softly as Rowan shook hands with his opponent, the referee and judges, acknowledged the loud applause and cheers of the crowd and left the circle. His opponent looked stunned as the realisation that his tournament was already over began to sink in.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



53. “… he doesn’t mess about.”
 
    
 
   Rowan had cut a swathe through his opponents just as he’d done in the last Trophy tournament ten years ago. Despite the many rumours circulating about his ankle and the concern of the healers as the competition had intensified, he seemed unstoppable.
 
   Tadeus had watched as many of his bouts as he’d been able to and he’d watched quite a few of the other bouts as well. There was nothing wrong with the quality of the contestants, there were some outstanding swordsmen there, but Rowan hadn’t lost a single round and hadn’t ever really looked like he was going to. And now here he was in the Round of Four, with Lieutenant Stefan of Den Siddon, Lieutenant Alun Goffson of Den Farrar and a young Crellian who had lived up to his reputation and looked to be their best chance for a very long time, Feltoris Axel.
 
   Stefan and the Crellian had faced off and after a very close, very hard-fought battle, Axel had won.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Stefan. You did damned well,” Rowan said quietly. He was glad it hadn’t been him who’d eliminated Stefan.
 
   “Aye, I truly thought I had him in that last round,” Stefan said, “He’s very good, Rowan. A bit one-paced, but very bloody good. Be careful of him.”
 
   “Don’t let’s get ahead of ourselves,” Rowan laughed, “I have to see this other lad off first.”
 
   “I truly don’t think you’ll have too much trouble with him, Rowan. He’s good, but not as good as he thinks he is. Arrogant bugger. He takes too many risks, and he bullies his opponents.”
 
   Rowan nodded. He’d watched all of his likely opponents in their earlier matches and he’d noticed the same thing with this particular person. Besides, the man’s arrogant assumption of entitlement and scornful disregard for his fellow competitors at training had irritated him.
 
   “Aye, he does too. Well, he’ll have to try a hell of a lot harder if he thinks he’s going to bully me,” Rowan smiled at Stefan. “You’ve done a damned good job with the squad, Stefan. You should be proud.”
 
   “Aye, I am pleased. We’ve all done well. Gerral and Abel both got to the Round of Sixteen, which to be truthful I didn’t expect. And Corran and that lad Karl, the demon swordsman, got to the Round of Eight and me to the Round of Four,” Stefan smiled happily, “And you’re going to win the bloody thing.”
 
   “Maybe. We’ll see…” Rowan smiled again.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re going to take your sabre and go home now!”
 
   “No…” Rowan said thoughtfully, “Probably not just yet. I’ve got this far, it seems a shame not to keep going. Besides, the punters should get a fair run for their money. The bookmakers get it too easily as it is.”
 
   “How’s the ankle really holding up, Rowan?” Of course Stefan knew of the healers’ concern, knew too that Rowan had made no complaints. 
 
   Rowan shrugged. At the business end of the tournament, his ankle was swollen and aching, and he’d found himself limping a bit after his last couple of bouts.
 
   “’Tis all right, Stefan. It aches a bit, but it’s got me this far and I think it’ll get me a bit further.”
 
   Stefan nodded. Rowan had got through his earlier Rounds as quickly as he could, so as to put the least possible stress on his ankle. Some bouts had been over shockingly quickly. Stefan had never seen anyone so focussed and quietly determined and he thought the ankle would probably have to snap in half to stop his friend now.
 
   “Mind you,” Rowan added, “I won’t be sorry when all this is over and I can rest it again. You know, put the feet up, sit about drinking cups of tea and thinking pure thoughts…”
 
   “Ah. Well, I’d tell you to be careful of it, but… we do what we have to do, when we have to do it, don’t we? Good luck, Rowan. I truly believe you’re going to win this,” Stefan grinned at him, “And now that I’m out of it and I can’t, I hope to hell that you do.”
 
   “I’ll do my best, Stefan. ‘Tis all I can do.”
 
   “That’s all you’ll have to do, laddie.”
 
   **********
 
   Lieutenant Alun Goffsson of Den Farrar looked up into Rowan’s eyes, surprised at how very calm and intent he was and how frighteningly fit and competent he appeared. He suddenly seemed very different to the cheerful fellow that he’d seen at training, the one being careful of an injured ankle. Mind you, the ankle was still in that odd but very useful brace and he’d seen Rowan limping after his last few bouts. No, he wasn’t going to be beaten by him. You might have stopped my father, old man, he thought to himself, but you’re not going to stop me. This time I’m going to wipe the floor with you. This is MY bloody Trophy.
 
   Rowan smiled to himself as he saw the thoughts written so plainly across Alun’s face. You can certainly try, laddie, he thought, carefully keeping his own face inscrutable. That’s what you’ve worked so hard for, and good luck to you. But I truly do think you’re not going to be able to do it. You’re too focussed on trying to intimidate folk and not concerning yourself enough with what they’re about. It simply won’t work against me and it wouldn’t have worked against Stefan either. Pity he didn’t get the bout against you.
 
   Alun’s bullying, rushing tactics and relative youth did him no good at all. Rowan was simply far too swift and far too good for him, no matter what problems he might still have with his ankle. With no apparent difficulty at all he disarmed the Lieutenant twice and found himself in the final Round of the Champions’ Trophy again.
 
   There was stunned silence as the huge crowd of onlookers took in the enormity of Rowan’s achievement… he was in the Final of the Trophy for the third consecutive time. Unheard of, simply unheard of. 
 
   Whether or not he won the Final, and there was nothing to suggest that he couldn’t, it was an unimaginable achievement.
 
   **********
 
   Great One! This Siannen lad certainly doesn’t mess about, Tadeus thought admiringly as Rowan acknowledged the now-noisy cheers of the crowd of onlookers. Some of the swordsmen were bits of show-offs, he’d noticed, and if they could score extra points against their opponents, they did. But not Rowan. If he saw an opportunity to disarm his opponent, he took it, whether or not it was in the first minute or so of the bout. It seemed he simply saw no point in dancing around and showing off his incredible ability if he could finish the job sooner.
 
   You’ve been well trained, lad, the priest thought. I’ve seldom seen a more beautiful swordsman to watch, and I’ve never seen a better one at getting the job done. Obviously your experiences at Messton and Trill have made you even less inclined to waste time playing. Tadeus had thought those experiences would have affected Rowan’s ability to compete, but he seemed at peace with himself and his progress through the tournament had been stunning, simply stunning. He hadn’t lost a single round and hadn’t ever looked like he was going to.
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



54. “… unlikely to ever be equalled.”
 
    
 
   Feltoris Axel of Crell had done well, very well indeed. He’d had a difficult bout against a very talented fellow from Den Siddon and truly, the bout could probably have gone either way, but he’d scraped through to progress to the Trophy Final. And almost the first person to congratulate him had been the Champion himself.
 
   “Congratulations, Axel, you’ve won that well,” Rowan had said, shaking his hand, “Good luck in the Final.”
 
   “It hasn’t sunk in yet that I’m in the Final, Sir.”
 
   Rowan had laughed.
 
   “It will. And when it does, try not to be nervous. And don’t let anyone or anything put you off your game.”
 
   “Even if I’m facing you, Sir?” He’d seen as many of the Champion’s matches as he could, like every other competitor, and the man had been stunning. So quick, so strong, so graceful… so unbeatable. He hadn’t lost a single round.
 
   “Especially if it turns out that you’re facing me, Axel. ‘Tis one thing to be beaten by a man, but to let his reputation do the job for him before he’s even set foot in the damned circle is just plain daft and a waste of a hell of a lot of hard work. And please, call me Rowan. Truly, I prefer it.”
 
   “I… I… thank you, Sir,” Axel had managed.
 
   “Rowan, Axel. Just look on me as being a Siannen trying to beat the Wirrans at their own game, the same as you Crellians do. And we’ve both done a damned good job of it too.”
 
   Axel had never thought of it like that, but now he’d try to.
 
   **********
 
   And now here he was, standing beside Rowan as their seconds fussed about behind them, gathering up sabres, water bottles, towels, and whatever else they thought they might need during the coming contest.  They’d finished their warmups and very soon they’d enter the circle.
 
   “Good luck, Axel,” Rowan said softly, “Don’t let the crowd put you off, it’ll be bloody noisy out there until we get going, but then they’ll mostly shut up.”
 
   Axel looked at him in surprise.
 
   “Will they?”
 
   “Oh, aye. There’s always a few loudmouths, but as my brother-in-law says, they wouldn’t know which end of a sabre to hold till they cut their fingers off. The rest will be too gobsmacked by our consummate skills to say much,” Rowan smiled at him, “’Tis a game, Axel. The trees will keep growing, no matter who wins. That doesn’t mean we won’t both be trying like hell to win it, but we should enjoy it too, if we can. All those louts watching us will, so why shouldn’t we?”
 
   Axel thought about this novel idea and suddenly he felt better.
 
   “Thank you, Rowan. Good luck to you too,” he said.
 
   **********
 
   He stood across from Rowan as the referee rattled through the rules. As if they didn’t know the cursed rules by now, he thought. Axel himself was tall for a Crellian, but even so he was nearly four inches shorter than Rowan. As they shook hands, Rowan smiled at him again.
 
   “Good luck, Axel. ‘Tis a game,” he said.
 
   Axel nodded.
 
   “It is a game. Good luck, Rowan,” he said.
 
   Rowan smiled and turned back to his second.
 
   “Rowan, you are taking this seriously, aren’t you? This lad is very bloody good,” Hibbon said fiercely.
 
   “Aye, Hibbon, he is. Else he wouldn’t be here,” Rowan tried to look solemn, but his bright eyes gave him away, “But you surely don’t think I’m going to start taking it seriously now, do you?”
 
   “Rowan, you daft bugger. You know you can win this bloody thing if you just…”
 
   “Hibbon… don’t fret yourself. Young Axel is good, very bloody good as you say, but he’s not going to win this today, I’m sorry to say. He’s like a lot of these young lads now, they drop their shoulder too much.” He grinned suddenly. “Gods, I’m starting to sound like a miserable old bugger myself! But still, ‘tisn’t the way to do it. Just watch…” He winked at his old mentor, turned and strode back to the centre of the circle.
 
   Hibbon sighed as he watched the two men raise their sabres in the formal salute. Rowan’s progress to the Final had been inexorable. Nobody had looked like beating him, despite all the dire predictions that he was too old, that his old injuries would hamper him, that his preparation hadn’t been ideal and his ankle wasn’t right even now, and of course the fears of some that he’d likely go to pieces in the stress of competition. Hibbon knew that he himself was probably more stressed than Rowan was, and as for the rest of it…? It’d take a hell of a lot more than that to stop Rowan from doing something he was so set on doing.  Hibbon shook his head and watched carefully as the two danced around the circle in the graceful, lightfooted way of all top class swordsmen, both intent on what they were doing and both very swift.
 
   Axel lunged forward suddenly, but Rowan was ready for him. He turned his body a fraction and twisted his wrist… so… and Axel’s sabre clanged to the ground.
 
   “Did you see it, Hibbon?” Rowan asked a few moments later as he swallowed a single mouthful of water.
 
    “Aye… he dropped his shoulder as he lunged. That lad in Stefan’s Squad, Gerral, he does the same thing,” Hibbon said, frowning thoughtfully.
 
   Rowan nodded. He was always telling Gerral off about it.
 
   “Aye. And that’s why he was beaten in his Round, though he did damned well to get that far. That’s partly why this lad will be beaten too, I’m sorry to say.”
 
   “Sorry! Don’t you want to win this damned thing?”
 
   “Hibbon, old friend. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to win the bloody thing, would I?” Rowan laughed, “Do you truly think I’d have spent the last year running around those cursed battlements and chasing Fess’s lads around a bloody circle, when I could have been at home watching the Giants grow, if I didn’t want to win it?”
 
   “No, laddie, I suppose not. So, what’s the other thing that’ll beat him? You said that was only partly why he’ll lose.”
 
   “Two things, I think,” Rowan said soberly, “He’s a bit too slow, for one, and he seems to have only one speed, as Stefan said. And he’s still thinking about my reputation too much, and not enough about me. I can do more damage than any bloody reputation.”
 
   And in spite of being more than twelve years younger than his silver-haired opponent, Axel was quickly finding that out for himself. He’d thought he’d been fairly evenly matched in the first round, disappointed to lose it, but still not too concerned. There were still another four ten-minute rounds to go to make it up. None of Rowan’s matches had gone the full distance and some had been over dreadfully quickly; perhaps with his limited preparation his stamina mightn’t hold out for a long five rounds now. But Axel was finding, as so many others had before him, that Rowan seemed to get faster and stronger the further he went and never mind his cursed ankle or anything else. A move that Axel simply never saw coming had him disarmed again. Great Gods, this bloody man truly is unbeatable, he thought desperately. He watched him as he sauntered back to his second. He’d barely raised a sweat.
 
   “Axel, lad, don’t panic,” Regan, his own second, said to him quickly, “You’re doing all right. You just need to…”
 
   “To what, Regan? The cursed bloody man is just too damned good for me…”
 
   “Do you think he ever thought that about anyone when he first won this damned thing and him only eighteen?”
 
   “No, but…”
 
   “You need to try and relax, lad. They say that the Champion treats it as a… a game.”
 
   Axel stared at him in surprise.
 
   “Aye… that’s what he said to me. He said it’s just a game, it doesn’t really matter who wins…”
 
   Regan shrugged. He’d been trying to train swordsmen to win this for a hell of a long time and he’d have sold all of his grandmothers for ten generations and his first-born son, to have had this Siannen fellow to work with. Young Axel was very, very good, but Regan truly didn’t think he could beat Rowan, whether or not the Champion was still carrying an injury. Of course he wasn’t about to say so.
 
   “Mmm, well, I suppose he’s right, up to a point. Did he say anything else?”
 
   “He…” Suddenly Axel remembered something else Rowan had said on the day the lists had been posted in the Men’s Mess, “He said we all take it too seriously. He said he’d try to win it, but if he couldn’t, it wouldn’t be the end of the world… and he said I should try and enjoy it.”
 
   “Then he’s wise as well as very bloody good with a blade,” Regan smiled at him, “But laddie, you’re bloody good with a blade too. Don’t beat yourself, make the bugger work for it.”
 
   Axel nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Good lad. Just do your best,” Regan gave him back his sabre and patted his shoulder as the referee called the contestants out for the third round. He was very proud of Axel’s efforts, but he was a hard-headed Crellian and he knew the lad wasn’t going to win the Champions’ Trophy. Not this time, anyway.
 
   He was right. In the next round Axel gave a bit better account of himself, but he still found himself outclassed.
 
   Rowan shook his hand afterwards.
 
   “Thank you for the bout, Axel. You’ve done well,” he smiled at the dejected Crellian, “Don’t be too hard on yourself, lad. You’ve done Crell proud and you’ve done your family and friends proud too; but most of all, you’ve done yourself proud. I’m sorry I’ve taken your dream today, but don’t let it stop you. Surely you’ve heard all the lads bragging about finishing in the Round of Sixteen? And here you are, you’re in the Round of Two. You’re a Finalist in the Champions’ Trophy, Axel.  There’s no bloody disgrace in that.”
 
   Axel looked up at him in amazement as the truth of his words sank in. 
 
   “Did you forget that’s what you are? Daft lad,” Rowan laughed softly, “You’ll have more than enough backslappers, believe me. You’ll be fighting them off with a stick, and you’ll be dining out on this forever. Hibbon here has been doing just that for forty bloody years. ‘Tis a game, Axel. It has its place, I suppose, but whatever happens, ‘tisn’t the end of the world.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan and Hibbon found themselves mobbed by the huge crowd of onlookers who’d just witnessed not only a stunning exhibition of outstanding swordsmanship, but also the making of history, and something that would likely never be achieved again.
 
   Hibbon’s own feat of training or helping to train the winners of the last four Trophies was equally unlikely to ever be equalled.
 
   The two men finally got clear of all their admirers more or less unscathed and they hurried gratefully to Rowan’s family, friends and kinsmen and the troopers of Den Sorl and Den Siddon, all of whom had a proprietal interest in his success. Practically all of them had a financial interest as well. They clustered around both men, but differently to the other crowds of wellwishers: they stood close together, shoulder to brawny shoulder, so that nobody could get through and Rowan and his family stood in relative calm in the centre of the mass of them.
 
   “Well done, Rowan laddie!” Finn shouted exuberantly, “Well bloody done! That’s shown them what us g’Hakken can do!” He grinned at the good-natured laughter of the foresters and then had to try hard to look sternly at Rowan. “And now we’ll have to argue about what to make for you, I suppose. I doubt you’ll be happy with another damned sabre. Oh, great bloody Gods! And then we’ll have to work out something about the cursed tattoo as well…”
 
   Rowan smiled down at him.
 
   “Well, maybe this time we won’t have to argue until we’re both bloody blue in the face, Finn. How would you feel about making me an axe like Pa’s?” he said.
 
   “Aye… we could do that easily enough. But who would you want to give it to this time?” Finn answered warily. Surely it couldn’t be so simple, could it?
 
   Rowan laughed and shook his head.
 
   “Nobody. ‘Tis me who’ll be wielding the damned thing. I am a forester, Finn, in case you’ve forgotten, and I do go into the forest. I even know how to use an axe.”
 
   “Aye, so you do. All right, laddie, a woodcutter’s axe for you,” Finn turned to some of the other dwarves, pleased, “That was bloody easy.”
 
   “Aye, ‘twas. And now for the tattoo… what do you think, Rowan?” Toren asked slowly.
 
   Rowan pushed the top part of his competition singlet across a bit and looked down at the tattoo on the right side of his chest. He frowned thoughtfully.
 
   “Maybe you could… um… perhaps you could just put another sabre in the middle there, between the other two…?” He thought a bit more. 
 
   “But it might look like an old feather duster, or a cockatoo’s crest…” the young forester Perrin piped up. He’d been astounded by the Trophy competition, stunned by Rowan’s win as he’d realised it truly wasn’t as easy to do as he’d always thought, and he was wondering how he might convince Rowan to teach him how to dance with a sabre too. From the shocked gasps of those around him he realised belatedly he might have just blown his chances.
 
   “Beldar’s bloody britches! You truly do say some dreadful things, young man, even for a forester,” Telli managed.
 
    Rowan laughed. He’d been shocking Wirrans for a long time and it was good to see somebody else do it too. Especially such a young fellow.
 
   “Mind you,” he said with a grin, “The lad might be right. We’ll have to give it more thought, after things have calmed down a bit. And if all those other louts have moved on, I’d better go and tidy myself up a bit so the old buggers can make their cursed speeches.”
 
   **********
 
   The applause was deafening as Paul Williton pinned the Champions’ Trophy medal to Rowan’s jacket, but there was instant silence as the triple Champion began his speech. He’d been a match for hecklers when he was eighteen and they’d have no chance at all of upsetting him now. Besides, nobody would be so disrespectful.
 
   The speech was more or less the same as the last two he’d delivered as Champion, though of course this time he had quite a few more people to thank. He began by thanking Telli and Fess for allowing him to train at Den Siddon, as well as Hibbon, Stefan and the Trophy Squad for their efforts in training him and Davi and Zefer and their healers for taking care of his injured ankle. Of course he thanked the splintmaker Gordon, the bootmaker Yosse, and Madame Estella for the splint and special boot that had allowed him to compete. And he thanked Griff and Honi for allowing him to devote his time to his preparation while they’d done all the work with the horses at home in Sian; while he was at it he thanked Ross, Dorrel and Kurt for their hard work too. Finally he thanked the g’Hakken for the axe they would make him, and he thanked the Trophy organisers, judges and the other competitors for their efforts. He even remembered to thank the recruits who’d done such a good job of ushering visitors around the garrison, much to the delight of the lads concerned.
 
   “And now,” he said with a smile as he took a deep breath, “I think ‘tis truly time for me to retire from competition to be a respectable horse breeder and trainer. I might even chop up a few trees to keep my kin happy, and I’ll certainly be getting plenty of practice with fence posts.” He caught Griff’s eye for a moment and nodded slightly. “Oh, and we’ve got a very good crop of young horses by our stallions Mica and Soot coming on, if anyone’s interested. You’re welcome to come and see them at home in Sian at any time, or we’ll be bringing them to the next Horse Fair at Frissender. If anyone has a mare they’d like to introduce to Mica or Soot, they’ll be there too, and happy to oblige.”
 
   He laughed to himself at the sudden interest of quite a few Guardsmen and others, and the shocked gasps from the dignitaries behind him.
 
   “Bloody Hells, you’re a cheeky bugger, Rowan,” Paul chuckled as he and Rowan shook hands again and left the platform together to more applause and cheering. “Mind you, I wouldn’t mind looking at your horses myself… Horsemaster Ross was showing off some of those you brought back with you from Sian and they were superb…”  
 
   **********
 
   


 
   
  
 



55. “ I’ll always be a bit of the forest…”
 
    
 
   Rowan did up the last of the smallish fabric-covered buttons that ran down the front of his shadow silk jacket. They were a bit fiddly, he’d found, but he liked the look of them and really, though he was the least vain of men, he was delighted with Darius’ efforts.  The jacket was simply styled, beautifully tailored and as Darius had foretold, it was superb.
 
   He heard the sound of many boots tramping across the Parade Ground. A lot more than a dozen troopers, he thought. What the hell are those silly buggers up to now, he wondered vaguely, but didn’t go to his window to see. If it was anything that concerned him, he reasoned, someone would tell him eventually.
 
   There was a quiet knock on the door.
 
   He straightened his jacket and opened the door to find Jasper, the Curator of the Guard Museum, standing there. He’d been a Lieutenant here at Den Siddon before a serious injury at Messton had ended his career. He walked with a heavy limp and a cane now, but somehow he still had the look of a Guardsman about him. His knowledge of military history was astonishing.
 
   “Hello, Jasper,” Rowan said with a smile, “I wasn’t expecting to see you up here tonight. I thought you’d be off prettying yourself up for the Ball. Have I forgotten to return a book again?”
 
   “No, no, Rowan, nothing like that,” Jasper smiled back at him, “But you forgot to collect these…” he held out a little box.
 
   Rowan’s medals gleamed brightly in the lamplight.
 
   “Dammit. I did, too.” Rowan sighed softly. “I suppose I’ll have to wear the bloody things.”
 
   Jasper looked shocked to think that he might not.
 
   “Of course you must wear them. Especially the Star. It’s not been worn for… um…” Jasper frowned in thought, “… for the best part of two hundred years.”
 
   “Truly? So bloody long?” Rowan said, surprised. He’d known it’d been a good while since the medal had last been awarded, but he hadn’t realised just exactly how long it had been. Of course there hadn’t been much opportunity to earn the thing until Rollo had shattered the long peace by invading Wirran.
 
   “Oh, aye. They don’t just give them out for the sake of it, you know,” Jasper smiled again, “Here, I’ll help you. Now, where’s the new Champion’s Medal? I’ll put it on this bar thing with the other two, so they’ll sit better…”
 
   “Um… ‘tis here somewhere, if little Scrap hasn’t run off with it…” Rowan looked at the other man’s horrified face and laughed. “I’m sorry, Jasper, I shouldn’t tease you. No, ‘tis here in this chest.” He produced the lovely medal and handed it over.
 
   “This is amazing, Rowan. Truly remarkable. I never thought I’d see all of these worn together…” Jasper said as he pinned the service medals to the left side of Rowan’s chest and the Champion’s Medals on the right. Darius had had the foresight to add two unobtrusive and discreetly reinforced sections into his design for just that purpose.
 
   Rowan hadn’t thought it either.
 
   “Tis probably the only time you’ll ever see them all like this, Jasper,” he said, “I’m not planning on making a habit of it.”
 
   Jasper nodded, then cursed roundly as he pricked his finger on one of them. He looked up to see Rowan laughing.
 
   “Fess always managed to do that too, and I’ve lost count of how many damned times I’ve done it myself over the years. Cursed bloody things,” he said.
 
   “The pins are certainly bloody sharp. Well, at least we won’t have that problem with the Star…” Jasper quickly wrapped a handkerchief around his bleeding finger. It wouldn’t do to get blood on the Star of Yaarl. “Here, bend down a bit, please, Rowan, so I can reach… there you go…”
 
   Rowan pulled his braid over the blood-red ribbon of the Star of Yaarl and adjusted the lovely medal at his throat.
 
   “How’s that look, Jasper? Is it straight?” he asked anxiously. If he had to wear the damned medals, he wanted them to be sitting properly. He’d always hated the look of crooked medals, thought it showed disrespect.
 
   He looked up and was stunned to see that Jasper had pulled himself to attention and was standing with his right fist to his heart.
 
   “Bloody Hells, Jasper! What the hell are you doing?” he gasped.
 
   “I’m acknowledging you and the Star as you should be, Sir,” Jasper replied evenly.
 
   “Sir!” Rowan said, dismayed, “What the hell happened to ‘Rowan’, you daft bugger? You’re not in the bloody Guard now and neither am I!”
 
   Jasper shook his head.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Once a Guardsman, always a Guardsman, especially where the Star’s concerned,” he said as he lowered his arm again. He swallowed his laughter at the appalled look on Rowan’s face as what he’d said sank in.
 
   “Gods. This is going to be a very long night, isn’t it?”
 
   “Aye, I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Dammit. Maybe ‘tisn’t too late to take my bloody sabre and go home now.”
 
   “I think Mrs. Telli and Mrs. Fess might have words to say about that, Sir… er, er, Rowan. Probably some of the forester ladies too.”
 
   Rowan said something truly disgraceful in a fluent mix of several languages, but his voice trailed off as the boots he’d heard earlier came closer, much closer, and crashed to a stop outside his door. He raised an eyebrow at Jasper, but the Curator shook his head. Nothing to do with him, and probably just as well. Rowan resisted a sudden strong urge to climb out the window and down the tallowbark to the stables and away.
 
   Don’t be such a bloody coward, he told himself firmly as his visitor, or at least one of his many visitors, knocked politely at the door.
 
   “Cade…? What brings you up here at this time of the night? Why isn’t Violet busy sprucing you up for the…” Rowan glanced behind his friend. There were a hell of a lot of troopers lurking there in their dress uniforms. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Ah. Well, er… it’s like this…” Cade saw Rowan’s frown and hurried on, “Commandant Telli sent an honour guard for you, and, um… we’re it.” He tried not to laugh as Rowan’s expression changed to surprise, moved through stunned amazement and finally settled on a sort of appalled horror as he realised just how many men were there. Twenty men. Twenty-one, counting Cade. The Commandant himself would have an honour guard of twenty men in some rare situations. Not tonight, of course.
 
   “He did what? I do know where the bloody Ball Room is, Cade, and I promised Bella I’d be there…”
 
   Cade shrugged. 
 
   “You’ll have to take it up with the Commandant, then. But we’re your escort, unless you’re planning on tying us all up and going without us.” He hoped that Rowan didn’t have a ready supply of rope in his rooms.
 
   “Don’t bloody tempt me, laddie,” Rowan muttered darkly.
 
   “Are you nearly ready?”
 
   “Aye, almost, I think…”
 
   “Don’t forget your sabre, lad,” Jasper said. 
 
   Rowan swore again and turned back into the room to get it. He normally carried the sabre on his back now, but of course that wouldn’t do at the Ball.  He patted Scrap, who was snuggled happily into his new blanket, purring; then he buckled the sabre at his hip, pleased to see that his jacket sat perfectly. At least Darius had remembered the sword, even if he, Rowan, nearly hadn’t.
 
   As he came out into the passageway, his escort leapt to attention and saluted.
 
   Rowan raised his eyes heavenwards for a moment and said something that made a couple of the younger Guardsmen blush and then wonder about thunderbolts from above, but their fellows laughed at their discomfiture.
 
   “This is something else I’ve got to shut up about, I suppose?” he said sourly.
 
   “Aye, laddie, it is,” Cade chuckled as they set off for the Ball.
 
   **********
 
   Rowan thought quickly as he headed down the stairs of the barracks. Yes, his ankle would stand up to what he had in mind to do now, after Telli’s well-intentioned but – to Rowan’s way of thinking – completely unnecessary and very irritating effort. Instead of walking sedately at the bottom of the steps, he headed off at a fast trot, perversely pleased to hear foul cursing and the clatter of sabres and spurs behind him as his escort tried to keep up with him with some sort of decorum. Purely in the interests of being a pest, he detoured up to the battlements putting on speed as he went. He ran past the initially startled, then very amused, night Watch and around to the stairway nearest the Ball Room and ran down that too. Then, his irritation gone, he stopped outside the building to wait for his followers. They were a good long way behind, he saw happily. Mind you, the day he couldn’t outrun a bunch of Wirrans, especially Wirrans in full dress uniforms carrying sabres, was the day he’d give up. Regardless of his ankle or anything else.
 
   “Hello Ivan, hello Rogen,” he said to the very surprised lads at the entrance to the building. There’d be more senior troopers on the main doors to the Ball Room inside. “You two look very smart tonight.”
 
   “Er… thank you, Sir. So do you,” Ivan managed as both recruits hastily saluted. But surely he’d seen a big honour guard headed for the Champion’s rooms, hadn’t he? He wondered what the hell had happened to it. Suddenly he heard many feet thumping down the stairs from the battlements and he tried not to let his imagination run away with him. 
 
   “Sir, where’s the, er…?”
 
   “’Tis probably them coming now, I think, Ivan,” Rowan managed to keep a straight face though he was dying to laugh at the recruit’s expression, “We took the scenic route and they seemed to get, um, caught up on the way.”
 
   “Oh.” Ivan exchanged a quick glance with his friend.
 
   “Did they have to open up the whole thing tonight?” Rowan deftly changed the subject.
 
   The Ball Room was a single huge building, normally divided into the Grand Ball Room, the Lesser Ball Room and the Great Dining Hall, but for very large functions the dividing doors could be removed to make one immense space. On very rare occasions, such as tonight’s Champion’s Ball, the indoor salle that ran right along the back of the building was spruced up and pressed into service too.
 
   The recruits nodded.
 
   “Aye, Sir. There’s a hell of a lot of folk in there, Sir,” Rogen said. He tried not to stare as Rowan’s escort straggled up, trying to get themselves into some sort of order as they came.
 
   Cade was unsurprised to see Rowan chatting with the recruits. He’d made his point, and he wouldn’t upset proceedings any more than that. Probably. He hastily grabbed his friend’s arm before he could disappear into the Ball Room.
 
   “No you don’t, you mad bugger!” he said, exasperated but amused too, “Now you’ll have to wait till the rest of the lads catch up and straighten themselves out and get their bloody breath back.”
 
   “Will I?” Rowan looked at him innocently and then laughed, his good humour restored. “Aye, all right. Mind you, some of those lads need to be a hell of a lot fitter.”
 
   He heard a slight scuffle overhead and looked up to see a small black shadow climbing up the ivy that all but covered this part of the Ball Room. It stopped at a high clerestory window and turned to look down at him. Rowan wasn’t completely surprised to see the pair of bright green eyes that glowed at him in the lamplight. He laughed to himself. He’d thought he’d been so clever, keeping Scrap safely in his rooms, but the little cat must have forsaken its new blanket and sneaked out when he’d gone back for his sabre and all those silly buggers had saluted him. And now here Scrap was, happily settling himself to watch the festivities. Good luck to him.
 
   “Come on, Cade,” he said to his friend, “If the lads haven’t got their damned breath back by now, they’ll be left behind. Let’s get this over with.”
 
   He tossed his braid back over his shoulder, checked that his medals were straight, and strode forward as the buglers sounded a fanfare.
 
   **********
 
   Josef sat beside Rose in the middle of a big group of Rowan’s friends and kin, wide-eyed at everything he saw at the Champion’s Ball and starting to wonder if perhaps he was an ignorant savage after all. He and Rowan had always got on well, even more so since he’d wed Rose, and they’d been friends for a good while. But seeing Rowan at work in the Trophy competition had been stunning. Of course he’d known that Rowan was a very good swordsman, he was the Champion after all, but Josef hadn’t truly realised just how good he was until he saw the calibre of competitor that Rowan had casually and seemingly effortlessly wiped the floor with. Amazing, truly amazing. Nobody’d ever looked like they were going to beat him, in spite of his dodgy ankle, and he’d not lost a single round. Rose said he’d done the same in the last Trophy too. Josef shook his head thoughtfully.
 
   And all this business of the, er… what was it called, now? The Star of Yaarl. He knew something of Messton and Trill, but he’d never even heard of the damned Star of Yaarl before he’d come here, and then he’d heard of little else as Rowan had worked his way through his opponents. Seeing the medal in the Museum, hearing the note of hushed, awe-filled respect in the young recruit’s voice as he’d taken them back to the Gate that night via the Memorial, and then seeing the great Memorial in daylight a couple of days later… it had all made him see his little brother-in-law in a completely new light. And now, though he didn’t yet know it, he was about to be utterly flabbergasted.
 
   A sudden fanfare of bugles made him jump.
 
   “Great bloody hells! Now what, Rose?” he whispered.
 
   “Hush, love. They do that to announce the Champion,” she said softly.
 
   “Bloody noisy buggers,” he said as he stood and turned towards the doors at the far end of the huge Ball Room.
 
   “All Guardsmen are bloody noisy buggers,” one of the g’Hakken nearby said with a grin, “They’re always blowing damned trumpets and bashing away at fraggin drums and tramping about in their great boots.”
 
   **********
 
   Rowan strode down the centre of the Ball Room at the head of his Honour Guard of twenty-one, his head up and his back straight. He looked magnificent, his dark green shadow silk jacket and black dress trousers beautifully tailored and immaculate, his black g’Hakken boots gleaming softly, his braided hair shining silver in the lamplight with the last twelve inches or so of it loose and falling past his hips in shimmering waves. And his medals… as Jasper had said, nobody’d worn the Star of Yaarl for nearly two hundred years, and of course nobody had ever worn three Champion’s Medals. The whole lot together were simply stunning.
 
   Usually there’d be cheers and applause as the Champion made his entrance, but this time there was complete silence save for the Honour Guards’ footsteps in perfect unison.
 
   Every Guardsman there, no matter his rank or which province he was from, stood to attention and saluted and the remainder of the men, women, dwarfs and two trolls bowed their heads in respect as Rowan passed. He looked astounded for a moment, but he didn’t falter. He reached the spot at the front of the room where his kin were standing and turned to face the silent, awestruck crowd.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, “Thank you for the honour you do me and the Star.” For a moment he wished he’d thrown the damned thing over the battlements while he’d been up there.
 
   He looked uncertain for a moment more, and then he was once again every inch the Champion… the triple Champion, the hero of Messton and Trill, and the holder of the Star of Yaarl. 
 
   “I’d like to ask you all to pause for a few moments now, please, to remember the Guardsmen of Messton and Trill… to remember their sacrifices and their suffering, and to remember their courage and honour.”
 
   Every head bowed.
 
   A minute later Rowan raised his head.
 
   “Thank you. We must never forget them. But all the same, and with all respect to them,” he smiled suddenly, “They’d be the first ones to tell us to bloody get on with it and enjoy ourselves tonight, that this isn’t about them or the Star. So, I have a Champion’s Decree for tonight…” what the Champion wanted, the Champion got, and that went doubly at the Champion’s Ball. Rowan hadn’t issued the famous Decree after his other Trophies, but tonight he would and he knew he’d shock everyone there to the core. He’d outrage a good percentage of them as well. He was looking forward to it.
 
   His eyes sparkled with mischief as he continued, “Please, with all respect to the memory of those men, there’s to be no more saluting the Star of Yaarl, or me either, for tonight. And no more calling me ‘Sir.’ My name is Rowan, please use it,” he tried not to laugh at the various looks of shock, horror and blank amazement in the crowd and smiled again as he saw Fess trying not to laugh too, “‘Tis the Champion’s Decree, my friends. Thank you. And now, tonight is for all of us handsome, charming competitors to be sweeping the lovely ladies off their feet and making their less dashing menfolk writhe with envy,” he looked over at Stefan, Axel and several other Trophy contestants standing not far away, “So, shall we make a start on it, lads?”
 
   There was an enthusiastic “Aye, Rowan!” and cheering from the competitors. By custom, the Champion took to the dance floor first and he and his lady would have it to themselves for the first circuit before being joined by the other competitors and then by everyone else. For a moment Rowan wished with all his being that Zara was there to share it with him this time, and then he turned to face Rose, bowed, and took her hand. 
 
   “With your permission, my lady,” he said as he kissed her hand.
 
   “I’d be honoured, my lord,” she said gravely, knowing full well what he’d just been thinking because she’d been thinking the same. 
 
   “The honour is mine, my lady,” he assured her with a wink and led her into a waltz. He’d danced the first dance with Rose at his previous two Trophies and she was as graceful and lightfooted as he was himself.
 
   “You’re a bloody silly ratbag, Rowan, truly. Mind you, I can see all that saluting business would get very damned wearing,” she smiled up at him, “Oh, and you look amazing, by the way… like you’re wearing a bit of the forest… no, you look like you’re a bit of the forest yourself…” she added, fascinated by the shifting shadows and hues of the shadow silk jacket as they moved under a great chandelier.
 
   He smiled at her, thinking that was probably the highest compliment anyone could ever pay him and certainly the one he’d value the most.
 
   “I am, my heart. I’ll always be a bit of the forest…” he said softly as more and more dancers came to join them.
 
   **********
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thank you for reading this book and I hope you’ve enjoyed it. My apologies for the delay in its being published.
 
    
 
   The Red Rowan trilogy is as follows:
 
    
 
   Red Rowan Book 1: Forester’s Son
 
    
 
   Red Rowan Book 2: All Gone, the Gods
 
    
 
   Red Rowan Book 3: Return of the Reluctant Hero. 
 
    
 
   If you liked the trilogy, you might also like:
 
    
 
   Red Rowan – The Bewitcher of Beasts & other short stories, a collection of short stories that didn’t quite make the cut to be incorporated into the trilogy… the line had to be drawn somewhere!
 
    
 
   Helen Gosney April 2015
 
    
 
   Contact me at redrowanHG@hotmail.com
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